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My Husband Tak out the Garbage and Never Came Back

Karma is as karma does. It's what Nana, my grandmother who
raised me, always said. Her intentions were kindly. They always were.
She strove to find ways to help me feel good about myself, so my basic
inner confusion isn’t her fault.

I should have kept karma in mind that morning.

Everything was going well. Too well.

As I stepped out my front door and headed for my mailbox on the
street, dew twinkled in the April morning sunlight like faux diamonds
on the Neelah queen’s tiara. I'looked up the curving road and a shock-
ing silence reverberated. All was still on my small street, and my elderly
neighbor Mrs. Mitchell’s lace curtains didn’t twitch as they usually did
when she’s home, watching for something to talk about.

I earned my living by writing short stories for 7rue Lies, a con-
fessions magazine. Sue Ann, my best friend, insists I have enough
Catholic guilt I'll confess to almost anything, and I suspect she’s right.
My True Lies editor was about to go on maternity leave and my source
of income would at least temporarily dry up. Imagine my excitement
when I checked my mailbox to learn she’d bought eight confessions
from me in advance. What a relief.

I desperately needed the money.

My house was about to go into foreclosure. The house Dan bought
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for me—for us—when we got married. I had sixty days to pay, or I
would risk hell and brimstone in the hereafter. I simply could not lose
our home. It had been seven years since Dan simply disappeared and
I had no other choice than to put the wheels in motion to have him
declared permanently out of print. That morning Sue Ann’s attorney
husband, Ron, assured me I would have the insurance proceeds in time
to save my home.

Now most people probably aren’t as worried about facing the here-
after as I am, but they don’t share my past. My parents were devout
Catholics. Two days before my confirmation, when I was thirteen and
it was the main focus of my life, my parents were involved in a fatal auto
accident. I was distraught. Not only had I lost my folks, but I never
was confirmed.

Instead I went to live with Nana, who didn’t believe in such non-
sense. Instead, she was a spiritualist and believed in a totally different
set of nonsense. Or not.

As a result, ’'m basically totally confused about the hereafter and
have one leg firmly planted in each realm. The good news that day was
I no longer had to worry about burning in hell for losing Dan’s house.
The bad news was that neither my parents nor Nana had visited from
the Eternal Divide to let me know one way or the other. I expected
better from Nana.

Since the people I loved had a way of going to their spiritual reward
or just plain disappearing, like Dan, I recently decided it had some-
thing to do with the Law of Attraction. By concentrating on my losses,
I attracted more loss. It had taken me awhile, but I came up with a new
affirmation: / attract people into my life who stay.

As I picked my barefooted way back up the graveled drive toward
my front door, I glanced at the redbud tree I planted when Dan and I
moved in. Its bare limbs were a tangled puzzle and I willed it to hurry
up and bloom.

The next good thing to happen that morning was that when I went
to get dressed, I found a twenty-dollar bill stuffed into my ill-fitting
Wonderbra. I vaguely remembered wondering where the money had
gone to a year ago, so now I knew. Another new affirmation: / astract
money into my life to stay.

Feeling as if I was on a roll, I tried on my too-tight jeans and they
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fit perfectly. I could even bend and sit without causing my fallopian
tubes to screech in protest.

There was edible food in my refrigerator.

And to top it off, I wasn’t out of toilet paper after all.

Incredible, exceptionally good karma.

So when I saw the corner of a crisp, white envelope peeking out
from a stack of books on the coffee table, I pulled it out. There was
my name, Amanda EI"DShy, written in block print. It bore no address or
postmark, so it hadn’t come in the mail.

When I turned in my story “Diary of a Teenage Psychic’—which
was retitled by my editor (I don’t know what it is about my titles, but
she changes all of them) to “I Can Read My Best Friend’s Mind, and
She’s Messing Around with My Boyfriend”—I honestly believed I was
now somewhat clairvoyant. Or at least warning bells and whistles
would go off before something dire was about to happen.

Boy, was I wrong.

As I opened the envelope, I can’t tell you my hair stood on end or
chills chased down my spine. What I can state without any hesitation
is that I was merely curious.

Who expects to receive a blackmail note?

But that’s what it was.

I collapsed onto my sofa.

The note said:
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Biary of a Confessions Queen

Or else whar? Unanswered questions pelted me like a hailstorm.
What kind of insane person would write a blackmail note like this?
Who would want to blackmail me? Why would someone blackmail me?

And most of all, was there a chance Dan was alive? And if he were,
why would I want to keep it confidential?

Were the Law of Attraction and my new affirmation working?

I scanned the note again.

Obviously, I'd be thrilled to welcome my husband back into my
life. T hadn’t wanted to start the legal proceedings, because of the off
chance Dan might return someday. I knew it wasn’t likely after this
long, but I missed him and dreamed of the day he would come home.
Now it felt as if the legal proceedings had done the trick that years of
praying and tears hadn’t. Was Dan alive?

The blackmail note didn’t make sense. The logic of blackmailing
me at all seemed senseless, and with such a small amount, it was peculiar.
Plus, why put the money into the trash? One segment of my brain an-
alyzed the physical attributes of the note—it was a computer printout
similar to those of most city, school, or library-owned printers as well
as my own, and there were no identifying marks—while the emotional
part of my brain short-circuited.

I suppose I need to digress. Technically I was still married in the
sense that I hadn’t been divorced or that my husband hadn’t officially
corked off.

It wasn’t as if I hadn’t waited long enough or grieved enough.

It wasn’t as though I'd be unhappy if Dan turned up alive, either.

I saw an image in my mind—in black and white like an old movie.
It was my favorite fantasy in the early months when Dan first disap-
peared. Iwas in my kitchen, cooking something. Okay, okay—I don’t
know how to cook, but it’s my fantasy, and I reserve the right to fanta-
size ’'m the next Rachael Ray. So there I am, pans steaming, vegetables
bubbling, and I'm chopping something green, and I'm not even afraid
of my knife. Hmm. Maybe instead, 'm /adling something, when the
sound of the front door being thrown open startles me. The next thing
I know, I see Dan, tanned, brimming with health, stride into my kitch-
en. I drop my ladle, in thrilled shock. Then Dan swoops me into
his arms and, in a Fred-Astaire-like-dip, leans me over. His lips press
against mine.
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Nope. The fantasy no longer worked for me. All I could think
was Where the hell has he been for seven years and why does he look so tan
and fir?

Nothing less than his being kidnapped by those sex slavers his
mother was always ranting about would satisfy me. Unless they
allowed him to use a tanning bed?

Or maybe he’d been recruited by the CIA and they needed him to
invent some top secret thing and it’s now invented. He’s finally allowed
to come home and return to me, his devoted wife.

Nah. The CIA would have let him bring me along—or at least he
should have found some sly way of letting me know he hadn’t kicked
the bucket.

No matter how many scenarios I played in my head, none truly
satisfied me, because I'd long since concluded that if Dan were alive, he
would have found some way of clueing me in. The only other option
was he would never be coming home again, and the very idea made me
more than sad, worse than devastated, lower than the bottom.

It also left me truly pissed off at the jerk who willingly reopened
this emotional can of worms for me. Who could have done this to me?
I wanted to lash out at whoever it was.

And there was the problem with losing Dan’s and my home. If
I wanted to save it, maybe I should pay the blackmail? Putting off
having Dan declared legally non compus life-os would mean my house
would definitely go into foreclosure. But what if he came back and I'd
done that to him? Would he be able to forgive me? Would he under-
stand I’d done it to save our home? Would I be able to forgive myself?

Before I had a chance to make sense of it all, my friend Sue Ann
chose that moment to come barging into my house.

“You didn’t knock,” I said with a sort of surly tone.

She ignored my statement, of course, as she always does, because
she doesn’t think knocking is necessary. Instead she stopped in her
tracks and asked, “What’s wrong, Amy?”

I hadn’t realized I'd given myself away other than a slight trem-
bling of my hand fisting the blackmail note. Then I realized tears
silently streaked down my face.

It was amazing how a little detail like that could slip past me.

This was not how my life was supposed to pan out. I wasn’t quite
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sure yet how it was supposed to go, but this wasn’t it. “My louse of a
husband has apparently been alive all this time.”

“What?” screamed Sue Ann, making a dive for the letter. Snatching
it from my shaking hand wasn’t a problem for her and she quickly
scanned it. “Do you think it’s likely?”

“I hadn’t really considered that. I'm still reacting to the very notion
Dan’s alive and chose to skedaddle out of town.” Was it really possible
he’d done this to me? My breath left me and, with a whoosh, I deflated
back onto the sofa. “I told you I didn’t want to start the legal proceed-
ings to have him declared officially sleeping with the fishes.”

“This letter doesn’t change anything.”

“Youre wrong. It changes everything.”

“Let’s not jump to any conclusions just yet. Scooch over,” said Sue
Ann, parking herself beside me. “That’s the weirdest blackmail note
Pve ever heard of. I thought they usually threaten someone missing,
not threaten to prove someone’s alive.”

I wiped my tears away with the back of my hand. “It is strange.”

“We'll get to the bottom of this,” she said reassuringly. “I just
know it.”

The two of us are not much alike. Sue Ann’s blond hair is cut in
one of those pixielike bobs and her blue eyes flash with life. She’s an
extrovert, sure of herself and her place in the world, certain everyone
will like her, and she likes them all back. She jumps into life with her limbs
spread akimbo and with all the effervescence of sparkling champagne.

Me? I'm not so much like that. I have long, dark brown hair, boring
grey eyes, and the only flashy thing about me is the thumb drive on my
computer. 'm more the hide-in-my-office-and-hopefully-no one-will-
want-to-talk-to-me sort. With very good reason, my favorite animal is
the turtle.

Sue Ann glanced over the note again. “The way I see it is, either
Dan’s alive or he’s not.”

Since she’d stated the obvious, I ignored her comment. “So why
blackmail me? It’s not as though I'm rich or anything. Between the
confessions and the monthly check I get from Dan’s inventions, my
ends are far from meeting.” When he’d first turned up missing, the
money from his inventions had been sufficient. But it had been years
since any new devices had been invented, and accordingly my monthly
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income flatlined.

One look at my house and anyone could see it desperately needed
repairs—things Dan would have taken care of if he weren’t MIA. Not
only did the house need updating; it needed repaired gutters, a new
roof to stop the leaks, and the shutters tacked back into place. Surely any
blackmailer could see that if I had a spare two thousand lying around,
I would have paid for a fresh coat of paint. A pale canary yellow might
be nice.

“Why only two thousand dollars? Why not twenty thousand or
two hundred thousand?” asked Sue Ann.

“If i’s over twenty dollars, it might as well be two million, consid-
ering my budget.”

“So maybe the point isn’t blackmail.” Sue Ann yanked her bangs,
which were always about an inch too long, over her forehead. “Maybe
someone’s trying to let you know, in a sneaky way, that Dan’s still
around.”

I sighed, sending my sunshiny paint fantasies skittering away.
“That doesn’t make sense. Why not just write an anonymous letter
saying, ‘Dan’s alive and well and living the good life in Tahiti’?”

The more I thought about why the note had been sent, the more it
worried me. I’d been caught up in thinking Dan was alive rather than
considering the motive of the person who delivered the note.

Sue Ann leaned over to pick up the envelope. “This doesn’t have a
postmark. Did someone slide it under the door or what?”

My forehead furrowed, but I quickly smoothed it out. I had
enough wrinkles already, even though I hadn’t yet crossed into thirty-
something territory. “That’s another weird thing. It was here, stuffed
between a couple of books on my coffee table.”

“How’d it get there?”

“I have no clue.”

“When did you find it?”

“This morning.”

“Was it there last night?”

I slowly shook my head. I couldn’t recall seeing it there, but I
didn’t remember actually looking in any more than the usual cursory
way. It could have been there since the last time Sue Ann cleaned the
room out of desperation because I'm such a hit-and-miss housekeeper.
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Since then I'd barely left the house because I’d been busy writing. I
don’t know when or how it arrived, but it couldn’t have been here long,
since you cleaned a couple days ago.”

“So all we know for sure is this anonymous person knows you well
enough to come in your house and put it here. The blackmailer wants
you to believe that your husband is alive and that your mother-in-law is
fully aware of this and is keeping it a secret from you.”

Hearing it put like that, I felt even shakier than when I'd first read
the note.

“So, someone I know wants me to talk with Dan’s mother about
whether he’s alive? There’s no way. Even if she knew he was alive,
if he’d asked her to keep it quiet, the secret would go with her to the
grave. She’s already one olive short of a pizza. If it’s not true, even
a hint he’s still around might send her to the loony bin or putting
together a séance.”

“Maybe there’s another way to find out,” said Sue Ann. There was
no mistaking the devilish gleam in her eye.

“What did you have in mind?”

“She asked me to clean her place. Isaid I'd work her in this week.”

I didn’t know whether to roll my eyes or lock myself in the bath-
room. I knew where she was going with this and it made me nervous.
“Tell me you don’t have a key to her house.”

3]

“I have a key.” She grinned malevolently. “Now before you get
started, I know you don’t clean. But you 4o know how to search.”

“No, no, no.” Searching was a skill I acquired when I wrote a confes-
sion about being a private detective. But it wasn’t a skill I was eager to
use. “You know anytime I try to do anything remotely wrong, I always
get caught.”

“It’s either we snoop to find out if she knows anything or you tackle
her directly. Your choice.”

“There’s got to be something else I can do. How about I go to the
bank and ask for a discreet loan of two thousand bucks in unmarked bills?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Have you called Brad yet?”

We’d known Brad Tyler, now a detective with the Independence
police, since the days when he’d been a troublemaker himself. He’d
been assigned to handle Dan’s missing persons case. “Wouldn’t calling
the police be overreacting?”
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Sue Ann pushed back her bangs again. “You received a blackmail
note. Calling Brad should be the first item on your agenda, I'd think.
Besides . . .

“Yeah, yeah. I know.” How many times had she told me this?
Trying to mimic her voice, I said, “Besides, he’s always had a soft spot
for you.”

“Well, he does. I think if Jerome wasn’t hinting that he’s about to
pop the big one, Brad would ask you out.”

“Why is it everyone knows my business long before I do?” Jerome
and I didn’t have that kind of relationship yet. We were close and I
knew he wanted more, but I wasn’t ready.

He was a really good guy and assured me he was willing to wait for
when the time was right. The idea he was about to ask me to marry
him rocked me because it would change what I felt was a very comfort-
able and comforting friendship. A friendship that involved kissing, but
not much more in the way of physical contact. His kisses were nice,
and I had missed being touched, but I always felt as if I was cheating on
my missing husband.

Possibly for good reason, if Dan had merely done a disappearing
act. “Jerome hasn’t proposed and I think Brad’s only interested in me
as a murder suspect. If he’d found Dan’s body, I'd probably be in the
clinker right now.”

“No one ever mentioned anything about murder.”

“No one had to. Dan’s gone, as if he evaporated in thin air. Law
enforcement always looks at the spouse in any suspicious circumstances.
I’'m sure Brad thinks I did something.”

“Brad doesn’t think anything of the sort. You're so clueless about
men. Look at you and Dan.”

I growled. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“It’s about time you did. You've been running in place all chese
years. And why? The two of you never had a close relationship. When
he didn’t come home, it didn’t much affect your life one way or the
other except you no longer had anyone to do all the household repairs
or take out the trash.”

I opened my mouth to argue with her, then shut it firmly. Unfor-
tunately, she was right in some ways. Don’t get me wrong—I loved
Dan. But time had given me the chance to see that he was more like a
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father figure to me rather than a typical lover. I missed the closeness,
having someone to hold me, care about me. What I didn’t miss were
the bits and pieces, nuts and screws—Dan’s spare parts for his inven-
tions always cluttering up our living room. Or the inventions he’d
created that didn’t quite work, like the combination coffeemaker-slash-
band saw.

I recently began tossing his invention stuff into our spare room,
unsure what to do with it but unwilling to part with it entirely. Over
the course of the past month, Id gradually moved his belongings from
our bedroom into there as well. It fele so . . . final.

Perhaps in addition to the foreclosure issue, the action had been what
spurred me to ask Sue Ann’s husband to petition the court to declare Dan
officially mortality challenged. Right now I needed to clear the air
about Dan and me. “We were close. So what if our relationship wasn’t
like your marriage? Dan was a wonderful man, and I miss him.”

Sue Ann gave me a quick hug. “I know you do. But I still chink
you should call Brad. If he finds out you didn’t call him about the letter,
icll make him suspicious—like you've got something to hide.”

Her comment surprised me. “You don’t think I had anything to do
with Dan’s disappearance, do you?”

“Of course not. He always went to the Independence Tavern on
Friday night to play chess. He a/ways walked home when the bar closed
at two in the morning. Everyone in town knew it, and if anyone had
wanted to harm him it would have been the best time.”

“Yeah, but who would want to hurt Dan?” The question had
haunted me for years. Had Dan been in an accident, or had someone
set out to harm him? Other than during the Neewollah Festival—a
ten-day festival aptly named with the reverse spelling of the word Hal-
loween because it celebrates, what else, All Ghouls Day, when the city
population rises from 10,000 to around 80,000—Independence, Kansas,
isn’t exactly a crime hotbed.

“It’s not like Dan was rich or cruel or anything,” I added. “He was
just a real sweet, harmless guy who liked to invent things. It’s no wonder
Brad suspects I had something to do with it. In his shoes, I would, too,
even though I don’t have a motive.”

“Pm certain he doesn’t think you had anything to do with it. But
you do need to call him.” Sue Ann placed the cordless phone between
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my stiff fingers. “Maybe this blackmail note will make him reopen the
case and find out exactly what 4id happen to Dan.”

I dialed 9-1-1 and Peggy picked up on the first ring. Things rare-
ly hopped this time of year at the Independence Police Department.
Although they received plenty of calls, most were minor incidents, such
as dog bites, rather than true emergencies.

“Hi, it’s Amy Crosby. Is Brad available?”

“No, hon. He’s over at the diner. But if it's an emergency . . .
Her voice trailed off and I could tell she was hoping I'd say it was.

»

Sue Ann piped in, “Tell Peggy it’s an emergency.”

When I heard the excitement in Peggy’s indrawn breath, I did what
I could to dispel it—I laughed. “Peggy, this is 7o an emergency. Don’t
listen to Sue Ann. Just have Brad call me when he gets a chance.”

After disconnecting the call, I threw the phone at Sue Ann, who
deftly caught it with one hand.

“You know better than to tell Peggy it’s an emergency,” I grumbled.
“It’s like broadcasting it over the radio. She’ll blab everything to Maureen
down at the Clip 'n Curl.”

Sue Ann smirked. “You think this won’t get out? Better we have
the law on our side than the other way around.”

“I suppose you're right,” I said grudgingly. “And you’d better tell
your husband to withdraw that petition. No use having Dan declared
awake to life immortal if he simply walked away.”

Just then the phone rang, and my new psychic ability told me
Peggy hadn’t listened when I’d told her to wait. I grabbed the phone
from Sue Ann’s lap and answered it.

“What’s the emergency?” Brad sounded annoyed, as if he thought
I was the sort of woman who overreacted—just as I'd told Sue Ann
he would.

“I gave Peggy explicit instructions not to tell you it’s an emergency.”

“Now that you've interrupted my lunch,” he teased, “you might as
well tell me what you called about.”

“I thought we’d established I didn’t interrupt you. Peggy did.”

He gave a long-suffering sigh. “Amy, will you get to the point, please?”

“All right already.” How would I go about telling the law, even if
he was an old friend, that I was being blackmailed? Should I build up
to it or blurt it out? “I received a letter today.”
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“A letter?”

“Well, an anonymous note, actually.”

“And you want to report receiving an unsigned note?”

“Not exactly.”

Again, he sighed. “Is it a death threat?”

“No. It’s more like, eh, blackmail.” T didn’t relish the way my voice
squeaked. Sue Ann grabbed my hand and gave it a little squeeze, pro-
viding me with the courage to go on. “Or at least that’s what it says.
Sue Ann and I aren’t sure that’s the intent.”

“You guys are getting your fingerprints all over it, aren’t you?” he
snapped.

Dropping Sue Ann’s hand, I tossed my head. “Generally you pick
up a letter in order to read it. It’s not like I wear gloves when going
through my daily mail.”

“Just put the letter in a plastic bag. If there’s an envelope, toss it in
as well. If'll take me five minutes to finish up here and then I’ll head
over to your place. You are at your place?”

“Duh. You just called me here.”

“Stay there. Don’t let anyone else in and don’t handle the letter
more than you have to. Got it?”

The man was far too bossy for my taste. “Got it.”

After disconnecting the call, I said to Sue Ann, “He should be here
in about fifteen minutes and I need to grab a quick shower first.”

“What did he say?”

“Bag it.”

“Fingerprints.” Sue Ann hightailed it to the kitchen. After a few
seconds of sounds of drawers and cabinets being opened, she yelled,
“Where’s your plastic bags?”

“Like I buy any?”

More rumbling noises, then she returned with a plastic Wonder
Bread bag and my bacon tongs. Using the tongs, she gingerly slid both
letter and envelope into the wrapper. “There. I need to head over to
Mrs. Henderson’s, so I'll leave you to your shower. Want me to make
you some tea first?”

My gaze shot to the shelves in my living room. The ones Dan de-

signed to hold my teacups when we first got married. I shook my head.
“That’s okay.”

or 13 wor



RATHY CARMICHAGL

She grabbed her handbag. “When I get done cleaning Mrs.
Henderson’s, you can go with me to your mother-in-law’s and tell me
what Brad has to say.”

Bowing to the inevitable, I agreed to go with her to Dolores’.
Somehow I had to find out if Dan was still alive. Besides, this gave me

an idea for another confession: / Was a Professional Snoop until I Found
My Cheatin’ Husband with Another Woman.
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| Uas Blackmailed by My Husband's Mistress

If you've ever lost anyone, you're familiar with how some small
circumstance will trigger memories. In my case, almost tripping on my
frilly pink bathroom rug brought to mind a similar incident.

This time I saved myself from falling by grabbing the porcelain
sink. The last time, Dan was shaving at the sink and he caught my
arm. Whenever I was about to come to harm, he always seemed to be
there, like my own personal safety net.

I glanced at myself in the mirror, but all I saw was the ghost of Dan
catching my lips with his and reminding me to be more careful. It’s
odd seeing yourself in third person, as if you were on a movie screen.
But there I was, a young woman eager to love and be loved, and defining
herself by the shining light in her husband’s kind eyes.

Losing Dan hadn’t been easy to cope with and I still wasn’t sure I'd
quite managed it. But what had become of that young woman? Was
I an improved version of her, or in my expenditure of innocence had I
forever lost something more important?

Sue Ann said I'd been running in place. Maybe she was right,
but I didn’t know how to do anything else. With Dan, I always felt I
belonged and had a place in the world. That I was loved. I’d had so
much loss and turmoil in my life before I'd met him, I couldn’t help
but believe a feeling of fitting in and belonging was highly underrated.
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After showering, I dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and wondered
what criteria I now used to define myself. Had I been running in place
simply because I no longer knew who I was?

My hair was still dripping when I heard thunderous knocking at
the front door. To have reached here this quickly, Brad must have left
the diner with his lights flashing.

Unless it was the person Brad had warned me not to let in the
house.

If it wasn’t Brad and I peeked through the curtains, whoever it was
would know I wasn’t letting them in—deliberately. I really hated chis.

I wiped my hands on the towel wrapped around my neck, straight-
ened my T-shirt, then leaned forward and tried to squint through the
crack between drape and window. I wasn’t able to see who was at the
door, but I relaxed instantly when I made out Brad’s Chevy Tahoe
parked at the curb.

I marched over and slung open the door.

“Took you long enough,” he groused.

Even though Brad was incredibly attractive, especially in his dark
navy police uniform, there was something about him that really set
my teeth on edge, and it wasn’t the fact he considered me a suspect in
my own husband’s disappearance.

“Nice to see you, t0o,” I said as I led him to the den. It actually
was nice to see him. What woman doesn’t enjoy eye candy? Except
for his nose, broken multiple times and set at an odd angle, he perfectly
fit the description of tall, dark, and handsome. His wide shoulders pro-
vided a physical expression of his personality. Brad always made me feel
safe when he was around—which was probably a good thing in a law
enforcement officer.

He didn’t take a seat on the sofa next to me, instead choosing a
worn armchair halfway across the room. Maybe because he and Jerome
were good friends, sofa-sitting with me was off-limits—Dbut it was just
one more annoyance. In fact, he was simply annoying—in a protective,
good-looking kind of way. I tossed my head, which had worked so well
earlier at conveying my feelings and was now a mistake—because the
effect was something like a wet dog giving himself a good shake.

Wiping away the water droplet tickling the end of my nose, I said,
“I didn’t have time to dry my hair.”
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“And here I was about to compliment you on your new style.”

Then something happened to his face. It seemed to become all angles
and planes and his pearly whites flashed. Did he have indigestion from
snarfing his lunch too quickly?

I egged him on. “Is that supposed to be a smile? Does it scare
small children?”

He was smart enough not to take my bait. His eyes narrowed and
his face returned to normal. “Where’s this blackmail note?”

He obviously intended our visit to be strictly business. I indicated
the plastic bag on the coffee table, wondering if he expected me to bring
it to him since he’d chosen to sit so far away. He surprised me, though,
by rising from his chair and bending over the table to observe the letter.
One of his eyebrows rose up wryly when he noticed the tongs lying
beside the bag.

“They were Sue Ann’s idea.” I shrugged. “I figured we’d both
handled it already so it wouldn’t make a difference.” Why was I feeling
so defensive? It wasn’tas if I had done anything remotely wrong—except
for maybe checking out his posterior when he’d walked past me.

Then his other brow joined the first when he noticed the Wonder
Bread logo.

“Im out of Baggies, so sue me.”

That was when our gazes met and I really hated it when that hap-
pened. In movies and romance novels, when a man’s and a woman’s
eyes meet, you just know it means they’re actracted to each other.
They’d experience some delightful electric-like shock to their system,
telling them they were meant for each other.

When Brad’s gaze met mine, I, too, experienced an electric-like
shock. But rather than it feeling delightful, it just convinced me he
thought I'd offed my husband. Being the guilt-laden person I am, I
piped in, “I didn’t kill my husband.”

Brad seemed to be fighting amusement. “No one said you did.”

“Yeah, but it’s there in your eyes.”

“You think?”

I didn’t want to think about his eyes. They were a delicious Hershey-
syrup brown, and his lids lazily covered the top of his irises. Now, to
my list of sins, I had to add guilt about thinking of Brad in a biblical
way when I was sorta kinda dating his friend Jerome. While I knew
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Jerome wanted something more from me I wasn’t quite sure I had that
much more to give him. But Brad was definitely the hands-off-my-
friend’s-girl type of guy, and I had to admire him for it. So, yeah, I felt
a little shamefaced about checking him out.

“I may make my living confessing, ” I said. “And heaven knows I have
a guilty enough conscience for any three people, but I've tried to keep a
firm rein on reality as opposed to fantasy. I make it a rule not to confess to
crimes I didn’t commit.”

Brad’s teeth bared again. Atleast now I knew he meant it as a friendly
gesture and I didn’t need to look around for a means to protect myself.

As Brad scanned the note through the plastic, he asked, “How’d
you get this?”

“I found it here, on this table, this morning.”

“How’d it get here?”
“Sue Ann and I were trying to figure that out. I'm not exactly a
careful housekeeper—” I waited for the usual snicker I get when making

a comment about my domestic skills, but Brad surprised me by keeping
his lips zipped. I liked that about him.

“Two days ago the readers’ club met here and I had about twenty
people in the house. The only people I can think of who’ve been here
since then, that I know of, are my in-laws and Sue Ann.”

“This doesn’t make my job any easier.”

“Tell me about it. I can’t figure out why someone would want to
blackmail me, especially with the information that my missing hus-
band is alive. Why would I want to keep it a secret?”

“It’s downright peculiar.” He gave me a look that was difficult to
read, but I suspected he assumed I was pulling some stunt.

Picking up the bag containing the note, he went back to
his chair, obviously keeping his distance between himself and a
suspect—namely moi. “Have you talked with your mother-in-law?”

“Are you kidding? If Dolores hasn’t said anything before, do you
think she would now?” I cringed. Dan was too responsible to simply
disappear, wasn’t he? Dolores clung to the hope he’d return someday,
and while I did, too, deep inside I'd accepted that he had probably
joined my mother and grandmother at the pearly gates. “After Dolores’
alien kidnapping and sex slavery theories, I do 7or want to consider
what she’d come up with if she had a hint he might still be alive.”
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“If you don’t do anything, then day after tomorrow whoever wrote
this thing will reveal the information about your husband’s where-
abouts or possibly make another attempt at blackmail.”

“If they know where Dan is, maybe they’ll blackmail him instead
of me. He probably has deeper pockets anyway. If he sneaked off like
that, he’d want to keep it a secret, wouldn’t he?”

“Or they might hit up Dolores.”

“I can’t imagine any reason why she would want to keep it quiet if
he’s alive.”

“She might pay someone to tell her where he is, even if it’s a scam.”

I hadn’t thought of the possibility. While Dolores and I couldn’t
be said to be intimate, I was genuinely fond of her and didn’t want any-
thing to upset her, no matter how many bodacious bats she had in her
belfry. Maybe Sue Ann’s plan to snoop wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

Brad pocketed the letter and stood. “You and Sue Ann need to
stop by my office later to provide your prints. If there are any others,
icll give us something to go on.”

“Okay, I'll tell Sue Ann.” She’d been right about telling me to call
Brad. He was dependable. Putting the blackmail note into his hands
reassured me.

Brad hesitated, like he wanted to say something more, so I shot
him an encouraging look. He cleared his throat, then slanted his too-
craggy face into a frown. Man, compared to his smile, if it weren’t for
the warmth in his eyes, his frown could terrify a whole flock of buz-
zards. I wondered how many people had confessed to him simply based
on the strength of it.

“You will be careful,” he said.

His statement surprised me. It wasnt as though there was any
physical threat in the note. In fact, as far as blackmail notes go, it
appeared to be a friendly little number. But since I couldn’t figure out
why anyone thought they could blackmail me about Dan in the first
place, maybe he had a point. “I'm always careful.”

“Don’t take any unnecessary chances” He reached out and
brushed a damp lock of hair out of my eyes.

Trying to dismiss the rush of warmth I felt when his fingertips
brushed my face, I nodded. I'd only take necessary chances.

My nod seemed to appease him, though, because he strode to my
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door. When he turned back, his expression was pensive.

“I don’t like it,” he said. “Independence doesn’t have much crime.
It’s one of the things I like best about it. The idea it's someone we
know, a respected member of the readers’ club doing this, disturbs me.
Watch your back.”

With that reassuring thought, he exited, leaving me to confront my
fears by myself. I didn’t realize how not safe I'd feel when he left. The
least I expected was that a dependable person like Brad could be relied
upon to leave me feeling secure. Not that he wasn’t reliable. He was. 1
knew he’d do his best to track down the blackmailer. But until he did,
I felc anything buc safe.

[ hadn’t been afraid eatlier. I'd been angry at the thought that Dan
may have chosen to desert me, I'd been confused by the idea of being
blackmailed, and I'd seen this as an intellectual game.

Brad’s comment changed everything,.

It became too intimate. Someone I knew, someone I trusted,
apparently wanted to hurt me. Whether physically, financially, or
emotionally I wasn’t sure. But the intent was there.

e

So there I stood two hours later in Dolores’ bedroom, clutching a
small bottle of brilliant blue glass cleaner in one hand and a ratty cloth
in the other, wondering exactly what it was Sue Ann wanted me to do
with the things. Sure, when I was a teen, my nana periodically, under
threats of death or tuna a la king dinners, coerced me into using what
she referred to as elbow grease to wipe down the bathroom mirror. But
quite frankly, I never was any good at it back then.

Equally frankly, I wasn’t sure exactly where I was supposed to spray
the stuff now, considering there wasn’t a mirror in sight. Behind the
dark and thick curtains I was sure there would be some glass, but did
Sue Ann expect me to go back there?

Her instruction to “look busy” didn’t make much sense. We were
alone in the nineteenth-century house, and my mother-in-law’s bed-
room was already clean as far as I observed. Thankfully, Sue Ann
didn’t demand I also search my sister-in-law, Liz’s, bedroom as well.

Shrugging, I stuffed the glass cleaner in my large back pocket and
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the rag down my shirt front and concentrated on what I was there to
do: snoop.

Glancing around the bedroom, I noted the bed, the antique oak
bureau, and matching dresser along with an old-fashioned chaise
lounge. Otherwise, there wasn’t much in the room. I pulled open the
closet doors, then let out a sigh. Dolores had kept every shoe box for
each pair of shoes she’d ever owned. Box upon box was stacked on the
shelves. Three-quarters of the hanging space was also taken up with
shoe boxes. There wasn’t much room for clothing at all.

I knew the woman had a lot of shoes, but I'd never expected her to
have an entire shoe museum.

I firmly shut the closet door and looked guiltily over my shoulder. 1
heard Sue Ann vacuuming in the living room. Hopefully, she wouldn’t
remember all those boxes in the closet because, otherwise, she’d insist
I search them all.

I turned my attention to the ten drawers in the room, four in the
bureau and six in the dresser. Should be a piece of cake. That was be-
fore I opened the top bureau drawer and realized my mother-in-law had
saved all her correspondence—ever.

In the drawer beneath, I saw even more letters. They hadn’t been
organized; simply tossed into the drawer. Mixed in with condolence
cards for the death of her husband twenty years ago were recent birthday
cards. There was no rhyme or reason to how they’d been put away.

I dumped the contents of both drawers on the bed, an action which
raised a huge cloud of dust, making me sneeze. I then made a quick
search for recent correspondence from Dan.

After I pulled out a Mother’s Day card signed by Dan, my heart
almost stopped. When I realized the postmark on the envelope was
dated ten years earlier, I breathed easier. My sigh skittered across her
bedroom, like an echo in a canyon. I ran my finger over Dan’s sig-
nature, recalling how Dolores had been genuinely touched that first
Mother’s Day after my marriage, when I’d timidly told her how pleased
I was to have a mother again. She vowed to always treat me as one of
her own and she’d never swayed from that promise. It was one of many
reasons why I felc uncomfortable searching her home.

I took a seat on her bed, letters and envelopes sliding against my
hip—the detritus accumulated through sixty years of living. Why
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hadn’t I known she was the sentimental sort, hoarding notes and letters?
Did she sit on this bed, like me, rereading them?

Breathing became more difficult, as if I'd stirred up sixty years of
dust. Yet part of being a good daughter-in-law meant protecting her
from hurting all over again. It was why I was here, wishing I could be
somewhere—anywhere—else.

I shuffled through the papers, and it didn’t take long to see there
weren't any zew letters from Dan, although for Dolores’ sake, I'd nearly
wished there were.

After stuffing the cards and letters back in the drawers, I went to
check on Sue Ann while tamping down the guilt eating at me for going
through Dolores’ personal belongings.

While I hadn’t believed it likely that she was an accomplice in her
son’s disappearance, eliminating the possibility was for her own good.
She’d never accepted the probability that Dan was no longer among the
living, and even I found the idea challenging. After discussing it with
her daughter, Liz, I'd made a point of protecting her by not informing
her I planned to have him declared living impaired. Once the deed was
done, there would be time enough to tell her, and even then it would
have to be as gently as possible—with smelling salts and an oxygen tank
standing ready.

If he’d made the choice to leave not only me but also his mother
without a trace, that knowledge would send Dolores over the edge.
Encouraging her to believe he was alive wasn’t a very good idea either—
that is, if he had kissed the dust. ButI had no way of knowing whether
he was alive unless I could find some clue pointing to his having run
out on me, his family, and the entire town.

Some of his inventions were still in use for the Neewollah parades—
particularly the Doo Dah floats. Surely he would have come back to
town when his volcano failed to erupt during the queen’s coronation year
before last—if he’d been physically able to come back, thatis. He’d been
particularly proud of that darn volcano and held some sort of a patent on
it, making up a big chunk of my dwindling monthly income.

No matter what the blackmail note contended, I couldn’t accept
he had willingly disappeared, which made our search of Dolores” home
unlikely to turn up any clues. Ihad to be certain, one way or the other.

As I entered the den, I saw Sue Ann sliding the center drawer closed
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on an old wooden desk. “Find anything?”

“Bills. Nothing helpful other than a great recipe for chocolate pie.”
Sue Ann puffed at her bangs. “How about you?”

“I found where she stores her correspondence, but no luck.” 1 very
deliberately didn’t mention all those shoe boxes. If I honestly believed
Dolores might be hiding something in one of them it would be worth
the effort, but I didn’t, so it wasn’t.

“T haven’t searched the hall closet,” Sue Ann said as she rose from the
chair in front of the desk. “Why don’t you check the bathroom cabinets?”

I nodded my agreement and headed first to the guest bath. As ex-
pected, considering how much time I'd spent in there over the years,
there wasn’t much besides a spare toothbrush, three rolls of toilet paper,
a neat stack of soap bars, and an ancient Tootsie Roll that I found
wedged under the counter. I decided not to eat it.

Next I headed to the bathroom shared by Dolores and my sister-in-
law, Liz. It was one of those Jack and Jill baths, with a dressing table
on each side and, separated by doors, a sink, counter, toilet, and bath
combination in the middle.

I'd never had cause to use that bathroom before. The room seriously
needed to be updated, although I rather liked the late-sixties brilliant
yellow and green flowered wallpaper. If coffee didn’t wake you in the
morning, this certainly would.

I quickly checked through the cabinets and drawers and didn’t see
much of interest—until my gaze settled on the toilet.

It was one of Dan’s best inventions. During his phase when he was
hoping I'd learn to clean house if I was provided with the right tools
and incentives, he designed something for me—the self-cleaning toilet.
Just inside the rim was a track, and on the track ran two sets of brushes.
When the toilet flushed, the brushes spun around, looking a bit like
a bristly cat chasing a spastic mouse. Until now I'd only seen Dan’s
prototype—in our bathroom at home.

But this one was cool because it wasn’t plain white porcelain like mine.
Instead, it was beige and had black rubber gaskets covering the tracks. The
machinery making it work had been disguised within the tank. I flushed
and watched as it quickly did its thing. I flushed it again. (What can
[ say? I’'m easily entertained.)

Just then I heard Liz’s voice. She must have come home early,
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which meant I needed to speed things up.

My sister-in-law was one of the side benefits of my marriage. While
her personality was a lot like Sergeant Friday’s on Dragner repeats (“Just
the facts, ma'am”), she was also an exceedingly kind and patient
woman. Proof of this was evidenced by the fact that she still lived with
her mother, my mother-in-law.

Dolores could be trying.

Don’t get me wrong. I adore her. But I'd do almost anything to
avoid living in the same house. She’s a bad-o-chondriac. Not only does
she imagine she has every illness under the sun, but anything awful that’s
happened to anyone else in the world is minor compared to her trials.

She’s been kidnapped by aliens, widowed because of a government
conspiracy to cover up corn chip addiction, her phone and house are
bugged, and AAA refuses to return any of her calls. She’s the target of
a Mafia hit squad, singled out by every scam artist, and if it weren’t for
her pills, she’d have been an alcoholic. We won’t go into her pills.

Liz was practically a saint. And, judging by the clip clop of her
footsteps, she was heading my way.

Panic set in.

Given our history, I really didn’t want her to discover me snoop-
ing in her home. Ialso didn’t want to tell her about the blackmail note
and exactly why I was snooping. She might say something to Dolores.

I yanked the bottle of glass cleaner from my back pocket and began
spritzing it liberally on the mitror, on the bathroom counter, and in the
air. By the time she reached the doorway, I was literally asphyxiating
on the fumes.

She had a startled look on her face—as if she hadn’t expected to find
me in her bathroom. I had to hand it to her. It was mighty strange.

She asked, “What are you doing in here?”

Nana once told me that some women are blessed with beauty but
even fewer are blessed with something better—sass. She added that
like her, I had been blessed with the latter.

Now, that woman was so full of sass, you never knew if she was
dead serious or full of beans.

Sass certainly helped pay my bills via my confessions, although I
could have stood a bit more in the beauty department. The problem
was that I knew back then what I'm even more sure of now: sass doesn’t
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come naturally to me.

I have to work hard at it.

Being ever the optimist, I took this to mean I was blessed with
unnatural sass.

And here I was, expecting my unnatural sass to pull this off. Not
a good sign.

“Considering my financial situation,” I quickly said, “I figured I'd
better learn some wage-earning skills. Sue Ann gave me an offer I
couldn’t turn down—Ilearning on the job.”

For a moment, Liz looked at me without any expression on her
face, then seemed to do some sort of internal shrug before eyeing me
curiously. “Is there any reason why you're wearing an old diaper in your
cleavage?”

I wasn’t sure what she meant until I looked down and realized I hadn’t
removed the cleaning rag. Yanking it from my shirtfron, I said, “Storage.”

It was time for me to get out of there and let Liz into her own bath-
room, so I headed to the doorway. Liz stopped me and pointed toward
the mirror. “You missed a spot.”
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i Bribed a Cap with a Hiss

My mother-in-law is a generous woman. She’s also bonkers, but
that’s not polite to say. An example of her generosity is that a while
back, she gave me her car, an early model Gremlin. Independence is
a small town, and between walking or cadging rides from family and
friends, I'd been able to make do without a vehicle.

Dan’s car remained parked beneath a tarp in our garage, undriven
since the day of his disappearance. That contraption had a ton of
knobs, gauges, and buttons, and he’d souped it up with every imagin-
able device possible (and for an inventor, there’s lots to imagine). Just
thinking about trying to start it up gave me the heebie-jeebies because
he once warned me not to let anyone drive it. If they didn’t know what
they were doing, the resulting explosion might depopulate the entire Inde-
pendence business district. I had no reason to doubt him on the subject.

A-hmm.

So it was very thoughtful of Dolores to give me a car.

Now before you get all excited about such a lush gift, there’s a story
attached to it.

Over the past number of years, the state had been building a new
road between our town and one down in Oklahoma. The new road
would cut off about thirty minutes of driving time to the Will Rogers
Airport in Oklahoma City. Unfortunately, the construction had been

o 26 wer



Biary of a Confessions Queen

slow—something to do with the two states having to agree about who
pays for what.

Now Dolores had been planning a trip to Hawaii for a long time,
but she’s notoriously pokey. So when the morning of her departure
came, she ran behind as usual. Dolores felt frustrated that the road-
work was progressing at a snail’s pace, and the vision of the beautiful
stretch of fresh blacktop proved too much of a temptation for her that
morning. The road looked completed, with only its stripes missing, so
she swerved around the orange cones blocking traffic from it and high-
tailed it out of town.

At first, flush with success, she had the pedal to the metal. She’d
gone about twenty miles, into the middle of nowhere, when suddenly
she ran out of blacktop and dropped down an embankment about three
feet to freshly graded soil. The Gremlin seemed to be running fine, so
rather than turn back and take the long way, she figured the ground
was really smooth, and she continued on.

After she’d kicked up dust for another fifteen miles, the road dead-
ended into another embankment, again about three feet above ground
level. Faced with the choice of missing her flight to Hawaii or turning
around, she decided there was no choice but to back up and floor it.
Surely, the Gremlin would make it up that embankment.

It didn’t.

After catching her flight (the noise she created attempting to drive
up the embankment drew a crowd, and she was able to hitch a ride into
town), she phoned me from Honolulu and gave me the car.

Now my new Gremlin was being looked after by one of Indepen-
dence’s automotive experts, Ecclesiastes of Ecclesiastes Service Station.
O’ Eck was the best man for bodywork for at least a three-county span.

Unfortunately, welding an axle back onto a car body isn’t for the
faint of heart, and Eck was taking his time to do it right.

So when Sue Ann and I left Dolores’ home, she automatically
turned her car in the direction of the service station in order to check
on the evolution of pasting my Gremlin back together again.

I have to admit, I was really excited about the prospect of owning my
own wheels, and for the past four months, Eck had given me visitation
rights. I'd come and stroke the car hood, ask if it would be ready soon,
then get inside and toot the horn. Hey, I take my amusement where I
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can find it.

When we pulled up, Lam came out to meet us. Lam is Eck’s
younger brother, thoughtfully named Lamentations by their Bible sales-
man father. Considering the number of boys in their family (thirteen), I
honestly believe the man had simply run out of names.

Their service station is right out of the 1940s, with those old floating ball
pumps. The colors have faded a bit, but those balls still pop around like
younguns. Eck and Lam have a firm rule about hiring help to operate
the pumps. They only hire honor students from the high school, figur-
ing they're the only ones capable of handling the math calculations since
the pumps have only two-digit gas prices.

“Here to check on your car?” asked Lam.

“How’s she doing?” I asked him as Sue Ann and I got out of her
Lincoln Navigator. Sue Ann’s husband had insisted she needed a status
vehicle since he was a prosperous up-and-coming attorney with designs
on a county judgeship. Sue Ann insisted she needed something that
could hold all her cleaning supplies. They’d compromised.

“Eck just went around back. He’s starting work on her now.”

Wild redbud trees bloomed in the empty lot next door to the station,
and I wondered if there was something wrong with my tree. The purple
buds danced on ebony branches, making me think of fuchsia icing
flowers on a dark chocolate birthday cake. Redbud blossoms are the
first sign of spring. I chewed my lip, wondering if I needed to contact a
tree specialist. I'd had more than my fair share of death.

As Sue Ann and I rounded the side of the gas station, I turned my
thoughts to what we’d learned, or more like what we hadn’t learned, from
our investigations so far. “I can’t believe detective work is so tedious.”

“Just because we didn’t find any clues at Dolores’ doesn’t mean we
won't succeed,” said Sue Ann. “We just have to decide what our next
step should be.”

And there was the problem. How could we proceed when we had
so little to go on? Rounding the corner of the redbrick building, I
caught sight of Eck leaning over my new baby. He was polishing the
car body, which was propped up on concrete blocks over a semi-grassy
area. The front axle rested on the ground beside it. Not a good sign.

“Hey, Eck,” I called.

He started at the sound of my voice and turned to greet me with a
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sheepish smile on his face. After pulling a pink, oil-stained cloth from
his back pocket, he wiped his hands on it as he walked to join us. “She
sure is a pretty little thing.”

He was right. She was. “You courting her?”

His smile was shy. “Guess you could say that.”

While it may have seemed as if Eck didn’t know what he was doing,
in actuality, he’s an artist—a genius with chunks of metal and motors.
He can turn the worst lemon into a purring pussycat of a vehicle. But
the problem with many artists is they can’t create until the muse strikes
them. The same can be said of Eck.

“I guess the time’s not right yet,” I ventured.

He shook his head. “Gotta look for the woman in her first.”

“You're brilliant, Eck.” It was my turn to give him a broad grin
because inspiration had struck in the form of Eck’s muse. Look for the
woman. Cherchez la femme. Our readers’ club was boning up on Sherlock
Holmes, and the phrase had been the key to solving the crime in one of
the stories we’d read. Now it provided the answer to how to proceed in
our investigations. We, too, would look for the woman.

I was struck with a thought. I never thought of my husband, Dan,
as a womanizer. Had he led a secret life? If he was still alive, then it
was possible I'd been mistaken in never considering this possibility. I
never thought he’d one day disappear, either.

Even if he hadn’tled a secret two-timing life, I still had greater than
a fifty-fifty chance that some woman somewhere would know something
about what happened to him, especially considering the blackmail
note that indicated his mom knew more than she’d previously told me.
Even though I didn’t want to ask her. But if she knew something, I'd
find a way to discover the information without sending her off the deep
end or to a Ouija board to consult the spirit world.

As I opened the Gremlin’s door, preparing to climb inside to give
it my customary horn toot, feeling all generous because Eck had inspired
the direction of our investigation, I said, “Take your time working on her.”

As I leaned into the car, I froze. Lying curled up on the passenger
seat was a large, scary, staring-ac-me-with-his-fangs-showing rattlesnake.

I don’t do snakes. I might even be able to make a case that I'm
allergic to them.

I couldn’t move. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t do anything but
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stare at the snake as he began shaking his rattle at me.

I was relieved I hadn’t actually taken a seat yet, but I was at an
uncomfortable angle, halfway bent to lumber into the car while my
backside teetered outside it. I managed to croak out, “Help.”

Sue Ann, who hadn’t been paying attention until then, glanced
into the car and yelled, “Snake!”

Her scream, or maybe it was the weird arm-flailing-hopping
contortions she was doing, sent the rattler into a frenzy.

I had to move.

I closed my eyes. Eck threw out an arm and pulled me back from
the car while slamming the door closed.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded, throwing open my eyes and hoping I'd get my voice back
soon. My throat felt so cottony dry I couldn’t swallow, and my hands
quaked. I eyed the irate snake inside my Gremlin. The snake lunged
and struck at the door.

I screamed, and so did Sue Ann. Even Eck jumped back a lictle.

Beads of venom marked the car window.

The fear-induced paralysis passed, and I spent several moments
simply taking deep breaths. “Thanks for saving me.”

Eck shrugged. “I just closed the door.”

He’d done more than that, but he was being modest, just as he was
modest about his auto repair skills. “How’d the snake get in there?”

“Beats me.” Eck looked at the snake, whose rattle was still waving,
then frowned. “It doesn’t seem likely it could get in there on its own.”

“The question is, now that he’s in there, how do we get him out?”
Sue Ann, with the danger over, wasn’t above taunting the snake. She
tapped the window.

The snake lunged again.

“Don’t do that!” I pulled her back from the car. “Eck, what can
we do about the snake?”

“T'll get Cory to take care of him and make sure there aren’t any
other critters hiding inside. T'll try to find out how he got in there.”

His brother Corinthians worked at animal control. “Thanks.”

We turned to leave and go back to my house. About the time the
hair on the back of my neck had calmed down, Sue Ann’s cell phone
rang. She dug it out of her bag as we reached her car.
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While she answered the call, I carefully checked her car for reptiles,
then climbed inside. Sue Ann opened her car door. “That was Peggy
from the police department on the phone. She says there’s been an
intruder reported at your house.”

“What? First my car, and now my home is violated? It’s not enough
the bank is threatening to take it away, but now someone’s broken in?”

“Ifll be okay.” Sue Ann quickly pulled out of the gas station and
headed toward my home. I’d never had a break-in before, and the very
thought of it gave me the creeps. Questions and worries bombarded
me. Home was supposed to be secure and safe—not rampant with
blackmailers and burglars. “Did she say who it is? Is my house okay?”

“She said not to worry, that everything’s okay at your place. But
I’'m not sure about everything being okay with you.” She shot me a
concerned glance.

“I'll be fine as soon as we get there and I see everything’s all right.”

“That’s not what I meant. I'm seriously concerned about your mental
health. Do you realize you told Eck to take his time on your car?”

“Oops. I probably shouldn’t have done that.”

“Not if you want to get your car back in the current century.”

I shrugged my shoulders, glad for her transparent attempt at distraction.
I didn’t want to think about snakes or intruders. I didnt much want to think
about Dan’s disappearance, either, but I didn't have much choice. Right
then, talking about my car seemed a much safer subject—as long as
we weren’t discussing snakes. “Eck said he had to look for the woman.
That’s what we need to do. It’s our next step to finding out what hap-
pened to Dan.”

“What are you raving about?” Sue Ann crinkled her nose and
looked at me.

“If you’ll keep your eyes on the road, I'll tell you.”

“Fine.” She redirected her gaze straight ahead. “Spill.”

“The readers’ club has been totally into Sherlock Holmes. He
solved the mystery using the phrase Cherchez la femme. That's what
we've got to do. Look for the woman.”

“O-kay.” Sue Ann turned a corner. Then she thought about it a
moment. “Actually, that’s a great idea. If Dan just left—if something
bad didn’t happen to him—there would have to be a woman in the
picture. It’s the only theory that makes sense.”
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“Do you think Dan was involved with another woman?” Somehow,
my encounter with the rattlesnake gave me the courage to voice my
fears. The idea didn’t resonate. Dan hadn’t seemed the cheating type,
but they always say the wife is the last to know.

“I never heard any rumors.”

“Rumors? I know who we need to talk with.”

“Maureen at the Clip 'n Curl!” we said in unison. Mo knew every
morsel of gossip within a one hundred-mile radius of Independence.
No matter how secretive anyone tried to be, Mo always knew the scoop.
Her nose was like a hound dog’s when it came to sniffing out dirt,
rumor, and innuendo.

At last we reached my house. When Sue Ann slammed on the brakes,
her tires squealed. Brad’s Chevy Tahoe was parked in my driveway, and
my front door was open. I didn’t see Brad, so he had to be inside.

I jumped out of the car before Sue Ann had time to cut the engine,
then darted to my door. I stepped inside, and there was Brad, walk-
ing toward me. I ignored the relieved expression on his face, and my
voice only shook a little as I said, “I heard there was an intruder, but I
didn’t expect it to be you. What are you doing in my house? Are you
the intruder?”

As 1 watched, his expression was replaced by pique. “Why don’t
you lock your doors?”

“You don’t lock your doors?” asked Sue Ann as she came up
behind me.

I looked at her. I looked at him. I threw up my arms. “I really
don’t need this. Sue Ann, please go home. TI’ll call you later. Brad,
don’t intrude in my house anymore.”

“Ignore her, Brad. She just had a shock.”

Brad leaned around me to talk with Sue Ann, as if I weren’t there.
“That’s okay. Everything is under control here, Sue Ann. I checked,
and it doesn’t look like the intruder took anything.”

Obviously he thought my shock was at finding a law enforcement
official in my house. I’d had enough and didn’t much want to tell him
about my tryst with an entirely different kind of snake. All I wanted
was to be left alone so I could go hide in my bathroom and have the
nervous breakdown I'd been delaying. A little privacy wasn’t too much
to ask. My annoyance grew as Brad and Sue Ann continued talking
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about me as if they were alone.

“Peo-ple,” I said. “I'm here. This is my house. You can talk
directly to me instead of over my head.”

Sue Ann pushed passed me. “You need a drink. Brad, you want
something, too?”

“Thanks, but I'm on duty.”

That left me alone in the living room with Brad. Under other
circumstances, it might have been a good thing. But I was out of
patience. Did Brad truly think I had something to do with Dan’s dis-
appearance? Why else would he be in my house? “You still haven’t said
what you're doing in here. Don’t you need a search warrant if you're
searching my house?”

The frown that made me want to duck for cover enveloped his face
again. “Your neighbor Mrs. Mitchell reported an intruder. I arrived, the
front door was unlocked, and you didn’t answer. What did you expect me
to do

“Oh. Sorry” I smoothed my T-shirt, more embarrassed by my
hotheaded mistake than fully comprehending there had been an actual
break-in. “Thanks. Did you catch him?”

“Apparently he left before I arrived. I did a thorough walk-through
and didn’t notice anything missing. Want to check before I leave?”

“Uh, yeah. Someone brokein.” A sense of urgency had me reaching out

sit outside while some intruder harmed you?”

to grab his arm. Of course I needed to check things out, and I wanted
a big, strong detective nearby. Whact if the intruder was still in my
house? What if he’d been hiding and Brad hadn’t found him? “Let’s
go check together.”

I headed toward the kitchen, one arm still clutching Brad, who
rushed to keep up. Sue Ann met me with a glass tumbler.

“Drink up.”

I did. T hadn’t expected her to give me straight bourbon. I'm not
much of a drinker, but a few bottles of alcohol had been left behind
after some long-ago gathering at my house. They had collected dust in
my pantry for years.

After spluttering and making a fool of myself and wondering why I
always managed to look my worst in front of Brad, the bourbon seemed
to go directly into my bloodstream and I soon realized I'd stopped
shaking, which I'd evidently been doing since my run-in with the rattler.
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Go figure.

“I'm better now, thanks.” I inhaled deeply, then turned to Brad.
“Do you think the intruder left because you got here so quickly?”

“It’s possible. Your back door wasn’t locked, either.”

The glare he slanted in my direction was enough to fell a lesser
woman. Good thing I’d had the bourbon. I didn’t want to admit I'd
lost my key. I could lock my house while I was inside but couldn’t do a
damn thing about it when I was outside. It was just one of those little
life details that sometimes slip away from me when I'm busy writing.
Like buying toilet paper.

“She lost her key,” blurted Sue Ann.

I resisted the urge to harm her for ratting me out and, instead, settled
on glowering at her.

Brad faced me. “You don’t have a key?”

What could I say? “There’s a dead bolt.”

“But you can’t lock up when you leave?”

Again, what could I say in my defense? “Even if someone considers
breaking in, I can’t imagine them thinking there’s anything of value to
be found here. There isn’t much to be made on combination toaster
oven—vacuum cleaners.”

Brad ran a palm over his mouth, as if he was trying to keep himself
from saying something he shouldn’t.

“Are you sure you want me to leave?” Sue Ann glanced at her
watch. “T hate to go, but I still have one other job today. If you're okay,
I'll call you later.”

“I'm fine.” I gave her a quick hug, then whispered so that Brad
couldn’t overhear, “We’ll talk later about the Clip 'n Curl.”

Sue Ann gave me a knowing look and headed out the door. “Talk
to you later.”

“If you’ll make sure nothing is missing, I'll be out of your hair,
t00.” Brad pointed toward the bedroom that functioned as my office.

I first checked to make sure my computer was okay. Once reassured
that it hadn’t been disturbed, I turned my eye to the rest of the office.
Nothing appeared to have been touched. Next, I walked room to room,
but nothing was amiss. “It looks like he left empty-handed.”

“Perhaps Mrs. Mitchell scared him away.” Brad made some notes
on a pad. “T'll head out, then. Let me know if something turns up
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missing later.”

“Fine.”

We walked back through the den, where something on the coffee
table caught my eye. It couldn’t be, could ir?

“Wait, Brad.” I pointed at the envelope stuffed between the stack
of books on my table, in the same location the blackmail note had
been earlier.

His expression became grim. “Don’t touch it. I'll be right back.”

He went out to his cruiser, then came back wearing latex gloves.
Gingerly picking the envelope up off my table, he pulled out the note.
If possible, his expression became even grimmer.

“What does it say?” I crowded beside Brad’s elbow, trying to get
a good look.

It was another note like the other. The first line jumped out at me
like a snake:

Did you like my s-s-surprise?
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Guerything i Knaw about 3ex i Learned at the Clip 'n Curl

“I told you the snake was the surprise.” If I thought I'd been
creeped out before, I was completely wrong. Nothing could touch the
amount of creepiness I now felt.

“Shut up and eat,” Brad ordered.

After he'd called for backup and my house had been turned inside
out—only to find no other surprises, three hours later Brad and I were
alone at last. We were seated at my kitchen table where he miraculously
produced Chinese food.

“Where’d you get this?”

“It’s takeout. Afraid I cooked it?”

“No. Wondering why you bothered since I've got plenty of food
in the refrigerator.”

“If you like rabbit food.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Look, Amy.” He gave a low sigh. “T was hungry. I didn’t want
to cook. Eat!”

“I'm not sure I can.” I toyed with the peanut chicken.

“You look pitiful. Eat the egg drop soup. You need to keep your
strength up.”

“Yeah. I need to be ready for the next surprise.” I did as he asked and
took a sip. It was a little too salty for my taste—Dbut I took another sip.
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He scooted back his chair, and it made a scraping noise on the linoleum.
“Im finished. Do you want me to stay the night?”

My soup spewed.

“I didn’t mean it that way. I can sleep on your couch.”

Of course he didn’t mean it that way. Using my napkin to blot up
the mess I’d made, I hoped Brad wouldn’t notice the scarlet hue my
face had to be. He wanted to become intimate with my sofa, not me.

“Do you think I'm not safe?” I asked.

“You're as safe as any one person can be.”

“Then I'll be fine.” In an attempt to get the image of being inti-
mate with Brad out of my head, I began gathering the takeout boxes,
preparing to put them away. But the distraction didn’t work very well.
Especially when he reached out a fingertip and traced my cheek.

“Are you scared?”

I nodded. I might have had many things to be fearful about, but
what scared me most was the look of caring on his face and what it did
to my insides. Imagining there might be a future between us was pure
fantasy, a product of my overactive imagination. He was just being a
nice guy, looking after me, doing his job. “Don’t get me wrong. I'm
not scared about sleeping alone in my house, especially after every law
enforcement official in town has gone over it with a fine-toothed comb.
I’'m scared about what’s going to happen next.”

“Whatever happens, we’ll take care of it.” He stood, grabbed the
boxes, and stuffed them in my fridge. “T’'ll make sure youre safe. You
lock your doors. Keep your phone handy and dial 9-1-1 if anything at
all suspicious happens. Got it?”

“Yes, Detective.” 1 felt protected and safe enough. The dead bolt
worked fine and I could lock myself in.

Besides, if he spent the night, I wouldn’t be able to sleep. God
knows, it would take me all night to clean Dan’s stuff off the bed in
the guest room. Brad was too big for my sofa and wouldn’t be at all
comfortable—and I wouldn’t be at all comfortable knowing he was in
my living room.

I followed him to the front door.

“I checked all your doors and windows, and they’re locked. Lock
this one behind me. Use your dead bolt.”

“Will do.”
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He closed the door behind himself, and I stood there for a second,
feeling bereft.

“I said to lock the door.” His thundering demand boomed from
the other side.

Bossy, bossy, bossy. I turned the dead bolt, then leaned my fore-

head on the door. “Night, Brad.”

“Sweet dreams, Amy.”

The next morning, after I told Sue Ann all about the officers
searching my house, we agreed I should go see Maureen on my own,
then report back to Sue Ann whatever I learned.

The walk to the salon didn’t take long, and before I knew it, Mo
had draped me in several layers of plastic. I felt like a choice drumstick
on display at Marvin’s meat counter.

I hadn’t planned on getting a perm, but Mo insisted it would slightly
lighten my dark hair and complement the gold flecks in my grey eyes.
Assuming it was the best way to set her on gossip mode, I bowed to the
inevitable. Besides, I hadn’t even known I had gold flecks.

The Clip ’n Curl is Independence’s rumor central. Anything worth
knowing could be discovered here. Mo, the owner and operator, redeco-
rated the salon during the seventies, and it still sported disco décor,
including one of those mirrored balls over each beautician’s station. An
immense motor-powered disco ball rotated on the ceiling in the center
of the main room.

It had long been my theory that the ball hypnotized the customers and
encouraged them not only to dish the latest but to agree to whatever
beautification horrors Mo came up with in her desire to be trendset-
ting. It certainly worked that way with me, I thought, as Mo prepared
perm rods for use in my hair.

While her mind was busy calculating how much perm solution
would be needed for my too-thick head of hair, I decided to spring my
main question on her. “I've been thinking, Mo .. .”

“Hmm.”

The bell over the door chimed, cutting off my question, as one of
the future contenders for Neelah queen entered the salon. The git,
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a high school junior, seemed jittery. She stood stiffly, but her hands
trembled a little and she kept glancing over her shoulder at the salon’s
large front windows.

“What can I help you with, hon?” called out Mo.

“I’m here for a piercing.”

“What, did your ear holes grow back together?” Mo dropped her
instruments of torture and rushed toward the girl.

“Not my ears. I'd like a belly ring. Mary Stanza has one, and it’s
so hot.”

Mo turned back to me and winked, but she continued talking to
the girl. “Sure thing, hon. Take a seat. I'll do you when I'm finished
with Amy’s new look. I'm giving her a makeover.”

The girl’s stiff posture relaxed, and her pretty features softened as
she settled onto a chair at the waiting area while I contemplated Mo’s
concept of a makeover. My posture went rigid, and my features seemed
to have pulled back into a snarl. I was after gossip, not a new look and,
considering the outdated décor, I seriously feared I'd end up looking
like an actor from 7he Mod Squad.

As Mo reached me, she didn’t pay any attention to my expression.
She again addressed the girl. “While I work on Amy, why don’t you
pull out that permission slip from your mama?”

The girl stood. “Permission slip?”

“Yeah. You know the one I require from minors.”

“Oh. That permission slip. I forgot it.”

“Run along and get it, then come back. I can fit you in around
four o’clock.”

The girl groaned and couldn’t seem to leave quickly enough as she
dashed for the door.

Maureen laughed as she wrapped my hair onto the curling rods.
“Those girls think I fell off the pickle truck. Why, you wouldn’t believe
it, but Nancy Halpern’s youngest came in for a piercing last week.”

Nancy was the president of the Temperance League. She was personally
responsible for a number of Kansas counties remaining dry, although
she hadn’t made headway in Montgomery County—yet. Nancy had
several daughters. I asked, “Is that April Halpern?”

“No. June. And you know what she wanted me to pierce? Her
unmentionables. I told her I wasn’t ready for her mama to come
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gunning for me.”

As Mo squirted perm solution on my hair, I squirmed—and it
wasn't just from the chemicals permeating my scalp. I got up the nerve
again to ask my question. “You might think it’s borrowing trouble,
Mo, but I was wondering. Do you think Dan was ever involved with
another woman?”

She stiffened for a long second. “What makes you ask that?”

“Well, he’s been gone seven years, and if he hasn’t checked into Chateau
Eternity, there has to be a good reason why he hasn’t come back.”

She patted my arm reassuringly. “I know you want to believe he’ll
come home someday, hon. I always believed Dan met with foul play.
But I’ll be honest with you. At the time of his disappearance, there was
some talk . ..

“Why didn’t you say something?” If there had been talk, I deserved
to know. It might have saved me from years of grief and unanswered
questions.

“You had enough worries, hon. I couldn’t add to them. But Gayla
Mullen abruptly left town the day after Dan disappeared. You know
that set the tongues wagging, but I didn’t buy it for a minute. Dan
wasn’t the cheating type.”

“I never thought he was.” Gayla had been a teacher at the high
school and, certainly, I'd been so upset about Dan’s disappearance that
I’d never made any connection between the two of them. I searched
my memory for any sign or indication he might have been a wayward
husband, but I came up empty-handed. Yet some people must have
believed all these years that he’d left me for another woman and never
turned back. The idea made my stomach clench.

By the time Mo finished creating my new look, I resembled a toy
poodle more than a human being, but I had leeched every morsel of
rumor and innuendo from her until her well had run dry. I glanced at
myself in the mirror and deemed my sacrifice worthwhile.

However, if anyone asked if I was housebroken, they’d so live to
regret it.
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Caffee. Tea. or Murder?

Thursday afternoon found Sue Ann and me at the basement-level
Independence Police Station, having our fingerprints taken. Sue Ann
went first. Then it was my turn. The Independence Police Depart-
ment was outfitted with all the latest and most up-to-date equipment,
including a digital fingerprint machine. It worked kind of like a flat-
bed scanner. The officer on duty had me place each palm on a glass
pane while it scanned for my fingerprints.

Turning to Sue Ann, I grumbled, “I feel like a criminal.”

She had managed to find an old ink pad, probably once used in the
bygone days of inked fingerprints. She wiggled her ink-stained fingers
at me and made a move toward my face.

After watching the two of us dashing around the room for several
minutes, each of us giggling like schoolkids, the officer said, “Don’t
you gitls have something better to do?”

We absolutely did. We had a missing husband to find. The next
morning the blackmail payment was due and I had no intention of paying
it. Couldn’t afford to even if I wanted to pay it. Which I didn’t.

I just wasn’t sure what to expect come Friday morning. Would the
blackmailer reveal Dan’s whereabouts?

“Maybe we should leave a note for Brad,” suggested Sue Ann.

I glanced at her and my jaw dropped. A flash of inspiration came
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to me. A simply wonderful and shiny new thought. I'd be more than
willing to pay the blackmailer for information on Dan’s location. How-
ever, there had been no means of two-way communication between us.

I now knew exactly how to reach the blackmailer.

Although I started to tell Sue Ann about my newly conceived plan,
I kept my lips shut. There was no point in telling her about my idea.
There was no guarantee it would work and, besides, she’d either try to
talk me out of it or come up with a crazy twist.

So as she drove me home I remained silent on the subject, letting
her chatter about her day and the problems with being a housekeeper.

Once she dropped me off, I immediately put my plan into action.
I rushed to my office, without bothering to discard my shoes and bra,
both of which I usually toss off as soon as I returned home. My hand-
bag was still strapped to my shoulder when I took a seat in my office
chair. The arm of the chair snagged my bag, almost yanking me to
the floor.

I quickly shoved it aside and settled in front of my computer. It
was “asleep,” and I awoke it with a firm joggle of my mouse.

I clicked on my word-processing program, tapping my shoe-clad
feet as I waited for it to load. Once the screen appeared, I began typing
and didn’t stop until I hit the prins button.

There was one way to reach the blackmailer. It merely required a
lictle effort on my part vis-a-vis early rising.

The blackmailer had demanded that I place money into the trash
receptacle at five o’clock the next morning.

Instead of money, I'd leave the following note I removed from
my printer:
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Give me proof of where I can find Dan, and I’ll give you double

the amount you requested. \

Sincerely,

Amy Crosby
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I had to make the gesture, even though it was unlikely the black-
mailer would receive the note. The police would probably stake out the
trash bin, but the blackmailer might be staking me out, too.

I had to at least try.

While there are pluses and minuses about working at home, the
best benefit is that I can wear anything I like. There’s no need to put on
makeup or even do my hair. That day I wore my usual comfy writing
actire: one of Dan’s old T-shirts and a pair of baggy pink pajama bot-
toms depicting numerous cows with the word “moo” plastered all over
it. My tangled hair was pulled back in a scrunchie and I had morning
breath. I'd awoken late after having stayed up to deliver the blackmail
note, which I'd sealed in a manila envelope. Around three in the morning,
I’d dressed all in black and, feeling like a thief, sprinted the short dis-
tance to the trash can, deposited the note, then hightailed it back home
to bed, hoping Brad would never learn I’d been there.

When I awoke late the next morning, I only felt a little groggy
from lack of sleep as I got to work. Comfy clothes are a must when
you're tied to a computer. An Internet search for Gayla Mullen turned
up nothing, but Sue Ann had sent me an e-mail, promising to do what
she could to locate her. The muse was calling, so I went right to work,
deliberately trying to ignore the fact that I might hear something from
the blackmailer before too much longer.

I tried to practice patience, not my strongest attribute. I've chatted
with other writers I met on the Internet about this patience “karma,”
and they all agree that we must have become writers because patience is
a lesson we need to learn. There’s not much that can make me happier
than a speedy response from an editor on a story I've submitted to her.

I was deeply in the creative zone, writing my next confession about
shoplifting, which was what I'd need to resort to if some money didn’t
come in soon, when I heard pounding on the front door. Although I
hated leaving my keyboard, I rushed to the door, hoping for word on
the blackmailer. I threw open the front door. “Jerome? What are you
doing here?”

Jerome Keller, the man I had been kinda sorta dating, stood with
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one hand in a half-knock position and the other hand glued to his fancy
cell phone. Kinda sorta because I wasn’t sure of my status: abandoned
wife or widow? We’d all known each other forever. He and Dan had
been close throughout high school, and he’d been the first to console
me when Dan disappeared. Jerome had insinuated himself into my
life to the extent he wanted to make our friendship more official. He
wanted me to acknowledge our relationship, and I found that almost
impossible given the circumstances.

His fastidiously combed blond hair camouflaged the beginning
of a receding hairline. Dressed in his customary dark pin-striped suit,
he appeared every inch the “successful accountant.” Behind him were
two men I didn’t recognize, clad in basic workman attire: tool belts,
jeans, and brown work shirts with the phrase “You Lock It” embroi-
dered over the pocket. One of the men was tall and lean. The other
was not so tall but, considering the wide smile that apparently never left
his face, was good-natured and jovial.

A small, red truck was parked in my driveway, with the same slogan
as on the workmen’s pockets, as well as a Wichita address. Jerome’s
pristine Lexus was parked at the curb near my mailbox.

“I'm here to look after you,” he said.

My eyes narrowed. “What’s going on?”

“That’s my question for you,” he replied, then addressed the work-
men. “Can you give us a minute?”

They nodded and stepped back while Jerome pulled me into a hug,
After a quick smooch (with me worrying about my morning breath),
he gave me a gentle squeeze and brushed a lock of hair from my face.
“Amy, I just don’t know what ’'m going to do with you.”

I bit my tongue to keep myself from saying something I shouldn’t
along the lines of No one asked you to do anything with me to begin with.
Instead I asked, “Why are you here?”

“Because you need me. I know how upset you must be, but I'm
here for you. I've always been here for you.”

My only excuse for not immediately putting two and two together was
writing-brain. The fog hadn’t totally dissipated. There stood Jerome,
and behind him were locksmiths. It wouldn’t have taken a genius to
guess what was going on, but I wasn’t thinking cleatly. “Jerome, I—"

“Don’t worry, Amy. I'm going to take care of it. I'm going to take

op 45 wor



RATHY CARMICHAGL

care of you. Let’s go get you dressed.” He came in the door.

Before I headed to my bedroom, I stopped and turned back to him.
“Jerome, what are you talking about?”

A momentary expression of irritation crossed his brow via a slight
crease, but it only lasted a second before he said, very calmly, as if T were
a child, “Brad called me.”

“Oh. He told you about the break-in?” I had no clue Brad was
such a blabbermouth, and I resented it.

“The break-in and the snake—" Now he sounded truly whiny.
“Amy, why didn’t you call me right away?”

“Im sorry. It slipped my mind.” I never thought about calling
him—which was probably symptomatic in terms of our relationship.
He’d been such a good friend for so many years that I didn’t want to
hurt his feelings. However, I noted he didn’t mention the blackmail note.
Brad probably was keeping information about it close to his chest while
the investigation continued. “With so much happening at once . . .”

“Im here now, and we’ll get you all straightened out.” He reached
out and patted my shoulder, and I took a quick step toward the bed-
room to change. He turned back to the doorway and motioned for the
two men to come inside. “You guys can get started now.”

They nodded and turned to examine the front door.

“What are they doing?”

“Brad said you don’t have a key, so they’re here to change out the
locks. We want to make you safe.”

It would have been nice if he’d asked me first, but I felt guilty for
being so unappreciative of his efforts to protect me. He meant well,
even though he treated me like a schoolgirl. I needed to start taking care
of myself, but I didn’t want to start an argument with him, especially not
with an audience.

After quickly changing my clothes and brushing my teeth, I
emerged from the bedroom to find Jerome overseeing the locksmiths’
efforts. “I'm going to make some tea. I don’t suppose you want some?”

“Instant coffee will be fine.”

“Would either of you men like something to drink?” I asked politely,
but they just shook their heads and continued dismantling my front
door lock. Even though it was hard work, the not-so-tall man’s smile
remained intact.
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I headed to the kitchen and Jerome followed. He shrugged out of
his suit jacket and wrapped it around one of the kitchen chair backs,
then took a seat and waited for his coffee.

So much for taking care of me, I thought, wondering how hard it
would have been for him to have offered to boil the water. But I was
being mean. He meant well, and in the past I'd always made his coffee.
I filled the kettle at the sink, then set it on the burner. I returned to the
living room to get teacups from the shelf.

The telescoping shelving was one of Dan’s greatest inventions. I'd
inherited my grandmother’s beloved teacup collection. But we were
cramped on space, and there wasn’t a good place to display it. So Dan
built a shelf around the entire room and invented a method for lower-
ing the shelf so I could easily reach it. The Shelf-a-lator worked on the
same principle as a casement window. Because of counterweights, it
moved effortlessly and weightlessly. When I grasped the handle and
slid it toward me, the motion lowered the shelf so that the cups were
easily within my reach.

The tall locksmith saw what I had done and said, “Cool.”

“It is, isn’t it?”

“My wife would love one of those shelves. Where’d you get it?”

Chewing my lower lip, I considered how to answer. I always felt
uncomfortable whenever I wanted to mention Dan to people who
didn’t know my situation. Jerome had made himself totally at home in
my kitchen, and it was apparent we were closer than just friends, so how
could I mention my inventor husband? It would sound like he was still
around. I couldn’t call him my ex, because he wasn’t. And I couldn’t
refer to him as “late,” because who knew? I merely replied, “Someone
made it for me, but I think you can buy it at the hardware store.”

“Thanks. I¢ll make a great anniversary gift for Sheila. We'll be
married nine years in June.”

“That’s great” Dan and I would have celebrated our ninth
anniversary this year, too. If he were around. Years of not having any
word of or from him had worn at me, and my heart was bruised and
sore. Small things, like a couple celebrating their own anniversary, or
two people holding hands, would often open the unhealed wounds.
I’d given some thought to this, why such small things could hurt so
keenly. I came to the conclusion that it was the very unexpectedness
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of those moments, the inability to figuratively gird my emotional loins
that made them especially painful.

Biting back the bitter taste at the back of my mouth, I chose two
delicate teacups and saucers, each with a lovely yellow rose pattern, then
raised the shelf. One of the locksmiths went outside to get more tools
or something, while the other busied himself pulling hardware out of
boxes.

I reentered the kitchen to the whir of the locksmith’s electric drill
just as the kettle whistled. It took me only a minute to fill the cups
with water, spoon in Jerome’s coffee, and dunk my tea bag in my cup.
As I spun to carry the cups to the table, Jerome glanced up from his
cell phone.

It was the type of cell phone that had a slide-out keyboard. His
index fingers dashed across the tiny keyboard, probably writing one of
his clients a text message. Not only was he a popular accountant in
Independence; he also had clients throughout the state. I could only
imagine what message was so important that he had to text a client.
Considering how the locksmiths kept coming and going, each time
bringing more hardware into my house, Jerome was probably suggest-
ing his clients invest in lock companies.

He punched a button on his phone and looked up. “Hey, you.”

I didn’t immediately reply because, knowing Jerome and his phone
fetish, I couldn’t be sure whether he was talking to someone on his
headset or to me. Considering his expectant expression, I decided he
really was talking to me. “Hey.”

Dipping my tea bag in and out of my cup, I wondered how to
broach the subject of paying for all the new locks with Jerome. For
financial reasons, I hadn’t replaced them or called out a locksmith to
make me a new key. However, if I admitted this to Jerome, he’d want
to pay all my bills. He’d make a big deal about collecting all of my out-
standing debts, then insist on paying them all off.

I owed him enough already.

Since Dan’s disappearance, Jerome encouraged me to think of him
as arock I could lean on. Not that he was controlling. He wasn’t. For
some reason, I seemed to bring out his strong paternal instincts. He
could have had a pet. Instead, he had me.

My financial situation was a touchy subject and, while I genuinely
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cared about Jerome, I wasn’t interested in our relationship progressing
further. At least not yet.

But he was determined to look out for me. I'd sworn Sue Ann
to secrecy about my fiscal situation. Now I found myself in a pickle.
With all those locks, and two men hard at work, it was going to cost
some serious cash, and that was the one thing I was incredibly short on.

“Jerome, I wish you'd told me before you called the locksmiths. I
can’t afford—"

He cut me off. “I'm paying for them. I can’t sleep at night thinking
someone could so easily enter your house. It’s an invitation to mayhem.”

When he said “mayhem,” I smiled. I loved the way he spoke
in an old-fashioned manner, as if he were from a century ago rather
than our current age. Even when we disagreed with each other, I was
extremely fond of him. “I'm paying for my own locks. But I can’t af-
ford all this"—I waved my hand toward the living room—*right now.
I'll pay you back.”

He leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss, then raised his eye-
brows in a semi-leer. On another man it might have been a full-out
leer, but on Jerome, it looked more like a Boy Scout eyeing cookies.
“We'll talk about payback later.”

I sat up straight in my kitchen chair. “No, we won’t. I'm not going
into debt with you. I will pay you back. Itll just have to be a little at
a time, okay?”

“Whatever you want.” He looked amused, as if I were a clever
child showing off some newfound skill, and it annoyed me. I took a
sip of my Acai Mango Zinger tea, trying to rationalize my feelings.
Jerome’s reaction was exactly what I'd expected, so why was I so put
off? Maybe I just felt particularly sensitive about the money because of
the blackmail note and needing to delay having Dan declared legally
absent without leave. Or maybe having everyone trying to take care of
me had begun to cloy.

I never thought I’d be in a situation of near-desperation when it
came to money, but I couldn’t lose Dan’s and my home. I had to solve
the matter of his disappearance so I'd know how to proceed.

“I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell me about someone
breaking in,” Jerome said.

He was like a compass. No matter how I misdirected the subject,
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he kept turning back north. I mistakenly believed I had sidestepped
this line of questioning. I deliberately shrugged, as if it weren’t impor-
tant. “I called Brad, so I guess I figured it was in his hands.”

“Buct after the break-in, I would have thought you would call me
immediately.” He sounded disappointed, as if I'd let him down. It was
the same tone my father had used when I'd broken a house rule. My
Catholic guilt ate at me.

“I guess I sort of freaked out about it.”

He placed his palm over my hand. “I want you to think of me
whenever you're in trouble, Amy. You need to know I'm always here
for you.”

I consciously left my hand beneath his, even though it meant fighting
an urge to drag it away because somehow I felt buried beneath the
weight of his concern. “I know that. I appreciate it and you.”

“Tell me what happened. What did Brad say? Is anything missing?”

I took a few minutes to fill him in on the details, omitting any-
thing to do with my mortgage situation or the blackmail note. No
need to go into it with him now. I’d get around to telling him eventu-
ally, when the timing was better. “I think the break-in had something
to do with Dan’s disappearance. It’s long past time for me to find out
what happened to him.”

“That’s quite a stretch in logic. What does a break-in have to do
with Dan?”

“Call it my latent psychic abilities, but I'm sure they’re connected.”
I wouldn’t lie to Jerome, but if I thought he was being overprotective
now, I didn’t want to think about how he’d react to the knowledge I'd
received a blackmail note.

“What are you planning?”

“Right now, Sue Ann is asking around to see if anyone knows the
address for Gayla Mullen. I tried finding it on the Internet, but noth-
ing turned up.”

“What does Gayla have to do with Dan?”

“She left town around the same time as he disappeared, so we're
hoping she might know something about his disappearance.”

Jerome’s forehead wrinkled. “Once you have Gayla’s address, what
are you planning to do?”

“Go visit her and ask if she knows anything about Dan.”
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“That’s a very bad idea.” He pulled his hand off mine and I felt
less trapped.

“You and Sue Ann don’t know what you're up against,” he continued.
“Give the information to Brad and then leave it alone. If this does have
something to do with Dan’s disappearance, and ’'m not convinced it does,
there’s no reason to deliberately put yourself in further jeopardy.”

When I haven’t sought advice, I don’t much care for the unsolicited
sort, and my latent crabbiness began to rise. It didn’t matter that he was
right. What he couldn’t comprehend was how much I had at stake and
how that changed things. “Don’t you think I'm already in jeopardy?
The rattler wasn’t in your car.”

He raised his hands. “You've made my point.”

He didn’t get it.

“The authorities don’t seem to have any leads on whoever did it.
Considering how well they investigated Dan’s disappearance, if I want
to know what happened to him, I'm going to have to find out myself.”
The sudden feeling of taking control of my own life gave me an unex-
pected courage and I found myself liking it.

“The last thing you want to do is draw more attention to yourself.”

“I’ll try to be subtle.”

“We can be certain of one thing. Sticking your nose where it
doesn’t belong will bring you nothing but grief. Whats the rush? Give
the information to Brad, and see if he turns up anything.”

When I didn’t reply, he added, “The break-in and the snake can’t
be taken as if they’re a lark. Brad thinks someone planted that rattler in
your car. Someone who knows you well enough to be aware you have
car visitation rights. And I don’t want them coming after you again.”

“What makes you think they won’t, even if I don’t do anything?”

“Why take unnecessary chances?”

That was the second time in two days a man had told me that.
Depression settled on my shoulders. If the blackmailer didn’t reveal
where Dan could be found, he might go after someone else. I just
hoped it wouldn’t be Dolores, but my latent psychic abilities warned
me otherwise, a totally depressing thought. “I'd just like to know what
happened to Dan. I told Sue Ann’s husband to hold up on filing the
paperwork to have Dan declared . . .” I couldn’t finish my sentence.

“Dead.” Jerome supplied the word I couldn’t utter. “Amy, in all
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likelihood the man is dead. I loved him, you loved him, but you have
to learn to say the word. Dead.”

It was a word I’d formed in my head a thousand times. I simply
couldn’t, wouldn’t, use it in reference to Dan. Tears welled in my eyes,
but I blinked them away. I would not cry. I had a houseful of work-
men, and I would not embarrass myself in front of them or Jerome.

“There’s no reason to hold up on the court procedure,” Jerome
began, but a cat’s wail interrupted our conversation.

“Miz Crosby?” called the jovial workman.

The interruption came at a good time, since I didn’t know how
to explain to Jerome without telling him about the blackmail note. I
dashed to the front room, where I saw there truly had been a cat wailing,
or rather, a kitten.

The tall locksmith held a brown and white tabby ball of fur, which
was screeching up a storm. While he wasn’t a tiny kitten, he was far
from a grown-up cat. The workman said, “Your cat’s hurt.”

“What's wrong with him?” I asked.

Jerome, who had come up behind me said, “Ic’s not her cat.”

The injured kitten looked up at me with his buttercup eyes, and
my heart went out to him. His eyes crinkled shut as he let out another
cry, and the workman held him out to me. I gently took the injured
animal in my arms, careful to avoid touching his bloodstained and
swollen rear leg. “Poor lamb.”

“Are you sure he’s not your cat? I can hear him purring from here.”

He was right. The animal purred and seemed to relax in my arms.
When I looked down at him, his silky soft fur, his warm trusting body,
[ knew I was a total goner. He was too sweet for someone not to be out
looking for him. Whoever he belonged to was probably devastated he’d
gone missing. “I need to find his owner.”

Jerome shot the kitten a glare. “Aren’t you allergic to cats?”

“No.” I shook my head. I'd always wanted a pet, but Dan was allergic
to both cats and dogs. Somehow a goldfish never appealed, so I'd done
without. “That was Dan.”

“Oh, that’s right” He bussed my cheek. “I've got a meeting and
need to head out.”

“Okay. I'll see you later.”

“At least now if you go out, you can lock up.” He then handed his
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business card to one of the workmen. “When you're finished here, just
send me your bill.”

“Thanks, Jerome,” I called as I waved good-bye from the front
porch.  Still cradling the kitten, I wandered into my kitchen and
cleaned up his leg as much as I could without hurting him. I poured
some milk into a saucer. He quickly lapped it up, so he must have been
hungry. I opened a can of tuna and flaked it onto a paper plate. He
purred as he ate, then curled up on the towel I placed on the floor for
him and promptly went to sleep.

I’d have to find out whose he was. From the look of his leg, he
needed to see a vet. Perhaps the vet would know who the owner was.
In the meantime, with any luck, my next-door neighbor Mrs. Mitchell
would recognize the kitten so I could return him to his owner.

It didn’t take much longer for the locksmiths to finish up. The tall
one called me over to explain the new lock system while Mr. Smiley
gathered up their debris.

“There’s no key?”

He shook his head. “When you’re outside and want in, you just
punch in a number. You need to think up a pass code—a set of numbers
you'll remember.” He indicated the keypad, which had two vertical
columns of numbers plus a few letters. “I'll turn my head, and you
punch itin.”

How cool was it that I wouldn’t have a key to lose? “How long
should it be?”

“A minimum of four numbers, and a maximum of seven.”

“Okay.” 1 knew exactly the numbers I would use. It went back to
childhood and playing with calculators. Other kids and I discovered
we could make words by typing certain numbers and then turning the
calculator upside down. I punched in 0-7-7-3-4. Upside down it spells
hello. “All done.”

He turned back and hit a couple of buttons, then nodded. We
repeated the process on my back door as well. After taking me through
opening and closing the doors and trying the locks a few times, the
locksmiths headed out.

The house was truly quiet with everyone gone. I knew I should go
back to work on my short story, but all I could do was stare at the new
lock on my front door. What I experienced next was probably similar
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to claustrophobia. There was no sense to it since I'd always been able to
lock my doors when I was inside. ButI guess emotion isn’t always logical.

I glanced at the new lock and chains, and all I could think of was
being locked up. I did want to feel safe, but now I felt entombed—buried
alive. My heart pounded and beads of perspiration formed on my fore-
head. Everyone making decisions for me, telling me what to do. And
a blackmailer bullying me. There were too many dead ends and closed
doors in my life.

I had to escape.

I wanted out.

I needed out.
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A Captive in My dun Home

I had a friend from junior college who I lost track of long ago.
Nancy suffered panic attacks. If the door wasn’t open in the classroom,
she’d feel the walls closing in. If the walkways between buildings got
too crowded, she’d break out in a sweat and her eyes would dart back
and forth as she looked for a place to hide.

While I sympathized with her, I never empathized. Until now.

Panic kept me rooted to the mat inside my front door for I don’t
know how long. I needed to leave, but I couldn’t get my body to obey
my thoughts. Just apen the door.

Perspiration trickled along my hairline. The walls in my house closed
in on me. And I couldn’t take my eyes off the new lock and chains.

The kitten thankfully emerged from the kitchen and hobbled toward
me beside the front door. He meowed his cute little squeak of a sound
and looked at the door as if he, too, wanted to be free. His presence
thawed the ice in my veins.

“You're my lucky charm,” I said as I gently lifted him into my arms
and stroked his silky coat. “Let’s go outside.”

I slid back the chains, twisted the lock, and opened the door.
When I stepped onto my front porch, my panic instantly abated and I
inhaled the clean outdoor air. Turning to my right, I walked the short
distance to Mrs. Mitchell’s house. A quick flutter of her draperies let
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me know she’d watched my approach.

“Maybe she’ll know who your owner is,” I whispered to the kitten
as I climbed the two steps leading to her front door. I didn’t immedi-
ately knock.

You know how when some women age, they just get sweeter? They
turn into that nice little stereotypical granny? Their hair is white, their
sight isn’t so good, but they welcome you into their home because they
just baked the most wonderful cookies and want you to try some?

Mors. Mitchell is nothing like that.

She’s nosy, grouchy, and just a bit scary, but she keeps an eagle eye
on the neighborhood.

She opened the door before I had a chance to knock and while her hair
was white as snow, her vision was twenty-twenty or better. She narrowed
that eagle-eyed gaze on me and I felt the need to confess something.

“If you're here to give me your new key, the answer is no.”

“No key,” I quickly responded. “I—"

“Whadduyouwant?” she interrupted. “Make it fast because you're
interrupting my muay thai lesson.”

From my prior research into fighting methods, I recognized muay thai
as being a particularly brutal form of kickboxing, I couldn’t rid myself of the
image of a nice, sweet little granny kickboxing an opponent into submission.
Not that I was shocked in this case, mind you, because Mrs. Mitchell is
nothing like her benign appearance.

The kitten mewed, and I jiggled him gently in my arms. “I was
wondering if you know who owns him?”

“Why, he’s just one of them chapel cats.” She looked at me impatiently,
as if I was being dense.

“Chapel cats?” 1 had no clue what she meant.

“You know, Amy.” She gestured back behind our houses. “There
was a brood of them over at the church. I heard the new pastor ran
them oftf.”

“Are you sure he’s one of them?”

“They’re accidental Maine coons. Started with the Persian the old
pastor had. She mated with strays, and after a few years they all had
that Maine coon look.”

I saw what she meant. With his long fur and tabby markings, the
kitten did resemble a Maine coon.

e 56 wer



Biary of a Confessions Queen

“You should just turn him loose.”

How could anyone be so heartless? “I can’t do that. He’s hurt.”

She shrugged. “Just a stray.”

“Not anymore.” I glanced down at the cute little chap. “You’re my
cat now, aren’t you, Chappy?”

He purred.

“Better take him to the vet. Make sure he’s not rabid.”

Rabies? Glancing down at him, I didn’t see any signs of rabies, not
that I'm fully aware of them. But he wasn’t frothing at the mouth, and
his temperament was friendly rather than ferocious. “I will.”

I turned to leave, but she called me back, saying, “What did the
detective find out about the robber? Did he catch him?”

“Brad didn’t really find out anything. And whoever broke in was
long gone. But if you see anyone trying to break in again, please call
the police. I appreciate that you called them the other day. I meant to
thank you.”

“Probably just one of them damn teenagers. Emos.”

Emo is short for emotive. At first it referred to a type of music, but it’s
filtered down into a type of style. Emos dress kind of like goths but sadder.

I asked, “Why do you say that?”

She sniffed the air. “Dressed all in black. Had to be one of them emos.”

Sounded like the basic cat burglar to me, but what did I know?
“Well, thanks.” I turned again to leave.

“’Bout time you let me get back to my kickboxing. With break-ins
in the neighborhood, a woman can’t be too careful or too prepared.”

It took all of my willpower not to shake my head. I could only
imagine what would happen to the poor guy who tried to break into her
home. He’d end up like a human pretzel.

Perhaps I should consider taking muay thai lessons, too. Kee-ah.

jcc)

“Have you heard anything?” Sue Ann brushed her bangs from her
face as I climbed into her SUV. She’d agreed to take Chappy and me
to the vet since she had to run several errands in town.

“Heard anything about what?” I carefully positioned Chappy
in my lap, then buckled my seat belt, hoping she wouldn’t see I was
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holding out on her. Since I hadn’t heard a peep from the blackmailer
(probably too soon), there was no point in mentioning it.

Sue Ann screwed up her mouth in thought. “I guess I was hoping
since you didn’t pay the blackmail . . .” Her voice trailed off as she
pulled out of my driveway, but I knew what she meant.

“Nothing’s happened that I'm aware of.” It would have made my
life much more pleasant and easy if the blackmailer had coughed up
Dan’s forwarding address. “So much for his whereabouts nor remaining
confidential”

“Maybe the whole thing was just a scam. Someone wanted to get
some money out of you.”

Chappy evidently didn’t enjoy riding in cars, because he started
caterwauling up a storm. He dug his little claws into my hand, trying
to escape, but I held on as tightly as I could without hurting him. Once
he’d settled down and only let out plaintive mews every few seconds,
I said, “Everyone knows I live on a shoestring budget. Trying to get
money out of me seems rather fucile.”

If the blackmailer had no plans to give me Dan’s location, then he
had to have some other motive for sending the note, unless he was just
insane. I just wasn’t sure what the blackmailer intended and why I was
being singled out. Until we learned more, there was no use obsessing
over it. “Were you able to find out anything about Gayla?”

“I heard she’s living not too far from here now. In Belle Plaine.”

Chappy mewed louder as Sue Ann pulled onto Main Street. 1
stroked his head and he seemed to calm down a little. “Belle Plaine is
really close.”

“Just over a hundred miles.”

“If Dan were with her, I'm sure someone would have spotted him
by now. I'm sure I would have heard something, at least some hints.”
I continued stroking Chappy’s head. Between loud meows, he purred,
evidently unsure whether to be frightened or thrilled to be in my arms.

“I was thinking the same thing. But Gayla originally went to work
at a school down in Oklahoma City. If Dan went with her, it’s possible
he didn’t come back to this area with her.”

“True” Ishrugged. Ijust couldn’timagine Dan going with her, no
matter what rumors or speculation circulated about their disappearing at
the same time. The very concept humiliated me.
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Sue Ann pulled up in front of Dr. Mary Elden’s veterinary practice,
Paws and Claws. As Sue Ann killed the engine, Chappy stopped crying.

The drab brown building housing the vet clinic had dark tinted windows
just below the roofline. They were too high to see into the building, and with
the tinting they wouldn’t bring in much light. The brown brick and dark-
stained wood trim had seen better days. The whole building looked forlorn,
as if those who entered might not come out. There were three other vets
in the area, and I wondered if I had chosen the right one.

“Quit dawdling,” said Sue Ann as she sprang out of the vehicle. I
gathered Chappy into my arms and climbed out as well, all the while
telling myself that at least I knew Dr. Elden. She was a well-respected
vet, and Chappy couldn’t be in serious condition considering how he’d
squirmed in my arms during the drive over.

After an assistant took my basic information, it didn’t take long to
get in to see Dr. Elden.

“Oh, is that one of the chapel cats?” Dr. Elden asked as she entered
the examination room where Sue Ann, Chappy, and I waited.

“That’s what I've been told,” I replied.

Dr. Elden approached the stainless steel table I'd placed Chappy
on. “How are you doing, Amy? I haven’t seen you in a while.”

It had been years. Seven years to be exact. I hadn’t seen her since
the week before Dan’s disappearance.

The seven years had been easy on her. There wasn’t a wrinkle on
her face, and her trim figure hadn’t changed. She had been Dan’s major
competition at chess matches. The two of them were serious rivals,
each trying to win or maintain the Independence Cup, the Indepen-
dence Tavern’s highest award for chess aficionados.

“It has been a long time.”

“So what do we have here?” She tilted her head, and a smooth
sheath of blond hair fell forward as she examined Chappy’s injured leg.

I hoped she could do something to help him. Something that
wouldn’t cost too much. “I'm not really sure what happened to him. I
was having new locks installed on my house today, and one of the lock-
smiths found him.”

“Nice of you to bring him in. Not everyone would have bothered.”

“I've always wanted a cat, and Chappy seems to like my house.”

“Lucky cat. 'm sure you’ll give him a good home.” She straightened,
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her blond hair falling back in place. “It doesn’t look like a bite. More
like a cut. I'm going to take him in the other room and get him cleaned up.”

“Okay.”

She gathered Chappy in her arms, and I started to follow her to
the next room.

“You and your friend can wait here,” she said as she left the
examination room and disappeared into a hallway behind it. Before
she closed the door, I caught sight of cupboards below a long shelf hold-
ing a small scale and varied medical equipment.

I turned and smiled sheepishly at Sue Ann, who had taken a seat on
the lone chair in the small room. There wasn’t much to look at in the
room except cat and dog anatomy charts hanging on the walls. I won-
dered if T ought to be snooping. I hadn’t previously considered the idea
that Dr. Elden might have a reason to want Dan to disappear, but their
mutual lust for the Independence Cup might have been motivation.
“How seriously do you think chess players take their games?”

“I was wondering the same thing,” Sue Ann replied. “Wasn’t there
something in the news regarding a world chess competitor who did
something to his opponent?”

“That was on the world level. Being the undisputed chess champion
in a small town like Independence can’t count for much, can it” My
forehead creased and again I consciously smoothed my brow. “You
don’t think Dr. Elden—”

Sue Ann bobbed her head. “Anything is possible. At this stage,
can we afford to rule anyone out?”

Just then the vet in question returned with Chappy. “Good news.
The cut wasn’t deep enough to need stitches. I cleaned him up and
gave him his required shots plus an antibiotic. He should be good as
new in a few days.”

“That’s terrific,” I said.

“You'll want to keep him inside until he’s fully mended.”

“Definitely.”

“If you plan to keep him—"

“I'do.”

“Then I recommend he become a house cat. House cats live longer
and remain healthier. The other thing is, he should be fixed.”

“I hadn’t considered that.” Isighed. Ididn’t know if that would be
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expensive or not, but quite honestly, if it cost more than twenty dollars,
I’d have a tough time paying for it.

“Because he’s one of the chapel strays, I can give you a special price
today, and the neutering won’t cost you anything.”

“That’s great.” The smile I beamed at her had to be enormous. My
teeth probably sparkled. This was truly good news compared to what
I’d been dealing with lately. “But why don’t I have to pay?”

“One of the parishioners created a fund to care for the chapel strays
if they’re adopted. So far, only a few people have adopted one, so there’s
plenty of money to take care of your kitten’s neutering expenses.”

“Thanks. How soon do I need to bring him back for that?”

“We want him healthy, so let’s give it a month.”

I nodded, but then remembered I needed to discover whether it
was possible she had something to do with Dan’s disappearance—Tlike
offing the competition. “So, how’s chess going?”

She lifted one shoulder. “It’s okay. Not nearly as much fun as when
I had some real competition. Playing against your husband raught me
so much. Now it’s not the same. But I guess that’s even truer for you,
isn’t it?” Her unsmiling gaze met mine.

“It’s been hard. But it’s nice to think he’s missed by others besides
me and family.”

“Oh, he’s missed.” She lowered her shoulder and stroked Chappy.
“Sometimes, when I'm playing at the Tavern late at night, I almost expect
him to come waltzing in the door, demanding a game.” Dr. Elden
laughed. “God, I miss him.”

Dr. Elden was married, but just then I got the impression that perhaps
she’d once had a small crush on Dan. He was truly sweet, so it wasn’t
much of a surprise.

Sue Ann’s gaze met mine. While I thought it seemed as if Dr.
Elden was truly fond of Dan, the glare in Sue Ann’s eyes said the opposite.
How could a look convey so much? But the slight nod of her head told me
to go on. “Do you play chess with your husband?” I asked the vet.

“He’s not the least interested.” She laughed. “He’s more into contact
sports. Football, basketball. That kind of thing. How about you? Do
you play chess?”

“I never learned.”

“You should come down to the Tavern, and I'll give you a few lessons,”
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she suggested.

“I might take you up on that,” I replied, and she didn’t seem the
least unhappy over the notion.

It didn’t take long to settle the bill, and Sue Ann and I were on
our way.

Sue Ann headed west out of the town center on Peter Pan Road.
The new Wal-Mart Supercenter seemed to be the best place to buy the
items I'd need as a proud new cat owner.

Sue Ann stayed in the car with Chappy while I went inside to pur-
chase a litter pan, a heavy bag of litter, and Cat Chow. I wanted to buy
a number of toys, but my wallet was mostly bare, so I settled on a soft, stuffed
mouse. Once I returned to the car, Sue Ann headed back toward my place
but had to make a couple of stops along the way. Less than three hours
after we left, she pulled back into my driveway.

“Can you come in? I’ll make you some tea,” I bribed.

“Sounds good.” She grabbed the bag of litter.

We made our way to my front door and my new keypad entry
lock. Ikept telling myself, Hello, hello, hello, as I approached the door.
Balancing Chappy, my handbag, and the other items I'd purchased at
Wal-Mart, I saw a pink strip of paper fluttering above the new lock.

As I stepped closer, I saw it was a Post-it note with some writing
scrawled on it. Two more steps, and I saw it was written in neat block
print. I read the note and my heart stopped.

It said, Az least your house isn’t being staked out.
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Bandits brave Me from My House

“I can’t believe it.” I reached to snatch down the note. Sue Ann
grabbed my arm before I made contact.

“Don’t. The police will want to take fingerprints.” She placed the
bag of cat litter on my porch and it crunched as it hit the wooden slats.

My stomach twisted as I realized the blackmailer had returned.
However, it didn’t seem my message had been received.

“What do you think the note means?” Any hopes I had of finding
out what had happened to Dan were dashed when I realized the trash
can had been staked out by the police. I should have thought of that
before sneaking out and putting my note in the trash bin. The black-
mailer would not have received my note, and would have assumed I'd
paid the ransom.

“It means the jerk isn’t going to leave you alone.”

I couldn’t decide whether that was a good thing or not. While I
wished the blackmailer would go away and leave me alone, I really wanted to
find out if he knew anything about Dan’s whereabouts. “What now?”

Sue Ann pulled out her cell phone. “We call the police.”

“I just want to go inside and hide my head under my covers.”

“Someone might be inside your house right now.”

That perked me right up. But then I deflated. I wanted to com-
municate with the blackmailer, but perhaps it wasn’t so great of an idea
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to confront him in person. What if he was armed?

She flipped open her phone and dialed the police. “Hey, Peggy.
Looks like someone may have broken in at Amy’s again.” She nodded
as Peggy told her something. “Okay ... Uh-huh... You gotit.”

Flipping her phone closed, Sue Ann said, “Peggy said for us to wait
right here. Not to go inside. Not to leave this porch.”

“Maybe the blackmailer only left the note and didn’t break in. I
think we should go look to see if there’s a broken window or some-
thing.”

“Brad will be here in a few minutes. Just wait.”

That was easier said than done since I had a bundle of teeth and
claws in my arms. The problem with adopting a stray was that he
wanted to be free and kept struggling in my arms. I managed to rid
myself of my purse and bags while still clutching the young cat. “Calm
down, Chappy.”

His unsheathed claws dug into my chest, and he clambered his way
up my body to reach my hair.

“Ouch.

Sue Ann helped me remove his claws, but I wasn’t going to let him
go. Dr. Elden had said to keep him inside. “Would you mind if I put
him back in your car? It’s definitely cool enough outside.”

“As long as we set up the litter first. I don’t relish the idea of him
using my Lincoln as a sandbox.” She grabbed the bag of litter, and we
made our way back to her vehicle.

It didn’t take long to pour litter into the new litter pan and deposit
it on the floor in the back. Getting Chappy to stay in the SUV was
another matter, but at last I managed to close the door with him safely
inside and the windows partially open.

Brad’s Tahoe pulled onto my street, and I waited for him beside
Sue Ann’s vehicle while she returned to my door.

“We have to stop meeting like this,” I said as Brad emerged.

“What happened to you?”

“What do you mean?”

He closed the space between us and ran his fingertips along my clav-
icle. I shivered at his touch but didn’t step away. When Jerome touched
me, it never felt like this—as if I'd been dipped in chocolate fondue.

Brad said, “You're bleeding.”
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Oh. He wasn’t making sexual advances. What had I been thinking?
Why had I let myself react to his nearness? I was such a tool. Pointing
inside the SUV, I said, “I had a run-in with a scaredy-cat.”

Brad looked through the window and raised a lone brow.

I shrugged one shoulder. “I have a new cat.”

“So Isee. Sowhat’s going on? Peggy said you had an emergency.”

“It’s getting to be a habit.” I nodded toward my front door where
Sue Ann waited for us to join her. “There’s a new note.”

“You'd think the guy would have moved on to other victims by now.”

“You'd think.” Atleast now I wasn’t going all girlish, as I had before.
No trembling hands or chattering teeth. I walked Brad to my door.
“Did you stake out the trash bin this morning for the blackmailer?”

He nodded. “Routine surveillance. The blackmailer was a
no-show.”

I took a deep breath. The blackmailer definitely hadn’t received
my message.

Sue Ann pointed at the Postit. “We stayed out here to wait for
you. Do you think someone’s inside?”

Brad grunted, and that frightening glare appeared on his face.
“Stay here and I’ll go find out.”

“The door’s locked.”

He eyed the keypad. “You got some new hardware.”

“Yeah. That’s another thing.” This time I was the one to glare—at
him. The blackmailer wasn’t the only one who bugged me. “Why’d
you go blabbing to Jerome?”

“Seemed like the thing to do. Someone has to look after you.”

“I've been doing a pretty good job of it all these years.”

Sue Ann kept a straight face, God love her.

But Brad made a noise that sounded an awful lot like he’d bitten
back a laugh. “That why you called me for the third time?”

“Who else am I supposed to call when I'm being blackmailed and
my house is being broken into? The FBI? CIA? Mounties?”

“I live to serve.”

There was no way I could respond to that one without insulting him.
If he’d done such a great job of serving seven years ago, I might not be
in this fix. ButI knew that wasn’t fair. Brad had done everything in his
power to find Dan. “Shall I punch in the numbers?”
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“Need to dust it for fingerprints first.” He flipped open his cell
phone and began to dial. “Forensics should be here soon. T'll go look
for signs of forced entry.”

Great. More waiting.

Brad disappeared around the side of the house, all the while muttering
into his cell phone.

I turned to Sue Ann. “I'm going to follow him. If someone’s broken
in, it’ll be easier for me to tell.”

“Fine.” She leaned against the railing. “I’ll wait here and keep an
eye on Chappy.”

I stepped off the porch and went around the side of the house,
where I watched Brad looking at some leaves on the ground. He
glanced up. “Looks like someone’s been walking around here recently.”

I noticed a heel mark on the ground, but it wasn’t a full footprint.
“Is it from a sneaker?”

“Think so. Anyone else have a reason to be around here? Lawn crew?”

I shook my head. The grass hadn’t needed mowing yet. A neigh-
borhood boy always took care of it whenever I called him.

“We’ll get forensics to make a print.” He stood and pointed
toward the window to my office. “Looks as if someone may have
entered through that window.”

I didn’t see any broken panes. “How can you tell?”

“Fresh marks on the hinge. You didn’t have any open windows,
did you?”

“No. Everything was locked up like Fort Knox.” I looked more
carefully and saw scrape marks and noted the window hadn’t been
completely closed. I hoped the jerk hadn’t stolen my computer. “You
know, whoever broke in might have used the sticky pads on my desk.
They’re pink, t0o.”

“Good to know. Its likely that whoever broke in put up the note
as he left. He’s long gone now.” Brad finished checking out the area.
“Let’s check out the back.”

“We can go in that way, if you want.”

He nodded. “You wait here and I'll make sure no one is hiding inside.”

It was a tense several minutes while I waited for him to rejoin me. The
entire time he was inside, I worried that he’d be attacked by the burglar.

At last he came back out. “All clear.”
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My shoulders relaxed. “Shouldn’t I check to see if anything
is missing?”

“We can do that after the others arrive. They’ll dust for prints, and
the less traffic beforehand, the better.”

I leaned against a tree. “I wish you hadn’t told Jerome what was
happening. Isn’t that against the police officer code or something?”

“Honestly, Amy, I didn’t think it would be a problem. You two
are an item.”

I bristled. That sounded like something Jerome would have said.
“Is that what he told you? That we'’re a couple?”

Brad remained silent in thought for a minute. “He certainly gave
that impression.”

“We aren’t an item. It’s not like that with us.” I struggled to be
truthful, not only with Brad, but with myself. “While we’re very good
friends, we're hardly a couple. It wasn’t your place to tell him.”

He looked doubtful. “You've been dating.”

“Kinda. Sorta. But nothing serious.” I couldn’t explain what I didn’t
fully understand myself, and I was making a mess of it. “Like I said, we’re
very good friends.”

“I wasn’t clear on your relationship. Jerome and I were talking.
I mentioned the break-in before I realized he didn’t know anything
abourt it.” His gaze met mine. “Was the break-in a secret?”

I shook my head. “Not really. He gets too protective. You saw
the new locks.”

“Seemed like a great idea to me. Probably slowed down the burglar,
too. More likely to have witnesses as a result.”

“Mrs. Mitchell might have seen something again.” I hadn’t noticed
her peeping out the window, but I hadn’t particularly been watching for
her, either.

“Pll check with her later.” Brad pulled out a small notebook and
jotted a note. “Where were you?”

“Sue Ann and I took Chappy to the vet, then ran some errands.”

“She was with you the entire time, right?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you checking to see if I have an alibi for
breaking into my own home?”

“Standard detective work.”

Men. Just when we were sort of getting along, Brad had to go and
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suspect me of breaking and entering into my own home. Like I didn’t
have anything better to do? By the calculating look in his eyes, I knew
I should take him seriously, but it wasn’t easy. I loved poking at him.
In my best matter-of-fact voice, I said, “Yes. We were together the entire
time. There wasn’t a note when we left. You can check with Sue Ann
to make sure I'm telling the truth because she came to the door.”

Again he made a note.

“Is it against legal protocol for me to ask you a question?”

“Fire away.”

“Why do you think the blackmailer is still after me? I mean, I
didn’t pay. Shouldn’t he have gone and done whatever it is he’s sup-
posed to do when I didn’t pay? He’s tortured me enough. Why
continue going after me?”

“Are you asking about the psychology? Amy, the why isn't important.
The why might never make sense. The fact is, the blackmailer is pissed
because you didn’t knuckle under, and he’s not going to be happy until
you're doing what he wants when he wants it. It’s a matter of control.”

“So what do I have to do to stop him? This is the third time he’s
broken in, and my house now has the security of a Brinks truck.”

“If I knew the answer, I'd tell you. I don’t know how to discourage
him. This guy has a screw loose. Look at the piddling amount he
wanted you to pay. It’s not about money.”

“So what is it about?” In my experience, people seemed to be driven
by basic urges: sex, money, or power. Could this be about having power
over me? “Are you saying he’s just a loony?”

“I don’t think he’s dangerous, Amy.”

“You don’t think? What if he is? What if he planted something else
venomous in my house?” IfI'd felt panicked before, it was nothing com-
pared to now. My skin was clammy. My heart pounded hard enough
to rip out of my chest. “Why don’t you think he’s dangerous?”

“He’s broken in before without doing anything more than trying
to scare you. [ think that’s all he’s after.”

I fully expelled the breath from my lungs. My tone was composed
when I asked, “When will he realize I'm already frightened enough?”

Brad didn’t answer, because that was the moment forensics arrived.

Sue Ann had to head out, so we said our good-byes and I waited
outside my house with my new kitten. When I held him in my arms,
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he relaxed and promptly fell asleep.

At last, Brad emerged from my house. “We searched and nothing
appears to have been stolen. They’ll finish up in a few minutes.”

“Thanks,” I said, grateful that he’d come out to reassure me. I so
appreciated that about him.

He nodded, about to say something else, but a member of the
forensics team called him back inside. I wondered what he’d been
about to say. Would it have been something to comfort me or some-
thing to get me riled up? He had that way about him.

A female officer finally allowed me in to look for anything missing.
First, I tucked Chappy and his paraphernalia into the laundry room at the
back of the house. I closed the door, and then calling on my unnatural sass
to keep me from being scared, I began searching for anything out of
place. The first place I checked was my coffee table, just in case another
extortion note had been delivered. I came up empty-handed.

Both my TV and my computer were where they were supposed to
be. I started over again in the kitchen, making a sweep through the
living areas.

When I entered the guest bedroom, something seemed off, like
a vibe in the air. Ilooked around and at first didn’t notice anything,
but I did notice when Brad came up behind me. I deliberately tried to
ignore him, and my gaze homed in on the bed. “There’s something
wrong here.”

Then I saw it. A corner of the bed had been cleared of piles. I
pointed to the spot. “I didn’t leave it like that.”

Brad looked at me with a creased brow. “Like what?”

“Neat.”

“Amy, there’s nothing neat about this room.” His gaze wandered
from the stacks of clothing on the bed, to the heap of inventor parts on
the floor, to the towers of toppling papers and the mounds of other debris
Dan had left spread out all over the house and that I had relocated to
this bedroom.

“Look at the head of the bed, near the pillow. You couldn’t see the
pillow when I left the house.”

Brad immediately leaned out of the door into the hallway and
called in a member of forensics. A short time later, the detective had
lifted all the prints he could find or potentially find. “Have you noticed
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anything missing?”

“I've been wondering about that. It’s not like I have exact recall of
what all was in here. There’s no specific object I know to be missing.
It looks like the burglar moved the pile near the headboard so he could
sit on the bed. But I can’t figure out why just that one spot, unless he
was searching through Dan’s things.”

“Was there anything of value in here?”

“Not that ’'m aware of.” There was something rather embarrassing
about having all these men and women looking through my disorganized
and, yeah, totally messy house. Talk about airing dirty laundry. I
itched to get out of the room. Hell, T itched to kick the lot of them out
of my house. I inched my itchy way toward the hallway. “T’ll go check
my office now.”

I turned and fled.

When I entered my office, it instantly eased my troubled thoughts.
The room is tiny, more like a large closet than a third bedroom. But
it was cozy and held all of my favorite items: a stuffed penguin Dan
gave me when we were dating, the cute apple-shaped paperweight my
confessions editor gave me, and photos of my friends and family.

The room was a soothing mint green, with crisp white trim, making
me think of a beachside cottage rather than a down-at-the-heels Mid-
western tract house. Taking a familiar seat at my desk, I switched on
the monitor.

There was a tab for an open Word document. Odd. I always save
my files, back them up, and close them before turning off the monitor.
I moused over to the tab and clicked it.

A document opened, but it wasn’t one of my stories.

Instead, it only contained a few words. Since you don’t want ro
know where Dan is, I know who does.

That one person would be Dolores. Could she survive such an ordeal?

I must have let out a blood-curdling shriek, along the lines of “I
do, dammit!” because next thing I knew, my tiny office was filled with
fuzz—of the police variety. After the chaos died down, and Brad assured
himself that I was okay, I said, “Well, I guess that answers my question
about the blackmailer’s motives. He or she wanted me to do something
I haven’t done, like beg for Dan’s location. But how I'm supposed to do
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that without knowing how to reach him or her, I don’t know.”

“It’s perplexing. If the blackmailer had wanted you to respond,
surely he’d have demanded something other than cash?”

“It looks like my biggest worry is being realized,” I said.

Depression weighted my shoulders. The last thing I wanted was
this blackmailer to contact Dolores, but who else could he mean?

“What’s your biggest fear? More locks?”

“Very funny.” Islugged his arm. “No, 'm worried he’s going to go
after my mother-in-law now.”

His lips thinned. “That’s not a good idea.”

“You said it.”

“Do you know how many reports of alien sightings she’s registered
with my department?” Brad asked.

“Only aliens?”

“There are sex slavers operating out of the convenience store, terrorists
planning to drive a tractor into the hardware store. That’s not to mention
the weekly grilling she gives me about Dan’s disappearance and what
I’'m doing about finding him.”

Obviously I wasn’t the only one to suffer through Dolores’ delusions.
“At least you aren’t related to her.”

“Saving grace.”

“I'm really worried about what she’ll do.”

“Maybe we're borrowing trouble. Even a psychotic blackmailer
wouldn’t want to get tangled up with Independence’s charge’ d nuts. s
there anyone else involved he might go to nexc?”

“His sister, Liz. Or Jerome.”

“If I were the blackmailer, I'd consider either of them better choices.”

With any luck, he was right, although my luck seemed to be at
low tide lately. “Once you guys are done here, I'll go visit Dolores and
Liz. I haven’t been to visit them in almost a week, so it won’t seem odd,
like it would if you showed up at their door. And if neither of them is
involved, I really don’t want to bring them in on it just yet.”

“With the way news travels in Independence, I'm surprised Dolores isn’t
already camping on your doorstep with her broom to fend off burglars.”

I shivered at the thought. The last thing I needed—anyone needed—
was Dolores trying to look after me. “I guess I'd better tell her before
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she learns it from someone else.”

For the next three hours, Brad and the forensics team dusted every
area of my house. They were extremely thorough.

The only thing they missed dusting for prints was me.
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guin' the Hland That Beats Me

After what seemed like the entire Independence Police Department
left, my house looked like the victim of paintballing. I shrugged. It
gave the décor a sort of je ne sais quoi.

I left to go next door to speak with Mrs. Mitchell. Just as I ap-
proached her yard, Liz pulled into the driveway on the far side of the
house, with Mrs. Mitchell in her passenger seat. I wondered where
they’d been together, but it explained why I hadn’t noticed Peeping-
Mitchell eatlier.

Liz exited the car first. Mrs. Mitchell opened the passenger door,
and a baseball bat rolled out. Liz laughed and scooped it up. “My anti-
theft device.”

She placed the bat in her backseat. Then the two of them walked
over to where I stood near the walkway to Mrs. Mitchell’s front door.

“What's going on?” asked Liz, giving me a quick hug. “Mrs.
Mitchell said you've had a break-in.”

“More like break-ins,” I replied with a shrug of the shoulders, not
wanting to make a huge deal about it in case Liz might say something
to Dolores.

Liz is an attractive woman in that tall, athletic way. She’s nearly six
feet tall and is well proportioned. In high school she played basketball,
softball, and volleyball. She attended college in Wichita for two years
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before being called home when Dolores had a stroke.

At college, Liz had majored in accounting and was very good with
numbers. She’d played on the softball team, and at one point there had
been talk of her eventually turning pro.

Her mother’s illness had ended all that. Liz ultimately began managing
Dan’s invention business. Their partnership had been a winning com-
bination, and the business had taken off.

But it all had changed once Dan disappeared. While she continued
handling the books as a full-time job, there were no new inventions
to market and fewer markets in which to license the inventions that
already existed.

[ felt sorry for her because her career had stymied before it had
truly begun. As a result, she still lived at home with her mother—
and while I love my mother-in-law, living with her was something I
wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.

To say Dolores is excitable is a vast understatement. Even the bats
in her belfry had bats in theirs. Dolores had been one of my grand-
mother’s closest friends. They shared an interest in spiritualism and
met weekly for séances and meditation. But even she warned me that
Dolores, while kindhearted, was an egg short of a dozen.

I now knew what she was missing—an internal editor. It’s that drat-
ted thing that helps me write better, keeps me on the straight and narrow,
and tells me when to shut my mouth. It was sadly lacking in Dolores.

As a result, there was always some problem for Liz to deal with.
She had to be a saint, considering the multitude of ruffled feathers
she’d soothed—from waitresses to physicians to choir directors. The
list was endless.

Another of her saintly duties, obviously, was picking up her mother’s
wo00-woo customers who were unable to drive. Although in Mrs.
Mitchell’s case, that’s not exactly correct. She’s perfectly able to drive,
but her license was suspended for too many speeding tickets. The fact
was, nearly everyone in town was trying to keep her off the streets.

“There’s been more than one break-in?”

I couldn’t very well hide the number of break-ins from Liz since Mrs.
Mitchell had probably filled her in on each police arrival at my house.

Mrs. Mitchell saved me from having to think up a speedy reply by
saying, “Damn emos. In my day, teenagers had better things to do.
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You might need an anti-burglary device of your own, Amy.”

She pointed at the baseball bat in the back of the car.

“Good thinking. Dan used to have one out in the garage.” Located
on the opposite side of my house was the detached garage at the end of
my driveway, where Dan’s vehicle was entombed. It had been months
since I'd ventured in there, fearing a nuclear disaster and spiders. It
would be easier to visit the Wal-Mart Supercenter and buy a new bat.
“What have you two been up to?”

“Dolores gave me a reading,” said Mrs. Mitchell, referring to the
tarot card readings Dolores does in order to raise bingo money.

Mrs. Mitchell continued, “Said 'm a cougar and a much younger
man is coming into my life.”

She seemed delighted, rather than offended by the cougar label,
and I felt a shudder of empathy for whoever the young man might be.

While I'm still young enough to find the idea of a younger man some-
what grotesque, I could understand where Mrs. Mitchell’s enthusiasm
stemmed from.

A younger man would appeal to someone like Mrs. Mitchell. In
fact, we’'d probably both be attracted to a man of the same age.

“Go for it,” I encouraged.

“Reminds me, I need to run,” commented Liz.

I glanced up into her face. Even she wasn’t as young as she once
was. Although she was only a few years my senior, the hours she’d
spent out in the sun had taken their toll in fine lines.

“Mom said to tell you she’s doing a séance tonight. Trying to
contact Dan.”

Oh, God. A séance? Had the blackmailer already contacted Dolores?
What other reason could there be for her to hold a séance? Until now,
she hadn’t wanted to contact him for fear she would keep his spirit
earthbound. “Why Dan? Why now?”

“Said it was to learn what happened to him,” piped up Mrs. Mitchell.

“T'd sure like to know,” Liz mused. “A séance, however, won't provide
anything definitive, at least not legal evidence. Jerome is coming, and
Mom’s expecting you to attend.”

Guilt chomped at me because I hadn’t thought of it before, but I
wondered whether the business had insured Dan’s life. If it had, Liz
had a strong financial reason to want to know if he had met his maker.
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“Is there key man insurance?”

Liz paused for a long, drawn-out moment before replying, “We always
intended to get around to insuring both of us but never did, unless Dan
took out some insurance without telling me.”

“I think he would have told one of us if he had,” T said. While
I was reassured that my dawdling on having Dan declared legally
checked out hadn’t had an ill effect on Liz, I felt for her. Not only
had her brother disappeared without a trace, but the way she made her
living was slowly drying up. I reached out and patted her arm reassur-
ingly. If the life insurance he took out with me as beneficiary paid off,
presuming he was no longer alive, then after paying off the mortgage, there
should be a little left I could share with Liz. Considering the situation, that
was presuming a lot. Dan could be anywhere or nowhere. “Maybe the
séance will give us an idea what happened to Dan.”

Liz shook her head. “I don’t think we’ll learn anything tonight.”
Liz was a secret unbeliever. She’d never be able to cohabitate with her
mother if Dolores knew. In general, Liz kept her skepticism to herself,
especially in front of Dolores’ paying customers. No one in their right
mind would get between Dolores and her bingo money.

My gaze darted to Mrs. Mitchell, then back to Liz. “Any particular
reason why you don’t think she’ll reach Dan tonight?”

She shrugged. “If Dan wanted to contact us, he’d have done so
long ago.”

Her words hung in the air for an awkward moment. I narrowed
my eyes. Did Liz mean from the other side, or was she implying Dan
was still alive? Maybe all these years she’d known something the rest
of us didn’t. After all, they were business partners as well as blood
relatives. If she knew something, though, surely she would have said
something or given me some hint. I had cried so many tears back
then, and she’d sat with me through many late and lonely nights. She
couldn’t be cruel enough to keep vital information from me. Finally I
asked, “You still think Dan’s alive?”

“Who knows? I sure don’t,” Liz said. Her face didn’t indicate any
emotion, and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

She was a puzzle; a woman not easily read. If she didn’t want to let
something slip, she wouldn’t. No amount of cajoling on my part could
get her to speak further.
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Chewing my lip, I wondered if the blackmailer had already contacted
her. How could I ask without giving myself away?

My chance to act passed because she turned and walked back to
her car.

“When does the séance begin?” I asked.

“Eight o’clock,” she answered as she opened the driver’s-side door.

“Who else will be there?”

The list she mentioned included everyone I had suspected of possibly
knowing something about Dan’s disappearance, with the exception of
Gayla Mullen. Very interesting. Had it been deliberate on Dolores’
part? “That seems like an odd assortment of people.”

“Mom’s got a new psychic medium who chose the guest list based
on tarot card readings.”

Her psychic must be good since she’d managed to gather most of the
people I suspected might know something about Dan’s disappearance.
“Please tell Dolores I'll be there, but ’'m bringing Sue Ann.”

If anyone could get information out of Liz, it was Sue Ann. She
was much better at being sneaky.

“Bringing Sue Ann is so not a good idea, Amy. The last time .. .”

She trailed off, and I knew it was because she didn’t want to mention
the fit Dolores had back then, calling Sue Ann a filthy skeptic and saying
her congested aura messed up the etheric vibrations.

“Sue Ann’s done a total one-eighty,” I insisted. “Believes in every-
thing hocus-pocus now.”

“When did this enlightenment come about?” Liz’s voice dripped
irony as she stood wedged between the car door and the driver’s seat.

“It’s been recent.” It was my turn to give a nonchalant shrug. I
needed Sue Ann to attend. Having her there would help me endure
one of Dolores’ séances, and she would help me watch our suspects.

“Any particular reason she had a change of heart?” Liz settled into
her car.

“I'm not sure. But I bet if you ask her tonight she’ll tell us all about
it.” Heh. A small surprise for my best friend in all the world. Merely
a small token of my gratitude for ratting me out about not having a
house key.

Liz appeared to be unconvinced, but she couldn’t very well call me
a big fat liar to my face. She’d wait until I was out of sight. She said,
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“I’ll see you later then.”

Mrs. Mitchell and T watched as Liz drove off.

“Better go give myself a facial. My young man might turn up at
the séance tonight and I want to look my best.” She tilted her head
coyly. On some older women, the look might be cute and appealing.
On Mrs. Mitchell, it was a nightmare.

“You always look good, Mrs. Mitchell.” I crossed my fingers behind
my back, but it was true that she never left her house without having
her hair neatly arranged or without makeup. “Maybe you could give
me some cosmetic tips?”

“What? Aid and abet the competition?” she asked with a cackle,
then toddled inside her front door, leaving me alone to contemplate the
cracks in the concrete sidewalk.

The sidewalk made a great metaphor for my investigative progress
in “The Case of the Missing Husband.” There were lots of clues, I was
certain, but I couldn’t figure out any way to connect them. Each trail
I followed led me further and further from the central question of what
had happened to my husband.

Since Mrs. Mitchell had been with Dolores and Liz during the last
break-in, she wasn’t any help in identifying who was behind the black-
mail note and break-ins.

With a sigh, I picked my way through the still winter-brown grass
in my yard to check my mailbox at the curb. I glanced up at my redbud
tree. Tiny knobs had formed on the no longer barren branches, promising
flowers to come.

It was with only a small amount of trepidation that I swung open
the door on my mailbox. The first item I saw was an envelope from Z7ue
Lies. It was exactly the right thickness for a check. Finally some money.

The bundle of mail danced into my happy palms. The excursion
to purchase necessities for Chappy had depleted my budget, and now I
wouldn’t have to live off the half-empty box of instant rice in my cup-
board. A girl needs protein.

I flipped through the envelopes as I sashayed back to my door.
A second envelope from True Lies, this one thicker, indicated another
publication release. Yay.

Electric bill, gas bill, two advertising flyers, a slim catalogue from
an office supply company, and—
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A letter from my mortgage company. It had to be another foreclo-
sure notice.

Damn.

What was I going to do?

Not only were my options running out. Time was running out, too.
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oeduced by a Ghostly Lover

Since Sue Ann had to finish up a housecleaning job before going
to the séance, it meant I had to ride my bike over to Dolores’. When I
was ready to pedal over, I heard Mrs. Mitchell’s distinct rap at my door.

“Thought we could drive over together,” she said.

She’d gotten all dolled up. Not only was her hair done and makeup
petfect, but she wore a very cute little sundress revealing the perfect amount
of ankle and bosom. “Sorry. Sue Ann’s not driving me tonight. She’s going
directly to Dolores””

“Works for me to ride with you.”

If she thought I was driving the death trap in my garage, she was
sadly mistaken. “On my bicycle?”

“In my car.”

Sometimes I’'m a lictle slow off the mark. “I thought your license
was suspended.”

She patted the curls on the side of her head. “Yours isn’t.”

“Oh. Ohhh.” Mrs. Mitchell owned a beautiful boatlike Cadillac
Eldorado convertible. The claret-colored car was in pristine condition
with very little mileage and had to be at least thirty years old. It had
lived in her garage its entire life, other than the short hair-raising ex-
cursions she’d made in it until her license had been yanked. And she
wanted me to drive it.
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I couldn’t help the huge grin plastered on my face. “I'd love to.”

“Splendid. I've already pulled the car into your driveway.”

I briefly closed my eyes, wondering if she’d taken out my mailbox
or landscaping en route. “Is the top down?”

“Wouldn’t go anywhere with it up,” she replied.

With that assurance, I braved opening my eyes again and gazed
past where she stood on my stoop. A streetlight penetrated the dusk and
illuminated my yard. There in my driveway, the ancient Cadillac called
to me, sans items large or small sticking out from under or around it.
A good sign.

“Okay. Lets go,” I said, stepping onto my porch and closing the
self-locking door behind me, all the while half-fearing the blackmailer
would visit while I was out. If so, he’d find notes plastered all over my
house stating that I was willing to pay, and pay big, for Dan’s where-
abouts. I had nothing to lose, just in case.

Getting into the Caddy to drive sent a thrilling sense of freedom
through me. For once, I got to be the driver in control instead of being
ushered around. The sense of joy put me in good spirits and gave me
a renewed sense of energy. No crazy, scheming blackmailer was going
to bully me.

I swung that Caddy out of my driveway and onto my street. Dolores
lived only a few blocks away, but her nineteenth-century historical registry
home was on the other side of Main, in the block of East Myrtle just before
it dead-ended into Burns Street at the Verdigris River.

Mrs. Mitchell growled above the wind noise, “Put the pedal to the
metal, Amy.”

I happily complied, within reason. I didn’t want Brad to have a
reason to take away my license.

“Wimp,” muttered Mrs. Mitchell.

But there was nothing she could say to shatter my good mood.
Even though there was a chill in the spring air, Mrs. Mitchell had
thoughtfully cranked up the heat, so it felt more like a windy summer
day. It took only minutes to reach Dolores’ home, and I hated for the
drive to end. It had been a very long time since I'd driven a car, and I'd
almost forgotten how freeing it is to have a set of wheels beneath you
and plenty of gas in the tank.

“That was awesome,” I said, turning off the ignition. “Do you think—"
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She cut me off. “No way. I'm getting my license back next week.”

How’d she know what I was about to ask? “Well, if you ever need
a driver, you know who to come t0.”

A short time later, we found ourselves seated in Dolores’ dimly lit
dining room. The extra large room was furnished entirely in Victorian
antiques, down to the carpet beneath the monstrous table and chairs.
The table could comfortably seat twenty, and even more if she extended
it. Tonight, however, it had been set up for twelve.

Dolores had greeted each of us as we’d arrived and directed us to
our appointed positions at the table. That, too, had evidently been
determined by tarot cards.

Although the table wasn’t quite circular, if you imagined the face of
a clock, Dolores sat at midnight. Based on her peculiar behavior, one
would think she’d be wearing some incredible costume for a séance.
That wasn’t her character. She looked every bit the society woman,
wearing a single strand of pearls at her neck and a sleek custom-tailored
suit. It wasn’t her physical appearance that was odd.

Nope.

Looking at her, one would never expect to find the eccentric that
lay beneath her refined exterior. When new people met her, they con-
sidered her to be perfectly charming. And she could be. However, once
her latent loony surfaced, people couldn’t escape quickly enough.

Yet 'm extremely fond of her. In her own wacky manner, she’s
done her best to look after me in these difficult circumstances and
make sure [ still felt like a member of the family.

To Dolores’ right at the table, in the eleven o’clock position, was
Karen Tanke, an attractive woman in her midforties. I’d never met her
before, but | immediately warmed up to her when she told me all about
the trip she and her mother had just made to the Bahamas.

That was before we took our seats and Mrs. Mitchell whispered
that Karen’s mother had passed away nearly a decade earlier.

O-kay.

Now I was seated in the nine o’clock position beside Karen, and
we were holding hands. To my right, in the eight o’clock position, was
an empty chair. At seven o’clock Mrs. Mitchell was seated, and our
hands were joined across the empty chair. At six o’clock was the other
Independence inventor, Fred Cook.
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His wife, Yvonne, the high school administrator, wasn’t with him.
It wasn’t unusual since it was rumored their marriage was on the rocks.

At one time, Fred had worked for the military. He'd invented a number
of weapons of not-so-mass destruction, before retiring and spending his time
creating inventions for the general market. He and my husband had been
competitors, each trying to one-up the other on the most outlandish in-
vention; hence, my band saw-slash-coffeemaker combination. And the
lawn mower-slash-washing machine in my garage. It had never quite
worked properly, unless you wanted very clean mangled strips of sheet.
It was sort of like a laundry shredder.

Sue Ann was seated at five o’clock and was a little pissed about not
being seated beside me. To her right was Liz. Dr. Elden was seated at
three o'clock, directly across the table from me. Jerome sat between her
and Dolores, rounding out our group. The chairs at two, ten, and eight
o’clock were empty.

In the center of the table Dolores and Karen had placed a num-
ber of items, such as a tambourine, paper and pencils, handbells, and a
small glass cumbler filled with water. So far we hadn’t heard any move-
ment in the room, nor had any of the items made noise, but Dolores
was just getting warmed up.

“We've waited long enough for our other guests to arrive. Shall we
get started now? Liz, if you’ll turn off the lights.”

Liz immediately turned off the switch controlling the lights. Ithad
been dim before, but now the room was draped in shadow.

Dolores’ voice dropped an octave as she cried, “I call on the spirits
present to make themselves known!”

No response.

“Speak, move one of the items on the table, or knock,” she commanded.

Immediately, we heard a loud rap and several people drew in
noisy breaths.

Had we been contacted by the spirit world? My heart skipped a beat.

The knocking sounded again, and I sheepishly realized where it
was coming from. For a moment there, I thought Dolores had been
onto something. “It’s the front door.”

“Oh,” said Dolores with pleasure in her tone. “That must be Bradley.”

Liz hadn’t mentioned Brad would be attending, and my heart,
which had skipped before, now did cartwheels.
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We heard Dolores’ chair squeeze back from the table on the wooden
floor; then instantly the room was flooded with light. My gaze fell on
Sue Ann, who mouthed, “Loony bin,” to me.

I deliberately turned away, not wanting anyone else to see that rather
than the believer I professed her to be, she remained the total skeptic.
If she wasn’t careful, she was going to get both of us kicked out.

Brad entered the room. How interesting that he had been invited.
Perhaps he, too, realized the séance was rife with suspects? He wasn’t
wearing his usual coat and jacket, but instead wore jeans and a dark T-
shirt. Have I mentioned how good he looks in blue jeans?

I turned back to face Jerome, who stood and shook Brad’s hand. 1
thought at first Jerome would take the empty seat beside me because he
took a couple of steps my way, but Mrs. Mitchell wasn’t having any of that.

She called out to Brad, “Hey, sweetie. Dolores assigned you this
chair. Come over and sit by me. I promise not to bite.”

She gave him a girlish giggle, and I saw that she’d crossed her fingers
behind her back.

Brad did as instructed, totally unaware of the designs she had on
his—virtue. It was obvious to me that Mrs. Mitchell had decided he
was the younger man mentioned in Dolores’ reading,.

Whatever.

What I hadn’t taken into account was the fact that I would have
to hold Brad’s hand—in front of Jerome, and in the dark. What I
also hadn’t taken into account was the warmth of Brad’s hand holding
mine. Those electric-like zings I'd come to associate with Brad started
ping-ponging along my nerve endings, heating up the space between
our palms. The last thing I wanted him to think was that he made my
palms sweat, but . . . he made my palms sweat.

He gave my hand a little squeeze as Dolores dimmed the lights
again and began her schrick. Of course, that set me to wondering
whether he’d deliberately squeezed it or if it was an unintentional
nudge. Should I squeeze back?

I squeezed, very slightly. Enough to let him know I'd received his
squeeze, but not enough to be an all-out “T'll see your squeeze and raise it.”

It was hard to concentrate on what Dolores was doing when I was
so busy paying attention to Brad and those zings. I had the impression
she was calling on the spirits to come forth, come forth, but I was busy squirm-
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ing in my chair. Had I embarrassed myself by squeezing Brad’s hand?

My squirming stopped the minute the rapping started. At first I
figured someone had knocked against the table. The rapping became
louder, moving around the room in a circular pattern. A cold gust of
wind came out of nowhere, causing the tablecloth to shudder and the
draperies to billow.

Mrs. Mitchell gasped when the tambourine on the center of the
table jingled. I didn’t blame her. I gasped, too. But mine was more
from Brad giving my palm a warning squeeze. I don’t know how I knew
it was a warning to keep my lips zipped, but I simply knew. Maybe that
latent psychic bent of mine.

Dolores called out, “Is that you, Daniel?”

The tambourine again jingled, but what did it mean? Was some-
one on the other side trying to tell us something?

“Jingle once for yes and twice for no,” instructed Dolores, who
must have had the same question.

Immediately, the tambourine jingled once. Although the room
was dark, there was still enough light filtering in from the streetlight
through the draperies for me to see that everyone gathered still held
hands around the circle.

I tried a small experiment, lifting my knee and banging it on the
underside of the heavy mahogany table. The tambourine remained
silent, although Brad caught on to what I was doing and gave my hand
an encouraging tiny squeeze.

I didn’t need the distraction.

What I needed was to know what was making the tambourine play
on command. It couldn’t really be Dan, could it?

“Is this my son, Dan?” continued Dolores.

One jingle.

“Did the sex slavers kidnap you?” Dolores asked.

Two jingles.

Brad, a total copycat, tried banging the table with his knee. The water
glass wobbled, and the table beneath my hands vibrated, but the tambou-
rine remained silent. Brad cursed under his breath, as flummoxed as I
was about what was making the tambourine jingle.

“Aliens take you up in their saucer?” she asked.

Two jingles.
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“Nuns get you?”

Two very angry sounding jingles.

Dolores asked, “Are you on the other side?”

The tambourine sounded five times. What did that mean?

Dolores rephrased her question, “Dan, have you passed away?”

One jingle.

I didn’t know what to think as Dolores began to quietly cry. I
glanced around the table at the shadowy faces of the other participants.
I couldn’t see their expressions, but I imagined they felt the same disbe-
lief, mixed with fear of the unknown, as I did. Except for Karen.

I could see her more clearly since we were seated so close to each
other. She smiled and nodded with approval, as if this was exactly what
should be happening. I suppose it should be, if one believed in the abil-
ity to contact the otherworld.

If this was truly my husband, surely he would find a way to let me know.

Because Dolores apparently couldn’t continue, Karen stepped in.
“Dan, if this is you, please feel free to use my body to communicate
with us.” She abruptly slumped forward, and I wondered if this was
some sort of parlor trick, when just as abruptly she raised her head and
sat straighter in her chair.

“Am-my,” she said in a low timbre. Was this supposed to be Dan?

I bit my lip, not sure what to do, when Brad nudged me with his
elbow. “Say something.”

“Yes, I'm here,” I said. My tone came out much more wobbly than
I wished, but there was nothing to do about it. I coughed to clear my
throat. “I'm here.”

“Get the insurance. The insurance is for you.”

How did Karen know about the insurance money? “But we don’t
know where to find you.”

“I'm here. Waiting. For you.”

Great. Just what I wanted to hear. Some unearthly creature was
on the other side waiting for me. It didn’t matter if it was truly Dan or
not. It creeped me out.

Karen slumped again, and there was a long moment of silence. I
figured the séance had come to an abrupt end. But suddenly, Karen
opened her mouth and yelled, “Bastard!”

Was Dan calling me a bastard?
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Karen raised her head and pointed at Fred. “Thieving bastard.
What’s he doing here?”

Fred visibly shook with anger. “Me a thieving bastard? Why, you
low SOB. You stole my tomato pickler.”

“That was mine. After 'm gone, you go and steal my battery charger.
It was worth a fortune.”

Fred shook on his seat. “Did not steal it from you. It was my idea.
What about my idea for the electronic high chair?”

“Your idea? Why, you horse thief. I'm waiting for you, too. Just
wait until I get my hands on you.”

A high wind howled through the room and if ever I doubted this
was indeed Dan, I did no more. We were being subjected to some kind of
otherworldly inventor pissing contest. It had to be my missing husband.

The tambourine jingled and banged against the table. The hand-
bell levitated and rang, then flew through the air and would have
struck Fred on the head if he hadn’t ducked in time. Guess he’d been
expecting it.

At that moment, that exact microsecond, it occurred to me that
if Dan was on the other side, he wasn’t ever coming home to me. He
dead.

“Oh my God. Dan’s dead,” I said, verbalizing a word I hadn’t been
able to spit out of my mouth for years. Seven years of pent-up worry, of

was

not knowing, of anger and dread surfaced. Ibegan to cry convulsively
and couldn’t stop, no matter that someone had turned the lights back
on and Sue Ann and Liz were leaning over me, trying to comfort me.

At least I think that’s what Liz was doing as she banged on my
back. Either that or she was trying to knock me senseless. Sue Ann
had the forethought to grab my hand and drag me from my chair. “I'm
taking her to the ladies’ room.”

I did what I could to keep up with her as she yanked me out of the
room, but by that time my convulsions had turned into hiccups.

“We’ll splash some water on your face, and that will make you feel
much better,” she assured me as she led me into the guest bathroom. I
did as she instructed, and the cool water did help me calm down.

“All this time, I was hoping Dan would come home, Sue Ann.”

“I know, honey,” she said, patting my back. “This is going to
change things. Brad will investigate Dan’s death, and this time he’ll
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find out what happened to him.”

I barely had the energy left to nod. I needed sugar. I needed chocolate.
Then I remembered.

Stooping beneath the bathroom cabinet, I felt around until my
fingers came in contact with the object of my intent. I grabbed that
Tootsie Roll, unwrapped it, and popped it whole into my mouth. Itwas
only a little hard—and fuzzy.

Sue Ann asked, “Did you hear all that about Fred stealing Dan’s
inventions?”

My jaw teeth became hopelessly embedded in the candy. I could
only nod in response to her question.

“The battery charger has been worth a fortune. That could be a
damn good reason for Fred to want Dan to disappear—so Fred could
beat Dan to the patent office.”

Again I nodded. My teeth wouldn’t separate. At this rate, I
wouldn’t be able to speak until the candy dissolved, and considering
how old it was, that might take weeks.

“Now that this is a murder investigation, we’re going to have to be
a lot more careful.”

I nodded vigorously.

“Now that you've calmed down, are you ready to go back out there?”

I shook my head. Until I could talk again, I wasn’t ready to go
anywhere. I stuck my index finger in my mouth and tried to pry open
my jaw.

“Still having hysterics?”

Whew. It came loose. “Hysterics? 1 never have hysterics. The
candy was stuck.”

“Honey, if that wasn’t hysterics, I don’t know what is. That séance
stopped so fast, I almost got whiplash.”

“I was crying.”

“You were shouting, “Dead. Dead. Dead.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Yeah, you were. What did you think happened?”

“I wasn’t thinking. I was too busy reacting to Dan’s spirit appearing.
I’s like a nightmare gone bad.”

Sue Ann snorted as she led the way back to the dining room.

“Wait,” I whispered, pecking into the room before the others saw
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us. I didn’t want to go back in just yet, not if they were waiting for
entertainment in the form of crazy Amy.

Liz was pale, as if she’d seen a ghost. Well, she sort of had. Jerome was
in conversation with Brad, and by the annoyed expression on Jerome’s face,
I could tell he was upset about something. Whether it was because of
my behavior or something Brad was telling him, I wasn’t certain.

Karen and Dolores stood near the heavily draped bay window.
Dolores, apparently back to her normal, abnormal self, spoke to Karen,
waving her arms with broad gestures.

Thankfully, everyone seemed busy and didn’t appear to be gossip-
ing about me. When we entered, everyone grew silent, as I feared they
might. It was better to get the humiliation over with in one fell swoop.
I announced, “All better now.”

“Good.” Jerome crossed the room to join us. “I was worried about you.”

He hadn’t been the one comforting me when I'd left with Sue Ann,
so I wondered how worried he’d actually been. He’d looked horrified,
presumably by my actions rather than the whole visited-by-a-ghost situ-
ation. He seemed to take that pretty much in stride, maybe because all
along he’'d believed Dan wasn’t alive. I let it drop.

“I guess the séance is over now.” Only Fred, Dr. Elden, and Mrs.
Mitchell were still seated at the table. Fred examined the tambourine
in his hands, probably looking for wires.

“Karen suggested we disband for the night.” Liz said. “Things
got out of hand, and she’s psychically drained from Dan using her as
his vessel.”

I started to say something about the vessel bit, but felt rather guilty
because Liz didn’t look like her usual self. She looked ashy beneath her
healthy tan. She was subdued and timid, when she was normally bois-
terous and in good spirits.

Good spirits?

Now wasn’t the time to get caught up on puns and wordplay.

That was when I noted Brad had his back to the wall. I raised my
eyebrows. Was it normal cop behavior on his part—standing back and
assessing the suspects?

Although I wasn’t quite sure what he suspected the others of. After
Karen’s possession, I feared he might be even more suspicious of me.

I swallowed. Hard.
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There had been no doubt in my mind that indeed Dan’s spirit had
been with us. And that he was no longer among the living. His be-
havior, through Karen, was entirely spot-on, even though they’d never
met in life.

I wasn’t quite sure what his death meant for my situation. The
only clarity I had was his directive to get the insurance and thus save
our—no, my—home. T'd grieved so entirely after his disappearance
that I didn’t think I could have anything left, but sadness enveloped
me like a shield now. Knowing he had passed provided the closure that
had been entirely missing in my life, yet his appearance at the séance
added more questions to my list. First, I needed to know exactly what
had taken him away from me.

Everyone seemed to be waiting for my next outburst, considering
how they watched me from the corners of their eyes as if afraid I might
catch them watching me. But I had gotten myself under control again
and would act as if everything was normal, although nothing was or
would ever again be.

I approached Brad, with Jerome following close behind. Brad’s
brow was knotted in thought. Placing my wrists together and extending
my arms toward him, I asked, “Ready to take me in for questioning?”

“For what?” asked Jerome.

“Suspicion of doing away with my husband?”

“Nothardly,” replied Brad. “No proof Dan’s dead, much less murdered.”

“What kind of proof do you need? You heard him, er, her. He’s
on the other side.”

He shrugged. “That’s not evidence.”

“Come on, Brad. At least now you can maybe—Ilook harder?”

“Pll be doing exactly that, Amy. There seems to be a whole group of
folks who are happier with Dan gone.” He nodded over my shoulder, to-
ward the room. I turned and immediately knew exactly what he meant.

Dan’s mother, Liz, and I were the only ones who mourned him.
No one else in the room seemed to care one way or the other whether
he was dead or missing.

Perhaps they’d each made their peace and moved on in a way I
hadn’t been able to—or perhaps, as Brad hinted, they had good reasons
to wish him ill.

Jerome nudged my shoulder, and I glanced up at him.
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“What is this I hear about another break-in at your house?”

The dirty look I shot at Brad could have felled lesser men. I
shrugged and, in an effort to lessen the tension, said, “I guess all the
locks in the world can’t keep someone out if he’s determined enough.”

“How did he get in?” Jerome asked.

Brad answered, “Window.”

“Any idea who’s doing it?”

“Not much physical evidence, but we do have a partial footprint.”

“I'm going to have to do a better job looking after you, Amy.” Jerome
placed a protective arm around my back. “C’mon. I'll drive you home.”

“Can’t. Idrove.”

“What? Your bike? It'll fit in my trunk.”

“No. Even if I had ridden my bike, I wouldn’t want it to mark up
your nice car.” I waved my hand toward Mrs. Mitchell, still seated at
the table. “I drove Mrs. Mitchell’s Cadillac.”

Brad visibly shuddered. “Mrs. Mitchell? You gotta watch that
woman.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why do you think I'm standing with my back safely planted
against the wall? It'll take a week for my bruises to heal.” He made a
pinching motion with his thumb and forefinger.

It took me a second, but then I realized he meant she had pinched
him on his backside. I grinned. “When I'm her age, I'd love to have as
much energy and vim as she does.”

“I'd call it a general cussedness.” Brad’s expression was stoic, but
I knew he was joking.

Our eyes met, but the joke seemed to go over Jerome’s head.

“Come on, Amy. I’ll follow you home.”

“Okay. See ya later, Brad.” I left the men and approached Mrs.
Mitchell. “About ready to head out?”

“Suppose s0,” she said glumly. “Not much action here tonight.”

“I thought it was more than enough action.”

“Not the kind I mean.” She gave a bawdy wink. “Let’s roll.”

“You got it. Let me say good night to Dolores.” You had to hand
it to Mrs. Mitchell. She was always entertaining,.

She came with me over to the bow window, where I gave Dolores
a hug.
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“Thanks for setting up the séance tonight. Even though I'm not
happy Dan has departed this earthly plane, I feel a sense of relief in
knowing he’s okay and moved on.”

“It’s never a good idea to call on the dead too soon after their passing.
The time was finally right, and Daniel came through for us.”

This was why she hadn’t held a séance to contact him before. 1
guess spiritualists believe a spirit might get stuck on our earthly plane
if they’re contacted too soon. The spirit might want to stay with the
people they love.

Dolores wrapped me in her soft embrace. “Having the séance tonight
was the least I could do, hon. 1 know those stories about sex slavers ate
at you.”

I opened my mouth to object, but shut it. Tight.

She meant well. I gave her a gentle squeeze, then stepped back.
“I’ll see you in a day or two, then.”

“Okay, hon. You'll be careful, won’t you?”

“Im always careful.” You'd think everyone, especially my mother-
in-law, would know that about me.

Karen spoke up in a low timbre. “Not as careful as you should
be. My spirit guide tells me there’s a sense of danger around you. Take
extra precautions.”

Concern cloaked Dolores’ usually benign face, and an iota of doubt
crept into my mind. Karen seemed to have a direct line to the afterlife.
I should probably do as she suggested and be extremely cautious.

“Now, don’t you worry,” said Mrs. Mitchell. “Amy’s beau and I are
going to keep a good eye on her.”

Just what I needed.

“You bet,” said Jerome, joining us. “I'm making it my new mission
to look after Amy.”

“Watch after yourself, too,” Karen told Jerome. “I'm sensing some-
thing about you, as well. Your time may be near, but it’s not too late.”

She reached out and touched his hand, but he quickly pulled it out
of her reach.

“I'm not usually an alarmist,” she said, “but you need to keep yourself
on your own business. Don’t stick your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

Like Jerome could ever mind his own business? I snorted. Loudly.
Couldn’t help myself.
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Their eyes all turned to me, and I tried to cover by faking a cough.
“Time to go,” I said and marched toward the entry, not concerned with
whether any of them came along. I had Mrs. Mitchell’s car keys and a

ticket to ride.

A short time later, I pulled Mrs. Mitchell’s Cadillac into her garage,
rather pleased with myself that I'd managed to do it without hitting the
boxes, tools, and other houschold debris piled up on the side of the garage.

“Thanks for letting me drive.”

“No, Amy. Thank you for driving.” She stepped out of the car.
“Would you and your young man like to come in for coffee?”

Jerome had followed us as promised and parked at the curb in
front of my house. I was itching to work on a new idea I had for a story
about telephone psychics, and I knew Jerome was planning to search
my house before giving me the go-ahead. “Can I take a rain check? Its
been a long day.”

She agreed and headed into her house as I walked to my door,
where Jerome joined me.

“Good job driving,” he commented, as if he were surprised.

“I guess it’s like riding a bike. It comes back to you.” I pushed the
buttons to unlock my front door, and Jerome opened it.

“Let me check first to make sure you haven’t had any visitors.”

Bowing to the inevitable, I waved him ahead of me. “Knock your-
self out.”

One part of me was glad he was willing to make sure everything
was okay in my home. Yet a new internal voice unexpectedly bristled
with annoyance.

Most people would be filled with appreciation at his gesture, but
since Sue Ann hadn’t come to help me clean up after the last police visit,
I felt otherwise. I’d done very little, other than remove the worst of the
dust they’d spread everywhere. The floors hadn’t been vacuumed or
mopped, and fingerprint dust remained on most of the windows and
doors, not to mention my usual state of household disorder.

Having Jerome witness my chaos was somewhat embarrassing. Yet
nothing would discourage him from playing hero to my damsel in distress.
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He quickly walked through my house, without commenting on
the mess, thank heavens, and I followed close behind him. If someone
was in the house, he might need my help.

He started in my bedroom, even kneeling to check under my bed
and patting down the hanging clothes in my closet. Next he went to
my office. Nothing appeared to be changed.

“Maybe you should start your computer to make sure there are no
new messages?”

“Okay.” I took a seat at my desk and fired up my desktop computer.
It was neither a new nor fast computer, so it slowly began the process of
loading. “Itll take a few minutes.”

While I waited, Jerome checked the office closet, then went into
my guest bedroom.

Just as the desktop finished loading, Jerome returned. “All clear.”

I moused to my word processor, but there wasn’t anything new.
“All good here, to0o.”

“Everything seems fine. I'll check the other part of the house before
I go”

“Thanks.” 1 stood and followed him through the living room and
into the kitchen. I opened the door to the laundry room, where I'd set
Chappy’s bedding and litter box.

“Hello, cat,” I said. “Ready for some kibble?”

Chappy came over and threaded himself through my legs. As I
busied myself feeding him, Jerome looked on disapprovingly.

“Don’t you like cats?”

“They’re okay. I'm more of a dog man, myself.” He took a chair at
my kitchen table. “So, what did you think of tonight?”

“The séance?”

“The entire Karen-being-possessed thing?”

I shrugged, then lowered a saucer of cat food to the floor where I'd
set a mat for feeding Chappy. “I have no reason to doubt it was Dan
who came through and argued with Fred.”

Jerome searched for the right words, soundlessly forming syllables,
then closing his mouth. He probably didn’t want to set me off again,
yet I suspected there was some point he struggled to make. At last he
said, “If Dan’s . . . gone—"

He danced around what he wanted to say. I was a big girl, though.
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I could handle it and strove to make it clear to him. “I said it tonight,
Jerome. Dan’s dead. 1 probably need a little time to process it, but deep
inside, I know it’s true.”

Maybe I'd always known and hadn’t wanted to admit it.

He looked me directly in the eye. “You’ll be able to move on now.”

Ah. So this was what he’d wanted to say. He was basically right,
but not entirely. “I still need some closure. I still need to know what
happened to him.”

“It’s good Brad was there tonight. While he didn’t say so, I think
the séance gave him an extra impetus to renew the investigation.”

“That would be helpful.” I stooped over and stroked my new cat.
“I still worry I'm his suspect Numero Uno. The spouse is always the
first person the police look at in suspicious circumstances, and you have
to admit his disappearance was extremely suspicious.”

“Brad knows you,” Jerome quickly reassured me. “He knows you
had nothing to do with Dan’s disappearance—or death.”

“I hope that’s the case, because as long as Brad thinks I had some-
thing to do with what happened to Dan, Brad will continue doing
nothing to find out what actually did happen.”

Jerome stood and paced the few steps to join me where I kneeled
beside Chappy. He placed a palm on the top of my head. “I'm glad
you're finally coming to terms with losing Dan.”

I stood. “Me, too. Once I learn what happened, I can truly start
to live again.”

Jerome’s expression turned grim. “We may never know.”

“If that’s the case, I'll have to deal with it. But for now, 'm hopeful.”

“Tam, t0o.” He wrapped his arms around me. “I'm extremely hopeful.”

I smiled up at him, and he gave me a chaste kiss.

“I'd better head out. Let you get to sleep.” A glint I hadn’t seen
before shined in his eyes. “Want me to tuck you in?”

Did the shine in his eyes indicate luse? If it was lust, I'd never seen
it make a man look more dopey. Having him “tuck me in” was the last
thing I wanted, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, either. “I need to
write tonight. It’s my form of therapy.”

“I admire that about you.”

“What?” My ability to avoid having sex with him?

“That you can make things out of air.”
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My brow creased. O-kay. Nothing to do with sex. I hadn’ realized,
though, that he sat around thinking about me.

“Dan used his imagination to take physical things and combine
them in unique ways. But you create something simply by the power of
your mind. You make something out of nothing.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way.” I didn’t see myself as an inven-
tor of sorts. I sit around making up stories. “I think of it as selling
my daydreams.”

“And they do buy them.”

I nodded. I enjoyed being paid for my work and, even more, I loved
having readers. “They do. Speaking of which, I'd better get to it.”

He gave me a final hug, then headed to the door. “Tll see you in
the morning.”

I didn’t pay attention to what he said, because an internal monologue
had already started up in my head. My latest short story began to play out.

i)

Within minutes, I was seated at my keyboard, my fingers flying
almost as quickly as the images in my head.

I'm not sure how much later, but my reverie was broken by a phone
call. I thought I might have heard the phone eatlier, but when I'd come
out of the creative fog and answered, no one had been on the line. Now
it rang again. I glanced at the time on my computer screen. Eleven
oclock. It had to be Sue Ann. No one else would call me that late.

I picked up the phone but kept typing. My heroine was in an argu-
ment with her husband, and I didn’t want to lose the train of thought.
“Hello?”

“You on for tomorrow?” asked Sue Ann. “I have time to take that
trip to Belle Plaine if you do.”

“Uh-huh.” Interesting. My heroine didn’t want to fight with her
husband. She wanted to take a hot bath instead. But advancing the
plot with her locked in the bathroom would be difficult.

“You're not listening to me, are you?”

“Uh-huh.” Tkept typing.

“Amy!”

Her yelling voice startled me and I realized I hadn’t been paying
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attention to her. “Oh, 'm sorry. I was writing.”

“I promise to only steal your brain for a few minutes.”

With a silent sigh, I minimized the word processor. My heroine
would have to wait. “What's up?”

“I've got the address for Gayla’s shop in Belle Plaine.”

“I thought she was a schoolteacher?”

“Not anymore. She opened a ceramics and local art shop about
two years ago. Are you up for paying her a visit tomorrow?”

“Sounds like a plan. May as well make sure she doesn’t know any-
thing” Since I was supposed to be using Sherlock Holmes as a role
model, I needed to return to my original intent to look for the woman.
It had been sidelined by recent events, and Gayla Mullen might be the
woman I needed to look for.

“Exactly. I thought I'd pick you up about 9:30.”

A vague recollection surfaced: Jerome had said something about
seeing me in the morning. I couldn’t think or remember why. I must
have misheard. “Yes, 9:30 is perfect.”

“See you then. Get back to your story.”

I already had.
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“I swear, Sue Ann, there’s a really good chance if he doesn’t leave
soon, I'll kill him. Death by power tool.”

Jerome had arrived early that next morning, and I had barricaded
myself in the bathroom with my cell phone glued to my ear.

“I thought you wanted someone to take care of you.”

“Not like this!” I raised my voice so I could be heard over the sound
of banging in my bedroom—not the fun kind of banging, either. “Fort
Knox, ha! T’ll have better security than the White House.”

“That’s a good thing.”

“No. It’s not. This is way overboard.” I lowered my voice and
cupped my hand over the cell phone microphone so that she could still
hear me when I dramatically whispered, “I think he’s lost his marbles.”

“Amy, you should tell him you don’t want all the security measures.
I¢’s not like he’s not speaking to you.”

“He’s not listening. That’s the problem.”

“It’s your house. Tell him to stop—" She broke off for a minute,
and I heard her muffled voice talking with someone. She returned to
the call and said, “I've got to go, Amy. I'll be there before too long.”

“Fine,” I said, deflated.

“And stay away from those power tools!”

Snapping the phone shut, I decided to face the inevitable—a
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showdown with Jerome. It was sweet he felt protective, but switching
out all of my windows and adding a sophisticated security system sut-
passed all bounds. Before ordering the work, he should have discussed
it with me.

I unlocked the bathroom door and pecked out. There had to be
thirty workmen in my tiny house. I banged the door shut.

Chappy cowered in my bathtub, and his huge eyes seemed to
scream with fear. I said, “I'm with you, babe.”

A tentative knock sounded on the bathroom door. Sliding my
moist hands down my jeans first, I opened the door.

It was Jerome.

I gave him the silent treatment as he stepped into the bathroom
and closed the door behind him. “You doing okay?”

I nodded, not exactly sure how to approach the subject of ridding
my house of workmen or whether to immediately start fussing at him.

“We need to talk,” he said.

“Yeah, we do.” My words were clipped, but he didn’t pick up on
my mood. As long as he’d known me, you’d think he would have.

“I have to go out of town for a few days, and I thought"—he
paused, then took my right hand—"you should move in with me.”

That had come out of nowhere. We’d never discussed the subject,
and [ wasn’t prepared to, either. I opened my mouth to argue, but he
cut me off.

“Wait, Amy. Hear me out before you turn me down.”

The temptation to tell him I didn’t want to discuss it at all was
huge, but based on the intently serious expression on his face, I knew
I’d have to hear him out. Then he could hear me out.

“After all of the break-ins at your home, I'd feel much happier,
especially while 'm out of town, if you would move in with me.”

“I truly appreciate the offer, Jerome. Don’t you think if someone
wants to get to me, they can break into your place just as easily as mine?”

“I feared you’d say that,” he said on a long, drawn-outsigh. “Hence,
the additional security measures.”

Well, I had to hand it to him. He did know me, even if he couldn’t
read my moods. “About the security measures—"

My words were cut off when an especially loud boom sounded
from the bedroom next door. Chappy meowed plaintively.
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Jerome glanced in the bathtub, then back at me. “You can’t keep
that cat. You can’t even take care of yourself.”

I didn’t want to get into an argument with him, not as he was leaving
town. Considering the height my hackles reached, our discussion was
heading into argument territory. “I make out okay.”

He kissed my forehead in a totally condescending way, and I had to
grit my teeth to keep myself from lashing out at him.

“You do manage, but a cat is a huge responsibility.”

I turned and met Chappy’s frightened eyes, then crossed my arms.
“We understand each other. We'll be fine.”

“Maybe I should cancel my trip.”

Man. He was truly pushing it. “Why?”

“Might be because of Karen’s dire warnings, or the recent events,
but I feel a sense of—" He broke off and waved his hand, looking for
the right word.

“A sense of my inability to care for Chappy and myself?” I took a
seat on the commode, and the lid wobbled slightly under my weight.

“No. That’s not what I mean.”

“What do you mean then?” It dawned on me that perhaps I was
wrong in trying to keep peace. A good argument might clear the air
between us.

“Foreboding. I feel a sense of foreboding.” He positioned his hands
on the bathroom counter and looked into the wall mirror. “I can’t believe
Im saying this. I can’t rid myself of the thought that something is
going wrong. The energy, as Dolores would call it, is off somehow.”

It truly wasn’t at all like him to discuss anything the least bit woo-
woo, especially in a context indicating he might believe in it. “You're
definitely reacting to what Karen said last night. She put the idea into
your head. You know everything is going to be fine.”

He straightened and smiled. “I'm sure you're right. This is merely
a matter of my imagination running away with me.”

Again, this was unlike him. He usually accused e of the overactive
imagination. “Maybe I'm contagious?”

“You, my dear, are extremely contagious.” He reached over to me
and moved a strand of hair from my eyes.

No matter how much I wished, his touch didn’t affect me the way
Brad’s did. Of course, Brad likely suspected me of murder. Jerome
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wanted nothing more than to protect me. He was very sweet, but there
were no tingles; there was no sensual awareness. It might come with
time? My relationship with Dan had been wonderful, but now I wanted
more than I’d had before. I wanted the strong desire I knew existed
between Sue Ann and her husband, the kind hinted at in movies and
novels. Was I wrong to want more?

“You have to let me take care of you, Amy. I won’t get any peace
while 'm gone if you don’t.”

Even though he didn’t say the words, this meant no more objections to
the security system rivaling London Tower’s. It was the least I could do
for a man who tried so hard to be what [ wanted and needed. “Okay.”

“There’s so little time to talk now, and this isn’t the place.”

I looked around my tiny bathroom. “You have a point. There isn’t
much space.”

“When I get back, I've got something important to discuss with
you.” He bent and kissed me. It was pleasant and tender, and I kissed
him back. But he leaned away too soon for me to find out if there
might be a hidden ember of desire—although, if T had to look so hard,
it probably wasn’t there.

“I've got an important question to ask you. It will have to wait
until I get home.”

Oh, God.

He wasn’t planning to ask me to marry him, was he? Now that
we knew Dan was dead, did he think the timing was finally righe? I
sincerely and deeply cared about Jerome, but I was in no way ready to
move our relationship onto the next level. I wasn’t even sure if we had
a relationship in our future other than friendship. At that moment I
knew I wasn’t in love with him, and I wasn’t sure if I ever would be.

As discreetly as possible, I checked my watch. Sue Ann was due
to arrive in ten minutes, and for sanity’s sake it would be best if Jerome
were long gone before then. I had no intention of telling him what I
would be up to while he was out of town.

If he found out about our proposed trip to see Gayla, he’d probably
insist on hiring me a personal bodyguard.

I needed to discourage him without hurting his feelings and get
him on the road toot sweet.

I stood and gave him a quick hug. “You're too good to me, Jerome.
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Too good for me, too. Let’s go see what these workmen of yours are
up to.”

“You're too good for me,” he replied.

We exited the bathroom, and I checked to make sure the door was
closed so Chappy couldn’t escape. We then headed down the hall.
When we reached the living room, I saw the new windows were already
in place. “These guys are fast and apparently very competent.”

“Im paying them to be.”

“Looks like everything is under control here. What time do you
leave town?”

“When I leave here.” He looked around as if searching for some-
thing to do, but the men he’d hired didn’t need supervision.

“You'll call me tonight?”

“You got it.” He took my hand and tugged me outside. Though
public, it still provided more privacy than my house. He took me in his
arms and kissed me. Again, it wasn’t exciting, even though I wished
it were.

I pushed back. “Be careful while you're away.”

He grinned. “Don’t forget. We're going to talk when I get home.”

Cold water splashed in my face. At least that was the effect of his
words. It was my fault for giving him an inch. “Have a good trip.”

He nodded and headed to his car, hesitating a moment, as if there
was something more he wanted to say or do. Or something he hoped
I would.

“I'll miss you,” I called. I might not be able to use the Z word he
craved, but I could give him that.

“Hold that thought.” He smiled, the lines around his eyes crinkling,
as he lumbered into his Lexus then started it up.

I watched him drive off, giving him a small wave, but before
I made it back inside, Sue Ann’s SUV pulled up and parked where
Jerome’s car had just been.

Talk about cutting it close.

“Come on in,” I said to Sue Ann when she exited her vehicle.
“Jerome’s hired a boatload of workmen to keep me safe. I need to let
them know I'm leaving.”

“What's he having done now?” Sue Ann wore blue jeans and the
pretty coral shirt I like on her so much, with its twisty bow thing just
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below her bosom, making her assets appear inflated. Her streaked
blond hair was pulled up in a clippy, with tendrils of cutls escaping,
framing her pretty face. Amid all the chaos, it was really good to see
her, a solid and dependable fixture in my life.

“Could be worse, I suppose.” Her leather flip-flops made that flip-
floppy noise as she joined me and we walked inside.

The man I assumed to be the head of the crew of workmen watched
over another man attaching an electronic panel near my front door.

“How much longer do you think you’ll be?” I asked him.

“Shouldn’t be too long,” he replied, scratching his elbow. “Another
couple of hours?”

He was asking me? I grimaced. “I need to run a few errands this
morning. Think you can lock up when you're done?”

“I need to go over the security system with you. When will you
be back?”

Sue Ann piped in, “We're going to be a while.”

“Can we do the security system later?” I asked as politely as I could
manage through clenched teeth. I didn’t much like the way he seemed
to expect me to shape my schedule around his.

He looked annoyed, like I was putting him out. “We've got another
job in Coffeyville. I can’t stick around.”

“Neither can I. How about I call you to schedule a good time to
go over it another time?”

“Itll mean not activating the security system when we leave . .. 7 He
trailed off, I guess still expecting me to knuckle under and wait around
for him to finish.

“That’s not a problem,” said Sue Ann, who evidently read my
expression of extreme annoyance. “Amy will call you, and you can
come show her all the bells and sirens at your mutual convenience.”

With her emphasis on the word muzual, he got the point. “Let me
get my business card.”

He fumbled in his pocket for his wallet, opened it, and selected a
card. “Here you go.”

I took the card.

“Call the mobile number. It’s the best way to reach me.”

“Got it. When you leave, just close the door and it'll automatically
lock up.”
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He nodded.

“I'll grab my purse,” I told Sue Ann and headed to the bathroom
where I'd hidden it under the sink.

Chappy appeared to have come to terms with all the noise in the
house, because he had curled up on the rug in front of the commode.
Not even my presence disturbed his slumbers. I whispered, “Be good.”

Within minutes, I rejoined Sue Ann and we walked to her SUV.
“Think we can stop at the bank on the way? I need to deposit a check.”

“No problem,” she answered, punching the button to unlock the
car doors. “We've got plenty of time. Shouldn’t take us over two and a
half hours to reach Belle Plaine.”

We climbed in her vehicle. I carefully buckled my seat belt, then voiced
my hidden concern. “Do you think she’ll be willing to talk with us?”

“I can’t think of any reason why she wouldn’t. Chances are this is
a wild-goose chase. You know what they say—it’s best not to leave any
unturned stones.”

I smiled, loving the way my best friend in all the world strung her
words together. She’s a heavenly mixture of smart-ass and plain good

jcc)

The drive to Belle Plaine went quickly. Sue Ann and I talked about

sense. You had to love her.

our investigations into Dan’s disappearance thus far. Or lack thereof.

Thanks to Dolores’ séance, I was now convinced Dan had met his
maker. Other than that, we were absolutely no further forward. “Did
the séance turn you into a believer?”

Sue Ann laughed. “Not on your life.”

Her response surprised me. Isaid, “I'm convinced that was Dan.”

“You don’t think Karen could have milked Dolores for informa-
tion beforehand?”

“There were things said that Dolores wouldn’t know. You should
keep your mind open.”

“I hate to admit it, but I was spooked.” Her words came out slowly,
indicating her reluctance. “I don’t want to believe, but I tend to agree
with you. I think Dan might have been with us that night.”

“Wow.” This was a huge admission on her part. She’d never
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believed in anything paranormal. “Karen really got to both of us.”

“Which means this is no longer a missing persons case.”

The subject turned to our investigation. We had a few people we
wanted to talk with, including Gayla, Dr. Elden, and Fred, all of whom
were people who might know something about Dan’s disappearance or
who might be listed as potential suspects.

“It seems a stretch to believe any of them had enough reason to do
away with him,” I said.

Sue Ann never took her eyes off the road when she responded. “I
think Fred is the strongest of our suspects. Look how Dan’s spirit got
into it with him.”

If Fred had done it, that would mean my whole look-for-the-woman
schtick was a total loss. “You're assuming Dan was murdered.”

“What else could have happened to him? According to the spirit at
the séance, we can completely rule out alien abductions.”

“I don’t know what to think. Let’s face it. I've had seven years to come
up with a theory, any remote theory, about what happened to him, and I've
been unable to think of anything the least bit logical or reasonable. His
disappearance never made sense, and his death is even more confusing.”

The digital clock on Sue Ann’s dashboard read 11:59 a.m., and we
were just pulling into Belle Plaine.

“Do you know what time teachers get their lunch breaks?”

“Why do you ask?” asked Sue Ann.

“We're hoping to talk with Gayla and can’t exactly interrupt one
of her classes.”

Sue Ann gave me a look, part exasperation, part incredulity. “I told
you last night she has her own shop now. I knew you weren’t listening. You
get within five feet of your computer, and you flee to Planet Bozone.”

“Ha-ha. Very funny.” I gnawed my upper lip. “I can’t help being
how I'am. I getlost in my stories. I do kinda remember now that you
said something about her selling art.”

“I know you can’t help it. And you did remember about coming
this morning.” She smiled, not as upset with me as I feared. “Gayla
sells ceramics and other products from local Kansas artists. She has a
small Web site. Her shop looks totally trendy, with everything from
paintings to handcrafted dishware to woodwork.”

“Sounds like the kind of shop I love.”
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“It’s definitely my kind of place.” Sue Ann braked to allow a
pedestrian to cross the street.

“With any luck, she’ll have lunch with us and won’t be too angry
to let us explore her shop afterwards.” 1 had no intention of accusing
her of anything, but since we were digging for information, anything
could happen.

“We'll find out soon. That’s her shop over there on the left.”

I looked to where Sue Ann pointed. The sign above the shop read,
“Anything But Plaine.”

Sue Ann quickly parallel parked, which is saying something
considering the size of her vehicle. “Okay. What’s our game plan?”

“We're supposed to have one?”

“We can’t very well march in there and say we think she had some-
thing to do with Dan’s disappearance.”

“You're right. If I promise not to accuse her of murdering my
husband, can we simply play it by ear?”

“Just be subtle.” Sue Ann rolled her eyes as she unbuckled her
seat belt. “LeCs just ask her to lunch. We can work in our questions
over burgers.”

“Nice plan.” I climbed out of the SUV and crossed the street with
Sue Ann. The shopwindow displayed an extremely appealing set of
sunflower ceramic platters, bowls, and plates. A gorgeous quilt with
an intricate design of swirling color hung behind the ceramics display.
“Sewing that had to have taken months.”

“It would have taken me years.” Sue Ann swung open the wood
and glass panel door, and a bell jangled.

The shop was lovely and light, yet crammed with every imaginable
kind of art. I noticed lace doilies, more ceramics with a myriad of designs,
and rows of quilts behind the wooden counter at the rear of the store.

Gayla Mullen stood behind the counter. I'd forgotten exactly how
pretty she was, with her round face, blue eyes, and head full of dark
curls. Betty Boop personified. Other than her, the shop was empty of
customers.

“Oh. My. Gawd,” exclaimed Gayla with a squeal. “Sue Ann
Livingstone and Amy Crosby!”
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My Secret Past Tare Mu Family Apart

Gayla ran out from behind the wooden counter and launched her-
self at Sue Ann, at first alarming me, but evidently intending to give her
a tremendous hug. She did, then turned to give me a similarly effusive
embrace, and I had to fight the urge to step back from her onslaught.
Instead, I let her do her thing and gave her a light back pat.

“What brings you two to Belle Plaine?”

“I heard you had this shop, and it sounded interesting,” I said.

At the same time, Sue Ann said, “You do.” So much for subtlety.

“Wow. I'm so honored.” Her smile was so broad that neither Sue
Ann nor I could have any doubt of her sincerity. She was genuinely
pleased to see us.

“Any chance we can take you to lunch?” I asked.

“What perfect timing! I was just getting ready to close for an hour.
The shop hasn’t been at all busy today. Let me grab my purse and,
Amy, if you could change the sign on the door to say I'll be back at one
o’clock, that would be perfect.”

She entered the back room, still talking up a storm, something
about how she’d known today was going to be lucky. She’d felt it in
her bones.

I changed the sign, and by the time I was done, Gayla had
returned. “You two gitls look so great! You haven’t changed at all!”
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It was true that Sue Ann hadn’t changed much. But what about
me? I'd dropped twenty pounds since Dan’s disappearance, and my
permed hair could only be described as “afro on caffeine high.”

That was when I recalled that Gayla Mullen had always been the
type of woman who talked in exclamation marks and italics. Alchough
I had never been in one of her classes, she’d arrived at Independence
High School during Sue Ann’s and my sophomore year. I think Sue
Ann may have had her for homeroom during her junior year. Despite
that, I was still surprised she remembered who we were, especially after
so long.

I pondered how she could remember us so well as we walked the two
blocks in downtown Belle Plaine to the restaurant Gayla recommended.

“It’s the best in town,” she said.

Gingham draperies hung in the windows of a tiny low-slung house
that had been converted into a restaurant. Inside, there were only a
dozen tables, all filled with people, meaning we’d have to wait.

A chalkboard listed the offerings for the day.

“There’s no menu,” said Gayla. “Everything they make is delicious.
The owner, Fran Klein, moved from Belle Plaine to France to train at a
fancy culinary school. But she got homesick for Belle Plaine. Definitely
our gain.”

The offerings on the limited menu listed on the chalkboard showed
the owner’s French training. Only five items were listed, each a Mid-
western or Southern dish, yet with definite French twists. The aroma
filling the air made my stomach growl in anticipation.

Within a few minutes, a bone-thin young man with colorful tattoos
covering his arms seated us at the first available table, near the swinging
doors to the kitchen. The room was noisy with voices and sounds from
the kitchen whenever the doors swung open.

After we placed our orders, Gayla gave me a sharp look. “So, did
you two really come to see me, or are you interested in local are?”

The eagle eye she trained on me was the sort used by generations of
teachers when grilling their students, and I was no match for it. There
was no way I could hide anything beneath that glare. My latent guile
rose up, and suddenly I wanted to confess everything. I would spill my
beans one way or another. “To be honest, we’re hoping you can help me.”

“Iwill if I can, Amy.”
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“You know Dan disappeared seven years ago.”

Gayla nodded.

“The police never learned what happened to him, and it doesn’t
seem as if they ever will. Sue Ann and I have decided to investigate
ourselves. I need the closure.”

“I don’t blame you,” said Gayla. “I'm not sure how you think I
can help.”

I glanced at Sue Ann, who seemed surprised at my directness. I
shrugged and continued. “You left town around the same time Dan
disappeared. We—I am hoping you might know something, even if
you don’t realize you know something. You know?” My phrasing was
awkward because I wasn’t exactly sure how to ask her if she’d run off
with my husband without pointing a finger at her, and I doubted anyone
would respond well to that. “If you know anything, it might help us.”

Gayla’s smiled dimmed. “If you're asking about my leaving town,
it didn’t have anything to do with your husband, Amy.”

“That’s good to know. But can you think of anything that might
help me? Do you know anything about the night he disappeared?”

A flash of pain crossed her features, but it immediately disappeared.
“I know some of the people in Independence have been gossiping like
crazy about me—and I heard my name’s been linked with Dan. It’s not
true. If you're asking if the two of us—” She broke off.

“She’s not asking, Gayla,” said Sue Ann. “She told me the rumors
couldn’t be true. But /am asking.”

Gayla glanced down at her utensils that had been rolled in a paper
napkin, then slowly unraveled them. She then looked me in the eye.
“Dan is a good guy, Amy, wherever he is. He never would have carried
on with another woman, much less with me.”

My shoulders relaxed. “Told you, Sue Ann.”

“I know you wouldn’t have made this trip to see me if it weren’t
important to you, Amy. And I'll reassure you as much as I can. The
rumors did have a morsel of truth.” Her voice became a whisper, as
if she were confessing a guilty secret, and I felt bad about putting her
through a time that was apparently extremely painful for her to relive.
“I left town so abruptly because of a bad breakup. But not with Dan.”

My lips formed a silent O. Was she saying she had been involved

with a married man? If she’d been dating someone who wasn’t mar-
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ried, there would have been no need to keep their relationship a secret.
Everyone would have known about the breakup.

Just then the skinny waiter returned with our orders, and all
thoughts of romantic intrigue disappeared as we set about devouring
one of the most delicious meals I've ever had the pleasure of eating.

By the time we finished, the three of us were giggling as if we'd
been the closest of friends all our lives. While we waited for the check,
Sue Ann returned to our earlier line of questioning. “You mentioned a
bad breakup. Who were you seeing?”

“It wasn’t my finest hour, and it’s not something I want to discuss.”
Gayla shook her head. “Now, I'd be happy to tell you about my new
boyfriend. He owns the Ready To Wear Dry Cleaners on Main Street.”

Gayla batted away any other attempt we made to find out more
about her leaving Independence. While she remained friendly, there
was no way to ask her more.

Once we returned to the shop, Sue Ann and I spent several plea-
surable hours, and lots of her husband’s cash, on the artwork offered
by the shop.

When Sue Ann finished paying for her purchases, Gayla handed
her the receipt. “Thanks so much for coming today. I don’t know
when I've had so much fun. And, like Fran at the restaurant, I'm a little
homesick. Independence is a lovely town.”

“You could come see us sometime,” I offered.

But Gayla was already shaking her head. “I'm sorry, but there are
too many bad memories. As you can see, 'm doing okay here in Belle
Plaine. I've got a good life now. However, Id love it if you two would
come see me again.”

“You can bank on it,” said Sue Ann, with a jiggle of the shopping
bags in her arms.

I said, “If you remember anything that might help me find out
what happened to Dan, please call and let me know, okay? Nothing’s
too small.”

“I did think of one little thing. I'm not sure if it’s big enough to
help you or not.”

“Even if it’s little, it might be a big help.”

“Im not 100 percent on this, but I think I may have seen Dan as he
was leaving the Independence Tavern the night he disappeared.”
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“Really! As far as I knew, there weren’t any witnesses to him leaving
the Tavern. Was he with someone?”

She shook her head. “No. I saw him leave the Tavern alone and
begin walking in the direction of your house. We—the man I was with
and I—were arguing, and we headed in the other direction. That’s why
I think it was the night of Dan’s disappearance. That argument was
pretty heated. I think Dan was going to say good night, but thought
better of it after he realized we were having a disagreement.”

“Do you remember about what time that was?”

“'m sorry, Amy. I told you it wasn’t much. It was late, probably
around one in the morning, but I can’t remember well enough to give
you an exact time.”

“Thanks for telling me this much.”

If Gayla remembered the right night, at least it appeared Dan had

intended to come home.

A short time later, we were back in Sue Ann’s SUV, headed toward
home. “Did you believe her?” asked Sue Ann.

“I had a mixed reaction. On one hand, I felt she was being truthful—
as far as it went. On the other hand, she never told us who she was
having an affair with, and it does seem an odd coincidence.”

“I don’t think we can take her off our list of suspects, even though
I like her so much. She seemed very sincere, and I don’t want to suspect
her of anything bad. She feels guilty over whatever happened in her
past, and it seems like she’s straightened out her life since then.”

Gayla was a very likeable woman, and it was hard to imagine her
doing anything to harm anyone. But maybe she was just a very good
actress who gave us only enough information to make us believe her.
“You're right. She remains on the list. What about our other suspects?”

While continuing to drive, Sue Ann ticked off the suspects on her
fingers. “There’s Gayla, the entire readers’ group membership—”

The car swerved.

“God, Sue Ann, can you keep your hands on the wheel?”

“Oops.” She grabbed the wheel and righted the car, then returned
to listing suspects. “Dr. Elden, and we added Fred Cook.”
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Few people got along with Fred. He was a difficult man, and the
events at the séance certainly put him at the head of my list. “Fred is prob-
ably the person most likely to have something to do with Dan’s death.”

“We need to talk with him. After taking today off, I don’t have
any free time for days. Have to play catch-up. Think you could go
without me?”

I grimaced. Fred had never been pleasant to talk with. After the
other night, he’d probably throw me out of his house. “Don’t make me
do it alone,” I whined.

“You're a big girl. You can do this.”

I’d been busy insisting to Jerome I could take care of myself, and
here I was resisting the idea. [ straightened my shoulders. “Youre
right. T can do this.”

“Good. Go tomorrow, and call me afterwards to let me know what
you learn.”

“Will do. What do you think is the best way to approach him?”

“You could ask about the invention Dan’s ghost thinks he stole.”

My brows rose. “Don’t you think that seems a bit confrontational?”

“No conversation with Fred could be considered anything but.”

“Excellent point.” My stomach churned as I told myself, No prob-
lem. 1 could do this. I was quite capable of taking on the man who
stole from my husband and, thus, stole from my pocketbook. If he
hadn’t taken whatever it was he took, perhaps my house wouldn’t be
close to foreclosure.

That reminded me. “You know how I asked you to have your husband
stop proceedings to have Dan declared officially dead?”

“Yeah?”

“I think he should go ahead.”

Sue Ann chewed her bottom lip. “I have a confession to make.”

Something about Dan? What could she know and not have
already shared with me? We’d been best friends for almost ever, and we
never held anything back. “Go ahead. Confess. It does a body good.”

Sue Ann’s lips scrunched to one side at the bad attempt at a joke.

“It’s not like you wouldn’t tell me anyway.”

“You know when you asked me to talk with Ron?”

“Uh-huh.”

She bit her lip, reluctant to continue.
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My mind raced, but I realized what it was she didn’t want to tell
me. “You didn’t tell Ron to stop the proceedings?”

She nodded. Her gaze darted toward me as if she were accessing
my reaction; then it skittered back to the road again.

I couldn’t believe it. All this time I thought the declaration procedure
had been put on hold—and it hadn’t been. I felt betrayed; my trust vio-
lated—for about thirty seconds. But this was Sue Ann, my dearest friend
in the entire world. “Okay. Why didn’t you talk with Ron?”

“I knew your situation and, despite the blackmail note, you had to
move ahead.”

“Don’t you think you might have discussed that with me?”

“I didn’t think you’d be receptive.”

“Well, you got that right. So you made the decision without me.”

“I was looking out for you. It was in your best interests.”

Had I spent the last seven years totally unable to take care of myself?
Was that why everyone important in my life acted without talking with
me? Maybe it was true. Maybe I had been so frozen I wasn’t truly deal-
ing with my own life. I could think of a dozen times when someone
had stepped in and solved my problems for me in the past year. And
dozens more over the course of my life. I was like a kid masquerading
as an adult.

But not anymore.

“Sue Ann ...

“Yes?” Her gaze again darted toward me, then back to the highway.

“I'm not that girl anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“The girl who couldn’t take care of herself.” I wasn’t sure how to
word what I wanted to say, but the words came tumbling out. “From
now on, I'm no longer a gitl. I'm a woman. An independent woman
who not only does a great job taking care of herself but can take care of
others, too. I even have a cat now. You know what I mean?” There.
I'd said it, so it must've been true. I ignored my queasy stomach. It was
time to make a stand, and I’d stick to it.

“I know exactly what you mean. It’s a good change, Amy. And I'm
glad. It might be hard, though, you know?”

“Yeah, it is hard. It’s a change I need to make.”

She gave me a reassuring smile. “You've always been able to accomplish
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anything you set your mind to. But you may have to be patient with
me at times. Stepping back won’t come easily. Watching out for you is
second nature to me.”

“All Pm asking is that you try to let me fend for myself.”

“You got it.” She patted the steering wheel, and I feared she was going
to start ticking names off again, but she kept the vehicle under control.

She asked, “So what’s your plan for finding out what happened
to Dan?”

Oops. I'd forgotten that taking care of myself meant exactly that.
From now on, I'd make my own decisions—and while I could consult
others, the decision would be mine alone to make. This included find-
ing out exactly what had happened to my husband.

“I’ll start with Fred tomorrow morning and move on from there.”

i)

After arising the next morning, I wandered into the kitchen to
the sound of scratching and mewing coming from the laundry room.
Chappy wanted out and made no bones about it. I opened the door.
“Time for breakfast.”

He galloped out the door before I fully opened it, then tore through
my kitchen and into my bedroom, sending the rug on the living room
floor sailing. Within seconds, he’d returned to sit at my feet. “Meow.”

I moved over to the sink. On the floor below it, his food bowl sat
empty. I picked it up, then washed it out. After toweling it dry, I added
two scoops of dry food and placed it on the floor for him. He dashed
over to the bowl.

While he ate, I prepared coffee. I figured I'd need quite a bit of caf-
feine for the day ahead. I’d thought about it long and hard the night
before. IThad two goals after completing my daily writing quota. First, I
had to talk Mrs. Mitchell into allowing me to borrow her Caddy. Second,
I had to go see the man I thought might have murdered my husband.

Yes, it would be a fun time for all. Not.

Three hours later, I'd written, dressed, shut the cat in the laundry
room, and was kinda ready to face the tasks ahead. Well, almost. This
looking out for yourself business was not for the faint of heart. But
everyone else seemed to do it just fine, and I’d get the hang of it before
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long. My chest constricted painfully. It was merely the stress of having to
confront two people, and I'd never been comfortable with confrontation.
I’m sure some people wear it naturally.

But my unnatural sass rose up and kicked me in the patoot, launching
me out my door toward Mrs. Mitchell’s house. Once I arrived on her
porch, I slowly exhaled, releasing my anxiety, then knocked.

She opened the door almost before I completed the first knock.
“Morning.”

“Good morning.” I tried smiling ingratiatingly, but it wasnt a natural
expression for me. And Mrs. Mitchell could tell.

“You want something. Out with it.”

“I wondered if you might let me borrow your car.”

“Thought I made it clear I wouldn’t lend it to you.”

“What if I beg?”

She looked at me consideringly, with a tilt of her head. Then she
nodded, having come to a conclusion that I hoped was in my favor.

“How about we agree to a trade.”

It wasn’t a question, for good reason. I had no bargaining power.
I inhaled deeply. Suspiciously. “What do you want?”

“I have a car and need a driver. You can drive and need a car.”

“Where do you want me to take you?” I hadn’t intended for my
voice to sound more like a low growl, but it did. I truly wanted to be
able to use her car and reminded myself I'd better get busy sucking up.
“You know, I'd be happy to help out whenever you need me to.”

“Whatever.” She wasn’t buying my bull, and I didn’t blame her.
But this was a new me.

“I mean it. I get tired of being cooped up all the time,” I said.

“Your friends tired of you freeloading rides?”

“No. I'm tired of the lack of freedom.”

“Excellent. So, I'm thinking it would be lovely to have you take me
to Wal-Mart this afternoon.”

Oh. My. Gawd.

Mrs. Mitchell’s trips to Wal-Mart were things of legend. She not
only spent hours putting items in her cart; she spent an equal number
of hours removing them. This was so not good.

“Sure you wouldn’t rather go to the grocery store?”
“Take it or leave it, kiddo.”
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Sold.

Thirty minutes later, I pulled up at Fred Cook’s home. It wasn’t
quite midafternoon, so his wife would still be at work. Hopefully Fred
would be alone and willing to talk. I just hoped he didn’t think I'd
come to chase after him.

He lived a little out of town, off a dirt road. A wide, chalk drive-
way was wedged between a large outbuilding and his house, which sat
further back from the road.

As I approached the house, I considered my goals in talking with
him. While I was somewhat disappointed my chief suspect wasn’t a
femme, I'd be satisfied if Fred held the answers to what had happened
to Dan.

If that was the case, my main aspiration had to be to get him to tell
me whatever he knew.

And that was a problem.

All of our prior interactions had primarily focused on his and
Dan’s rivalry, which hadn’t exactly been friendly. I'll never forget the
hours Dan spent trying to one-up Fred and the crazy inventions result-
ing from their competition.

If Fred had done something to Dan, or even if he merely knew some-
thing, I couldn’t come up with a motivator to get him to tell me anything,.

What did I have to offer other than being a sounding board for
his guilty conscience? At least I had to try to make friends with him.

I nervously wiped my palms down my jeans and stepped onto his
front stoop. My heart knocked as I rapped on the glass- and steel-
paned storm door.

Despite the ruckus raised by my yammering insides and pounding
fist, there was no response.

Maybe I'd lucked out. I didn’t feel prepared to face him and had
no idea what to say to get things rolling. Sue Ann could come with me
the next time I tried to talk with him. Two heads would be better than
just my one, and she might have a better clue of how to get him to talk.

I turned and walked toward the Caddy. But before I made it all the
way, | heard a male voice saying, “What is this? Good cop, bad cop?”

Huh?

The loose rocks under my feet crunched as I spun and saw Fred
standing in the doorway of the outbuilding. The large metal structure
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could have been a barn or garage, but I knew it had to be the workshop
for his inventions. Especially since he wore a welding mask. He lifted
the clear shield from his face, and it hovered over his head like a crown.

“Good cop?” 1 asked.

“The poor, desolate wife come to beg?”

This was not starting out well. What was he talking about? “I'm
sorry, Fred, but you lost me somewhere around cop.”

“Nice try, Amy. Liz got here before you.”

Liz had come to question him? Was she trying to find out what
had happened to Dan, too? Surely she would have said something to
me if she were investigating? My best response to Fred would be some-
thing vague until I learned what he meant. “What does Liz have to do
with cops?”

Fred didn’t reply for several long seconds, taking his time to study
my face, and probably hoping to make me uncomfortable.

He succeeded.

The man was the closest thing to a complete misogynist I'd ever
known, although the fact that he was married indicated otherwise.
Fred didn’t much like women.

I was tired of feeling bullied and in the dark. Two could play his
game. [ stared him down.

“You didn’t know about Liz’s visit?” He broke first, and I gave my-
self an imaginary high five.

“No clue.” 1 remained halfway between my car and his outbuild-
ing, and the steady Kansas sun beat down on my head. Tiny beads
of perspiration formed on my forehead, and the smell of drying grass
filled my lungs.

“She suggested we join forces.”

“I'm not sure what you mean.”

“Team up in the invention business. I'd continue doing the inventing,
and she’d be my partner as she had been Dan’s, handling the money and
the administrative side of the business.”

“Hmm. That’s not a bad idea. She’s really good with money.”

“Other peoples’,” he gruffed.

“I presume you told her no.” The conversation was going nowhere
and was unlikely to lead to the answers I sought. I looked down at
the keys in my hand and considered making a run for it. I was totally
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unsuited for questioning him, or any suspects for that matter.

“Told her she had sixty seconds to get off my property before I had
her arrested for trespassing.”

“Im sure she loved hearing that.” I couldn’t keep a wry grin from
my face.

He grinned back, which was something new between us. Usually
he scowled or threatened to have me arrested. It was probably coming
any time now.

“You can come in if youe not here to talk me into partnering with Liz.”

Wow. Totally unexpected behavior. My self-doubts about getting him
to tell me anything lifted a litdle. T held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

He led me into his workshop and pointed toward an area near the
rear that had been set up as a kitchenette. A black iron bistro table cir-
cled by three chairs sat next to a bright orange countertop containing a
sink and mini-fridge, with brown cupboards beneath it.

The workshop was air-conditioned, and the coolness soothed my
heated skin. The bulk of the high-ceilinged workshop held the materials
he used for his inventions. Unlike Dan’s work tools, everything was
neatly organized, with tall storage cabinets and bins for all of Fred’s
supplies. He drew off his welding mask and tossed it onto a metal table
as we passed it, creating a loud #hunk. He turned and asked, “Coffee?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

A few minutes later, he handed me a steaming mug and joined me
at the table where I had taken a seat in one of the chairs.

Lest I give the wrong impression, while clean, this was not a trendy
setup. Two of the chairs had all four legs, but neither of them was
steady. The third was missing its fourth leg, but managed to totter on
only three. Dried paint splashes and nicks made up the top of the table.
It had seen better days.

Buct the coffee was delicious. Between sips, I said, “Good.”

He nodded. “Grind my own. Columbian with a Kona chaser.”

Another surprise. Was it possible my prior assessment of him had
been wrong? I would have banked on his being a Folgers kinda guy.

“Dan’s business in financial trouble?” he asked as he took a seat
on the three-legged chair, immediately tilting it back on only two of
the legs. It seemed to be a habitual gesture he made without thinking
about it. Guess he didn’t need that fourth leg.
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After having me promise not to discuss business, his question seemed
out of place. Was he testing me? “Not going there. You promised
no business.”

“Touché.” With a flash of a grin he said, “Can’t blame me for test-
ing you. So why are you here?”

The moment I'd worried about had finally arrived. What could I
say? I searched for something reasonable that wasn’t too inflammartory.
“The séance the other night.”

“You honestly believe that was Dan?”

I nodded. “You believe it wasn’t?”

“You're smarter than that. A two-bit con artist puts on a show, and
youre believing everything she dishes out.”

She’d been entirely convincing. I shrugged. “Seemed like you
thought it was him at the time.”

“I’'ve had time to reflect,” he said sheepishly.

“Me t00.” I gave him the same attempting-to-be-ingratiating smile
I’d used on Mrs. Mitchell. “What do you think happened to Dan?”

“Theory or fact?”

“Fact. I'd really like to know anything you can tell me.”

“Whoa.” He held up his hands, and his chair hit the floor. “You're
implying I know something I haven’t told previously.”

I had to hand it to him because the chair didn’t even wobble on those
three legs. The man had good balance. “I guess I am, but I don’t mean it
the way you make it sound. I just want to know if you know anything.”

“Let me get this right. You came here today because, after that
trickster fed us her line of bull, you now think I had something to do
with Dan’s disappearance?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You sure implied it.”

“It wasn’t my intention.” I sought a way to explain how I'd decided
to come to him. “Sue Ann and I drove to Belle Plaine yesterday and—"

“That’s enough,” he cut me off and angrily rose to his feet. “What
are you getting at? What the hell do you want?”

While we weren’t exactly best buds now, I thought we’d been
getting along fairly well—until he thought I was accusing him of mur-
dering Dan, which I had sorta kinda hinted at. Fred was almost frothing
at the mouth, and the skin around his neck and face had turned bright
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red. He must not like being accused of things. “I just want to know
what you were doing the night Dan disappeared.”
Within seconds, the red in his face dissipated and he grew pale. “Out.”
I looked at him in confusion. Things were moving too fast.
He pointed toward the door. “Get the hell out.”
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With as much dignity as I could muster, I exited Fred’s workshop
and got in the Caddy. Quickly starting the engine, I pulled out of the
driveway and headed toward home.

How had things gone so bad so quickly? I'd never been kicked out
of anywhere before and it was a humiliating experience. I'd once been
kicked off something—the gitls’ softball team. I'd agreed to leave, as the
coach had asked, “for the good of the team.” This felt much the same.

Even though I hadn’t accused Fred of anything specific, I must
have implied more in my line of questioning than I'd wanted to. At
the very least, he probably felt I didn’t believe him. I didn’t much enjoy
having my ethics questioned, either, but evidently it had set him off.

Or maybe he had a great big guilty conscience. There was no way
to know for sure, unless I could lay my hands on some truth serum.
Once I could chew things over with Sue Ann, hopefully I'd get a better
perspective on what had transpired.

It didn’t take long to return home and park the Caddy in Mrs.
Mitchell’s driveway. There was no point in garaging it since she met
me in the driveway and I knew exactly what she wanted.

“Took you long enough,” she said.

Checking my watch first, I said, “Only an hour and a quarter.”

“Seemed like longer.” She held out her hand and wiggled her fingers.
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I handed her the key ring. “How does seven o’clock sound?”

“For?”

“Shopping.”

Relief that she didn’t expect to leave right away swept through me.
It would give me plenty of time to talk with Sue Ann, check my e-mail,
and play with my cat. “Seven o’clock it is.”

“Meet me here and don’t be late,” she said, spinning on her heel
and heading back to her door.

Nothing like pleasant social interactions to make my day complete.

When I entered my house, Chappy nearly escaped between my
legs, but I managed to grab him in time. “What are you doing in the
living room? How’d you get out?”

I closed the door and allowed Chappy to wriggle out of my arms.
Then I sensed it. Maybe it was simply a matter of being certain I'd
locked Chappy in the laundry room before leaving. Or maybe it was
sensing something being out of place. But it felt more like ESP, because
small hairs stood up on my arms.

Something was wrong.

I stood still, listening for any unexpected noise, but all was silent.
My gaze darted from the entry to the living room, then down the bed-
room hallway. Nothing.

Should I leave and call the police? What could I report? My cat
escaped?

Why hadn’t I made arrangements with the security company to go
over the new alarm system? If I had, I wouldn’t be afraid to enter my
own home. Where had I put that man’s card? I couldn’t remember.

I allowed Chappy to leap from my arms, and he made a dash for
the kitchen.

The only option left to me was to pluck up my courage and make
sure everything at my house was okay. If someone had broken in again,
I hoped he was long gone.

With my nerves on high alert, I stepped into my den, and from
there I saw that the laundry room door was ajar. There was every possi-
bility I hadn’t closed it all the way, allowing Chappy to make his escape.

Or he could be part alley cat, part Houdini.

I took a deep breath before taking the few remaining steps into my
kitchen. Chappy sat in front of the sink, his meow demanding food.
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Scanning the rest of the kitchen, I saw nothing unusual and placed
my handbag on the counter. The voice mail light on my phone on the
counter flashed, but I decided to wait to listen until after I'd finished
checking for another break-in.

It didn’t take long to walk through, and by the time I finished I'd
calmed down. I'd found no new messages on my computer, no black-
mail notes, and no Post-its.

Chappy continued waiting for me by the sink.

“You've got food in the laundry room.” I reached to pick him up
and put him back in there, but once he saw where I was headed, he
fought me.

One of his claws connected with my arm.

“Ouch.” I dropped him, and he immediately skittered from the
room and ran for the den. But I knew how to lure him out. Turning, I
opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bowl of leftover chicken salad.
He’d licked my saucer clean when I'd given him some the night before.
Scooping a little onto a saucer, I placed it on the floor below the sink
and called, “Kitty, kitty.”

He came running. Once he reached the saucer, he sniffed it then
abruptly hissed. Next he clawed at the ground as if he were attempting
to bury the food.

Hmm. I picked up the remainder that I'd intended for my late
lunch and sniffed it. It did seem a little off, but I'd only just made it the
night before. It couldn’t go bad that quickly. Could it?

A niggling thought about the possibility that someone had been in
my home took hold. It was silly to think someone would attempt to
poison me—wasn’t it? One of the reasons I'd become a writer was that
I have an incredible imagination that simply doesn’t turn off, and my
biggest challenge is sorting between what’s real and what’s imaginary.
I had to be overreacting about the chicken, but I decided it was better
to be safe than sorry.

I picked up Chappy’s saucer and dumped the contents in the sink,
along with the rest of the chicken salad in the bowl. After running
the disposal and thoroughly cleaning the dishes just in case they were
poisoned, I punched the button to listen to voice mail, feeling a little
queasy about the idea of eating anything. It would probably be a good
idea to avoid any open containers in my house.
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There was only one voice mail, a message from Jerome. “My cell
is beeping, so my battery is running low, but wanted you to know I
got done early and 'm heading back to town. See you tonight at the
Independence Tavern. The book clu—" The message abruptly cut off,
and I supposed his battery had faded.

I couldn’t attend the book club meeting tonight. I had to take
Mrs. Mitchell shopping. I dialed his cell number, but it went imme-
diately to voice mail. I explained why I wouldn’t be there and hoped
he’d get the message. I then called his home voice mail and left the
same message.

A short time later, Mrs. Mitchell and I hopped in her Caddy
convertible, top down, and sped toward her favorite shopping desti-
nation. The parking lot at the Wal-Mart Supercenter was filled to
overflowing with after-work shoppers. Ultimately, I dropped Mrs.
Mitchell at the door, then ventured to the outermost recesses of the lot
before finding a place to park her boatlike car.

By the time I reached the door, Mrs. Mitchell was nowhere in
sight. She’d obviously started without me. Not that it was a bad thing,.

Considering her reputation as a choosy shopper, I felt the less I was
involved the better. I took my time seeking her out, dawdling in the
automotive aisles because she was unlikely to be found there. Maybe
my Gremlin would look good with a pair of fuzzy dice dangling from
the rearview mirror. Or the cool rhinestone, heart-shaped bling might
look nice in the back window.

After half an hour of blissful reverie, I heard my name being called
over the intercom. “Amy Crosby, please meet your party at the infor-
mation desk. Amy Crosby, your party is at the information desk.”

Could I be more humiliated? Reluctantly leaving the safety of the
automotive department, I briskly walked to the front of the store, where
I found Mrs. Mitchell in conversation with the store manager.

“Sorry. I couldn’t find you,” I said.

“Paging you wasn’t my idea,” Mrs. Mitchell said with an evil look
directed at the manager. “She insisted on finding whoever brought me.”

“What’s up?” I asked.

“If you don’t mind, I'd appreciate it if you see to it that she doesn’t
leave items scattered throughout the store. If you take a cart with you,
she can place her unwanted items in it and then I'll put them back
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where they belong.”

Ohh. Got it. With my perkiest smile, I said, “No problem.”

“Come along, Amy,” said Mrs. Mitchell with her haughtiest tone
of voice. “Let’s shop.”

She turned on her heels and pushed her empty cart toward the women’s
clothing section. Grabbing the cart offered to me by the manager, I ran
to catch up. When I did, I asked, “Are you looking for something in
particular?”

“I could use a couple new outfits. Isaw a pair of slacks and a blouse
I really liked. Over there.” She pointed toward a rack of clothing.
“What size do you wear?”

“Six. Why?”

“Curious is all.” She found the items she wanted, but I noticed
she’d taken two of each. Maybe she wasn’t quite sure of her own size.

You had to hand it to her—she was good with a shopping cart,
wheeling it between racks and people-crowded aisles like a pro. I, how-
ever, wasn't quite so good at it. I bumped into racks and had to stop to
apologize to people I accidently rammed while trying to keep up with her.

Eventually we landed at the dressing rooms. The two attendants
wore identical expressions of dismay when they saw Mrs. Mitchell. It
was obvious they recognized her from prior expeditions. She began to
wheel her cart into the dressing area, but the younger of the two atten-
dants stopped her. “There’s a limit to what you're allowed to take back.
I can hold the rest for you.”

“That’s okay. Amy’s with me, and she can bring in whatever’s over
my allotment.”

Great. Just great.

She bundled a load of clothes into my arms. “These are for you, dear.”

What could I do? Refuse? Drop them to the ground? She wanted
to bring in more than the quota, and evidently it was my job to help her
get away with it. With my back figuratively against the wall, I took the
items and followed her back into the dressing rooms.

“You take that one and I'll be right next door,” she said, stepping
into the cubicle of her choice.

I hesitated. Had she forgotten the clothing I was holding for her?
“Don’t you need these?”

“Oh, no, dear. Those are your size.”
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I gave her a blank stare.

“You'll try on the same things so I can see how they look on the
body—in 3-D. I hate getting home after trying on clothes and realizing
they aren’t right. This way I'll be able to see the full image.”

“Oh, no. I don’t think—"

“No need to think,” she interrupted. “You're such a nice girl, catering
to a sweet old lady’s needs.”

More like a manipulative and evil old lady’s needs.

I remained in place.

“Justdo it,” she growled, then pushed me into the cubicle. “Humor me.”

I couldn’t understand why she wanted me to try on the same
clothes. The 3-D thing didn’t make sense. The clothes weren’t suited
to someone my age, but maybe she thought she was doing me a favor by
getting me to update my wardrobe. Or maybe she truly did want to see
how they looked on someone else.

“Get busy in there,” she ordered from the next room. “Remem-
ber—it’s quid pro quo. You scratch my back and I loan you my car.”

I was doomed, doomed to don flower-embroidered cardigan sets
with matching elastic-waisted double-knit slacks. I yanked off my T-
shirt and jeans and pulled on the outfit.

“All ser?” she asked.

“As ready as I'll ever be,” I replied.

“Come on out.”

“If I have to.” I opened the door and stepped out. She stood before
me, almost like a mirror image. It was like one of my worst nightmares.

“Ohhh, that looks very nice, Amy.”

“Glad you think so.”

“But it needs something else. Stay right there.” She shoved me back
into my dressing cubicle. “Don’t take it off and don’t go anywhere.”

I took a seat on the tiny ledge in the cube. What on earth did she
have in mind now?

It didn’t take long for me to learn.

“I'm back, Amy. With accessories!”

I peeped out the door, and she stood there holding two flowered
hats, a number of necklaces, several long silk scarves, earrings, and
bracelets. I started to slam the door closed, but she wedged herself in
before I could.
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“Put on the hat and let’s see how we look,” she ordered.

Had I died? Was this hell? It certainly felt that way when she
plopped the outrageous hat on my head. I looked like something out
of a Gone With the Wind satire. She put the identical hat on her head
and cocked it as she glanced in the mirror then back at me. “The outfit
needs a bit more pizzazz.”

Two minutes later I'd been draped in jewelry and scarves, and Mrs.
Mitchell was admiring her image in the full-length mirror at the rear
of the dressing area when my cell phone rang. Thank heavens. With
any luck, it would be Sue Ann and she’d come up with a way I could
get out of this madness. I didn’t recognize the number she was calling
from, but I couldn’t resist answering, “Insane asylum.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say,” said Jerome. His voice came
out a little distant, most probably because the signal in the store wasn’t
very strong,.

“Well, it’s kinda true.”

“Where are you? I thought we were meeting here at the Tavern.”

“I left you a message, but I guess you didn’t get it.”

“What's that you said? Your voice faded out.”

“I left you a message.”

“Oh. Cell phone died. I'm calling from a pay phone.”

“At the Tavern?”

“Yes.”

The store intercom boomed, something about needing help in the
grocery section, and I couldn’t make out what Jerome was saying.

“What’s that noise?” he asked. “Where are you?”

“I had to take Mrs. Mitchell shopping.”

“We need to talk.”

“Ouch,” I cried when Mrs. Mitchell pulled one of the necklaces
from my head and it caught on my hair. “Hang on. Hang on.”

Mrs. Mitchell yanked, and I wondered if I'd have a bald patch.

“There, honey. No harm done.” She waved the deadly necklace
at me.

“Sorry, Jerome,” I said into the cell, but realized I'd come back online
in the middle of one of his sentences. He hadn’t heard that I'd put
down the phone, and evidently he’d continued talking.

“...as Dan’s executor. I couldn’t believe my client had one.”
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“What are you saying? I couldn’t hear you for a minute.”

“T'll tell you later,” he said impatiently, then added, “I didn’t know
about the blackmail note.”

Oops. Caught red-handed in the sin of omission. “I was going to
tell you.”

He sighed. “How long before the court proceeding to declare Dan
officially dead?”

“I'm not sure. Sue Ann’s husband originally said about four weeks.”

“That’s fine then. The readers’ group should finish up in about an
hour, and I’ll come over to your place so we can discuss what we need
to do next.”

Did he mean something about Dan, or was he planning to propose?
Before I could ask, Mrs. Mitchell attacked the cardigan I was wearing
and began unbuttoning it. “Hold on, Jerome.”

“What are you doing? Can’t you wait a second while I talk with
Jerome?”

“Just take off that sweater.”

“Fine.” I exhaled heavily, then stripped off the cardigan. “Happy?”

“Much better,” she said.

I returned to my call, but all I heard was a dial tone. Evidently Jerome’s
three minutes were up.
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Forty-five minutes later I managed to pry Mrs. Mitchell out of Wal-
Mart. Icouldn’t believe it, but after all I'd been through she’d ultimately
only purchased one pair of earrings. Earrings I hadn’t tried on.

No wonder the store manager wanted help with restocking the
items Mrs. Mitchell selected. After checking out, I got her out of
the place fast. I'scurried out to the parking lot, started the Caddy, then
quickly drove to the front of the store to pick her up.

Jerome was due at my house soon, and it would probably be a good
thing if I was actually at home after standing him up earlier. Plus I'd
come up with a great new idea about being a store clerk, and my muse
was anxious to get started writing it.

When we pulled into her driveway, Mrs. Mitchell said, “Thanks so
much, doll, for taking me.”

Unsure how to reply—my pleasure certainly wouldn’t work in this
instance—I concentrated on driving the Caddy into her garage. Since I
was hoping to maintain driving rights, I finally said, “Glad to help out.”

“Nothing like a little shopping to put a spring in a girl’s step.”

“Uh-huh.” I would never describe what I’d been through as a fiztle
shopping, and my steps were anything but springy. The woman was
positively bubbly, and I didn’t know how she did it. “Want me to put
the top up?”
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“Might as well keep it down. It’s safe in the garage.”

I climbed from the car and inched away from the garage. Time to
make my escape. “Well, I’ll see you.”

“Ta,” she said, walking toward her back door.

Did she think she was British now?

I did my best to put the whole incident from my mind as I punched
the buttons to enter my house. The writing muse had bitten, and I
couldn’t wait to get to my computer.

After releasing Chappy from the laundry room, I went into the
kitchen and found an unopened jar of peanuts to munch on. I hadn’t
eaten lunch or dinner, and my stomach rumbled.

Before long my head was filled with characters yammering, and
I typed as quickly as I could to keep up. While putting the finishing
touches on the then-completed short story, I glanced at the computer
clock. Three in the morning? How could that be?

I turned and checked the wall clock behind me and it confirmed
the time. I could have sworn Jerome was supposed to come over after
the readers’ group meeting ended. Running through the brief phone
conversation in my mind, I grew certain he was supposed to be here.

Hopefully I hadn’t been so absorbed I hadn’t heard his knock. I saved
the file and pushed my chair back, then headed toward the front door.

Switching on the porch light, I looked out but didn’t see any sign
Jerome had been here. Stretching out the stiffness after the long hours
at my computer, I turned and walked into my kitchen to check voice
mail. Maybe Jerome had called and I hadn’t heard the phone.

There weren’t any messages.

I picked up the phone and checked caller ID to see if he’d phoned
without leaving a message.

There hadn’t been any calls.

My latent psychic abilities kicked in, and I knew deep inside that
something was very, very wrong.

It was extremely unlike Jerome to not show up, especially without
calling. Wishing it weren’t too late to consult Sue Ann, I began pacing,
trying to decide what to do. Jerome was an early riser, and I ultimately
decided to wait the three hours until he got up before giving him a
phone call to fuss at him for worrying me.

The only problem was that I knew I’d be unable to sleep in the

or 130 7o



Biary of a Confessions Queen

meantime. My brain was foggy from the intense writing jag, and my
stomach growled because I hadn’t been good about eating,.

There was a reason for that, though. I was afraid to eat anything in
my house. I probably should have called the police when I'd first sus-
pected the food might have been tampered with, but it hadn’t occurred
to me at the time. At least then I'd know if I was overimaginative, as so
many people have accused me of in the past, or if my fears were justified.

My stomach rumbled.

I looked in the refrigerator for something safe to eat, in case there
truly had been a vicious poisoner on the loose in my house. Hard-
boiled eggs should be safe.

I grabbed the carton, removed two eggs, and placed them in a
saucepan. I ran alittle tap water over them and set the pan on the stove
to boil. As I waited, again I went over Jerome’s phone call. He’d said
something about being Dan’s executor. I'd kind of known that but
hadn’t much thought about it since his will hadn’t kicked into effect
and wouldn’t undil after the court proceeding.

That would be coming up before long, so Jerome was probably try-
ing to get his ducks lined up. What had he said about his client? About
him having one? One whaz? 1 couldn’t figure out what having some-
thing or not had to do with Dan’s will, so perhaps I'd misunderstood.

The eggs were done, so I spooned them from the water and placed
them on a saucer. Time moved too slowly. It was only a quarter after
three, and I didn’t know what I'd do to keep myself occupied until
dawn. I spent the next few hours nibbling my eggs and making notes
about what my investigation into Dan’s disappearance had yielded thus far.

It wasn’t much, but it was something to go by. I listed potential
suspects and ranked them according to how likely or unlikely it was
they might have had something to do with the disappearance. A chill
crept down my spine as I looked over the list of names. Had I been
spending time with a murderer?

There was Fred Cook, Dan’s inventor rival who’d thrown me out
of his workshop. Dr. Mary Elden, Dan’s chess competitor, who I'd
been unable to rule out. Gayla Mullen, who I wanted to believe was in-
nocent of any wrongdoing, yet mystery clung to her. The list included
unlikely people, such as Jerome, Brad, Dolores, Liz, and Mrs. Mitchell. I

couldn’t leave anyone out, no matter how illogical it might seem.
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At last, six o’clock arrived and I made a beeline for the telephone.
I punched in Jerome’s number and waited anxiously for him to answer.
After five rings, his voice mail kicked in. My stomach clenched.

He was a light sleeper, so why didn’t he answer the phone?

I tried his cell phone. It went immediately to voice mail. He must
have turned it off, or the battery was still dead.

It was too eatly to borrow Mrs. Mitchell’s car, and I considered
whether I should try riding my bike to Jerome’s house. It was on the
other side of town, but not too far from where Brad lived.

Maybe I should call him.

My fingers hovered over the phone’s keypad as I hesitated, unsure
what would be my best course of action. But this was definitely not like
Jerome, and the feeling of dread I'd been blocking for the past three
hours came back in full force.

This was eerily like the night Dan had disappeared. Once the
thought hit me, I immediately dialed the number Brad had given me,
which I'd accidently on purpose committed to memory.

He answered on the second ring, his voice heavy with sleep.

“I'm sorry to wake you, Brad, but I'm worried.”

“Someone trying to break in?” he asked, the tone of his voice sud-
denly alert.

“No one is trying to break in. I'm worried about Jerome.”

I heard the sound of sheets ruffling, as if he had climbed from bed.
“What's up?”

“He was supposed to come over last night and never showed.”
Now my tone sounded odd as it climbed an octave. “I've tried calling
him, but he doesn’t answer.”

“He seemed fine at the Tavern last night.”

“You saw him? He called and said he was coming over after the
book club meeting broke up.”

“It ended late. When I left, the group was still at it. He probably
thought it was too late to call you.”

“Then why doesn’t he answer now? He always gets up at six.”

“Maybe he’s in the shower.” His annoyed tone said it all.

“You think I'm overreacting, don’t you?”

He blew out a sigh. “You’ve had a lot on your plate lately.”

I guessed he didn’t want to confirm my fear. My shoulders slumped
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in discouragement. “I know it might sound silly to you, but I've got
a bad feeling about this, Brad. I keep reliving the night Dan disap-
peared, and—"

I broke off, trying hard not to sob. I wasn’t going to let him hear
me having a breakdown.

“Here’s what we’ll do, Amy.”

I loved the sound of we from his mouth. I wasn’t in this alone.
“What will we do?”

“We’ll wait a quarter of an hour for him to get out of the shower,
and you’ll call him again. If he doesn’t answer, and I'm confident he
will, call me back and I'll head over to his place.”

“Thanks, Brad. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

“Go back to bed. T'll only wake you if Jerome doesn’t answer.”

“You got it.” He ended the call, and I placed the phone on the
kitchen table in front of me. 1only had to wait fifteen minutes. Jerome
was in the shower and I was overreacting, I told myself. But that little
voice inside me remained on high alert. I jumped from the chair and
decided to take a shower of my own. It would clear my head since I'd
been up all night, and I’d feel better and more assured afterwards.

By the time I'd wrapped my wet hair in a towel and dressed, twenty
minutes had passed. Jerome would definitely be out of the shower by
now. I returned to the kitchen and dialed his number, expecting his
early-bird-gets-the-worm voice to answer at any second.

But he didn’t answer. Voice mail came on instead.

I hung up and tried the number again, only to have the same result.

My fingers trembled so hard when I dialed Brad’s number that I
thought I might punch the wrong number, but the call went through
and he answered on the first ring. “Amy?”

“He didn’t answer, Brad. I'm scared.”

“Don’t be. He probably slept in after a late night. I'll get dressed
and head over there. I'll have him call you once I rouse him. Okay?”

“Sounds good. Thank you again.”

“No prob.”

I hit the end button, then dialed Jerome’s house again. This time
when his voice mail kicked in, I left a message for him to call me as
soon as he received it. The feeling of panic remained as I went into my
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bedroom and toweled off my hair. I grabbed the afghan my grand-
mother had crocheted and wrapped it around me before returning to
my den and collapsing on the sofa, where I waited to hear from Jerome.
Where could he be? Why wasn’t he answering my calls?
Chappy jumped onto the sofa beside me and purred as I stroked his
soft fur. His tiny paws kneaded the afghan, and the feeling of his warm
body comforted me as I waited for word. At some point, I dozed off.

jcc)

The sound of knocking at my door woke me. At first I was con-
fused. But then clarity returned as the knocking continued, and I leapt
from the sofa. I threw the door open, and Brad stood there looking
sober and somber.

“Where’s Jerome?” My words came out in a rush.

He shook his head. “Can I come in?”

“Sure.” I'stepped back a couple of paces and opened the door wider
so he could enter.

“Do you have any coffee?”

His question alerted me to the fact that he wasn’t telling me some-
thing. I searched his face, but he gave nothing away. “I can make
some. Instant okay?”

He nodded, then followed me to the kitchen, where I pulled out
the stash of instant I kept for Jerome. It reminded me of the other
morning when the workmen had installed my new locks and I'd made
coffee for Jerome. Don’t think of that, I told myself as I put the water
on to boil.

Brad soundlessly watched my efforts. I swallowed, then went into
the living room and pulled down my shelf of teacups and selected a cup
covered in tiny bluebells. It had been my grandmother’s favorite, and it
gave me comfort—a rare commodity lately.

I couldn’t stand the silence anymore. When I returned to the
kitchen, I asked, “Were you able to wake Jerome?”

The skin around Brad’s mouth tightened. “No. He didn’t answer
the door and believe me, I knocked loud enough to raise the dead. I
reconnoitered his house and checked the garage. His car wasn’t there.”

I grabbed the back of a chair to steady my shaky hands.
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“Not home?”

The kettle whistled, and I glanced at it with annoyance for inter-
rupting. “One sec.”

“Ifll wait,” he said.

I moved to the counter and quickly prepared our beverages. Within
seconds, I returned to the table with the cups and took a seat. T had a
feeling I was going to need it.

“Do you have any idea where Jerome is?”

He shook his head. “I drove over to the Independence Tavern. His
car was still in the lot.”

“What?” Dizziness now made my head spin. This couldn’t be
happening. Not again.
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Handsuffed in Front of My Children

My head continued spinning, and my heart hammered painfully
when Sue Ann arrived. “Thank goodness youre here. How did you
know to come?”

“Brad called.” She scooted beside me on the sofa and wrapped an
arm around my shoulders. “Jerome is fine. Don’t you think, Brad?”

“Most likely he made other plans for the night,” he said, his brows
drawn in that tremendous scowl of his.

Sue Ann laughed. “What a way to put it.”

I shook my head. “It’s not like Jerome to not call.”

“Amy,” Sue Ann said, her voice tender, “he’s hinting at the possibility
Jerome went home with another woman.”

“Are you nuts?” I asked. “That’s what people insinuated when Dan
disappeared, too, and we both know that was a load of hay.”

“I think he went home with one of his buddies at the Tavern,” Sue
Ann reassured me. “Probably not sober enough to drive. He'll call
when his head clears.”

“I suppose it’s possible. Jerome would never drive if he was the
least bit tipsy.”

“He had a long day, what with driving back to Independence, then
the readers’ group meeting.” Brad sat to my other side. “It wouldn’t
have taken much to make him impaired.”
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My heart slowed to a normal pace. “Okay. I won’t panic now. But
you'll keep looking for him, won’t you?”

“It’s too soon to file a missing persons report, Amy,” Brad said.
“But I'll try to track him down. I’ll call some of the people who were
at the meeting and see if any of them recall when he left or who with.”

“That’s a very good idea.”

He got up, ready to leave.

“Thanks, Brad.” The dizziness abated and my head cleared. “T can’t
help but worry. This is so much like what happened to Dan, and with
all the break-ins and the blackmail note and the snake and the poison—"

“What poison?” both Brad and Sue Ann said in unison.

“Maybe not poison. I'm probably just being silly.” 1 explained
about the chicken salad, hoping they would dismiss my fears.

“It’s too bad you threw it out. We could have sent it to the lab. Did
you at least put the bowl in a safe place?”

“No. I'washed it. Iwas sure it was simply my overactive imagination.”

“It may have been,” Sue Ann said, “but considering everything
going on, it might not have been.”

“If anything else happens, imaginary or not, Amy, I want you
to call me right away,” Brad said. “And don’t do anything that will
destroy evidence.”

There was no point in arguing with him. The chicken may or may
not have been poisoned, and I had been creeped out. “Okay.”

He nodded. “I think Jerome’s disappearance is simply a coincidence,
but I wil/ find him. You've got my word.”

e

Three days later, there was still no sign of Jerome. He'd disap-
peared just as completely as Dan had. Both men had been on their
way to me, and neither had made it. Sue Ann and I had talked with
members of the waitstaff at the Independence Tavern, Brad had talked
with readers’ group members and other patrons, but no one had seen
him leave.

No one knew anything.

Or at least they weren’t talking.

I spent much of the time dialing Jerome’s phone numbers over and
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over because I couldn’t find my usual escape in writing.

Maybe somewhere near the Independence Tavern was a mysterious
triangle, like in Bermuda. It certainly felt that way.

Between bouts of depression, I tried to go about my normal business
but found it impossible.

Even worse, people who weren’t close friends avoided me, and
those who were close acted far too nice. Sue Ann practically lived at
my house, to the point that I had to send her home to her husband.
Brad stopped by or called every day to report his lack of progress and to
check on me. Liz brought me a casserole Dolores had baked. Needless
to say, I didn’t eat it. No telling what Dolores had laced it with: tequila,
fairy dust, floor polish.

The one bright spot was Chappy. He didn’t treat me any differently.
He didn’t know anything was wrong. All he knew was that he didn’t
want to be cooped up in the laundry room anymore. So I finally gave
in and let him have the run of the place.

That morning, he was in the middle of darting from the bedroom
to the kitchen and back when someone knocked on my door. I opened
the door to find Mrs. Mitchell. “Hi?” I said, more as a question than
a greeting.

“How are you today?” she asked, with a phony smile plastered on
her face. Not another person trying to be nice.

“I'm fine. What can I do for you?”

She cocked her head to one side. “I thought you might like to borrow
my car.”

The offer of her car was suspicious in the extreme. “You don’t need
to go to Wal-Mart, do you?”

“We could if youre up for it, but maybe we could just run to the
grocery store?” She dangled the keys toward me. When I didn’t imme-
diately grab them and sprint for her car, she added, “We could go for a
joyride first, if you like.”

“Now you're talking. I'd like to go check on my Gremlin, if thats
okay by you?”

“Dolores told me you had visitation rights, but I didn’t believe it. If
you want to go look at that heap of junk, that’s fine by me.”

[ smiled. Broadly. It was my first smile in days, and it felt almost
uncomfortable on my face. Guilt nibbled at me. How could I feel excited
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about anything? But the idea of fresh air and seeing my car won out.
“Let me go grab my purse.”

When we arrived at Eck’s garage, Mrs. Mitchell waited in the
Caddy. Eck personally greeted me. “I thought you’d forgotten us.”

“No way.”

“Come around back. I've been making some progress.”

Oohh. Progress. As we rounded the corner, I saw my Gremlin.
It was no longer sitting on cinder blocks. Now it stood proudly on all
four tires. “Oh my gosh! Is she ready to go?”

“Not quite, but it won’t be long.”

[ was so excited, I ran and stroked her hood. I wanted to climb in
and toot her horn, but the fear of snakes held me back. “No reptiles?”

“Not a one.”

I swung open the door and climbed in. “Will she start?”

“She’ll go just fine. It’s the stopping that’s the problem.”

“No brakes?”

He shook his head. “Shouldn’t be long now.”

I could grow used to this people-being-nice-to-me thing. I tooted
the horn, and it blasted nicely. Climbing out, I said, “You’ll let me
know as soon as she’s ready?”

“I'll bring her to you myself.”

“How much longer? Next week?”

“Might be sooner. Might be later.” His gaze met mine. “But I
promise to bring her to you as soon as she’s ready.”

“You'll deliver her?”

“You can count on it.”

That was the best I'd get from him, so I gave him a hug and hurried
back to the Caddy to drive to the grocery store with Mrs. Mitchell.

It was early afternoon before we returned home. Evidently I have
alot in common with Mrs. Mitchell, because I put all kinds of items in
my cart before having to go back and return a number of things. We
had a good time together, and we were in good spirits as I pulled onto
our street.

Nearing our houses, I saw Brad parked in front of my house. “Do
you think he has news about Jerome?”

“Could be.” She scrambled in her handbag, then pulled out a lipstick
and quickly applied it. “How do I look?”
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“You look very nice.” She didn’t seriously intend to flirt with Brad,
did she?

I pulled the car into the driveway instead of the garage since we
each had a number of bags of groceries to unload. Brad got out of his
car and joined us. “Can I help?”

“Oh, that would be so lovely,” cooed Mrs. Mitchell. “A big strong
man to bring in my bags. Have I died and gone to heaven?”

But Brad was no fool. After their last encounter, he didn’t let her
anywhere near his nether regions. “You go on in ahead of me. Wait
here, Amy. T'll be right back to help you.”

Yeah, right. Like Mrs. Mitchell would let him out of her house
once she had him in her clutches? I didn’t think so. I grabbed three
bags and climbed the stairs to my front porch. Before I finished punching
the buttons to open the door, Brad joined me, carrying the last of my items.

“How did you escape so fast?”

“Police training sometimes comes in handy.”

I smiled and swung open the door. “Why don’t you go firse?”

He snorted and gestured for me to go first. Guess police train-
ing included mind reading because I'd definitely planned to get in the
pinch denied to Mrs. Mitchell. Thwarted, I hurried to the kitchen
with my groceries, and he followed closely behind, shutting the front
door behind him. I began unpacking the items I'd purchased. “Do
you have news?”

“That’s why 'm here. Let’s get this all put away first, though.” He
pulled a roll of paper towels from one of the bags he’d brought in and
placed it on the counter.

This couldn’t be good news. Otherwise, he’d tell me straightaway.

I wasn't ready to hear it. I needed more time to compose myself.
I was unable to keep my hands from shaking as I finished putting
everything where it belonged. Since my cupboards had been practi-
cally bare after tossing away anything that might have been poisoned, I
truly needed these groceries. After stowing the milk in the refrigerator,
I looked under the cupboard and pulled out the bottle of whiskey Sue
Ann kept on hand. “Am I going to need this?”

“You might.”

Whatever the news was, it was going to be hard. Based on his
procrastination in telling me, it was going to be hard for him, too. “Are
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you on duty?”

“T'll take mine on the rocks.”

That wasn't reassuring. I pulled out two glasses and sloshed in the
brown liquid, then added ice cubes. Brad grabbed both glasses, then
walked to the kitchen table and took a seat.

I joined him. Horrible pictures sprang into my imagination. Hit
and run. Kidnapping. Organ theft. Icouldn’t bear it. “Out with it. I
can’t stand waiting any longer.”

“I told you I'd find Jerome.”

I nodded. Every part of my body had tensed.

“Idid. I¢s not pretty, Amy.”

I chugged a gulp of whiskey, then squeezed my eyes shut. Unsure
what to expect, I presumed the worst. “He’s dea—" I couldn’t say it.

“We found his body in the Verdigris.”

“Damn. Damn. Damn.” While I hadn’t expected to discover
he’d gone on a binge, I hadn’t expected anything this awful. “How did
he get there? Did he drown?”

“The coroner says no. It was murder.”

My mind couldn’t quite grasp what he was saying, and my stomach
alternated between churning and clenching. “Someone killed him?”

“Looks that way. The best we can piece together is that he suffered
blunt trauma to the head and, afterwards, the killer dumped the body.”

“Why would anyone do that to Jerome?” For a moment I feared I'd
lose the contents of my stomach, whiskey and all. “He was the nicest
guy ever.”

“I don’t understand it myself—but I will. Right now we're trying
to sort out where the murderer dumped his body. It’s been in the water
for several days, most likely since the night he didn’t show up here.”

“I should have paid more attention when he called, but the con-
nection wasn’t good. Mrs. Mitchell and I were in Wal-Mart, the call
kept cutting in and out, and she kept interrupting me.” I sorted what
I remembered he’d said through my mind. “He said something about
being Dan’s executor. Do you think that’s a clue?”

“Pm going to need to take your statement about everything you
remember from that call. Maybe Mrs. Mitchell’s statement, too.” He
looked at me sadly, and I knew he was hurting as badly as I was over
Jerome’s death. “It gets worse, Amy.”
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“You keep saying that. How much worse can it get?”
“You're Jerome’s beneficiary and—this is straight from the police
chief—that makes you our prime suspect.”
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I glanced around my house, at the new windows, at the new locks,
at the new, as yet inactivated, security system. Jerome had done all chis
to protect me, when instead I should have gone all out to protect him.
While I had done nothing to directly harm him, what I hadn’t done
stole my breath away.

I looked Brad in the eye. “Do you think I had something to do
with Jerome’s death?”

“Absolutely not.”

I believed him.

His gaze met mine and held. “But my boss does.”

“So what can I do? I have to find out who killed Jerome.”

“Whoa.” Brad pushed his chair back from the table. “That’s my
job, not yours.”

“With the police thinking I'm guilty of killing Jerome, it just
became my top priority.”

“Amy, this is an order. Stay out of it.”

He didn’t understand how important this was to me. Not only did
I need to avenge Jerome, but it might point to what happened to Dan,
as well. Even if the chief of police didn’t suspect me, I had to find out.

“There’s nothing you can say or do to stop me.”
“Don’t push me.” He pulled handcuffs from behind his back and
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rattled them at me.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me.”

His tight posture and serious expression led me to believe he meant
business. “Look, Brad, I have to do something. I’ll go crazy if I have
to just sit here doing nothing. I feel responsible for Jerome’s death even
though I didn’t have a hand in it. If he hadn’t been involved with me,
I’'m certain he’d be kicking and breathing right now.”

“If you won't stay out of it, I could hold you for questioning. The
chief wouldn’t object.”

“You want to force me to be secretive? Not tell you what I'm doing?”

“I'm trying to keep you safe. There’s a murderer on the loose, and
there’s every chance he’s struck more than once. Do you want to be next?”

“It’s time for me to take responsibility for my own safety.” After
what had happened to Jerome, it wasn’t safe to allow anyone else to look
after me. I needed to do it myself. “I want to make sure the murderer
is behind bars so he can’t strike again.” Or she. I hadn’t forgotten my
look-for-the-woman plan.

“Both men were on their way to you. Both men were linked to you
romantically. Don’t you think this is a sign the murder has something
to do with you? Dammit, Amy, be practical”

I hated that word. I hated the situation. I hated being at odds
with Brad. “I'm not going to hide under a rock like a cockroach. I'm
in this, Brad. I'm already involved. No matter how much you order
me to stay out of it, it’s impossible. Even if I wanted to, the murderer
won’t let me.”

“I’ll deny this if you ever tell anyone, Amy, but do you know what
this has done to my insides? I'm sworn to serve and protect. I just
pulled my best friend out of the river, and I've been useless in looking
after you. I'll never forgive myself if something happens to you.”

“What the hell am I supposed to say to that? You'll feel bad if
something happens to me, but I'll be dead. I have to look out for my-
self. I can’t just sit here on my duff any longer. I've done that too long.”

The scowl he directed my way would have previously filled me
with guilt, but now it was nothing, a whisper falling on deaf ears. 1
knew what I had to do. I had to find out who killed Jerome. I just

needed some private time so I could grieve for a man who’d only wanted
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the best for me.

“Here’s something you can do. Come down to the station and give
a statement about the last time you saw Jerome and the last time you
spoke with him.”

“When do you want me to go?”

“No time like now.” He stood and pocketed his handcuffs. “T’ll
drive you.”

Obviously I wasn’t going to be granted any time to grieve for Jerome.
Maybe staying busy would forestall the shock I felt coming on. I blinked
my eyes and took a deep breath. “Fine.”

I grabbed Brad’s untouched glass and my half-empty one and
walked to the sink. I turned back. “You're not going to cuff me?”

“Not this time.”

Snatching my purse from the counter, I followed him to the door.
But when I opened it, Chappy escaped through my legs. “Chappy!”

He didn’t turn back. He ran for cover in my bushes. I chased after
him, but he saw me coming and darted like a bat into Mrs. Mitchell’s
yard, then over her fence. “I don’t know what to do.”

“He’ll come back,” Brad reassured me. “He likes to eat.”

“I'm afraid he’ll get lost.” T turned to go after him.

Brad hooked my arm. “Amy, sorry, but there’s no time. I go off
duty shortly. Once you've given your statement, I'll come back with
you and help you look for him. I bet he’ll be waiting for you.”

I hoped Brad was right, but it didn’t seem like I had a choice other
than to go with him now and look for my cat afterwards.

He opened his Tahoe’s passenger door, and I climbed in. A short
time later, we arrived at the police station, where Brad led me through a
door labeled Derectives. It was a reasonably large room furnished with
tables and desks. Brad indicated his desk and had me take a seat beside
it. I glanced in front of me, and there was a mirror on the wall beneath
another desk. “Is that one of those secret window thingies?”

“Yeah, but no one is watching. We hardly ever use it. I'm turning
on the recorder now to keep a record of your statement. I have to ask a
series of preliminary questions first. Then we’ll take your statement.”

“Okay.”

Once the preliminary questions were completed, Brad said, “Tell
me when you last saw Jerome.”
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“It was the morning he left town on business. That was when he
had the security system installed.”

“Did he say anything to indicate he might be in trouble of any kind?”

“No.”

“Did he ever indicate he might be having financial problems?”

“No. In fact, he seemed to be doing very well.”

“You're his beneficiary. Did you know thac?”

I shook my head. “Not until you told me. He never said anything.
He wasn’t old enough for me to think about inheritances, but even if
I had, I would have assumed his aunt Patty would be his beneficiary.
She’s his only living relative.”

“Are you aware there was a substantial life insurance policy on him?”

That was news to me. Just as he asked that question, the door to
the small room opened and Police Chief Jeff Kane entered. He nodded
at me, then asked Brad, “How’s it going?”

“We were just getting started.” He didn’t seem happy about the
intrusion, and I wasn’t very happy about it cither.

Chief Kane took one of the extra chairs from the table and slid it
toward the wall. “Don’t mind me. Continue.”

Brad cleared his throat. “Tell me about the phone call.”

“Okay. I was shopping at Wal-Mart with Mrs. Mitchell.” 1
stopped, my cheeks heated from embarrassment at having the chief in
the room and the knowledge he suspected me of something so evil.

“And Jerome called?”

“Uh-huh.”

“About what time was this?”

“Probably about 7:30-ish. We can check the caller ID on my cell
to get the exact time.”

“We’ll do that. And what did he say?”

I sighed, knowing what the emotional cost of reliving the phone
call would be. “It was a bad connection. I couldn’t hear him very well.”

“Tell me about the conversation.”

“He said he was coming over after the readers’ group meeting ended.”

“Anything else?”

“His cell phone died, and he called from the pay phone near the
restrooms, so it was rather noisy. He wanted to know why I wasn’t at
the Tavern. I’d left a message on his home and cell phones explaining
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I couldn’t make it because I had to take Mrs. Mitchell to the store, but
I guess he hadn’t checked his messages.”

“What else did he say?”

“I can’t recall his exact words, but he said something about being
Dan’s executor. He also mentioned the blackmail note.”

Chief Kane said, “The blackmail note?”

“Yes. You know, it just occurred to me. How did he know about
it? I never told him.” I glared at Brad. “Did you?”

“It never came up. But that’s interesting about him mentioning it.
Who else knew about the note?”

“Sue Ann. You. Maybe Peggy. Maybe Sue Ann’s husband, Ron.
Other than the police, that’s all I know of. I kept the information
about it to myself.”

Brad’s brows drew together as he made a few notes on the legal pad
on the table in front of him. “You didn’t mention him saying anything
about the blackmail note before.”

“I'd forgotten. Mrs. Mitchell was snatching clothes off me—"

Brad looked uncomfortable and squirmed in his chair.

I realized what I'd just said and unintentionally implied. “It’s not
what you think. She had me try on the clothes she was interested in buy-
ing. I'was only listening to Jerome with half an ear because of the chaos.”

This was much harder than I'd thought it would be. “I wish
I’d listened more carefully. I wish I'd told him to hang on while I
stepped outside.”

“Is there anything else you forgot?” asked Chief Kane.

“I don’t think so. I told him to hang on while I took off a sweater
for Mrs. Mitchell. When I came back on the line, he was no longer
there. I never spoke with him again.” My throat felt swollen shut, and
itached. “He did say some other stuff, but I couldn’t hear him clearly.”

Chief Kane asked, “And he never made it to your place?”

“No. I so wish he had. I so wish I had more information. Chief
Kane, I know you think I had something to do with his death, and I
want to reassure you I didn’t. I want the murderer caught even more
than you do.”

Again Brad cleared his throat. I must have said something I shouldn’.

He stood and reached out a hand to shut off the recorder.

“Hold up,” directed the police chief.
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Brad turned to look at him, but the chief didn’t notice. His eyes
were only on me.

“Did you know you were Jerome’s beneficiary?”

“Not until Brad told me today.”

“You're about to inherit a tidy sum. His business, his house, and a
million-dollar life insurance policy.”

The blood drained from my face. “A million—" Wooziness over-
whelmed me. “Surely not. Surely you're wrong.”

Chief Kane left his chair and came to hover over me. “As far as I'm
concerned, you had well over a million reasons to see to it that Jerome
never arrived at your house.”

“That’s enough,” said Brad, switching off the recorder. “T’ll get
your statement typed, and you can come back later to sign it.”

Pushing back my chair, I realized Brad was saving me from the
wrath of Genghis Kane. The only problem was that Brad had driven
me to the police department, and I didn’t have a way home. On the
upside, I hadn’t been locked up. Judging by Chief Kane’s attitude, I
should be extremely grateful for my freedom.

Brad gestured for me to leave the room ahead of him. Once I
did, he didn’t follow. Instead, he closed the door. As I stepped away,
I heard his raised voice. Apparently, he was having a few words with
his boss.

I hoped he didn’t lose his job on account of me.

As T climbed the steps to leave the basementlevel police depare-
ment entrance, | pulled my cell phone from my purse and flipped it
open. After punching in the speed dial for Sue Ann, I paced the side-
walk outside the building.

She answered on the third ring.

“Any chance you can come and get me?”

e

Less than ten minutes later, Sue Ann’s SUV pulled to the curb and
I quickly jumped in.

She pulled away from the curb and into traffic. Not bothering
with niceties as usual, she got right to the point. “What were you doing
at the police station?”
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“T had to make a statement about the last time I talked with Jerome.” 1
wasn’t quite sure how to break the bad news about Jerome to her. Even
though she never thought Jerome was the right man for me, he’d been
part of our social circle for many years, and she’d always liked him. “I
have bad news.”

She glanced my way, then back at the road. “Bad news about Jerome?”

“Yeah. I'm sorry, Sue Ann.”

“What happened?”

“They found his body.”

“No. No. No.” She pounded her steering wheel in dismay. Her
SUV came to a halt in the middle of the road, and her eyes filled with
grief as she turned to me. “What happened to him? Where did they
find him?”

“Sue Ann, Brad told me Jerome was murdered. They pulled his
body out of the Verdigris.”

“I can’t believe he’s gone.” Tears burst from her eyes, and she
fought to gain control of her emotions. She reached over and grabbed
me in a fierce hug.

As soon as she touched me, I lost it too. The shock of the news
of Jerome’s murder had apparently worn off and the full impact of his
loss hit me. Sue Ann and I cried so hard it was almost impossible to
breathe. I'm not sure how long we sat cradling each other for comfort,
but eventually a car came up behind us and honked.

Sue Ann leaned back and pulled her vehicle to the side of a road.
She grabbed some tissues, handed me one, then wiped the tears from her
face. At last she asked, “Are they sure it wasn’t accidental drowning?”

“Not according to the coroner.” I bit my lip, wondering how much
to tell her, but I couldn’t hold it back. “There’s more. The police think
Idid it.”

“Brad would never—”

“Not Brad. Chief Kane.”

“That’s a crock, Amy.”

“Well, he has a pretty good reason. Jerome named me as his
beneficiary and took out a huge insurance policy.”

“Ttoldyou...” She trailed off, but I knew what she was going to say.

She’d told me Jerome was going to ask me to marry him, and I
think she was right. He planned to do it the night he was murdered.
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Since he assumed I'd say yes, it made sense that he named me as benefi-
ciary. “Yeah. You told me.”

“Chief Kane should still know better.” She steered her SUV back
onto the road.

“He seems pretty intent.”

As she drove the rest of the way to my house, I filled her in on my
recent grilling. She pulled into my driveway. “They didn’t read you
your Miranda rights?”

“I don’t think they needed to. It wasn’t an official questioning. I
was voluntarily making a statement.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Me neither.” T sighed. “T’ll let you in the house, but I need to
hunt for my cat. He escaped when Brad and I left.”

“Why didn’t Brad bring you home?”

“I think he was too busy yelling at Chief Kane. I hope he won’t get
into any trouble on my behalf.”

“He knows what he’s doing.”

We walked to my door and I let her in, all the while glancing around,
hoping to see Chappy. No luck. “Go on in. I'll be there in a sec.”

Turning, I walked over to Mrs. Mitchell’s side yard, calling out for
Chappy. I even peeked through the slats in her privacy fence but didn’t see
him. Giving up, I returned to my house to find Sue Ann straightening
my den. “Don’t worry about that. Let me tell you more about Jerome.”

She reluctantly joined me in my kitchen for a cup of tea. After
we got situated and sipped our tea, I filled her in on the details I knew
about Jerome’s death. She took it hard because she’d truly liked him.

“I can’t believe someone would do that to him. Did they say what
he was hit with?”

“No. Brad told me they’d know more once the coroner completed
the autopsy. As much as I want some time to sit and mourn and just
plain react to his death, I don’t feel I have that luxury. I need to find
out who did this to him. I feel totally responsible.”

“Well, you're not. Some crazy person did this, and we’ll see to it
that whoever it is will fry.”

I reached to the baker’s rack behind my chair and pulled out my
list of suspects. “Let’s go over the list and see if we can rule anyone
out—or in.”
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“Good thinking.”

We put our heads together over the list, but since we weren’t sure who
was there and who wasn’t, it was impossible to rule anyone out entirely.
“We need to ask Brad who was at the Tavern that night.”

I made a note to that effect. “I should call Dr. Elden and set up
that chess lesson. Maybe she’ll say or do something that will let us
strike her from the list.”

“We know for certain that most of the readers’ group members
were there for the meeting. I'm cleaning Helen’s house tomorrow and
will see if she remembers anything that'll be helpful.”

Helen was the detail-oriented (some said anal-retentive) president
of the group. If anyone had any information, she was most likely to.
“Hmm. She’s not on my list. Should I add her?”

“If Helen wanted to off anyone, she’d stage it as an accident and no
one would ever find out.”

Sue Ann was right. Helen was extremely effective. “Okay. I'll put
her at the very bottom of our list.”

Someone knocked on the front door. T left the kitchen and
answered the door.

Brad stood there, looking very cute in khakis and a polo shirt.
He’d obviously changed clothes since going off duty. He held some-
thing behind him.

“Hi.”

“Hi” He grinned and pulled a twisting and hissing ball of fur
from behind his back. “Missing a cat?”
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i Checked My Mate. and i'm Not Happy with What i faund

Having my cat again filled me with graticude. Brad, Sue Ann,
and I were seated at my kitchen table, watching Chappy gobble canned
tuna. “Thanks for finding him.”

“No prob.” He reached out and picked up Sue Ann’s and my list
of suspects. “What's this?”

There was no way I could tell him what it was without receiving
another lecture about staying out of it. “Sue Ann and I are thinking
about having a party.”

His expression was doubtful. “Isn’t that a little out of place consid-
ering Jerome’s death?”

Sue Ann emitted a nervous giggle.

“Did I say party? 1 meant wake.” The words tumbled out of me,
and I kept my eyes pointed anywhere but near Brad. I've never been
good at lying, but the situation seemed to call for a little truth-stretch-
ing. “A wake for Jerome.”

“Seems an odd list.” He looked up at me, and I knew he knew I
knew he knew what the list darn well was. “You're inviting the readers’
group to his wake?”

“Of course.” I shrugged, not willing to back down from my fib.
“They’re all his friends.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call him friends with Fred Cook.”
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“He went to school with Fred’s wife, Yvonne.” I hoped that was
true. They were pretty close in age, so it likely was, even if they weren’t
in the same grade.

“So, Brad,” said Sue Ann, effectively taking his attention off me.
“Who all was at the Tavern the night Jerome disappeared?”

Whew. Hot seats are extremely uncomfortable.

He cocked a suspicious eyebrow. “Why do you ask?”

“So we’ll know who to avoid,” she replied, fluttering her eyelashes.

“You two are so transparent.” He shook his head. “I shouldn’t tell
either of you a thing.”

“Im your chief suspect,” I piped in. “You owe me.”

I was really pushing it, but what else could I say? I needed the in-
formation he had, and he darn well better dish it or he’d have to guard
some other area of his body besides his derriere.

He cleared his throat and tapped the list, changing the subject.
“Interestingly, everyone on this list was at the Tavern the night Jerome
disappeared. Fred Cook was there with his wife, Yvonne. Dr. Elden
actended her first readers group meeting. Even Dolores and Liz were
there with their woo-woo psychic medium pal. Go figure.”

Karen? Go figure, indeed. Perhaps I should add her name to my
list because I hadn’t considered her before.

“I was thinking, Amy. The two men you were involved with
both disappeared.”

“This is news?” Maybe I'd given him more credit than he
deserved. With such perceptiveness, it’s no wonder he’d never found
Dan. He needed all the help he could get. Then I realized what he
might be thinking. “Are you linking them together? Do you think
someone murdered Dan, too, but his body simply hasn’t turned up?”

He nodded. “It’s a possibility.”

“I think it’s damn likely,” said Sue Ann. “What else could have
happened to Dan?”

“Is there someone who wants his competition out of the way?”
Brad frowned my way. “Someone who has a fixation on you?”

“No one has a fixation, or crush for that matter,” I replied. “I don’t
have a stalker. I don’t even know anyone who’d have a chance to fixate
on me. I don’t get out much.”

“That’s true. You should get out more,” said Sue Ann.
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“If you think of anyone who might fit the bill, let me know,” Brad
said. “I need an angle to pursue on this that doesn’t involve you being
a black widow.”

“I just thought of someone fixating on me.”

“You did?” Sue Ann asked expectantly.

My answering grin was bitter. “Chief Kane.”

4ol

After Brad and Sue Ann left, I placed a call to Dr. Elden to ask her
about chess lessons. She agreed to get together the next afternoon after
she got done at the veterinary clinic. So it was with not the least trepi-
dation that I went next door and asked Mrs. Mitchell if T could borrow
her Caddy for the night.

“Buy your own car,” she said, then slammed the door in my face.
The whole people-being-nice-to-me thing crashed to the concrete on
her front porch.

What had I said? What had I done?

I sighed heavily and walked back to my house. Because Sue Ann
would be busy at Helen’s, she wouldn’t be able to drive me. I really
didn’t want to ride my bike after both Dan and Jerome were waylaid
somewhere between the Tavern and my home, especially with the
break-ins that had occurred at my house. Ididn’t feel personally threat-
ened, but to the best of my knowledge, neither of them did either.

Last choice, I could see if Officer Friendly would like to give me a
ride to the police station on some pretext. I could ask for a copy of my
statement, and the Tavern was walking distance from there. I wouldn’t
dare ask him for a ride to the Tavern, though, because he’d probably
make good on using those handcuffs to keep me out of the investigation.
I just needed to time the phone call appropriately.

In the meantime, I finally had a few quiet moments to think about
Jerome’s death and how much I would miss him. I headed to the altar
in my bedroom, lowered my head, and sent good thoughts out into the
universe. Then, hedging my bets, I genuflected, then made the sign
of the cross and began saying the Our Father, with a few Hail Marys
thrown in.

When at last I raised my head, it was too late to call Brad for a
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ride. I wandered into my office and fired up my desktop. Somewhere
between my opening scene and a series of aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa’s, 1 fell
asleep on the keyboard.

The next morning, I wondered if the imprint of the keyboard
would ever fade from my face. Ilooked like something out of Hellboy.
After I took a quick shower, Chappy led me into the kitchen for his
breakfast. Once I fed him and made myself some tea, I gave Sue Ann
a quick call.

“Pm meeting Dr. Elden after she gets off work today.”

“That’s great. I think it should be fairly easy for you to rule her
out. I can’t see how she could have anything to do with Jerome’s death.
I don’t think she had a crush on him, and I doubt Jerome saw her in any
insinuating circumstances.”

“That’s right. I hadn’t thought of that before, but ruling at least
one person out would be a step forward. I'm tired of not making any
headway on this.”

“You and me both. T’ll chat with Helen and see if she knows any-
thing helpful.”

“I imagine Brad already talked with her, but she might tell you more.”

“And he might not have asked the right questions.”

“Speaking of the devil, I'm asking him for a ride to the station this
afternoon to pick up a copy of my statement. Mrs. Mitchell won’t let me
borrow her car, and I can walk from there to my meeting with Dr. Elden.”

“You couldn’t promise Mrs. Mitchell Wal-Mart?”

“Not on your life! But something was odd—she practically
slammed the door in my face.”

“What's up with that?”

“I don’t know, but it’s not like her.”

“Maybe she’s mad because Brad’s crushing on you and not her.”

“Heaven forbid. And I've told you a zillion times, Brad doesn’t
have a crush on me.”

“If he didn’t, don’t you think he’d have already arrested you for
Jerome’s murder? I do.”

“Suspicion isn’t the same thing as proof.” Isighed. “A crush or lack
thereof is the last thing I want to think about right now. I want to find
out who killed Jerome and probably my husband. I just wish I had a
better idea of how to go about it.”
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“Footwork.”

4ol

Late that afternoon, Brad pulled up to my house. I quickly left
the house and shut the front door without allowing Chappy to escape.
This took some doing, involving sticking my foot in the crack and
quickly yanking it back before slamming the door on my leg. I hopped
into Brad’s car. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Protect and serve.”

“Have you made any headway on the investigation?”

“Even if I had, I couldn’t tell our chief suspect.”

“Very funny.” T hate it when my own words are thrown back at me.
“Have you heard from the coroner?”

“Report confirms blunt trauma to the head. Wound created by
cylindrical object. He said the weapon could have been anything
from a tree branch to a table leg—something big, rounded, and heavy.
Jerome was definitely dead before being thrown in the river.” He sud-
denly stopped speaking, then added, “Don’t tell anyone you got this
information from me. Chief Kane is already anxious about my personal
involvement in this case.”

“Basically you're saying my source of info has dried up.”

“Like the Mojave.” He pulled into the lot behind the police station.
“Buct that doesn’t mean I'm not determined to find out what happened
to Jerome. Iam, and I will.”

That was reassuring. “Thanks, Brad. I won’t ask anything that
might jeopardize your position. It’s not worth it.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said, unbuckling his seat belt and
putting his car into park all in one fluid motion. “I'm determined to
find out what happened to Jerome. But I'm not in any danger of los-
ing my job.”

He led me down the steps to the front door of the station, and
it took a minute for my eyes to adjust after being in the sunshine
outside. It didn’t take long for him to get me settled with a copy of
my statement.

“I have some paperwork to do,” he said. “But I'll give you a ride
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home as soon as I'm done.”

Uh-oh. “Oh, I don’t want to put you out.”

“You won’t. I'll be heading home.”

“Its not necessary.” He wasn’t backing down, but I wasn’t yet
ready to divulge where I was heading—not with Mr. Buttinsky. “I
have other plans.”

He narrowed his eyes, but didn’t ask more questions. Thank heavens.

He simply spun on his heels and walked away.

For a moment I felt guilty, but then I gave myself a mental kick.
This was Brad. While he was being very helpful, if I gave him an inch,
he’d take the mileage to Kansas City and back. However, I wasn’t
about to stick around to give him the chance.

Within minutes I was out on the sidewalk, walking the two blocks
to the Independence Tavern where I would be meeting Dr. Elden
shortly. The day was clear and sunny, and the temperature was warm
without being hot. A perfect day for walking. Since I still had a few
minutes before it was time to meet Dr. Elden, I took my time and
enjoyed window-shopping along the way.

Twenty minutes later, I arrived at the Tavern. As before, my eyes
took a few minutes to adjust to the lack of sunlight. Once my vision
cleared, the first thing I saw was Dr. Elden sitting in a booth—with Brad.

I marched over and joined them. “How did you know where I'd be?”

“Amy, 'm a detective. I detected.” He smirked as he stood, allow-
ing me to take a seat in the booth.

“What did you do—call Sue Ann and ask where I’d be?”

He looked a little uncomfortable as he pulled up his pant legs, then
took a seat in the booth beside me. I figured I'd hit the nail on the head
when he said, “Nice work, Sherlock.”

[ scooted over as far as I could in the booth. His body heat disturbed
me. It was going to be truly difficult to get my questions in with him
watching my every move—or, for that matter, feeling my every intake
of breath, considering how close he was sitting,.

“So why are you here?”

“I thought it would be nice to learn to play chess, t00.” The grin
he directed my way was very toothy.

“Im sure Dr Elden won't—"
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“Don’t worry. She already invited me to join you. Didn’t you, Mare?”

Mare? He called her by a nickname instead of Mary or Dr. Elden?
This time my eyes narrowed. How well did they know each other?

“I hope you don’t mind, Amy,” she said.

I dredged up what I hoped would pass for a sincere smile. “Of
course not.”

But under the table, I swung my leg sideways, connecting my shoe
with Brad’s shin.

The tabletop had a chessboard embedded on it, and Dr. Elden
pulled out a case filled with chess pieces. She set them up on the table-
top. “This is how you set up before starting a match.”

She then began explaining how each piece moved, starting with
the pawns. “They aren’t very powerful, but at times they can make the
difference in a game. Never underestimate the power of the little guy.”

Next she picked up the queen and demonstrated how she could
move. “She’s the most powerful piece on the board, kind of like a pawn
hopped up on steroids.”

The last of her words were drowned out by the sound of singing
coming from the Tavern’s back room. It’s there the readers’ group some-
times met, and considering the sound of “Sweet Adeline” lyrics coming
from that direction, it’s where a barbershop quartet met as well. For a
moment, the singing died down, but then as Dr. Elden started to speak
again they started back up with a flourish, even louder than before.

“This may be difficult, Dr. Elden,” I yelled in her direction, hoping
she could hear me over the quartet.

“Call me Mare,” she shouted back.

I shot Brad an I'm-one-of-her-intimates-too grin. “Okay. Mare,
maybe we should move to another seat.”

“Chessboards are only set up back here.”

Finding out whether she had something to do with Jerome’s murder
or Dan’s disappearance would be impossible in this racket. She could
barely hear me, much less answer questions I could hear.

“Want to try a test match?”

“Sure. Brad, you go first.” At least with him busy, I could sneak
away and do some investigating on my own. I wanted to check out
the restroom and phone area to see who all might have been able to
overhear Jerome talking with me the night he was murdered. It also
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wouldn’t hurt to speak with a few of the Tavern’s employees, on the off
chance they might have remembered anything suspicious.

“Ladies first.”

I shook my head. “No, you.”

“I insist.”

The man must be a mind reader. He simply wasn’t about to let me
get away with anything. “Fine, but I need to visit the powder room first.”

He scowled, but stood.

With as innocent a smile as I could muster, I rose from the booth
and headed to the restrooms. The entrance to the meeting room was to
the right in the same back hallway, which ran east to west behind the main
dining room. The door to the immediate left was the men’s room. Fol-
lowing it in the middle was a pay phone, and at the far end to the left was
the ladies’ room. The hallway dead-ended straight ahead at the kitchen en-
trance. This meant anyone—from a guest, to a restaurant employee,
to a readers’ group member—could have overheard Jerome. Assuming
he’d said something to me on the phone that had gotten him killed
might not be correct, but at least it was a starting point in trying to
piece together what had happened that night.

I stepped into the ladies’ room. The manager of the Tavern, Tara
Lewis, stood inside, washing her hands. Tara was an interesting char-
acter. Her hair was flaming red and extremely—tall. She had no
patoot to speak of, and had one hell of a rack. And you never saw her
without a wad of chewing gum in her mouth.

She greeted me between gum smacks. “Hey there, Amy. I heard
about Jerome. I'm so sorry.”

I nodded. “Me, too.”

“How you holdin’ up, hon?”

“I think okay. But I sure wish I knew what happened to him.”

“I've been thinking about that night. You know, I remembered
something I haven’t mentioned before.”

“What's that?”

“I saw your mother-in-law standing just outside this door with her
head bent in deep conversation with Jerome. Might be nothing, but I
thought I should mention it.”

“You saw Dolores talking with Jerome?”

She nodded. “They were standing by the pay phone.”

e 159 wer



RATHY CARMICHAGL

“I don’t suppose you remember what time that was.”

She shook her head, and for a moment I thought the skyscraper of
hair might topple. It wobbled left. It wobbled right. If it fell, would
she hit the ceramic tile floor? But her hair teetered back into place
without physical harm. Tara continued, totally unaware of her near-
disaster, “I've tried to remember, but I'm just not sure. Might have been
early. Might have been late. No clue.”

“Thanks so much for telling me. If you think of anything else,
I’d truly appreciate you letting me know.” Since she didn’t remember
when she saw them talking, there was no way to be certain their con-
versation took place after Jerome called me. It could have happened at
any time.

“I'll let you know if I remember anything else, hon. Do you think
I should tell Brad? It didn’t seem important enough to me, but you
never know.”

I was certain Dolores wouldn’t harm a hair on anyone’s head, and
the last thing I wanted was for Chief Kane to go after her. He might,
given how quickly he jumped to conclusions, no matter how innocent
her conversation with Jerome may have been. Dolores’ hold on sanity
was feeble enough as it was, without Kane driving her even more in-
sane. “It’s probably nothing. I wouldn’t.”

“Im sure you're right.” She gave the Empire State Building that
was her hairdo one final poke, then turned to leave. “Gotta get back
to work now.”

“See you later,” I said, watching her sashay out the door. Glancing
at myself in the mirror, I wondered if she had some sort of wiring struc-
ture in her hair to keep it in place. And hair spray. What brand did she
use? IfI was coming into the kind of money Chief Kane told me about,
then I might want to invest in the manufacturer.

I dawdled in the bathroom as long as I could, hoping Brad would
have given in and started a game with my new bosom pal, Mare. But
when I exited the hallway and my gaze focused on them, they weren’t
alone. Sue Ann had joined them and was seated beside Mare.

“Hey,” she called as I approached the booth. “I got through early
and thought I'd join you guys. Are you a chess pro yet?”

The quartet was evidently on break, because all I could hear from
the meeting room was the sound of men’s mumbled voices. Thank God.
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Not that I dislike music. Or quartets.

I just like them to be in tune.

“We were just getting started,” said Mare. “Do you want to learn, too?”

“Oh, no. I'm no good at games.”

Brad stood, allowing me to take my seat again as he studied the
chessboard.

He and Mare had been playing a game, and he reached over and
moved his queen. “Check.”

Mare looked startled as she glanced at the board; then she moved a
pawn and scooped up his queen. “Checkmate.”
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Serial Cheater

The chess lesson finally ended, thank heavens, but the four of us
were still seated at our booth chatting.

Our waitress, Heather, strolled up. “Do you guys want anything?
More coffee? Dessert?”

“Im up for pie,” said Sue Ann, who loved dessert.

“Sounds good.” Brad leaned across me and pulled the plastic-cased
menu from behind the napkin holder, then scanned the list of desserts.

Even Mare got in on the sweet-tooth action. “I'll have strawberry
cheesecake.”

I was the only holdout, not being so much in the mood. Knowing
what had happened to Jerome after leaving the Tavern only days earlier
left me gloomy.

Sue Ann read my thoughts. “Thinking about Jerome?”

I shrugged. “He’s never far from my thoughts.”

She reached across the table and patted my hand. “We’ll figure
this thing out, won’t we, Brad? You're going to find the jerk who did
this and bring him to justice.”

“Im determined to apprehend Jerome’s murderer.”

We all looked at the equally determined expression on Brad’s face
as Heather returned with the desserts. She placed a cookie on a saucer
in front of me.
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“I didn’t order anything.”

“I know you didn’t, Amy, but from your expression, I thought you
needed some chocolate.” She bobbed her head and flounced away, leaving
me staring at the chocolate and walnut cookie.

What the hey. I broke off a piece and ate it. Heather was right. I
needed chocolate.

Mare pointed her whipped cream—stained fork in my direction. “I
was thinking, Amy. First Dan disappeared, and now Jerome’s dead. Is
there some man getting rid of his romantic rivals?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Come on. Surely there’s some guy with a crush on you.”

Mid-bite, Sue Ann stopped eating her chocolate cream pie and
turned to meet my gaze. Simultaneously, we both turned to look at
Brad. I couldn’t help myself, and Sue Ann apparently couldn’t either.

Red heat climbed my neck into my face, and I quickly looked
down at my cookie. But not quickly enough.

Mare, who'd watched our every move, immediately looked at
Brad, too.

“What?” he asked with furrowed brows. He glanced at each of us
in turn, when enlightenment dawned. Then an irate scowl covered his
features. “I don’t—I mean—how could you think that? Jerome was
my closest friend.”

“Think what?” asked Sue Ann in her most innocent tone.

He pushed back his plate. His next comment was directed at me.
“Don’t go getting any ideas.”

“What? Ididn’t say a word.”

“You didn’t need to.”

When I glanced away from Brad, I noticed Yvonne Cook and,
based on the direct look she gave me, she was heading my way. She
had great timing.

Yvonne was medium heighe, a little bit chubby, in a truly cute way.
Her hair was honey blond and neatly styled. She always wore suits as
part of her job, and I'd never seen her in anything else. Since I always
wore jeans as part of my job, I always felt underdressed when she was
nearby. That night was no exception.

I nudged Brad as Yvonne arrived at our booth. “Hi, Yvonne.”

“Hi, everyone,” she said through thinned lips. “Sorry to interrupt,
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but can I talk with you, Amy?”

“Sure.”

Her gaze darted around the table before meeting mine, and she
fidgeted where she stood. Considering she was the high school admin-
istrator, this wasn’t her usual bossy behavior. She added, “Alone. I need
to speak with you alone.”

My brows rose. “Okay.”

Brad scooted out of the booth to let me get out. I was anything but
graceful, my legs sticking to the plastic seat covering, but eventually I
slid out.

Yvonne and I walked together a few paces toward the back room
where the quartet met. It sounded as if they were breaking up for the
evening, and I wondered how private my conversation with Yvonne
would be.

She must have been of the same mind, because she began to speak
rapidly in a whisper. “Fred said you came to see him.”

I nodded. It wasnt easy to hear her, so I moved a step closer and
said, “Did he tell you he told me to get ou?”

“I don’t honestly blame him. How dare you accuse him of having
something to do with Dan’s disappearance?”

“Ididn’t. Ijust hoped he might know something about that night.”

“Amy, I heard the news about Jerome, and before you go siccing
the police on my husband, I figured some straight talk is in order.”

Straight talk. I sure liked the sound of that. “Honest, Yvonne, I
didn’t accuse Fred of anything.”

“If you repeat what I have to say, I'll have the high school football
team toilet paper your house. Got it?”

“Yes.” At least she wasn’t threatening me with hit men. Compared
with everything I'd been through lately, her threat was almost laughable.

“The night your husband disappeared, my husband was with
another woman.”

“Ohh.” I didn’t say anything else, and there was a moment of
silence between us. At last, enlightenment dawned. “He was with
Gayla Mullen.”

Yvonne lowered her gaze.

My thoughts raced, putting everything into place. “So that’s why
Fred told me to get out—"
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“You'd been to Belle Plaine. Yes. I don’t like the idea of you trying
to blackmail him.”

“Blackmail? Who said anything about blackmail? I honestly
didn’t know. It was a coincidence. Sue Ann and I have been trying
to find out anything we can about Dan’s disappearance, so we've been
talking with anyone who might know anything.”

It was Yvonne’s turn to look uncomfortable. It had been unnecessary
to air her personal dirty laundry. But once she had, she evidently liked
having someone to talk to, because she continued. “I told Gayla to get
out of town before I had her fired from her job. She saw the wisdom
of my words.”

Whoa. I sure wouldn’t want to mess with Yvonne—not to mention
her husband. She meant business and didn’t willy-nilly around. No
time wasted beating around the bush. Gayla must have been crazy to
have become involved with Fred.

“Im sorry, Yvonne. It’s not nice to learn bad things about people
we love.”

She tossed back her hair. “It was one of the hardest things I've ever
faced. After dealing with juvenile delinquents, you'd think something
like that would be easier to deal with. But it’s not. Nothing prepares
you for it.”

“How did you find out?”

“Fred came home the night Dan disappeared and told me. Some-
one saw Fred with Gayla, and he wanted to confess before someone beat
him to the punch.”

“Do you know who saw them?”

“It wasn’t important.”

It might not be important to her, but it might be extremely important
to me. “Do you think you can find out?”

She shook her head. “I’d rather not reopen the can of worms. Fred
was genuinely ashamed of himself; and I've made sure ever since that he
wasn’t in situations where it could happen again.”

“I can understand your reaction. So why tell me? Why now?”

“The night Jerome was here at the Tavern, Fred and I were here, too.
But let me make this point clear. Fred and I left here together. Alone.”

Message received. She and her husband had nothing to do with
Dan’s disappearance or Jerome’s murder. “Well, thanks for telling me.
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It’s good to rule—" I broke off, not wanting to admit I had thought
Fred might have offed my husband. “It would have been great if Fred
knew anything that could help us find Dan, but at least now we know
he doesn’t.”

“Now you go tell your policeman boyfriend that Fred isn’t a suspect.”

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

“That’s not what Maureen at the Clip 'n Cutl says, and she knows
everything.”

“She’s wrong this time. Brad and Jerome were close friends, and Brad’s
determined to do whatever it takes to find out who killed his friend.”

“Whatever.” She waved her hand as if it was unimportant. And it
probably was, to her. But it was a literal macter of life and death.

“It’s true.”

“Just make sure Brad’s aware we're out of this. I'm tired of police sniff-
ing around, asking questions about things that are none of their business.”

I wondered why she didn’t tell Brad herself. However, I realized if I
did a favor for her, perhaps she’d return it. “I’ll tell him what you said.
And if you should happen to learn who saw Fred and Gayla together,
please let me know.”

With an abrupt nod of her head, she turned and walked away,
without any good-byes or pleasantries. I'd been dismissed. Memories
of being seated in the principal’s office during middle school assailed
me. (Sue Ann and I chatted too much in class.)

After a moment, my thoughts cleared enough to return to the
booth. This time Brad scooted over and let me sit on the edge. Guess
he was tired of letting me in and out.

“Boy, she left fast,” said Sue Ann. “What did she want?”

“She wanted me to tell Brad neither she nor Fred had anything to
do with Jerome’s death or Dan’s disappearance.”

Brad’s eyebrows rose so high, they almost disappeared into his
scalp. “Why wouldn’t she tell me this information? Why you?”

“It’s a woman thing. I told her I'd ask you to scratch her off your
list of suspects.”

“That’s not exactly how it works.” He pulled out his small police
notebook. “I'll bring them in for questioning.”

“I wish you wouldn’t.” Reaching out, I placed my hand on his
arm. “Seriously, Brad, I don’t think they had anything to do with
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either event.”

It took him a moment to respond while he looked into my eyes. At
last he blinked, shrugged my hand off his arm, then flipped his note-
book closed. “T’'ll wait to contact them.”

“Thanks.” I beamed at him.

“For now.” He enunciated the words carefully.

My smile died. At least he’d given me that much. “Thank you.”

He cleared his throat. “You about ready to go? I'll drive you home.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. “Sue Ann is planning to—"

He shook his head and said, “Youre not going home without me
checking it first.”

“Im sure that’s unnecessary.” I was definitely beginning to wonder
if he was my stalker. What if Brad had wanted me to himself? What if
he was some crazed guy, and I'd never realized it before? He certainly
had the knowledge needed to have made Dan disappear without a clue.
“Sue Ann and I have something to plan for the . . > I searched for
something we had to do together.

“The Neewollah Festival.” Sue Ann broke in fast. It’s lovely hav-
ing such a wonderful friend who knows when I'm desperately trying
to get out of something. “I'll make sure she’s fine,” she said, nodding
toward me.

“Why don’t you talk here now? Iinsist on securing your place, Amy.”

“Fine. I'll call you in half an hour, Sue Ann. If you don’t hear
from me by then, call the authorities.” T tried to say it like a joke but
knew my grin was sickly.

Sue Ann’s eyes widened. “Okay. You've got half an hour, or the
Mounties come to the rescue.”

During the ride home, I was anything but calm. I kept shooting
nervous glances at Brad out of the corner of my eye. When the topic
of someone being fixated on me had come up eatlier, I hadn’t taken it
that seriously. But now that I was alone with Brad, I couldn’t seem to
rid my mind of the idea. What if I was alone with the man who killed
my husband and Jerome? What if I was next on his list?

I clutched my purse tightly in my hands, hoping the karate train-
ing I'd begun while writing a confession about being a karate master
would come back to me. The only problem was that I hadn’t practiced
any maneuvers useful while sitting in a car.
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I was being silly. This was Brad. I was just freaked out over
everything that was happening. It was no wonder I'd begun to suspect
him—TI suspected almost everyone I knew.

“You're not harboring a fugitive, are you?” Brad asked.

What an odd question. Did he think I might have someone hidden
in my house to help me? “I don’t think I know any fugitives to harbor.
Why do you ask?”

“You're nervous about something. Illegal drugs?”

I snorted. “I wish. D've got aspirin if you have a headache.”

Now why had I said that? Thankfully it was dark out, so he
couldn’t see the blush that had traveled to my cheeks. Even though
I knew it was silly, I couldn’t help but think if I kept him laughing, I
wouldn’t be the next victim on his list.

At last, he pulled his car into my driveway and parked. As he
climbed from the car, inspiration struck. “Why don’t I wait out here
while you check things out?”

That way, if he had any murderous impulses, I wouldn’t be nearby.
With any luck, it wouldn’t take him long to search, and I could find a
way to get him out of my house and me in.

“Lock the doors,” he ordered curtly, then stopped. “You have to
unlock the door.”

Rats. Rats. Rats! “Okay, but 'm coming back out here after
opening it.”

He didn’t say any words, but I thought I heard him making chicken
noises under his breath.

He was right. I was a coward. I had no reason to suspect Brad of any-
thing, but emotion rather than logic ruled my thoughts. I dashed out of
the car and past him to the front door, quickly punching in the number to
unlock the door. Once I swung it open, he joined me and I motioned for
him to go inside. “Let me know when it’s safe to come inside.”

He entered, shaking his head like I was nuts. And I was nuts. Nuts
to get away from him. I ran back to his car and locked the doors.

Then I realized he had his keys. Maybe waiting in his car wasn’t such
a great idea. I quickly exited, having decided to go to Mrs. Mitchell’s. I
didn’t get further than three steps away, when I heard his voice.

“Amy!”

“What?”
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“Where are you going?”

“To Mrs. Mitchell’s.”

“Good idea.” His voice came out strained. “Stay inside, and don’t
let anyone without a badge in.”

I started to nod, but stopped when I realized what he meant. “Has
someone broken in again?”

“You could say that.”

That made me pause. “What did you find?”

“Signs that someone broke in through a broken window. Ive
called into the station, and a team will be here shortly. Go inside Mrs.
Mitchell’s, and stay there.”

Great. Just great. How much more fun was tonight going to
become? I just hoped my cat hadn’t escaped again. “Can you check on
Chappy, please? Make sure he’s okay?”

“Will do. T'll bring him over to you once the team arrives.”

I approached Mrs. Mitchell’s and knocked. She opened the door
slowly, rather than with the speed of light as usual. “What do you want?”

“Can I please come in? My house has been broken into again, and
Brad asked me to come stay here while they check everything out.”

She didn’t answer immediately, but then I remembered what Sue
Ann had suggested about her being jealous of my friendship with Brad.
“Brad said he’d come over soon.”

She smiled and the door swung open like magic. “Come on in.”

By the time I'd taken a seat on her sofa, she’d warmed up as if she
hadn’t shut the door in my face the day before. We sat chatting about
her Pilates class when someone knocked on the door.

“That must be Brad.” I stood up to go open the door, but Mrs.
Mitchell gestured me back.

“Pll get it.” She smoothed her skirt and patted her hair as she
walked to the door. When she swung it open, it wasn’t Brad. Instead a
uniformed officer stood there with my cat in his arms.

“Is Amy here?”

I jumped from the sofa and sprinted to the door. “Where’s Brad?”

The officer looked nervously over his shoulder toward my house.

A number of police vehicles were parked in my driveway and on
the street.

“Detective Tyler asked me to tell you that things are a little more
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complicated than he’d first thought,” said the officer. “He asked me
to bring you your cat and tell you to find a place to stay for the night.”
My forehead furrowed. “A place to stay?”
“Ill be a while before you’ll be allowed back into a crime scene.”
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My Life is a Crime cene

The idea of my home being a crime scene again shouldn’t have
freaked me out, but it did. After I questioned the officer further, he
revealed it was now a vandalism case. That got me very worried, but
when I tried to go over to find out what was happening, Brad came out
of the house and ordered me back to Mrs. Mitchells.

Naturally, I didn’t take that well. “Just tell me what’s going on.”

“Some of your things were broken, Amy. I'll be over to tell you all
about it once things here are cleared up.”

“Why do I need to spend the night somewhere else?”

“We’re taking fingerprints and photos. It'll be a few hours, so you
might as well get some sleep. T'll have the officer bring your cat’s litter
and food as soon as possible.”

“What happened? What was vandalized?”

“I’ll tell you later.”

“You're making it worse, you know. I'm imagining all sorts of hor-
rible things.”

“I just don’t have time to go into this now.”

I grimaced and tried to sidestep him, but he blocked my path.

“Can’t you make things easy just once?” he asked.

“Fine.” I crossed my arms. “Just tell me—is my computer okay?” Since
I make my living using it, my computer’s unvandalized state was important.
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“It appears to be. Look, I'm going back to work so we won’t be
here all night.”

“You're off duty.”

“Not now.” He didn’t seem as annoyed. I could tell he was weakening,

“You’ll come over as soon as you're done?”

“It might be dawn. I don’t want to wake you.”

“Believe me, I won’t be asleep.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He pivoted and walked toward my
front door, then turned back, obviously waiting for me to return to
Mrs. Mitchells.

By this time, she was standing at the front door. I could tell she
was thinking about sprinting over to talk with Brad, too, so I quickly
joined her. “We have to wait inside.”

Her expression was mutinous, so I added, “Brad says he’ll come
over as soon as they’re done.”

She eyed me, then glanced over, looking for Brad. By then he’d
disappeared into my house. With a shrug, she led me back into her
house. She was awfully quiet at first, and I could see the wheels turning
in her head. At last she asked, “Want some warm milk?”

She must have hoped I'd be fast asleep when Brad returned.
“There’s no way I can sleep. How about some coffee instead?”

jcc)

Somewhere around three in the morning, I heard a rap on the front
door. I'd called Sue Ann earlier and filled her in about what Tara had
told me as well as about what was going on at my place, or at least as
much as I knew about it. Mrs. Mitchell had fallen asleep in her recliner
and was softly snoring. I tiptoed to the door and quietly swung it open.
Brad stood there, looking exhausted. Stubble covered his jaw, and his
eyes were puffy. Let’s just say he looked even cuter than usual, and
his usual was very, very cute.

I stepped outside and pulled the door slightly, not closing it entirely
since I didn’t want to lock myself out. All of the police vehicles were
gone. Only Brad’s Tahoe still sat in my driveway. “All done?”

He nodded. “Just about.”

“What do you have left to do?”
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“Take you back in to check your computer for any messages—and
do a walk-through with you.”

“Okay.” It must have been time to learn what had been vandalized.
With everything going on, I didn’t want to leave Mrs. Mitchell with her
house unlocked, so I went ahead and closed her door the rest of the way
as silently as possible, then joined Brad on the walkway.

It was still dark out. Crickets chirped, but otherwise there was little
noise besides the sound of our footsteps. The only light came from a
streetlight a few houses down the block. My house was dark, leaving it
looking like a large, black face. The sky must have been overcast, be-
cause I couldn’t make out any stars overhead. I shivered, glad I wasn’t
walking the few feet between our houses alone. I glanced up at Brad
beside me, feeling he was the only solidity in my chaotic world right
then. At least with whatever I had to face in my house, he was with me.
I wouldn’t have to do this alone.

He’d closed the door, so I had to key in my number to let us in.
As the door swung open, I momentarily closed my eyes, worried about
what I’d find. At first I didn’t see anything except the entry area, but
then I looked to the left. There, where smooth carpeting should be, I
made out small jagged shapes on the floor. Ididn’t understand what it
was until I reached over and switched on the overhead light.

Immediately, I wished I hadn’t, not quite able to take in what I ob-
served. Shards of broken pottery circled the room. Not pottery. China.

My glaze lifted, and I saw the shelving Dan had so carefully
installed dangling at odd angles from the walls.

Nana’s china. Her beloved teacups.

I dashed over, forgetting Brad, forgetting anything except the memories
of sitting with Nana at her table, sipping tea and sharing secrets. My parents’
deaths had frozen me. When Nana had brought me home from the cem-
etery, she’d observed me quietly but hadn’t dismissed my feelings. To her,
death meant a new beginning, so there were no tears from her. Only a
light of love shining in her warm blue eyes.

The two of us were alone; she’d turned away all visitors.

“Go change your clothes and wash your face,” she’d said matter-of-
factly. “Ifll make you feel better. Then come join me in the kitchen.”

Wordlessly, I'd done as she asked.

When I entered her tiny kitchen, she was seated at the aged, dark
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wooden table, the china hutch behind her wedged into the corner like
crayons in their box. China teacups sitting on the hutch shelf circled
behind her like a halo.

The aroma of freshly steeped tea assailed my senses, the bitter
fragrance matching my mood. Perched on the table were two beauti-
ful teacups on saucers, steam from the beverage rising like something
from a witch’s brew.

My parents had talked of Nana’s peculiarities in hushed tones, as
if she were someone to be ashamed of, but I'd always adored her and
she, me.

Yet my eyes had widened. What if the substance in the teacups
truly was a potion?

Her words rushed over me. “Take a seat and drink up, Amy. I¢ll
help for now, and time will heal the rest.”

She was right. Time had healed the rest, but that was because
Nana had freely shared her love. A love that now choked me as I viewed
the unnecessary destruction.

I brushed back the memory, as well as the moisture threatening to
spill from my eyes. Now Nana’s teacups were gone. Lowering to my
knees, I picked up the closest shard. It was the lovely violet pattern.
Nana’s favorite.

I glanced around the devastation, then began gathering the pieces,
hopelessly thinking I might be able to glue them back together again.
There had to be some way to repair them.

But there were too many shards, too many broken memories. I
leaned back on my heels. “Nana.”

Brad came over and lightly touched the back of my neck. “I'm so
sorry, Amy.”

I wouldn’t cry. Fighting tears, I couldn’t look at him. I wouldn’t
let whoever did this have the satisfaction of seeing my pain, even if the
jerk never knew. A huge lump formed in my throat, and I thought I
wouldn’t be able to breathe past it, but at last I managed to suck air into
my lungs. More composed, I asked, “Who did this?” My words came
out in a roughened rasp, as if forming words was foreign to me.

Brad cleared his throat, probably buying time. I barely noticed.

The china looked as if it had been run through a blender, with

pieces so fragmented it was impossible to tell their original design.
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Anger sledgehammered through me. “Someone destroyed my memories.
Someone who knew how important these cups were to me came in and
deliberately smashed them to bits.”

My gaze flew to his. He studied me, his expression calm and calculated.

I didn’t back down. I didn’t look away.

He drew in a deep breath, then slowly released it. “There was a slip
of paper buried beneath some of the pieces. We think it fell out of his
pocket while he broke the cups. We’ve brought him in for questioning.”

“Him?” Again the raspy sound I didn’t recognize. All this time,
I’d thought the killer was most likely a woman. Cherchez I’homme
didn’t have the same ring to it. “Who?”

At last he looked away, but his words were clipped. “Amy, it’s
not definite.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat and found my voice. “Tell
me who.”

My words came out strong. Insistent. Demanding. Brad’s woeful
expression told me he knew I wouldn’t stop insisting until he’d told me
all he knew.

“The paper could have been planted here, Amy.”

The gentle tone of his words did nothing to soothe me.

He added, “It’s not concrete evidence.”

“Pll accept that. It’s not concrete.” Even if he wasn’t certain, the
odds were the man who had done this, the man who had sought to
slash me to my core, had been apprehended. “I want to know who
you've brought in for questioning. You have to tell me.”

“Fred Cook. The paper was a drawing of the battery charger—the
one Dan’s spirit accused him of stealing.”

“But Yvonne—"

He interrupted. “Don’t you find it odd she came and ordered you
off his trail?”

“While I didn’t expect her to react the way she did, I find it even
odder that she would draw attention to Fred while he was here”™—I
waved my arms at the devastation—“doing this.”

“Perhaps she didn’t know. Perhaps he took advantage of her
absence to come here, looking to harm you, and when you weren’t
home he took it out on the objects you most love.”

“How would he know that?”
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“Amy, are you being deliberately dense? Dan built custom shelving,
created an invention, just for your teacups. Anyone coming in your
house would know how special these teacups are—were—to you.”

“He’s never been in my house.”

“That you know of. What about the break-ins?”

I gnawed my lower lip. Could Fred have been behind all of the
recent events? Could he have destroyed his competition by killing my
husband? Could he have murdered Jerome? I couldn’t think of a rea-
son for him to do any of these senseless things. And it made no sense at
all for him to have blackmailed me. Unless. .. “Do you think he stole
more of Dan’s inventions?”

“Perhaps. Jerome was Dan’s executor. Dan’s will is due to be executed
soon, and Jerome would have audited everything. Jerome was extremely
thorough, and he would have checked every book, every record, every
note relating to Dan’s inventions.”

There were no other arguments I could make. It felt almost
anticlimactic.

While I'd desperately wanted to know what had happened to my
husband, who had killed Jerome, and why I had been blackmailed, the
solution simply didn’t resonate within me. My shoulders slumped. It
was all too much. The broken china, the debris from the police in-
vestigation. I didn’t think I could face clearing away more fingerprint
powder. I hadn’t slept at all the night before, and the exhaustion was
catching up with me. “I need to clean this all up.”

“U'll help. Where’s your broom?”

Broom? I didn’t think I owned one, but then I remembered
the long push broom in Dan’s workshop. “There’s a push broom in
the garage.”

“Pll get it and see if there’s some lumber to board up the window
he came in through.”

“Okay. Let me get the key.” Using a hand, I started to push my-
self out of the kneeling position. Brad reached to help me, his touch
reassuring and steady when I stood. I gave the broken china a last,
regretful gaze.

“Pll get the key,” offered Brad.

“You'll never find it. I¢’s in the kitchen junk drawer.” I stepped
into the kitchen and crossed the floor to the last counter before the
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laundry room. First opening the drawer, I dug through all the detritus
I'd collected in the many years since Dan and I had moved into this
house. At last, my fingers closed on a key ring. I pulled it out, selected
the correct key, then handed the bundle to Brad. “There you go.”

While he went to fetch the broom and boards, I went into the
bathroom. I washed my face and brushed my teeth, hoping that would
make me feel more alert. At the sound of Brad returning, I went out to
join him. But he stood there, looking worried, carrying some lumber
but no broom.

“Couldn’t find it?”

“When was the last time you were in the garage?”

“I'm not sure. It’s been a while. Several months at least. Maybe
even a year.”

He scowled and settled the lumber on my counter.

“Why?”

“Someone smashed the lock and has broken in.”

“Not more.” I couldn’t believe this. Wasn’t smashing Nana’s
teacups enough?

“I walked through and didn’t see anything amiss, but you need
to come out and look to see for yourself whether anything is missing.”

I'sighed, but acquiesced, wanting this to be over. Wanting to move
on with my life. Wanting to push the fast-forward button, putting all
of this behind me. But for now, I didn’t have that choice.

We went out through the back door, and it swung closed behind
us. The sun had risen since we’d last been outdoors, and early-morning
sunlight streaked the sky as if it had been tie-dyed. Bits of broken con-
crete and gravel crunched under our heels as we neared the garage, and
from the distance it didn’t look as though the lock had been broken.
However, as we neared, I saw it had been removed from the doorframe,
then pushed back into place. The hinge hung loosely from the doorjamb.

I stepped inside, my eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness. Brad
reached in front of me and switched on the overhead light. A bare bulb
dangled from the center of the work shed where Dan had kept all of
his inventions. My gaze shot to his workbench, but it didn’t seem as
if anything had been tampered with or removed. “Do you think Fred
took something?”

“Could be.”

o 177 wer



RATHY CARMICHAGL

I slowly circled the small room, but nothing jumped out at me. “I
don’t see anything.”

“Let’s check the garage.” He swung open the slender door sepa-
rating the work shed from the garage, and as soon as I looked inside I
immediately knew what had been taken.

“The tarp,” I cried, pointing at Dan’s car.

“Tarp?”

“The one I kept over his car to keep it from getting dirty.” I point-
ed at his odd invention. “Someone took the tarp off the car.”

“Check to see if anything else is missing.”

Again I circled the room, and again I didn’t notice anything. “As
far as I can remember, that’s it. Just the tarp is missing.”

He nodded and radioed into the police department. While he did
so, I grabbed the broom, then returned to my house, leaving him in
the garage. My brain was churning so hard, I couldn’t think straight.
Why take the tarp?

A few minutes later, he joined me in the living room, where I had
begun sweeping up the mess. He soundlessly extended his hand for the
broom, then took over for me.

“The officer who came last night will be here shortly. Once he
arrives, I'll update him, but then I need to get some shut-eye before
going back on duty this afternoon.”

“That doesn’t seem like much sleep,” I commented.

“Comes with the territory.” He began sweeping the shards into
a dustpan. “Now tell me what you remember about the tarp. What
color was it?”

“It’s blue. Bright blue.”

He finished cleaning up the broken china while I filled him in on
all the details I could recall about the tarp, including the way Dan had
stenciled his initials in the lower right corner. By the time we were fin-
ished and Brad had boarded up the window in my spare bedroom, the
uniformed officer arrived.

As Brad left with the officer, he said, “I recommend you get some
sleep, t00.”

Cleaning up all the fingerprint dust seemed daunting. A nice nap
was just the ticket. “Good thinking.”
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Paging Detestive MoSexy

Once I awoke from my nap, I immediately checked the time. Eight
oclock. I couldn’t believe I'd slept so late but it wasn’t too late to run
next door and pick up Chappy. I slid on my favorite pair of sandals and
rushed over, worried Mrs. Mitchell would be upset since I hadn’t come
to claim Chappy earlier.

I tapped on her door.

It took her so long to answer, I thought she might be out. As I
turned to leave, the door slowly swung open. “Hi, Amy.”

“Hi.” I turned back. “I thought I should come claim my cat.”

She didn’t move, holding the door open only wide enough to stick
her head through. “I heard about what happened at your place. I was
so sorry to hear about your grandmother’s china.”

The news sure traveled fast. “Believe me—1I was, too.”

When she didn’t make a move to let me in her house, I wondered if
she had a visitor she didn’t want me to see. “So—my cat?”

“About Chappy. Do you think he’d be safe at your house with all
that broken china?”

“Brad cleaned up most of it. I think Chappy will be fine.”

She grimaced, but finally stepped back to let me in. “He’s doing
just fine here.”

When I walked into her living room, I saw Chappy curled up on
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top of the recliner where Mrs. Mitchell had slept last night. Extending
my arms, [ approached him. “Hey, Chappy.”

“He’s a nice kitty,” cooed Mrs. Mitchell.

Chappy awoke and purred at Mrs. Mitchell. Then he noticed me.
He hissed, spat, and leapt from the chair, then scurried around the corner
and out of sight.

“Hmm. He doesn’t seem very happy to see me.” Definitely not the
reaction I'd expected. He usually rushed right up to greet me whenever
I walked into a room.

“You know how animals are, dear. They get attached to a human
and don’t want anything to do with anyone else.”

I blinked. Chappy should be attached to me, not her, but it seemed
rude to contradict her. “Maybe he needs to use his litter box. Where
isit? I'll bring it home.”

She pointed in the opposite direction of where Chappy had fled.
“An idea just occurred to me. Why don’t I keep Chappy until you have
everything settled at your place? It'll be safer for him. I hate to think
what might have happened to him last night.”

I hadn’t considered his safety. What kind of kitty mother was
I Chappy had probably hidden while the killer destroyed the china.
Smart cat. But I didn’t want to take chances with his safety. Until the
culprit was behind bars, maybe I should allow Chappy to stay with
Mrs. Mitchell since she seemed to like him. He apparently liked it
here. And he’d be out of smashing range. “Just don’t let him out of
the house, okay?”

“I absolutely won’t.” Her grin was enormous. She’d apparently
become very attached to my cat. “T’ll take good care of him.”

Glancing around what I could view of her house, I didn’t catch any
sign of the animal in question. “Tell him good night for me. Il get
back to work.”

She led me to the door. “Another confession?”

“Yes. Tonight 'm researching wrestling moves.”

“Sounds interesting, dear,” she said, but her tone said otherwise.

Not wanting to further bore her, I said my good-byes and headed
home to write. I wasn’t likely to be able to sleep after my long nap.

i c)
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Way too early the next morning, Sue Ann arrived at my house with
her cleaning supplies since she didn’t have to work.

The sound of her knocking woke me, and I cracked open the door.
I’d slept, for the few hours I could manage, on the sofa in the den. Feel-
ing anything but perky, I asked by way of greeting, “What are you, the
early bird?”

“Yup. And I'm after some worms.” She toted a bucket up my
porch steps. “Let me in, brat.”

For the first time in what seemed like forever, a sense of peace
engulfed me. I was totally lucky to have such a wonderful friend who
not only tolerated my grumpiness, but came simply because she knew
I needed her.

After she came in and I closed the door, she dropped her bucket
and gave me a hug. “We’ll get your place back to normal, Amy. Then
you'll feel more normal, too0.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it, and you.”

I led her to the living room. While Brad had swept up most of the
shards, Dan’s telescoping shelving hung drunkenly from the walls, like
some nightmarish version of crown molding. Brad hadn’t been able to
get up all of the dust from the broken china, plus the signs of the police
dusting for prints decorated every surface like a black dusting of snow.

“Go get dressed while I get started.” Sue Ann had come equipped
with her own super vacuum, and she went right to work on the living
room floor.

Feeling guilty for not helping, I did as she requested.

“I simply don’t believe Fred did it,” she said as she wiped down
my kitchen table. “It’s not logical that Yvonne would turn up at the
Independence Tavern the way she did.”

“That’s what I told Brad, but he said maybe she didn’t know what
Fred was up t0.” I grabbed a paper towel and rubbed at the front of my
refrigerator. Since it didn’t have any cleaner on it, the dust only smeared.

“The woman has kept him entirely under her thumb for the past
seven years. After all she knew about Gayla, trust me, she knew exactly
what he was doing. And another thing. What possible use did he have
for your tarp? I'm not buying that Fred did this.” Sue Ann picked up
a bottle of cleaner and moistened my paper towel.

er 181 wer



RATHY CARMICHAGL

I turned and went through the motions of cleaning the refrigerator
door. The liquid cleaner was fairly good at removing the fingerprint
dust. “What possible use does anyone have for my tarp? If they wanted
one, they’re cheap at Wal-Mart.”

“You know what I think?” Sue Ann moved over to the kitchen
counter and began scrubbing it. “I think the killer took it, intending to
use it later. Maybe intending to implicate you in something?”

“I'm not following you. How could the killer implicate me with
a tarp?”

“I’s just a thought that came to me this morning.” She warmed
up to her theory. “Think about it. He planned to put it somewhere to
make you look like you were guilty of something or to cover his tracks.”

“I still think it’s Fred,” I said stubbornly.

“Cherchez la femme, remember? I bet you if the police don’t charge
Fred, that tarp will show up somewhere. Mark my words.”

Just as I made the mental effort to mark her words, my phone
rang. The caller ID revealed the call came from the police department.
When I answered, Brad said, “I've got news.”

“Good news? Did Fred confess?” It would be nice if he made it
easy on everyone, although, given his personality, it wasn’t likely.

“The opposite. Fred’s been released.”

“What?” I dropped the paper towel I'd been pretending to use,
shocked by his words.

“He and his wife claim he was sitting in the car while she came into
the Tavern and talked with you. She says she was with him not only
that night, but also the night Jerome disappeared.”

I couldn’t believe it. It seemed so clear that Fred was the guilty party.
How could the police have released him? “So you just let him go?”

“We couldn’t do otherwise until we find evidence his alibi doesn’t
hold up. Right now we're looking for witnesses to Yvonne’s visit to
the Tavern.”

“I wish I'd looked out the door.” I turned to Sue Ann. “Did you
ever look outside the Tavern that night?”

“No. Why?”

“Fred claims to have been sitting in the car while Yvonne was talking
to me.”
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“Is that Brad on the phone?”

“Yeah.”

Before I knew it, she’d removed the portable from my grasp and
was speaking with him. “You know that tarp is going to show up now,
don’tyou? Fred isn’t the killer, and whoever it is will try to frame Amy
with it now.”

When Sue Ann got on a roll, there was no stopping her. While
they talked, I put the kettle on the stove, but when I turned to get a
teacup, there weren't any. Id forgotten. There were a few mugs in my
cupboard, so I pulled one down and decided right then I’d replace the
broken cups. They might not be exact duplicates, but new ones would
be better than none atall. Otherwise, I'd go on reliving what happened
to Nana’s china, and I couldn’t bear the thought of the destruction
staying with me for a lifetime. Maybe if I searched the Internet or
antique shops, I could find some that matched Nana’s.

After a few more uh-hubs, yeabs, and okays, Sue Ann punched the
disconnect button and replaced the phone on the charger. “Brad’s com-
ing over later. He’s got more evidence and wants to show us something.”

By the time we’d finished cleaning, repaired Dan’s shelves, and I'd
showered and called the locksmith to repair the garage lock, Brad arrived.

He didn’t come empty-handed. AsIswung the door open to welcome
him, he thrust a paper sack bearing the name Yeszeryears at me.

“What's this?”

“Saw it in the window.”

The gravelly tone of his voice alerted me to his uneasiness. Although
he didn’t urge me to open it, I could tell he was anxious for me to see
what was inside. “Come on in the kitchen with Sue Ann and me, and
I'll see what you brought.”

I led the way, and it wasn’t long before the three of us were seated at
my table. “Look, Sue Ann.” I wiggled the bag at her. “It’s from Brad.
Should I be worried?”

Her gaze shot to Brad, then back to me. “Probably. You know
what they say about geeks bearing gifts.”

“It’s just a little something. Not enough to count as a gift,” Brad said.

Now I was truly curious. I unrolled the top of the sack, no neat
folds for a man like Brad. My fingers came into contact with tissue
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paper and, beneath it, a thin, hard surface. I drew the item from the
bag, instantly realizing what he had done.

While I carefully unwrapped the paper from the gift, my gaze met
his. What a truly nice man he was. I lowered my eyes to the beautiful
china teacup and saucer he’d bought for me.

It was lovely, with tiny blue flowers and green vines on a bone
white background. “Oh, Brad, you shouldn’t have. But I'm very glad
you did. Ilove it.”

“Amy, I tried gluing one of the broken cups back together, but the
fragments were too small. I hope this’ll do.”

Words failed me. AllI could do was lean from my chair and wrap
my arms around him. When I released him, his face was red, but
whether it was with embarrassment at my actions or happiness, I wasn’t
quite sure. I found my voice. “Thank you so much.”

Sue Ann beamed at him. “Amy had to use her Pennzoil mug this
morning, and I could tell the tea didn’t taste quite right. Now all we
need is for you to put the killer behind bars.”

“The entire Independence Police Department is working on that.
All we need is a witness who saw Yvonne’s car while she was inside the
Tavern talking to Amy. If the car was empty, Fred’s whole alibi will
tumble like a baby learning to walk.”

“I wish he’d made it easy for all of us and simply confessed.”

“He maintains he’s innocent.”

Sue Ann nodded. “Heis. I'm certain you still haven’t apprehended
the killer. Otherwise, why would anyone take the tarp?”

“I'm not certain the tarp is relevant.”

Sue Ann bobbed in her chair. “I'm certain the killer stole the tarp
in order to frame Amy. You'll see. If'll turn up.”

“Anything that links Amy to Jerome’s murder won’t go down well
with Chief Kane.”

It sure wouldn’t. With the chief’s attitude toward me, it had felt as
if it was only a matter of time before he ordered Brad to bring me in on
murder charges. If evidence were to turn up linking me to a crime, my
remaining hours of freedom were numbered.

The three of us sat in silent contemplation for a few minutes. I
glanced at my new teacup, then realized I hadn’t offered Brad anything
to drink.
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“Would you like some coffee, Brad? Sue Ann, do you want anything?”

“I'm already full up,” Brad said while Sue Ann shook her head.

He leaned back in his chair and stretched, then pulled an object
from his pocket.

“Is that Jerome’s cell?”

“One like his.”

“Why the duplicate?”

He shrugged. “There’s a chance the killer might react to it, thinking
it might give him away.”

“Where did you find it?” asked Sue Ann.

“In his pocket. We dried it out and recharged it. Fortunately, we
were able to activate it despite it being underwater for so long.” He cra-
dled the identical phone in his hands. “At first we were most interested
in the phone logs, but then one of the guys got the idea to look at his
files. It’s a pretty fancy device.”

“Did you find anything helpful?”

“Not sure. But we did find one thing that seemed peculiar, given
Jerome’s personality. I'm not sure anyone else would have noticed
besides me.”

“What's that?”

“We found a photo he took the day before he returned to Independence.
It’s the object that seems odd. I uploaded the photo to this phone” He
punched a few buttons, then turned it so I could see the display.

Depicted was a toilet. “Why would he take a photo of that?”

“I wondered the same. Look at it more carefully.” He held the
phone closer to my face. Then I saw what he meant.

“It’s one of Dan’s self-cleaning toilets.” I could just make out the
little mouse thingy. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I. But I will.” He drew back his arm, then turned off
the phone. “Do you have any idea why he might have taken the picture?”

I shook my head. “Do you have any idea, Sue Ann?”

“Beats me.”

“Maybe he thought it was cute.”

Brad frowned. “Guys don’t think toilets are cute.”

“I think it’s cute. Were there any other photos or files that might
give you a clue?”

“There’s some financial information stored in it, and we’ve sent it
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off to be looked over. Might have a clue.” Brad pocketed the phone.
“If you ladies hear of anyone who might have seen Fred in Yvonne’s car,
tell them to get in touch.”

This was apparently his way of giving his blessing to our continued
investigation. He’d never say it outright, but the hint was definitely there.

As he stood to leave, there was another knock on the door. My,
I was having far more visitors than usual. Not exactly Grand Central
Station, but enough foot traffic to probably be up there with the Inde-
pendence Chamber of Commerce offices.

I opened my front door to find Dolores. Judging by the skunk
struggling in her arms, this wasn’t one of her better days.
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Caught in the fict

One look at Dolores, and Brad said, “T'll check back later, Amy.
Nice to see you, Dolores.” Being no fool, he promptly skedaddled to
his car and drove off; leaving Sue Ann and me to deal with Dolores.
And the skunk.

Sue Ann joined me at the door. “Hello, Dolores.”

“Morning.”

“What's that you've got there?” she asked, pointing at the skunk.

“Amy’s grandmother.”

Had she lost it entirely? I should probably chat with Liz to make
sure Dolores wasn’t zanier than usual. In the meantime, it was best to
play along. No telling what her nutty bats would do otherwise. But
I couldn’t quite make myself act as if it was usual to claim my grand-
mother was now a skunk. “I don’t see the resemblance. Nana’s hair was
gray, not black and white.”

Dolores gave me an impatient glare. “I'm not talking about how
she looks. This is her, reincarnated.”

Stymied for a response, I simply stared at her. She didn’t look crazier
than usual. Her short saleand-pepper hair was neatly styled. The slacks
and tunic she wore were well coordinated. Even her leather shoes matched.

“What makes you think it’s her?” Sue Ann bit her upper lip, and I
could tell she was desperately trying to keep from laughing.
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Me? I didn’t find it so humorous.

“I think she turned up in my yard this morning because of what
happened to her china teacups. Lordy, she was proud of them.”

“You found the skunk in your yard?” I asked.

Before Dolores could answer, Sue Ann spoke up. “She let you
catch her?”

Dolores nodded. “T just scooped her up from where she sat waiting
for me on the front porch.”

The entrance to her historical home included a large concrete
porch. I couldn’t imagine what a skunk was doing there in the first
place. “Dolores, what makes you think it’s Nana?”

“She always promised that when she reincarnated, she’d come back
as a skunk and get even with a few folks around here. She didn’t like it
when people poked fun at her.”

Made sense to me and sounded exactly like something Nana might say.

It was a good thing Dolores had a stranglehold on the skunk with
the way she kept trying to get loose. “Let us in, and maybe she’ll tell us
whatever it is she’s trying to say.”

I didn’c step back. “What about the scent? My house has been
through enough lately. The last thing I want is skunk spray.”

“It has been bad for you, hasn’t it?” Dolores bobbed her head.
“But it’s another confirmation, don’t you think?”

It took me a minute to catch up with her train of thought. Although
anything was possible with the way her mind worked. “The skunk
hasn’c sprayed you?”

“Not once. And look at her squirm. It’s evident she’s eager to give
us a message.”

The skunk looked more eager to get out of Dolores’ arms than to
tell us anything. “She must be an escaped pet. Her spray box was prob-
ably removed.”

Dolores had lost patience with me, and she sighed heavily. “You
going to let us in or make us stand out here all day?”

If it had been anyone other than my mother-in-law who wanted to
come into my house with a skunk, I would have shut the door in their
face. But this was Dolores, and I couldn’t ever deliberately hurt her.
“If ic’s all the same to you, and no offense meant, but I'd rather not take
the chance on it.” If I thought cleaning up after the police was prob-
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lematic, no telling what would be required to eliminate skunk scent.
“Although, if you need something . . .”

“No, dear. I didn’t really need to come in anyway.” She held up
the animal’s face to her own. “It was Nana’s idea. Right, Nana?”

The skunk didn’t appear to agree. She continued struggling, and I
definitely wasn’t buying her as the reincarnated soul of my grandmother.
Nana would have found some way to escape Dolores” clutches.

“Well, guess we’ll be heading back to my house then.” She stepped
toward the driveway and her car, but turned back. “Oh, dear, I almost
forgot. I wanted to tell you both I'm having another séance tomorrow
night. You won’t want to miss it. Karen will be conducting it again,
and Nana here will be our guest of honor.”

“We'll be there,” Sue Ann answered for both of us. I was still too
busy trying to envision a skunk on the loose in Dolores” home and how
it would behave at a séance.

“It sounds like something I wouldn’t want to miss.” My answer
was completely truthful. It was going to be very interesting. Butin the
meantime, I wondered how Liz would deal with the new addition to
their household. “You might want to get her a cage.”

“Nana would never hear of it.” Dolores firmly shook her head.
“Seven o’clock tomorrow. Don’t be late.”

“Pll try to arrive a little early.” She might need my help with the
skunk. “Do you want me to bring anything? Potato salad? Cookies?”

Dolores raised her chin, evidently offended. “This is a séance, not
a picnic.”

I had no response to that. I waved as she got in her car and drove
away.

Sue Ann jiggled her car keys. “Get your things.”

“Why?”

“We're going tarp hunting. It’s better if we find it before the police
do. Then we can prove our point.”

“Our point?”

“Of course.” She walked with me back into the house, where I
grabbed my purse. “Where do you think the tarp will be?”

“Wherever Jerome’s body was dumped into the Verdigris.”

Her logic was sound. If the murderer wanted to implicate me,
using my tarp for Jerome’s body would put the legal heat on me. It was
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incredibly difficult not to feel completely overwhelmed. If the killer
was as sly as Sue Ann believed, I was going to have to think faster and
smarter than I ever had before if I didn’t want to end up in prison for a
crime I didn’t commit.

I glanced over at Sue Ann, who stood by the front door watching me.
Feelings of gratitude welled up inside me. If she hadn’t been thinking
for me, I would have been clueless about the murderer’s attempts to
frame me. “Thanks, Sue Ann.”

“For what?” she asked, opening the door for us to leave.

“For being you and for being the best friend ever.”

She grinned. “Back atcha, BFE.”

We climbed into her SUV, and she asked, “Where shall we look first?”

“We start at the Tavern and fan out from there. I think it’s logical
to decide where we would go to dump a body. I can think of several
locations private enough to minimize the chances of being seen and
where the terrain would be suitable for dragging a body. Want to start
at Riverside Park? It’s not far from the Tavern.”

“Great idea.” She headed the car north, and it didn’t take long to
reach the park.

“Let’s head toward Shulthis Stadium. There are some shelters behind
it just above the river.”

A few minutes later we reached the area of the park I'd indicated.
A small side street led behind and above the stadium to several remote
shelters. The street ended in a graveled area and while it might be possible
to drive a car down it, I was afraid the SUV would get stuck. “Lets
park by this shelter and walk down instead.”

It didn’t take long to rule out the area as a dumping spot, so we left
the park and headed north. We drove along Morningside Drive and
back into the subdivision. While there were many ponds, we didn’t see
anything to indicate the body could have been dumped in that location.

“How about the old Burns Street Bridge?” It was east of the Tavern
and just down the corner from Dolores” house. Hopefully she wouldn’t
see us. “If I wanted to quickly dump a body, that’s where I'd go. Even
though it’s on a residential street, it’s a quiet one and fairly remote by
the old bridge. No one would notice anything.”

“You're right. We should have checked it first.”

Soon we reached Myrtle Street and headed east to where it
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dead-ended at Burns Street. Sue Ann pulled her SUV onto the bit of
crumbling pavement that once led to the bridge. Overgrown brush nearly
covered the metal gate closing off what remained of the bridge.

“Stay here,” I suggested. “T’ll go see if it’s possible.”

I exited the SUV and walked the few feet to the bluff above the
Verdigris. Although there was a drop-off; it definitely could have been
used as a location for the murderer to rid himself of a body. Miscella-
neous trash lictered the small bluff, as well as a few beer and pop cans.
However, there was no sign of anything blue, much less my tarp.

I strolled back to the vehicle and got inside. “I'm not sure, Sue
Ann. Ididn’t see the tarp, but it’s a great place to dump stuff”

“Want me to go take a look, t00?”

I nodded, depression eating at me. Was this where the killer had
disposed of Jerome? “T’ll stay in the car.”

While she went to look, I considered some of the other locations
where the killer could have taken Jerome’s body.

Sue Ann returned to the SUV. “You're right. It’s a good location
for it, but there’s no sign of the tarp or of anything being dragged.”

“I thought of another place we should check.” It was outside the
city limits, but it wasn’t that far. The main advantages to the location
were its remoteness and easy access. “Let’s go check the bridge on Old
Highway 160.”

In less than ten minutes, we reached the turnoff to the old suspension
bridge. It wasn’t well traveled, but it led to a number of homes and
farms. Sue Ann pulled to a stop in the middle of the bridge.

“You could do it from here, but lifting the body would be kind
of difficult.”

“It’s much easier to drag.” I pointed to the right shore. “But down
there it would be simple. It’s just past where 4410 Road meets 4175.”

Sue Ann accelerated and we reached the corner in minutes. She
made the turn onto the loose gravel road, then slowed when it reached
the bend. Directly to our left was the Verdigris River. She turned onto
an old access point that ended in a gate only a few feet off the road.

But I wasn’t paying much attention, because I’d seen a flash of blue
just beneath a pile of deadwood and brambles. “Look.”

Within seconds, she was out of the car and running toward it. I
quickly joined her. Mostly buried beneath the deadwood was blue fabric
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that looked very much like the tarp that had recently covered Dan’s car.
I bit back an expletive.

Having turned up nothing so far, I'd hoped Sue Ann had been
wrong about the tarp.

But she hadn’t been.

Only feet away, on the ground to our left, were signs something
had recently been dragged toward the water’s edge. It made far too
much sense.

This was my tarp, and the killer had used it to dispose of Jerome’s body.

Sue Ann kneeled and looked more closely at the tarp. “There—I
think it’s blood.”

I glanced where she directed and observed a small, brown stain. It
very well could be dried blood. Jerome’s blood. It was smeared across
the corner of the tarp bearing Dan’s initials.

Memories of the last time I saw Jerome, of how he’d done his best
to protect me, swam before my eyes. He’d succeeded in keeping me
safe, and the cost had been his life.

A desperate need to find vindication for him rose. The killer would
be found and brought to justice. I stepped back to her car in order to
get my cell phone. “Let’s call the police.”

“Wait a second, Amy.”

I spun back. She remained kneeling, and anxiety underscored her
facial features. Her lips were drawn and tight. A white line punctuated
the middle of her forehead. “What's wrong?”

“If the authorities see your tarp here, you'll rise to chief suspect,
Amy. I'm not sure that’s smart, especially considering this is out of Brad’s
jurisdiction. The County Sheriff’s Department will be involved.”

“I don’t see what difference that makes.”

“It makes a world of difference.” She slowly stood. “Don’t you
realize that Brad’s the one who’s kept you from being brought in for
questioning? Once the county sheriffs are involved, your safety net is
gone. I should take the tarp and burn it.”

I couldn’t believe she’d make such a suggestion. “You can’t. That’s
tampering with evidence.”

She didn’t immediately reply. Instead she stood frozen in thought.
At last she said, “It’s your call, Amy. But I chink it’s best.”

I considered her suggestion. I didn’t want to go to jail. I didn’
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want the authorities distracted from finding the real killer. But I simply
couldn’t do it. There might be necessary evidence on the tarp that
would lead to Jerome’s killer and, more than anything, I wanted him or
her apprehended. As I opened my mouth to tell her, the need for me to
decide was taken out of my hands.

A sheriff’s cruiser drove up and parked behind Sue Ann’s SUYV,
blocking us from leaving. A deputy sheriff exited the vehicle and paced
toward us.

I didn’t recognize him, and apparently Sue Ann didn’t either.
“Look what we found, Officer.”

He strolled over and glanced at the tarp beneath the branches, but
he didn’t seem to understand its importance.

“This is my tarp,” I explained, “stolen from my garage.”

He rubbed his chin in thought. “You want to report you found it?”

We needed Brad. Fast. He’d know what to do. I opened the door
to the SUV, grabbed my cell, and phoned him. “We found the tarp.”
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i otole My Lover Back

Standing in my kitchen, I looked out the window toward Mrs.
Mitchell’s house, wondering how my cat was faring. The balance of
the day before had been spent talking with one law enforcement official
after another. The fact that I wasn’t currently behind bars surprised
me. The police and sheriff’s department now seemed certain that
the location was where Jerome’s body was dragged into the river. It
had been implied that I hadn’t discovered the tarp—that I'd merely
returned to the scene of my crime.

At last, Brad told me to go home and stay there.

My house was too quiet, and I jumped at every noise—the sound
of wind blowing through the trees, a distant car honk, barking dogs.
I had two sets of fear. One was that the murderer would return and
smash me like my china. The other was that I would be arrested and
the true murderer would never be found. Every sound set my teeth on
edge as [ waited for the arrest that seemed inevitable.

Sleep had been nearly impossible and, when it did come, was filled
with nightmares. I couldn’t summon the sass, natural or otherwise, to
help me deal with my current dilemma. Despite Sue Ann’s assurances,
I hadn’t fele this alone since the death of my parents. Like then, now I
had no choice but to continue soldiering on and holding on to the faith
that this, too, would pass.
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I reached for the kettle and set it on the stove to heat. Perhaps the mun-
dane daily routines would see me through. While I waited for the water
to boil, I decided to work on my next short story. I needed to do
more research on professional wrestling, so I had checked out some
library books on the topic. Maybe reading one of them would help
keep my mind occupied while I waited.

I went into my office to fetch one of the books, returned to the
kitchen, and began to read.

Some of the professional wrestling moves in the book seemed
impossible, and it was patently obvious I needed something to practice
on since I was short on humans at the moment. The kettle reached a
boil, and I poured water over a tea bag to steep.

I searched my mind for something to practice wrestling moves on.
Dan once won a huge stuffed bunny for me at a county fair, and I
thought it might be in the closet of the guest room, so I went to go
look for it.

Emerging from the guest room victorious, I then returned to the
kitchen with my bunny. Since it had arms and legs, it was perfect for
sparring against. After drinking my tea, I went right to work in the
den, pushing the coffee table back into the sofa so I could create an area
to practice in.

Two hours later, I was able to complete some of the moves without
consulting the book. Now ready to begin writing my confession about
being a professional lady wrestler, I checked the clock. I hadn’t been
arrested, the murderer hadn’t returned, and there was just enough time
remaining for me to write the opening to the story before I needed to
get ready for Dolores’ séance.

jcc)

I’d gotten my opening written and hated to stop work for the day,
but I'd promised Mrs. Mitchell I'd drive us both to the séance in her
Cadillac again. For once, I was early getting ready, so I took a little
extra time and blow-dried my hair in the hope of taming some of the
curls. I thought it might give me the confidence I needed to make
it through the coming hours. Although my hair didn’t turn out ex-
actly smooth, it was somewhat better, and I looked a lot less like a
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dark-haired Carrot Top. As I applied a finishing dab of lipstick, a loud
car honk sounded and the tube hit my teeth. Squeegeeing it with my
forefinger, I turned and darted for the door. I was late, and the horn
had to be Mrs. Mitchell’s.

I was right. Mrs. Mitchell had backed her car out of her garage,
the engine was running, and the top was down. Now she sat shotgun,
and a colorful scarf covered her head, presumably to save her hairstyle.
Wishing I had thought of that myself, I sped to join her.

“How are you tonight?” I asked.

“Wonderful. Chappy and I are getting along like two birds of
a feather.”

It was great they were getting along, but I missed having him
around. I backed the Caddy out onto the street, then turned it in the
direction of Dolores’. “I was wondering how he was getting along. Is
he eating okay?”

“Absolutely. He’s such a darling kitty and so cute. This morning
when I made my coffee, I found him sniffing the pitcher of cream. He
hadn’t gotten to it, mind you, but if I hadn’t seen him, ’'m sure he’d
have lapped it up. I gave him a little, and he just loved it.”

We chatted about him during the short drive, and I battled a case
of jealousy. Chappy seemed very happy with her, but he was my cat.
I wanted him back home with me, but until I was certain he’d be safe
with me, he truly was better off with someone who adored him as much
as I did.

When I turned onto Myrtle Street, I realized parking would be dif-
ficult. Not only were there the usual cars from the guests, but I noticed
a police cruiser parked directly in front of Dolores” house.

Surely they wouldn’t arrest me in front of a group of my family
and friends?

Brad’s car was parked across the street, and I had to believe that
was a good sign. Surely he wouldn’t allow them to arrest me. Idoubted
he could entirely stop them, but he would look out after me as well as
he could given the circumstances.

“Why don’t you get out here, and I'll go look for a parking space?”
I suggested to Mrs. Mitchell. She readily agreed and stepped from the
car. There was room to park on Burns, but I couldn’t face the idea
of parking so near the river. Instead, I turned the car around, which
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wasn’t an easy feat in such a huge car, and parked on a block on the
other side of Dolores’ home.

The walk up the block gave me the time I needed to calm my fears.
While I didn’t know why the police were there, I was convinced it
couldn’t be because of me. If they wanted to arrest me, they would have
come to my home. I ran my hand down my now windblown hair in an
attempt to smooth it and climbed the steps to Dolores’ large front porch.

Just as I raised my hand to knock, I heard a scream coming from
inside the house.

“Skunk.”

I smiled. Dolores had made good on her promise to make the
animal guest of honor. The sound of scurrying and raised voices pen-
etrated the door before it opened. Liz stood there, looking the worse
for wear. “Welcome to the zoo.”

I laughed. “It sure sounds like one.”

“It’s not too late to turn back. You could say you suddenly came
down with the flu.” She smiled, but I could tell she was half-serious.

“I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” T entered the house and followed
Liz to the dining room.

“Don’t say I didn’t give you fair warning,” she muttered as we en-
tered the room where pandemonium ruled.

The skunk had taken up residence under the dining table and Dolores,
Brad, and Mare were half under it, trying to get the animal out. The
image of their backsides sticking out from under that table would live
with me for a lifetime. I looked for Sue Ann, who would have shared
the humor in the situation with me, but she hadn’t yet arrived.

Karen remained seated in the same chair she’d occupied during
the last séance, but even she didn’t appear to be calm. She wiped her
forehead with the tail end of one of the scarves draped around her neck.

Fred and Yvonne stood on the far side of the room, and I suspected
each was searching for a means of escape. The fact that they were in
attendance at all was something of a shock. They had to be aware that
most of the people in the room thought Fred was a cold-blooded mur-
derer. While I wasn’t convinced of his guilt, especially after finding the
tarp, I couldn’t bring myself to approach them.

Odds were, someone in this room had killed Jerome. My gaze
flickered over the people gathered together, and I wondered why they
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each had agreed to return for another séance. It was logical to suppose
Fred and Yvonne hoped some evidence of his innocence might come
to light. But why had Mare come again? Why would the friendly vet-
erinarian agree to participate? Maybe she liked the paranormal? Or
maybe Nana the skunk was now her patient?

Mrs. Mitchell couldn’t stand being left out of anything, so I never
doubted she’d want to come when I'd asked her about driving. Liz was
a captive audience, as was Brad. He would definitely want to be here
in case something occurred that would help in his investigation into
Jerome’s death.

My gaze landed in the back corner, where an off-duty police officer
positioned a video camera seated on a tripod. So that’s why he was here.
I’d have to ask Brad about it once he emerged from under the table.

Mrs. Mitchell hovered near Brad’s backside, and I figured he was going
to be in serious trouble because he wasn't in a position to defend himself.

It would be best if I distracted her, so I walked over to join her. “I
forgot to warn you about the skunk.”

“Best fun I've had all year,” she said, but her gaze wasn’t directed at me.

I glanced down at the group wiggling under the table. No wonder
she was having a good time.

Her hand lowered toward her intended target.

“Got her,” cried Brad, wedging himself out from beneath the table,
just in the nick of time. When at last he came out, Mare moved to take
the skunk from him. The animal’s sharp claws were embedded in his
shirt, and Mare had to pry each one loose.

“Nana, you bad girl,” said Dolores. “If you can’t behave, you'll
have to go back into your cage.”

“You're not turning her loose again,” said Liz. “I'll go get the cage.”

Dolores began to argue, but Mare spoke up. “It’s best for her.
She’ll feel safer and more comfortable.”

Dolores mulled it over for a moment. “What do you think, Karen?”

“It’s best to do as the doctor suggested,” she replied.

Dolores looked at the others, but no one met her eyes. She looked
at me, and I nodded my head in agreement with the vet. Since she
wasn’t receiving any support for giving the animal free rein of the
house, she finally capitulated. “If you think it’s best.”

Liz returned with a large metal birdcage, and I guessed she’d been
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forced to improvise. How had she coped with having the skunk for a
housemate, the latest in a line of Adventures with Dolores? No wonder
she looked frazzled. “Here you go.”

Dolores, however, positively beamed. She was in her element—
and she, of course, hadn’t been forced to deal with the practicalities of
having a skunk in the house. Finding a cage, feeding the animal, and
tending to her bathroom needs had probably been up to my saintly
sister-in-law. Dolores was extremely fortunate Liz hadn’t moved away
long ago.

“Set the cage on the chair next to me,” Dolores ordered, and Liz
quickly did as she asked. Mare didn’t lose any time caging the skunk.

The doorbell rang and I knew it was Sue Ann. “T’ll get it.”

I opened the door and whispered, “You missed all the fun.”

“What happened?” she asked as we walked to join the others.

“The skunk was loose, got trapped under the table, and everyone
was squirming under it trying to catch her. Brad almost got pinched by
Mrs. Mitchell. You would have loved it.”

“Im sorry I missed it.” By then we’d reached the dining room, and
she called out, “Hi, everyone. Where’s Nana?”

I snorted. “Safely in her cage.”

Dolores pointed to the cage by the table.

“Can I sit next to her?” Sue Ann asked. She probably was trying to
think of some way of setting the animal loose again.

Dolores shook her head. “I'm sorry, but everyone will need to
resume the same seats they had during our last séance. The spirits will
be more receptive that way.”

Sue Ann’s crestfallen expression was priceless, and I nudged her
with my elbow.

“Now if everyone will take their places,” Dolores directed.
“Yvonne, if you'll sit beside Nana, that would be lovely.”

For a moment, I thought Yvonne might refuse, but Fred made a
shooing motion at her and she took the indicated chair.

“You'll notice Brad’s friend in the corner behind me. He’ll be film-
ing our proceedings in order to document evidence of the paranormal.”
Dolores gave an animated wave toward the off-duty officer. I imagine
she relished the idea of becoming the star of her own TV program.

Brad leaned over and whispered, “Or make sure there’s no hanky-
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panky going on with the items on the table.”

Dolores couldn’t hear what he said, but her suspicious gaze landed
on him, as did Karen’s. “Brad, can you please dim the lights?”

Brad stood and did as she asked, then returned to his chair beside
mine. My heart skittered with the knowledge we’d soon be holding
hands again, and I wondered if the electric zings between us would
return. Or had it merely been a fluke?

Eeriness settled over the room. How peculiar to be back at Dolores’
table, gathered for another séance. Yvonne was seated in Jerome’s chair.
His absence loomed over the gathering, and my heart ached. It felt sur-
real going on without him, but that was a lesson I'd learned well in my
life. T knew firsthand what it was to continue living, even when your
heart was shattered to dust. Nana would have chided me if she’d been
able to hear my thoughts. She’d have reminded me about the joy I'd
experienced as a result of having someone in my life.

But every death compounded the loss. First my parents, then
Nana, then Dan’s disappearance, and now Jerome. Itadded up to more
than I could calculate.

Although the room was dim, it was possible to make out the same
objects in the center of the table as the last time. The tambourine, writ-
ing utensils, and glass of water sat patiently, waiting for an otherworldly
spirit to make use of them.

“Everyone join hands,” began Karen in a singsong voice. Her tone
was soothing, monotone and half made me want to fall asleep. Brad’s
hand on mine kept the other half of me alert. Hormonal teenagers had
nothing on my reaction to his nearness. The sound of his breathing,
the heat of his palm, and my awareness of his simply sitting beside me
sent my senses into overdrive.

My focus on him was so acute, I was nearly unaware of what
happened around me. I struggled to take my mind off him and pay at-
tention to what Karen was saying and doing. At last, a metallic clink
drew my attention. Was the tambourine about to spring to life?

The sound of several indrawn breaths indicated that some of the
others thought the same, and the room drew quiet. Silence beckoned like
a lover’s hand, and my eyes strained to penetrate the darkened room. I
could only view the other guests’ shadowy faces until I glanced down and
saw Karen’s palm clutching my left hand and Brad’s my right.
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A tiny beam of light reflected off the tambourine—enough to reveal
it wasn’t moving, at least not yet.

“Daniel Crosby, I call upon you to join us here tonight,” whispered
Karen.

Again a metallic clink, but nothing else followed.

“My poor dead son,” moaned Dolores, “must not have enough
strength to fully join us tonight.”

“If he ever was here,” said Yvonne with an angry sniff. “He’s probably
too much of a coward to show himself after the world of trouble he
caused. He’s afraid to face me. All of you should be ashamed of your-
selves, using all of this to implicate an innocent man.”

Dolores jumped in with both feet. “Don’t you dare accuse my son
of being a coward.”

“Yvonne,” barked out Fred. “Remember why we're here.”

“You think any of these people want to see your name cleared?”
Yvonne’s voice shook with anger.

“If Dan’s spirit truly was here, he would want to see my name
cleared,” Fred said. “That’s why were here tonight. Now hush.”

Karen cleared her throat, then started again. “We call upon your
spirit to join us, Daniel.”

I couldn’t help wondering about Yvonne’s outburst and Fred’s
quick response. If Dan’s spirit wasn’t here and in fact had never been,
did Fred plan to make it appear that Dan was with us? As an inventor,
he was certainly capable of creating something to give that effect. This
was so emotional for me, I shouldn’t trust my own senses. It was im-
perative I remain alert to trickery, no matter who it might come from.

Other than Brad and Sue Ann, there was no one in the room I
fully trusted. Idoubted the others trusted me, either. None of us came
without baggage of some sort, without hopes of proving something.

I wanted to find out what happened to my husband and who
killed Jerome.

Brad and Sue Ann did as well.

But the others?

There was no telling what Dolores wanted and Liz, who was
unreadable, probably most wanted to be left alone. Yvonne and
Fred wanted to prove he was innocent, whether or not he was. Mare
remained a wildcard. Had she been in love with my husband? What
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did she hope to gain? I suspected Mrs. Mitchell was here simply for
amusement, but I couldn’t be certain, even of her.

Even Karen, the professional psychic medium, wanted something.
I suspected Dolores paid the medium for her services, and perhaps that
was enough motivation. I had no way of judging if she was legitimate
or phony, but I felt certain she wanted to prove her authenticity.

Metal clinked upon metal once again, and all of us focused on the
center of the table. The tambourine didn’t move, yet there came an-
other clink.

Secking the direction of the noise resulted in no answers. Karen started
the heavy breathing that portended a possible spirit visitation, and I could
no longer hear anything above the wheezy, raspy sound she created.

In the back corner, I sensed more than saw the off-duty officer’s
excitement as he filmed the proceedings.

At last, Karen spoke. “Unhappy.”

The timbre was low and sad.

“Is that you, Dan?” asked Dolores.

“Unhappy,” replied Karen, with neither a confirmation nor denial.
It didn’t sound like the same voice as before when I'd been certain
Dan’s spirit had visited us.

“Tell these people that my husband had nothing to do with
Jerome’s murder,” demanded Yvonne. “Tell them he didn’t break into
Amy’s house.”

“Of course he didn’t,” said Dolores calmly. “He wouldn’t have had
time, now, would he?”

Fred drew in an excited breath. “I was in our car in front of the Tavern
the night before last. Did you see me? I've been looking for a witness.”

“Of course I did,” said Dolores. “You were waiting in the car while
your wife went in. Isn’t that right, Yvonne?”

Brad stiffened and whispered, “If stating he was in the car isn’t
feeding her information, I don’t know what is.”

Yvonne’s voice trembled with relief. “Thank God. Yes. That’s
right. You heard her, Brad.”

My mind could barely process the thought that Fred might be
out of the woods. It didn’t mean he was off the hook entirely, but it
definitely threw a spanner into the works. If he wasn’t the one who
smashed my china, then how did his notes end up in the shards?
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Sue Ann’s theory that the killer had framed Fred gained credence.
I shot a glance at her, but she wasn’t paying attention. Her attention
was focused on the head of the table.

Dolores was very suggestible. It was possible she’d merely agreed
with Yvonne and hadn’c been there at all. I didn’t remember seeing
Dolores that night, and no one had mentioned it.

“I'll need to take your statement on this in the morning,” Brad
told her.

“Absolutely,” she reassured him. “But now, I'd like to find out if
my son is present. Dan, are you with us?”

The medium had continued her odd breathing, but now she
spoke. “Unhappy.”

My thoughts were more caught up in wanting to learn if Dolores
truly had seen Fred that night than in the séance. I inhaled, ready to
ask her more questions, but Brad must have intuited what I was about
to do, because he whispered in my ear, “Be patient.”

Now I'm not one to get all girlish over small things. As a teenager,
I had crushes on dead authors, not lead singers. But let me tell you, his
soft, heated breath on the tender skin at the side of my face silenced me
fast. I was too busy experiencing shivers and quivers and an unexpected
hot core of lust springing up inside me like a boiling lava pit. It’s a wonder
I didn’t swoon on the spot—or beg him to take me.

Nana once told me I was a late bloomer, and for the first time I suspected
she was right. I'd never had a reaction to a man the way I reacted to Brad,
now, here in the dark. But there were ten other people in the room, and
it was a totally inappropriate moment to release my libido.

Karen spoke again, but this time in a high-pitched, girlish tone
that washed right through me like an icy shower. I thought I might
recognize the voice, but I wasn’t certain. How could I be sure?

“Dolores, I told you,” Karen whispered. “I told you not to cover
itup.”

Dolores gasped. “Nana? Frances, is that you?”

She recognized the voice, too. My grandmother, whose first name
was Frances, but whom everyone generally called Nana because she
preferred it, spoke in the same girlish tones as Karen did now. Chills
climbed my spine. Was this truly my grandmother?

“Always said you were gullible, didn’t I?”
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“Nana, it is you?” asked Dolores. But rather than address the me-
dium, she turned toward the caged skunk.

“Silly is as silly does,” replied the medium. Her words trailed off,
and the deep breathing returned.

“Don’t go,” pleaded Dolores, but the medium didn’t respond, even
after Dolores shook their united hands. “Please don’t go.”

Icy wind swept through the room, far too cool to have come from
outside, sending the draperies billowing. Karen slumped headfirst to
the table, then abruptly straightened.

This must be Dan, I hoped, since that had happened the last time
he’d visited.

Karen’s voice was loud and deep. “Check the books.”

I didn’t recognize the voice. It wasn’t Dan’s. It wasn’t any voice
or intonation I recognized. What did books have to do with Nana or
Dan? For a second time, I wondered how much of Karen’s performance
was simply that—an act to make us believe she was in contact with
the otherworld.

The command came again in the identical deep voice, “Check
the books.”

“You want me to go to the library?” Dolores sounded confused,
but hers was as good a guess as any at the meaning of the statement.

But she was met with silence.

Again wind swept through the room, and Karen swayed but
remained upright.

Surprisingly, the next person to speak was Mrs. Mitchell. “Nana,
if that’s you, I have a request.”

No one said anything, but I thought I caught a faint clink of metal
once more. Where was that noise coming from?

“You know that recipe for moisturizer—" She broke off at a louder
metallic clang, but when it didn’t continue, she said, “Well, the least
you could have done was share it with your friends.”

Karen continued swaying in her chair, but other than a low mumble,
she didn’t communicate.

The off-duty officer repositioned his camera to get a better angle
on her. It was good thinking because it would at least be interesting
viewing later, whether or not it proved anything.

Metal clanged again, more loudly than before, and at last I realized
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where the sound came from. The birdcage enclosing the skunk—but
not anymore.

The intelligent animal escaped from the cage and skittered directly
toward the off-duty officer. Judging by her hissing, I could only think
she didn’t like being caught on film.

Although it was difficult to see in the dim room, it looked as if the
skunk pounded her front feet, then did a headstand and raised her tail
at the officer.

The officer let out a yelp. Then chaos ensued as the smell of fresh
skunk filled the room.

Brad leapt from his chair and darted to the light switch.

It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the bright light, but when
they did, what I saw was priceless.

Karen had covered her face in her scarves. Dolores covered her
own nose with a linen napkin. The off-duty officer had raised the camera
tripod in an attempt to fend off the irate skunk, who had cornered him
by the bay window. Fred and Yvonne fled the room with looks of hor-
ror on their faces. In her attempt to flee the area, Mrs. Mitchell jumped
from her chair so quickly it toppled. I couldn’t see Sue Ann’s face be-
cause she was doubled over in laughter. And poor Liz just sat there, her
eyes welling with tears as she shook her head sadly.

Nana the skunk wasn’t through with the officer, however. She per-
formed her headstand once again, knocking against the legs of the tripod.

Yvonne screamed, “Watch out!”

The tripod wobbled, then crashed directly onto the table, narrowly
missing Karen, who’d ducked at Yvonne’s outburst.

The video camera shattered against the heavy oak table, and pieces
scattered around the room. The disc flew in one direction while the
camera’s arm flew in the other.

Within seconds, Mare was on her feet. She grabbed the skunk and
deposited her back in the cage, then asked Liz to remove her from the
room. Dolores ran to get a bottle of ketchup which she insisted would
help remove the stench.

“Looks like this party’s over.” Brad pushed back his chair. “T’ll
talk with you later.”

“I was afraid of that,” I said, trying not to breathe.

Liz pulled back the curtains on the bay window and threw open
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the windows. There wasn’t enough breeze to eliminate the odor.

Brad ran to help the officer pick up the damaged equipment. Then
the two of them left as quickly as possible.

While Dolores was in the kitchen, most of the guests made a
speedy getaway, and no one could blame them. A skunk’s best defense
is extremely pungent.

Me? Even though it sounds strange, I discovered I didn’t mind the
odor so much. I'd heard there were some people who like the smell, and
I’m apparently in their number.

Go figure.
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Mama's Sesret

Although I offered to stay and help clean up after the skunk, Liz
sent me on my way because Mrs. Mitchell made it widely known that
she wanted to get out of there. As her driver, I had little choice but to
take her home. Pronto.

Because she was concerned about the stench infusing her uphol-
stery, we sat with large, black plastic trash bags spread out between us
and the car seats.

It only took a few minutes to make the drive, and Sue Ann fol-
lowed us in her SUV. However, I felt guilty about leaving Liz to deal
with Dolores’ mess. Once we arrived at my house, Sue Ann ran off to
borrow my shower, and I called Liz.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come back and help?”

“Positive,” was Liz’s firm reply. “Mom’s busy dousing the room
with canned tomatoes, and she’s happy as can be.”

“I guess it’s good to keep her occupied.”

She hesitated, then said, “Yeah. I've been worried about her.”

Suddenly the words of the medium came back to me. What had
she told Dolores about not covering something up? Had she meant the
murder? Or Dan’s whereabouts?

“You don’t think she—" I bit my tongue. There was no need to
worry Liz any more, especially since my thoughts pointed to her mother
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as the guilty party. It had been a long day, it was late, and I was prob-
ably wrong.

“I don’t think what?” Liz asked, her tone suddenly hard-edged.

“You don’t think she needs our help tonight?” I quickly asked, trying
to gloss over what I’d almost let slip.

“Definitely, no.” She didn’t call me on it.

Which was good, because the urge to talk my ideas over with Sue
Ann compelled me to end the phone call right away. However, as soon
as I hung up with Liz, another call rang through. Caller ID revealed
it was Jerome’s elderly aunt, who lived in a senior retirement complex
in Texas. As his only living relative, most likely she was calling to tell
me about funeral arrangements. Although we’d never met, when we’d
spoken on the phone previously, I'd thought we’d hit it off.

“Hi, Patty.”

“Hello, Amy. I'm calling to let you know about the arrangements I
made with the coroner’s office.” Her tone was clipped and cold.

Maybe some people handle grief that way. I ventured, “I'm so very
sorry, Patty, about Jerome. He was a wonderful man.”

Rather than reply to my statement, she continued, “His body
should be released day after tomorrow. I've signed a power of attorney,
which will allow them to cremate his remains. I contacted the funeral
home, and there will be a brief memorial service on the weekend.”

No funeral, then. “A memorial service is a good solution. Jerome’s
friends and clients would like to remember him. Will you be coming
up? We've never met, but—"

She cut me off. “The arrangements have all been made. No sense
in my traveling that far.”

Why was she being so unfriendly? We’d both lost someone we
cared about, but she didn’t seem willing to talk about him with me.
She only wanted to give logistical details. I reminded myself that after
the death of a loved one, some people concentrate on getting things
done as a means of dealing with the loss.

“An obituary will appear in tomorrow’s newspaper. Please notify
anyone you think will wish to attend. Good-bye.”

And that was it. She’d hung up.

While I'd been on the phone with Patty, Sue Ann had returned to
the kitchen wearing a pair of my slacks and one of my T-shirts.
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I turned to her. “That was Jerome’s aunt. She called to tell me about
the memorial service. She asked me to tell anyone who might want to
attend. She hung up so fast, it was like she thought I was contagious.”

“That’s odd. But you know, some people get freaked out over
death.” She crinkled her nose. “Why don’t you go grab a shower, too?
Then you can tell me about the plans.”

I did as she suggested. Hopefully the scented shampoo and soap I
used would remove the worst of the skunk smell. Once I'd pulled on
stink-free clothes, I returned to the kitchen.

“I made us some cocoa.” Sue Ann placed the mugs on the table.

Taking a seat, I began filling her in on the plans for the memorial
service.

“I wonder what Jerome would want?” she asked.

“I think if we were able to ask him, he’d want all of his friends to
say a little something about him. Share stories. That kind of thing.”

“That’s a good idea. You should tell everyone about the time your
foot got stuck in the dishwasher and he came over to rescue you.”

Maybe it was the memory, or maybe it was simply that I'd finally
had more time to think about losing Jerome—but I burst into tears.

Sue Ann grabbed a box of tissues from the counter and placed it in
front of me. I grabbed a handful and dabbed at my face, but the tears
wouldn’t stop coming. At last I calmed down enough to speak. “It’s
just so wrong that someone would take his life that way. It makes me hurt,
but it also makes me very angry. How can someone be so heartless?”

She reached over and hugged me, and for the second time, the two
of us wept for our dear friend. When at last our tears subsided, I said,
“I don’t understand it. I'm not sure if I ever will.”

Sue Ann grabbed a fresh tissue and blotted her eyes. “We're quite
a pair, aren’t we?”

“You said it.” I blew my nose, then took a sip of the cocoa. It
wasn’t hot, but it was warm enough to thaw any ice remaining in my
veins. “This is good. Thanks for making it.”

“Youre welcome. Now that we smell better, do we need to go back
over to Dolores”> What did Liz say?”

“She doesn’t need our help.”

“It would be easier if she’d let me clean it up now, because other-
wise I'll have to take care of it the next time I clean their house. If'll be
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much harder once the scent has set in.”

“She said Dolores is taking care of it with canned tomatoes.”

“Good heavens. That’ll be a bitch to clean up.”

“Liz said she was worried about Dolores. Remember when the me-
dium told Dolores about covering something up?”

“That’s right. She said, ‘T told you not to cover it up.”

“Do you think she meant Jerome’s murder? I've always thought
Dolores only had one foot in the sanity zone, but is she crazy enough
to kill?”

“Hmm.” Sue Ann sipped her cocoa while she thought it over. “I
suppose it’s possible, and it was funny how she jumped to give Fred an
alibi. If she’s his alibi, then he’s hers.”

“But why kill Jerome? And if she killed him, does that mean she
also murdered her own son?” I ran over possible scenarios in my mind,
trying to unscramble everything we knew about the killer. It seemed
logical to presume that whoever blackmailed me also killed Jerome.

“Jerome was about to propose to you, yes?”

I grimaced. “Maybe. Probably.”

“Do you think Dolores might have killed him so that you’d remain
her daughter-in-law? Maybe she thought he’d steal you away from her.”

“I don’t think that’s a strong enough reason for her to kill him.” I
shook my head. “And it doesn’t explain the blackmail notes saying Dan
was still alive.”

“It might make sense if she’d heard you were about to have him
declared dead, Amy, in an odd, Dolores kind of way. Once he’s legally
dead, then you're his widow rather than his wife.”

I remained doubtful. “Then what do you think happened to Dan?”

“Maybe it was an accident. Then, when his body didn’t turn up,
she was able to pretend he was still around. Maybe that’s what the spirit
was referring to—her covering up Dan’s accidental death.”

“I don’t think so.” Sue Ann’s new theory might be possible given
Dolores’ odd view of the world. I was sure, however, that Dolores and
I were genuinely fond of each other and she had cared deeply about my
grandmother. “Dolores wouldn’t destroy Nana’s china teacups. I can’t
believe she’d threaten me and break into my house.”

“The manager at the Tavern saw Dolores talking with Jerome just

before he was killed.”
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A lead weight sank into my stomach, and I thought I might
be sick. I pushed the cocoa away from me. “There has to be some
other explanation.”

“I think we need to tell Brad about our suspicions.”

“Let’s sleep on it. It’s too late to call him now, anyway.”

Her expression turned mutinous. “I think he needs to know.”

“He’s a good detective. He’s probably already considered Dolores. But
if you want, we can go down and see him first thing in the morning. He’s
planning to take Dolores’ statement then, and maybe we can watch.”

She nodded, but I wasn’t certain she was convinced, so I changed
the subject. “Did I tell you about the story I'm working on? It’s about a
lady wrestler, and I've been working on my moves. They have all sorts

e

In the wee hours that night, the writing muse had me in its dreadful

»
of crazy names.

clutches. Sue Ann had long since headed home, and I was hard at work
on my latest confessionary delight. Some writers refer to their muse
as the girls in the basement or the boys in the attic. 1, however, think of
mine as _fimar. Jimar is from Jamaica and wears dreadlocks, natch. He
demands that I sit for long hours in front of my computer and type. In
short, he can be a true PITA.

On the upside, he’s extremely entertaining and no one does reg-
gae better.

That night he was no less entertaining. My fingers flew across the
keyboard as I developed my latest story. I was deep in the writing zone
when an unexpected sound gradually lifted my creative fog. It was a
knock. At my front door.

Wondering who it could be, I clicked to save my file, then headed to
the door. No one can say I haven’t learned from experience. I didn’t
immediately answer the door. I looked through the window but
didn’t see a car parked in my driveway.

Was it Mrs. Mitchell or another of my neighbors? Or had the murderer
come calling?

Without opening the door, I called, “Who is it?”

“It’s Liz. Can I come in?”
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I quickly slid back the safety lock and opened the door. Earlier I'd
thought Liz looked worn-out. Now she looked half dead. Hair stood
up on her head at an awkward angle, as if she’d just risen from bed.
Her clothing was rumpled and had that slept-in look. Her purse was
strapped over her shoulder like bizarre leather armor. “What's wrong?”

“I couldn’t sleep. I'm so worried about Mom.” She came inside,
and I hesitated for a moment before leading her to the kitchen because
she looked like she needed tea or even something stronger.

“I didn’t see your car. You didn’t walk, did you?”

“I thought walking would help clear my head.”

“Let’s sit down in the kitchen. I'm sorry about the mess in the
den. Eh, I was moving furniture around.” Well, I kinda had been. I
just hadn’t put it back yet. My stuffed bunny lay in a heap on the floor
where I'd left him, looking lonely.

Within minutes, Liz took a seat at the table, then lowered her face
in her hands. “Mom’s just not herself.”

“Want me to make some tea while you tell me about it?”

“That would be nice.”

It didn’t take long to set things up, and while the water heated, I
joined her at the table. “Is Dolores ill?”

“Maybe.” Liz straightened. “Maybe that’s it. But she doesn’t seem
right—in her head.”

“Worse than usual, huh?” There was no way I could share my fears
about Dolores with Liz. Instead, I needed to be a sounding board and
encourage Liz to get Dolores whatever help she might need.

“It’s not just the skunk. She’s been secretive, hiding things from
me. Going out of the house without telling me where she’s going or
where she’s been.”

“Did you talk to her about it?”

“When I brought it up, she told me to mind my own business.”

“That doesn’t sound like her.” The kettle boiled, so I went to take
it off the burner and fix our tea. Since Liz was my guest, I gave her
the teacup Brad had purchased for me, and I took the Pennzoil mug
for myself.

When I brought the cups to the table and slid the teacup in front
of her, she looked down at it oddly, as if surprised. She reached for the
sugar bowl in the center of the table. “The burglar missed one, I see.”
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“Oh? The teacup? I guess everyone in town knows about Nana’s
cups being smashed. That’s one Brad bought for me. Wasn’t that sweet
of him?”

She nodded. “Very thoughtful. Do you have any milk or cream
for my tea?”

“Sure.” I went to the refrigerator and pulled out a carton of milk,
then reached into a cupboard for a cream pitcher.

“It’s nice how everyone looks after you, Amy. Sue Ann, Dan,
Jerome, and now Brad.”

I frowned. They all are, or were, at the very least my friends, and
friends do nice things for each other. While I had relied on them, I was
learning to do more for myself. The new, more independent me looked
forward to being able to do things for them rather than vice versa.

I poured the milk into the pitcher. It was an odd comment for
Liz to make, but then, she wasn’t herself. She was draped in anxiety. I
brought the milk to the table. “I look after myself.”

Liz narrowed her lips, but didn’t reply. She added the milk to her
tea, then tasted it. “This is nice.”

“Im glad you like it.” Neither of us said anything for several mo-
ments, and I wondered what had driven her out of her house so late at
night. There had to be something specific she wanted to discuss with
me. Perhaps her thoughts had led her in the same direction as mine had
led me and she was looking for confirmation or denial. “Do you want
me to talk with Dolores?”

“Not really. It won’t be of any use.” She lifted the teacup and drank.

“I hate seeing you like this, Liz. So hopeless. You're the sister I
never had, and I want you to be happy.”

Liz had a mouth full of hot tea, and her cheeks billowed before
a stream of the hot liquid spewed from her mouth as she laughed out
loud. Tears rolled down her face, she was laughing so hard. Her hand
slapped the table over and over again.

This was an extremely strange reaction to what I'd said. I pulled
back in my chair and couldn’t help wondering if caring for Dolores had
sent Liz around the bend. Living with her would have done it to me
years before.

Her laughter abruptly ended in shoulder-clenching sobs.

Feeling like a witness to some manic-depressive TV reality show,
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I was stupefied.

“Liz? Are you all right?” T extended a hand to comfort her.

She swatted it away. “I just can’t believe you would feed me that
bull. That’s all.”

“Huh?” I shook my head back and forth, hoping my brain would
start working again. Was this some kind of dream? Had I fallen asleep?
“What bull are you talking about?”

“All that love-fest crap about being your sister. You and your
friends have spent most of my life making it intolerable. Whispering,
huddling in corners making fun of me.”

I shoved my chair back from the table, wanting to shake some
sense into her. But this was Liz. She was distraught. I needed to be
gentle with her. She probably didn’t know what she was saying. “T've
never made fun of you, ever,” I said. “And you know I love you.”

“Ha,” she spat out.

If this had been one of my confession stories, my editor might have
suggested toning down the melodrama. But this wasn’t a story. It was
my life and I didn’t know how to proceed. “If T have ever hurt you, Liz,
I'm sorry. You probably misunderstood something.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She reached in her handbag. “I'm bored with this.”

“You're confusing me. I thought you wanted to talk about Dolores.”

She shook her head sadly. “You're just too easy, Amy. You've taken
all che sport out of the game.”

Have I mentioned before that 'm kinda slow sometimes? While I
was concerned about Liz, until that moment I didn’t feel afraid. Now,
suddenly, my writing-deadened brain kicked into action. And my writ-
ing muse, Jimar, yelled in my head, “Get outta there, girl.”

I stood, and when I did, Liz pulled her hand out of her purse. But
her hand wasn’t empty. In it was a double-edged knife. I couldn’t
believe it. “You're not going to stab me.”

“Not if you sit down and drink your tea like a good little sister,” she
taunted, shaking the blade at me like a mother might wag her finger at
a naughty child.

I met her gaze, dread filling me. “You put something in it, didn’t you?”

“Just something that’ll help you sleep.”
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My Lower is Rfraid of Me Because i'm a Lady Wrestler

You know how they say your life flashes before your eyes when
youre drowning? It doesn’t work that way when someone is trying to
kill you.

Endorphins kicked in, along with a long-dormant prehistoric
instinct to survive. Blood rushed to my brain. My muscles tensed,
ready to spring, dart, or run. “I think I'll give the sleeping pills a pass.”

Liz lunged at me with the knife as I sprinted toward the front door
and my escape. But she was a trained runner, an athlete, and I led a
sedentary life. She caught up with me in the den, slamming into me
from behind and knocking me to the floor.

I fell straight forward on my right elbow, and pain splintered
through me. But there was no time to deal with it now. Liz had a knife.

With a rolling motion, I managed to climb into a crouch, facing her.

“Just drink your tea, Amy. It won’t hurt,” she assured me. “I can
guarantee this knife will. I sharpened the blade before coming tonight.”

“If you're going to kill me, just do it.”

“That wouldn’t be very satisfactory, now, would it? The police
wouldn’t believe you stabbed yourself over self-guilt. Brad wouldn’t
buy it for a second.”

Suicide. She wanted me to drink the tea so it would look like suicide.
But she couldn’t guarantee that unless . .. “What about a note?”
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“It won't take long to fire up your computer. By the time you're
asleep, I'll have composed your little missive.” She jabbed the knife at
me. “Get up.”

If she was going to kill me, and I had litcle doubt she’d succeed,
she was going to have to do it in a way that signaled murder. I didn’t
want Sue Ann or Brad or Dolores or even Mrs. Mitchell to think I was
a cold-blooded killer. Like Liz. “Make me.”

Again she jabbed toward me with the knife, but I knew she didn’t
really want to stab me. There would be no way to pass it off as a sui-
cide. This gave me the upper hand. I glanced around, looking for a
weapon of my own. With any luck, I could do some serious damage
to her skull.

Buct the only things I saw within reach were the TV remote, a pile
of books—and my stuffed bunny. I waited for Liz’s next move. She
slashed out at me, but my attempt to grab her wrist failed. The books
on wrestling had said it was all about control. Control the wrist, control
the arm, control the opponent.

She thrusted again, but this time I secured her wrist, then twisted it.

She grunted.

I twisted her wrist more as I flung her arm up, sending the knife flying.

“Take this,” I said, pivoting behind her and circling her neck with
my arm. [ hooked my leg around her left thigh and pulled back on
her neck with my left arm, forcing her to fall forward. All the prac-
tice I’d done on poor Bunny was paying off. I had neatly executed the
go-behind-takedown maneuver.

She squirmed beneath me, but I'd trained for this moment and
now leveraged my weight against hers. My left forearm strangled her as
I buried my knee in her back, and with my free hand I yanked her right
foot upward. This was the dead man’s cradle. I’d invented it during
my research, and it worked. “And you said everyone takes care of me.”

“Get off me, you bitch,” she growled.

“Now, is that any way to talk to family?” I asked, shoving my knee
into her back. The dead man’s cradle delivered everything I hoped for.
Liz was hopelessly pinned in place, like an insect pinned to a mount-
ing board.

I held her face down to the ground, my right hand clinging tightly
onto her ankle, my other arm around her neck, and my knee buried

e 216 wer



Biary of a Confessions Queen

into her back. There was only one problem, and I hoped Liz didn’t figure
it out anytime soon.

While I had her pinned in place, for now, I couldn’t actually do
anything other than wait for help to arrive, and that likely wouldn’t
happen for hours. It was still three hours before dawn, and no telling
how many hours before Sue Ann would show up.

If T moved before then, Liz would escape. I didn’t dare risk it.
Now that she knew my wrestling moves—and I only had the two—
she’d be able to deflect them. However, if I got her talking, maybe she
wouldn’t have time to think about how to get away. “There’s one thing
I don’t understand, Liz. What happened to Dan? Did you do some-
thing to him?”

“He was going to fire me. My own business, and he wanted to send
me packing.”

“That’s not like Dan, but it wasn’t your business. It belonged to
both of you.”

“I told him he didn’t have to live with Mom, but he wouldn’t listen.
Just kept ranting about my skimming money from the business. It was
my money. I'd worked my ass off licensing his inventions.”

I didn’t bother to point out that they were Dan’s inventions and
the two of them were supposed to share income. “Did you offer to give
it back?”

“Of course I did. But he wouldn’t hear me out. He started shout
ing at me for licensing your toilet without his permission. What’s so
special about you, anyway? Why do you deserve to keep an invention
all to yourself? You're just a clingy little woman who can’t do anything
for herself, not even clean your own toilet bowl.”

My self-cleaning toile? This was about the toilet Dan had made
for me? I couldn’t believe it could be over something so mundane. Dan
had specifically invented the self-cleaning toilet for me, but I hadn’t re-
alized he’d intended it to be exclusively mine. “I wouldn’t have cared.”

“I told him that, but he insisted our partnership was over. I told
him he wasn’t any good at selling his inventions and it’s not like he
would have been able to license anything without my help.” She grunted,
trying to yank her ankle out of my grasp.

I dug my knee into her back and pulled tightly on her neck, which
enabled me to keep hold of her foot.
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She stopped struggling.

“You're very good at the licensing end of the business.” I wanted
to keep her talking. While I could hold her in this position for a while
longer, I didn’t know at what point I would tire out. It was best to con-
serve my energy if possible. “He wouldn’t listen to you?”

“I only needed the money so I could have a place of my own. Burtif
he fired me, I’d never get another job. I’d be stuck with Mom forever.”

“You have skills. You could have gotten another job.”

“Not if he had me arrested for embezzlement.”

So that was what this was all about. Liz had stolen money from the
business, and Dan had threatened to have her arrested. Liz was completely
insane. That much was clear. “What happened next?”

“I grabbed the damn toilet seat he was holding and hit him with it. I
didn’t mean to kill him. But the gears on the mouse thing were jagged.”
She bit back a sob. “It wasn’t painful, Amy. I wouldn’t have hurt him
on purpose. Just like you won’t feel any pain either.”

With that, she contorted her entire body, along with mine, almost
dislodging my hold.

Again, almost. But my cradle move held, and she remained under
my control. “Stop that, Liz. You'll only get hurt because 'm not let-
ting you go.”

“Im tired now. Please let go.” She sounded completely normal, as
if we weren’t in a life-or-death struggle.

What was amazing was how normal Liz had seemed all these years.
How at times she’d comforted me when I’d cried over Dan’s disappear-
ance. How I'd felt sorry for her having to live under the same roof with
Dolores. Even now, she almost elicited my sympathy.

Almost.

She’d murdered her own brother. Poor Dan. He wouldn’t have
stood a chance against her. My gentle husband would never have
expected her to lash out at him. My heart broke for him.

At long last,  had an idea of what had happened to him, of how Liz
had pretended to grieve along with the rest of us. She’d calculatingly
watched the people who loved Dan try to deal with his disappearance,
try to pick up the broken threads of their lives, and she’d stood back
and done nothing.

But even if Dan’s death had been an accident as she claimed, and

e 218 wor



Biary of a Confessions Queen

I wasn’t convinced deliberately hitting someone over the head could be
called accidental, it stretched my credulity to believe Jerome’s death was
anything other than murder. Even now she was planning how to murder
me as well. She had to be stopped. She had to be brought to justice, and
I would see to it she was—even if I had to keep her in this position for
the next week.

“What did you do with Dan’s body?”

“Dumped it off the old Burns Street Bridge into the Verdigris,
along with his stupid invention. Evidently the weight of it held him
down. He didn’t float up like Jerome.”

She grew silent, and I guessed it was because she hadn’t intended to
bring up the fact she’d killed someone other than Dan. At last she said,
“Look, Amy, you're the sister I always wanted, too. If you let me go, I
promise to leave you alone. I've got just about enough cash to make a
clean start somewhere. Maybe in the Caribbean. Somewhere without
an extradition agreement. Just let me go, and I'll be out of your hair.
I'll sip mai tais on a beach far, far away from Independence and from
my mother. Just let me go.”

Yeah, right. Like I'd believe anything she said ever again. “Why
did you kill Jerome?”

She sighed. “His death was all your fault, you know.”

“My faule? How?”

“If you hadn’t filed with the probate court to have Dan declared
legally dead, none of it would have been necessary. Everything was fine
for the past seven years. Then you had to go and wreck it all.”

“But, Liz, I was about to lose my house. I had to do something
before the bank foreclosed on it.”

“If you'd been patient, I would have left town and no one would
have been the wiser about Dan. But with probate comes an audit, and
I couldn’t let Jerome look at the books. He’d have immediately seen 1
was holding money back. Plus, he knew about the toilet. Your toilet.”

“He knew Dan didn’t want you to license it?”

“Years ago Jerome witnessed an argument Dan and I had about it.”

“That explains the photo in Jerome’s cell phone.”

“So that was the evidence Jerome mentioned. He said that while
he was out of town he’d seen the toilet in one of his client’s homes. Said
he had evidence I'd stolen Dan’s invention.”
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“Brad showed the photo to Sue Ann and me.”

“Crap.” She grew silent for a moment, then snickered. “Another
good reason to make your death look like a suicide.”

“It’s not going to happen.” Regretting having told her about the
photo, I searched for something else to ask her. “When did you talk
with Jerome?”

“He called me while he was out of town to ask about the toilet.
I had to admit I licensed it, but I led him to believe I'd done so after
Dan’s disappearance. I tried throwing him off the track and told him
about the blackmail note.” She chuckled. “One little note had you hop-
ping scared, didn’t it? And Jerome was very unhappy to learn you hadn’t
mentioned it to him.”

“I didn’t want to worry him.”

“I thought he believed me about the toilet, but when he questioned
Mom at the Tavern that night, it was apparent he hadn’t. When Mom
told me about his questions, I realized it was simply a matter of time
before he asked to see the books. So he had to go.”

The thought that I’d been living in such proximity to someone so
heartless, without ever having a clue, made my head pound. I'd taken
Liz for granted, without truly learning who she was. As far as I'd been
concerned, she was the person I wanted her to be. I never saw her—not
truly—and I wondered how many other people I'd taken at face value
without looking deeper. It was a side of myself I didn’t like very much.
“And you don’t feel any remorse?”

“You don’t have to live with Mom,” she sputtered, as if that
explained everything,

Dolores is crazy-making, but she isn’t so impossible that it would
drive someone to murder. Liz could have managed to leave home long
before. She must have had a screw loose all along. Why hadn’t I seen
it before?

But I wasn’t the only one. Not even someone as perceptive as Sue
Ann had noticed the psychopath who lived at Liz’s core. My muscles began
to ache and scream, but I maintained my hold on her. She wouldn’t bat
an eye at sending me to join Dan and Jerome.

“You know,” said Liz conversationally, as if we weren’t at a stand-
still, as if nothing at all were wrong, “I think I let you stop me tonight
because I'm so fond of you.”
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“Let me? You've tried everything to kill me. And the only thing
standing between you having your way is the dead man’s cradle.”

“That what you call this move?”

“It sure is.”

“I was thinking. You're trying to save your house from foreclo-
sure, and I have a wad of money tucked away. I think there’s enough
for both of us. You can save your house and I can exit stage left. What
do you say?”

When I didn’t immediately reply (because what I truly wanted to
do was smash her head against the floor), she must have thought I was
considering her offer.

“Really, Amy. I'm only letting you hold me down because I don’t
want to kill you.”

That did it. Now I was seriously pissed. “How could I trust any-
one who’d murder her own brother?”

Again she fought against me, but I was prepared. I dug my knee
deeper into her back, and she made a gratifying sound of pain. “Ow.”

It looked like I was going to be in for a long night, but I had one ad-
vantage over Liz. I was used to odd hours and staying up late writing.
It didn’t matter how much athletic training she had—she was already
tired from dealing with Dolores, the séance, and the skunk.

However, I'd been writing, and those familiar late-night endor-
phins were pumping in me. Sooner or later, Sue Ann would arrive and
I’d deliver Liz into police custody.

Just then, the beams of headlights filtered through the window.
Someone had pulled into my driveway. Yes!

Soon a knock sounded on my front door, and I screamed at the top
of my lungs, “Help!”

“Miz Crosby? Is that you?”

It was Eck the mechanic! “Yes! It’s me!”

Liz struggled harder than before, dislodging her foot from my grip.
I slammed my knee deep into her back, but it didn’t make her stop
squirming. I dug it in again.

“Your car’s ready,” Eck said. “Promised I'd bring her to you.”

Thank God. Eck’s timing couldn’t have been better. “Eck, I need
help! Come fast.”

The doorknob jiggled, but I realized he couldn’t get in. Liz rocked
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her body, trying to get loose. Fighting for my life, I screamed, “The
code is bello! Punch in hello?”

Within seconds, Eck entered the room. “What’s going on?”

“She’s trying to kill me,” I cried.

He jumped to action, grabbing Liz’s head and pushing it to the floor.

Liz slumped, completely defeated. “That’s your security code? Hello?”

“Yeah.”

“There’s no letters on your lock,” she said.

“Will you hold her down while I call the police?” I asked Eck.

He grabbed Liz’s arm and pulled it behind her back, then lowered
his weight on her while I backed away and ran for the phone.

As I dialed 9-1-1, I heard Liz say, “I tried every combination I could
think of on that damn lock.”

Eck’s tone was reasoned and calm as he replied, “This is Indepen-
dence, home of the Neewollah Festival. We do everything backwards
and upside down. Made sense to me.”

Before I'd completed my phone call with the 9-1-1 operator, I
heard Brad call my name.

“Amy! You okay?”

I looked around the corner and saw him and Sue Ann stop at the
entrance to the den. They paused, each astounded by the sight before
their eyes.

Sue Ann saw me first.

“We were right, Sue Ann, about Cherchez la femme” 1 gestured
toward Liz.

“I see. Thank heavens you're okay,” Sue Ann said. “We were so
worried. We just came from Dolores. She told us she thought Liz was
going to harm you.”

I grinned—a huge Cheshire cat smile. “I'm fine. You don’t have
to worry about me. But you better make sure Eck doesn’t lose his hold
on Liz.”

Brad frowned, but I knew it was because of concern over me. He
stepped forward, pulled a pair of handcuffs from his back pocket, then
neatly clicked them around Liz’s wrists.

Eck stood, smiling, but looking somewhat awkward.

“You saved me again, Eck. Youre my hero.”

“That was nothing,” he said modestly. “But I'm really gonna be
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your hero because I brought you your car as promised. She purrs like
a kitten.”

Brad pulled Liz to her feet. “Now what’s going on here?”

“She tried to kill me,” I said.

“That’s not true,” Liz cried. “Mom’s crazy. Amy attacked me for
no reason. Keep her away from me!”

Thankfully, Brad didn’t buy her line of reasoning. “What were
you doing here so late at night?”

“I was worried about my mother and came to talk it over with Amy.
She pulled a knife on me.” Liz nodded her head toward the double-edged
knife. “Look. There it is.”

“She’s lying, Brad. She pulled the knife on me when I refused to
drink the tea she laced with sleeping pills.” The trauma of the night’s
events began to set in. My arms and legs ached as if I'd run a mara-
thon. My head pounded relentlessly, and I was completely exhausted.
Mentally I wasn’t in much better shape, and I started to tremble. “She
wanted to make it look like a suicide.”

“Don’t listen to that bitch,” insisted Liz. “She was trying to kill
me. If Eck hadn’t come when he did, she’d have succeeded, too.”

“I used the dead man’s cradle to keep her immobilized until help—
Eck—arrived,” I argued. I sought Sue Ann’s help. “You believe me,
don’t you?”

Sue Ann launched herself across the room and pulled me into her
arms. “Of course we believe you. When Dolores realized Liz had left
the house, she called and told me about Liz’s crazy behavior.”

“So Dolores knows?” I understood wanting to protect your
child, but I couldn’t understand being willing to allow your child to
harm others.

“I called Brad and when we came over, Dolores confessed every-
thing.” Sue Ann gave me a gentle squeeze. “She wasn’t certain, but she
suspected—especially after she realized Dan was dead. Unidil the first
séance, she’d been able to pretend to herself that he had simply started
a new life somewhere else.”

“Dolores has been covering up for Liz most of her life,” Brad said,
“ever since she killed a neighbor’s pet when she was a kid. Dolores was
trying to protect her. Tonight she realized she’d been wrong, and she
was terrified Liz would hurt you.”
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And she would have, had it not been for my new skills as a lady
wrestler, and the dead man’s cradle.

e

The sun had long since risen before the police finished gathering
evidence at my house. I watched as Brad helped an officer settle Liz
into the backseat of a police vehicle. He silently joined me on my porch
as we watched the vehicle drive away.

The emotional process of sorting through what Liz had tried to
do to me was grueling. Knowledge of what she’d done and what she’d
been hiding still hadn’t quite sunk in. I couldn’t completely wrap my
mind around the idea that I could love someone who had no more re-
gard for the people in her life than she would for an annoying fly she
swatted away. It blew me away that she could have killed Dan, her own
brother. Learning she’d thought of me so differently than I'd thought
of her ultimately changed me, and I was only just beginning to see how
that would play out.

Sue Ann was asleep on my bed, and I bit back a yawn. However,
after Liz’s attempt to put me to sleep permanently, I wasn’t sure if I'd
ever be able to sleep again.

It felt good to at last know what had happened to Dan and that he
hadn’t chosen to leave.

One of the officers had told me the police would dredge near the
old bridge to search for Dan’s body. I hoped they’d find him. There
would be closure in recovering his body and holding a funeral for him.
With that would come healing for both me and Dolores. This was
going to be very hard on her. A sense of gratitude almost overwhelmed
me. Even knowing she’d lose her daughter, she’d tried to protect me by
coming clean about Liz.

I was alive.

I drew in a deep breath and slowly exhaled, experiencing the mo-
ment. It’s amazing how beautiful life is when it’s almost been stolen
from you. My gorgeous redbud tree was in full bloom, its lovely purple
flowers dancing in the morning light. My heart lifted.

I'd made good on my promise to see that Jerome’s death was vindicated.
Justice would be served.
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And speaking of justice personified, he—Brad, that is—looked good
with day-old stubble and wrinkled clothes. In fact, pretty darn good.

“Thanks for believing me,” I said. “You could as easily have
believed Liz.”

“No. Ibelieve in you.” Brad looked deeply into my eyes, and I thought
for a moment he’d say something romantic. Instead he said, “I still haven’t
forgiven you, though.”

“For what?”

“For suspecting me of murder.”

“I never said that,” I quickly denied. The night at the Tavern
seemed like eons ago.

His smile was tired as he said, “You didn’t have to.”

I raised my hand and brushed it against his almost-beard. “Come
to think of it, 'm kind of glad I a/most accused you of being fixated
on me.”

“So you admit ie?”

“Only if you will. Because if I hadn’t suspected you, I wouldn’t have
known something important. You never denied being fixated on me.”

Pve seen many people blush before, but Brad’s blush beat them,
hands down. His skin turned the brightest shade of crimson I'd ever
seen on a person’s face before.

I found it endearing. “So, you wanna go out sometime?”
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Killed in a Kt of Rage

Two days following Liz’s arrest, we had the memorial service for
Jerome. The funeral parlor was crowded to overflowing, not only with
his friends and business associates, but also with local and regional
media and anyone in town curious enough to come.

Liz’s arrest and the story of what she’d done made national head-
lines, and I'd been dodging reporters ever since.

The memorial was lovely, and I felt extremely proud that I'd had
a hand in apprehending Jerome’s killer. Perhaps his soul up in heaven
knew what had happened. If that were so, I hoped he knew we loved
and missed him.

But it was especially hard to say good-bye.

Sue Ann attended the service with me, and for once I'd driven. My
Gremlin drove like a dream. Eck had done a wonderful job rebuilding
her, and as he’d said, she purred like a kitten.

And speaking of cats, it was time to get mine back. I approached
Mrs. Mitchell, who had found another victim—I mean, potential
younger man. He was the new minister at the Baptist church and, con-
sidering his youth, I thought he might need rescuing. She’d cornered
him near the altar, where he had presided.

“Mrs. Mitchell, I wonder if I might speak with you, please?” I asked.

“If you'll excuse me,” said the minister as he made his retreat, “I
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have, um, sermons to write.”

Poor man.

Brad’s gaze met mine, and I could tell he had great empathy for
the minister.

“You picked a fine time to interrupt.” Mrs. Mitchell gave me a
haughty glare.

“Sorry. I was just wondering,” I said, “about my cat. I thought I
might bring him home?”

“Oh, Chappy.” She patted my hand. “You know, dear, he’s so
comfortable at my place. He’s settled in, loves to snuggle up on my
recliner with me. I think he would be happier if he extended his visit
a little longer.”

It was obvious she adored the cat and he her. “Are you saying you
want to keep Chappy?”

“I would love to keep him.” The happiness twinkling in her eyes
told me she’d forgiven me for saving the minister. “As a favor to you,
of course.”

“How exactly is this a favor to me?”

“My dear, youre going to be so busy settling your husband’s estate
now that we know what happened, testifying at Liz’s trial, and getting
your affairs in order.” She continued listing reasons why my bringing
Chappy home would be a terrible idea.

I realized with a sinking heart that I was not going to get Chappy
back, at least not without doing something drastic—like catnapping
him. And anything I did was going to ruin my relationship with my
neighbor, who had become my friend, painful as that was to admit.

Even though I'd become attached to the kitten and knew I'd be a
great cat mom, Chappy was obviously crazy about Mrs. Mitchell, too.
What could I do? “Mrs. Mitchell?” I interrupted. “Chappy will prob-
ably be happier with you. I can come see him whenever I want, can’t I2”

“Of course, my dear. He would be sad if you didn’t come over to
play now and then.”

It also occurred to me that according to rumor, Chappy had brothers
and sisters I could rescue if I just went to hang out around the chapel.
Or I could even talk to Mare about rescuing some other homeless kitten.
My heart felt a little lighter.

And so it was that I left the funeral home, minus one boyfriend,
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one sister-in-law, and one cat. But on the upside, there had been a mes-
sage on my voice mail from a media outlet asking if I'd like to write a
short story for them about the dead man’s cradle.

e

After leaving the memorial service, I dropped Sue Ann off at her
house, then headed home. As I pulled my Gremlin into my driveway,
I noticed someone standing at my door.

It was Dolores. With a stack of suitcases. And a skunk in a birdcage.

“There you are, dear,” she called as she waved enthusiastically. “I
didn’t want you to be lonely, so Nana and I are moving in.”
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DOLORES J. WILSON

Following the end of her fifteen-year marriage to a high-powered attorney, Evie Carson
returns to her small, Georgia hometown to open a fashion boutique. From the protec-
tive covering of her father to the tarnished shield of her husband, Evie has always lived
behind the armor of a man. But she sees this move as her first step toward the peaceful,
happy life she wants.

Trying to recapture a few moments of her youth, Evie climbs to the ruins of her child-
hood tree house. While hidden by the massive branches of the old oak tree, Evie is
stunned into deadly silence as she watches Jake—a mentally challenged community
member—enter the clearing below her with a nude, lifeless body over his shoulder.
Hovering above the macabre scene, Evie is forced to look on as a grave is dug. When
the body is rolled into the hole, Evie realizes the dead woman is her childhood friend
whom she hasn’t seen in years.

The authorities are sure once Jake is arrested, the town’s nightmare will be over. But
when he turns up dead and Evie’s home becomes the center of bizarre events, Evie and
an investigating state trooper fear she may be the next victim. Wondering if she can
trust him, or anyone, Evie alone must face the Dark Secrets of the Old Oak Tree.

ISBN# 978-160542106-3
Hardcover / Suspense
US $24.95 / CDN $27.95
MARCH 2010

www.doloresjwilson.com
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On Jill Morgan Storm’s fortieth birthday, she declares she is through with love. A con-
viction well justified, considering her first husband didn’t leave her for another woman;
he became one! More recently, her love affair came to a screeching halt when her lover
dumped her for a young undergraduate. To make matters worse, the teeny-bopper stole
Jill’s “well-seasoned” frying pan, and when you're a sous chef, that’s no small offense;
it’s a major felony.

When financial obligations threaten her son’s dream of attending art school, Jill and
her friends devise a foolproof plan to audition candidates for a new husband. The
search for Mr. Right is on.

There is one problem, however. His name is Davin Wesley, an annoying third-grade
schoolteacher, who relentlessly plagues her days, haunts her nights, and propels her libi-
do into overdrive. She knows he is absolutely, undeniably wrong for her. So why, then,
does Mr. Wrong take her breath away, curl her toes, and give her a hot flash every time
she sees him? More importantly, what will she do if Mr. Wrong is actually Mr. Right?

ISBN# 978-193475503-7
Mass Market Paperback / Contemporary Romance
US $7.95 / CDN $8.95
AVAILABLE NOW

www.kathycarmichael.com
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In the fatal heat of the Sahara Desert, Alan Waring extracts a smart card from a lap-
top computer held in the hands of a baked corpse. This is his assignment. This is what
he does best. The information this card holds changes the rest of his life. What was
once just a job turns into a life-altering experience that brings him in touch with his
inner spirit and a woman who reaches into his very soul. When she accidentally walks
off with his bag and the precious data it contains, Alan must pursue this vulnerable
woman into the dangerous clutches of the Algerian enemy to save his career and to pro-
tect the passion of his heart.

Mari Forster has always dreamed of visiting Morocco. Grieving over the death of her
father, she visits a dilapidated home once owned by her grandfather. In the decayed,
neglected courtyard of this abandoned residence, she encounters Alan. She doesn’t an-
ticipate meeting the man who will bring vigor and joy back into her life. Nor does she
realize her chance interlude is with an undercover agent.

Alan senses Mari’s loneliness and cannot focus on his assigned task. Under the scorch-
ing sun on treacherous arid terrain, he discovers that Mari fills a void inside that the
thrill-seeking part of his character has never acknowledged. He must be her hero . . .
or they both will die.

ISBN# 978-193475508-2
Mass Market Paperback / Romantic Suspense
US $7.95 / CDN $8.95
AVAILABLE NOW

annalouiselucia.com
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Leggy, karaoke-singing Allegra Thome spends her days teaching dysfunctional
teens and her nights with wealthy new boyfriend, Michael. The rough patch follow-
ing Allegra’s divorce is over, and life is grand. But when Allegra lands in the middle
of a drug bust and meets Sloan, a rough-around-the edges DEA agent and, later that
day, a throwaway kid from her class disappears, things quickly head south. Sloan, who
has the tact of a roadside bomb, is attracted to Allegra and alienates Michael. To make

matters worse, nobody seems to care that Allegra’s scudent, Sara Stepanek, is missing.

Add to the mix a rural Washington State town under the spell of a charismatic
minister who doesn’t hesitate to use secrets of the rich and powerful to keep them in
line, even while withholding his own dark past, and Allegra’s search for Sara becomes
a race against time with dead bodies piling up and her own life in peril. Under the
circumstances, it’s not surprising things come to a head at the WWJD (What Would
Jesus Drink) Winery.

ISBN# 978-193475546-4
Trade Paperback / Suspense
US $15.95 / CDN $17.95
AVAILABLE NOW

www.marileebrothers.com
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