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      Chapter 1
    

    -

    Virus Attack

    -

    The sun of the early April day shone in a cloudless sky. Yesterday's rain had left the ground moist and easy for digging. Daffodils and tulips added color to the scene and delight to my spirits. I knelt beside one of the mint patches and loosened the soul around the emerging shoots. Soon the numerous varieties would be high and provide leaves for drying and blending into teas. This year, I planned to use green tea as a base in some of the blends.

    I pulled weeds, then sank back to admire my work. My Maine Coon cat lay beside the gardening mat. With a boneless movement, Robespierre stretched. I sighed with envy and wished I had his supple spine. He ambled toward the car pulling into the driveway.

    Jenna Taylor, one of my first floor tenants, slid from the red hatchback and waved. “Hi, Mrs. Miller."

    I rose and gathered my tools. “How was class?"

    She grinned. “Thanks for your help on the Psych paper. Got an A."

    "I'm proud of you."

    Her hazel eyes filled with sadness. “You're the only one.” She took the basket and carried it to the porch of my “Painted Lady."

    The Victorian house I'd lived in since my dead husband and I had settled in this Hudson Valley village had been converted into two apartments. I chose the second floor with its view of the river and rented the first. A week after my return from Santa Fe, I'd acquired Jenna and her friend as tenants. The young women were students at the local college, Jenna in Nursing and Louise in Business.

    I paused at the foot of the steps. “Why don't you call your grandmother? I'm sure she'd be glad to see you and as proud of your accomplishments as I am."

    She shook her head. “And bring my problems with my uncle on her head. He hated my mother. After my dad died, Mom asked him for help and he refused.” Tears glittered in her eyes. “You should have heard the things he accused me of after my cousin's death. I'm better off staying away from family."

    I touched her hand. “The accident was five years ago. Surely he's over the loss by now."

    She combed her fingers through her short honey blonde hair. “He never forgives or forgets.” She handed me the basket. “Have to change for work. See you tomorrow."

    "Tomorrow,” I echoed and followed her inside. Robespierre trailed me upstairs. There, I spilled a little food in his dish. He thinks he should be fed every time he returns from outside. I always indulge him by adding a few dry tidbits.

    I put the kettle on. I hurt for Jenna. She'd seen more tragedy in twenty-three years than anyone should bear. Her father's death, her mother's alcoholism and series of abusive relationships. Orphaned at fourteen, she'd gone to live with her grandmother. Three years later, there'd been the accident and her cousin had died. For some reason I hadn't learned until recently, Jenna had become a runaway.

    In January, I learned from an acquaintance who taught at the college that Jenna had enrolled as a student and was looking for an apartment. When she was a child, I'd felt sorry for her and angry about the way her uncle had treated her. I offered her the first floor apartment at a reduced rate and had signed a lease with the girls. Over the past few months, Jenna and I have become friends.

    After a quick wash-up, I brewed a pot of mint tea. Robespierre began his greeting dance. Before I had a chance to see who had arrived, the cat slipped through his door. When I saw him on the landing with my young friend, Robby, I called a greeting.

    "Mrs. Miller, can I visit?” Robby asked. “I need to ask you something really important."

    "Over milk and cookies?"

    He nodded. “Mom said I can have three."

    "How does peanut butter with chocolate chips sound?” His grin provided my answer.

    "Oh, yes.” He bent and scratched Robespierre's head. The large cat rumbled like the sound of distant thunder.

    Once the ritual greeting ended, three cookies and a glass of milk waited on the table. Robby pulled a stool to the sink and washed his hands. “See. I ‘membered."

    "So you did.” While he ate the first cookie, I filled a mug and sat across the table from him. “Do you want to tell me what's bothering you?"

    He propped his elbows on the table. “How can a boy be happy his grandma died? If I had one, I'd be sad."

    I sipped the tea. “That's a hard question. Want to tell me how you learned the boy was happy about her death?"

    He leaned forward. “He's in my class. Always saying bad things ‘bout her. Said she was rich and mean ‘cause she wouldn't buy him all the toys he wanted."

    "Sounds like he's greedy."

    Robby's head bobbed. “He sure is. Always saying how his things are better than mine ‘cause they cost more."

    "So why was he happy she died?"

    "'Cause his mom and dad don't fight with his grandma ‘bout her money. They got it all."

    I cradled the mug. “Is he happy now?"

    "Guess so. He says so but he's still mean.” Robby reached for a second cookie. “He got a new bike and lots of video games. He's gonna live in a big new house. They can ‘ford a new one ‘cause no more money goes to that place."

    "What place?"

    "You know, the one on the river where old people go. Our class went there once to sing. They liked us."

    "Hudson House?"

    "Yep."

    The private nursing home is were the rich of the area go to recover from surgery or to spend their final years. The boy's grandmother must have had the means to pay for the luxurious service. I patted Robby's hand. “I'm not sure I have answers for your questions. I'm not sure there are any."

    He looked up. “If I had a grandma, she'd be just like you."

    "Thank you.” I patted his hand. “Tell you what. Why don't I become your adopted grandma?"

    His eyes widened. “You really could be mine. Like the puppy Pete said we'll ‘dopt from the shelter."

    Being compared to a puppy tickled my thoughts. Laughter brought tears to my eyes. “Since I'm an experienced grandmother, I won't need training in how to behave. The puppy will."

    He jumped up and hugged me. A frown wrinkled his forehead. Mom says I have to call you Mrs. Miller. A grandma should be called Grandma.” He bit the third cookie and swallowed. “I know. You can be Grandma Mrs. Miller. Wait ‘til I tell Mom and Pete."

    Before he left, I gave him a tin of cookies. “Make sure you share."

    "Have to.” He giggled. “Pete would chase me around the table making pig sounds. I'm glad Mom married him.” He tucked the tin under his arm and opened the door. Robespierre dashed ahead of him. “Bye, Grandma Mrs. Miller."

    Just then, Jenna stepped from the downstairs apartment. “What was that about?"

    "He wanted a grandmother so I adopted him."

    "That's so nice.” Her voice broke.

    "Come to church with me on Sunday.” Her grandmother was a member of St. Stephen's. So was I. Martha Garner and I had become friends when we worked on several Women's Guild projects. I know she often wondered what had happened to Jenna. Though I'd wanted to tell Martha about her granddaughter, I hadn't broken my tenant's confidence. Maybe the rift could be breached there.

    "Not a good idea. Can't you picture Uncle Marcus standing on the church steps with pointed finger and yelling, ‘Sinner, begone. Your kind isn't welcome here.’ I wouldn't want to tempt him to appear as less than a good Christian."

    The note of bitterness in her voice saddened me. She'd been alienated from her family for too long. Surely, there was a way to bring about reconciliation, at least with her grandmother. An idea occurred. When I returned to my apartment, I made two phone calls.

    * * * *

    Two days later, Martha and I entered Le Lune, a local restaurant where Jenna worked as a hostess/waitress. The small room holds a dozen tables in a cozy atmosphere offering exquisite food. Silver moons decorated the pale blue walls. On the tables, metal lanterns with moon cutouts held flickering candles.

    As we waited to be escorted to our table, Jenna looked up. “Mrs. Miller. Gran!” She dropped the menus and hugged Martha.

    "Child, you look wonderful. Why haven't you called the house? It's been five years since I've seen you. I've missed you.” Tears trickled down Martha's cheeks.

    "You know why.” Jenna looked away but not before I saw tears glistening in her hazel eyes.

    Martha nodded. “You could have let me know you were all right."

    Jenna made a face. “I couldn't. Uncle Marcus warned me to stay away."

    Martha tisked. “I don't understand him. Where were you all this time?"

    "With Dad's cousin. She died this fall so I decided to go to school."

    "But she lived so close.” Martha grasped Jenna's hand. “Don't think we didn't try to find you. Your uncle hired a detective. How long have you been in town?"

    "Since January, right before classes began at the college.” Jenna retrieved the menus. “Let me show you to a table."

    "I just don't understand why you didn't let me know,” Martha said.

    "Uncle Marcus knew I was here. He told me not to call or visit. He was afraid you would be upset and have a heart attack. He said you're not well."

    Martha shook her head. “My heart is sound. I don't understand why he's still grieving over what happened so long ago. Child, what did happen that day? He won't tell me."

    Jenna led us to a table and held the chair for her grandmother. “I won't either.” She handed us menus. “The veal dishes are great and I recommend the house dressing."

    We decided on veal piccata. After Jenna took our orders, she headed to the kitchen.

    Martha's gaze followed the young woman. “She looks wonderful. Thank you for arranging this meeting. I've always refused to believe the stories I was told."

    "And what were they?"

    "That she was abusing alcohol and using drugs. I never saw any evidence when she lived with me."

    "Who told you that?"

    She frowned. “Maybe...I'm not sure but Sophie might have been the one."

    "How much did Marcus say about the accident?"

    Martha took a deep breath. “That Jenna was high on something. I didn't notice that when she left the house."

    "Why would he say that? Her tests were negative."

    "He said she and Mark quarreled and Jenna grabbed the keys. Mark tried to stop her, but she sped off and crashed into the tree."

    "But Marcus wasn't there.” I stared at the candle. Why had her son lied? Mark had been the driver and his blood alcohol had been well over the legal limit.

    A few hours after the accident, the first he'd seen since he'd joined the police force, Pete came to the house. He'd known Mark. Pete was upset for another reason. As owner and editor-in-chief of the local newspaper, Marcus had kept the details out of print. How could I tell Martha, her son was a liar?

    "Are you sure you heard everything he said?” I asked. “After all, you both were in shock."

    Martha frowned. “I'm sure he said Jenna was driving. You know, she walked out of the hospital and ran away. Why didn't she come home?"

    "You'll have to ask her."

    Our salads arrived. Jenna had been right about the dressing, a raspberry vinaigrette. When the entree arrived, the veal could be cut with a fork and the sauce had a bold lemon flavor.

    Jenna returned to refill out cups and to deliver creme brulee. “You'll enjoy this. My treat."

    Martha caught her hand. “Why are you working here?"

    "The usual reasons."

    "I...” Martha shook her head.

    "Gran, I'm doing fine."

    When Jenna left to deliver another customer's meal, Martha leaned forward. “I just don't know why the detective Marcus hired couldn't find her. She was living an hour from here."

    Had he really hired a detective? My few encounters with her son regarding church matters made me doubt he did. Marcus Garner believed his way was the right and only way. Over the years, I've watched him manipulate others, including his mother. I believed he had no intention of sharing his mother's wealth with a soul, especially not his niece. His young daughters were spoiled. His second wife was years younger and she thought money could purchase anything or anyone.

    "Why didn't Jenna come to me for help?"

    "Maybe she doesn't want money."

    "But that's why she quarreled with Mark. She believed he was my sole heir and that wasn't true."

    The last spoon of dessert slid down my throat. “Let me handle the check and take you home.” I couldn't answer her question. Would she ask the one person who could? Her son.

    She touched my hand. “You don't want to be involved and I don't blame you. Family problems shouldn't spill onto friends."

    I was already involved. Jenna was my tenant and Martha, my friend. I would find a way to mend the shattered pieces. How, I didn't know.

    * * * *

    The April Saturday held a hint of summer. With a pitcher of iced mint tea on the table between us, I quizzed Jenna for a test in Anatomy. A car pulled in at the curb. Jenna's shoulders tensed. When I looked up, the reason for her uneasiness was evident. Marcus Garner strode up the walk. He'd inherited his height and build from his father. Only his black hair and dark eyes came from Martha.

    "Marcus, what brings you?"

    The owner of the local newspaper glared. “The pair of you.” Anger darkened his eyes. “Katherine, my family doesn't need your interference. I don't appreciate what you did with my mother the other evening."

    I rose and faced him. “Just what's wrong with two friends having dinner at the best restaurant in town?"

    "I know what you were up to.” He stabbed his finger toward me. “Stay out of my business.” He turned to Jenna. “What did I tell you when I heard you were back in town?"

    "Not to see Gran."

    "But you did and you have her all upset. She doesn't need another addict siphoning her money."

    Jenna sprang to her feet. “I've never done drugs and I don't abuse alcohol. I saw how those things messed up my mother and Mark."

    "Liar. Mark had no substance abuse problems. For the last time, stay away from my mother."

    "She's my grandmother and I love her."

    He raised his fist and swung. I grabbed his arm and deflected the blow. “Marcus Garner, you have no right to come on my property and threaten anyone."

    "Just stay our of my business.” He stomped to his car and drove away.

    I shook my head. How could a middle-aged pillar of the community have so little restraint?

    "You should have let him hit me."

    "Why?"

    "He would have been talking to the police.” She reached for the tea. “Sorry."

    "What for? He's the one at fault.” I patted her hand. “If Martha wants to see you, he has no reason to say she can't."

    She sucked in a breath. “I shouldn't drag you into my problems. Maybe I need to find another apartment."

    "Absolutely not. Your uncle and I have had our differences in the past. He doesn't frighten me either.” I frowned. “He can be rude, but I wonder what has him so worried. Could he have a guilty conscience? Maybe he's afraid your grandmother will learn the detective was a hoax."

    Jenna settled in the chair. “I doubt he feels guilty about anything. He's afraid Gran will leave her money to someone other than him. When Granddad died, Uncle Marcus was furious when he received the paper and no money. He and Sophie had been married a year. She wasn't happy either."

    My thoughts churned. If Marcus was living off the profits from the paper, he could be over-extended, especially with the show of wealth Sophie enjoyed. Was Martha subsidizing his lifestyle or was he counting on a large inheritance? I picked up the study guide. “Back to Anatomy."

    * * * *

    On Sunday morning, I rode to church with the Duggans. Since I usually have Sunday dinner at my son's, my family would meet me in our usual pew. I slid into the back seat beside Robby.

    "Hi, Grandma Mrs. Miller."

    Pete laughed so hard his cheeks nearly matched his red hair. “So, Sherlock, you have a new title."

    "I like it."

    Beth turned. Her eyes sparkled. “Robby has plans for you. Have dinner with us soon."

    "Love to. I'll bring dessert."

    "Cookies.” Pete and Robby shouted in unison.

    "Have you heard from Lars?” Beth asked.

    "Last week."

    "Any news on the houses there?” Pete asked. “He needs to get back to keep trouble from finding you."

    "He's hoping at least one of the houses will sell soon. But trouble? Haven't had much lately."

    "Right.” Skepticism filled his voice. “What's this I hear about a visit from Marcus Garner?"

    "Just a verbal drive-by."

    When we reached St. Stephen's, Pete let us out while he found a parking space. With three churches in two blocks, Sunday morning parking rivals the mall during the Christmas rush. I walked up the granite steps and stepped into the vestibule.

    Martha stood with her daughter-in-law. She came toward me. “See me after church. There's something I'd like you to do for me.” Her dark eyes glowed with—anger, irritation?

    "See you at coffee hour.” Hopefully, I could persuade Andrew to stay. I spotted my granddaughter and made my way down the center aisle.

    Andrea hugged me. “Mom and Dad are parking the car. I came to save our seats."

    I winked. Since my resignation as organist, I've sat in this pew where the acoustics are wonderful. Everyone in the congregation knows this is my place.

    While we waited for the service to begin, I chatted with several of my friends. The Garners walked down the aisle and settled in the second row, their accustomed place. The younger girl turned and stuck out her tongue. She mouthed something.

    Andrea jumped to her feet. “Not here.” I touched her arm. “What's this about?"

    "Tammy's a brat. She's mad ‘cause I was picked for a solo in the spring recital. She didn't get one."

    "Some people can't handle losing."

    She nodded. “She put honey in my dance shoes. Mom had to buy me a new pair."

    "Are you sure she was the one?"

    "She laughed and bragged to the other girls. They stopped talking to her. Tammy thinks because she's rich and goes to that private school she's better than us. And her mother —” Andrea rolled her eyes. “Mrs. Garner yelled at Miss Juliette about Tammy being stuck in the company. Miss Juliette said solos are based on talent and hard work, not money."

    "Miss Juliette's right."

    "Tammy says her mother's hunting for another dance company. There's one across the river but you have to go to auditions. Miss Juliette told Mrs. Garner she could take Tammy out of the company, but she needed to pay her bill first."

    Andrew and Ruth arrived. In an instant, my granddaughter changed from village gossip to young lady.

    When the service ended, I remained to hear the postlude. The organist, while competent, has none of Roger's flair or charisma. A plus for the church but a loss to music lovers.

    Instead of heading to Fellowship Hall, Marcus herded his mother toward the vestibule. She halted at the end of my pew. Marcus tugged on her arm. “Mother, we'll be late."

    She glared. “I need to speak to Katherine."

    "Call her tonight or tomorrow. Sophie was fortunate enough to obtain luncheon reservations at Mountain View. We must be there for our seating time."

    "Later,” she called as he propelled her forward.

    I followed. At the head of the steps, Martha shook off Marcus’ hand. Her heel twisted. She fell and slid down the steps. I dashed to her side and knelt. She grimaced. Her face was as gray as her hair. When I saw the way her leg was positioned, I was sure her hip was fractured. I felt for her pulse.

    "Don't try to get up.” I rolled my stole and slipped it under her head. “Someone call for an ambulance."

    Marcus glared at me. “Katherine, this is your fault."

    "Excuse me. If you hadn't dragged your mother from the church, she wouldn't have pulled away from you. Why don't you accept the responsibility for your own actions?"

    Marcus’ wife left her car at the curb. “Marcus, our reservations. We can't be late. We won't get another seating for months. You know the rule. They call your name three times and if you don't answer, they give your time away."

    "Sophie, go ahead. Take the girls. I'll stay with mother."

    "Fine, stay.” she snapped. She hurried to the car.

    Amazing, I thought. Reservations at a restaurant were more important than her mother-in-law's health.

    The oldest daughter tugged on her father's arm. “Daddy, I'll stay."

    He shook his head. “Go with your mother."

    "What if Grandmother Garner has to have an operation?"

    I looked up. “They won't take her to surgery for hours, especially if she's had breakfast."

    "Okay.” The child ran off.

    My son arrived. “Ambulance is on the way. Her vitals?"

    "Pulse rapid but steady. I'm sure the pain is at fault."

    Andrew nodded. He helped me to my feet.

    "Katherine. Come. Tomorrow."

    "I will."

    We waited until the ambulance arrived, then drove to my son's house. I tried Jenna's number and gave up after ten rings. Ruth and I collaborated on dinner. After we ate, Andrew went to his study. A few minutes later, he motioned to me. “Just called the hospital. Mrs. Garner's in surgery."

    "Who's the surgeon?"

    "Dr. Beemish."

    "Good.” He'd done the surgery when I broke my leg. Also, as a nurse at the hospital, I'd taken care of his patients and knew he was excellent.

    The rest of the day was spent catching up with my family's doings. That evening when Andrew dropped me off, I knocked on the door of the first floor apartment.

    Jenna answered. “What's wrong?"

    "Your grandmother fell on the steps at church. She fractured her hip."

    Jenna blanched. “Will she be all right?"

    "She has a good surgeon and for her age is in good health. They did the surgery this afternoon. I called but you weren't here."

    "I worked brunch and part of dinner. I'm going to see her."

    "Are you sure that's wise?"

    "Probably not, but I have to be sure she's all right."

    While I understood her concern and need, I hoped Marcus would understand.

    Later that evening as I enjoyed a mug of tea, I heard someone at the door. “Who's there?"

    "Jenna. Can I talk to you?"

    I opened the door. Her eyes were red from crying, but her posture telegraphed anger. “What happened?"

    "Gran is fine. Awake and alert.” Jenna sank on one of the kitchen chairs. “Uncle Marcus dragged me from the room and told the private duty nurse I wasn't allowed to visit again. I saw Gran for a moment. The nurse followed me down the hall and said Gran had come through surgery with no problems. Why is he so mean?"

    "I wish I knew.” I filled a mug for her. “I'll visit tomorrow and keep you posted. You can always call her."

    "And have him remove her phone.” She sampled the tea. “What really happened? He said the accident was your fault."

    "She wanted to tell me something, but he was rushing her. When they started down the steps, she pulled away, slipped and fell. I don't understand your uncle. Why would he lie?"

    "Maybe to make trouble between us. Won't happen.” She smiled. “Did Sophie really rush off to lunch?"

    "She did."

    "Someone at the restaurant laughed about her haste. Shows her priorities."

    "My very thought. I've always known social climbing was her forte. The oldest daughter offered to stay, but Marcus sent her with her mother."

    "Maybe she's Gran's favorite the way Mark was."

    "I don't think your grandmother had favorites in the past or now."

    "But I heard —"

    "What someone wanted you to hear."

    Jenna drained her mug. “I think you're right.” She rose. “Thanks for the tea and the shoulder. I'd better go. Early class tomorrow. When you see Gran, tell her I love her and I'll find a way to visit."

    "Will do."

    * * * *

    I waited until after lunch to visit Martha at the hospital. As I walked down the corridor of the Surgical Unit, the familiar scents and sounds made me wish I was back in uniform. A very bad idea. I remembered what had happened when I resurfaced as a church organist. Maybe the desire to return was akin to an old racehorse wanting to take another lap around the track.

    I paused outside Martha's private room and listened for voices. Hearing none I wanted to avoid, I tapped on the partially open door. The nurse who appeared had been a colleague until she opted for private duty.

    "Kate, how nice to see you. Heard you retired. Are you visiting someone?"

    "Martha. We're old friends."

    She shook her head. “Her son doesn't want anyone other than family visiting. She needs to rest."

    "Think of this as a pastoral call. We attend the same church.” On occasion, I made hospital calls for our pastor.

    "Katherine, is that you?” Martha asked.

    "Yes."

    "Let her in. It's vital for me to speak to her."

    Fran shrugged. “Go ahead. You can sit with her while I grab lunch. Her daughter-in-law was due to relieve me a half hour ago. Her son doesn't want her left alone."

    To keep out visitors who didn't meet his approval was my take on the order. “Thanks.” I entered and went to the bedside. “How are you feeling?"

    "Sore. Dumb. Awkward. I'm glad you came."

    "Jenna says she loves you and she'll find a way to visit."

    "Tell her to wait until I go to Hudson House. Marcus is so over-protective. When I'm there, he'll know I'm recovering and he won't worry so.” She clasped my hand. “Give me my handbag."

    I looked in the bedside stand and the closet. “Not here."

    Her forehead wrinkled. “That's right. I had it put in the safe."

    Why hadn't she sent her valuables home with her son? “I guess whatever you wanted to give me will have to wait."

    She nodded. “There are some things at the house I want you to remove."

    What's going on?” I turned. Sophie Garner stood in the doorway. She flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder.

    "I'm visiting,” I said.

    "Marcus doesn't want Mother Garner disturbed. Did that stupid nurse let you in? I'll see she's fired at once."

    "You'll do nothing of the sort.” Martha's voice held an iron edge. “I pay her and if I think she deserves to be fired, I will. You're almost an hour late to relieve her. Kate kindly volunteered to stay while the nurse had lunch."

    Sophie waved her red-tipped fingers. “Did you expect me to walk out on Linda Eliot? She's a very influential person around the county."

    Martha snorted. “A newcomer with new money. The Garners have been forces to reckon with for over a hundred years, but you always did like flash.” She dropped her hand on the bed. “Don't let her vulgar money sway you, but there's no sense trying to make silk from trash."

    "How can you say that? I've given you two lovely granddaughters.” Sophie turned to me. “You can leave. When I tell Marcus you were here, he'll be livid."

    "You'll tell him nothing.” Martha glared. “Sophie, step outside. I want to speak to Katherine alone."

    "I will not."

    I clasped Martha's hand. “It's all right. I'll talk to you later."

    Martha nodded. “Let my nurse know Sophie's here and she has no reason to worry or hurry her break."

    "Will do.” I slipped past Sophie and strode down the hall. At the nurses’ lounge, I opened the door and passed Martha's message to Fran.

    * * * *
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    Onset of Illness

    -

    Though I didn't visit Martha again during her hospital stay, I spoke to her every day on the phone. Several times, I questioned her about her desire to give me her house key, but she refused to tell me the reason.

    "In due time,” was all she would say and then change the subject. Much of her conversation centered on Jenna and how pleased she was with her granddaughter's career choice and spirited independence. One morning, she probed for the details of the five years of Jenna's absence.

    "Martha, you know perfectly well why she vanished and stayed away. Marcus drove her out of town."

    "But he tried to find her."

    "Did he really hire a detective?"

    "He said he did."

    "Did you ever read the reports?"

    She paused for a long time. “No, but Marcus said the agency found no trace of her so there was nothing positive to report. He's my son. Why wouldn't I believe him?"

    "What about her school records? She was entering her senior year in high school. I know she graduated with she lived with her father's cousin."

    "Marcus said the school refused to release any information about where or if she had transferred."

    "But you were her guardian."

    "Not officially. I kept putting it off. I was afraid they would take her from me and someone told me they would put her in one of those group homes. She had some serious problems after her mother died."

    "Jenna? I don't recall seeing any wildness. If anything, she seemed withdrawn."

    "And ready to explode. Katherine, you have no idea how cruel she was with Marcus’ little girls."

    "Did you see her harm them?"

    "No, but I heard about the things she did."

    Had Marcus or Sophie told her these stories? “At least she had a safe place to live. The real shame is there was no reason for her flight."

    "But there was.” Martha's voice was shrill. “The police were about to arrest her for driving under the influence and for causing Mark's death."

    I nearly dropped the phone. “Why would they do that? She wasn't driving and she hadn't been using drugs or drinking."

    "You must be mistaken. Marcus said he'd fixed matters so there would be no scandal from the accident."

    And so he had, but the cover-up hadn't been for Jenna, just for his son. I shook my head. There was no sense pursuing this, especially after five years.

    "Are you making one of your famous chocolate cakes for the bazaar?"

    "Actually, two.” The change of subject signaled the arrival of an acceptable visitor. Either Sophie or Marcus. “I have no choice. Will you be going home soon?"

    "Not home. Hudson House. I'm looking forward to the peaceful surroundings there.” She laughed. “This place is too noisy. People dashing around at all hours night and day. Strange noises. I don't know how anyone can rest in all this confusion."

    I laughed. “Unfortunately a hospital never sleeps. Talk to you tomorrow.” I hung up and thought about her decision to go to the exclusive nursing home. Marcus would have no excuse to restrict her visitors there. Besides, I felt sure he and Sophie would visit less often. At Hudson House, there were fewer people to impress by pretending devotion.

    That evening, I lounged in the living room on the window seat and watched the children across the street at play. The phone rang. I set the mug on the sill and picked up the receiver.

    "Kate?” Lars asked.

    I settled against a pillow. “Who else?"

    He laughed. “Your granddaughter, a neighbor, some stray. Your house is a gathering place for many."

    "Always possible for someone to be here, but I usually answer.” His deep voice warmed me. “I have acquired a second grandchild.” I told him about Robby."

    "He's a fine boy. I've a bit of good news. Sold my son's house and there are several parties interested in mine. Also have a feeler or two on Bonnie's. I may be home before August."

    "Wonderful. Do you ever regret the move there?"

    He let out a long sigh. “Seemed to be the right move at the time, especially when my two youngest were in college there. I feel bad when I think about the tragedies that occurred, but Santa Fe is a lovely town. I've made some good friends and helped several people start new businesses."

    "I'll be glad when you're here."

    "Miss me, do you?"

    I laughed. “Absolutely. I need a bridge partner."

    "What about a husband?"

    "Perhaps."

    He growled. “When will you make the decision? I thought when you were here I had you signed and waiting for delivery."

    "When we can talk about a number of things."

    "Like what?"

    "Not over the phone.” While I loved him and had for years, I wasn't sure I wanted to be married again. After our spouses had died, we had considered marriage. His daughter had thrown several major tantrums so Lars and I had shelved our plans. Even when I'd visited him in Santa Fe, Bonnie had shown her dislike of me in subtle ways. Her death had removed an obstacle, but time and distance had raised my doubts.

    "You're right. A long distance courtship isn't fun. Are you staying out of mischief?"

    I sipped the tea. “Depends."

    "What are you up to?"

    "So far very little. Martha Garner fell on the church steps and fractured her hip."

    "Is she all right? She's a grand old dame.” He paused. “What does her accident have to do with mischief?"

    "Marcus refused to allow visitors other than family at the hospital."

    "So call her."

    "I do. He refuses to let my tenant visit. Jenna is Martha's granddaughter."

    He growled. “And you've made it your business to interfere. Don't. Marcus Garner can be a bad enemy."

    "How well do you know him?"

    "Mainly through the church and the club. Years ago, he wanted me to invest in several projects. I turned him down. He's the kind who if something goes sour, it's never his fault and he tends to be a bully. I can't work with a man like that."

    "You're right about his personality."

    "Is this Jenna the one who was involved in his son's death."

    I finished the tea. “She happened to be a passenger in the car. She tried to get Mark to slow down but he wouldn't."

    "Doesn't surprise me. He hung around the fringes of Bonnie's crowd in high school. Rumor said he was their pot supplier."

    So Mark hadn't been the perfect young man his father had championed. I filed that away for further consideration. “How old was he when he died."

    "Twenty-five or six."

    "How can that man blame Jenna? She was only seventeen."

    Lars cleared his throat. “Would it do any good if I told you to avoid becoming involved in the situation?"

    "Probably not.” I took a deep voice and changed the subject. “Don and Megan were here for dinner last week. In case he didn't tell you, on the days he's in the city, Megan will stay at Sarah's. Her foster daughter is in the same class."

    "That's great."

    For a bit longer, we discussed family and friends. After I hung up, I decided I was fortunate he remained in New Mexico. I intended to see Jenna reunited with her grandmother and see the real story of the accident was brought into the open. Lars would try to stop me. By now, he should know that was impossible.

    * * * *

    On Monday morning, Beth called to say Martha had just left for Hudson House. I smiled at the relief I heard in her voice. “Not going to miss your star patient?"

    "I'll miss her but not her son. That man had a thousand complaints, not to mention hurling advice on how to run the unit for efficiency and profit."

    This time, I laughed. “At least he didn't bar you from his mother's room."

    "He tried, but I told him that as manager of the Surgical Unit, his mother and her care were my responsibility. He's such a gentleman at church and an ogre here."

    "At the hospital, he sees you as a servant, not an equal. He doesn't have to be nice to servants."

    "Thank you for your insight.” She hung up.

    I went down to Jenna's apartment and caught her at the door. “Your grandmother has been sprung from prison."

    She chuckled. “I'll pop in at Hudson House to see her before class. Uncle Marcus and Sophie leave tomorrow morning for a cruise. She needs to recover from the stress of taking care of Gran."

    "Where did you hear that?"

    "At the restaurant yesterday. People will talk about others and I can't help hearing.” She shook her head. “Sophie's so phony."

    I nodded. “Perhaps cutting her lunches at the club short and foregoing shopping in the city was stressful and a sacrifice. Tell Martha I'll stop by tomorrow morning and hope I'm not interrupting some therapy session."

    "I will. I'll let you know about her schedule after class. Is ten too late?"

    "I seldom go to bed before the eleven o'clock news is finished. See you then."

    That evening after dinner, I played the piano for an hour. My fingers aren't as supple as they once were, but the activity is relaxing and allows me to think.

    Jenna arrived shortly after ten. Robespierre followed her inside. We performed the usual food routine, then I offered her hot or cold mint tea. When I put several brownies on a plate, she took one, tasted and sighed. “What about opening a bakery?"

    "Too much work. You look happy."

    "Been a good day. Got an A on the Psych test. Gran and I had a long talk about the accident. I think she believes me."

    "That's good news, but...” I couldn't decide how to frame my fears.

    "Is there a problem with Gran and me being reconciled?"

    "No, yes, I'm not sure. I'm worried about how your uncle will react when he returns."

    "Gran said she'd handle him. I think he's worried that someone else will inherit."

    "I'm sure you're right."

    "I told Gran I didn't want any of her money.” Jenna leaned forward. “Told her as a nurse I might not be rich, but I wouldn't starve. Nurses are always in demand."

    "How did she react?"

    "She laughed. I did ask her for some of the things I left behind when I split. She said she'd taken care of that and had packed them away in the attic. When she goes home, I'll get them."

    "I still can't help fearing your uncle will cause trouble."

    She lifted the mug. “When I was younger, I ran because I was afraid of him. I won't back away now."

    "What about accepting help from your grandmother?"

    She shook her head. “I'm better off earning my own way. Mark was twenty-five and he'd never worked. All because Granddad and then Gran gave him everything he asked for. Not me. I worked when I lived with Gran. Mark thought I was dumb. So did Sophie.” She ate the second brownie.

    "You're an amazing young woman."

    She shook her head. “More like ordinary, but independent. I've had to be. Living with my mom was good for learning self-reliance. I'd better go. I've Anatomy lab at eight."

    After she left, I watched the news and prepared for bed. I felt as though a storm brewed. Knowing the uneasy feelings would keep me awake, I picked up a book from the bedside table and began to read.

    * * * *

    After my walk, I puttered around the apartment. Once the neighborhood children had left for school, I put some cookies and cinnamon rolls in a tin and walked across the street to Sarah's house. This visit was often part of my routine. Maria and the baby joined us for a gossip session about our neighbors and the recent events in town.

    "It's been quiet lately,” Sarah said. “What we need is a good scandal. Maybe you could find a body."

    "Bite your tongue,” I said. “I've come across enough to last a lifetime."

    Maria shook her head. “Mrs. Sarah would not like the scandal if one came to her house."

    "True,” Sarah said. “How's old Mrs. Garner?"

    "Recovering at Hudson House.” I looked at the clock. “I'm visiting her a bit later this morning."

    "You won't forget your day to sit with the infants,” Sarah said.

    "Have I ever?"

    "Mrs. Miller is most dependable,” Maria said.

    Sarah nodded. “I know.” She looked up. “Did you know the house at the foot of the street is for sale?"

    "They want much money,” Maria said. “Paul ask."

    "The way real estate prices have soared around here, they won't have any trouble finding a buyer to meet their price.” The house Sarah spoke of was one of my favorites with its view of the river from the living room and the master bedroom. I've often considered selling my Victorian and moving to a smaller house on a single level. The idea has never gone beyond thought. “I hope whoever buys will fit into the neighborhood better than the current owners."

    The grandfather clock in the hall chimed ten times. After I finished my tea, I went home and filled a tin with cookies for Martha to eat or share. Then I drove to Hudson House. The large mansion on the river had been converted into a luxurious nursing home. Only the exterior and the gardens remained. Two wings had been added to provide patient and therapy rooms. As I strolled along the tree-shaded walk to the front door, I noticed several residents sitting in the sun.

    I paused at the desk in the spacious foyer and asked for Mrs. Garner's room number. While the young woman checked the patient list, I tensed. Had Marcus left orders restricting visitors? Surely not since Jenna had been able to see her grandmother.

    Once I had the location, I climbed the broad staircase to the second floor. I could have used one of the elevators, but exercise is healthy. I tapped on the door of the room

    "Come in,” Martha called.

    She sat in a wheelchair. Her hair had been washed and styled. “You're looking grand."

    "The least they can do with what I'm paying. A beautician comes in three mornings a week."

    I looked around the spacious room. The electric bed faced the door. Near the window alcove, a love seat and an upholstered chair had been placed so the garden and the river could be seen. A partially open door revealed a large bathroom. Bright prints decorated the walls.

    "So how is the service?” I asked.

    "Couldn't be better. Do you think you could push me to the elevator? I haven't mastered this contraption and I'd like to go to the garden so we can talk."

    "No problem. Hasn't been that long since I pushed one for a living."

    She reached for a fleecy shawl. “I'm so glad I'm not in the hospital what a boring stay. I don't know what came over Marcus to make him restrict visitors.” She held her handbag on her lap.

    After unlocking the brakes, I pushed her along the hall to one of the elevators. We exited on the ground floor and moved through what had been the ballroom and now was a dining/activity center. The wide French doors opened onto a terrace where a ramp allowed easy access to the gardens. I found a sunny spot beside a white bench.

    "Why all the secrecy?” I asked.

    She heaved a sigh. “The intercom."

    Her answer puzzled me. Yes, health care facilities had intercom systems, but listening in on conversations was difficult. Sometimes, the static and crackle made the patients who called for help hard to hear. “What don't you want heard?"

    "In a minute.’ She clutched her purse to her chest. “Yesterday afternoon, I heard the man across the hall arguing with one of his sons. The man refused to sign some kind of paper. The son shouted. ‘If you don't, you're signing your death warrant. I need the power of attorney. Steve is just the one to see you dead.’ A nurse sent the son away."

    "Sounds like a family quarrel. People often say things they don't mean when they're upset."

    "That man died last night. I heard the nurses call the code and saw them pushing that red cart into the room."

    "Are you sure the one who died was the same man you heard earlier?"

    "His room was directly across the hall from mine."

    "Do you know why he was here?"

    She shook her head. “Another odd thing happened at dinner. One of the other residents asked why my neighbor hadn't come to the dining room. He said they had planned a card game. The aide said the patient was too tired to leave his bed."

    "He could have had a relapse."

    "I suppose. When I asked the nurse what had happened, she said he'd had a heart attack. She also said deaths were expected when people are old and in poor health. I just thought his death coming so soon after the threat was odd."

    "Are you worried about yourself?"

    She shook her head. “No, but I am pushing eighty.” She frowned. “Last night, Marcus and I had words about Jenna. I don't understand his anger toward her. She wasn't the driver. He insists a witness saw her behind the wheel, but he refused to say who saw the accident. I told him I planned to make some changes in my will."

    "How did he react?"

    "Told me to think long and hard. I didn't tell him the changes had been made months ago. I mailed two letters to the attorney just before the accident. They'll explain why I acted the way I have."

    "Why not tell him?"

    "I wanted them to be surprised."

    Though a million questions swirled in my thoughts, I kept silent. “How are you feeling?"

    "Tired. A bit short of breath."

    "Have you noticed any swelling in your feet or ankles?"

    "Hard to tell when you're not moving about."

    "Why don't you ask Dr. Brookes to stop by?"

    "I tried to have him called, but the nurse said he didn't have privileges here. Hudson House has it's own doctor. He's nice, but he doesn't know me."

    I patted her hand. “I've an appointment with Dr. Brookes this afternoon. I'll talk to him. Perhaps he can speak to the doctor here."

    Her symptoms were vague, but the first thing I considered was congestive heart failure. The second was anemia. There'd been blood loss during surgery and I wandered if she'd had a transfusion or been ordered iron. If I could look at her chart, I would have a better idea of the problem. At this moment, I couldn't come up with a reason to pry.

    "Will you come by tomorrow?” she asked.

    "Of course. How long will Marcus and Sophie be gone? I'd rather not encounter them."

    "They'll be away for a week.” She met my gaze. “What new and radical idea have you sprung on the Elders?"

    "Nothing. He's angry because Jenna's my tenant. We had words about the way he threatened her."

    She sighed. “He worries about nothing. If he'd just talk to her, he'd see she's nothing like her mother.” She opened her purse. “I'd like you to go to the house and do something for me."

    "Of course.” I leaned forward. “Are you sure you're all right?"

    "I'm not planning to die, but I am of the age when it's a decided possibility.” She handed me a key and a business card. “This is for the house. See that Jenna gets the four boxes in the first room in the attic. They're labeled with her name. You could go any time to pick them up and here's a witnessed paper granting you access to the boxes."

    "Are you sure?"

    "These are things she asked for and a few other things.” She reached for my hand. “In the freezer, there's a small bag. Remove it when you go for the boxes. If anything happens to me, call the attorney on this card and take the key to him."

    "What an odd place to hide something."

    "I saw a television program where a woman kept important papers there. Oh, the attorney isn't the one I've always used. He and Marcus are golfing buddies. This man is my choice. He has my authorization to open the box and he'll know what to do with the contents."

    "Martha.” I wanted to ask for more information, but would she tell me? “All right. I'll do this."

    "Thank you.” She pressed my hand. “I'm not cutting Marcus out of my will. There are just some other things I want to do with some of the money."

    She turned the conversation to the bazaar held by the Women's Guild of the church twice a year. Martha regretted not being in on the planning for the spring event. She'd been an active member and was currently on the Board.

    "We could meet here."

    She chuckled. “Can you picture ten or twelve women invading? Though the sitting room is large enough, I'm not sure the other residents would approve."

    A woman in a bright blue uniform strode toward us. “Mrs. Garner, I've been looking everywhere for you. If you leave the building, you must leave word of your whereabouts. The physical therapist is waiting."

    I rose. “See you tomorrow.” I tucked the key and the card in my purse. I hoped Martha hadn't been touched by a premonition.

    * * * *

    At two, I arrived at the doctor's office and waited to be called. Finally, a nurse led me to an examining room, took my vitals and weight. After an endless wait, the door opened. Dr. Brookes stepped inside. “Kate, sorry to keep you waiting. I need either a new partner or fewer patients. Things look good. I'll reorder your med. Any other problems?"

    "None for me, but I'm concerned about Martha Garner."

    "How is she? When I saw her at the hospital, she was recovering beautifully from the surgery."

    "I'm not sure.” I related my observations and her vague complaints."

    He frowned. “Sounds like anemia. Wish I could help but I don't have privileges there."

    "Could you speak to the doctor?"

    He groaned. “I'm sure he has the situation under control. I don't want to butt in."

    "She'd feel better if you did."

    He walked with me to the waiting room. “I'll think about it. Is that all right?"

    "Have to be."

    "Will Lars be returning soon? We haven't had a decent bridge party for months."

    I laughed. “I'll let him know he's in demand for his card skills. As for when, as far as I know, he's hoping to be here by August at the latest. You'll have to be patient.” I tucked the prescription in my purse and handed one of the clerks the co-pay.

    * * * *

    My daily visits to Martha didn't ease my concern for my friend. Though her color gradually improved, she seemed to have more difficulty breathing and she seemed on edge. Her conversation centered on the second death in the two weeks since her arrival. “This time, I heard the family complaining."

    "About?"

    "The expense of staying here. How Aunt Marie was wasting their inheritance."

    "That's awful."

    "Marcus called from the cruise ship. They decided on two weeks. When I told him what I'd overheard, he laughed and asked me how I was enjoying his expectations.” She chuckled. “He's such a tease."

    Had he been joking? I was sure Martha could be here for years before her assets melted away. “So when do you expect to go home?"

    "I'm not leaving until I can manage with a companion only at night. The physical therapist said two to three more weeks.” She smiled. “I thought I might ask Jenna to come live with me. Since she won't take money, this is one way I can help her. She's so different from Marcus’ daughters."

    "Yes, she is. Do you think she'll accept?"

    "All I can do is ask. Months ago, I made a codicil to my will. She'll be in for a surprise."

    "Have you told Marcus?"

    "Why? My will is my business. I had the addendum sent to my lawyer the day before my accident."

    "Legal?"

    "Signed, witnessed and notarized. I'm sure Marcus will learn as soon as he returns."

    "When will that be?"

    "Tomorrow. I've invited him and Sophie to have dinner with me."

    "He'll be upset."

    She sighed. “It's been five years and time to put the past to rest. Jenna told me what happened that dreadful day. I called an old friend, a retired police officer. He confirmed her story. There's another fact I learned a few months ago."

    "What?” I shouldn't have asked but my curiosity was too strong."

    "I'm not going to tell you."

    "Will whatever you're learned shocked Marcus]"

    "Katherine, you're as curious as that cat of yours."

    "Maybe more.” Someone tapped on the door. I went to see who had come.

    "Hi, Gran, Mrs. Miller.” Jenna breezed into the room.

    Since I knew how limited the young woman's time was, I turned to leave. “Martha, I won't be in tomorrow. Beauty parlor in the morning and child sitting all afternoon."

    She laughed. “When are you going to go gray?"

    "Never. I'll keep my one vanity. See you day after tomorrow. Do think about what you say to others.” As I left, I heard Jenna ask what I meant. Would Martha tell her?

    * * * *

    The next day, a misting rain fell, but that didn't deter my morning visit to the beauty parlor. The afternoon with the children, Sarah's twins and Maria's baby wasn't as much fun. Keeping them amused in the house meant being creative. When the mothers returned, I was exhausted. Three small children have more energy than they need. As I dashed across the street, Jenna pulled into the driveway. I waited for her on the porch.

    "Good,” she said. “I hoped I'd have a chance to talk to you."

    "Another paper?"

    She shook her head. “About Gran's plans. How do I convince her that while I love her, I can't live with her and I don't care about her money? All I care about is her. Granted some extra cash would be nice, but it isn't necessary for my survival."

    "Have you had dinner?"

    "Not yet."

    "Then come along. We'll eat left-overs and chat.” She followed me inside. “About your grandmother. I have a feeling Marcus and Sophie have made her believe money is more important than she is."

    Jenna sighed. “I'm afraid you're right.” She paced to the living room and back. “Why are people so greedy?"

    "I haven't the slightest idea."

    When she settled on one of the kitchen chairs, I started water for tea and took a plate of roast beef, cheese, lettuce and tomatoes from the refrigerator. Moments later, I filled two mugs and joined her at the table.

    She raised her drink. “Met my cousins yesterday. They arrived not long after you left. They are something else. Said their nanny was waiting in the car. They demanded Gran give them money for the mall. She told them no. Tammy stamped her foot and called Gran mean."

    "So what happened?'

    "Gran said no again. Tammy said she was going to tell her mother and since Gran wanted to give all her money to that dumb Mark, she could give it to Heather and her. Gran told them to leave."

    "Did they?"

    Jenna shook her head. “Tammy asked for the key to Gran's house so they could take the money Gran hides in the cookie jar. I thought Gran would explode. She screamed for them to get out and not return. They left. I tried to calm Gran and called for a nurse to help her."

    "Good thinking.” I stared at the table. Poor Martha. Was she all right?

    "As soon as the nurse came, I kissed her and left. The girls were waiting for the elevator. I told them they'd been rude and should apologize. Heather said servants didn't tell them what to do and as soon as her parents returned I'd be fired."

    "Did you tell them who you are?"

    "No way. They'd find a way to make trouble between Gran and me."

    I busied myself in preparing a sandwich. “I imagine you're right. I wonder why they're allowed to get away with behavior like that."

    Jenna reached for the bread and the fixings. “As they got on the elevator, the younger one stuck her tongue out and said her grandmother needed to go home. Mommy says Grandmother Garner is wasting their inheritance."

    The comment triggered my memories of Robby's tale and what Martha had heard. “Did your grandmother hear them?"

    "I don't think so. Why?"

    I told her about the other incidents and how upset Martha had been. I took a bite of my sandwich. Marcus and Sophie had returned from the cruise. They were probably having dinner with Martha. I'm sure the codicil would be mentioned. I wish I had persuaded her to keep silent, but I knew I hadn't.

    * * * *
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    The next morning, I decided to do what I'd been avoiding. I finished breakfast and reached for the phone. I wanted to speak to Edward Potter before he left for church and became involved in business. Robespierre arrived and begged for food. “Later."

    Edward answered on the second ring. “It's Katherine. I need to ask for a favor."

    "Ask away."

    "Martha Garner gave me the key to her house and asked me to remove four boxes from the attic."

    "Why are you telling me this?” he asked.

    "I need someone to accompany me. I wouldn't want anyone to accuse me of theft."

    "Ask Marcus. He's back from the cruise."

    Right, I thought. That wouldn't work. “We're not on the best of terms and Martha wanted me to do this, not him. The boxes are for Jenna. If Marcus finds them first, he'll trash them.” I didn't mention the key in the freezer. Once I persuaded Edward to escort me, I'd find a way to retrieve the key. I would hold it until Martha left Hudson House.

    Edward groaned. “Isn't that Jenna Taylor, the one who ran away rather than face what she had done? If she was responsible, I imagine there are charges still pending."

    Jenna hadn't attended St. Stephen's but had remained a member of the church her father had attended. Edward hadn't known her. “No matter what Marcus says, she wasn't driving. His son was and he was drunk."

    "How would you know? Didn't the accident happen near his house?"

    "It did, but I comforted a young police officer who was first on the scene. He knew Mark."

    "Pete?” he asked.

    "Yes. The real problem with calling Marcus is his attitude. He doesn't want Jenna to have anything. Martha knows how he feels. Will you go with me and help right a wrong?"

    "What will you do with these boxes?"

    "Give them to her."

    "How will you manage that? No one knows where she is. I remember how often Martha added the girl's name to the prayer list. I'm sure she believes her granddaughter is dead."

    "Jenna is one of my tenants and a student at the college."

    Edward made a noise midway between a groan and a growl. I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “Does Marcus know the girl's living in town?"

    "Definitely. He threw her out of her grandmother's room at the hospital. The day before Martha's accident, he stormed onto my property with bluster and threats. Will you go with me or do I make the trip alone?"

    "I'll come.” In my imagination, I saw him brace his shoulders and roll his eyes heavenward. “Rather than have to post bail, I'll meet you at her house in a half hour. How do you get yourself in these tangles?"

    "Just luck."

    He laughed. “Lars would never partner me in bridge if I let you get into trouble."

    "I'll let him know how much in demand he is."

    After hanging up, I finished the tea, fed the cat and went to the basement for the dolly I use to move large objects. I reached Martha's house, parked in the circular driveway and waited for Edward.

    Exactly thirty minutes after he'd hung up, Edward pulled his car behind mine. His timing always stuns me. I wondered if he had some kind of internal clock. He got out and walked to my car. I opened the door. Ever the gentleman, he helped me out. Edward excels at church politics, cajoling the older members and tolerating the younger ones. Even in old clothes, he looks fashionable. I'm sure some of my ideas for projects at the church have contributed to his receding hairline. Over the years, we've settled into friendship.

    "You're right on time.” I strode up the walk.

    "Always. Are you sure you want to do this?” His furtive glances made me wonder if he expected Marcus to leap from behind the giant rhododendron bushes lining the walk.

    "Of course I am. Jenna will appreciate the things her grandmother saved for her. In this case, Marcus would never honor his mother's wishes.” I slid the key into the lock and entered the house.

    Just inside the door, I switched on the lights. The crystal chandelier gleamed and dispelled the gloom. The musty odor made my nose wrinkle. Since we wouldn't be long, I resisted the temptation to open windows to air the house.

    Edward followed me up the broad staircase to the second floor where I opened the door leading to the attic. Martha and I had often gone there to carry down some item she'd donated to the church for the bazaar. A narrow set of stairs led to the spacious area that had been divided into rooms for the servants in the days when the Garners had a full-time live-in-staff.

    In the first room, just as Martha had said, I found the boxes with Jenna's name scrawled in Martha's spidery handwriting. Three were large and one small. Edward and I slid them to the second floor, then managed to wrestle one to the foyer.

    I slumped against the newel post to catch my breath. “I should have brought the dolly in."

    Edward sank on the steps. “Katherine, for pity's sake, go get it. I'm not moving until you do."

    "I need a glass of water."

    "Sounds wonderful. Iced, I hope.” He looked up. “Do you think there are bricks in those boxes?"

    "We may never know.” I left him and walked to the kitchen. A shiver of pleasure filled me. Since he wasn't going to follow, I had the perfect opportunity to retrieve the key Martha had hidden in the freezer. I took two glasses from the cupboard and opened the refrigerator. Among the boxes of frozen vegetables, I found the plastic bag and slipped it into the pocket of my slacks, then dropped cubes in the tumblers.

    After Edward finished his drink, I returned the empties and put them in the sink. “Now for the dolly."

    Edward started upstairs. “I'll wait for you up here."

    "Five minutes."

    He reached the head of the steps. “I'll time you."

    As he vanished around the corner, I figured he was watching the second hand on his watch. I reached for the knob. The door opened. I gasped.

    Marcus glared. “What are you doing here?"

    "Your mother gave me a key and this note authorizing me to remove some boxes from the attic."

    "I don't believe you."

    I dangled the house key on the holder embossed with Martha's initials. “How do you explain this.” I handed him the paper.

    He fisted his hands. “Who owns the other car? My niece?"

    "No."

    "What did my mother ask you to take?"

    "Some boxes she packed for Jenna.” I met his glare with my own. “She knows how you feel about your niece. She's afraid you'll toss them in the dump."

    His cheeks turned scarlet. Embarrassment or anger? Perhaps both. “That's what I'll do after I learn what's in the boxes. Should I call the police?"

    "Go ahead. You're the one who will look foolish."

    He pushed past me and ripped the sealing tape free. “Let's see what my mother's giving the girl who killed my son."

    "Jenna wasn't driving. Why continue to believe a lie? The police records show what really happened."

    "There was a witness who says the records are wrong."

    "Katherine, I thought you said five minutes. It's been eight. Where's the dolly?"

    Marcus straightened. “What's he doing here?"

    I smiled. “Why would I come alone. If I hadn't brought Edward, you would accuse me of theft."

    "You win.” He opened the top of the box. “Old toys, dolls. Take all this junk with my blessing."

    "Edward, Marcus is here. Maybe he can help you while I fetch the dolly."

    A short time later, we loaded two of the boxes on the dolly and wheeled them to my car. When all four were stowed, I handed the house key to Marcus. “Your mother would like to see a reconciliation. Don't you think the time to forgive and forget has come?"

    "Why? Mother knows what went down."

    "I believe she does. She mentioned speaking to an old friend who has retired from the force. She knows Jenna wasn't lying."

    "My witness...Maybe Jenna wasn't driving, but she grabbed the wheel. Otherwise the story makes no sense."

    "Maybe your witness was lying.” I opened my car door.

    "Sophie was there. She saw the whole thing from our front window."

    My brow furrowed. “Then why didn't she come forward?"

    He put his hands on the door. “She was in shock. She was pregnant and after the funeral, she collapsed and miscarried. She spent weeks in a rest home."

    "I'm sorry to hear that.” I slid into the car. I had to speak to Jenna about the accident. “Why would your wife blame Jenna?"

    "Because my niece hated her cousin. Mother was making him her sole heir."

    I frowned. “Did Martha tell you that?"

    "Sophie knew and she felt awful about me being disinherited."

    I shook my head. “Would your mother have done that?"

    He scowled. “Mother doesn't like Sophie. Never approved of my divorce and second marriage. Mother believes Sophie only married me for money and position. Mother's always accusing Sophie of trying to make trouble."

    I could understand Martha's fears about her daughter-in-law. Sophie was beautiful and shallow. She'd been Marcus’ secretary before their marriages. If the stories I'd heard were true, she had pursued him like a cat after prey. “I doubt your mother's dislike of your wife would cause her to cut you off. Martha believes in family. That's why she wants to see Jenna."

    He turned away. “Jenna is like her mother. Selfish. Needy. No sense of responsibility. She's looking for someone to take care of her."

    My mouth gaped. His view of his niece showed someone totally unlike the young woman I knew. Those rigid views were so entrenched it would take dynamite to dislodge them. I closed my car door and drove away. I touched the plastic bag. What would be in the box when the key was used? Would I ever learn?

    * * * *

    That afternoon when I arrived at Hudson House, I nearly collided with the woman who had been my lab partner at the community college. Pauline Morgan had been a good deal younger, but she'd become more than an acquaintance. During one of her many moves, I'd lost track of her. “Pauline, I didn't know you worked here."

    "Kate Miller. This is a surprise.” She clasped my hand. “You look wonderful. What are you up to these days?"

    "Today I'm visiting a patient. How long have you been back in the area?” During our student days, she'd lived with her parents in a town on the other side of the county.

    "Six months. Do you have a few minutes to play catch up?” She stepped into a small deserted sitting room.

    "I've plenty of time. So tell me what you've been doing. I lost track of you somewhere between Chicago and California."

    She laughed. “I did bounce around a bit but I was young and looking for adventure. Chicago was my BS. Then a short stop in Denver. Went to California for my MA in Nursing Administration. I spent several years in Hawaii. When my father died, I returned to live with my mother. And you?"

    "Stayed here. Worked at the local hospital until I retired."

    "Still have a mint garden? I remember drinking gallons of various blends while cramming for exams or working on group projects. Could have used some of the tea when I went back to school. The kind they sell in stores never did the trick."

    "Garden's flourishing. You'll have to stop by one of these days and see how I've expanded operations."

    'And your son?"

    "Andrew's a psychiatrist, married and has one daughter."

    She smiled. “His becoming a doctor doesn't surprise me. He spent so much time listening to us cramming for tests, he must have had a good start."

    A woman appeared in the doorway. “Ms. Morgan, don't forget you have an appointment with Mr. Jakes in fifteen minutes."

    "I'll be in the office in ten.” Pauline made a face. “Can't get away for long."

    "Sounds like you're busy."

    "Always. I'm Director of Nursing."

    "Congratulations."

    "Thanks.” She paused. “Would you be interested in some part-time work? Hudson House could use someone with your experience several evenings a week. The nursing shortage strikes everywhere."

    "Let me think about it.” My answer surprised me. Why hadn't I told her no? I have no trouble keeping busy, yet some quality in her voice struck a cord. Was she having problems with the staff? I strode down the hall beside her.

    "Is your license current?"

    I nodded. “I haven't the slightest idea why I didn't retire it, too."

    "Think about my offer. If you decide you want a job, we'll talk. Remember Chem and Micro labs. We were the best."

    Her remark added fuel to my curiosity. What wasn't she saying? We had taken honors in both classes by being the first to identify mystery elements and microbes. “I will and I'll stop by with some mint tea one day soon.” I paused at the foot of the stairs.

    "Who are you visiting?"

    "Martha Garner."

    "She's a delightful woman, though sometimes a bit outspoken. Can't say the same for her son and daughter-in-law. He complains about the expense of her care and she's only interested in the pedigree of every patient.” Pauline put her fingers to her lips. “Shouldn't carp. They are paying the bill."

    "Actually, they're not. Martha controls her own money."

    Pauline frowned. “I must have misunderstood the younger Mrs. Garner when she demanded her mother-in-law be moved to a larger room."

    I grasped the rail. “Believe me it's true. How is Martha?"

    "She seems weak and tired today. I had Dr. Bragg order bloodwork."

    "She is close to eighty.” The thought of her age didn't reassure me. Martha had always been active physically and mentally. Who knows what damage the long period of inactivity had done?

    Pauline leaned closer. “Between you and me, I think there are family problems. The nurses reported a loud discussion last evening. The younger Mrs. Garner stormed out and yelled that something wasn't fair."

    "Did they hear anything else?"

    "Unfortunately, the door was closed. One of the nurses thought they were discussing her care when she goes home."

    Had Martha told them her idea of inviting Jenna to stay with her? Or had the trigger for the argument been the codicil to her will?

    Pauline shook her head. “Why do people act this way? I would have been happy if my dad had been a patient here."

    I started up the stairs. “I don't know the answer. One can never tell how other people think."

    "You always were the voice of reason."

    I strode upstairs and paused outside Martha's room. My visits have always been in the morning. Today, moments after Edward and I had stored the boxes in the storage shed, my cleaning lady had appeared. Seems she had a few hours for me. I really don't need her, but I had helped her nephew when the police had believed he was part of a thieving duo. Periodically, I tell her she doesn't have to come but she refuses to stay fired.

    Since I had no desire to encounter Marcus or Sophie, I listened for voices. Hearing no sounds, I entered. Martha waved to me. When I reached the bedside, I struggled to hide my shock. She looked ill. Her face was flushed and puffy. Had she developed an infection? I clasped her hand. She didn't feel hot. Actually, her skin was cool and clammy. What was going on? Had the nurses notified the doctor?

    "Martha, are you all right?"

    She shook her head. “I'm just weary. Didn't sleep well last night."

    "Anything I can do?"

    "Not really."

    The quarrel with her family was probably the reason for her restless night. Family is important to her. But the quarrel didn't explain the rapid deterioration of her health. Had the blood tests been done or had they been ordered for the morning?

    I pulled a chair to the bedside. We chatted about the church and mutual friends. All the while, I wondered what I could do to help her.

    Two nurses entered the room. “Time for dinner,” the petite blonde said.

    "Mrs. Garner, would you like us to help you to a wheelchair?” the sandy-haired woman asked.

    Martha shook her head. “I'm not hungry.” She squeezed my hand. “Katherine, go home. Have you done what I asked you to do?"

    "This morning."

    "And you won't forget the other part of the request."

    I frowned. “Martha!"

    "Just remember. Katherine, I'm so tired."

    "Then rest.” I hurried into the hall and spotted the nurses. “Excuse me. I'd like to ask some questions about my friend."

    The taller of the two women glared. “We don't discuss the residents with visitors."

    "But I'm a nurse and I'm concerned."

    "You may be a nurse, but you don't work here.” She strode away.

    The other nurse pulled me into an alcove. “Don't let Teresa's attitude bother you. She's a stickler for following the rules. I understand your concern. I feel the same way."

    "Did you notice how edematous her hands are? And her breath sounds are moist."

    She nodded. “Her feet and legs are also swollen."

    "Were the blood tests done?"

    She shook her head. “They're for the morning. Fasting. I did put in a call to the doctor."

    Her concern heartened me and made me put my decision to call Marcus about his mother's condition on hold. If she wasn't better by morning, I would take steps. “I'm Katherine Miller. Martha and I have been friends for years."

    "I'm Molly Jonson."

    "Could I give you my number? If anything happens, I'd like to know. The doctor might decide to transfer her to the hospital. She asked me to do something for her and I'd like to carry out her wishes if...if...” I shook my head. “I hate to think the worst might occur."

    "Me, too. I'll be glad to let you know."

    After writing my number on a slip of paper, I peered into Martha's room and listened to the sound of her breathing. I left with hopes the doctor would soon arrive.

    * * * *

    Just after I returned from my morning walk, the phone rang. I frowned. Who would be calling at just after eight? Visions of problems on several fronts stormed my thoughts. My hand shook as I took the call in the kitchen. “Miller residence."

    "Mrs. Miller, did I wake you?"

    The voice was unfamiliar. “Who is this?"

    "Molly Jonson. You know, the nurse from Hudson House. I'm sorry to let you know, but Mrs. Garner died late last night. At change of shifts. We found her struggling for breath when we made rounds. We coded her for almost an hour. By the time we finished, I figured it was too late to call."

    "Thank you for letting me know. What happened? What did the doctor say when he returned your call?"

    She cleared her throat. “He came shortly after you left. Had me start an IV and ordered a diuretic via push. He wanted to send her to the hospital, but she refused to go. I thought her family would be in and could help persuade her. They didn't visit and when I called, didn't answer their phone. She went into respiratory distress. Nothing we did worked."

    "I'm sure you did your best. Was an autopsy ordered?"

    "Whatever for? She was under a doctor's care. Autopsies are seldom done here unless the family requests one."

    I knew that and I understood there was no blatant reason for one. Still, I couldn't help wondering why she had deteriorated so rapidly after Marcus and Sophie returned from the cruise. I sank on a chair. Suddenly, I felt old and angry. Martha had expected to go home in a week or two. What had gone wrong? Had it been an embolus or a heart attack? A few tears trickled down my cheeks. For Martha or myself?

    
      Have you done what I asked you to do? Don't forget the other part of the request.
    

    The key in the plastic bag and the lawyer's card were in my purse. The attorney wouldn't be in his office yet. I groaned. Jenna. I had to let her know about her grandmother. Was she still at home? I peered through the window above the sink and spotted her red hatchback in the drive. After splashing my face with cold water, I opened the door and hurried downstairs.

    Outside the apartment, I paused to compose myself. Telling Jenna of this loss would be hard. The newly established relationship with her grandmother had brought the young woman joy. In an instant, her pleasure would be crushed.

    Martha's death made no sense to me. Granted she'd been almost eighty, but until the accident, her health had been excellent. Her recovery from the surgery had been steady until recently. What had happened?

    I knocked on the door. Jenna's roommate answered. “Mrs. Miller, is there a problem?"

    "Is Jenna awake? I need to talk to her."

    "She's in the shower."

    "Could you let her know I'm here?"

    "Sure.” Louise dashed down the hall and soon returned. “Give her five minutes. Sorry I can't stay. I'm meeting my boyfriend for breakfast and he hates it when I'm late.” She slammed the door behind her.

    I prowled around the living room, allowing memories of the days when the entire house had been mine to fill my thoughts. These memories held my grief for my friend and her granddaughter at bay. A plump couch covered in bright fabric occupied the space where my baby grand had stood. Posters and prints decorated the cream-colored walls instead of the portraits and knickknacks I'd displayed.

    Jenna spoke my name. I turned. She wore a huge terrycloth robe. Her hair was wrapped in a towel. “It's Gran. She's worse."

    "Come and sit down.” I chose a spot on the sofa.

    Jenna sat. “Tell me."

    "She died last night, sometime between eleven and twelve. One of the nurses called this morning to let me know."

    Tears rolled down her cheeks. “How? What happened?"

    "I'm not sure. I was there shortly before dinner. She was extremely tired and refused to go to the dining room. Her hands and feet were swollen and her face flushed. I spoke to the nurse and she said she was waiting for a call from the doctor.” I related what Molly had told me.

    Jenna began to sob. “I didn't have a chance to see her yesterday. I should have made time."

    "Don't beat yourself up. I thought about calling your uncle and decided the nurses had the situation under control. There was nothing either of us could do."

    "Why didn't the doctor force her to go to the hospital?"

    "The decision was hers."

    She blotted her eyes. “Do you have any idea when the funeral will be or what funeral home they'll use?"

    I shook my head. “I'll call Reverend Potter. He'll know."

    She straightened. “I doubt Uncle Marcus will tell me, but he can't stop me from saying goodbye."

    "I'll go to the viewing and the funeral with you. Just let him make a scene and he'll hear from me. If he mentions the accident, I'll see the truth is heard.” I patted her shoulder.

    "Watching you square off with him would be wonderful, but don't. It's not worth a scene.” She glanced at the clock on the fireplace mantle. “What am I going to do? Exams are in three weeks. I don't want to go to class and I don't want to miss them."

    "Go and find someone to take notes for you. By the time you arrive home, I should have news."

    "Thanks."

    When I reached my apartment, I called Edward. “Have you heard about Martha?"

    "Just finished discussing the funeral arrangements with Marcus. How did you learn so fast? Sometimes I think you have a bug on my phone."

    "One of the nurses at Hudson House called me. When and where is the viewing and the funeral? Jenna wants to know and she doesn't think her uncle will call."

    "Tonight and tomorrow at the Lorne Funeral Home. The funeral will be at the church Friday at eleven."

    "Thank you.” I hung up.

    * * * *
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    Muscle Aches

    -

    By the time Jenna returned from the college, most of the yard work had been completed. Tending to the garden helped ease my feelings of grief and anger at myself for leaving Martha.

    The bushes at the side of the porch were full of buds. After the discovery of my murdered tenant's body, I'd nearly removed them. For the rest of that summer, they reminded me of Rachel and the trouble she'd stirred in my family and the neighborhood. Even thinking about her and her children brings moments of anger-tainted sadness. But the bushes had been planted by the original owners and had only been the site, not the cause of the death. So, I left them.

    I sat on one of the porch chairs and waited for Jenna. She stopped on the lawn to pet Robespierre, then came up the steps. The sadness in her eyes touched me. “Did you hear anything about the funeral?"

    "Friday morning, eleven o'clock at St. Stephen's. Viewing tonight and tomorrow at the funeral home up the street. If you like, we can go this evening."

    She shook her head. “Tomorrow. I've some things to sort out. I'm not up to a fight with Uncle Marcus today. After you left, I called the house to ask about the funeral. Sophie screamed at me. Told me she knew what I was planning and too bad it didn't work. She said Uncle Marcus will keep me away from the funeral."

    "Why would she say that? I doubt he'll do anything if you appear. A scene would cause talk. He'll be too busy lapping up sympathy and glorying in envy.” I rose. “The boxes your grandmother wanted you to have are in the shed. Shall we fetch them?"

    "When did you go?"

    "Yesterday morning."

    "Have any trouble retrieving them?” She followed me to the shed.

    "One momentary scare. Your uncle arrived and all but accused me of breaking and entering. Even after I showed him the key and the note, I thought he'd call the police. He looked in one box and said it was junk. Then Edward yelled for me to hurry. Marcus sputtered a lot, then turned sweet and helpful.” We pushed the dolly to the house. “Your uncle even helped load the boxes in my car."

    Jenna frowned. “Who is Edward?"

    "Reverend Potter, pastor of St. Stephen's. He came along to swear the only things I took from the house were the boxes."

    After bumping the dolly up the steps and into the foyer, Jenna opened the door. “Wonder what Gran packed for me."

    I also wondered, but unless she invited me to stay, I couldn't pry. “All I can say is two of the boxes are heavy."

    Jenna wheeled the dolly inside. “Come and help me unpack. Don't you want to know what's inside?"

    My cheeks heated. “You have no idea how much. I'm as curious as Robespierre, but I have more manners."

    After we lifted the boxes to the floor, Jenna opened the one Marcus had unsealed. “This is like Christmas."

    "One of my favorite holidays."

    "Mine, too. I love the decorations and the music.” After peering inside, she brushed a tear from her cheek. “My dolls and stuffed animals.” She lifted a bedraggled once-white rabbit and stroked its fur. “This is Boo. My dad gave me the bunny when I was two. For years, Boo went everywhere with me. I hated to leave him behind when I took off."

    The second box contained books and photo albums. Tears continued to flow faster as Jenna opened one of the collections of photographs. “Mom and Dad. This is so great. Now I've something to help me remember them.” She put the book on the table.

    I passed her the tissue box. “Are any of the books your favorites?"

    She blew her nose. “They were. Oh, heavens, my diaries.” She turned some pages and smiled. “Listen to this. I must have been about seven. ‘Mom is mad. I blew the biggest bubble. Bigger than my head. It broke. Sticky stuff is all over my hair."

    "Good spelling for a seven year old."

    She shook her head. “The spelling is atrocious. You know, Mom threatened to cut my hair. That's all I remember.” She tore tape from the third box. “Gran's good china. The set was her mother's."

    "Are they intact?” I remember how Edward and I had slid the boxes down the attic steps.

    She pulled bubble wrap from a cup and saucer. “Seem to be. Here's the silverware chest. Why me?"

    "You are the oldest granddaughter.” I leaned forward. “How are you holding up under the assault of memories?"

    She drew a breath. “I need a break. Why don't you open the last box and I'll find us something to drink? There's bottled water, soda and tea, No mint though."

    "I've been known to drink unminted. If you'd like some blends, I can give you a few of my favorites."

    She lifted the smallest box to the couch beside me. “That would be great. I enjoy drinking it when you coach me."

    I pulled the tape from the box and placed the contents on the coffeetable. A four-drawer jewelry chest, a long leather box and a thick envelope. When Jenna returned with the drinks, I took the glass. “You do the honors."

    She pulled the chest closer. “This was my mother's.” She opened the lid and gasped. “I thought Mom had pawned everything of value to buy booze. Gran must have bought them back after Mom died."

    I looked at the rows of rings and earrings. The drawers were filled with bracelets and necklaces. Some of the pieces looked expensive. “You'll have to have the collection appraised."

    "And maybe sell some. Could make my life a bit easier.” She opened the leather box. “My dad's things. I never knew Gran had them. What will I do with all this? I can't keep the jewelry here until I figure what to do with them."

    "You could open a box at the bank.” I remembered the key I'd taken from Martha's freezer. I had to call that lawyer.

    She nodded. “I can do that this afternoon. Help me bag everything. I can't carry the jewelry boxes into the bank.” She ran to the kitchen and returned with some plastic bags.

    "I'll start. You open the envelope.” Perhaps Martha had found a way to give Jenna money.

    She frowned. “Wonder what happened to Gran's diamonds. There were a lot. I remember how she glittered when she went to parties.” Her tears began again.

    "Maybe you'll learn when the will is read."

    "The one thing Uncle Marcus made sure to tell me was that I shouldn't expect to receive a cent from Gran.” She sighed. “Guess Sophie will drip with glitter soon."

    "Do you want your grandmother's jewelry?"

    She looked puzzled. “Gran loved them but I don't think I'm a diamond person.” She slit the seal of the envelope.

    "More treasures?"

    She spilled papers on the table. “My original birth certificate. Some papers of my parents.” She opened the envelope with the bank's logo on the top. “My savings account."

    "Defunct?"

    She unfolded the statements. “When I lived with Gran, we started this. What I didn't use from Social Security for tuition at Lakeside, clothes and spending went in here. Also, most of the money I earned from baby-sitting or at the mall.” Her eyes widened. “There's more than twenty-five thousand. That's enough for a year of school full-time without taking a loan."

    "Going to stop working?"

    "Why? I can cut back to weekends. Tips are good then.” She rubbed her eyes. “I miss her so much."

    I put my arms around her and patted her back. When her sobs stopped, she grabbed a wad of tissue from the box on the table.

    "Will you be all right?"

    She nodded. “Would you like to adopt another grandchild?"

    "I can do that."

    "Do I have to call you Grandma Mrs. Miller?"

    My laughter rolled out. “Find your own name. That one belongs to Robby.'

    She lifted the plastic bags. “I'd better head to the bank. Who knows how long this will take, especially since I have to check on that savings account."

    "Make sure you take identification."

    She tucked the savings account and the other bags and papers into a backpack. “Good idea."

    "Tomorrow evening, come to dinner, then we'll go to the funeral.” I stepped into the hall and found Robespierre lurking. He butted my legs and followed me upstairs where I fed him. He ate as if he'd had a strenuous morning. Leaving him to his snack, I went to the living room and found the lawyer's number.

    "I'd like to speak to Mr. Broadhurst."

    "He's out of town."

    "When do you expect him back?” I heard papers rustling.

    "He'll be gone another week. Maybe Mr. Sloane can help you."

    "Afraid not. Could you have Mr. Broadhurst call Katherine Miller as soon as he returns?” I recited my number.

    "Your business?"

    "Regarding Martha Garner."

    "Didn't she just die? I didn't know she was one of our clients. What do you want to speak to Mr. Broadhurst about?"

    The tone of her voice made me wary. “I'm sure he'll know. Goodbye.” Rather than chance more questions, I hung up. Until the lawyer returned, the key would remain my secret.

    * * * *

    The next evening, Jenna arrived moments after I set the table for dinner. Since the day had been unseasonably warm, I made gazpacho and a spicy chicken salad. Jenna had seconds of the soup. “You really should open a restaurant. The line would be a block long."

    "Not interested in being a chef. I'll leave my skills for family and friends."

    "Would you give me lessons in case I meet a man I'd like to invite to dinner?"

    I raised an eyebrow. “Anyone on the horizon?"

    "Just hoping."

    I recalled the last person who had spoken about cooking lessons and shuddered. Judith was still a patient in a psychiatric hospital. She'd shown no signs of improvement, but if she did, she would have to face the deaths she'd caused. Not just Roger's but perhaps her brother's and her mother's. Her daughter had stopped by several weeks ago. She's putting her life in order after last year's tragic events.

    I looked up. “When you're ready, decide what kind of meal you want to prepare and I'll give you some easy recipes to follow."

    "Thanks."

    We finished dinner with key lime pie. Once the dishes were in the washer, we left the house to walk to six blocks to the funeral parlor. Martha's viewing was in the large room of the addition the owners of the Victorian house had added when they converted the residence to its current use.

    About thirty people gathered in clusters. Marcus and Sophie stood with two couples from the church. I recognized several local politicians and other notables. Tammy and Heather sat in the rear of the room playing handheld games. Neither looked pleased to be here. Such is the price of social correctness. Marcus has always been aware and concerned with appearances.

    Jenna and I threaded our way to the bier. Martha looked like a painted doll. That she was gone became so real I grasped the side of the coffin and silently said my farewell.

    Jenna touched her grandmother's hand. “Gran, I miss you,” she whispered. “All these years wasted. I should have defied Uncle Marcus and come home. I wish life had been different. I loved you.” She turned away.

    As we moved from the casket, a young woman waved. “Jenna Taylor, is it really you?” She dashed toward us and clasped Jenna's hand. “Come and tell me what you've been doing.” She dragged Jenna toward a corner of the room where several other young adults had gathered.

    People turned to stare. Sophie glared. Marcus left the group he'd been with and strode toward me. Would he create a scene and order Jenna to leave? I braced for the confrontation.

    "I need to talk to you,” he said.

    "About?"

    "Not here. Outside. I don't want everyone to hear."

    Something in his voice stirred my curiosity. What was this about? I looked for Jenna, but she was involved with her old friends. “I'll come."

    Our progress to the door was slowed by the number of people who stopped to offer their condolences. Maybe I could have left, but I wanted to know what he wanted to talk about.

    He pushed the door open. Outside, he took my arm and steered me around the side of the building into the lot where a pair of hearses were parked. “What's this about?” I asked.

    "Where are they?” He released my arm.

    "What are you talking about?"

    "What did you remove from the house?"

    The edge in his voice puzzled me. “You were there. You helped Edward and me take the four boxes your mother had packed and labeled with Jenna's name. There were three large and one small. You opened one."

    He glared. “There are valuables missing from the house. I intend to learn where they are even if I have to call the police to search your house."

    "They'll find nothing belonging to you."

    "What was in those boxes?"

    "Ask Jenna."

    "A girl who refused to admit she killed my son? All she had to do was admit she was driving."

    I stepped back. “I don't know where you got that idea. How can she admit to a lie? She was not driving."

    "I know what the police report said. It was a case of a young officer feeling sorry for a pretty girl so he lied."

    "Absolutely not.” There was no point arguing the matter with him. But I couldn't help wondering why he remained so convinced his view of the accident was right.

    He stepped toward me. “I have to learn what those boxes contained."

    'Just what are you looking for?"

    "Mother's diamonds. They weren't in her safe deposit box or in the safe at the house."

    "I had nothing to do with their disappearance. There's no way Jenna or I could have accessed your mother's box or the safe."

    He scowled. “I know that. Mother removed them six months ago and never told a soul what she did with them. Sophie was right. Mother was losing it."

    "Have you searched the house? I don't see how I can help you."

    "The bank manager said Jenna opened a box and put some things in it. He had no idea what."

    Before I had a chance to question the banker's ethics, Jenna called my name. “Where are you?"

    "Out near the rear parking lot."

    "Are you all right? When I looked for you, you were gone. Someone said you left with Uncle Marcus.” She stepped into view.

    Marcus approached her. “Where are my mother's diamonds?"

    "I haven't the slightest idea,” Jenna said.

    "Then what did you put in a safe deposit box?"

    The redness of his face made my muscles tense for action. Would he explode in a rage or have a stroke?

    Jenna fisted her hands on her hips. “Not that it's your business, but Gran put my mother's and my father's jewelry in one of the boxes. No diamonds unless you count an engagement ring or a pair of earrings. Oh, and my father's tux studs."

    "I don't believe you."

    "That doesn't surprise me. You never have.” She touched my arm. The tremors I felt weren't caused by fear but anger. “I don't lie. Would you like to meet me at the bank before the funeral and view the contents?"

    His lips formed a thin line. “That won't be necessary. By the time we made the visit, I'm sure they would be gone. Just don't expect a legacy from Mother."

    "I don't. I told Gran I didn't care about her money, only about her."

    I turned to Jenna. “Ready to leave?"

    "More than."

    "Wait a minute,” Marcus said. “There are some other things Sophie couldn't find at the house."

    "Such as?” Jenna asked.

    "A set of old china and some silverware."

    Jenna nodded. “Gran packed them in my boxes. Do you want me to return them?"

    "No, but...Never mind. Were there any papers or documents?"

    "Picture albums. My birth certificate, some papers of my parents, and a savings account statement from the one I started when I lived with Gran. Why don't you ask Sophie about the diamonds?” Jenna pulled me toward the sidewalk.

    "Why do you think Sophie would know about them?"

    "She was always drooling over Gran's jewelry and asking Gran if she could borrow them.” Jenna smiled. “She's a bit like your younger daughter. During one of my visits with Gran at Hudson House, Tammy demanded Gran's house key so she could search for money to spend at the mall.” Jenna strode away.

    I almost had to run to keep up with her, but I couldn't help glancing back. Marcus stared after us. I was sure Sophie didn't have the diamonds. I believed I knew where they were, but the discovery had to wait until Mr. Broadhurst returned to town.

    * * * *

    The next morning, Jenna and I drove to St. Stephen's for the funeral service. Parking was almost as scarce as on Sunday mornings. Martha had been important to the community and the church.

    In the vestibule, I greeted a number of acquaintances and introduced Jenna as my tenant and Martha's granddaughter. From the expressions on several faces, I knew some people remembered the events of the past. Jenna tugged on my arm. “Where do you usually sit?"

    "In the middle on the preacher's side.” I proceeded her into the sanctuary and paused beside a pew. Marcus and family were already in their usual row. Martha's absence brought a surge of sorrow. When Jenna slid into the pew beside me, I turned to her. “We could sit up front."

    She shook her head. “This is fine. I'm not joining them and I don't want to sit where they can glare at me."

    "It's not right. You're as closely related to Martha as those girls."

    "I'd rather be with you."

    As we waited for the service to begin, I studied the stained glass windows. With the sun streaming through them, the colors looked like jewels. My thoughts drifted to Martha and the times, both happy and sad, we'd shared. A glance around the sanctuary showed many prominent people from the community and church were in attendance.

    My gaze focused on a pair of late arrivals. I straightened. What were they doing here? The evening nurses from Hudson House sat across from my pew. My speculations about their presence were cut short when Edward emerged from the side door and took his place in the pulpit.

    When the service ended, I scooted into the aisle to waylay the nurses. “I'm surprised to see you here."

    The nurse who had refused to listen to my concerns about Martha's condition turned. “Hudson House always sends a staff member to the funeral of a deceased resident. Today was Molly's turn and she didn't want to come alone.” She took Jenna's hand. “You're the granddaughter who's a nursing student. She often spoke of how proud she was of you. You have my sympathy for your loss."

    Jenna smiled. “Thanks."

    "She was a good patient. Never gave us a bit of trouble. Her death was quite a shock."

    We moved toward the vestibule. The blonde nurse stood with Marcus and Sophie. The other woman joined them. Though I was curious about what was being said, Jenna tugged on my arm. “Let's go home."

    "Don't you want to go to the cemetery?"

    She shook her head. “I've said my goodbyes and I don't want to bring anger to Gran's grave. Next week, I'll take flowers for her and my parents. I'll let them know what's happening in my life."

    Her decision didn't surprise me. What good would a scene do?

    * * * *

    On Sunday morning when I arrived at the church, I took the cookies for coffee hour to the kitchen, then joined the arrivals on the landing in the front of the church. As I made my way inside, I heard snippets of conversation. Most were speculations on the size of Marcus’ inheritance.

    "Millions,” one woman said. “Probably in trusts but I'm sure the interest will cover Sophie's bills."

    Another woman waved her hand dismissively. “Sophie's my dearest friend. We had lunch at the club yesterday and she let a few details slip. Besides the money, Marcus gets the house and all those valuable antiques."

    "A trust fund for the church,” one of the Elders said. “With attendance and contributions down, the gift is welcome."

    "Sophie told me they're having the house re-decorated this week and will move in as soon as it's finished,” a woman said. “She's planning a house-warming party at the end of the month and there's so much to do.” She tittered. “Gifts are welcome but not expected."

    "That's not exactly true,” Sophie's dearest friend said. “She told me guests will be asked to bring wine or liquor. Since Martha refused to have alcohol in her house, the cellar and bar are empty."

    "Martha had good reason to feel that way,” an older woman said. “After all, her daughter had a drinking problem."

    "Will Sophie wear any of the famous diamond collection to the party?"

    Someone laughed. “They're missing. That's what Sophie said."

    "I'll bet that granddaughter stole them. You know, the one who Marcus said ran away after that darling Mark died. I heard she caused the accident."

    Before I jumped in and labeled someone's speculations as nasty lies, I entered the vestibule and found my family. The Garners were already in their pew. I wondered what they thought of all the gossip.

    When the service ended, I scooted down the hall behind the sanctuary to the kitchen. The Women's Guild was in charge of this morning's coffee hour. Today, Marie and I had volunteered to set things up. She started the coffee while I put cookies on plates.

    "We're set,” she said.

    "Be back in a few.” I crossed the hall to the bathroom and went into the end stall.

    Moments later, the door opened and closed. Sophie's saccharine voice rose. I remained hidden to do a bit of eavesdropping. Sometimes, I wonder if my streak of curiosity has been enhanced by living with a cat. Probably not, but I can blame Robespierre for this less than admirable trait.

    "That's the absolute truth,” Sophie said. “The box was empty and diamonds weren't there. I was devastated and also relieved."

    "How so?” the other woman asked.

    "Mother Garner added a codicil to the will. Besides the trusts for my darling daughters and the one for the church, she left the contents of her safe deposit box to Jenna Taylor. Wasn't it being empty delicious?"

    The other woman laughed. “Sounds that way. What will you do about the jewelry?"

    Sophie's laughter rasped like sandpaper. “Marcus will just have to buy me some in more modern settings after the will is probated and he has all that lovely cash in hand. Though Mother Garner's were stunning, I'd already decided to have most of them reset. Of course, we might find them in some odd corner of the house. She was a bit forgetful."

    "That's odd,” the other woman said. “She always seemed alert to me."

    Sophie giggled. “She was pushing eighty. Just after we returned from the cruise, she said she was changing her will to give that niece of Marcus’ a large share of the estate. Only...she died before that happened."

    The other woman's laughter reminded me of a donkey's bray. “How fortunate for you."

    "Wasn't it?"

    The smug tone in Sophie's voice made me frown. Had she something to do with Martha's death? For a few minutes after the door closed, I remained in the stall. Just how had the codicil been worded? I would have to wait for Mr. Broadhurst's return to solve the mystery.

    Reminding myself to be patient, I went to the door and peered into the hall. Sophie and her friend had disappeared. I hurried to the kitchen to see what help Marie needed.
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    Joint Pains

    -

    On Monday, the Women's Guild met in the church parlor. I arrived early to start the coffee and tea and to put out the sweets. I pulled the long table away from the wall and covered it with a plastic-backed paper cloth. I'd brought two silver tiered stands for the butter cookies I'd made. As I placed the dessert plates and cups on the table, the door opened.

    The plump chairwoman bustled toward me. “Katherine, just the person I wanted to see.” She frowned. “Why are you doing the refreshments again?"

    "Today would have been Martha's turn.” I felt sadness rise.

    "I'd forgotten."

    "As refreshment chair, I couldn't."

    "I need to ask you an important question."

    This kind of approach always alerts my wariness. “I will not bake more than two chocolate cakes for the bazaar."

    "And I won't ask for more. This isn't about the bazaar.” She opened the closet and began to remove the supplies for the ornaments we make and sell at the Christmas affair. “There's something I need to bring up at the meeting, but if you say yes, there'll be no problem."

    "Say yes to what?"

    Marie turned. “It's Sophie Garner. She wants to take Martha's place on the Board. Just as I was leaving the house, she called and was full of ideas and suggestions for projects we should undertake."

    "Don't we have to hold a special election when we lose a Board member in the middle of her term?"

    She nodded. “We do, but you know how hard finding someone willing to serve can be. Once I mention her willingness to take the spot, the other women will be so happy they'll vote her in. I know your term ended last year. Would you run again? I'm sure you would be elected."

    And give Marcus Garner another reason to be angry with me. If Sophie wanted the position, he would want her to have it. Sophie's desire to be on the Board puzzled me. She was the least active of all the women in the congregation. “I've served on the Board a half dozen times."

    "Katherine, please."

    "Will she be coming today?"

    "She can't make the meeting. She has too many things to do at Martha's house. She's performing some kind of inventory of the contents and arranging for painting and papering."

    "Then don't ask for a vote."

    "She said she'd call this evening to accept."

    I shrugged. “So let her serve on the Board. How much damage can she do?"

    "Maybe a lot. She wants to use the money from the bazaars to refurbish the chapel and beautify the church. She believes a new sound system is needed for Fellowship Hall. She also thinks instead of a spring bazaar, we should have a fashion show followed by a wine and cheese tasting party."

    "It's too late to change this year's plans. Both the Spring and Christmas affairs have been approved by the Elders. Why a fashion show etc?"

    "So she can have stage center as a model. She knows of two boutiques that are willing to give us ten percent of any sales. To quote her, ‘With ticket sales and the commission, we'll make a bundle.’”

    I tested the strength of the coffee and handed Marie the cup. “I'm not worried about her plans. In a month or two, she'll be bored. Few of us are socially prominent enough to command her attention for long."

    Marie laughed. “You could be right.” She bit into a cookie. “How many calories?"

    "Enough."

    By ones and twos, the women straggled in. Most of the twenty who arrived were in their fifties or sixties. Why would thirty something Sophie want to be on the Board? None of her age group attended. Who among these older women was she hoping to cultivate to enhance her standing in the community?

    By one thirty, the one o'clock meeting began. While we worked on the ornaments, the various committee heads gave their reports. A short time later, Sophie Garner had been elected to the Board. The results weren't unanimous. Marie and I had abstained.

    As I poured coffee and tea, the real purpose of the gathering began. Gossip. News of children and grandchildren was followed by talk of Martha's funeral and Marcus’ good fortune. I tuned in on the various conversations.

    "Why would he sue the church?” one woman asked.

    "After all, she fell on those steps,” another woman said.

    "Why would he do that?” a third asked. “Her death occurred weeks after the fall."

    "Ten million, I heard.” A shrill voice from across the room announced the figure.

    "Maybe the entire estate, including the house and the trust funds. After a number of bequests, he received about five."

    "How would you know?” the shrill-voiced woman demanded.

    "My husband was her attorney. There were four trust funds. One for St. Stephen's and one for each of Marcus’ daughters."

    "Who received the other?"

    "I wasn't told."

    "What about the other granddaughter? That Jenna Taylor. I heard she was back in town.” The speaker waved at me. “Katherine, isn't she your tenant?"

    I contributed my single tidbit. “Yes.” Then I ignored the questions that dug for facts like mining equipment for tales of the rift.

    "Come on, Katherine, if anyone knows, you do."

    "Ask her, or better, try Marcus,” I said.

    "I'd rather question a barracuda."

    "I hear she received nothing,” one of the women said.

    "I can confirm that.” The lawyer's wife took several cookies from the plate. “Bob told me Marcus was livid when he heard about the codicil. Martha had another lawyer draw up the document. Of course, Marcus couldn't fuss too much because of the trusts for his girls. Bob said he laughed when the box she'd willed to his niece was empty."

    "I thought Martha kept her diamonds there."

    The lawyer's wife smiled smugly. “Seems she removed them months ago. They're missing. Sophie is furious. She was planning to wear part of the collection to the housewarming."

    "Pity,” Marie whispered. She began gathering the completed ornaments.

    "Last call for coffee and tea,” I said.

    But the group was already on the move to the door. As I collected plates, cups and saucers, I noticed several of the women sneaking cookies into their purses. Why they didn't ask, I'll never know. The next time I was in charge of refreshments, I was tempted to bring gooey treats.

    Marie joined me for the clean up. While the dishwasher worked, we emptied the urns and gathered napkins. “I wonder where Martha's diamonds are,” Marie said.

    I smiled. I had a good idea and I wondered what else the second safe deposit box contained. When would the lawyer return? Soon, I prayed. As my curiosity increased, so did my impatience.

    * * * *

    On Thursday morning, my prayers were answered. I was in the kitchen making red sauce for dinner this evening across the street at Sarah's. The phone rang and I grabbed the receiver. “Miller residence."

    "This is Richard Broadhurst. I found a message to call a Katherine Miller."

    I was so excited I nearly dropped the phone. “Speaking."

    "And this is in regard to?"

    Hadn't the nosy receptionist taken the entire message? “Martha Garner gave me your card and a key."

    "Why?"

    "She died a week ago and said if anything happened to her, I was to give the key to you."

    "I've been out of town for a month. I didn't realize she was ill."

    "She wasn't. She fractured her hip, had surgery and was recovering nicely. The nurse said she had a heart attack.” I gasped. Something Martha had said during one of my visits leaped into my thoughts. The nurse said he had a heart attack. I was so engrossed in the memory, I didn't hear what the lawyer said. “Pardon me, I was woolgathering and missed your question."

    "Would you have any idea where her granddaughter, Jenna Taylor, lives? I need to locate her."

    "Indeed I do. She's my tenant."

    He expelled a long breath. “Terrific. Mrs. Garner thought I would have to hire detectives to find the girl. Did Mrs. Garner know where her granddaughter was living?"

    "She did and they had a number of visits."

    "I'm glad to hear that. Could you give me her phone number?"

    I rattled it off. “About the key. Where is your office so I can bring it by?” The sooner I rid myself of the burden, the sooner my promise to Martha would be fulfilled.

    "I'm on Main Street above the pharmacy."

    "Convenient. I have to pick up a prescription. Will you be there in half an hour?"

    "Since I'm buried in paperwork and phone calls, the answer is yes."

    After hanging up, I turned off the sauce and checked my shirt for splatters. Once I'd changed, I located the plastic bag. Would the mystery of the missing diamonds be solved this morning? I started downstairs.

    Jenna bolted out of her apartment. “Are you going out? Do you have an appointment? Are you in a hurry?"

    "Yes, no and no. What's on your mind?"

    "Some lawyer, a Mr. Broadhurst, called. He said it was about Gran and he wants me to come by his office as soon as possible."

    "Actually, I'm on my way there with something your grandmother asked me to give him. He's been out of town and didn't know she'd died."

    "Could you wait while I change? I don't want to go alone."

    Since I was curious to see if my guess about the contents of the box was correct, I nodded. “I'll wait on the porch. I also have to stop at the drugstore."

    "No problem."

    Twenty-five minutes later, after retrieving my prescription, we walked up the narrow stairway to the lawyer's office. The receptionist announced our names.

    "Why are you here?” she asked.

    "To see Mr. Broadhurst,” I said.

    "I know that, but exactly why did you come?"

    Jenna stared at her. “Haven't the slightest idea. He called me."

    A handsome young man opened one of the office doors. “Ms. Taylor and Mrs. Miller, I'm Richard Broadhurst. Come in.” His dark hair was tousled and his eyes were a startling shade of blue.

    Jenna cocked her head. “Didn't I see you at Le Lune last evening?"

    His eyes sparkled with recognition. “You were the hostess. The dishes you recommended were fabulous as promised. My parents took me out to welcome me home from a business trip to Europe. They dragged my sister along."

    I smiled. He didn't have to tell her that. The way he looked at Jenna stirred my matchmaking gene. I liked the possibilities I saw.

    "So what is this about?” Jenna asked. “You were so mysterious over the phone."

    He and I glanced at the receptionist. I could swear I saw her ears twitching. Mr. Broadhurst ushered us into the office and closed the door. “I called to speak to you about the codicil to your grandmother's will."

    Jenna sank on a chair. “A dozen people including my aunt have let me know how she left me an empty safe deposit box. No one believes I'm not angry."

    "Actually she didn't leave you an empty one. If Mrs. Miller will give me the key, I'll explain."

    I fished the plastic bag from my purse. “Here you are.” I turned to leave.

    Jenna caught my hand. “Stay. I drove you here and I'll drive you home."

    "Let's go to the bank.” Richard picked up two envelopes from the desk. “I've invited your uncle to be present and bring his attorney if he wishes. I'd rather he be there than learn about the box through gossip."

    Jenna shook her head. “He'll demand whatever Gran left me.” She covered her face with her hands. “I didn't want her to leave me anything."

    I was afraid she would cry. My hand rested on her shoulder.

    Richard crouched beside the chair. “He can't take what's legally yours. Your grandmother made this decision months ago."

    "He'll try."

    "Mrs. Garner and I talked for hours about what to do and what was fair. She said she failed your mother and Mark. She couldn't fail you. She wanted to give you some security. She loved you."

    "I know she did.” Jenna looked up at me. “Will you come to the bank? I don't want to face his glares alone."

    I nodded. “If it's all right with your lawyer."

    "No problem. I want Ms. Taylor to be comfortable.” He led us out of the room and paused at the receptionist's desk. “I'll be gone about an hour.” He was on our heels without responding to her spate of questions.

    We walked across the street to the bank. Richard Broadhurst spoke to a young woman seated behind a desk in the area beyond the teller windows.

    Marcus stomped in. “Broadhurst, what's this about?"

    "You knew I drew up the codicil to your mother's will."

    "So I understand which was foolish considering she already had a competent man.” He glared at Jenna. “What's she doing here?"

    "I was out of the country when Mrs. Garner died or the matter of the safe deposit box would have been settled sooner."

    "She left Jenna an empty box. My attorney said there was no need to embarrass my niece."

    "He just let his wife spread the tale all over town,” I said.

    Jenna faced her uncle. “I wouldn't have been embarrassed. I told you and I told Gran I didn't want her money. I loved her for herself, not what she could give me."

    Marcus’ mouth slid into a sneer. “Everyone wants money."

    Richard took Jenna's arm. “Mrs. Garner wanted to make things right. She wanted her granddaughter to have certain items."

    "But...but...” Marcus sputtered.

    "She never told me why she took this step or why she set up four trusts.” Richard led us into the vault's anteroom.

    I felt like cheering. Martha had her victory. I wish she hadn't had to die to make justice a reality.

    When the box rested on the table, Richard used the key. “According to the codicil, the contents belong to Jenna Taylor."

    Marcus snorted. “If what's in there is what I suspect, I'll contest."

    "Marcus Garner, you're a mean-spirited greedy man,” I said. “What will people think when word of your behavior reaches St. Stephen's and the rest of the community?"

    "You wouldn't dare."

    "Try me."

    Jenna stiffened. “I never asked Gran to do this. I never said she was wasting her inheritance by staying at Hudson House."

    "Neither did I,” Marcus said.

    Jenna met his gaze. “That's what your daughter Tammy said when she thought I was Gran's hired help. She must have heard someone say that."

    Marcus glared. “Not me, but...” He clamped his lips in a firm line.

    Had Sophie been the one to complain where her daughter had heard?

    Richard opened the box and removed a number of velvet-covered cases. When the lids were opened, even in the dim light, the glitter was blinding. As I had suspected, we'd found Martha's missing diamond collection.

    "Those are Sophie's,” Marcus said. “She told me Mother promised them to her. I'll take them."

    Richard shook his head. “They belong to Jenna.” He removed a stack of what looked like savings bonds. He handed one of the envelopes he'd carried to Marcus. “She sent this to my office while I was in Europe. It explains the fourth trust."

    Marcus slit the envelope and pulled out several papers. Since I couldn't see what they were, I frowned.

    As Marcus read, his face turned scarlet. “Damn her. She lied."

    Who had lied? Martha, but that made no sense.

    Jenna opened the second envelope and read. Then she looked up. “Listen. The diamonds are yours, Jenna. Wear them, sell them or give them away. Use the savings bonds to pay the taxes on what I've given you and to make your future secure. The amount is equivalent to what I gave Hester and Tammy. I love you and I miss you every day. Gran."

    Tears flowed down her face. “She didn't have to do this.” She swayed. Richard put his arm around her waist to steady her.

    Marcus scowled and waved his letter. “Broadhurst, did you read this?"

    Richard shook his head. “Both letters were sealed when they arrived."

    "And where did you get the key to this box? It wasn't in my mother's purse or at the house."

    Good thing he hadn't removed the house key, I thought. “She gave me the key."

    He clenched his fists. “Why do you want to turn Mother's death into a circus?"

    "Me! If anyone's to blame, look in the mirror."

    Jenna put her hand on my arm. “Uncle Marcus, I loved Gran. If this box had been empty, too, I wouldn't have cared. Years ago, using lies and threats, you drove me away. I won't run now. No matter what your mysterious witness said, they lied. The way Mark was driving, I was too scared to move."

    "So you say.” Marcus stormed away.

    I handed Jenna a tissue. “Wipe your eyes. What are you going to do with all this?"

    She shook her head. “Put it in my box and think.” She looked up. “Wonder what was in his letter."

    "We may never know."

    Once Jenna made the transfer, we left the bank. I heard Richard ask her to have coffee with him. I hoped she would accept. If I'd been her age, he wouldn't have had to ask twice. His ruggedly handsome features and his smile made this old woman warm. I would have accepted the invitation and anything else he offered. Old doesn't mean dead.

    "I can't,” Jenna said. “I have to take Mrs. Miller home."

    'I can walk."

    "You need to talk to someone about your inheritance, the taxes and you need a good lawyer."

    Richard winked. My heart fluttered. This man was a keeper.

    "You can give me advice,” Jenna said.

    I shook my head. “I know little about legal matters. Why don't you come to the house, Mr. Broadhurst? I've oatmeal cookies full of goodies."

    Jenna turned to Richard. “Her cookies are to die for."

    He grinned. “I'm a sucker for home-baked anything. Tell me where. I'll let the receptionist know I'll be out of the office for a bit longer."

    When Jenna and I reached the house, she paused at her door. “Are you matchmaking."

    "Actually, yes."

    She laughed. “You get the cookies and your tea. I'll make coffee. The occasion calls for more than instant."

    A short time later, Richard parked at the curb. He stopped and appraised the house. “A Victorian. I like it."

    "Thanks,” I called.

    Robespierre bounded from the bushes and halted in Richard's path. The young lawyer stooped and held out his hand. The cat sniffed and ambled toward the porch. Richard followed. “He's a big one. I take it I've been approved."

    "I believe so."

    When Richard reached the porch, his gaze focused on the tin of cookies. He took one and sampled. For a long time, he didn't speak. Then he looked up. “Can I move in."

    "Not today."

    Ten minutes later, Jenna arrived with a carafe of coffee and mugs. She looked at the cookie tin and laughed. “Mr. Broadhurst, you're a fast worker."

    "I'm Richard and I'm fast when it's important. You were right. These are the best cookies I've ever had."

    We visited for a short time, then I excused myself. I had a kettle of red sauce to finish and a devious nature.

    * * * *

    Early the next morning, I set out on my walk. Dark clouds filled the sky and I could smell the coming rain. As I headed to the river, Pete trotted down the steps from the porch of his house. “Good idea getting your walk in early."

    "I'm always out before eight as you well know."

    He grinned. “Must be a crime on the horizon. The river is your usual destination when you're up to your eyebrows in murder."

    Was it and was I? Fragments of my suspicions refused to flow into a picture. “Could be."

    He halted. “You're kidding, right?"

    "Just mulling some suspicions that make no sense."

    "So tell me."

    I began with Robby's tale of the boy who was glad his grandmother had died. Then I spoke of the incidents Martha had mentioned. “Her death bothers me. She was planning to leave Hudson House in a week or two. Then physically, she fell apart. When I overheard Sophie Garner gloating because Martha had died before changing her will to include Jenna, made me wonder about my friend's death.

    "Do you have to see a murder behind every chance remark you hear?"

    "No.” I chuckled. “Sophie was wrong. Martha implemented a codicil months before her death and kept it secret until the day before she died."

    "There have been no reports of suspicious deaths at Hudson House."

    I ignored his comment. “I know there haven't been, but there's a good reason. It's a nursing home. Deaths are expected. Do you think Marcus Garner is capable of murder?"

    Pete laughed. “And get his hands dirty. Not in this lifetime. He's a manipulator who won't hesitate to use a lie to gain his ends, but that's all."

    "That much I know."

    Pete tapped my arm. “He might pay to have murder done."

    "I'm afraid that's what has happened."

    Pete shook his head. “I don't think so. He's not my favorite person. Hasn't been since Mark died and he tried to force me to change the report. Kept saying there was a witness who had seen Jenna driving. I refused. The captain backed me, but told me to keep quiet no matter what I heard."

    I met his gaze. “Recently Marcus changed that story. He says his witness saw Jenna grab the wheel. The witness was Sophie."

    "Wait a minute. She arrived in a cab a good ten minutes after I came on the scene.” He clasped my hand. “Could you please find a cure for this bug you have?"

    "I'll try.” But Martha's death had seemed convenient to Sophie and Marcus. Had there been other deaths at Hudson House that had been strokes of fortune for the families? Was there a way to learn?

    * * * *

    Over lunch, I had an inspiration. How many people had died at Hudson House during the past six months or even a year? There was one place I might find this data. Since the anticipated rain had begun, I drove to the library and went to the research room. After pulling up the back issues of the newspapers on microfilm, I began scrolling through the obituaries. If I could find a pattern, maybe I could persuade Pauline to let me look at some charts.

    Two days later, I had my list. Eighteen deaths in a year, but twelve had occurred in the past three and a half months. I had something to raise my suspicions but no proof they had been anything but normal. I needed more information.

    When I reached the house, I saw Richard and Jenna on the porch. They appeared totally involved in each other so I tried to slip past. A large Maine Coon cat had a different agenda. He slithered into my path and I nearly tripped. “Robespierre!"

    Richard jumped to his feet and steadied me. “Are you okay?"

    "I am, but a cat may not be.” Robespierre didn't seem troubled. He began to groom himself.

    "You look troubled,” Jenna said.

    "Just mulling a situation."

    "Want to tell us?” Richard asked.

    "Not yet.” Once I came to a conclusion, I would. Richard might be able to discover the size of the estates the dead had left and the names of the heirs. There was only one problem there. Did I want to involve these young people or let Jenna know I believed her grandmother had been murdered?

    * * * *

    On Sunday morning, I was surprised when Jenna and Richard slid into the pew where I sat with my family. I managed to make the introductions before the organist began the prelude. At least ten people turned to stare. Sophie was one and she looked furious. She nudged her husband who ignored her. I half expected her to interrupt Edward's call to worship.

    When the last notes of the postlude hovered in the air, a number of people stopped to speak to Jenna. I followed my family down the side aisle to the vestibule. On the landing outside the doors, Marie stopped me to ask several questions about the bazaar. Andrea stayed with me while her parents brought the car.

    Tammy Garner stomped toward us and grabbed Andrea's arm. “Think you're smart getting a scholarship to the summer camp. I'm going, too, and we'll see who's the best."

    Andrea pulled free. “If you practiced the way you run your mouth, you could be a good dancer."

    I took Andrea's hand. “Let's go. I see the car."

    As we started down the steps, Tammy shouted. “Killer."

    I turned to see Richard and Jenna step out of the church. He put his arm around her waist. Tammy's shouted comment created a lull in the other conversations.

    "You stole Mommy's diamonds and Daddy's money. The police are gonna put you in jail ‘cause you killed Mark and Grandmother Garner."

    I gripped the railing. Had this nasty child heard her parents talking about Martha's death? Marcus grabbed his daughter and marched her away.
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    Sudden Chills

    -

    For the rest of the day, Tammy's outburst played in my thoughts like a scratched record. Had there been an ounce of truth in what the child had said? Not about Jenna, but about her grandmother's death. I knew the accusation was out of line. My tenant had no reason to want Martha dead. Jenna hadn't known about her inheritance until she'd gone to see the attorney and visited the bank. She'd been as surprised as Marcus.

    I've been fooled by people in the past and charmed by those who have turned out to be less than nice. Not this time, at least about Jenna. She'd been happy about the reconciliation with her grandmother. She hadn't enjoyed sneaking around to avoid her uncle. If Jenna had wanted anyone out of the picture, Marcus was my choice followed by Sophie.

    After dinner, Andrea invited me to watch her practice for her role in the spring recital. I followed her to the family room and sat on the couch. When she finished, she curtseyed and I clapped. Her lithe grace always amazes me.

    "Miss Juliette let me choreograph the dance, then she revised the steps.” Andrea flopped on the couch beside me.

    "It's great.” For a moment, I paused. “Did the things Tammy said this morning bother you?"

    Andrea made a face. “Why? She's so full of herself. She missed the audition for dance camp. Sure her mother can pay for her to be there, but only the ones with scholarships can be in the special troupe and have solos. Tammy will be mad and start arguing with the teachers about how unfair they are. They'll ask her to leave like they did last summer."

    "Why is she so disagreeable?"

    "Her mother acts the same way."

    "I can see that."

    Andrea nodded. “She's always bragging about not practicing and it shows."

    I patted her hand. “Success in any undertaking takes practice.” Andrea spends at least an hour a day honing her talent. “Just seems sad for you to lose a friend."

    "Her!” Indignation colored the single word. “Who would want her for a friend? She sneaks around listening to other people when they talk. Then she repeats what she heard to hurt other people and she always gets it wrong."

    "Do you think she does that on purpose?"

    "Probably. You heard her this morning."

    I straightened. Had Tammy heard her parents planning Martha's death? Had Jenna's name entered the conversation? The scenario was easy to imagine, but hard to prove. Especially when the tale-bearer had a reputation for stretching or changing the truth.

    When Andrew took me home, I found Jenna on the porch. “Do you have time to talk?” she asked.

    "Only if you come upstairs. I need a tea break. My daughter-in-law seldom serves anything but water, wine or juice. Andrew considers my passion for mint tea as an obsession. He hasn't touched a drop since he left for college."

    She laughed. “He doesn't know what he's missing."

    "What's on your mind.” I opened the door and stepped into the front hall.

    Jenna followed. “The scene my cousin staged this morning. Richard thinks I should threaten to sue."

    "Why?"

    "He was more bothered by her lies than I was. He's afraid everyone who heard her will believe the tale. Sure she upset me, but going to court over a child's nastiness seems silly."

    "Lawyers."

    She laughed. “That's a thought."

    Before we reached the landing, as though he'd teleported, Robespierre appeared. Jenna gasped. “Didn't we leave him on the porch?"

    I grasped her arm to keep her from a tumble. “He's good at surprise appearances. Some people think he's my familiar."

    "If you're a witch, you're a good one."

    "Only if I'm not angry with someone. Then my dark side surfaces."

    After feeding the cat his usual snack, I put the kettle on and took two pieces of key lime pie from the freezer. Tonight my health-conscious daughter-in-law had served fresh pineapple for dessert. Not that I minded, but when serious subjects are under discussion, sweets are desirable. I defrosted the pie in the microwave.

    "Do you think my cousin was right when she said Gran had been murdered?"

    "I'm leaning that way. Of course, Tammy could have jumbled several overheard conversations. My granddaughter says that's one of Tammy's habits."

    Jenna met my gaze. “Uncle Marcus called to apologize for the scene at church. I nearly fell off the couch."

    "I would have.” Why had he called? Was he trying to divert suspicion from himself? Was he worried because Jenna had been with a lawyer?

    "Is there a way to prove she was wrong about me but right about Gran?"

    "The body would have to be exhumed and an autopsy performed. Either your uncle or the police would have to make the request. Right now, there's no evidence of foul play."

    She nodded. “That's what Richard said."

    I filled two cups with a relaxing mixture of tea and mint. “He seems like a nice young man and he's definitely easy on the eyes."

    Her laughter bubbled. “You're got that right. He's also given me advice about the diamonds and bonds."

    "Oh, as in?"

    "He thinks I should quit at Le Lune and concentrate on school.” She sighed. “Everything's happening too fast."

    "Define everything."

    She rested her elbows on the table. “Since high school, I've dreamed of attending college full-time without ending with a massive debt. Then wham, I can."

    "Is that a bad thing.” I tasted the pie and savored the tart creaminess.

    She shook her head. “A good thing. It's also Richard. I really like him. More than like and that scares me. He pushed me to go to church this morning. Said it was time I stopped hiding. Then he wanted to take me to visit his parents and I panicked. Am I making any sense?"

    "You are.” I closed my eyes and remembered the first time I'd seen my husband. The night of the senior recital at the conservatory, he had come with a friend. I'd been instantly attracted. He'd asked me out. After our first kiss, I'd known he was the man I would marry. “Love sometimes strikes like lightning."

    "What if something happens to mess things up?"

    "Tell him how afraid you are of losing the people you love."

    Her eyes widened. “How did you know?"

    "Perfectly logical given the losses you've experienced."

    "There's one more thing.” She savored the last bite of the pie. “Louise is...How do I explain? Envious, jealous, angry about my good fortune. She thinks I should foot the rent for the apartment. I could, but I don't think that's fair."

    "Neither do I. She can't change the lease she signed without my agreement."

    Jenna jumped up and refilled our mugs. “What if she refuses to pay her share?"

    "Then she'll have to move."

    "Just like that."

    I nodded. “I can't have her living here when I can't trust her. She can't change the rules to suit herself."

    Jenna sipped the tea. “One last thing. Richard suggested I give some of Gran's jewels to my cousins."

    "A good idea."

    She cradled the mug. “I know, but I have these visions of Sophie claiming what I give them."

    "Then wait until their sixteenth birthdays or for them to graduate from high school."

    "Super.” She finished the tea. “Got to go. Have a Psych paper to finish tonight."

    * * * *

    The next afternoon as I wondered what to prepare for dinner, the phone rang. “Miller residence."

    "Kate, it's Pauline."

    My thoughts churned with possibilities. Here was a chance to gain access to the records I wanted to see. How could I frame my request without sounding pushy or alarming her? “What can I do for you?"

    "Spare me from having to call a temp agency in hopes of finding a good nurse. I'd really like to persuade you to work here."

    She sounded edgy. “Tell me what's entailed."

    "Three months at the most. One of the part-time evening nurses is going out on maternity leave. She's planning to return. So far any ads I've placed have gone unanswered. Even with the carrot of eventually being assigned to days hasn't brought any bites."

    "How many evenings?"

    "Two a week and on rare occasions, three."

    "Give me a few days to think about this. I've a catering job for a shop in town. Actually I'm an investor and we just received an order for furniture from a bed and breakfast that will open soon."

    "Congratulations. Guess I can't bribe you with money."

    "You're right about that.” There were other ways to tempt me, but I wasn't ready to mention them. Not until I spent some time with her. Years had passed and she could have changed. “I'll get back to you."

    "Promise."

    "By Friday.” After I hung up, I revised my plans for the day. I was going to take the job. Once I learned if my suspicions had a foundation, I hoped I could enlist Pauline's help. At the moment, I wasn't sure how to proceed, but I would find my way.

    * * * *

    The next morning, I began baking. If I took the job at Hudson House, I needed to have the cakes and cookies for the bazaar on hand. There were also the canapes and pastries for tonight's celebration at the furniture shop. By late afternoon, the cakes were iced and in the freezer along with a dozen boxes of cookies. Trays of appetizers and dainty desserts covered the dining room table. When Paul arrived, we stacked the trays in boxes and carried them to his van.

    The shop specializes in old and new oak furniture, though there are some cherry, mahogany and maple pieces in the antique section. I peeked into the workroom where a dozen partially finished chests, headboards and chairs stood. Paul's crew from the shop came to help set up the buffet.

    Maria stepped from the antiques showroom. “Mrs. Miller, welcome.” She looked at the table and began rearranging the trays.

    "Where's Carlos?” I asked.

    "He will come with Mrs. Sarah and Blanca. We would not have enough hands for him and the food. I will bring the plates and cups.” She looked around. “Paul, where are the juices and soda?"

    "On the way.” He waved to one of the men. They returned with a large galvanized tub. We filled it with ice and the drinks.

    By the time we finished arranging the food, a stream of family, friends, neighbors and Paul's business associates arrived. Paul handed me a flute of champagne. “To a successful venture."

    "And many more orders.” I sipped. “Now for a plate of food. I was so busy cooking I forgot to eat lunch.” I didn't count the samples I'd tasted or the broken pieces of cookies.

    Andrew stood at the table choosing appetizers. “Mom, you've outdone yourself. Ruth and I would like you to make the same assortment for the party after Andrea's recital."

    "I may not be available to cook."

    He arched a brow. “Is there something you're not telling me? Are you and Lars eloping?"

    "No. I may be going back to work."

    "Why?” He looked around the gathering of people. “According to Paul business is good. Your investments are solid. If you need money, I'm good for a gift or a loan."

    I looked away. “It's not the money."

    "Then what?” A note of exasperation crept into his voice. “You can't be bored. You have more projects than three people."

    "Curiosity. In the past three months, the number of deaths at Hudson House have escalated. Before that there were less than one a month."

    He shrugged. “Why would that surprise you? The place is a nursing home."

    "The increase."

    "Sicker patients. Less capable staff. A dozen other reasons.” He motioned to Pete. When the young police officer reached us, Andrew grabbed Pete's arm. “Will you tell my mother there have been no suspicious deaths at Hudson House, no police reports, no autopsies ordered?"

    Pete nodded. “I can tell her but will she believe me?"

    I glared at them. “If a patient dies under a doctor's care, no autopsy is performed. Without one, the real cause of death can't be determined. There are ways to cause death that are hard to detect."

    "She's right there.” Pete grinned at Andrew. “Let her run after smoke. It's easier to stop a runaway train than your mother."

    "She plans to work there,” Andrew said.

    "Give her a week in uniform and she'll be out of there.” Pete turned to me. “What does Lars think of your plan?"

    My spine stiffened. “What does he have to do with my decision? He's not my keeper."

    "Aren't you marrying him?” Andrew asked. “I distinctly remember you asking me how I'd feel if you did."

    "I'm considering the possibility of taking that step. Just because I asked doesn't mean it's a done deal.” I walked away.

    Across the room, I spotted Jenna and Richard. I wanted to ask him to do some research for me, but I wasn't about to bring up the subject here. My request wasn't a subject to be addressed in the middle of a crowd. I made my way along the buffet and watched the young lawyer fill two plates, one with canapes and the other with sweets.

    He saw me and grinned. “These are great. Jenna says they're nothing compared to the dinners you cook."

    "How would you like to have dinner at my apartment tomorrow evening?"

    "I'd love to."

    I laughed. Nothing shy about this young man. “Is six thirty too early?"

    He swallowed one of the appetizers. “I thought you were kidding. I wasn't hinting, not really."

    Since I'd decided to investigate the deaths, I needed his help. “There's something I'd like to discuss with you."

    "A legal matter?” He frowned. “Why not come to the office? You don't have to bribe me with food."

    "This isn't official. I need some information you might be able to access.” If Pete hadn't thought I was being foolish, he could have done this for me. “This isn't a matter I want to discuss here or at your office. Your receptionist seems a bit nosy."

    He laughed. “That's why I close the door and lock my desk and files."

    I smiled. “I like to cook for people. Tomorrow at six thirty."

    "I'll be there."

    "Where?” Jenna asked.

    "Dinner with your landlady."

    She pouted. “This is totally unfair. I have to work."

    "I'll send a plate down. Thought you were quitting."

    "I am. Had to give two weeks notice.” She grinned. “My boss will be calling. I told him about the gazpacho and the killer brownies."

    "Tell him I might share."

    They wandered off. I circulated. Before long, Sarah's children, both birth and foster, had gathered around me. We played hand games until they were ready to leave.

    Once the affair ended, I rode home with Paul and his family. After we pulled into the driveway, Paul removed the box of empty trays. “What's this I hear about you returning to work?"

    "I am and don't offer to buy me out."

    He chuckled. “I wasn't going to. Pete said you're chasing a possible murderer. Just be careful. You're the glue that holds the neighborhood together."

    "I'm always careful."

    "Right.” Sarcasm colored the word. “I won't point out the times you haven't been."

    "Good.” I took the box of trays and carried them upstairs. Tomorrow I would have dinner with Richard and see what he could dig up. Then on Friday, I would go to Hudson House and fill out an application for employment. Soon my investigation would be underway. If my suspicions were right, the town and county would host a rather large scandal.

    * * * *

    The next morning, I called Pauline and made an appointment to talk to her about the job. She sounded relieved and I wondered if her suspicions matched mine. How much should I tell her? She'd been at Hudson House for six months, three of them prior to the escalation in the deaths.

    After hanging up, I decided to go slowly. I needed more information than I had before I spoke with her about murder.

    I reached into the recipe file for several cards to prepare dinner for Richard. Since most men are fond of meat and potatoes, I chose one of my many variations on the theme for this evening. There was no reason to make them plain. I marinated the steaks in beer and herbs and set about preparing twice baked potatoes. With a tossed salad and gingerbread baked over a bed of peaches, I had a meal sure to please a man.

    Jenna popped in after class. She drew a deep breath. “Gingerbread. Save me a piece. Smells like Gran's house when Dolly used to make it for me.” She saw the empty can on the counter. “It's the same. Can I have a piece now?"

    I chuckled. “Dolly gave me the recipe and you'll have to wait. I'll add a piece or two to the plate I send down with Richard."

    She studied my face. “More matchmaking."

    "Not this time."

    "What are you up to?"

    "I want him to check some wills for me."

    "So you still think there was something odd about Gran's death."

    I nodded. “I can't prove anything and I doubt I could question your cousin.” For a moment, I paused, then decided to plunge ahead. “I don't think your grandmother's death was the only suspicious one."

    Her eyes widened. “I hope you're wrong about them all."

    "So do I."

    She peeked at the marinating meat. “I need some recipes.” She grinned. “There's someone I want to make a meal for."

    "They're yours when you're ready."

    "Not today. I need to change for work. Just don't spoil Richard for my inept attempts."

    "If he's interested in you, he'll eat anything you cook."

    "Let's hope. Will you have time Saturday morning to drill me for an Anatomy test?"

    "Of course."

    When she left, I finished my preparations for dinner. Then I changed my clothes and waited for my guest to arrive.

    Richard was prompt. The cat followed him in and I performed the feeding ritual. My guest presented me with a teapot shaped like a fat cat. “Notice the resemblance.” He laughed. “I couldn't resist."

    "I thank you. How do you like your steak?"

    "Medium."

    "Same here. Let me put them on."

    He sat at the kitchen table. “Smells good. I could almost eat it raw."

    "It's the marinade."

    "Would you tell me why you're doing this?"

    "Partly because I like cooking for others. The rest is because several things have stirred my curiosity. I have a theory I'd like to prove and I think you can help.” I began with Robby's tale and Martha's concerns. “And you heard Tammy on Sunday."

    "Jenna would never do a thing like that."

    I nodded in agreement. “Martha has a son and daughter-in-law who wanted her money. They have a daughter who listens to people's conversations and repeats them to suit herself. My granddaughter says Tammy enjoys spreading tales and lies."

    Richard looked up. “Mr. Garner comes across as controlling. He really surprised me when he called Jenna to apologize. Also made me wonder why."

    I put the salads and dressing on the table. “Jenna told me. I'm sure he had a reason."

    "But what? Do you really think Mrs. Garner was murdered?"

    "I do and I don't think she's the only one.” I went to the living room and found the list of names and dates of the deaths I'd gleaned from the newspaper files at the library. “Notice the increase over the past three months."

    He studied the list. “I see what you see, but I don't know what it means. What do you want me to do?"

    "Is there a way to discover the size of the estates and other information on the heirs?"

    "I can check at the courthouse and see if the wills have been filed and do a bit of digging on the net. What do you plan?"

    "To take a job at Hudson House and see if I can access the records of those patients. There's a temporary part-time opening for a nurse on the evening shift. At least three of those deaths have occurred then. Maybe all."

    "Gutsy move. Are you sure you'll be hired?"

    "The Director of Nursing is an acquaintance. She's already approached me."

    He laughed. “You really are something. Last evening, Jenna told me about your adventures. Planning to become a PI?"

    "I've no desire for a third career. This is a weird cycle in my life that's bound to end one day. I don't look for bodies. They find me.” The buzzer sounded. I served the steak and potatoes.

    After we finished our dinner, I finished a plate for Jenna. Richard chuckled. “She'll be pleased."

    I made instant coffee for him and tea for myself. “We'll have dessert in the living room. Jenna should be home in an hour. You can play delivery boy. That is, if you're planning to stay until she comes in. If so, I'll add an extra piece of gingerbread for you."

    "I intend to see her as often as she'll let me.” His eyes twinkled. “What's happening between us is a bit scary. We're flying at warp speed but I believe I'm falling hard for her."

    I slid two pieces of gingerbread onto plates. “Go slow. She's lost a lot of people in her life."

    He lifted the plates. “I'll work on convincing her I'll always be there.” He paused in the doorway. “Do you play?"

    "Only for myself these days. I had a brief career as a concert pianist and a longer one as a church organist."

    He sat on the sofa and tasted the cake. “This is awesome and the rest of the meal was terrific."

    We chatted until we heard the downstairs apartment door close. Richard rose. I gave him the plate of food and the rest of the cake. “Enjoy."

    "Thanks.” He paused at the door. “I hope Louise is still out. Her attitude about Jenna's good fortune is becoming nasty.” He started downstairs. “I'll get back to you with the information as soon as I can."

    * * * *

    The next afternoon, I arrived at Hudson House for my appointment with Pauline. I handed her an assortment of teas. She opened one and sniffed. “I remember consuming gallons while we crammed for exams. I'm definitely going to enjoy."

    "They're labeled with the ingredients and what I use them for."

    "Great."

    In return for my license, proof of my CPR status and Social Security card, she handed me an application. While she made copies, I filled in the blanks. Finally, I put the form on her desk. “Done. Now what?"

    "The job is yours. Two evenings a week. Are there any you can't work?"

    I pulled my date book from my purse and gave her the dates of the bazaar and Andrea's recital. I hoped to finish my investigation before then, but I couldn't chance missing my granddaughter's big day. “That's all for now.” What I would do in June and July, I didn't know. Would my discoveries bring trouble to the facility and to my friend?

    She studied me. “Somehow, I thought I'd have to pitch harder. Is something going on?"

    "You could say that."

    "Kate, what?"

    "For the present, I'm feeling my way. Don't worry. I won't keep you in the dark for long."

    "Have it your way.” She rose. “Would you like to meet some of your soon-to-be co-workers?"

    "When I visited Martha one evening, I met two of the nurses. I also saw them at the funeral."

    "Any problems with them?"

    "A slight misunderstanding with one. You know how pushy I can be when I'm worried about someone. The other was helpful."

    She led the way from her office. “There are always two RNs and four assistants on duty evenings. We try to make sure one of the aides is a man.” She went on to mention the usual census and the kind of patients. We used an enclosed set of stairs at the end of the hall to reach the second floor and the staff lounge.

    When the door opened, the two nurses who had attended Martha's funeral looked toward us. Molly smiled. “Mrs. Miller, hello."

    "Kate will be our temporary relief nurse on evenings,” Pauline said. “Teresa and Molly are full-time."

    "When you visited your friend, you were full of questions we couldn't answer,” Teresa said. “You need to remember that gossiping about the residents isn't permitted."

    "I know the rules,” I said.

    "I'm looking forward to working with you.” Molly glanced at Teresa and turned to the aides. “Tina, Betty, Lori and John. You'll meet the rest of the staff once you start."

    Teresa opened the door. “Time to get to work."

    I watched them leave. One of them was probably a killer. My preference was Teresa. Her brisk attitude ruffled me, but that didn't mean hers was the hand. Molly could be the one, or they could be working as a team. They had been on duty the evening Martha had died. I wondered which of the assistants had worked that evening. Could they give me clues to my friend's death?
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      Chapter 7
    

    ~

    Fever Dreams

    -

    The weekend was uneventful. Marcus and family were absent from the Sunday morning services. Though most people believed they'd stayed away to finish the move into Martha's house, I wondered if Marcus wanted to avoid another of his youngest daughter's outbursts.

    When we sat down to dinner at my son's, I made my announcement. “I've taken the job at Hudson House. I'll be working two evenings a week."

    "What about my recital?” Andrea asked. “You have to be there."

    "Then don't worry. I already have the day off. My friend, Pauline, made sure of that."

    "Pauline.” Andrew looked up. “Wasn't she one of the girls who hung out at the house when you were in school?"

    "Yes."

    Andrea grinned. “I'm so glad your friend gave you the evening off. What kind of doll will you give me this year? Everybody else gives me flowers."

    "Gifts aren't the reason you invite people to the recital,” Andrew said.

    My granddaughter made a face. “Grammy understands what I mean."

    I winked. “You certainly don't ask people to come bearing gifts and watch you show off.” She would love the Spanish dancers I'd found in Santa Fe."

    Andrew shook his head. “The pair of you are incorrigible.” He carved the turkey breast Ruth and I had prepared. “Mom, I wish I knew what you were up to. And I still wonder what Lars will say about this."

    I looked up. “If he says more than be careful, he's in trouble."

    Ruth laughed. “I think you should do what you believe is right. Since I've done that, I feel so much better about myself."

    I saw the gleam of approval in my son's eyes and felt pleased. Since her return to college for her Master's, she had changed. It hadn't been that long ago when I feared my son was headed for a divorce and marriage to a destructive woman. These days, Andrew has to compete with Ruth's studies for her attention and that was good. The conversation turned to other subjects. I was relieved to avoid further arguments about my decision.

    * * * *

    On Monday morning, Pauline called to tell me I would be working on Wednesday and Thursday. I climbed the stairs to the attic and sorted through the boxes of uniforms I'd packed away. I washed four and polished a pair of white shoes. Then I searched out my other paraphernalia—Kelly clamp, scissors, stethoscopes and pen. I ran to the store for the missing items and was ready for action.

    On Wednesday as I dressed, I felt a frisson of anticipation and dread. Since I'd never planned to work again, I'd nearly given the uniforms away. I was glad I'd kept them. The expense of buying new ones to wear long enough to uncover a murderer's identity would have made me think two or three times about my plan. Would I have backed off? I chuckled at that thought. Who was I trying to fool? I was on a quest and I had no intention of quitting before learning the truth about Martha's death.

    At quarter to three, I pulled into the parking lot at Hudson House and made my way through the garden. Pauline waited in the foyer. “I was afraid you'd back out. I'll give you and Molly report in my office. That's the routine except on weekends. The two of you will relay any pertinent information to the aides and give out assignments."

    Moments later, Molly arrived. She saw the bag I carried. “Didn't Pauline tell you our meals come from the kitchen?"

    "It's not my dinner. Just some mint tea. It's my weakness."

    Pauline laughed. “Or your strength."

    Molly looked from one of us to the other. “I take it you know each other."

    "We went to school together,” Pauline said.

    Report was short. Of the twenty-eight patients currently in residence, six were ambulatory and two had private aides.

    Molly handed me the medication book. “You can do these tonight. It's the easiest way to learn the residents. If you have any questions, just ask. Your observations of your friend made me insist the doctor make an appearance. I'm sorry we couldn't do more to save her."

    She sounded so sincere I wanted to believe her words, but I couldn't. Not until I managed to read some charts and learn who had been present and the circumstances surrounding the eight patients I suspected had been murdered. I needed to know the presenting symptoms and how the codes progressed. Then I would have an idea of what might have been used.

    There are a number of medicines found in most health care facilities that can help or harm. The presence of most can be detected if a full autopsy and complete blood screen is done.

    When we reached the staff lounge, the three aides and the orderly were the ones I'd met the day I'd taken the job. Molly gave a brief report including a list of patients who went to the dining room and any special treatments to be done. Once she finished, I followed the others into the hall.

    Molly showed me through the open nurses’ station and handed me the keys to the med room. I went inside and checked the cart. Each patient had a drawer. Unlike the system at the hospital where only a day's supply of a medication rested in the drawer, the cart held a bottle labeled for a week.

    After I studied the book for pre-dinner meds, I browsed in the other drawers. The emergency one held vials of potassium, epinephrine and other drugs that might be needed during a medical crisis. In the refrigerator, I found some bottles of insulin. Only two had the names of current patients. I jotted my discoveries on a piece of paper. At home, I would research the symptoms of massive overdoses.

    The evening passed quickly. I learned little about my co-workers. That would take time. How many days did I have before there was another planned death?

    Of the twenty-eight patients, I couldn't find one I felt was in danger. More than half the residents either had no relatives, ones who lived at a distance or ones who were distantly related.

    When I spoke to my co-workers about staff who had recently left, most had gone to other jobs. The gossip I heard didn't point to any staff member, current or departed, having coming into large infusions of cash. I knew the villain wouldn't be discovered in an instant. I also didn't think the killer would flaunt success.

    Molly was a pleasure as a co-worker. Every question I asked was answered completely. The patients and their families adored her. She also had a terrific rapport with the aides.

    As I drove home, I was so tired I wished my house was next door not twelve blocks away. I couldn't help wondering if I was chasing phantoms with no substance in reality.

    * * * *

    The next morning I slept late and decided to forgo my morning walk and the gardening chores. Before noon, Sarah, my son and his wife had called to inquire about the state of my health. My unaccustomed change of routine had been observed and stirred concern.

    While I ate lunch, Pete, accompanied by Robespierre, appeared at my door. “Looked for you this morning. You sick?” Pete straddled one of the chairs.

    "I'm in perfect health.” I pushed a tin of cookies toward him.

    Someone rapped on the door. Pete snatched a cookie and answered.

    "Mrs. Miller, are you all right?” Jenna asked.

    "I'm fine."

    Pete took a second cookie and returned to his chair. “She look okay to you?"

    Jenna cocked her head. “She looks fine.” She turned toward the door. “Guess you're busy."

    I sensed an ally. “Stay."

    Pete frowned. “So how was work?"

    "Tiring but interesting."

    "Any corpses?"

    "Not yet."

    "So you're still pursuing your brainstorm.” He rested his arms on the chair back. “Give it up."

    Jenna glared. “Don't badger her, Officer Duggan."

    "Why not? Twice, no three times, she's nearly been offed. Since she's Robby's adopted grandmother, I have a vested interest in her well-being."

    Before I impaled his hand, I let the fork clatter on the plate. “There weren't three times, just once and I handled the situation."

    "What three times?” Jenna asked. “I heard about what happened at St. Stephen's but not the others."

    "She set herself up to be robbed to prove two teenage boys were innocent. She went out to dinner. When the evening ended early, did she go to one of the neighbors to wait until the criminals were caught? No, she walked into the crime scene. Then, not long ago, a crazed mad man was about to shoot her and Lars."

    I grabbed the cookie tin. “So I took him out with a heavy canister. I am an adult and well able to take care of myself."

    Pete looked longingly at the cookies, then held up his hands. “Look, Sherlock, if you learn something, call me before you leap into action."

    "If the situation permits."

    He rose. “There's no talking to you.” He crouched and scratched the cat's head. “Robes, old buddy, keep an eye on her."

    I thrust the tin toward him. “Take these for the road and share with your partner."

    He rolled his eyes. “Women."

    "Police officers,” I called after him.

    "He cares,” Jenna said. “So do I. Seems odd that I should care more for my friends than I do for my relatives."

    "You choose your friends. Marcus, Sophie and their daughters have given you nothing but grief."

    She sighed. “You're so right. Did you learn anything last night?"

    "Only that the means to cause death are readily available. I worked with one of the nurses who was on duty the night your grandmother died. She's well liked by patients and staff."

    "What about you? Do you like her?"

    "Yes, but I can't let that influence me. Tonight I work with the other nurse. Maybe I'll learn something from her."

    "Good luck. Oh, Richard said he's working on your project in his spare time and is making progress. He'll get the info to you as soon as he's collected what he can.” She propped her elbows on the table. “The food you sent down was great. Can I get some recipes today?"

    I looked at the clock and saw I had time before I had to prepare for work. “What would you like?"

    "The red sauce. Every time you make it, I drool. The steak and the potatoes. And some desserts."

    I took several boxes from the shelf and handed her one. “Desserts in this one.” I took two cards from the other. “Here's the one for the steak marinade and one for the potatoes. I'll cut the sauce recipe down. How many are you planning to serve?"

    "Four, but leftovers are fine. I like cold spaghetti."

    "Everyone to their own. The recipe is for twelve so I'll halve it.” I copied the recipe and added two salad dressings and the one for the gazpacho she liked.

    * * * *

    Teresa's style of care was different from Molly's. She insisted on doing meds. That inched up my suspicions of her. With meds under her control, she could easily slip something extra to a patient. I set off to supervise the aides, do treatments and make sure the patients who ate in the dining room received the assistance they needed. I missed the easy camaraderie of the previous evening.

    While Teresa and I ate the dinner provided for the staff by the kitchen, she grilled me. “So why are you working?"

    "Why else? Money.” I wasn't about to announce I was investigating a series of deaths I believed had been murders.

    "Why here? Didn't you work at the local hospital for years? Surely they would have taken you back."

    Fortunately, I had prepared answers for this sort of question. “I'm sure they would have, but frankly, the pace was too hectic. I retired because the workload exhausted me."

    She nodded. “I imagine your pension plus Social Security is enough to cover your usual expenses, but you have to budget for extras. Not this woman. I'm socking away every penny so my retirement will be comfortable."

    I studied the food on my plate. What did she mean by comfortable? “I've a question. Do you always do meds?"

    She nodded. “Unless I want a change of pace. Comes from working with Molly. She hates doing them. Did she tap you last evening?"

    "Yes. She said it would help me learn the patients. She was right. Why doesn't she like giving them?"

    "She said making a mistake is too easy and she doesn't want to be blamed if there's a problem. There shouldn't be if one is careful.” Teresa rose. “Time for six o'clocks. Then the families descend with questions, complaints and some not-so-helpful suggestions for care. Listen, be polite and completely ignore the suggestions."

    "I hear you."

    * * * *

    Once again, I slept late. The night had been so warm I'd left the windows open. The sound of an angry male voice pulled me from the bed. I dashed to the window. Though I couldn't see what was happening, I noticed Marcus’ sleek sedan parked at the curb. I pulled on a caftan, grabbed the portable phone and hurried downstairs.

    Marcus stood on the porch. “I want them and you're coming to the bank with me. Now."

    "I won't give Gran's diamonds to your wife."

    "But you will give some pieces to my daughters."

    "And I might sell some, too."

    He grabbed her arm. “If you think so little of my mother's gift, you don't deserve them. Sophie will treasure the diamonds, especially the set she sent me to get. She worked hard to earn them. You have no idea how cruel Mother was to her."

    Jenna stepped back. “I don't believe Gran would be cruel to anyone. Did you ever see her mistreat your wife?"

    Marcus shook his head. “In front of an audience, hardly. Mother wouldn't let other people see, but Sophie told me how Mother insulted her."

    "Did you ever think Sophie could have lied?"

    "Why? My wife thinks you're finding it funny dangling the diamonds as some kind of prize."

    Jenna's hands rested on her hips. “That's not true. I wish Gran had done anything with them except leave them to me. I'll share with your daughters when they're old enough. They are also granddaughters. I thought they'd be pleased."

    A pained expression arose on his face. “Heather thought you were nice. Tammy laughed and taunted her mother."

    "Why?” Jenna asked.

    "Why not give them their share now?"

    "And watch Sophie claim then. I don't think so."

    "Jenna, I really need them. I'll have them even if I have to drag you to the bank."

    I stepped onto the porch and waved the portable phone. “Marcus Garner, I warned you about coming on my property and bullying Jenna. Leave or I'll call the police. Then I'll get a restraining order. Won't people talk about that."

    He stomped off the porch. “You don't understand."

    He was right. I didn't see why he needed those diamonds so desperately. If I could learn the reason maybe I would know more about what had really happened to Martha. He wouldn't tell me. I would have to mull this over. Until he drove away, I remained on the porch.

    Jenna followed me into the hall. “He's acting like a crazy man. Why is he so worked up about Gran's jewelry?"

    "Maybe because Sophie has demanded them.” That was the only reason I could imagine but it didn't seem strong enough.

    "With all he inherited, he could buy her a load of diamonds,” Jenna said.

    "Maybe he's cheap.” I frowned. Hadn't I heard Sophie mention he planned to buy her diamonds in modern settings? Of course, that could have been talk.

    Jenna laughed. “Maybe he feels purchasing more would be a waste with all the glitter that's locked in my box."

    "Were there specific pieces he asked for?"

    She nodded. “A necklace like those Egyptian collars with diamonds instead of other gems, the bracelet and earrings that match. If he and Sophie hadn't been so nasty, I might have forked them over.” She reached for her apartment door. “Are you free for dinner tomorrow evening? Richard says he'll have most of the information you want. I'm doing the red sauce with chicken."

    "I'm free and I am interested in what he's discovered.” I paused on the stairs. “Are you two becoming serious?"

    "Maybe. He says he really likes me and he'll give me all the time I need to figure what I want."

    "Smart man."

    "And totally wonderful.” She met my gaze. “What will I do if he discovers I'm not the kind of woman he can love?"

    "Get that idea out of your head. You're an amazing young woman. Any man would be lucky to land you."

    "Thanks.” She entered her apartment.

    * * * *

    By Saturday afternoon, I felt refreshed. I'd taken my early walk and ended at the river. I noticed the sold sign in front of the ranch house. Though I loved my Victorian, this house had always appealed to me. Oh well, I thought and walked home.

    Twice Jenna popped in for advice on the dinner she planned. I promised to bring garlic bread.

    That afternoon, she caught me in the yard. “How long should I cook the pasta?"

    "Start it before I come down and I'll check. Is Louise eating with us?"

    "She went upstate with her boyfriend.” Jenna toed the grass. “That's one of the reasons I invited you. I'm not sure I'm ready for an evening alone with Richard."

    "I refuse to play chaperone until he's bored and goes home. Are you afraid he'll make a move or that he won't."

    She giggled. “Maybe both. It's that other than my dad, Gran and you, I've never had people who cared. Dad's cousin was nice, but she had her own children to fuss over. I think Richard cares for me. I'm scared. What if I blow my chances with him?"

    "Do you think you're worthy of love and happiness?"

    For a long time, she was silent, then she met my gaze. “I am. Yes, I am. You can stay until after he shows you what he's learned about the people. I'm ready to take a chance."

    "Good for you. I definitely won't leave until I learn what I want to know. I've been meaning to ask you something about the accident. Your uncle said something that puzzles me."

    "What?"

    "That Sophie saw the accident from her front window. Pete said she arrived after he did."

    "I don't remember seeing her.” She closed her eyes. “Wait a minute. “She was at Gran's. Mark brought her when he came to pick me up. They were arguing."

    "Did you hear what they said?"

    She shook her head. “She jumped out of the car and screamed that she'd find her own way home and that he'd be sorry when she finished with him. He yelled at me to move it if I wanted a ride. When I asked what was wrong, he said that Sophie was stupid and so was his dad. I got in the car and he sped out of the driveway."

    "Then what happened?” I wondered what Mark had meant about Sophie and his father. Had Martha learned what he'd meant?

    "He tore down the street. I screamed for him to slow down, but he didn't. I was crying. I wanted him to stop so I could get out. When he reached the corner, he yelled that I could get out, but he skidded and rammed into the tree. I crawled from the car and started screaming and a policeman came. He called an ambulance."

    "I wonder why she lied."

    "Bet she didn't want Uncle Marcus to know she and Mark had a fight or that she was with him.” Jenna's eyes widened. “There was lipstick on his tee shirt and scratches on his face. Maybe they were involved. She was about five or six years older than him. He hung at their house a lot. Gran always said Sophie didn't love anyone but herself."

    Jenna's story filled in a few details of the accident but didn't add any clues to my current puzzle. I entered the house. “Time for you to get back to your dinner. See you at six."

    "Come early and see if the sauce is all right."

    "Will do. Expect me at five to six.” I stopped in the foyer and inhaled the scent of garlic. “Smells great. When I come down, I'll add my special ingredient, but you have to promise not to talk."

    She laughed. “My lips are sealed."

    * * * *

    Shortly before six, I walked downstairs. I handed Jenna the garlic bread. “This needs to go in the oven for ten minutes.” I followed her to the kitchen. While she took care of the bread, I added some of the red wine I'd brought to the sauce and stirred.

    "Is that all?” Jenna asked.

    I tasted the sauce, added the remainder and tasted again. “The secret is in the taste. I don't know how much to tell people to add since each time the sauce is made, there are subtle differences."

    She blew on a spoonful and sipped. “I'll remember."

    The doorbell rang. I tested the pasta and drained it. Jenna and Richard entered the kitchen. I found a bowl for the pasta and added the sauce. Jenna took the bread and chicken from the oven. Richard produced a bottle of wine and filled our glasses. The salads were already on the table.

    We served ourselves and began to eat. Though my curiosity nearly peaked, I didn't ask Richard to divulge what he'd learned. The time for the information would be after dinner. Jenna and I compared stories of school. Richard amused us with some courtroom tales,

    When we finished, Richard and Jenna cleared the table and stored the leftovers. Their teamwork was splendid. After Jenna poured coffee for three, we went to the living room.

    I'd waited long enough. I turned to the young lawyer. “What did you discover?"

    He pulled several computer printouts from his jacket pocket. “Here are the sizes of the estates and what each of the inheritors received.” He opened a second sheet. “Here's what I could uncover about their pre-inheritance financial status."

    I compared both his lists to mine and crossed out several names. As I had suspected there were eight names remaining. Had all or none been murdered?

    Richard pointed to three of the remaining names. “They died shortly after making new wills."

    Was this a significant factor in their deaths? The estates varied from several hundred thousand dollars to Martha's millions. I made a mental note to ask Robby for the last name of his classmate. I also needed to learn when Molly and Teresa had begun to work at Hudson House. Most of all, I wanted to see the charts. That meant confiding my suspicions to Pauline. How would she react? Should I speak to her on Monday or snoop further?

    I folded the paper. “Thanks. This helps."

    "With answers?” Richard asked.

    "Actually, raises more questions."

    Jenna rose. “When will you tell us exactly what's going on?"

    "Over dessert."

    Jenna went to the kitchen and returned with slices of cake. I recognized the recipe, using pound cake and sweetened ricotta cheese. Instead of candied fruit and pistachio nuts, I used chocolate chips and walnuts. I tasted and saw she had. “Perfect."

    "Thanks to your new recipes. What about a cookbook?"

    "Many of these aren't my own recipes. I'll make copies for you if you want. That's my only offer."

    Richard turned to me. “Just what do you plan to do with this information?"

    "If I discover there have been murders, I'll go to the police and let them take over."

    Jenna raised an eyebrow. “Will you? From what Pete said, you tend to jump into the middle of the action."

    "Perhaps my overprotective friends see it that way, but it's the police unless I have to act to prevent another murder."

    Richard patted my hand. “Be careful."

    "Always."

    Jenna frowned. “At least tell someone what you plan before you charge into a mess."

    "I will.” I savored the last bite of the dessert. “I do have to go."

    "When do you work again?” Jenna asked.

    "Next Friday, Saturday and Sunday."

    "Won't three days in a row exhaust you?” Jenna rose.

    "I'll manage."

    They walked me to the door. Richard slid his arm around Jenna's waist. I smiled. Though I'd once sworn off matchmaking, the sight of the pair pleased me.

    * * * *

    The next morning when the Duggans arrived to take me to church, I slid into the back seat beside Robby. His fair hair I was sure his mother had combed now went its own way.

    He grinned. “Hi, Grandma Mrs. Miller."

    Pete chuckled. “Silly name."

    I snorted. “Don't listen to him. I remember when he called me Second Mom."

    "Got me,” Pete said.

    "Robby, I need to ask you a question."

    He looked up. “Sure."

    "Remember the day I adopted you?"

    He nodded. “Yeah, that was cool."

    "What's the boy's last name? The one who was happy his grandmother had died?"

    "Cifon."

    I drew a deep breath. That was one of the eight names remaining on my list.

    "Why do you want to know?” Pete's voice bristled with concern. “Are you fixing to do something rash?"

    "Hardly. I'm just trying to connect some dots."

    He pulled into a parking space a half block from the church and pinned me with a stare. “Are you aiming to emulate the cat? You know what happens to a curious one."

    "Not a bit.” I opened the door.

    Beth winked. “Not even the one with nine lives?"

    "Now that one I'll take under consideration."
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      Chapter 8
    

    ~

    Initial Diagnosis

    -

    As I was about to start my second week at Hudson House, an excited Lars called. As soon as I heard his deep voice, I settled on the window seat. “I hear good news in your voice."

    "I'm officially retired. Untangled the last of the mess left by my daughter, her husband and my assistant. The Santa Fe office is closed and I've sold another house."

    "Busy man."

    "I just want to come home and be with you and my children and grandkids."

    "Which house?"

    He groaned. “Not Bonnie's. I'm negotiating with several organizations about turning it into a museum. Even agreed to put in a new road."

    I closed my eyes and envisioned Casa Del Oro, the golden house. When the sun shone on the pyrite-flecked adobe, the house had glowed. “Sounds like a workable plan."

    "I'm hoping. By the way, I have a surprise for you.” His voice held a teasing tone.

    "What?"

    "I'll show you when I arrive."

    "Lars, tell me now. You know how I hate surprises."

    He laughed. “You'll have to wait, but I think you'll love it."

    Robespierre settled beside me. Since I know the only way I would learn about this secret was to blindside Lars, I changed the subject. “Where are you staying?"

    "For now at Bonnie's. Maria and I are clearing out the place. Then she's returning to Mexico to rule her family."

    "You'll miss her."

    "Not as much as I miss you."

    That was a sweet thought and warmed me. “What about the condo at the resort?” I fondly remembered our time there and wished we hadn't left because of Bonnie's faked kidnapping.

    "I'm keeping the place. Tell your real and adopted family members if they need an inexpensive vacation spot, they're welcome to stay there."

    "I will. That's generous of you.” I stroked Robespierre who rumbled in response to my touch.

    "Any new happenings on the home front?” he asked.

    I hesitated. How much should I tell him about the mysterious deaths at Hudson House and my current employment as a nurse? “Not much."

    "That's not what I hear."

    Now I saw what he wanted to know. The phone call had been triggered by one of my over-concerned friends. Was he going to argue me out of my quest for the truth? “Let's see. Jenna has Martha's diamonds. Marcus wants them for Sophie. He dropped by and badgered Jenna. I think he has another purpose for the jewelry."

    "Kate, explain."

    "Just a suspicion based on a conversation I overheard. I don't think Sophie wants them. She wants Marcus to buy her new jewelry."

    Lars growled. “Will you let this be?"

    "Will you tell me how you plan to surprise me?"

    "No."

    "That's my answer, too.” Would he look away if he were sure a series of murders had taken place? “I'll do what I have to do."

    He groaned. “You always do. Kate, I love you. I want to marry you. If you're dead, I can't."

    His comment made me choke on a laugh. “I promise to remain alive."

    He chuckled. “I can live with that. Look for me to be home by the middle of June. We'll set a wedding date."

    "We'll discuss the possibility. If we marry, you will not be my keeper. Who knows, you might find dead bodies interesting."

    "You are too much."

    We chatted a bit longer. Though I tried again to learn how he planned to surprise me, I failed. He also failed to persuade me to give up the chase. No matter how hard he argued, I couldn't step aside, not and feel proud of myself."

    * * * *

    On Friday, I began the three day stretch and wondered who would be on duty with me. When I reached the office for report, I saw Teresa was on tonight. Did that mean I would be working with Molly on Saturday and Sunday?

    There had been changes in the patient population since the last time I had worked. Two of the residents who had been here for extensive physical therapy following knees surgery had been discharged. The two new admissions were ones requiring extensive nursing care.

    As I made rounds, I encountered a visitor. She stood outside one of the rooms with her back pressed against the wall. Her hands covered her mouth and muffled choked sobs.

    I paused. “Is there something I can do to help?"

    She looked up. “It's just...Dad...It hurts to see him so helpless. A week ago, he was golfing. Now he can't even feed himself. The stroke has robbed him."

    "And you are?"

    "Jean Lewis. Mr. Greene's daughter."

    One of the new admissions. “How long ago did he have the stroke?"

    "Four days."

    "I haven't seen him yet, but there's always hope with therapy, he'll improve."

    "I pray he will.” She wiped her eyes. “Then there's my brother's attitude. He insists we're wasting money keeping Dad here. Bob's so greedy."

    "Are you and your brother paying the bill?"

    She shook her head. “We couldn't afford that. It's Dad's money. I know he'd want to be here and not in some cheaper place."

    I noticed Teresa hovering in the doorway of a nearby room. Was she gathering information on another potential victim? Would she corner Mr. Greene's son? I stepped away. “Are you feeling calmer now?"

    Mrs. Lewis smiled. “Thanks for listening. You're very kind."

    "Part of the job."

    The second new patient had no visitors, but they could have come during the day. Both new arrivals seemed to be the type who would linger for months and even years. Once I had some information, I could ask Richard to check on the families.

    When the patients finished dinner and either returned to their rooms or remained in the recreation room on the first floor, Teresa and I went to the staff lounge for our dinner. I brewed tea, a blend designed to help digest my food and keep me alert.

    "That smells refreshing,” Teresa said.

    "Would you like a cup? It's my own blend."

    "I think I will.” She passed her cup to me. “You handled Mr. Greene's daughter nicely."

    "She needed to express her fears and hold onto a dollop of hope."

    Teresa frowned. “Hope? For most of the residents, there isn't much. They've reached the end of their roads. I wouldn't want to linger as half a person."

    I chewed and swallowed some of the broiled chicken. Was she the one? Her attitude raised my suspicions, but she said no more. I couldn't think of questions that wouldn't reveal my intentions. For now, all I could do was listen and observe in hopes of finding facts to present to the police. I would rather this was in their hands.

    When the shift ended, while Teresa gave report to the night staff, I jotted the family information on the new patients. I believed one of them was a candidate for an early demise.

    * * * *

    The next morning I was in the garden picking some fresh mint. Then I planned to pot some plants for the bazaar. Richard arrived. He paused to watch. “Do you ever sit still?"

    I chuckled. “Frequently."

    "What are you doing?"

    "A bit of harvesting and then I'll pot some plants for the bazaar.” From my pocket, I pulled the information I'd copied from the charts of the new patients. “See if you can learn anything about these people."

    "More deaths?” he asked.

    "Not yet, but I think one of them might be next."

    He pocketed the paper. “Be careful. If someone is killing people, they could be dangerous."

    "I'm aware of the possibility."

    Jenna stepped onto the porch. “I'm ready."

    Richard turned but not before I saw his eyes light with pleasure. After they left I finished the gardening and relaxed on the porch until I needed to get ready for work. When I arrived at Hudson House, I was surprised to see Teresa. “Are you working the entire weekend?"

    "Depends on what you consider the weekend. Molly and I prefer Friday and Saturday as our pass days. Gives me one day for appointments and shopping and one for play. Working evenings means I can have a late Saturday and sleep in on Sunday."

    "Never thought of it that way.” I followed her to the elevator.

    * * * *

    As usual on Sunday morning, I rode to church with the Duggans. As Pete stopped in front of the church to let us out, I paused before opening the door. “Don't forget to wait for me."

    "You have a fight with Andrew?” Pete asked.

    "I'm on duty at three."

    He rolled his eyes. “Forgot you were playing undercover nurse."

    "One of these days I'll prove there's a real problem there."

    Beth followed me up the walk. On the landing, we spoke with several women about the bazaar. Marie drafted Beth to act as a cashier.

    Once Marie walked away, Beth shook her head. “Next time, I'll run."

    "You did admit you were off and you planned to attend."

    "Got me.” She pulled me toward the door. “What's it like at Hudson House?"

    "Not bad. Census is around thirty. There are six of us on the evening shift. Dinner is provided for the staff and the food is excellent. There are usually several private aides. The patients receive great care."

    Pete put his hands on Beth's shoulders. “They pay a pretty price."

    "It's their money,” I said.

    "Gotcha."

    Robby took my hand. We entered the sanctuary and found our seats.

    That afternoon when I arrived at Hudson House, Molly left her car and caught up with me. “How are you settling in?"

    "Fairly well. Only problem I have is sleeping late after an evening here."

    "Why would you want to get up early?” she asked. “The best thing about this shift is sleeping in mornings."

    "Habit. I'm used to a daily walk."

    "After a tour here, you don't need the exercise.” She paused. “You can do meds."

    "No problem. Teresa said you don't like doing them."

    Molly nodded. “Made a serious mistake once and a patient nearly died. Spooked me. I get all jittery and it takes me double the time."

    We entered the foyer, took report in the staff lounge and settled into the routine. While Molly and I ate our dinner, loud voices in the hall drew us to our feet. Molly reached the door first. “Finish your dinner. I'll handle this."

    I wanted to see who was involved in the quarrel so I opened the door a crack. The woman I'd spoken to on Friday evening shouted at a man. His coloring and profile told me he was Mrs. Lewis’ brother, the one who resented the expense of keeping their father at Hudson house.

    Molly spoke softly. She led the pair down the hall to the nurses’ station. Since I couldn't hear what was being said, I returned to my dinner. When I finished, I left to do the six o'clock meds. Mr. Greene's son stomped past me. Mrs. Lewis looked angry. The son halted and returned. “This is the one,” he said.

    Molly rose. “Katherine, I understand you told Mrs. Lewis, her father would recover and go home."

    I shook my head. “That is not what I said. I told her that with therapy he would improve, I didn't promise a miracle."

    Mr. Greene's son glared. “My dear sister entertains false hopes and my hands are tied. Long before the stroke, he named her as the person to make all decisions regarding her care. So we're stuck with this place eating money we can use."

    Molly touched his arm. “This is no time for family quarrels. Wait a week or two, then speak to your sister in a calm manner.” Once he left, she turned to me. “There's a downside to working here. These family squabbles exhaust me. Good thing I won't be here forever."

    "Are you leaving soon?"

    She shrugged. “It'll be years before I reach retirement age, but I'm always reading the ads. Let me finish dinner. By the time meds are done, I'll be ready to help with treatments and evening care."

    That night when I left work, I suspected Mr. Greene would be the next patient to die. How long did the arrangements take? Was the hand to be Molly's or Teresa's? Perhaps they worked as a team.

    As far as personal preferences, mine had changed. I didn't want either woman to be the culprit. After working two evenings with Teresa, I realized she hid kindness beneath a gruff exterior. Molly was a joy as a co-worker. But I couldn't allow liking to sway me. In the past people I had liked had turned out to be killers. I had to keep an open mind and continue my search for proof.

    At home, I brewed a cup of mint tea and mulled the situation. I had to see those charts and see if the pair had been working every evening one of the victims had died. The charts held records of the patients’ conditions and the codes. The records might give me a clue to what had been used. The stock supply of emergency drugs came to mind. Who kept track of what was used?

    Without speaking to Pauline, I could go no further. Would she dismiss me as a crank? Had she wanted me to work at Hudson House because she feared a problem was developing on the evening shift? Her mention of the labs we'd aced in college pointed that way. The time to unite as a team had arrived.

    When I finished the tea, I went to bed. As though he sensed my troubled spirits, Robespierre curled against my back. His rumbling purrs lulled me to sleep.

    * * * *

    When I called to speak to Pauline, I learned she was attending a three day conference in the city. I slumped on the window seat. What now? I asked the secretary about the evening schedule for the rest of the month. Molly and Teresa wouldn't be working together until next week. I prayed that would give me time.

    In preparation for a day of gardening, I filled a thermos with iced mint tea. The phone rang. I lifted the receiver and heard Lars’ deep voice. “Quick response,” he said.

    "I'm in the kitchen."

    "Cooking?"

    "I was on my way to the garden to pot mint for the bazaar. Let me take this in the living room. Moments later, I settled on the window seat. “So what's up?"

    "What's this I hear about you pushing yourself to exhaustion. Avoiding dinner at your son's and skipping your morning walks."

    "Andrew and Pete,” I said. “The next time they call, tell them to butt out."

    "I just don't understand why you're doing this."

    I drew a deep breath. “Because I must.” Though the urge to slam the receiver down was strong, I refrained. I'd never verbalized my guilt over not calling Marcus to report his mother's condition. I also wondered what would have happened if I had stayed at her bedside and added my urgings to the doctor's. Would she still be alive?

    "Pete mentioned your suspicions. Do you really believe someone at Hudson House is a murderer?” He paused. “I know Martha's death was a shock, but murder..."

    "Yes, I believe that's what happened."

    He growled. “What am I going to do with you? Quit this job and forget about solving crimes."

    Anger roiled my gut. I knew he loved me, but he had no right to order my life. Even if we married, I wouldn't allow him to dictate my actions. “I won't quit. Jenna and I need to know the truth. An old friend is Director of Nursing at Hudson House. Even before Martha died, Pauline asked me to come to work. She suspected something was wrong. Her career could be at risk."

    "So could your life. Kate, I love you. I don't want you hurt in this pursuit for the truth."

    I grasped the receiver. “Remember what happened at your house. Who saved the day?"

    "You did."

    "Enough said. I really believe Martha was murdered for her money. I need to learn who arranged for her death. I also think there were seven other people murdered."

    "Be careful.” His voice softened.

    "Always."

    He laughed. “Aren't you the woman who drank tea with the man who killed her tenant?"

    "He wouldn't have harmed me. He was an ill and angry man desperate to save two children from their mother's wickedness.” I drew a deep breath. “What's happening with you?"

    "Sold most of Bonnie's furniture, clothes and jewelry through an auction house. What didn't sell, I donated to charity. The money's in a trust for Megan. Only right since she was partly responsible for my granddaughter being without her mother. There's a lot of money from the company that will never be recovered."

    "Bonnie's house."

    "Might be a binder on it this week."

    "So you just might make it home before August."

    "Count on it. Then we'll make plans for a summer wedding."

    I frowned. “We'll talk. There are some serious issues I would rather debate face to face. Like where to live.” I love my “Painted Lady but the apartment would be a tight fit for two adults and a cat. Lars’ house was a mansion and more than I wanted. Besides, there are my neighbors and the proximity to the river. How could I give those up?

    "Kate, I promise all problems about where to live, money and anything else you can dream up will be solved.” He chuckled. “I promise not to become a bully. And trust me to know what's bothering you. Face to face is best."

    "Thank you.” After I hung up, I thought of the financial end of a marriage between us. Lars has ten times the money. Maybe living together was the best choice, but I don't believe I could persuade him to take that step.

    * * * *

    Thursday was my second day of work for the week. To my surprise, Molly and Teresa were off. Jill, the other part-timer was working an extra day so Molly could take some personal time.

    Though Pauline had returned from the conference, there wasn't time after report for a private talk. What I needed to tell her was a matter of a lengthy explanation of my suspicions and the reason for my request to see the charts. I made an appointment to see her early the next afternoon.

    Immediately after dinner, Mr. Greene's son approached me. “Where are the regular nurses?"

    "They're off."

    'Damn, I needed to speak to one of them."

    "Who?"

    He looked away. “I'm not sure of her name.” He moved toward his father's room.

    "Maybe I can help you."

    "You've already done enough."

    "Do you want to speak to the blonde or the one with sandy hair?"

    He didn't answer. I stared after him. Which of my co-workers did he want to see? Had he come to make payment arrangements? If so, how? I doubted the deaths were done gratis. A bank would flag large amounts of cash withdrawn or deposited. Maybe the payments were items that could be converted to cash.

    Like Martha's diamonds. Was that why Marcus so desperately wanted them? Now I had another thing for Richard to track. Were any of the dead or the family members collectors?

    Questions multiplied like flies on too ripe fruit. How long after a family member made a request was action taken? Was there some kind of down payment required? Was that why Mr. Greene's son had come? The most important question remained. Who was the killer? Molly or Teresa?

    I ducked into the nurses’ station and studied the schedule. The pair didn't work together until Monday. Was there enough time for me to fit the pieces together before the killer acted?

    * * * *

    After my morning walk, I labeled jars of mint tea for the bazaar on Saturday. My freezer bulged with cookies and I assembled them into boxes and tins for transporting to the church.

    The phone rang. I was surprised to hear Pauline. Had she called to cancel our appointment? I couldn't let that happen? “What's up?"

    "I need to move our meeting until three thirty. Or we could make it for early next week."

    "Three thirty is fine."

    "Don't tell me you're quitting."

    "Not at the moment.” I didn't mention if what I believed was happening, there might be no jobs at Hudson House. There was a good possibility she would lose both full-time evening nurses. Not to mention the scandal that would erupt. Hudson House might be forced to close.

    At three, I gathered the data I'd collected and left the house. After parking in the nursing home lot, I leaned back in my seat and planned what I needed to say. Shortly before my scheduled time I made my way to the front entrance and strode down the hall to Pauline's office.

    "You look like this is serious,” she said.

    "And complicated."

    "Go ahead. I have time."

    I began with the story of Robby's classmate. “That set my wheels turning."

    Pauline nodded. “That family was nothing but trouble. Mr. Cifon was an only child. Every day I heard a new tale of how he had hit his mother up for money. His wife accused one of the aides of theft, but it turned out the son had taken the gold bracelet."

    I held up my hand. “There's more. Just listen.” I continued with the things Martha had related, then finished with the encounter with Mr. Greene's son. Then I spread my research on the desk.

    Pauline studied the data I'd uncovered. “This is worse than I imagined. I thought one of more of the evening staff was shaking down the families or patients by demanding gifts for extra care. How did I miss this?"

    "You weren't looking for murders and you didn't know most of these patients controlled their own wealth."

    "What about Mr. Greene? His son sure acts like he controls how the money is spent."

    "He has no say. The daughter had power of attorney. I gather Mrs. Lewis and her brother are at odds over his being here."

    "How can we prove what happened and stop another event?"

    I leaned forward. “We have to learn who's responsible."

    "How?"

    "We'll have to dig. When did Molly and Teresa start working here?"

    She crossed the room to the file cabinet and unlocked the top drawer. “Let's see. Molly has been here four months and Teresa, two weeks less."

    That fit the time when the deaths had begun to escalate. “From all I can see, the trouble began about three months ago. Did Molly recommend Teresa?"

    Pauline opened both folders. “Not that I can see."

    "What about former places of employment? Any common facilities?"

    "No duplicates. Now what?"

    "Some digging into their backgrounds. I know a young man who might be able to learn if a rash of deaths happened at any of the places where they worked. We'll need a list of where, plus the women's addresses and phone numbers.” I began on one application while Pauline took the other.

    "Should I call the police?” she asked.

    "I spoke to a friend on the force. We can't prove any murders occurred, and persuading the police to exhume the bodies will take more than our suspicions."

    "Like those cases we've read about.” She sighed. “You're right but I'd rather hand this over to someone else."

    "I need the charts of the patients I've starred. Reading through the notes leading to the codes might give us some clues. Could I take them home?"

    "I'll pull them after the record clerk leaves. Would five thirty be too late to bring them by?"

    "Sounds fine."

    "What if whoever is doing this strikes before we have proof?"

    "I think most of the problems occurred when both Molly and Teresa are working. They aren't together until Monday. We should have a plan by then."

    "Sounds good. Same place."

    "Except I'm on the second floor. Unless you have to go home, you could stay for dinner."

    "Tonight is free. My mother's spending the weekend at my sister's."

    I folded the papers and put them in my purse. “We'll solve this mess and learn the truth."

    "And create a scandal."

    "Afraid so, What will you do if Hudson House closes?"

    "Find another job."

    "I'll see you get credit for helping."

    After I left, instead of driving home, I went to Richard's office to enlist his help.
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      Chapter 9
    

    ~

    Treatment Initiated

    -

    When I entered the offices of Sloane and Broadhurst, I braced for an encounter with the nosy receptionist. Except, she wasn't at her desk. I heard Richard's deep voice. He didn't sound angry, just frustrated. Was the receptionist the recipient of his over-patient tone? When he paused, no one responded.

    What now? Stay and barge in or go home and call? Since his office door was open, I decided to risk a peek.

    He sat on the edge of his desk. “One more time. I am sorry you made the trip here. There was nothing between us other than two strangers who happened to sit side by side on the plane. Because we were staying at the same hotel, we shared a cab. I accepted your invitation to dinner and paid my share. I am involved with someone. I did not give you my phone number. I never saw you after that dinner. I do not know how you found me."

    He gripped the receiver so tightly his knuckles blanched. What was going on? Could I help?

    "You what?"

    Who was he speaking to? I wouldn't leave before I knew the answer unless he showed me to the door.

    "Do not call me again. Goodbye.” He slammed the receiver in the cradle. “Mrs. Miller, sorry to keep you waiting."

    "You didn't. I just arrived, but you seem to have a problem."

    He nodded. “Do I ever. She has called four times since lunch. I can't believe her nerve."

    "Were you nice to her?"

    He shook his head. “Polite. We talked on the plane. After the dinner, I avoided her. By dessert, she acted like we'd made a lifetime commitment."

    "Guess you talked about your career."

    "Among many things.” He raked his hair. “She drove all the way from Long Island to be with me."

    He looked so desperate I wanted to pat his head and assure him all would be well. “Refuse her calls and make sure the receptionist knows."

    "That's another story. She was fired. This woman is staying in the country with relatives.” He groaned. “She googled me. She's on her way here. Do you think I can hide out at your place until Jenna comes home?"

    "Feel free and bring your laptop. I've more research for you.” If the woman could locate him on the internet, who knows what he could discover about my co-workers.

    "No problem.” He winked. “What's for dinner?"

    "I'll whip up something. My friend, Pauline, will join us. She's the Director of Nursing at Hudson House."

    "Does the plot thicken?"

    "Very much so. Did you learn anything about the Greene's?"

    "A good bit.” He closed the laptop. “Let's go before the phone rings again."

    "You said there's a story behind the fired receptionist."

    "My partner overheard her discussing a client we're representing with the secretary of the firm on the other side."

    "Unwise on her part.” I was glad I hadn't given her any information during my initial call. I reached the door and started downstairs.

    As I paused at the foot, the door opened. A young woman tried to push past me. “Move out of the way,” she demanded. “I need to see my fiancee."

    "Is he expecting you?"

    "Would I be here if he wasn't.” She peered into the stairwell. “Richard, I knew you weren't busy. You can't brush me off after our time in Europe."

    Richard's groan echoed. He repeated what he'd said to her on the phone. “If you don't stop harassing me, I'll make some calls. I'm in a relationship."

    She fisted her hands on her hips. “That's a lie. Your receptionist said you're totally unattached. Tell your grandmother to go home so we can discuss our plans."

    Richard handed me his laptop. “If you want to build a fantasy out of a cab ride and dinner, that's your problem."

    'You kissed me."

    He shook his head. “Why don't I remember that?"

    "You would have if you hadn't been so tired from the flight.” She pouted. “I'd make a perfect lawyer's wife. My uncle's big in politics around here. He has connections."

    "Not interested. I'm seeing someone."

    She laughed. “That's a lie. Your receptionist told me you were free and they always know their bosses’ secrets. I had lunch with her today."

    "Did she tell you she was fired this morning?” Richard took my arm.

    "No way. She would have said."

    We managed to slide past her. “You can always check to see if she's there,” I said. I heard her on the stairs and quickly exited.

    When we reached my car, Richard opened the door. “Mind if I ride with you?"

    "I'll drive you to your car. Where is it?"

    "The community lot."

    Moments later, Richard was safely in his car. He waved. “See you at the house."

    As soon as I reached the apartment, I organized dinner. I boiled some potatoes, made a zesty cheese sauce and sauteed chicken breasts. With a tossed salad and brownies for dessert, the meal would be complete. While I waited for my guests, I boxed the jars of tea that covered the dining room table.

    Richard arrived first. He held his laptop and a large bag. “A gift."

    "You don't have to bring something every time I feed you."

    "This time, I do. It's a necessity."

    "What?"

    "A coffeemaker and a pound of gourmet coffee. For those guests who don't drink tea and only tolerate the instant stuff."

    I laughed. “Meaning yourself."

    He nodded. “Do you mind?"

    "As long as you show me how to operate it."

    "No problem."

    After the lesson, I sent him to the living room and gave him the information on Molly and Teresa, plus the search for any collectors among the dead. “See what you can learn. On the places where the nurses worked, see if you can discover increases of deaths while they worked at the facilities."

    "Not sure that's possible, but I'll try.” A short time later, he popped into the room. “The last place Molly worked was a county facility in another state. There's no profit in murder at one of those."

    I arched a brow. “Think of the possibilities for a clever person to perfect her skills."

    He laughed. “I'm glad you're one of the good guys. As a criminal, you'd be awesome."

    The timer on the oven sounded. I wrapped slices of ham around the chicken breasts, arranged slices of potatoes around the chicken, and covered them with the cheese sauce. Someone knocked.

    Richard opened the door and took a box from Pauline. “Where do these go?"

    "The dining room table.” I pointed to the door off the kitchen that had once been a bedroom.

    "What is it?” he asked.

    "Work for Pauline and me. Pauline, this curious young man is Richard Broadhurst."

    He grinned. “Looks like she's dragged you into her game."

    Pauline nodded. “Unfortunately, it's not a game.” She sighed. “I suspected there was a problem with the evening staff, but one much less serious than what Kate discovered."

    I put the salad on the table and turned to Richard. “How's the search? Any progress?"

    "None on increased deaths elsewhere. Haven't started the other searches."

    "What's he looking for?” Pauline asked.

    "Anything he can find on the Greenes, Molly and Teresa."

    "Their finances,” Richard said. “On the women any recent travel of large purchase.” He sat at the table. “This lady's a dynamite cook."

    "I know,” Pauline said. “She used to feed our group when we studied for exams or worked on projects."

    The oven timer buzzed. I removed the casserole. “Let's eat. Then it's to work.'

    Richard's sounds of approval warmed me. We concentrated on the food and small talk.

    After dinner, Richard returned to the computer search. Pauline and I settled at one end of the dining room table and divided the charts. I handed her a notepad.

    "Exactly what are we looking for?” she asked.

    "Diagnosis, meds, the nurses’ notes, the doctor's reports and the codes. Look for things that point to a change in the patient's condition and what if anything was done."

    "Do you think Dr. Bragg is involved?"

    "Something in the tone of her voice made me look up. Her concern was personal rather than professional. “I don't think so, but we can't rule anyone out yet."

    She leaned forward. “He can't be."

    "Is he a friend?"

    "I knew him in Chicago. Even told him about this job after his accident. He could be the one I've been looking for."

    "So we'll rule him out first.” I opened Martha's chart and began to take notes. She'd been on iron, a diuretic and a mild hypertensive drug. Why had her hands and feet been edematous?

    I read the nurses’ notes for the day she'd died and saw the doctor had been in during the early afternoon and recommended she be transferred to the hospital if her condition worsened. There was no mention of a refusal or a second call to the doctor until the code. Hadn't Molly said she was waiting for a call? Why hadn't she noted this on the chart? I noticed all Martha's meds had been given by the day nurse. Would the search need to be expanded?

    I looked up. “Do me a favor."

    "Sure,” Pauline said.

    "I believe Mr. Greene will be the next victim. Slip one of the diuretics from his bottle so we can see if he's receiving the proper drug and dosage."

    "Why would you think he wasn't?"

    "The last time I saw her, Martha was edematous. If she'd been receiving her diuretic that shouldn't have happened. Also check with Dr. Bragg to see if he remembers the evening nurses calling him around five and asking him to come and see Martha. I'm positive Molly said they were waiting for a call from him. There's nothing in the notes."

    We worked in silence for a time and turned the last pages in unison. “Now what?” Pauline asked.

    "Now we talk about what we've discovered."

    I began with Martha. She'd died minutes after the code had begun. She'd been in atrial fibrillation when they'd found her. One of the men had been found in a profound coma and may have had convulsions. Two other patients presented symptoms that made me think of Potassium overload. Those Pauline read off followed similar patterns to Martha's. The code notes showed my two suspects had been present at all the codes.

    Pauline released a deep sigh. “You're right. They were murdered, but unless the bodies are exhumed, there's no way to prove that was the case."

    I nodded. “That is what has kept me from dropping all this in the hands of the police."

    "I'll go by Hudson House tomorrow and take one of the pills. Then what?"

    "The pharmacist on Main Street is an old friend. Use my name. I would go with you but I'll be tied up all day at St. Stephen's for the Spring Bazaar. Make sure you let him know the dosage Mr. Greene's supposed to receive."

    Richard appeared in the doorway. “Break time."

    "Learn anything."

    "Teresa bought a house in Orlando a year ago. Makes a nice profit renting it to tourists."

    "And Molly?” Pauline asked.

    "No dirt yet. I can't hack into their bank accounts."

    I shook my head. “Though I'd like to know more about their finances, I wouldn't want you to go that far. The police can do that."

    He leaned against the doorframe. “Jenna should be home in an hour?"

    "Do you want dessert?"

    "Never thought you'd ask.” He brewed more coffee and settled at the kitchen table. “What are we having tonight?"

    Pauline laughed. “None for me. Just tea."

    I topped two nut-filled brownies with ice cream and drizzled caramel sauce over the top.

    Richard ate his and part of mine. “You're going to spoil me.” He rose. “I'll leave my laptop here and pick it up tomorrow.” He started downstairs.

    I followed him to the door. “Be sure to tell Jenna about your stalker. Who knows where that woman will show up next."

    He groaned. “I'd rather believe she got the message that I'm not interested."

    "Her type seldom do."

    After he left, Pauline and I reassembled the charts and carried them to her car. She caught my hand. “Are you sure Mr. Greene is next?"

    "Not a hundred percent, but there is no other patient who fits the pattern of the others. With every one, there were family quarrels reported."

    She nodded. “Even with your friend."

    I closed the car door. “See you Monday."

    "Or before. If I learn anything, I'll drop by St. Stephen's."

    "The bazaar runs from ten AM to 4 PM."

    * * * *

    Saturday, I woke to bright sunlight and a cloudless sky. Since I would be on my feet for most of the day, I skipped my usual walk. Seconds before I heard the thud of feet on the stairs, Robespierre pushed through the cat door. I peered down the stairwell. Pete and Robby were on their way.

    "Hi, Grandma Mrs. Miller. Mom sent us to bring stuff to the church.” He bounded into the room. His gaze focused on the cake container on the table. “Can I have a piece?"

    "At the church, but you'll have to buy the piece. There will be other great cakes. One of these will be sold for chances."

    "Bet you should have made more."

    I laughed. “Probably."

    Robby looked up. “What does chances mean?"

    "That you buy a ticket and if they call your number, you win.” Pete said. “You need to pray a lot."

    "Then I won't buy any. You gotta save your prayers for ‘portant things. Can I have a cookie?"

    Pete winked. “How about cookies as wages for our help?"

    "The pair of you. All right, two here and two at the church. From the open tin.” I pulled a five-dollar bill from my pocket. “Since you're my adopted grandson, use this to buy something at the bazaar."

    He hugged me. “Thanks."

    Pete shook his head. “He's going to be majorally sick. Beth and I each gave him five and he's saved money from his allowance."

    "He might surprise you.” I lifted the cake holders.

    "What goes?” Pete asked.

    "All the boxes on the dining room table, the cookie tins and boxes in here and the plants on the porch. Robby, you carry some of the cookies. I'll bring the cakes."

    As we passed the door of the downstairs apartment, Jenna and Richard emerged. “How can we help?” he asked.

    I told them about the things upstairs and on the porch. Jenna looked up. “Why not put the plants in my car. It's a hatchback."

    "Good idea,” Richard said. “Can I have a cookie?"

    Pete chuckled and held out his hand. “I'm Pete Duggan. I like a man who knows what he wants."

    "Two cookies here and two at the church. Same as my other helpers. From the open tin,” I said.

    "Sounds fair,” Richard said. “Jenna, come on."

    "I'll load the plants. You can bring my cookies."

    When our car caravan reached the church, the baked goods and teas were taken to Fellowship Hall. The plants were set on tables in the garden. I paused to see if there were any I wanted to purchase for my garden and decided on several. Three hostas for a shady spot beneath the trees, a pot of basil and one of chives.

    Inside, I placed a selection of teas on a table and took the slip for the plants to Beth who manned the cash box.

    Jenna and Richard waited for change. He held up a tin. Three dozen. Two of every kind you baked."

    I handed Jenna a slip. “If you'd collect these plants for me and leave them on the porch, I'd appreciate."

    "Sure.” She looked at the slip. “Will someone tell me which ones they are?"

    "They will."

    Before long, people, not only from the church, but also from the town and county, arrived. My job consisted of going from table to table restocking the items.

    Marie bustled over. “This is our best year yet. We may be sold out before four. Let Sophie Garner push for a fashion show and I think she'll lose."

    "I don't think that will be an issue."

    "That young man with Jenna Taylor is a darling. He bought fifty chances on your cake. Said if he wins, he'll trust you to bring it home."

    I chuckled. “At least it's for a good cause. The food pantry will be pleased. I'm glad we chose them this year."

    "So am I. Doing things for others is best.” Marie nodded. “That's the argument I'll use at the Board meeting next week."

    Someone called my name. I looked around and saw Pauline at the door. She waved. I hurried toward her. “What did you learn?"

    "Not here."

    The garden then.” She followed me to a secluded spot behind the former manse now used for church offices. “Tell me."

    "Mr. Greene's diuretic isn't one, not even a generic brand. The pharmacist wasn't sure what the pill was. He's sending it to a chemist for analysis.” She sighed. “Kate, I'm glad you discovered this mess."

    "How long will the analysis take?"

    She shrugged. “Nothing will be done until Monday."

    I groaned. “I'm working tomorrow. Maybe I can learn something. What did you do about the diuretic?"

    "Made a switch. Put the other pills in the safe and labeled the envelope. Let's hope we can prevent a death. I was tempted to call our pharmacist to check every drug in the drawer."

    "I'm glad you resisted. Word would have spread and spooked the killer. We need to know who."

    She heaved a sigh. “The other thing. I spoke to Tom, Dr. Bragg. He said the only call he received the evening your friend died was for the code."

    "I feared as much.” His words confirmed the charted material, not what I'd been told.

    Pauline moved away. “I'm going to buy some plants and spend the afternoon grubbing in the earth. Kate, this frustrates me and makes me want to attack someone."

    "Me, too. Enjoy your plants.” I returned to my duties.

    By three, we had sold nearly everything. The cleaning crew arrived. I carried the cake home. Beth, Pete and Robby provided the ride.

    Robby had a bag and a plant he gave his mother. He gave Pete a key chain that said “Dad.” Then he handed me the bag. Inside was a small ceramic cat.

    I looked at Pete. “Told you he'd surprise you."

    Pete laughed. “You win, Sherlock."

    At the house, Robby bounded from the car and ran across the lawn. “Can I have a piece of cake, please?"

    Richard dashed down the steps. “You mean I won."

    I laughed. “Actually, Jenna did."

    He turned to her. “Will you share?"

    "I'll consider the possibility.’ Jenna waved to Pete and Beth. “Come and join us."

    Richard pouted. “Why?"

    "It's good to share.” Jenna took his head. “I'll start the coffee and we'll have a party with my cake."

    "If someone will get the grill and charcoal from the shed, I've hot dogs, potato salad and veggies upstairs,” I said.

    "Give me the keys.” Pete looked at Jenna. “How many chances did you buy?"

    "One,” she said.

    As we scattered to prepare the impromptu party, Richard groaned. I patted his arm. “Went to a good cause."

    * * * *

    On Sunday when I arrived at Hudson House, I learned there'd been a death on Saturday. I felt sick. Had I been too late? Was my theory wrong? I believed Molly and Teresa had to be on duty for one or both to act. Teresa had been off. My hands shook. “Who died?"

    "A Mrs. Ritor,” the day nurse said.

    "I didn't know her."

    The nurse looked up from her notes. “No reason why you should. She arrived yesterday morning. She was Hospice, but her family panicked and took her to the hospital. At the family's request, she was transferred here."

    "Molly was furious,” Teresa said.

    I turned to my co-worker. “Weren't you off?"

    Teresa made a face. “She called me at home. When there's a death, she freaks and lets me handle matters. I told her to stop being foolish. The woman hadn't been here long enough to become one of Molly's pets."

    "I never noticed her giving special attention to anyone."

    Teresa shrugged. “I don't mean she neglects anyone, but there's always one or two she gives special care. Fusses over them. Does favors. Spends time with family members."

    "Does she accept gifts from them?"

    "If she does, she never told me. She's one for making the residents as comfortable as possible during their last days. Molly looks on her work here as more than a job. She says it's her calling.” She turned to the day nurse. “On with report."

    When report ended, I walked to the door. What did Molly mean by a calling? Had the people on the list been her pets? I looked at Teresa. “Let's go give out assignments."

    "Good idea.” Teresa walked with me to the elevator. “I still can't figure why you're working. The other day, someone mentioned your son's a doctor."

    "He is. A psychiatrist."

    "If you need money, why doesn't he give you what you need? Surely you helped him through school."

    "Pride. Mine."

    "That's a foolish attitude. I say take what you can wherever you find it.” She pressed the button and we entered the cage.

    My thoughts whirled. I was ninety percent convinced Molly was the killer and that she acted alone. Teresa's statement raised doubts.

    Could the aides give me clues? I followed Teresa into the lounge where the aides waited for report. As I studied the women, I decided Betty would be my best source of information.

    The two of us went to turn and do range of motion exercises with the patients who spent most of their time in bed. Betty stared at me, then grinned. “Finally figured who you are. You kept the police from arresting my mama's cousin's boy. She says you've got a great curiosity and won't put up with injustice."

    Did she suspect I had a purpose in working here? Would she blow my cover? I smiled. “She's right about my nature."

    "What would you like to know?"

    "Teresa mentioned Molly had favorites among the patients."

    Betty nodded. “And woe to us if we didn't take good care of them. Funny thing thought. They all die."

    Rather than meet her gaze, I stared at the wall. “What about Teresa?"

    Betty laughed. “She's gruff and no nonsense, but she treats all the patients the same."

    "Was Mrs. Garner one of Molly's favorites?"

    "Not at first. Then just before she died, Molly turned all sweet and did most of Mrs. Garner's care."

    "Do the patients or their families give Molly gifts?"

    She frowned. “Not that I've seen. John might know. He and Molly were kinda tight when she first came. They went out after work for a month or so."

    I asked no more questions. Though I wanted to talk to John, he wasn't on duty this evening. He was on tomorrow, but I was off. I feared it would be too late by the time I cornered him. Especially after I saw Mr. Greene's edema and listened to his breathing. When I caught up with Teresa, I would ask her opinion, but I believed the doctor should be called. When I read the chart, I read the doctor's note and saw that a diuretic had been given intramuscularly. How effective had it been?

    I saw Teresa in the hall and mentioned my concerns about Mr. Greene's condition. “If he's not improved by the time our shift ends, I'll give him a call.” She shook her head. “Poor man. I just hate to bother him even though he lives on the grounds."
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      Chapter 10
    

    ~

    Relapse

    -

    On Monday morning I left the house determined to speak to Pete. I strode down the street to his house. As I opened the gate of his yard, he stepped onto the porch with a green garbage bag over his shoulder. “Morning,” he said.

    "Do you have time to talk?"

    "About?"

    "What you call my obsession. A crime in the making. A serial killer working for pay."

    He dumped the sack in the car. “Are you still fretting about evil doings at Hudson House? If what you believe is true, surely someone would have noticed."

    "Perhaps. I've uncovered a ton of what you would call circumstantial evidence. I'd like to run it past you."

    He groaned. “Anything to ease your mind. Meet you at the house in ten minutes. Have to tell Beth not to make breakfast."

    "She's off?"

    He nodded. “Comp time."

    "Let her know I'll feed you.” I hurried home. If only I had the chemist's report on the substitute pill. As I entered the apartment, the phone rang. I lifted the receiver. “Miller residence."

    "Kate,” Pauline said.

    We're too late was my first thought. But how and when? Mr. Greene had been fine when I left. “What happened?"

    "Not that. I hate to do this last minute, but could you work this evening? Molly called in sick. She'll work Wednesday for you."

    'I'll be there. Maybe by tomorrow, we'll know about those pills."

    She sighed. “I hope so. We can't sit on our suspicions much longer. We can't let this monster strike again."

    "I know.” Robespierre pushed through the cat door and I knew Pete was on his way. “I'll be speaking to my police officer friend. Maybe he can tell me what we should do next. See you in time for report."

    With Robespierre assaulting my legs, I opened the door for Pete and managed not to trip over the cat. “You've a bad habit.” I grabbed the box of dried food and spilled some in his dish.

    "Who me?” Pete asked.

    "The cat."

    Pete chuckled. “And his bad habits have become yours."

    "Sit.” I filled two mugs with tea and popped two cinnamon pecan rolls in the microwave, then scrambled eggs with ham, cheese, scallions and mushrooms.

    When the plates were on the table, Pete picked up his fork. “Okay, Sherlock, let's hear the evidence."

    I sat across the table and sipped the tea. His voice dripped with disbelief. I was tempted to scream. “There'll be another murder soon. Here's what I've learned.” I laid out the data Pauline and I had gleaned from the charts and the information Richard had produced about the wills and heirs.

    Pete heaved a sigh. “I can see what you're getting at, but there's no way we can act on this without a formal complaint from a close family member. We just don't dig up bodies on a whim."

    While I didn't want to pit Jenna against Marcus, she would be willing. If I couldn't learn more, I might ask her to step in. “There's more. I have a good idea who's next.” I told him about the dispute between Mr. Greene's children. Then I mentioned the medicine switch.

    "Why does that bother you?” he asked.

    "Because of the increased edema. Just like Martha. Pauline took one of his pills to a pharmacist. It wasn't a diuretic so my friend decided to send it to a chemist for analysis."

    He finished his eggs and cut the cinnamon roll. “That's a real fact, but I wonder who stocks the cart. Could be whoever does that is ripping off the patients."

    "I suppose so, but that's not my take on the situation."

    "You can't mold the facts to fit a theory.” Pete looked at the list. “Do you realize these names belong to the county's “best” families? Can you picture the chief acting without solid evidence?"

    My sigh held pure exasperation. “What would it take? Do I have to catch the killer in the middle of the action?"

    "That would do it, but don't."

    I stared at my hands. If that was what it took to make to make the police act, I would. I glanced at the clock. “You'd better move. I don't want to make you late for work."

    He covered my hand with his. “Tell you what. I'll run this by my partner and see what Dave thinks."

    "Do that."

    He pushed out of the chair. “In the meantime, keep looking and listening. And do not do anything foolish."

    "Foolish isn't my way."

    He paused at the door. “Depends on what you consider foolish. Acting on a whim is just that."

    This was no whim, but I'm sure he wouldn't agree.

    After he left, I cleared the table and started the dishwasher. Molly and Teresa wouldn't be working together until Wednesday. Tonight I would scout out a hiding place in Mr. Greene's room and be waiting to prevent his death. With Pauline's help, I believed I could succeed.

    * * * *

    At a little after two, I reached Hudson House and went to Pauline's office. The secretary frowned. “You're early. She's making rounds."

    "I'll wait. There's something I need to discuss with her.” I entered the inner room and took a seat.

    A short time later, Pauline arrived. She closed the door. “What did your friend say?"

    "About what I expected. With no solid proof, there's nothing we can do. I could ask Martha's granddaughter to go to the police, but that would put her in an awkward position, especially when she didn't say anything right after the death."

    "Kate, what are we going to do?"

    I handed her the packet of information I'd gathered. “First, you can make copies of these and put them in your safe. Then I'll find a way to protect Mr. Greene."

    "Did your friend have any suggestions?"

    I shook my head. “He thinks the pill thing points to the pharmacist who stocks the carts. He believed whoever can be ripping off the patients. Pete's also hesitant to move against some of the county's ‘best” families."

    Pauline laughed. “As if they're not as human and as greedy as the “worst” families."

    "Tonight I'll find a place to hide in Mr. Greene's room. I plan to be there Wednesday evening."

    "Are you sure you want to put yourself in danger?"

    "It's out best chance.” I grinned. “In Santa Fe, I faced a man with a gun. A woman with a syringe should be no big deal."

    "Let me think about alternatives before you do this."

    No matter what she decided, I knew what I had to do. With or without her help, I would be in position.

    Pauline offered me a cup of mint tea. “I'll drop the packet off at your house this evening."

    "Slip it under my apartment door."

    The door of the office opened and Teresa entered. She halted in the doorway. “Katherine, you're not scheduled this evening."

    Pauline looked up. “Molly called in so I asked Kate to work."

    Teresa scowled. “Just wait ‘til I see her. We were going for a drink after work. I even brought a change of clothes."

    Why hadn't Molly called her? Pauline had known this morning. Did Molly suspect we were on to her?

    Teresa looked at me. “Why so early?"

    Pauline saved me from a sputtered response. “Kate and I trained together. She brought a new tea for me to sample. Would you like a cup?” She pointed to the single jar on the credenza.

    Teresa smiled. “I would. The stuff is addictive. I'm a coffee fiend, but I've tried two kinds and found them delicious."

    'I could bring you some."

    "I'd like that.” She accepted the cup Pauline offered and reached for a clipboard. “Since we're here, we might as well take report."

    After passing the pertinent information to the aides and giving assignments, I checked the treatment schedule. Mr. Greene was scheduled to be turned and given skin care and passive exercises. “John, could you give me a hand?” His help would be appreciated and I might pry some information about Molly and her pets from him.

    "Can do.” He followed me down the hall.

    I heard a voice inside the room and frowned. The tone was harsh but I couldn't understand what was being said. I tapped on the door and entered. At our approach, Mr. Greene's son turned abruptly. The box he held struck the siderail. The lid flipped open. Gold and silver coins cascaded over the sheet and onto the floor.

    "Sorry to startle you.” I bent to retrieve some of the coins.

    I know little about such things, but remembered Richard mentioning Mr. Greene had been a collector. Why had the son brought the coins here? Would he answer if I asked?

    "No problem,” he said.

    Though his voice held no rancor, his expression did. I stooped and picked up half a dozen that had rolled under the loveseat. “Are you sure we've found them all?"

    "Won't know until I get home,’ he said. “If you find others, leave them at the desk for me.” He paused. “Is Molly here?"

    "She called in sick but she'll be here Wednesday. Do you want to leave a message for her?"

    "Maybe I will.” He left the room.

    After the door closed, I looked at John. “I wonder if those coins were for her."

    He shrugged. “Sometimes family members give her things."

    As he turned Mr. Greene toward me, I saw a coin we'd missed and tucked it in my pocket. “What kind of things?"

    "You know. Perfume, candy. Once it was an old book she got excited about. Another time some rich lady gave her sparkly earrings and bracelet."

    "Diamonds?"

    "Don't ask me. Those zircon things, look flashy enough to me to be diamonds.” He grinned. “I dated her for a bit, but she wasn't my type. Wanted me to take her to some island for a long weekend."

    "An island? In the Caribbean?"

    "Think so.” He made a face. “Mr. Greene needs a good wash. If you get the water, I'll do it. You can escort my group to the dining room and I'll join them when I'm done here."

    "You've a deal.” I carried the basin to the bathroom and looked around. While the basin filled, I judged hiding places. With the door partially open, the shower was obscured. That might be a better place than the closet or the alcove.

    As I left the room, I saw Mr. Greene's son lingering near the nurses’ station. Teresa pushed the cart into the hall. He stopped her. “I really need that number. She promised to tell me about several other facilities less expensive with excellent care."

    Teresa nodded. “I know she mentioned this to me, but we don't give out home information of the staff."

    "My sister and I need to make some choices before Dad is forced into a county facility. She won't settle for that."

    Teresa wrote something on a slip of paper. “Just this once."

    Had she given him Molly's phone number or her address? Would his next step be to deliver the coins to her? There was nothing I could do at this time so I collected John's patients for the trip to the dining room.

    When he relieved me, I returned to the second floor where I encountered a man in a white lab coat. Teresa waved me over. “Dr. Bragg, this is Katherine Miller, our newest part-time evening nurse."

    I looked up and smiled. A light frosting of gray touched his dark hair. “Pleased to meet you.” I said.

    "Pauline has spoken about you. Nice to put a face to a name. Could you assist me while I start an IV on Mr. Greene? I'd like to give a diuretic by push."

    "Be glad to.” While I prepared the set-up, I wondered how much Pauline had told him about our discoveries. I carried the tray and pushed the regulating machine down the hall. I noticed Dr. Bragg walked with a cane to minimize his limp.

    He found a vein on the first try. Once the medication had been given, I set the IV to a slow drip.

    Dr. Bragg paused in the doorway. “Make sure an accurate intake and output is kept. If there's a problem, I live on the grounds in what was the guesthouse. Ten minutes and I'll be here."

    "Will do.” His statement raised my concerns about the night Martha had died. If he lived so close why hadn't Molly called after I expressed my concerns? I knew the answer and blamed myself for not pushing her to call while I was there.

    He turned. “Pauline says you're an old friend who stepped in to help her."

    Was that all she'd told him? Not that I didn't trust her judgment but what if Molly heard something that alerted her? “I was glad to see her again. We lost touch when she started bouncing around the country."

    "So did I.” He waved and left.

    After feeding Mr. Greene, I went to the lounge for my own dinner. Teresa looked up. “Any problems?"

    "None.” Curiosity drove me to ask a question. “Any idea why Dr. Bragg uses a cane."

    "I heard he was in an auto accident and his leg was shattered."

    "What a shame."

    "Especially since he was a surgeon. He can't stand for hours any more."

    ’ “At least he found a new career."

    "It is, and we're lucky to have him. He's an excellent physicians and great during codes."

    "That helps."

    She nodded. “Especially when Molly's on duty. She panics."

    I dug into my food. Did Molly panic because she feared the deaths she'd set in motion would be averted?

    * * * *

    The next morning, Jenna joined me on my morning walk. She was excited about her summer class schedule. “This way, I'll graduate in four years, take my Boards and be ready to work."

    "I know you'll do well, but Chemistry, Statistics and Child Psych seems like a heavy schedule."

    "They'll be out of the way and since I won't be working by then, I'll have time to study."

    We crossed the street and continued to the river. As we passed Pete's house, I almost expected him to charge out and interrogate me about my murder investigation. A fleeting thought about the knife sitting on the river bottom made me chuckle.

    "What's amusing you?” Jenna asked.

    "Just a thought about a past event.” We sat on a bench at the river's edge. Jenna skipped stones across the water. “Do you have a problem?” I asked.

    "Sort of. Louise wants her boy friend to move in."

    "How do you feel about that?"

    "Uncomfortable. He creeps me out. She also said the rent's too high for her to handle. She wants me to pay the entire amount. I told her no. She plans to move him in while you're at work."

    "Does she think I won't see him around or notice an extra car in the driveway?"

    "I don't know what she thinks, but she's always talking about how old you are."

    "And how easy it is to take advantage of the elderly. I don't think so."

    She grinned. “Me either."

    "Remind her that she signed the lease for a year. Moving a third person in would break the lease.” After the fiasco with my former tenant, I made sure my rights were clear. “We'll either have to negotiate a new contract or she'll have to move. Can you handle the rent on your own?"

    She giggled. “I don't think that's a problem.” She stared toward the far shore. “How would you feel about Richard assuming Louise's share of the rent."

    "Have things progressed that far?"

    She shrugged. “We're friends. We enjoy each other's company. He likes the house and the cookies."

    I laughed. “So I've noticed, but I think it's more than cookies that brings him to the house almost every evening."

    She popped to her feet and held out her hand to help me up. “I hope so."

    When we reached the end of the block and paused before crossing the street, I noticed an unfamiliar red car at the curb in front of the house. “Did you expect someone?"

    Jenna shook her head. “Don't recognize the car."

    Before we reached the house I knew who had arrived. I was tempted to do a U-turn. What did Sophie Garner want? I laughed at myself. I felt sure she wanted to make trouble for Jenna.

    As we passed the car, Sophie slid from the driver's seat. Her smile oozed sweetness. “Mrs. Miller, how nice to see you. Could you let me have a few minutes alone with Jenna? I have an important matter to discuss with her."

    Jenna caught my arm. “Stay. Mrs. Miller is one of my advisors. Do I have to call the other one, my attorney?"

    Sophie laughed. “No need for that. I need a teensy favor. I'm sorry Marcus has been so hard-headed. These days, he tells me nothing. I have no idea what he's planning to do about the diamonds and the bonds, but if you help me, I think he'll come around."

    Jenna glanced at me. Since I wanted to hear what Sophie wanted, I nodded.

    "What do you want?” Jenna asked.

    "To borrow some of the diamonds for a few days. She left you so many and you certainly aren't wearing them."

    "Which ones?"

    Sophie stared at the porch. “You know the gold collar set with diamonds. Kind of has an Egyptian look. And the cuff bracelet and earrings that complete the set. The gesture would go a long way toward healing the family rift."

    Something in her voice alerted me. The pieces were probably the most expensive of the collection.

    Jenna frowned. “I'll need to speak to Richard. What if something happened to them?"

    "Aren't they insured?” Sophie asked. “I wanted to wear them Saturday for the open house. Maybe you and your young man would like to attend. You could see the marvelous changes I've made. We could go to the bank right now."

    Jenna looked at her watch. “I can't. I've a class, then a study group. I'll talk to Richard and call you this evening."

    Sophie pouted. “I just hoped you would spare a few minutes today for the sake of the family."

    "Sorry. Got to go.” Jenna headed up the walk. “Call this evening and we'll talk."

    Sophie blew a kiss. “I've always defended you. I know you'll do the right thing."

    Defended Jenna? In a pig's eye. She'd told Marcus Jenna had caused Mark's accident. Was she the one who needed the diamonds or had Marcus sent her?

    Jenna paused on the porch. “Do you think she believes her lies?"

    "Absolutely. Will you lend her the jewels?"

    'Would you?"

    "No, but don't tell her that tonight."

    "Why not?"

    I thought of the coin in my uniform pocket and the ones Mr. Greene's son had carried. “How much is the set she wants worth?"

    "Richard's waiting for the assessment, but he thinks about a hundred thousand. I don't think Gran wore them more than once. They're among the ones I want to sell. Why do you ask?"

    My thoughts churned. How much were the coins worth? I needed to learn. “I think they're needed for a payment."

    "For Gran's death?"

    "I'm afraid so."

    "If the killer isn't paid, she can't go to the police without incriminating herself."

    "There are other ways to force payment. Threats against family members. Anonymous letters or phone calls. If you received a letter stating payment had been made by someone to cause your grandmother's death, what would you do?"

    'Go to the police."

    I nodded. “There's something I have to do. Be careful when you talk to Sophie.” I dashed upstairs.

    Jenna followed me to the landing. “What are you up to?"

    "Nothing dangerous. I need so see a man about a coin."

    * * * *

    At the coin shop, I learned several things. The coin I'd found was worth several hundred dollars. And the owner recognized it as part of a set he'd sold to Mr. Greene.

    "How much is his collection worth?"

    He frowned. “He hasn't been at this for long. I've sold him about twenty-five thousand dollars worth of coins. He bought from several others. Maybe fifty thousand."

    "Do you have a list of the coins?"

    "Only of the ones I sold him, but I'm sure he has complete records at his house."

    "Would you buy the collection of someone offered them to you?"

    He shook his head. “From him or his estate. There are dealers in the city who would buy, especially if they had the authentication's and a bill of sale."

    "Thank you. If I have more questions, I'll call.” As I walked home, I considered my next move. There might be a way to involve the police. At the apartment, I called Pauline and asked for Mrs. Lewis’ phone number.

    'Why?” Pauline asked.

    "I found something valuable in her father's room and I'd like to give it to her."

    "Kate, what?"

    I explained about the coins, the son's visit and how we might get the police involved. She gave me the number. I hung up and dialed. After ten rings with no response or answering machine, I decided to try later.

    As I started dinner preparations, Robespierre bounded through his door. I fed him, then opened the door. Jenna led the way. Louise and a young man with a scraggly beard and tattooed arms followed. Louise's face was flushed.

    "Looks like there's a problem,” I said.

    Louise pushed past Jenna. “I demand a new lease."

    "Excuse me.” I stepped into the living room and sat on the window seat with my hand on the phone.

    The young man glared. “You heard what she said.

    "Why do you want a new lease?” I asked.

    "Kev's moving in and you won't be raising the rent the way Jenna says you will.” Louise grasped the young man's hand.

    "You're wrong about that,” I said.

    Jenna looked at the pair. “You know I don't want to share the apartment with Kevin."

    Louise fisted her hands. “Why would you want to stay in this dump? With all the money you have, you could rent one of those cool condos on the river. I would."

    "I like living here and I'm not moving."

    Kev laughed. “A threesome might be fun."

    "You're presuming a lot,” I said. “There will be no new lease and no new tenant. The rent is reasonable because Jenna's grandmother was my friend. If Jenna chooses to move, any new tenant will have the rent set at market value. For a first floor apartment with two bedrooms in this area, I'd say that would be three or four times what you're paying."

    "I'm out of here.” Kev glared at Louise. “You said she was old and dumb.” He strode to the door.

    Louise followed and turned. “Jenna, you're out a roommate. And Mrs. Miller, you can forget my share of the rent. I'm not giving you another cent.” She slammed the door.

    Once they left, I looked at Jenna. “Looks like you're living alone."

    "Are you serious about how much you could charge?"

    "Yes, but I'm not in this for the money."

    "I could pay more."

    "But you won't. Want to stay for dinner?"

    "Need you ask?” She laughed. “I'm becoming as much a sponge as Richard, but I do like more than your cookies."

    "So does he."
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      Chapter 11
    

    ~

    Drastic Measures

    -

    While Jenna and I were organizing dinner, someone pounded at the door. We looked at each other. Were Louise and Kev back and determined to make trouble? Jenna grabbed the phone.

    "Who's there?” I asked.

    "Richard. Please let me in."

    When I opened the door, I covered my mouth to muffle laughter. The usually neat young man looked a wreck. His tie was askew. His hair looked like he hadn't combed it for days. “Good grief, what happened to you?"

    "Were you in an accident?” Jenna went to his side.

    I frowned. “Have you murdered someone?"

    He slumped on a chair. “Not yet, but I'm tempted.” He rubbed his hands on his thighs. “She's back. Answered our ad for a receptionist. Bob nearly hired her."

    I filled a mug with tea and added honey. “Drink. By her, I guess you mean your stalker."

    He gulped the tea. “She told Bob she wanted to work at the office to help me so we could afford to get married. He knew I was seeing someone so he bought her story. That's when I walked in. I lost it. Yelled at Bob. Told her she was insane and came here."

    This seemed to be the day for people seeing life in their own way.

    Jenna giggled. “That's what you get for being hard to resist."

    "Marry me,” he said.

    She sat on a chair. “I'm not ready for marriage."

    He looked up. “I don't mean right now. Just wear this.” He pulled a small jeweler's box from his pocket and flipped the lid. The ring was beautiful, a large ruby flanked by two smaller ones. “This was my grandmother's."

    "Why do you want to do this?” Jenna asked.

    "Because in the future, I want to be your husband. And to help me rid myself of this woman. She followed me here. I'm surprised she hasn't knocked on the door."

    I walked to the living room and peered into the street. “Does she drive a white coupe?"

    "Yes,” Richard said.

    "She's parked at the curb.” I returned to the kitchen. “Now what?"

    Jenna plucked the ring from the box, slid it on her finger and headed to the door.

    "What are you doing?” Richard asked.

    "I'm off to settle a stalker,” Jenna said. “Then we'll be back to help with dinner."

    "And cookies,” Richard said.

    "Always.” I scurried to the living room and knelt on the window seat. This action I wanted to see.

    Moments later, Jenna and Richard reached the car parked at the curb. She opened the passenger's door. I wonder what she said and hoped they would tell me. When she slammed the door, the car sped away. Richard caught Jenna in his arms and spun her around. I returned to the kitchen to figure how to stretch a meal for two into one for three.

    Cookies. I dug into the freezer. I hadn't baked since the bazaar and supplies were low. In the bottom, I found some chocolate chip, pecan blondies and two flavors of ice cream.

    The laughing pair returned. “I wish you could have seen her face when I flashed the ring,” Jenna said.

    "Guess you succeeded in driving her away."

    Richard laughed. “I think what got her attention was when Jenna told her to get lost or she'd peal off her face."

    "Learned that line from Kev.” Jenna started to remove the ring.

    Richard put his hand over hers. “I'll buy you a chain to wear when you work. Never know when or where she might turn up."

    Jenna looked into his eyes. “And if she doesn't?"

    He kissed her. “That's not the real reason."

    When the kiss grew more passionate, I cleared my throat. “Don't get carried away. You have an audience.” They broke apart and I pointed to Robespierre. The cat sat in his Sphinx position and stared. They laughed.

    "Dinner,” Jenna said.

    I handed her a large tomato, cucumber and green pepper. Richard got scallions, celery and lettuce. I took a bowl of cooked green beans. two cans of tuna fish along with dressing. Before long, we enjoyed the salad with hot rolls and finished off the meal with blondies and ice cream.

    After helping clear the table, they left. I went to the living room and dialed Mrs. Lewis’ number. She answered on the second ring. “Who's calling?"

    'Katherine Miller, one of the nurses from Hudson House."

    "Dad! Is he worse?"

    "Nothing like that. Last evening after your brother left, I found a gold coin in the bed. I slipped it in my pocket and forgot about it until this afternoon. I wasn't sure if it was valuable so I took it to the coin shop in town. The owner said it was part of your father's collection. I'd like to return it to you."

    She made a strangled sound. “Would you meet me at Dad's house?” She gave me directions. “If they're gone, I want a witness."

    "I'll be there in ten minutes."

    While I gathered my purse and a light jacket, I tried to think of a way to keep her from calling her brother and accusing him of theft. I would rather have her speak to the police.

    Mrs. Lewis waited in her car outside the stone cottage. She opened the door and ushered me into a house larger inside that it appeared from the outside. Stairs led to a second floor. We entered the room across from the living room, a wood paneled den.

    I handed her the coin and she took a large binder from a book-filled shelf. She flipped the pages, pausing several times to compare the coin to a picture.

    "Here is it.” She crossed the room and opened the safe. “They're gone. Come and look. Wait until I get my hands on him. He's gone too far this time.” She reached for the phone.

    "Don't call your brother.” I placed my hand on hers.

    "I wasn't going to. He's out of town until tomorrow evening and he didn't leave me a number. It's the police I want to call."

    "First, I'd like to tell you something."

    She turned. “I'm listening."

    "I believe your brother took the coins for a specific reason."

    Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?"

    How much should I tell her? She needed enough information so she would agree to my plan. Unless the killer was caught in the act, I had no concrete proof. “I'm looking into a series of suspicious deaths at Hudson House.” I gave her an abbreviated version of how I'd stumbled into the plot. “I need to discover who is doing this."

    She gasped. “And you're worried about my father."

    "He could be the next victim. In most of the cases, there's been a family quarrel over the patient's stay at Hudson House. I have to be sure of the killer and prevent this person from acting again. That's why it's important not to let your brother know. He could warn the person and they could vanish."

    She nodded. “So what can I do?"

    "Report the theft to the police. You can tell them your brother had access to the house. Could he have known the combination to the safe?"

    "I'm sure he could figure it out. It's our mother's birth date."

    "Do you have a complete list of the coins. The owner of the shop in town mentioned there were places in the city where they could be sold."

    She slid a paper from the last page of the binder. “Here."

    "The police will need that. If my suspect has sold the coins, the police might learn who it was."

    "Are you sure Dad will be safe?"

    "I intend to hide in his room to prevent a tragedy."

    "What about tonight?"

    "My prime suspect is off duty."

    She met my gaze. “You're a brave woman."

    "This isn't the first time I've encountered a killer."

    She studied me carefully. “Be careful. Let me call the police and report the missing coins."

    A short time after telling the police how I discovered the coin and how I'd gone to the coin shop before calling Mrs. Lewis, I left. I hadn't told them how Mr. Greene's son had asked for Molly's phone number. I drove home and made plans for the next day when I intended to be on the scene to prevent a murder attempt.

    * * * *

    Early the next evening, I pulled on a dark gray hooded jersey. The shirt and the dark trousers made me feel like a spy. When I pulled the hood forward, my hair was covered and my face shadowed. The outfit was comfortable, a plus since I would have to remain hidden for hours. After tucking my key, some dried fruit and hard candy in a waist pouch along with a penlight, I fed Robespierre. I went down to Jenna's apartment. She'd agreed to drive me to Hudson House.

    Jenna giggled. “You look like a fashion-conscious cat burglar."

    "That's my intention. I'll spend several hours lurking in the shower. There's a seat for wheelchair patients.'

    "Sure hope the seat's not wet."

    "Don't see why it should be. Mr. Greene gets bed baths."

    Jenna shook her head. “Let's go before I start laughing so hard I can't drive. Can I go inside with you."

    "I'm counting on you to scout the way. You'll go first to make sure I can reach Pauline's office without being seen."

    "Got you.” She shut the door and we walked to her car. “Louise is gone but she didn't leave her key."

    "I'll call the locksmith in the morning and have the locks changed."

    "Good idea.” She started the car. “Sophie called six times and left messages. She demands I meet her at the bank in the morning. The last time, I caught the call and hinted I'd be there."

    "You did the right thing."

    "Why did you want me to agree?"

    "So she or Marcus will call the killer to let her know the diamonds will soon be here."

    "She sounded relieved.” She backed the car into the street. “Do you know who killed Gran?"

    "I'm ninety-nine percent sure."

    At Hudson House, Jenna pulled into a parking space. Clouds cast shadows across the sky and made it easy for me to scurry along the paths to the front entrance. Jenna entered the foyer, paused and waved me forward. I slipped down the hall and entered Pauline's office.

    When I stepped inside, my friend looked up. “Kate, quite a costume. Are you sure this is the right step to take?"

    "More than sure. Don't be surprised if the police arrive to make an arrest."

    "You called them and they believed you?"

    "No and no.” I briefed her on the coins and how Mrs. Lewis had called them. “If the coins have been sold, they'll probably have a sketch and maybe even the name of the seller."

    She heaved a sigh. “So what now."

    "I need to find an opportunity to sneak into Mr. Greene's room without being seen."

    Jenna popped to her feet. “Shouldn't I be the one? It's...I'm younger and well..."

    "Me,” Pauline said. “My job's at risk."

    I shook my head. “This isn't the first time I've dealt with a killer. I know I won't panic.” I rose. “Time to sneak into Mr. Greene's room."

    Pauline waved me back. “Let me call Mrs. Lewis and see if she has any news about the coins. If her brother has been arrested, wouldn't he try to warn his accomplice?"

    "How?” I looked at the clock. Eight PM. There was time. I doubted anything would happen before nine. “I doubt he'd have a chance to call here."

    Pauline dialed. Jenna and I listened to a one-sided conversation. When Pauline hung up, she smiled. “They found the coins and have a sketch of the woman they're bringing to her. They're picking up her brother for questioning. You may not have to implement your plan."

    "I'd rather not chance her acting before the police arrive.” I turned to Jenna. “Go home. I'll see you there."

    "But I'll worry,” she said.

    "Isn't Richard coming over?"

    Jenna nodded. “He's probably there now. How will you get home?"

    "I'm staying until this is finished,” Pauline said. “I'll bring her."

    Jenna kissed my cheek. “I'll wait up.” She groaned. “Seems strange for the younger to wait up for the older."

    She, Pauline and I walked to the door. Jenna peered into the hall. “All clear. Good luck."

    I turned to Pauline. “Go work some magic."

    "I'll make sure no one's in his room. Then I'll have an impromptu staff meeting in the lounge.” Se picked up a large box of doughnuts. “One of the families sent them as a thank you and the evening staff seldom gets the goodies."

    "That should work."

    She reached into her pocket. “This beeper is programmed to ring me. If you need help, push the button."

    "Will do.” I tucked the beeper in my pocket and followed her to the back stairs.

    She paused inside. “Maybe I should call the police. I don't like you putting yourself in danger."

    "If they aren't here before ten, call. Once Mrs. Lewis identifies the woman, they'll look for her. When they learn she's here, they'll come."

    "Still —"

    "I'll be fine."

    "You're intrepid."

    "Or foolish, but it's how I have to be."

    We reached the top of the stairs. Pauline opened the door and stepped into the hall. I heard her speak to someone. For what seemed like hours, I waited in the shadows on the landing. Finally, she opened the door wide enough for me to slip through. “Coast is clear. They're all in the lounge. I can give you ten minutes to get settled."

    "No problem.’ I hurried to Mr. Greene's room. He lay on the side facing the window allowing me to reach the bathroom without alarming him. I switched on the night-light and turned off the overhead. After stepping into the shower, I sat on the hard plastic seat. I wished I'd brought a pillow. The wait would be long, but I'm a patient person.

    My throat felt dry and I had the urge to cough. I sucked on a piece of hard candy. At a few minutes after nine, two aides entered the room to clean and position Mr. Greene.

    "I'll empty the catheter bag,” Betty said.

    I'd forgotten that detail of evening care. I pressed back as far as I could. The bathroom door closed. Betty gasped and I waited for a scream. Instead, she slid the shower door open a crack. “What are you doing here?” she whispered.

    "A secret project."

    She nodded. “Knew you wasn't working for the money."

    "Don't give me away."

    "I won't.” She emptied the urinal and flushed. “Who you looking into?"

    "The nurses."

    "John told me about them coins. Seemed odd the son brought them here. Odd, too how Mr. Greene's Molly's new favorite.” She flushed the toilet again. “I'm gonna close the blinds. You might want to move out of here. The alcove will be dark."

    "Thanks."

    "Be careful.” She left.

    I slumped on the seat and waited for my heart to quit thudding. That had been too close. Any other aide but Betty and I would have lost the chance to prove murder had been done.

    "Boy, Molly's acting weird tonight,” Betty said.

    "It's the full moon,” the other aide said. “Always makes people jumpy."

    "Yeah. She's slinking around waiting for someone to die."

    "You should have seen her the night that poor woman died,” the other aide said. “You'd think the woman did it on purpose."

    Their voices drifted away. I slid the shower door open and peered around the partly open door. I saw the flash of a white uniform.

    "Molly, come give me a hand,” Betty called. “Miss Tolly's on the floor and you know how heavy she is."

    "Coming.” Molly put something on the bedside stand. I took advantage of her departure and left the bathroom. The something was a ten-cc syringe containing a clear fluid. That amount of any of the drugs I suspected was being used was enough to cause a quick death. I slid into the shadows in the alcove to wait for the next event.

    A short time later, Molly entered. She lifted the syringe and reached for the injection port on the intravenous tubing. When she removed the needle cover, I stepped from the shadows. “I wouldn't do that."

    She whirled. “What are you doing here?"

    "Preventing a murder. The police know about the coins Mr. Greene's son gave you and that you sold them. They'll be here any minute to arrest you. Put the syringe down."

    She lunged at me and I jerked aside to keep from being stabbed by the needle. I chopped her wrist with my hand. She hip slammed into me. I toppled onto the love seat,

    This time, she aimed the syringe at my face. I turned my head. The needle gouged my cheek. With my feet planted on the floor, I bucked. Molly staggered back and thudded on the floor. The syringe flew from her hand. I sat on her and she struggled to push me off.

    "Why were you trying to kill Mr. Greene?"

    "Was I?"

    "Once whatever's in the syringe is analyzed everyone will know. Who paid you?” Her body thrashed beneath me and I was nearly dislodged. I grasped her wrists and pulled her hands above her head. This was the time to call Pauline, but I couldn't release her hands to extract the beeper. “Who paid you to kill Mrs. Garner?"

    "Why should I tell you?"

    "To see justice done."

    She laughed. “Get off me."

    "Who promised you diamonds in exchange for the death? You won't get them."

    "How did you know?” She jerked her body and knocked me from her.

    "Someone help.” I yelled.

    The overhead light flashed on. “Sherlock, fancy meeting you here.” Pete held out his hand. “What are you up to?"

    "Tell you in a minute. I need a pair of gloves.” I limped to the door.

    Dave pulled Molly to her feet. “You're under arrest for receiving and selling stolen property.” He recited her rights.

    "Stolen. What do you mean?” Her voice rose to a shrill pitch. “Those were a gift."

    "But you showed a sales receipt at the coin shop where you sold them."

    I waved to Pauline. “Gloves.” She took a pair from one of the aides. I slipped them on and retrieved the syringe from beneath the love seat. “Add attempted murder to the charge."

    "Don't touch anything else,” Pete said. “We'll collect the evidence. Just tell me how."

    I pointed to the needle cover. “Cap this syringe and have the fluid analyzed. “I don't know what it contains, but she was about to inject the solution into Mr. Greene's IV. Just be careful not to lose the solution."

    "Got you."

    "Mr. Greene,” Dave said. “Isn't that the man whose coins were stolen?"

    "Sure is.” Pete shook his head. “Sherlock, looks like you found what you were looking for."

    "Not quite.” I turned to Molly. “Sophie or Marcus Garner."

    She laughed. “I'm not saying another word until my attorney is present."

    I smiled. “They'll exhume all those bodies."

    Pete found gloves and carefully capped the syringe. He dropped it into an envelope. “Do you have that list of potential victims?"

    "There's a copy in Pauline's office. I can get the original to you tomorrow. Without her help, I couldn't have uncovered this mess."

    "I'll make a note of that. Let's get those papers.” He offered his arm.

    I was glad for his support. Now the adrenaline had ebbed, my body ached from the unaccustomed exercise. In the hall, the aides gathered in a cluster.

    Teresa stood beside the med cart. “Katherine, what's going on?"

    "Pauline will explain when she can."

    When Pete and I reached Pauline's office, she hung up the phone. “Is it over?"

    "Or just beginning,” I said. “I need the copies of the circumstantial evidence we've collected."

    Pete growled. “Going to rub it in?"

    "Maybe."

    Pauline handed him a folder. He paused in the doorway. “I need to see you both at the station tomorrow to give your statements."

    "Together?” I asked.

    He shook his head. “You know better."

    "Any special time?” Pauline asked.

    "At your convenience.” He waved and left.

    I sank on a chair and heaved a sigh. My role had ended and I still hadn't learned who had paid Molly for Martha's death. Depending on the results of the autopsy, I might never learn. Not all the drugs would be found easily. That bothered me. Pauline handed me a mug of tea. “I need to tell the staff something, but what?"

    "That Molly's been arrested for receiving stolen property."

    "Won't they wonder why you were here?"

    "Probably. Betty has guessed. Ask them not to speak about their suspicions pending police investigation, but let them know if they have anything to report, they should call the station tomorrow.” I sipped the tea. “Just say there could be other developments that you can't speak about yet."

    She nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Be back in fifteen minutes. If the phone rings, ignore it. I spoke to the Board president and told him the entire story including my reasons for hiring you. He'll speak to the others. I'll be hiring nurses from a temp agency for a bit. We'll stay open until we see what happens."

    I wished things had worked out differently. I leaned back and closed my eyes.
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    When Pauline returned, she looked as tired as I felt. I straightened and looked at my watch. She'd taken much longer than I had expected. I pressed my hands against the arms of the chair to force my aching body to move.

    Pauline waved me back. “What happened to your face? I didn't notice the blood before."

    "Just a scratch. Molly caught me with the needle."

    Pauline pulled an alcohol wipe from her pocket, opened the packet and wiped my cheek. The sting made my eyes water. She daubed some antibiotic ointment on the area and applied two small adhesive dressings. “You're lucky. She could have penetrated your eye.” She clasped my hand. If you'd been seriously hurt, I would never have forgiven myself for getting you into this mess."

    "I wasn't and I intended to find some way to investigate. I'm glad we stopped her and the truth will be known. Hopefully some greedy people will pay."

    "Along with some not so greedy. What if she lies about who paid her?’ She slid her hand under my arm to help me stand.

    "If she names names, the police will have to weed out the guilty parties. When the bodies are exhumed, they may not be able to prove all the victims were murdered."

    "Then what?"

    "We'll have to pray the guilty betray themselves."

    We walked down the hall and paused in the foyer. “After I take you home, I'm coming back to talk to Joe. He needs to know what's going down."

    "Tell him to call Dr. Brookes. He's my family physician and might be looking for a partner. In the past five years, he's had two who haven't worked out. Dr. Bragg might be the right one.” At the car, I slipped into the passenger's seat.

    Pauline started the car. “I'll do that. He'd like being in a practice where he wouldn't be dealing solely with the elderly."

    When we reached the house, Jenna and Richard left the porch. Jenna ran down the walk and hugged me. “I'm so glad you're all right.” She touched the dressing on my cheek. “What happened?"

    "Tell you in a bit.” I turned and waved at Pauline. “Don't forget to go to the police station tomorrow."

    "First thing in the morning. Talk to you soon."

    Richard waited by the steps. He took my arm. “At least you're in one piece."

    "A bit battered.” I shook my head. “Heavy combat isn't my choice."

    "When Jenna told me what you planned, I wanted to charge to the rescue.” he grinned. “We had our first fight."

    "I told him what you told Pauline and me about not panicking."

    "Actually, she took my car keys. So what happened?” He touched the dressing. “You could have lost your eye."

    "So I've been told.” I didn't mention that I could have died. No sense worrying people over what hadn't happened. “Follow me upstairs. I need a cup of mint tea and something sweet."

    "I could go for sweets,” he said.

    I laughed. “Always."

    Jenna ran ahead of us. Richard's help was welcome. By the time we arrived, she had the kettle on and was studying the labels on the jars of tea.

    "The third from the right,” I said. Robespierre wove a path around my legs. “Spill a bit of food in his dish. There's a tin of chocolate chip with macadamia nuts I baked this morning."

    "What was in the syringe?” Richard asked. “Some nasty poison?"

    I sat on a chair. “Depends on what you consider poison. The syringe probably contained one of three medicines, each beneficial in the proper dosage.” I gestured to the cupboards. “You'll find honey there."

    Jenna filled three mugs. “Does this mean Gran's death was really a murder?"

    I shrugged and drizzled honey in the tea. “Probably."

    Richard opened the tin of cookies. “What do you mean?"

    I sipped the tea and savored the sweet warmth. “Molly refused to tell me who paid her or even to admit she'd been paid. Once the bodies are exhumed, she'll talk. She's a contracted serial killer. Could earn her a death sentence. I figure she'll strike a bargain."

    "So we don't know if Uncle Marcus or Sophie was the one,” Jenna said. “How will the police learn?"

    I swallowed the bite of cookie I'd taken. “Actually, they may never know. Molly was clever."

    "How so?” Richard asked.

    "She didn't accept cash. Just things that could be sold. Jewelry, paintings, rare books and the coins. I'm sure she demanded a bill of sale for the items so she'd have no trouble selling them."

    "Gran's diamonds,” Jenna said.

    "Now, tell us from the beginning what happened,” Richard said.

    "I refilled my mug and began the tale. When I finished, the pairs’ eyes were wide. “So now the police will let the families know the bodies are being exhumed. I figure there'll be some people leave the area for parts unknown."

    Richard nodded. “I think you're right. Who do you think arranged for Mrs. Garner's death?"

    Jenna raised her mug. “I vote for Sophie."

    "You're probably right. While your uncle is a greedy man. I believe he loved his mother. But I wonder if Sophie is smart enough to pull this off."

    "She is,” Richard said. “Remember that letter Mrs. Garner left for him. Maybe there was some information on Sophie."

    "We'll never know,” Jenna said.

    I finished my tea. “Time for you to head out. I'm taking a hot bath and going to bed."

    * * * *

    The next morning, I wasn't surprised to see I'd slept in. I drew a hot bath and sank into the steaming water the way I had last night. Slowly, the soreness leached from my muscles and I felt refreshed and hungry. In the kitchen, I heated tea and ate two cookies left from last night while I started water for oatmeal.

    The phone rang. “Miller residence."

    "Marcus here. Do you have any idea where Jenna is? I tried her place and left messages but she hasn't called back. Does she have a cell phone?"

    "Why do you want to know?"

    "I have to warn her about...about Sophie."

    I looked at the clock. “Jenna has an exam this morning."

    "When she comes home, take her to your place and don't let her out of your sight,"

    "Marcus, what is going on? Jenna had nothing to do with Martha's death."

    "I know that.” He sighed. “The police called earlier to say they're exhuming Mother's body. They believe she may have been murdered. They also asked me to come to the station to identify some jewelry they think belonged to her."

    "Didn't you tell them the diamonds had been found?"

    "They said mother's initials were engraved on the back of the bracelet. I told Sophie. She went ballistic and said this was Jenna's fault. She stormed out of the house. After she left, I discovered my handgun was missing."

    "Did you inform the police?"

    "Not yet. I don't understand why they think Mother was murdered."

    I sucked in a breath. Though I didn't like him, he sounded puzzled and sincere. “This isn't official, but last evening, a nurse at Hudson House was caught trying to kill a patient. They believe this wasn't her first attempt."

    "Why would a nurse do that?"

    "For money or rather for items she can convert into cash. I questioned her about your mother but she admitted nothing."

    He cleared his throat. “Thank you. Be sure to warn Jenna."

    After hanging up, I called Richard's office and told him what Marcus had said. “Might be a good idea for you to pick her up at the college."

    "I'll do that. What do I tell her?"

    "Exactly what Marcus told me. For some reason, Sophie blames Jenna for her problems."

    "See you in an hour. Do you have any idea how long this siege will last?"

    "Not long.” I hoped. “My granddaughter's dance recital is tomorrow evening and Jenna's going."

    He groaned. “I knew I forgot something last night. Do you have an extra ticket?"

    "Not here, but I can get one.” Though the show is sold out, my daughter-in-law had put one aside for Lars in case he finished his affairs in New Mexico early.

    After I hung up, I called Ruth. After assuring her I would have the desserts and appetizers for the after recital party, I asked her to leave Lars’ ticket at the house.

    "He's coming."

    "No, but Richard, Jenna's friend will be joining us. He'll also help deliver the food."

    "That's nice. See you tomorrow."

    Jenna and Richard took longer than I expected so I had tome to bake and fret. Around noon, they arrived with groceries. Once they were settled, I drove to the police station to give my statement. On the second floor of the Victorian House, aka the village hall, I stopped at the desk and gave my name. Dave waved me into the office he shared with Pete.

    Pete looked up. “Sherlock, you've opened a can of worms."

    "More like a barrel of serpents,” Dave said.

    Pete laughed. “Life in the county won't be the same. Bet we hit the national news."

    "Won't be the first time.” I took a seat. “This time I just happened to see things others missed. What do you want to know?"

    "Everything.” He pointed to the tape recorder. “Do you mind?"

    "Not a bit."

    Dave walked to the door. “The Chief wants to hear this."

    Once the police captain arrived, I began the saga from Robby's classmate to the capture of Molly. Several times I stopped to sip water. When I finished I waited for questions. None of the men spoke, so I did. “What was in the syringe?"

    "Enough potassium to stop several hearts,” Dave said.

    "Has she confessed?"

    Pete made a face. “To the attempt on Mr. Greene. Once we have some autopsies, she will."

    The Chief shook his head. “I dread the moment the media gets hold of the story. Someone should have seen this earlier."

    "Until my friend died, I had no reason to check anything. After her death, a number of things fell into place, but there was no proof.” The older man left the room. I turned to Pete. “What happens now?"

    "We wait."

    "And feel grateful,” Dave said.

    "Why?"

    "If we hadn't nabbed her last night, she would have been long gone. At her house, we found her passport and a one-way ticket to the Caymans. Her bags held jewelry and cash, some of it hidden."

    "We learned she'd made a number of trips there in the past four months."

    "Have you spoken to Marcus Garner?” I asked.

    Pete nodded. “Twice. First about the exhumation. The second was when he dropped by and identified a diamond bracelet and earrings, as his wife's not his mother's. He had them engraved with his initials. He even said he was mistaken about his son's accident."

    Dave looked up. “Thought he would swallow his tongue. That man doesn't do humble."

    "Did he tell you Sophie's out there with a gun and she blames Jenna for the trouble?"

    Pete rose. “We've an alert out.” He reached for my arm. “Promise you'll be careful and keep an eye on Jenna."

    "Absolutely. She's staying with me until Sophie's found. Richard's with her.” I paused at the door. “Do you need anything else?"

    Pete tapped the recorder. “If we do, we know where to find you."

    When I reached the apartment, Jenna was in the kitchen browsing through my recipes. “I wanted to try something new, but Richard wants that steak and my copy is downstairs. Uncle Marcus called."

    "What did he say?"

    "He's taking the girls to a safe place where they'll be with a relative Gran found. Thus the fourth trust fund. Made no sense to me."

    "Me either."

    "He also said he'll come by tomorrow morning and I should sleep here unless you'd rather I went elsewhere."

    I shook my head. “Pete wants you to stay here. Second floor. Heavy door. One set of stairs. Actually two, but the entrance to the other is in the attic or the basement and the door to the attic is here. Where's Richard?"

    "He went to the office and then to his apartment for some clothes. He plans to spend the night."

    "A good idea."

    When Richard arrived, Jenna and I had finished the treats for Andrea's party. We began preparations for dinner. Trays of completed pastries lined the dining room table. Richard leaned against the doorframe. “Samples?"

    "If you're good, there are some for dessert,” I said. “You can gorge tomorrow after the recital."

    Jenna patted his hand. “She remembered your obsession for sweets."

    "Where are they?"

    "Dessert,” Jenna and I spoke in unison.

    Between the steps of dinner preparations, Richard asked about my trip to the police station. “Did Mr. Garner really identify the jewelry as his wife's?"

    I nodded. “And he told them about the gun. There's an alert out for her and Jenna sleeps here tonight."

    'Where?"

    "My bedroom has two beds. Andrea often sleeps over."

    "What about me?” Richard asked. “I'm not leaving."

    "Guess you'll have the couch,” I said.

    * * * *

    I woke to the sound of voices and experienced a moment of disorientation. Then I saw the rumpled sheets on the other sleigh bed and remembered I'd had overnight guests. I gathered my clothes, showered and followed the aroma of coffee to the kitchen.

    Richard stood at the stove. He turned his head. “Hope you like omelets. My one kitchen accomplishment. Jenna and I woke early and went downstairs to shower so we wouldn't disturb you."

    "My thanks. How was your night?"

    He rolled his eyes. “Finally took the cushions off the couch and made my bed on the floor."

    Jenna handed me a mug. I inhaled the fragrant minty steam. “Thanks. You'll find croissants in the refrigerator freezer and several kinds of jam on the shelf below.

    "Do you make the jam, too?” Jenna asked.

    "Absolutely not. Several women from the church make it for the Christmas bazaar and I stock up."

    The phone rang. Before I had a chance to speak, Lars’ deep voice spewed questions. “What's going on up there? Are you all right?"

    "Why wouldn't I be fine?"

    "Caught Pete before he left for work. He told me a bit about what went on the other evening. Congratulations on another crime solved. You've certainly stirred a hornet's nest. You might consider leaving town for a bit."

    Had Pete told him about Sophie and the gun? “I'm fine here and I'm glad the truth has emerged."

    "Did you really wrestle with the killer?"

    I chuckled. “There was a bit of a scuffle. Then I sat on her. Why did you call Pete?"

    "To ask him to let the movers into the house on Monday."

    "Does that mean you'll be home soon?"

    His laughter rang in my ears. “Save next Saturday night for me. Dinner and dancing."

    "Sounds wonderful."

    "Tell Andrea I'm sorry I'll miss her recital. She'll receive a package today or tomorrow."

    "You shouldn't have.” Richard put the omelets on plates. “Lars, breakfast has been served. See you next week."

    * * * *

    Once Richard and Jenna left, her for class and him for the office, I puttered around the apartment, then began to arrange the trays we would be taking to my son's this afternoon. Several hours later, Jenna dashed up the stairs. She sat at the kitchen table. “Last test is completed. I've a short break until summer sessions begins. Any word from Pete?"

    "Nothing yet."

    Jenna scowled. “Guess that means she's still out there slinking around and we have to stay cooped up like prisoners. It's such a beautiful day."

    I arched a brow. “They only suggested we stay inside. We could set ourselves up as targets."

    Her eyes sparkled. “Could we?"

    "Contrary to police advice.” I glanced at the clock. “Your uncle should be here in fifteen minutes."

    Jenna looked at the thermos of iced tea and the tin of cookies. “Do you really want to be confined with him in here?"

    "Not really."

    She frowned. “I wonder what he wants and why the sudden concern for my safety. He never cared before."

    "Puzzles me, too.” I lifted the tin of cookies. “He has cooperated with the police, but Sophie is his wife and he did believe her lies. He has also spent a lot of energy seeing she gets what she wants. You know, unless you have a will, as your closest relative, he could claim your estate if you died."

    She paused at the door. “Richard's been pushing me to make one but I haven't.” She opened the door and started downstairs.

    "Hold on,” I said. “Let me go first."

    "Okay."

    I opened the door and peered outside. Robespierre lay on the edge of the porch staring at the bushes. His tail twitched and though he looked relaxed, I knew he was about to attack some creature. I prayed it wasn't a skunk like the one he'd encountered last summer. Ridding a twenty-five pound longhaired cat of the stench was a project I would rather not repeat.

    Marcus’ dark sedan pulled up at the curb. “Get in the house. Her car's parked a block away."

    The bushes rustled. Jenna appeared beside me. Sunlight glinted on metal. Robespierre leaped. “Hit the deck,” I yelled.

    A crack followed a popping sound. I hurled the cookie tin at the bushes. A woman screamed. Another pop sounded. Marcus bellowed. Sophie bolted from the bushes. She cradled her arm. Where was the gun? Jenna vaulted the railing and grabbed Sophie.

    I hurried to Marcus. He fumbled with his cell phone. Blood ran down his upper arm. “Let me.” I pushed 911 and reported the incident. “A shooting. Patrol car and an ambulance.” I gave the address.

    After examining Marcus’ arm, I saw the bullet had scored the flesh. He was bleeding and might need a stitch or two. I tore some cloth from his shirt and used it to stop the bleeding. “Can you stand?"

    He accepted my help. “Why did you come outside? Just what were you and my niece trying to prove?"

    "We couldn't hide forever. If I'd been your wife, I would have left the country. Canada isn't that far."

    He shook his head. “You would have fled, but not Sophie. Once she gets an idea in her head, she can't be diverted. She blames Jenna. Has for years."

    When we reached the porch, I told him to lie on the chaise. Jenna had pushed Sophie into the canvas sling chair. “Don't move,” Jenna ordered. “If you do, I'll slap you."

    I chuckled. Getting out of that chair without assistance is practically impossible.

    "Marcus, she broke my wrist.” Sophie produced a rain of tears. “It hurts and look what that cat did. I'll have scars,"

    Marcus groaned. “Why did you do this? What did Mother do to deserve being killed?"

    "It's all her fault.” Sophie sniffed.

    "Whose fault?” I asked.

    "Jenna's. She came back. Mother Garner was going to cut us out of the will and give Jenna everything. Just like she was going to leave it all to Mark. You wouldn't believe it then or when Jenna moved back."

    "I believed you and you lied.” Marcus said. “I read what Mother learned. You were having an affair with my son. You were using drugs. You threatened to kill the mother of Mark's son."

    "Marcus. Those were lies. Mark gave me pot. He seduced me. I'm glad Jenna killed him."

    "Lies, Sophie,” Marcus said. “I know the truth.” He groaned. “I loved you. I divorced my first wife for you. I would have done anything for you."

    "And so you hired Molly to kill Martha,” I said.

    She thrust out her lower lip. “You can't prove that."

    "I can,” Marcus said. “I identified the ten thousand dollar's worth of jewelry engraved with my initials. The police found them in her luggage."

    "Then she stole them."

    I coughed. “Where and when?"

    "Marcus, I did this for you."

    Marcus shifted and grimaced. “For me? No, Sophie. For yourself. Like a fool, I believed your lies. What about our daughters? How will they feel when they learn what you've done? What about Mark's little boy? Would I have been the next to die?"

    A patrol car pulled behind Marcus’ sedan. The ambulance, then Pete and Dave arrived.

    Pete reached the porch first. “What happened?"

    "The cat scratched me.” Sophie pointed at me. “She broke my arm and I'm going to sue."

    I laughed. “Sophie tried to shoot Jenna but she missed when Robespierre attacked her like he did the skunk last year. Marcus came up the walk. When I hurled the cookie tin, she must have fired again and Marcus was grazed. The gun is in the bushes."

    He rolled his eyes. “We'll collect the evidence."

    I rose. “Sophie's wrist is either broken or badly bruised."

    Dave waved to the ambulance attendants. “Check her arm. Give her a sling. The patrolmen will take her to the ER and stay with her.” He turned to Sophie. “Mrs. Garner, you're under arrest for attempted murder. Other charges may be pending."

    "Marcus,” she said.

    "I'll arrange for a lawyer,” he said.

    The attendants helped him onto the gurney. Pete paused. “Mr. Garner, we'll be by later for a statement.” He left the porch and surveyed the bushes.

    Marcus clasped Jenna's hand. “I believed her because I needed to.” He groaned. “How am I going to tell my daughters what their mother has done?"

    "Call Andrew,” I said. “He doesn't treat children, but he'll know people who do."

    "I will."

    Just as the ambulance pulled away, Richard arrived. “Jenna, Mrs. Miller, are you all right?"

    "I am,” I said.

    Jenna stepped into his embrace. “I have so much to tell you.” She turned to me. “Will you be upset if we abandon you?"

    "Not at all. Just be ready to leave the house at five. We need to make a delivery, pick up a ticket, grab a bite to eat and get to the recital."

    I crossed the street to Sarah's house. I was sure she was curious about the morning's events. As I rang the bell, I hoped this phase of my life would soon end. While I didn't look for trouble, trouble seemed to find me.

    ~

    The End

    ~
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