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  Chapter One


  
    “That’s about it for today’s KALM Farm to Market Report. This is your host, Ollie Grayson, reminding you to keep your radio dials tuned to KALM for our Seeking singles month. After our mid-morning news, Paige Turner, KALM’s single gardening gal and host of Through the Garden Gate, offers sage dating advice that you won’t want to miss.”

  


  


  
    

  


  Sage dating advice?


  Did Ollie know me at all? Clearly not. The only sage advice I could offer was how to grow the plant, both as an herb and a decorative perennial. Not that I should expect Ollie to understand me if just a month ago half the town thought I was guilty of murdering City Manager Bud Picklemann.


  Murder. Really!


  I snapped off the radio and watched my best friend Lisa Winkle attack an overgrown garden bed, clawing at dense clay soil with a heavy-duty rake. Beads of sweat from the Oregon summer sun glistened on her forehead, but she didn’t slow down from the heat.


  I couldn’t help but smile as I snapped off the radio. Best friends since elementary school, she was one of the few people in town who’d believed I hadn’t killed Bud, and I owed her my undying gratitude for her support. For helping me out on my latest landscape project this morning, I owed her babysitting and a dinner out with her hubby Perry.


  “Time to go,” I said and leaned my hoe against the fence. “Roger will kill us if we’re late for the show again.” My gardening talk show, produced by Lisa, aired at noon in the summer months.


  Lisa stretched her back and sighed. “This work is killing me. It would be so much easier if I went to the gym instead of counting on your projects for exercise.”


  “But I’m a lot cheaper than a gym membership.” I smiled and crossed the yard near a freshly planted flowerbed to get to my truck.


  As she pulled the door open, the hinge grated like fingernails on a chalkboard. “So what’ll you do if we move?”


  Cry, whine, lose sleep. “I guess I’ll have to hire someone.” I wanted to be supportive of her potential move from Serendipity to Portland, and I tried, honest I did, but my tone came out a bit snappy. Snappy enough to turn Lisa’s smile into an adorable pout as she climbed onto the dusty seat and leaned her head back.


  I aimed my landscape-weary vehicle down Main Street, the aptly named central thoroughfare of Serendipity, Oregon for the short drive to the station. Snuggled in the middle of the WillametteValley, Serendipity had reinvented itself to attract the tourist trade. The town capitalized on being the home of Pacific Pickles by dotting the streets with bright green trashcans in the shape of pickles. But did they stop there? No. Someone’s very creative mind birthed Briny, a giant pickle mascot who attended local events and an annual pickle festival also took over the town in May.


  I glanced at Lisa. Usually a chatterbox, she’d been far too quiet. Shoulder propped against the window, her lower lip had grown. Maybe I’d upset her. Despite my desire to lock the whole Winkle family in their home so they couldn’t leave me, I found my supportive friend tone. “So how’s the job hunt going? Has Perry decided on one of the offers yet?”


  She shook her head, sending the lip back to a normal position. “No and I don’t get it. He says he’s bored by his practice here then keeps dragging his feet about choosing the law firm he wants to work for. I wish he’d make up his mind so we can get going.”


  Yes, keep dragging. “Sounds like you’re in a big rush to get out of here.”


  “Me? You know I don’t really want to move, but if we’re going, I want to get it over with.” She exhaled with enough force to send dust flying on the dashboard. “There’s just so much to do. It takes planning and organization to move a household.”


  I patted her knee. “You need to relax a bit. Once Perry makes a decision you’ll have plenty of time for your usual obsessing.”


  “I have to obsess if I’m going to get everything done. You only have yourself to worry about. I’ve got twins and a husband to organize.” Her tone sounded mean-spirited, but I knew she wasn’t demeaning my single status, just trying to emphasize how overburdened she felt. Usually easy to get along with, my perky little Shasta daisy had been a bit cranky for the last month.


  I had this habit of classifying everyone as a plant using the plant’s traits. Most of the time Lisa was carefree and relatively trouble free like the Shasta daisy, but this potential move had catapulted her out of her comfort zone.


  Take now for instance. Her pout had morphed into a huge scowl. If one of my daisies behaved that way, I’d pamper the poor baby with more water, maybe give it a good dousing of compost tea. Not something I could do with Lisa. Drenching her with any liquid, especially one made from fermented garden clippings, would surely end our friendship, so I opted to keep quiet for the remainder of the short drive.


  At the station, we strolled up the sidewalk leading to the poorly landscaped building that I’d often begged our miserly station manager to improve.


  Lisa looked up at the station’s call signal posted in large neon letters above the glass door. “Any idea who’ll replace me?”


  Was she never going to stop with the moving thing? All I wanted after having a recent run in Bud’s killer was for my life to take on a normal kind of boring routine. I couldn’t possibly achieve peace of mind if my anchor moved away. Still, I had to keep my feelings to myself and let my little daisy pull up roots if she needed to.


  I shrugged as if Lisa filling the producer spot was of no consequence to me and followed her down the narrow hall. We entered our respective booths and settled into the miniscule spaces in a routine we followed six days a week. I’d just put on my headset when Lisa rapped on a large window between our booths then started her countdown to the show with ten raised fingers.


  As her last stubby digit dropped, I took a deep breath. “Good Monday morning. This is your host, Paige Turner, welcoming you to the next hour of Through the Garden Gate. Our lines are open for your gardening questions, but I want to remind you of this month’s Seeking Singles theme. We’ll take your dating questions in the last five minutes of the show all week long. So come on singles, call in and we’ll offer advice on finding your perfect someone. Don’t be shy. Prepare your questions, while we talk gardening.” I paused and looked up at Lisa. And who’s our first caller, Lisa?”


  “Weed Whacker on line one,” she said and grinned.


  I wanted to sigh, but we were on the air so I stifled it. A regular caller, Weed Whacker frequently misunderstood my advice and found herself in unbelievable messes.


  I forced a smile into my voice. “Go ahead, Weed Whacker, you’re on Through the Garden Gate, and this is your host, Paige Turner.”


  “Oh, Paige.” Weed Whacker’s voice gushed over the airwaves. “I’m so glad I got a hold of you. I don’t know what to do. I found a… a…a…dead body.”


  I quickly glanced at Lisa. Phone to her ear, head down, she was either clueless or didn’t care if Weed Whacker was up to her bleached hair in another mess. Nor did Lisa seem to be troubled with sending me out on a limb with a chainsaw poised to rip through the branch and send me plummeting.


  I turned back and directed my voice at the boom mic. “Is this a joke, Weed Whacker?”


  “Why would I kid about a dead body?” Weed Whacker, a.k.a. Daisy Plante’s tone gave me a clear visual of her often-vacant eyes, wide open in bewilderment. She couldn’t help the vacant part. Think the brain of Jethro on The Beverly Hillbillies zapped into the body of Ellie May, and you had a perfect understanding of Daisy. “I need you to come over here, now!”


  Her demanding tone left me speechless. Daisy never demanded anything. Though she often confused and frustrated other people, she was one of the sweetest and most patient people I knew.


  Lisa tapped on the window and twirled her finger. Her speeding finger and pointed stare told me to say something and get rid of the dead air.


  “So where is this supposed body?” I asked, trying to keep my skepticism out of my tone.


  “He’s right here.”


  “Where’s here?”


  “In the woods by the ball field.”


  “Why are you in the woods, Weed Wacker?”


  “Today is the women’s slow-pitch tourney. They wanted Briny to be here.” For the past two months, Daisy had played the giant pickle with great skill. She took the gig when the usual Briny—the one who never called my show to ask silly questions—broke his leg.


  “Okay, so you’re at the tourney. But the woods, Weed Whacker, why are you in the woods?”


  “Well, I wanted to—wait, are we still on the air?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I’d rather not say.” Her sullen tone came over the phone loud and clear.


  At the risk of sounding cold and heartless to my listeners who had no idea I wanted to help Daisy, but wasn’t eager to see a second dead body in little more than a month’s time, I said, “Why don’t you call the police?”


  “I can’t. I saw how the police chief treated you when you found that city manager all dead on your project. The chief thought you were a suspect just because you found the guy. What if he does the same thing to me?”


  “Well, to be fair to Chief Lawson,” something I couldn’t believe I was attempting to do, “there were a few other things pointing suspicion my way.”


  Lisa, eyes frenzied, rapped on the window again, this time rolling her hand like cranking an old movie camera, our signal to go to commercial.


  I was very happy to oblige. “I’m sorry, Weed Whacker, but we need to take a short commercial break. If you’ll hold on, we’ll make sure this problem is resolved. For the rest of our audience, stay turned for more of Through the Garden Gate when we’ll return to answer your gardening questions.”


  “What’s going on?” Lisa’s perturbed voice boomed through the open doorway. “I talk with the next caller for a few minutes and come back to find you up to your neck in murder.”


  “You’re the one who let Daisy through. Didn’t you ask why she was calling?”


  “Well, no. She usually asks something kind of dumb, but it’s always been gardening related in the past.”


  “Hmm, gardening related. That’s an idea. Maybe I should tell her to get the new shovel I recommended last month, dig a deep hole, and—”


  Lisa groaned. “Paige, seriously, you need to get rid of her. We’re back in a minute thirty.”


  “Fine.” I would dispatch her during the commercial then get on with my program. I picked up the phone. “Daisy, why on earth did you call here?”


  “I tried your cell, but you didn’t answer. I had to talk to you right away. I knew it was time for the show, but Lisa was so sweet and put me right through. So are you coming?”


  I glanced at my soon to be ex-best friend who still held the phone to her ear and remained clueless about her part in this radio travesty. She appeared as angelic as her twin three-year-olds in sleep mode. I turned back to the phone. “You need to call the police, Daisy. Even if I wanted to come, I have to finish the show.”


  “I didn’t want to do this, but you owe me, Paige. I saved you last month. If I didn’t you’d be…well, you’d be… dead.”


  I was beyond grateful for Daisy’s help in keeping me alive and thought about it often. Especially at night when I rehashed how close I’d come to being killed. And Daisy was right. She did save my life. I thought I had paid back my debt when I gave her a job at my shop, The Garden Gate, and kept her on staff despite inept skills. Obviously, she didn’t think so. “Low blow, Daisy.”


  “I’m sorry. I really am, but I was there for you when you needed me. Now I need you.” I recognized her stubborn tone. She wouldn’t give up until I agreed to help.


  “Fine, but this makes us even. And if I’m hassled even the least little bit by our illustrious chief, I’m gonna…I’m gonna—oh I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll do it.” I punched the disconnect button and rushed into Lisa’s booth. “Put on a ‘best of’ show. I’m leaving.”


  Her head popped up. “You are not going down there. After all you went through last month? Paige, don’t. You’re just asking for trouble.”


  I pulled my keys from my pocket. “Don’t you think I know that? But what choice do I have? Daisy played the you-owe-me-for-saving-your-life card.”


  “You still don’t have to go.”


  “Relax. Knowing Daisy, this is all a big mistake, and there won’t be a body. I’ll let you know what happens.”


  I rushed down the long hall, past Roger Freund’s office. He called my name, but I kept going. Roger tuned in to all of KALM’s programs and never missed Through the Garden Gate, the top rated local show. Not a hard won honor, I grant you, with competing shows like Success Serendipity Style, the Farm to Market Report and Rainy Day Crafts. With such a limited lineup, I could afford to ignore Roger this one time.


  I charged into the sunshine, climbed into my truck, and sped toward Daisy’s location. Nearing Cedar and Main, my phone chimed in the tone I’d assigned to Adam Hayes, a criminal defense attorney and my new boyfriend. We met that horrific day I’d discovered Bud Picklemann’s body on my construction site and Adam was called in to defend me from an overzealous police chief.


  I pressed my Bluetooth headset and gave the man who was threatening to capture my heart a warm greeting.


  “You are not on your way to the ball field,” he said, all bossy and demanding, quickly melting my warmth.


  “Well, hello to you, too.”


  “Paige, come on. Tell me you’re not in your truck on the way to the field.”


  I looked out the window at the buildings zipping past and laughed. “I’m not in my truck on the way to the field.”


  He went silent for a few seconds. “You are, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah, but you told me to tell you—”


  “Stop right there. What are you thinking?” His voice thundered through my phone like a sonic boom. “It’s only been a little over a month since your near brush with incarceration.”


  “Ooh, I love it when you talk all lawyerly.”


  He groaned. “It doesn’t matter what I say, does it? You’re still going.”


  “I have to. I owe Daisy. But after this, we’ll be even.”


  “Right. Something tells me you’ll need to get it in writing.”


  “I might just make her sign in blood.” I laughed again, feeling the tension lightening. “Hey, wait. How did you know about this anyway?”


  “I was listening to your show. When you didn’t come back from commercial I knew where you were headed.”


  A flush of warmth spread through me. He tuned me in. A man who hated gardening had only one reason for turning his radio dial to my show. He loved me. Or wait, maybe two. His day was moving along at a slug’s pace and he was bored. Probably the second one. “Must be a slow day in the office, huh?”


  “A good day in my opinion. One where I could have caught up on my paperwork. Now I’ll need to head over there.” His tone had turned a smidge testy.


  “Why? I can handle this.”


  He snorted. “You can handle Chief Lawson?”


  “Sure, why not?”


  “The way you handled him the last time.”


  I chose to ignore his insinuation that I nearly melted, okay, totally melted under Mitch Lawson’s threats to arrest me last month. “I might not even see Mitch. With Daisy’s ability to misunderstand things it’s possible there’s no body.”


  “True, but—”


  Before he could argue further, I blurted out, “So don’t bother driving all this way. I’ll call if there’s a problem. Talk to you later.” I disconnected and pulled the truck into the ball field parking lot located at the bottom of the hill behind SerendipityHigh School. I dropped my headset into the cup holder as I only used it while driving to comply with Oregon‘s hands free cell phone laws. Hopping out, I listened to screaming fans and inhaled the mouthwatering aromas from the concession stand drifting on the slight breeze.


  My desire for a salty bag of popcorn nearly had me veering off course, but I was here to see if Daisy really found a dead body, not go to a movie, so I tamped it down. I skirted the field, keeping to the perpendicular line of trees. If there was indeed a body ahead, I didn’t want to draw attention from the crowd before we could decide how to handle the situation.


  Picking my way through trees grouped forest-close, I searched for any sign of the bright green pickle costume. In a small clearing about thirty feet into the woods, I spotted Briny’s head on the ground next to a tree stump holding Daisy. Still cocooned in Briny’s suit, she’d opened the costume to her waist. The soft folds of the fabric scrunched up around her face.


  Even clad in a pickle body, Daisy’s waif like appearance reminded me of Russian sage. I could easily have dubbed her a daisy, but she didn’t embody the easygoing, sturdy nature. She fit Russian sage not only for its light, airy foliage and flowers, but her actions and motives were often so hard to understand, it seemed as if she were transplanted from a foreign country.


  I searched the area around her, but saw no dead body.


  “Daisy,” I called out, “is this some sort of joke? Where’s the body?”


  “Over there.” She pulled her hands from behind and pointed to the right.


  Her Briny gloves were soaked in a red liquid. Was that blood? Anxiety mounting, I followed the line of her finger to the wooded edge of the clearing. Two large black shoes, soles scuffed, jutted from a pile of leaves. On top of what I assumed was the man’s head, lay a thick log covered in blood.


  Hold up! This didn’t seem to be a false alarm after all.


  I shot my gaze back to Daisy’s blood-soaked hands. Had she indeed found the body or was this worse that I’d feared? Had she’d gone off the deep end and murdered a man and, if so, who in the world could it be?


  


  Chapter Two


  
    

  


  “Paige, thank goodness you came.” Daisy’s thin face cleared and a wide smile turned up her full and abundantly lacquered lips.


  What? She was smiling. Didn’t she get that someone, namely me, might think her guilty of killing this man?


  She awkwardly lurched to her feet and took hasty toddler steps toward me. A few rapid plops of the big vinyl Briny feet and they tangled together, pitching her forward.


  “Oomph,” she cried out as she landed on the large belly of the costume. She looked up, her face blanching, and stabbed a finger at me. “You called the cops. How could you, Paige?”


  “No I didn’t.” Following the direction of her shaking finger, I spun around.


  Someone did. Probably someone who heard the radio show. Big, burly Chief of Police Mitch Lawson with two officers tailing him charged through the trees. As if he had dead body radar, his focus zeroed in on the man partially covered with leaves. “Well, well, well, Paige. What do we have here?”


  I groaned at his implication. This was not happening. Not again. No way I’d let him accuse me of any part in this guy’s death. Nor would I let him railroad Daisy as he’d done to me when I’d found Bud.


  Ignoring Mitch, I helped the disheveled Daisy to her feet. “Be careful of what you say to him, Daisy. In fact, you don’t have to say anything without an attorney.”


  Mitch glared at me. “Best not to get on my nerves today, Paige. I already have enough to run you in for obstruction of justice.”


  My mouth dropped open. “Say what?”


  He clamped a large hand on his holstered gun, a habitual gesture I assumed he thought demonstrated power. “When your friend called to tell you about the body, you were obligated to report it. Instead, you came over here like you intended to help cover it up.”


  I crossed my arms. This was crazy. He was crazy. “Okay, first of all, when Daisy called, I wasn’t even sure there was a body. And second, if you were listening to the show, you would have heard me tell her to call you.”


  Mitch gave us his practiced bad cop glare. “Ahh, but then you changed your mind and drove out here. How do you think your actions look? Your best bet right now is to cooperate, fully.”


  I clenched my fists. He had us right where he wanted us. Just like bamboo, the plant name I’d assigned to him. The big ole stalks of disorderly-running-take-over-your-property type of bamboo had pushed through my barriers and gotten me all flustered. But I wouldn’t give in so easily.


  I ripped my phone from the clip and dialed Adam. “Come. Now. To the ball field. Mitch is in a snit again.”


  Adam sighed. “I’m already on my way.”


  Instead of getting mad at him for ignoring my earlier request, I was happy his drive from nearby McMinnville had already begun. I thanked him, stowed my phone and clamped my hand around Daisy’s fur-covered arm. Jerking a thumb over my shoulder, I glared at Mitch. “We’ll be over there waiting for you. You can question Daisy when Adam gets here.”


  Daisy, eyes wide, let her gaze dart between us.


  “Don’t worry,” I said to her. “I’ll take care of everything.”


  Mitch scoffed, but for once said nothing. He turned and strode toward his men who had rushed to the body as fast as deer would race toward freshly planted flowers.


  “The chief didn’t seem too happy with us,” Daisy whispered. “I’m not sure you should have made him so mad.”


  “Listen,” I said as we returned to the stump. “If you don’t stand up for your rights Mitch will run all over you. I learned the hard way, and I can help stop you from being railroaded.”


  She blinked her thick, false lashes. “I don’t know.”


  “Then why did you call me? You wanted help, right? So trust me.” I dropped onto the edge of the stump and patted the spot next to me. As she sat, the Briny suit brushed softly against my bare legs. Though tickling my skin, I was in no mood to laugh.


  “Mind telling me how you got covered in blood?” I asked, trying to keep my suspicions out of my tone.


  “What? You think I killed the guy?” Mouth gaping, she jumped up and drew Mitch’s attention.


  “Shh. Mitch is staring at you.” I pulled her down. “Whether you killed the man or not, you’ll have to explain the blood. If you tell me what happened, I can think about it until Adam gets here and maybe I can come up with something to help.”


  “Oh…help…yeah, thanks.” She rested her hands on her knees. The blood had dried on the edges of the gloves leaving a brown tinged ring. “When I got back here and saw the big log on the guy’s head, I thought, oh no, the log fell off the tree and trapped him. I need to free the poor guy.”


  Imagining her finding the man, I looked at the spot where he lay. All the trees in his vicinity were young saplings dreaming of the day they would produce a thick log like the one lying on the victim. Still, I was certain she was telling the truth no matter how bizarre the logic. That was how Daisy’s mind worked.


  “So what did you do?” I asked.


  “I ran over there and picked up the log.” She wrapped her arms around her middle and started rocking. “Oh, Paige, it was awful. Just awful. His head was so smashed, but I checked for a pulse anyway.” She halted mid rock and looked at me with baffled eyes. “You know what? I don’t think the log fell on him. I think someone hit him with it. Lots of times. They killed him.”


  “Do you know who the man is?”


  “No, I couldn’t tell. There was so much blood, I—” She started crying.


  I rubbed her back in small little circles I hoped would give comfort and decided to end my interrogation. She’d have to recount all of these horrific details as soon as Adam got here and, with my limited experience in murder investigations, it’s not as if I really could help her. At least not other than providing moral support. So I continued to rub her back and watched the officers work.


  Taking small sure steps, the men thoroughly combed the area. One of them placed a tented card painted with the number one on the grass then snapped a picture. The shutter click ricocheted through the clearing, stirring birds overhead. Occasionally the officers picked up items and put them in plastic bags. Mitch held the wallet from the deceased and talked into his phone, probably calling the medical examiner.


  With Mitch holding the wallet, we’d soon know this poor guy’s identity. Did I know the man lying there? Probably. As small as Serendipity was, I most likely had at minimum a passing knowledge of him. Soon his family members going about their day as usual would have their world thrown into turmoil.


  How horrible. Utterly horrible. I closed my eyes and offered a prayer for the family and their situation.


  “What’re you doing?” Daisy asked after a few minutes.


  I opened my eyes. “Praying.”


  She rolled her bluer than blue eyes. “Oh, yeah, I forgot you believe all that junk.”


  Had she not been fresh from the discovery of a body, I might’ve snapped at having my faith called junk, but I cut her some slack. “Faith gets you through tough times.”


  “I never did get what the big deal was. Like when Mitch tried to send you to jail last month. If your god could help you why didn’t he make Mitch back off?”


  I pondered the serious expression on her face. Now was probably not a time to get into this, but I couldn’t let the opportunity pass. “God could take away our struggles and sometimes He does. Other times He lets us go through the difficulty so we can learn from the experience. But He’s always there, ready to listen.”


  Her face remained blank. “Huh? You lost me.”


  “Think of how you felt when you found the body. You needed someone to be with you so you called me. I needed to remember God was with me just now and praying is just like calling Him.”


  She raised penciled-in eyebrows. “Okay, I kinda see, but I still don’t know why he doesn’t just help you out.”


  “Because He’s like a father. He wants you to have a wonderful life, but sometimes it’s better for you to work through the problem so you learn to cope with all life throws at you.”


  Her skinny brows crinkled. “So what did you learn from that whole mess last month?”


  “Things happen and you have no control over them so why spend time trying.”


  “I don’t try to control things.”


  I laughed at her literal interpretation. “I meant me, Daisy. I like to control things.”


  She nodded rapidly. “Don’t I know it. At work, you’re always acting like the boss.”


  I shook my head and laughed again. “I am the boss.”


  “Oh, yeah, right.” Her eyes drifted off, and she jabbed a fuzzy finger at the edge of the woods. “Look, there’s Adam.”


  My sweetie, wearing dark blue jeans paired with a deep green polo shirt, stood arguing with a uniformed officer who was turning red and seemed to want to keep Adam out of the crime scene. When I first met Adam, I didn’t think he was super attractive. His eyes and nose were a little too large for his face. If you stared at him when he was still, the features seemed out of place, but when he smiled or grew animated like now, everything fit splendidly and my heart raced from seeing him.


  That first day I’d nicknamed him an iris for the plain pointed leaves shooting from the ground before a stunning display of flowers took your breath away, and I haven’t changed my mind. Irises were, in my opinion, the most varied and useful genus in the garden. Like them, Adam was very low maintenance and trouble free. Oh, and very important in life recently, irises were quite pest-free, which came in handy when I needed protection from a pest like Mitch.


  Sadly, Adam wasn’t trouble free right now. In fact, he was waving his fists and raising his voice, demanding to see me. Mitch took his time, sauntering over to his officer to authorize Adam’s entry.


  As soon as Mitch stepped back, Adam brushed past him and charged across the clearing. “Are you two okay?”


  At the concern in his eyes, I smiled to ease his worry. “We’re fine. But I think Mitch might try to pin this on Daisy.”


  Adam gave Daisy a tight smile. A practiced lawyer’s I’m-here-to-help-but-I’m-not-a-miracle-worker smile. He used the same one on me at our first encounter when Mitch thought I was a prime murder suspect.


  Adam clapped his hands together and peered at me. “Okay, first things first. If you think Mitch is trying to implicate Daisy then you also think the man was murdered. Who is he?”


  “We don’t know yet. But I think Mitch does.”


  “He didn’t mention it, but let me see if I can find out.” Adam spun and marched with purposeful strides to Mitch.


  The pair talked, perhaps argued, as Mitch’s face tensed and his gestures grew lively. Adam tipped his head in our direction. Mitch looked at us. I stared back and tapped a toe. Hours seemed to tick past as I waited for the news. Their motions grew more animated. Adam shook his head and pivoted. Looking disgusted, he rushed back to us.


  “What’d he say?” I peered into his troubled eyes. “Did he tell you who it is?”


  “No, but he did tell me he needs to talk with Daisy. I tried to get him to schedule an appointment at the station later. He won’t hear of it. Said the blood all over her hands and suit are enough to take her in.”


  “Arrest me?” Daisy jumped up, her vinyl feet clacking together.


  Adam shook his head. “He’s taking you to the office for questioning.”


  I placed a protective hand on Daisy’s shoulder. “If he doesn’t have enough for an arrest, why haul her down there when he could ask the same questions here?”


  More frustrated than I’d ever seen, Adam peered at me. “He said something about being tired of you interfering with his job.”


  Adam’s irritated scowl also said he was tired of me butting into these crimes. Shoot, Daisy had the same expression on her face. I was only trying to help. Maybe I was trying just a teensy bit too hard to control this situation and needed to lighten up.


  In defeat, I looked up. Okay, God, I get the point.


  “I’ll talk to him,” I said and crossed over to Mitch. I forced a smile. “Mitch, please don’t take Daisy to the station. I’m sorry I’ve been pushy. If I promise to keep my mouth shut, will you talk to her here?”


  He made a big production of thinking it over—hemming and hawing, his finger tapping on his chin. “Not a word?”


  “Not a word.”


  “I’m not sure I can trust you.”


  My temper was flaring, and I wasn’t sure I could trust myself much longer either. “Please, don’t make Daisy pay for your frustrations with me. It isn’t her fault.”


  “Fine,” he said, his eyes brightening from thunderous to mildly perturbed. “Let’s get to it.”


  He marched ahead, but I dragged behind. How was I going to follow through on my promise? Could I possibly stand by and watch him run through his tough cop routine with Daisy and not try to stop him? I highly doubted it, but only time would tell.


  Chapter Three


  As I approached, I heard Adam tell Daisy if she was uncomfortable answering questions to look at him, and he would nod if she should respond. He would also interrupt if she should stop talking. I wanted to rush ahead and tell Adam Daisy frequently misunderstood the subtleties that Mitch would surely use in his questioning and to provide her with more explicit directions, but the snarly lawman would interpret my words as interference.


  Besides our recent tussle over Bud’s death, Mitch held a gigantic grudge against me from high school. At a class picnic, he’d bragged about making a dangerous jump off a train trestle into the river. Thinking he’d never do it, I called him on it in front of everyone. He couldn’t back down without losing face so he jumped, blowing out his knee. He missed his senior year of football and any chance to go to college on a scholarship. He also blew off our friendship along the way and since I’d come back to Serendipity to live, he’d barely tolerated me.


  As if he could feel my thoughts, he gave me a practiced glare then took out a small note pad and looked down on Daisy. “Your full name?”


  Daisy pulled back her shoulders, her ample chest pushing free of the bright green suit. “Daisy Rose Plante.”


  A flash of humor took over Mitch’s face, which I didn’t appreciate. Not only were Daisy and I sisters in the whole finding a body thing, but we both had mothers who didn’t think twice before giving us double meaning names. I couldn’t count the times Paige Turner nearly led to a black eye in my youth. Daisy fought a similar battle.


  “Okay, Ms. Plante, give me a detailed description of how you came upon the body.”


  “Well, I walked out here and—”


  Mitch held up his hand. “Back up. Exactly why did you come here?”


  Face strained, she peered at Adam. He gave a barely perceptible nod. She shook her head. He nodded again.


  “I can’t tell you,” she blurted out. “It doesn’t matter anyway. It has nothing to do with finding him. Honest. I promise.”


  “I’m afraid answering my question isn’t optional, Ms. Plante.” Mitch looked at Adam. “Please instruct your client to answer.”


  “I can’t. I mean, I won’t.” Daisy turned to face me. “I’ll tell Paige and then she can tell you.”


  “I can’t talk.” I tipped my head at Mitch.


  Daisy crossed her arms. “Then we’ll just have to move to the next question.”


  Mitch and Adam both seemed like they wanted to strangle Daisy. I wasn’t far behind. What could she be too embarrassed to admit?


  Mitch cleared his throat. “Fine, tell Paige. But hurry up.”


  Daisy grabbed my hand and dragged me out of earshot. “The suit was binding something awful, and I had to fix it.”


  I laughed at what I thought I heard her say. “What?”


  She tugged on the inside of the costume molded to her body like a one-piece bathing suit. “This was riding up something fierce. Awful painful. I had to adjust it, but the principal locked up the school after I changed into the costume. I couldn’t find him and say, ‘excuse me, Mr. Principal but could you let me into the school. My suit is binding up.’ I couldn’t fix it in public, or I’d get fired for opening the costume in front of others. So I came out here where no one would see me.”


  I forced back a laugh and giving my eyes an understanding scrunch, I nodded. “I see.”


  “So, go tell them. I’ll wait here until they know.”


  “It’s not a big deal, Daisy.”


  She seemed ready to pour tears. “Not to you. You aren’t the one the whole town will talk about when they hear.”


  She had a point. This would spread through Serendipity like blight on a rose bush. I could empathize. When I’d found Bud, my name was bandied about and remained airborne until I solved the crime. I would do whatever I could to keep that from happening to Daisy. I gave her a quick hug then returned to the pair and explained her dilemma.


  Mitch howled. This was the first time I’d seen him laugh this earnestly since I’d moved back to town a little over a year ago. Who knew it took a simple clothing malfunction to make him laugh? Would have been worth the pain had I known. But I wouldn’t downplay Daisy’s discomfort. “This is embarrassing enough for Daisy without your chuckles. I hope you’ll keep her reason for being out here just between us. Now, can we resume your questions so she can go?”


  Mitch nodded and slowly, very slowly, wound down ending with a grin.


  Curling a finger, I beckoned Daisy, who trudged our way. Her ginormous green feet flopped on the needle-covered ground, sending debris jumping when they hit. In my opinion, seeing a dejected and utterly humiliated pickle was one of the worst sights in the world.


  Mitch, however, seemed not to care. He attacked the moment she arrived. “Okay, so now we know why you were here.” He paused as if fighting the grin capturing his lips. “What happened next?”


  Daisy flushed crimson. “The marketing manager at Pacific Pickles—she’s my boss—already warned me once about messing up the suit, so I set the head ever so carefully on the ground and then opened up the front.” She tugged at the seam running the length of the suit. “See how there are Velcro tabs all the way down? It takes forever to get in and out of this thing, but I just had to adjust it, because it was starting to…well, never mind. I got it open and shifted things around. Phew, it felt so good. I mean it was really—I saw the man’s feet. Then I spotted the log. The poor guy. I just knew he was in trouble. I mean, how would you feel if a log fell off a tree and hit you on the head?”


  Right brow raised, Mitch stared at Daisy. “Am I supposed to believe you think the log fell off the tree?”


  “Well, not anymore, but at first I did. Why? Is that so hard to believe?”


  Mitch shook his head, and Daisy spun to face me.


  “Paige believed me. Didn’t you, Paige?” Her eyes pled with me for affirmation.


  Risking Mitch’s wrath, I tugged on his arm and pulled him aside. “Look,” I said in a low tone before he could complain. “Sometimes Daisy sees things a little differently than the rest of us. But she’s sincere. At first, she really did think the log fell from the tree.”


  “And I should believe you, why?”


  “Because I’m telling you the truth. Just like I told you the truth when you thought I killed Bud.” I glanced at Daisy. “Look at her. She’s as clueless as Elle in Legally Blonde.”


  “Who?”


  “Never mind. She’s kind of an airhead. Fits all the blonde stereotypes. Can you keep this in mind as you talk to her?”


  He flicked his fingers as if dismissing me as easily as swatting a bug and rejoined Daisy and Adam. “Okay, Ms. Plante, you saw the log, then what?”


  “Well, I had to help the guy, so I ran over there as fast as I could.” She thumped her right foot. “I picked up the log. It wasn’t very heavy. I stared at his head and thought, ‘hmm, something’s wrong. His head is smashed really bad. This log couldn’t have done so much damage by itself.’” Her clear blue eyes locked on Mitch. “I think someone might have killed him.”


  Mitch stared at her and seemed as he was trying to stifle a well-duh expression. “And then?”


  “I had to see if he was still alive. So I felt his neck,” she lifted her hands. “That’s how I got blood all over these. Oh no. I’m so gonna get in trouble for ruining Briny. Do you think they’ll fire me? I love this job. It’s the first time people liked me for me, not because of my beauty.”


  I gave her a reassuring smile. She hadn’t realized people weren’t seeing the real Daisy, only the Briny shell. Still, somewhere in her confusion, if you dug deep enough, you could find a logical thought. More importantly, she seemed to miss Mitch’s gaze measuring her for a jail cell.


  Or was he? For once, his eyes softened and bordered on sympathetic. “And then you called Paige?”


  She pointed to the stump. “Well, no. First, I came over here and sat down because my knees were weak. Then I called her.”


  He nodded. “Did you recognize the vic?”


  Daisy thought for a moment then shook her head. “I don’t think I know anyone named Vic.”


  “The man, Ms. Plante. The man you found.”


  “Oh, him. Is his name Vic?”


  “Daisy,” I said making sure my voice held patience. “Vic is cop speak for victim.”


  “Ohh, I get it. Just like on those TV shows.” She peered at Mitch. “No, I don’t know him. Do you?”


  “This is to remain confidential pending the notification of his next of kin.” Mitch stared at Daisy’s confused face. “Are we clear?”


  He was staring at Daisy, but Adam and I both nodded. I held my breath.


  Mitch cleared his throat. “His name is Gary Buzzy. If I’m not mistaken, he’s a manager at Pacific Pickles.”


  Daisy’s lips formed a round shape, but no sound escaped. I had no idea of my expression, but I sought out Adam whose face had paled. Tears pricked my eyes, and I swiveled to face Mitch. “Are you sure it’s Gary?”


  “The vic’s ID belonged to Buzzy. Don’t think he’d be carrying someone else’s wallet, but I’ll still need someone to make a positive identification. One of my men is breaking the news to his family right now.”


  “Oh, no. Karen will have to see Gary this way.” I pictured our friend waiting for them to roll out a metal drawer with the love of her life on it. I shivered. I couldn’t let her go alone.


  Adam slipped his arm around me. “It’s okay. Gary‘s with God now.”


  “I need to go sit with his wife, Karen,” I said to Mitch and held back my tears. “Are we finished here?”


  He shook his head. “I have a few more questions.”


  “Can you make it quick?”


  He nodded and for the first time in a long time, I saw the boy who grew up next door to me and used to climb the big pine in my backyard, the boy who was one of my best friends. “You obviously knew the deceased. Tell me how.”


  “He and his wife attend our church. They joined our Bible study class a few months ago. Oh, and Gary‘s a client. I started a landscape renovation for them just this morning.”


  “When was the last time you saw him?”


  “Sunday morning, at church. Adam and I both saw him then.”


  “Sunday was the last time for me, too,” Adam said.


  Mitch turned to Daisy. “And you, Ms. Plante? Did you know him?”


  A violent shake of her head sent blond ringlets into wild Slinky-like movements. “No, no, no.”


  “You weren’t at the shop when he came in to sign his contract?” I asked.


  Her head picked up speed. “No, I wasn’t there. I’ve never even heard of him before.”


  Mitch held out Gary‘s wallet. “Take a good look at the picture on his license. Does he look familiar?”


  She quickly peered at the wallet then closed her eyes and shook her head again. She looked like Lisa’s daughter, Lacy as I caught her eating cookies when I was babysitting. She figured if she closed her eyes, I would disappear and spare her from a punishment. Was Daisy wondering the same thing?


  Mitch cast a practiced eye over her, skepticism filling his gaze. I rarely agreed with him, but for some reason I felt like Daisy was lying. I thought back to Wednesday morning when Gary stopped in to sign his contract. Daisy was working, but she might have been outside or on a break. Or maybe she was just too stressed to remember, and she’d recall seeing him once she recovered from the incident.


  I shook off my concerns. “Anything else, Mitch, or can I go?”


  “You’re free to go, but Ms. Plante will need to stay a little longer.” His focus drifted to one of his men who summoned him with a jerk of his head. He motioned to Daisy. “Please wait here for now. Excuse me.” He walked away.


  I turned to Adam. “Can you stay with Daisy so I can go to Karen?”


  Daisy clutched my hand with a stained glove. “No, Paige. Don’t leave me. I need you here.”


  “Adam can take care of you. He’s the best. He’ll make sure nothing bad happens to you, and he’ll call to keep me updated on what’s going on.” I pried my hand free. “You can trust him. Okay?”


  She gave a weak nod, barely making her springy hair jiggle.


  Adam moved closer and laid his hand on her shoulder.


  I smiled. “Just remember, if you’re innocent, nothing bad will happen.”


  I strode toward my truck, glancing at Gary‘s body half hidden with piles of leaves. I’d found Bud Picklemann’s body buried in a mound of mulch and to this day, I couldn’t look at mulch the same way again. Now leaves would lose their luster for me as well.


  Still, in an odd way, his lying in the shade was fitting. I’d thought of Gary as Allegheny spurge, a shade loving perennial grown for the dramatic gray-green leaves. During Bible class he sat in his chair, a striking man you wouldn’t miss if you scanned the room, and yet he seemed to want to hide in the shade and rarely made a comment. Now he would be silent forever, and I would forever wonder what he’d failed to say.


  I climbed into my truck and glanced at Daisy one more time. I was too far away to see her expression, but her arms clasped around her middle and the rigid set of her back screamed apprehension, perhaps fear. Had she told the truth, or was she involved in Gary‘s death? Sighing, I shifted into gear and wondered how long it would be before I knew the answer.


  Chapter Four


  With the afternoon sun beating down and heating the interior of my battered truck, I pulled it to the curb outside the Buzzys’ house. A fabulous white bungalow, it sat in the shade of towering pines surrounding the yard. The shade beckoned me out of the heat, yet the darkness seemed to reflect my mood. But my mood didn’t matter. I could only imagine how Karen must be feeling.


  Hopefully, I could help. And so would Lisa. I’d called her on the drive over, and she readily agreed to drop everything and rush over here. Her first husband Ben died in an auto accident on their one-year anniversary, making her the perfect person to console Karen. Lisa, if anyone, could feel Karen’s pain and loss, but I didn’t want to leave Karen alone for another minute so I headed up the sidewalk.


  I stabbed a finger at the buzzer mounted on wide trim and waited. A police car had cruised by as I’d turned the corner, so I was certain an officer had already been here. I was surprised he didn’t wait until someone arrived to sit with her. Knowing Karen, she’d sent him off. She was the only person I’d ever met whose need for control outweighed mine.


  I pressed the doorbell again. Where was she? Was she avoiding people? In her room crying? I glanced into the side window. No movement. I checked the door. Locked. The Buzzys often left the back door unlocked, so I circled round back.


  Through the cage of the Bobcat I’d delivered to aid in removal of the concrete patio tomorrow morning, I spotted Karen. She stood in the center of the patio, staring into the yard and dabbing a crumpled tissue at her eyes. To me, Karen was the perennial plant, feverfew. Many plants are stunners, standing out and drawing attention, but feverfew had more substance than flash. Much like Karen. Traditional in her dress, she was attractive in a conservative way, but what drew others to her were the qualities running deep inside. She emitted a faith that knew no bounds, but faith I knew the loss of her husband would test.


  I approached. “Karen.”


  She slowly pivoted, a lost look in her eyes. “Oh, Paige. Good, I’m glad you’re here. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”


  “Anything you need.” I wrapped my arms around her, but she remained stiff and lifeless. I pulled back and waited for her to tell me what I could do to help.


  “This was Gary‘s favorite spot, you know. He poured this patio with his friend Nathan.” She lowered her gaze to the exposed aggregate. “I’m not sure if I want to take it out now or not.”


  What? Her husband was just murdered and she wanted to talk about the landscape project? I was totally unprepared for this reaction.


  Her head popped up with a forced smile tipping her generous lips. “They had so much fun mixing and pouring the concrete. We had a little barbeque when it was done and sat around the lawn admiring the patio. Gary was so proud of their work.” Her eyes clouded over. “Until water started flooding the crawl space. Then he realized his mistake. He didn’t know he had to slope the patio away from the house.”


  I didn’t know what to say. This was not news to me. They hired me to make sure the new patio had the right pitch for water run off.


  She dabbed at her eyes. “Gary went to work early today so he could come home when it was still light out. He was supposed to pick up the jackhammer and start busting this up after work. Just like Gary to try to fix his own mistake before you had to rip it out tomorrow.” She paused with a dreamy look in her eyes. “When the officer came to the door, I thought it was Gary coming home even earlier to get the messy work done so you could make things beautiful again.” She peered at me. “You can’t, can you, Paige? Make anything about this situation beautiful?” She clutched her stomach, and the tears I’d expected earlier oozed out.


  I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. “Maybe we should go inside. I’ll make a cup of tea.”


  “No!” Her hands flew up. “I have to stay here. In Gary‘s favorite spot. Then he’ll be close to me. Forever close. Right here on the patio.” She made rapid darts of her eyes around the yard. “Yes, the patio stays. You need to get rid of all of the equipment.” She pointed at the Bobcat. “Get that monster out of here.”


  “Karen, I think we should—”


  “Now, Paige. I want it gone now!” Her vehemence allowed no argument.


  “I can move it to the end of the driveway while I pick up the trailer from my shop to haul it off.”


  She nodded. “Good, good. Yes, better.” She continued to nod, though I don’t think she was conscious of the action.


  “I have to get the key from my truck.” Not wanting to leave her alone, I slowly backed away and pondered what to do. I reached the corner of the house and found my answer. Lisa pulled her silver minivan to a stop in front of the neighbor’s house.


  As she climbed out, I rushed to her. “Boy am I glad you’re here.”


  She came around the back of the van. “Where’s Karen? Is she all right?”


  I explained Karen’s odd state of mind.


  Lisa’s eyes clouded over as if painful memories of Ben’s death were rushing back. “Sounds like she’s in shock. I called Pastor Stephens. He’s on the way. So is Karen’s mom. She’s coming from Portland.”


  “Maybe they can help her where I couldn’t. I’ll get the Bobcat key and move it to the end of the drive then go pick up my trailer. Can you stay with her?”


  Lisa nodded. “Mom has the girls so I’m here as long as I’m needed.”


  With a worried heart, I retrieved the key and returned to the patio. I found Lisa, arm wrapped around Karen’s shoulders, trying to ease her toward the door. Karen had set her feet like a stubborn child. This stance should be no match for supermom Lisa. Under any other circumstance, she would force Karen to move. Instead, Lisa spoke softly and kept encouraging Karen.


  Quietly, I climbed onto the seat of the Bobcat and inserted the key.


  “Good, get that thing gone.” Karen pointed at the fence. “And all of these tools. Take them away, too.”


  With Karen watching my every move, I jumped down and loaded the tools into the front bucket. Fortunately, Karen didn’t mention removing the plants delivered on Friday. Lisa and I had only transplanted a few of them this morning. I hoped Karen would let me finish the beds so her backyard wasn’t left in a mess. That’s the least I could do at a time like this.


  I gave Lisa a farewell glance and rumbled down the drive. At my truck, I transferred the tools into the back and drove to The Garden Gate. After entering my code into the automated lock at the back door, I paused and drew in a deep breath to ease out the raw emotions flowing though me.


  I’d planned to spend the afternoon at the Buzzys’ house settling in more of the plants so my manager Hazel wasn’t expecting me. Still, I had to let her know Daisy wasn’t coming in for her afternoon shift and ask Hazel to call a possible replacement. Then I would move the Bobcat and spend time with Karen or Daisy, whoever needed me most.


  I slipped into the dark hallway and let my eyes adjust. Once a service garage, I’d left the back section—office, break room and restroom—alone and concentrated on the public areas. I’d converted the three huge bays into a green house, a retail store and a classroom for teaching weekend gardening classes.


  I passed through the classroom bay furnished with wrought iron tables and a coffee bar where I stopped to pump a rich black cup of my favored Columbian blend. Host of Success Serendipity Style, Tim Needlemeyer’s voice drifted from up front. When Hazel was alone in the shop, she tuned the radio to KALM so she could listen to my show and often kept it on for the remainder of the day.


  As I carefully sipped on the cup, I heard Hazel say, “Don’t mess with me today, Mister. After Zeke’s complaining all weekend, I’m not in the mood for a whiny male.”


  I grinned and rounded the corner. Hazel shook her finger at the large daytime cage holding Mr. T, our inherited Amazon parrot.


  “Don’t give me no jibba-jabba,” Mr. T, short for Thunderbird, squawked. He often proved his nickname apropos as he spouted Mr. T’isms along with other favored sayings from TV. He flapped his wings and hopped to the top perch in his cage.


  “Fine,” Hazel said. “Turn your back on me. Maybe you’ll hush up while you’re at it, and I can get some work done around here.” Her tone was irritated but still tinged with her love for the whacky old bird. She’d taken over most of his care since he’d moved in about a year ago. Or should I say moved back? He’d belonged to the owner of the garage, but when he’d died and Mr. T sank into a depression, I agreed to keep Mr. T to stem his loneliness.


  “That’s it. Take a nap, and let me get back to work.” Hazel gave one last look at the bird then returned to her task of replenishing the seed racks near the cash register. Her gray braids swung in unison over her stooped shoulders as she moved.


  I called my rugged, dependable, and indestructible employee a sedum. I’ve recently narrowed her status to the ‘Dragon’s Blood’ cultivar. When all the locals thought I’d killed Bud Picklemann, she’d breathed fire at my naysayers like my own personal dragon. No one was brave enough to attempt to slay her.


  I took another sip of my coffee and joined her at the register. “You two at it again?”


  Eyebrows raised over droopy eyelids, she peered up at me. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll run the other way. He’s wound up today.” She grinned.


  “I’ll risk it,” I said.


  “Heard the show.” She pointed at the radio. “You go to Daisy’s rescue?”


  I nodded and set my cup on the ancient countertop.


  She shoved the small box of grass seed she was holding onto the shelf and straightened. “Please don’t tell me she really found a body.”


  “She did. Gary Buzzy.”


  “Wow, really? Gary?” She let her mouth fall open revealing several gaps in the back. “What happened?”


  I told her about the morning and mentioned this was likely no accident and we needed to keep it quiet per Mitch’s request.


  “Another murder? What’s going on around here?”


  I shook my head. “Price we pay for living in a growing town, I guess.”


  “It’s all that pickle factory’s fault. If it’d never opened we wouldn’t have so many new people moving in.”


  I picked up my mug. “I wouldn’t go that far. The place keeps the local kids from moving away to find jobs after they graduate.”


  “Just like you to look at the positives. I’d rather complain.” She smiled, pulling the pleated skin above her lips taut. “So, is Daisy coming in this afternoon?”


  “I don’t think we should count on it. I haven’t heard anything from Adam so I’m assuming Mitch is still detaining her. We should call Teri. I need to go back to the Buzzys’ house to move the Bobcat or I’d stay.” I explained Karen’s peculiar behavior regarding the patio.


  “Can’t imagine what’s going through her mind right now. As much as I fuss at Zeke, I don’t know what I’d do if I lost him.” Hazel rolled her right shoulder as she often did to stretch a tendon damaged in an old accident. “Do they have any idea who might have killed him?”


  I sipped the coffee and reveled in the nutty taste. “Mitch is trying to blame it on Daisy since she found Gary, but she didn’t even know him.”


  “Didn’t know him, hah! Guess she forgot to mention Friday afternoon.” Hazel’s outburst spooked Mr. T.


  Dazed, he took a few faltering steps and squawked, “Is that your final answer?”


  I ignored him, as we often had to do if we wanted to continue a conversation. “What about Friday afternoon?”


  “You were out giving the Simpsons an estimate when Gary came by. I’d assigned Daisy to deliver his plants by three. Well, you know Daisy. She works on Daisy time not by a clock.” Hazel rolled her eyes, and I felt her pain. “When Gary got home from work and didn’t find his order, he stormed in here asking for you. I told him where you were, and promised his delivery would happen in the next hour. Daisy overheard and came over to apologize. He lit into her something fierce. Really let her have it, he did. She even started crying.”


  I took a long drag of the cooling coffee and swallowed while processing this news. Daisy had lied, and Gary had given her a reason to want to at the very least strike back at him. Maybe Hazel was exaggerating as she sometimes did to prove a point. “That doesn’t sound like Gary. Maybe he had a bad day at work.”


  “Surprised me. I remembered how you said he became a Christian a few months back. He wasn’t acting like one if you ask me.” Her tone was ripe with judgment.


  Her fierce reaction was nothing new. We’d talked about my faith many times in the past. She sided with Daisy and thought anything to do with God was a lot of hogwash and a waste of time. “Christians can lose their cool, too, Hazel. I’m sure, when he had a chance to think about it, he was sorry for the way he treated her.”


  Hazel’s eyes turned sheepish. “He did call at the end of the day to issue a formal apology, but Daisy went straight home after delivering the plants.”


  “So she didn’t know about his apology?”


  “I don’t know if Gary said anything when she dropped off his order, but I planned to tell her when she came in this afternoon.”


  I glanced at my watch. 1:40. “Doesn’t look like she’ll be here. How about you call Teri while I hitch up the trailer?” Needing time to think about Daisy’s deception, I didn’t wait for an answer but started for the back door. “Let me know if she can’t come in.”


  On the way out, I grabbed a pair of leather gloves to fit the trailer’s hitch onto the ball without bruising my fingers. I struggled under the weight of the trailer, but I didn’t mind doing this work for Karen. Even though it was physically demanding, and even if she changed her mind and wanted me to continue the project, it was worth it to give her some peace right now.


  Hot with strained muscles, I climbed into the truck and cranked up the air conditioning. I swiped a hand across by forehead and adjusted the vents to blow semi-cool air over my face. My cell rang in Adam’s tone.


  “What’s happening?” I asked, forgoing a greeting and fanning my face.


  “Lawson just released Daisy. Where are you?”


  I told him about my encounter with Karen. “I’m on my way back to pick up the Bobcat now.”


  “Can you meet with Daisy and me in your office after you finish?” His voice lowered. “I could use your help with her. She’d kind of freaking out and not making a lot of sense.”


  Eager to ask Daisy why she lied about knowing Gary, I agreed and slipped my phone into my belt clip. As I’d talked, the air had turned cold and left a chill on my face. I pushed the fan lever to a lower setting and set off for Karen’s house. Maybe I should have let the air run, preparing me for the chill that would surely invade the room once I confronted Daisy. I could only hope she hadn’t sealed her fate with Mitch by lying to him.


  


  Chapter Five


  Bobcat on the trailer and ready for transport, I stretched my back. As I’d physically worked to load the huge piece of equipment, my brain worked over Daisy’s lie. Whenever I tried to reason out Daisy’s thinking, I had to take into account her childlike way of thinking. It was possible she didn’t lie, didn’t connect the dead body with the man who’d yelled at her just three days ago. Possible, but likely? I aimed to find out, but first, a quick check on Lisa and Karen who had moved inside while I was gone.


  Pressing my finger on the doorbell, I listened and heard footfalls approach.


  Lisa pulled open the door. “Paige, good. I was just coming to get you.”


  “Is Karen any better?”


  Lisa shook her head. “She’s in denial. I know it takes time, but she’s jabbering on about mundane things. When Pastor Stephens got here, I thought he might help. She did seem to start grieving for a while but then she clammed up and stared out the window. She saw you out here and sent me to get you. She wants to talk to you again.”


  “About the project?”


  “I don’t know. She suddenly went quiet then lost it and asked for you.”


  I squeezed Lisa’s shoulder. “Well, let’s find out what she wants.”


  Together we entered the living room decorated in muted variations of beige and boasting contemporary furniture. Karen spotted me and leapt from her boxy sofa. Her eyes were alight with excitement. “Paige! You are the only one who can help me.” She latched onto my arm and dragged me toward the sofa.


  On the way across the room, I gave Pastor Stephens a quick nod and offered a quizzical gaze. Dressed in formal clerical attire, he leaned against the wall. A monster of a frown overtook his chin, making me think he was equating me to the very devil himself. Not a good comparison from your pastor or anyone else for that matter.


  Karen tugged on my arm, and we sank onto the firm cushions at the same time. “You have to figure out who killed Gary.”


  I glanced at Lisa whose face was as skeptical as my thoughts. “Karen, I don’t know if—”


  She tightened her hand. “Before you say no, I want you to think about it. Who better than you to solve this? You figured out who killed Bud, you can surely do the same thing for me.”


  I looked at Lisa again and saw the warning in her eyes. She was right. I shouldn’t even consider trying to solve Gary‘s murder. True, I’d eventually figured out who killed Bud, but it wasn’t easy nor was it safe. The killer had almost done me in. Mitch had been one step behind me, so he would have eventually made an arrest. Mitch. The big meany. Did I want Karen to have to deal with him and his heavy-handed tactics or should I intervene?


  “Please, oh, please, Paige. I’m begging you.” Karen leaned forward. “You should have time to do it since you’re not working on our yard.”


  She had a point. A weak one, but a point nonetheless. I looked into her eyes filled with grief, but a glint of desire to know how her husband died shone through. I couldn’t help her with the grief, but I could help her find out who killed Gary. Besides, what would it hurt if I asked just a few little questions? “Okay, Karen. I’ll do it.”


  “Yes!” She shot a fist into the air, a simple movement seeming to exhaust her and she slumped back on the sofa.


  Pastor Stephens joined Lisa and the pair glowered at me like a set of gargoyles perched on ancient buildings. I ignored them and focused on Karen. “I’ll have to ask you some questions. When would you like to begin?”


  “Now. Yes, right now.” She swiveled to the side. “Lisa, go get a notepad and pen from the desk in the study. Pastor Stephens, you might want to sit down. This could take some time.” She turned back to me. “Okay, ask away.”


  I felt stabs of guilt at allowing Karen to ignore her grief, but quickly warmed to the idea of tracking down a killer again. After all, Karen couldn’t really put Gary to rest without knowing who killed him.


  Let’s see. I tapped my finger on my chin. Who might have killed him and what did I need to ask?


  Lisa returned with a yellow legal pad, a pen, and a scowl.


  I took the pad and pen but ignored the scowl. “I guess the first thing I need to know is when you last saw Gary.”


  A shot of pain flashed over Karen’s face before she schooled it. “This morning. At 5:30. He went to work early so he could come home and destroy the patio.” She gave a weak grin. “He was so looking forward to it.”


  “Do you know if he made it to work or if anyone there saw him leave?”


  “I don’t know.” Her fingers curled into a fist, turning white from the tension. “I don’t know, Paige. I didn’t think of that. Why was he at the ball field instead of work? I mean, where is his car? We have to find his car.” She grabbed my hand.


  “My first point to clear up.” I extricated myself from her grip and made a few notes on the pad. “Do you know Gary‘s usual route to work?”


  She rattled off directions, and I wrote as fast as I could. “Did you tell the police about this?”


  Her hands twisted together. “I don’t remember what we talked about. It was such a shock.”


  “Okay, well, I’ll drive the route later and see what I can find. What kind of car did he have, and do you know the plate number?”


  “A Ford Explorer. Black.” She turned to Lisa. “In the desk, bottom drawer is our car registration info. The number will be on the form. Will you get it?”


  Before leaving the room, Lisa gave me a look much like the head of a dart might have the moment it narrowed in on the target. Maybe she had a point other than to skewer me. Maybe I should make this short. Just a few more questions. “Is there anyone you can think of who might want to hurt Gary?”


  “No, no, of course not.” She shook her head so hard, her heavy hoop earrings slapped against her skin. “Everyone liked him. At least I think they did. I don’t know much about the people he worked with. Could be one of them, I suppose. As a personnel manager, he had to let people go from time to time. Maybe someone went postal. But they wouldn’t chase him down in the woods. They’d do it at work, wouldn’t they?”


  “Is there someone at the factory who might be willing to talk to me about Gary?”


  “I’m not sure. Gary liked to keep work separate from home. He was friends with Nathan Jacobs. He’s the accounting manager there. He’s also the guy who helped with the patio. Nathan used to come over quite a bit, but when Gary became a Christian, Nathan quit coming around.”


  I scribbled Nathan Jacobs on the paper. “I’ll see if he’ll talk to me or find someone at the factory who might. How about before you moved here? Anyone you can think of who might have wanted to hurt Gary?”


  She tapped a fingernail against her teeth. While she thought, Lisa returned with a folder and shoved it at me. She made a slash across her throat, which even if it wasn’t our radio sign for wrap things up, I would know what she meant. She wanted me to leave Karen alone, and let her move forward in her loss. I noted the license info then laid a hand on Karen’s jeaned knee.


  “Karen,” I said gently. “I think this is enough to get started. Why don’t I go now, and we can talk in a day or two when I’ve learned something?”


  “Oh, yes, good. Good. Get started. That’s what I need you to do.” Her eyes burned with excitement, but her tone held apprehension.


  “I’ll get back to you.” I gave her knee a quick pat, and before she changed her mind, I made my way to the door.


  Lisa’s flip-flops snapped in a rapid beat as her short legs worked to keep up with me. The moment I stepped onto the porch, she snagged my elbow then gave my flesh a twist.


  “Ouch,” I whined.


  “What are you doing?” she whispered and pulled the door closed. “It was bad enough when you thought you could figure out who killed Bud on your own. You were afraid Mitch would send you to jail. But this! This is just foolish.”


  “Come on, Lisa. What can it hurt if I ask around a bit?”


  “Did you forget that asking around last time nearly led to your death?”


  “This is different. The murder has nothing to do with me. I’ll be fine.”


  “You’re being naive.”


  “Maybe so, but I have to do this. I don’t have the skills to help Karen with her grief like you do. I feel like I’m doing something to comfort her by looking into the murder.”


  “And what will you tell Adam? He’ll go ballistic if you do this.”


  “He’ll understand once I explain how important this is to Karen.” Knowing I couldn’t win the argument, I slowly eased backward and made my way down the steps. “Let me know if Karen needs anything else. I’ll be at the shop. Daisy and Adam are coming by.”


  “You better tell him what you’re up to when you see him.” Her warning tone gave me a moment of unease, but I shook it off and rushed to my truck.


  I hurried to the shop and backed the trailer into a narrow space in the alley. Inside the shop, I heard muffled voices belonging to Daisy and Adam coming from my office. Daisy’s voice sounded shrill and Adam’s comforting as he usually sounded, warming my heart.


  When I spotted them, their positions confirmed my assessment. Daisy, sans Briny suit, sat crying in a worn side chair, her arms clasped around her concave waist. Adam, brown eyes narrowed, patted her shoulder with the reserve one might use in patting a cactus. “No reason to cry, Daisy. Everything will be fine. I’m here to make sure to help you and Paige is on the way.”


  I didn’t like how he looked at her or how his warm tone brought out a tentative smile on her face. Surprised at my response, I halted in the doorway. Daisy was married, and Adam was committed to me, but I still felt a sting of misgiving over the scene. I’d never been in a relationship long enough to feel jealous. My reservations were unfounded, but still, I didn’t like it.


  Adam sat back and caught sight of me. His very kissable lips tipped in a full-blown smile that I knew was only for me. The movement sent a cute little scar by his bottom lip moving and sent my unease to Never Never Land.


  I entered the room and focused on Daisy. “How’re you doing, Daisy?”


  She looked up. “Paige, thank goodness you’re here. I just don’t know what I’m gonna do. Earl’s on his way to pick me up, and he’ll let me have it for sure. Will you talk to him?”


  My policy on interfering between a husband and wife could be summed up in one word. Don’t. “You better take care of this all by yourself.”


  “But Paige—”


  “No buts,” I said with a firm tone and held my ground even when her lower lip quivered. Earl didn’t like the amount of time Daisy spent gardening, and he blamed me and my radio show for getting her started in the gardening hobby. Even if I were inclined to meddle, I certainly wouldn’t have a good influence on him. “So did Mitch have many more questions?”


  Adam shook his head. “He rehashed the same ones while trying to get Daisy to admit she knew Gary and had a motive for killing him.”


  Wanting Daisy to fess up about her encounter with Gary, I stared into her large eyes. “And what did you tell him?”


  She looked away. “I said I didn’t know the man.”


  “Then how do you explain your argument with Gary on Friday?” I perched on the corner of my cluttered desk, crossed my arms, and waited for her reaction.


  “What?” Adam lurched forward, pulling my eyes from the now squirming Daisy. “You’re acting as cryptic as Lawson.”


  “Why don’t we let Daisy clear up the confusion?” I turned back to Daisy. “If it helps, Hazel has already told me about Friday afternoon. Maybe you want to tell your side of it.”


  “Fine.” She sat back and crossed her bare arms in a pose that mimicked mine. “Gary came in the shop and yelled at me for not delivering his plants on time. He was so mean he made me cry. I didn’t yell back because I knew you wouldn’t want me to, but I wanted to tell him off so bad. Hazel tried to make him calm down. I just wanted to hit him.”


  I leaned forward, offering a sincere smile. “And when you delivered his plants, did you argue more?”


  She slowly nodded. “Kinda. He tried to start things up again, but his wife stopped him. She told him Christians don’t treat others that way.”


  “And he stopped?” I asked.


  “Not at first. He hollered at her and said he was new at the Christian bit, to give him a break. Then his wife got really quiet and said new Christian or not he had to try to do the right thing. He kept looking at me, real funny like, but then he went and sat in a chair. So I unloaded the plants.” Daisy stopped, sucked in a breath and looked at the ceiling.


  “And that was it?” Adam asked, his face creased in frustration.


  She looked down. “Almost. He apologized before I left. It was kinda weird to watch him go so fast from being such a jerk to really nice. He said it was ‘cause he prayed, but I don’t buy it.” She picked at a spot on her jeans.


  “I’m glad you told the truth,” I said, feeling as if I were scolding a child. “But I’m not happy you lied to Mitch.”


  “I thought he’d arrest me if he heard about the fight. I didn’t do nothing wrong, and I won’t go to jail just ‘cause Gary Buzzy went off on me.” Her lips puckered into a pout.


  Adam held a hand between us and stared at Daisy. “This isn’t good, Daisy. Not good at all. If you’d come right out with it, Lawson would probably have let it go. Now, he’s going to focus on the disagreement and try to blow it into something it’s not.”


  She jumped to her feet, her eyes wildly flitting around like a caged animal looking for escape. “So now what do I do?”


  “Might be better if Mitch heard about this directly from Daisy,” I said.


  Adam stood and went over to her. “Paige is right, Daisy. We have to call Lawson. Before we do, is there anything else you forgot to mention?”


  “Well …” She gnawed on her lower lip. “I might have met Gary at Pacific Pickles. He was the personnel manager, and he did my first interview. But that’s it.”


  Irritation oozed from Adam’s pores as his mouth opened then closed. He breathed deeply, struggling to calm his nerves, something he always tried to do before blowing up.


  While he fought for control, I considered Daisy’s latest revelation. If Gary merely interviewed her, why wouldn’t she at least admit to knowing him from the interview? Unless there was more to it. What more would a personnel manager have to do with an employee after they were employed and assigned to their manager?


  Discipline, that’s what.


  “Daisy,” I said. “You mentioned at the field that you’d gotten in trouble for something to do with Briny’s costume. Did Gary have anything to do with the trouble at work?”


  “No, I mean not really.” She hung her head. “I mean, sort of.”


  Silently, I watched as she seemed to struggle with the decision to say more.


  “My manager put me on probation. She said she didn’t want to do it but Gary made her. Something about company policy.”


  Blowing out a long breath, Adam rested on the edge of my desk, sending papers into a precarious tilt. “Start from the beginning, Daisy. Tell us why you were put on probation.”


  Her face colored a glaring red. “I was at the Fourth of July celebration as Briny. It was so hot. Remember? Well, I felt like I was gonna keel over. I couldn’t make it back to the tent where I changed, so I slipped behind the bathrooms. I took off Briny’s head and opened the front of the costume. A couple of kids ran past and one of them really freaked out. Mary Stills, she’s my manager, said I shouldn’t have let the kids see me. If I did it again, I’d be fired. That’s why I had to go into the woods today.” She looked me square in the eyes. “Don’t tell Mary this, but if the same thing happened as on the Fourth, I’d do it again. She said it would be better for the kids to see a passed out pickle than a beheaded one, but I don’t agree. Could you imagine a child ever recovering from seeing a dead pickle?”


  A dead pickle? Jars were filled with them everywhere. Kids consumed the crunchy buggers all the time. I fought back a laugh. Daisy’s predicament was serious. Keep it together, Paige.


  Adam had grown even more frustrated. I doubted he’d be laughing soon. Something I could understand as Daisy had just admitted multiple reasons for wanting to harm Gary Buzzy. Kill him, not likely. But harm him, most definitely.


  “Paige.” Daisy looked at me. “I really messed up. You’ve got to help me. You can figure out who killed Gary just like you did with Bud.”


  “No way.” Adam’s gaze met mine. “Paige, get that look out of your eyes. You are not getting any more involved in this.”


  “But I—”


  Adam laid a hand on my shoulder. “No, Paige. I forbid it.”


  Forbid it? Was he serious? I eased back and out from under his grip. He was just like all the other guys I’d dated. Thinking once we were in a relationship, he could control me. Make me do what he wanted. Why did he wait so long for his true colors to come out?


  I opened my mouth to speak and looked into his now softened eyes.


  “I’m sorry, Paige,” he said. “I can’t tell you what to do. I don’t even want to boss you around. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”


  Well, Paige, you have a choice. You can let him have it and send him packing, or you can compromise, relax the control obsession God is trying to eradicate and keep Adam around.


  I turned toward Daisy. Despite tears dripping from a quivering chin, I said, “Sorry, I can’t help you.”


  Adam let out a rush of air. “That’s my girl.”


  He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and gave me a quick hug.


  Guilt tugging at me, I pulled away. If I was his girl, why was I still planning to help Karen solve the murder? Worse yet, now that the topic had come up, why didn’t I tell him about it instead of keeping silent?


  Chapter Six


  Earl ushered Daisy out the front door with his hand fixed on her shoulder. After a curt nod goodbye, Adam traipsed behind the odd couple. The often-cantankerous Earl had surprised me by his sincere concern for Daisy’s well-being. He’d raced into the office, gathered her up in a fierce hug, and asked what he could do to remedy the situation. The four of us decided not to waste any time. Daisy would immediately go see Mitch and fess up.


  I wanted to accompany them, but Adam adamantly refused. Hmm, Adam…adamantly. A word created just for him? Was this a clue to my sweetie’s true personality? Was the honeymoon period of our dating life ending? Had he been hiding inflexibility and stubborn traits that he knew I’d run from? Was he being as duplicitous as I was?


  Maybe. Not likely the duplicitous part. We’d only been together a short time and not having any real long-term relationships, I wasn’t sure how long it took really to get to know someone. I would call Lisa tonight, and she could advise. That is, if she was talking to me.


  Still, adamant or not, the thought of Karen’s pain took over my brain, and I headed toward the back to retrieve the notes I’d taken at Karen’s house. On the way to my truck, I found Hazel seated in a wrought iron chair in the classroom section of the shop. One hand gripped a large mug decorated with bright yellow tulips and the other supported her head as she leaned on the table.


  At my approach she looked up, but her head seemed nearly too heavy to lift. “Daisy gonna be okay?” she asked in a dull tone.


  I crossed over to her table. “I think so. Adam will take good care of her.”


  “That’s good. She might be a pain in the neck most of the time, but she’s kinda growing on me.” Hazel stabbed her finger at the back of her hand. “Kinda like this wart.” Normally, she would have had a big belly laugh over her joke; instead, she let her voice fall off as if talking was an effort not worth making. She stared over my shoulder as if I wasn’t there.


  I studied her face, surprised to see puffy eyes, rimmed in red. Had she been crying? My rugged sedum never cried. Never even came close to opening the tear faucet. Come to think of it, she’d never taken a break in the middle of the afternoon like this before, either.


  “Is something wrong, Hazel? You seem upset about something.”


  She shrugged. “I’m fine. So where was Adam taking Daisy?”


  As I fixed a cup of coffee for myself, I explained Daisy’s split personality. Of course, I didn’t admit that I, too, had experienced a similar split. That would mean I’d have put my deception into words, and I wasn’t ready to do that with anyone but Adam.


  I walked back to the table, inhaling the nutty coffee fragrance as I went. “Good thing you told me about her fight with Gary or Mitch might have heard this on the grapevine. She’d really have been in trouble if that happened.”


  “Yeah, he’d crucify her if he caught her lying, all right.” Her voice was flat as if physically here but not really present.


  I set my mug on the table and pulled out the chair next to her. “Okay, enough. You’re going to tell me what’s wrong, and you’re going to do it now.”


  She rubbed a weathered hand across her eyes. “Zeke’s having troubles at work.”


  “Trouble? What kind of trouble?”


  She shifted away. “It’s nothing, really.”


  I took her shoulders and forced her to look at me. “Nothing doesn’t make you cry. Nothing doesn’t sap all the life out of you like this. It’s not nothing. So what is it?”


  “He got fired.”


  “Wow.” Her news forced me against the back of my chair. “But he’s worked there for twenty years. What happened?”


  She straightened as if rigid posture would make the telling easier. “Guess twenty years doesn’t matter much these days. He was up for this promotion. Instead of giving it to him they brought in a guy half his age.” She fidgeted with a napkin, shredding it into long strips. “Zeke was so mad he nearly quit. But we decided he needed to stay on for his retirement. One day the guy asks him to sweep up the floors. Zeke was gonna do it, but then the guy disrespected him and treated him like a bumbling rookie. So Zeke got mad and punched the guy out.”


  I laid my hand on hers now resting on the table. “I’m so sorry, Hazel.”


  “Yeah me, too. Sorry I married that louse.”


  “You don’t mean that. You’re just upset.”


  “I know, but what’re we gonna do for retirement?”


  I had no easy answer. I hadn’t even pondered my retirement other than after a day of crazy callers at my radio job and I wanted to quit. “Can I do anything to help?”


  She jerked her hand free and shoved the napkin scraps into her empty mug. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess. You want to give him a job here like the rest of us strays?”


  “First of all, you aren’t strays and second if you think he’d like to work here—”


  “Ha!” She swatted her hand at me. “You are a hopeless bleeding heart. Don’t know how we keep this place in the black with all your charity work. But no thanks. I’d rather have a root canal than work next to Zeke.”


  “Okay, fine. So I won’t give him a job. Maybe he can find something at Pacific Pickles.”


  “You know I don’t like that place. Gary Buzzy gettin’ killed just proves the place is cursed.”


  “We don’t know Gary‘s death had anything to do with the factory. At least not yet.”


  “What do you mean not yet? You planning on looking into this?”


  I couldn’t lie to her, but I also couldn’t admit I was checking into Gary‘s murder until after I told Adam. I averted my gaze and stood. “Let me know if I can do anything to help Zeke find a job. You know I’ll be praying for him.”


  “Nice one, Paige. Telling me you’ll pray for him so I stop asking about what you plan to do.”


  I gave her an innocent smile and walked to the hallway.


  “That’s it,” she called out. “Force the news oughta me and then run away when I turn the tables on you.”


  Chuckling at the return of her feisty attitude, I went to my office to drop off the coffee mug then headed for the alley. I pushed open the heavy metal door and the sun hit me square in the face. With as much force as a hurricane, I let out a honking sun sneeze.


  “Paige? That you Paige?” Verna Meyer, owner of the Scrapbook Emporium called from down the alley.


  I stepped around my truck and gave her a friendly wave. “Hi, Verna.”


  She stuck her cane into the gravel and started my way. Before making her cross over to me, stressing her arthritic joints, I rushed to her. She kept plodding my way, her elephant leg pants swishing in the breeze. The purple gauzy pants were topped with a gold and violet swirly patterned tunic that I was certain was a sixties holdover.


  “Can I help you with something, Verna?” I asked when I reached her.


  She grabbed my sleeve with a gnarled hand and pulled me close. “Please tell me you didn’t really find Gary Buzzy’s body.”


  News traveled so fast in this town, I was surprised people didn’t know what I did before I even thought about doing it. “Daisy was the one who found him. Then she called me to come help her.” I eased back forcing Verna out of my personal space so I didn’t have to inhale the minty but obnoxious scent of ointment she’d rubbed on her joints.


  “That girl doesn’t know how lucky she is to have a good friend like you. Giving her a job when she’s down on her luck. Then keeping her on even when she’s about as handy to have around as a bent screwdriver.”


  Ooh, slam. I could comment on my quirky employee all I wanted, but that didn’t mean I’d let others bad mouth her. I opened my mouth to defend Daisy, but let it close when I saw Verna’s eyes cloud with worry.


  “What’s happening around here, Paige? Two murders in a little over a month. I don’t even feel safe anymore.” She adjusted her stance, shifting the weight off one leg and settling on the other.


  “I don’t think you have to worry. This wasn’t some random crime. Gary was most likely killed by someone close to him.”


  “Does the chief already have a suspect?”


  “No, not yet. But I’m sure it won’t be long before he arrests someone.” Especially if I, super sleuth, get to work and turn the killer over to him.


  “Someone like his wife, maybe?”


  Karen? Did Verna know something I didn’t know? Her smug smile said yes, but her evasive eyes said no.


  “You have a reason to think Karen might have done it?” I locked eyes with her.


  She quickly averted her eyes. “No, I guess not.”


  Yes, you do. I stepped into her line of sight. “You know something, Verna. What is it?”


  She glanced around the area as if checking to see if others might be listening into our conversation. With the way gossip spread around here, I didn’t think she was overreacting in the least.


  She finally settled on my face and shuffled back into my personal space. “Karen’s an avid scrapper. One day at a workshop, I saw her hacking away at a photo like she was kinda angry about it. After she left I looked in the trash and found the remnants of the picture. She’d cut Gary‘s face out leaving a gorgeous blonde in the trash. Maybe he was stepping out on Karen.”


  What? This was nuts. “I don’t think this is anything, Verna. If he were having an affair, Karen wouldn’t have a picture of him with the woman. And she sure wouldn’t want to cut it up and put part of it in an album she was working on.”


  “Unless she hired someone to follow him and take pictures.”


  “Karen wouldn’t do something like that.”


  “Never know what you might do when your man is cheating on you.”


  “Okay, so let’s say he was. What were the two of them doing in the picture?”


  “Standing outside the Alamo.”


  “Well there you have it. A tourist spot. Probably Gary‘s sister and maybe Karen doesn’t like her. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about any further.” I bid her goodbye, and with the thought of Karen as a suspect dancing through my mind, I retrieved the note pad and went into my office.


  I laid the pad on my desk and studied my notes from Karen. Karen whose name now went onto my note pad along with the information Verna had told me. Below that, I added Daisy’s comments about her warning at work and argument in the shop. At this point—very preliminary to be sure—Daisy was the clear-cut suspect. A suspect I’d include on the list even though I really didn’t think she had it in her to kill a man. I didn’t agree to work on this for her, but I could try to clear her name as I helped Karen.


  My first task was to find out what Gary did in the wee hours of the morning after he left home. I’d start by talking with Nathan Jacobs to see if Gary had arrived at work. With luck, Nathan would provide information to give me a clear direction to proceed.


  On the internet, I located the phone number for Pacific Pickles. I bookmarked the page in case I wanted to look at it again and dialed. A perky receptionist agreed to connect me with Nathan. As I waited on hold, I hummed along with the elevator version of Barry Manilow’s It’s a Miracle, thinking a miracle was just what I needed right now.


  “Nathan Jacobs,” the deep, very professional voice split through Barry’s a true blue spectacle line.


  Somehow, I didn’t think Mr. Jacobs was a true blue spectacle. In fact, I was hoping for a rather normal, run of the mill pickle factory manager. A talkative one. “Hi, Mr. Jacobs. My name is Paige Turner. I’m a friend of Gary and Karen Buzzy.”


  He drew in an audible breath and exhaled slowly. “Terrible news about Buzzy. We’re all still reeling from it. How’s Karen doing?”


  Could he have played into my needs any better? “Actually, that’s why I’m calling. She asked me to help find out why Gary was at the ball field this morning instead of work. The police will investigate, of course, but I think she feels less vulnerable by asking me to help. I was wondering if you might have seen Gary this morning.”


  “Me? No. He worked on a different floor so I rarely ran into him.”


  Odd. If Gary was a personnel manager and Nathan the accounting manager, surely the two interacted quite often. Was he trying to distance himself from Gary because he had something to do with the murder? I noted this on my pad. “Do you remember the last time you saw him?”


  “No, not really. Listen, I have to go. I’m sorry to cut you short, but I have a meeting in a few minutes.”


  He wasn’t going to get away from me that easily. “Maybe I could come by tomorrow to talk with you. It would mean a great deal to Karen if I could tell her you’re willing to see me.”


  “Don’t know how I can help, but… well… okay.” I heard fingers clicking on a keyboard in the background. “I’m free tomorrow morning around nine. Does that work for you?”


  I agreed to the time, got the particulars about which entrance to use then hung up. Buoyed by my initial success, I grabbed my truck keys and the note pad so I could drive Gary‘s route to work. If I found his car, I could add it to my databank of clues.


  As I rushed out the door, I could feel the clues falling into my lap, and I was certain this trip would bring me even closer to flushing out the killer.


  


  Chapter Seven


  I drove down tree-lined streets with my windows open and listened to birds chirping. They’d usually brighten my day, but the loss of a friend weighed heavy. Outside the Buzzy house where I’d begin my route, I wasn’t surprised to see Lisa’s van still parked on the street. She wouldn’t leave Karen until her mother arrived to help. Since Lisa had survived a similar tragedy, she might not go home even then. Karen was in good hands. I could proceed on my quest without any guilt. At least not any guilt about Karen. Adam was another story.


  I followed the directions on my pad, making the necessary turns and scanning the streets for Gary‘s Explorer along the way. I couldn’t have asked for a more beautiful day for the drive. Summers in the WillametteValley were usually gorgeous. Little rain, loads of sunshine and highs not often reaching the nineties marked most of the days. Sunshine like the rays glinting off big pickle vats outside Pacific Pickles.


  Pulling to the curb just short of the entrance, I considered my options. The factory was gated with a guard standing duty in a little house and he could refuse to let me enter. Not that I’d let him chase me away without my best effort.


  I maneuvered my truck up to the gate and waited while the uniformed man finished a phone conversation. His wildly gestured with his hands as if the person on the other end of the line could see how upset he was. Not good for my chances of getting in.


  He leaned out the half-window, his large belly hanging over his belt scraped the top of the short door. “Help you?”


  “I hope so.” I gave him my best smile and tried to act as if I belonged there. “Gary Buzzy’s wife asked me to see if his car was in the lot. If you’ll let me drive around the parking lot, I can get back to her and put her mind at ease.”


  Showing no emotion over Gary‘s passing, the big man gave me a quick once over. “I’m not authorized to let you in.”


  I had to get a by-the-book, kind of guard. Plan B time. “Maybe I wouldn’t have to go in. You could just tell me if Gary‘s car is here.”


  He shook his head. “Sorry. I don’t know if it’s here or not. Employees use an access card at the back gate to come and go.”


  Card, huh? Hmm, so if Gary entered the lot with his card it would be in the electronic records. But this Mr. Rules guy, even if he could pull up the records, wouldn’t give out that info. “If all visitors have to pass through here then you would know if the police have picked up his Explorer.”


  The guard hiked his pants up in the rear, but the front was a lost cause. “Been expecting them to show up ever since I heard about Mr. Buzzy. Haven’t seen ‘em yet.”


  “Are you sure you can’t let me make a quick tour of the lot? How about I leave something with you so you’d know I’d come back? Karen would be so relieved to have at least one thing resolved.”


  He looked around as if could find an answer in the air and pluck it down. “I don’t know.”


  Time for a more personal plea.


  I checked his name badge and noticed a wedding ring. “Please, Nick. Looks like you’re married. Wouldn’t you want your wife to be able to find some closure if this happened to you?” I ended with the pout perfected on my dad when I was young and frequently employed when Lisa and I argued. I’d yet to use it on Adam, but might need to when I confessed.


  Nick flapped open his hand. “Okay, give me your driver’s license. But don’t take long. I could get in serious trouble for this. If I lose my job, I won’t have to worry about my wife. She’ll kill me outright.”


  I smiled and fished my license from my wallet. “I’ll be back as quick as I can.”


  “See that you are.” He took my ID and punched a button.


  The gate slowly rose, and my heart rate ratcheted up with the white pole. This must be how Moses felt when the sea parted before him. Not giving the guard a chance to change his mind, I zipped through the entrance and immediately headed for the back gate. If the employees entered from the rear, their lot should be in the same vicinity.


  Nearer the building, the tangy scent of pickles in the canning process filtered into my truck. I circled around an area containing ten large vats before spotting a parking lot. If Gary had come in early, he’d surely found a spot in the front row. I crawled along the vehicles and hit the brakes in front of a black Explorer. I checked my notes. License matched. Gary had indeed come to work.


  I knew better than to touch the car, but an up-close inspection wasn’t against the rules. Slowly and with small steps, I worked my way around the Explorer. Nothing odd, other than the immaculate interior. Gary wasn’t known for his neatness. Karen must have been in charge of keeping his car clean. Rounding the front, I pulled out my phone. There was nothing else I could do here other then let Mitch know about my discovery and hope he’d allow me to wait to see if they unearthed any evidence. Right and maybe gas prices would fall.


  I dialed the police station and asked for Mitch, claiming it was urgent and related to Gary‘s death.


  He answered in as much of a whisper as the big, burly lawman was capable of. “This better be important. I don’t like being pulled out of meetings for no reason.”


  I bit back a smart retort. “I found Gary‘s car in the employee parking lot at the factory.”


  “What are you doing at the factory?” His tone now mimicked a screeching monkey.


  “Ah…well…you see, Karen asked me to check on the car. So I did. I can wait for you to get here if you’d like.”


  “You better. And don’t touch anything.”


  “Relax. I know to keep my hands to myself.”


  “I don’t even want you within ten feet of the vehicle. You got that. Stay in your truck so you don’t contaminate the scene.” He disconnected.


  Good thing I’d all ready given the Explorer a quick viewing. I climbed back into my truck and as I did so, I realized calling Mitch might have been a mistake. It could get the guard who’d been so helpful into trouble. I could only hope Mitch didn’t even think to question if I was allowed on the property.


  I picked up the legal pad and studied my notes. What really would be helpful was if I could find out Gary‘s time of death. Then if I discovered anyone who had it in for Gary, I could check out their alibi. I’d ask Mitch when he arrived, but he probably wouldn’t reveal that info yet. I could call Lisa’s hubby, Perry. As an attorney, he had connections at the police department. No. Not a good idea. Since he was best buddies with Adam, he’d tell Adam I was working on this, and I had to be the one to break the news to Adam.


  I peered out my window at the veranda running the length of the stone building. Was that a security camera mounted by the door? Maybe Gary‘s movements this morning were on video. I hopped out and rushed up to the wide concrete porch holding groupings of tables and chairs. On the left side of the entrance sat a business-suited woman. Her dazzling black hair glinted in the sun and a cigarette dangled from red lacquered lips.


  Ignoring the woman, I checked out the porch. Drat. It was a light, not a camera. No help at all. I turned to leave and the woman’s eyes narrowed.


  “I know you,” she said, and her gaze swept over my body. “You’re that garden lady, Paige Turner. I saw your demonstration on composting at the park on the Fourth.”


  I preened a bit at my celebrity and went over to my fan, figuring she’d want to ask for an autograph. “I hope it was helpful. Are you a gardener?”


  She flicked her ashes into a Styrofoam cup. “Me? Nah. It was either listen to you or go to the livestock booth.”


  My ego deflated. Still, I did trump watching farm animals. “Oh, well then.”


  She stood, pulling down her black skirt and grinding the cigarette under a spiky black pump. She came forward, one hand clutched around a cigarette case and the other hand outstretched. “Mary Stills, Marketing Manager. You lost or something?”


  Daisy’s boss. Interesting. I shook her hand. “Lost? No. I was just helping Gary Buzzy’s wife. She asked me to work on finding out who killed him.”


  Her heavily mascaraed lashes fluttered then halted with her eyes wide open. “So soon?”


  “Doing something constructive is helping her deal with her loss. Did you know Gary?”


  “Sure, everyone here did. I worked with him on employee issues. Never saw him much at any of our gatherings. He wasn’t big on socializing with the staff here.”


  Just like Karen said. Work was separate from home. “Was he close to anyone?”


  She nodded. “Nathan Jacobs. But I think that relationship fizzled out a while ago.”


  “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to kill Gary?”


  She tapped a long red nail against those ruby lips and looked up. “No, I don’t—wait…yes…of course, Barney Rubble.”


  Did she mean just Barney, or was Fred involved, too? “As in The Flintstones?”


  She dropped her hand and smiled. “Just a disgruntled employee who had a set of parents with a warped sense of humor.”


  I couldn’t understand the disgruntled employee part, but the bizarre need to give children odd names, that Daisy and I both knew well.


  She looked around then took another step closer and lowered her voice. “I liked Gary and want to help if I can, but this isn’t common knowledge. Can I count on you to keep it quiet?”


  My cell rang in the song I’d assigned to Adam. I couldn’t talk to him now. He’d want to know where I was, what I was doing. I couldn’t tell him on the phone. I hit reject and switched my phone to silent mode. “Sorry about that. Of course, I’ll be discrete about what you tell me.”


  “Barney Rubble worked on the line. He was fired a few weeks back for violating quality control standards on a regular basis. Soon after several managers received threatening letters from Barney. Gary was one of them.”


  Well yabba dabba doo, we have a suspect. “Do you know who else got the letter?”


  “No, I only heard about—” Her eyes widened and she tipped her head at the parking lot. “Figured they’d show up.”


  I spun around.


  Lights flashing, a police car barreled around the corner.


  “Hey, listen,” she said. “I have to get back to work.” She opened her cigarette case and pulled out a business card. “Call me if I can help with anything else. Maybe I’ll catch your show one of these days.”


  I gave a quick wave and rushed across the lot. Mitch pulled his long legs from the car, and we met near my truck.


  “You touch anything?” he asked.


  “Hello, Mitch.” I waited for a civil response but got none. “I didn’t touch the car, but I did walk around it before I called you.”


  He glowered at me. “Are you planning on sticking your nose in this investigation too?”


  “Karen has asked me to help.”


  For a brief moment, his eyes flashed with concern, but he quickly veiled it and crossed his arms. “You must have forgotten how you were nearly murdered when you butted into Bud’s investigation. Or you’re just plain crazy.”


  I laughed. “Neither. I merely want to help my friend.”


  “Right, I forgot what a do-gooder you are.” I’d expect this line to have a sarcastic tinge to it, but his voice held a hint of admiration. “You’ve done enough for one day. You can go now.”


  “How about if I wait around and see what you find?”


  He laughed in a good-natured playful way. “You can’t be serious.”


  “Okay, I’ll go, but one question before I do. Any idea on Gary‘s time of death yet?”


  He clamped his hand on his gun and cocked a hip, all the while looking at me in the way he did when I caught him kissing Abby Miller in eighth grade.


  I lifted my hands. “Fine, I’ll go. But you might want to think about working with me on this one instead of fighting me all the way.”


  A flash of surprise traveled his face. “You want to work with me?”


  “Well, yeah, I mean if it meant I could catch Gary‘s killer, I’d work with just about anyone.”


  His lighthearted expression turned to a scowl. “I’m a law enforcement officer. You’re a civilian. We’ll both be better off if you remember that.” He waved at my truck. “Better be going now.”


  Baffled at his waffling mood, I climbed into my truck. I gave him a puzzled look then drove off. I would never, no matter the years I lived, understand the adult Mitch Lawson. For a few seconds there, he’d acted as if maybe he missed our friendship, but then the Grinch of a cop returned.


  I stopped at the gate where the guard shoved my license out his window with a scowl and warned me not to tell anyone I’d been in the lot. Good, that must mean he hadn’t gotten into any trouble yet for letting me in. I assured him I would keep quiet and pointed my truck for The Garden Gate.


  The shop was quiet when I entered through the rear door. Adam’s muffled voice drifting out of my office was the only discernable sound. A quick smile at hearing his voice broke out but disappeared as my deception filtered in. I had to fess up to my involvement in the murder investigation. Yet, I feared this would bring Adam the dictator back. A man I didn’t want to see again.


  At the doorway, I took a deep breath and let it out. Adam stood, his back to me, one hand holding his cell, the other clasped around the back of his neck. I waited by the door as he continued his conversation. His tone was miffed, bordering on angry. A trickle of unease settled in my stomach. Probably not a good time to broach my subject. But a very good time to observe the man who was confusing me as much as Mitch was.


  The rich green shirt contrasted with the warm chocolate of his hair and fit as if tailored for him. Not ripped with a six-pack, he was toned and healthy. Slowly, as if feeling me looking at him, he turned. I expected a smile when our eyes met. Instead, he frowned and clutched a clump of his hair.


  He couldn’t know where I’d been, could he? If he lived here in Serendipity, I’d worry one of the locals had told him I was asking questions around town, but they wouldn’t rat me out to a stranger.


  “Keep after it, Rhonda,” he barked at his assistant. “Call me back as soon as you know anything.” He clicked off and set his phone on my desk mounded in paperwork. “Where have you been? I’ve tried calling you for the last hour.” His testy tone carried over to me.


  Needing a second to gather my courage, I pulled my cell from the belt clip and found five missed calls. I clicked through and deleted all of them before deactivating the silent mode. Looking back up, I sucked in a breath at the thunder in his eyes. I’d never seen him like this. Certainly not a time to announce my duplicity, but I couldn’t lie. “My phone was on silent. I was doing something for Karen. So how did the meeting with Mitch go?”


  “He was pretty understanding, but Daisy is still a suspect. The meeting was interrupted when someone called to say they found Gary‘s car. It was at his office. We rescheduled for tomorrow morning.”


  How should I respond to the news of Gary‘s car? With surprise? Adam would surely expect me to latch onto this comment and ask for more details. Or was it time to tell him I’d kept something from him?


  “What’s up with you?” he asked, and let his eyes bore into mine. “You seem kind of jumpy. Is something wrong?”


  “I—”


  His cell rang, literally saving me by the bell. He flipped it open. “Rhonda.” He listened intently, his eyes growing tighter and his free hand fisting. “Tell him I’ll get there as soon as I can. And not to say anything until then.” He clapped the phone closed. “Sorry, I’ve gotta go.”


  “Something wrong?” I stepped out of the doorway to make room for him to pass.


  He came around the desk. “One of my clients. A month ago, he was arrested on murder charges that were dropped. You know how I don’t ask my clients if they’re guilty. Lets me provide a better defense if I don’t know. Well he insisted on telling me he didn’t do it. Now the cops picked him up with the murder weapon in his possession.” He stopped inches away, placed his hands on my hips and looked deeply into my eyes.


  My heart kicked into gear as it always did when he was this close and I looked up hoping for a kiss goodbye.


  “Nothing worse than someone who keeps the truth from you,” he said and my hopes deflated. “I can forgive anything, but misleading me is tops on the list of things I struggle with.” He planted a whisper soft kiss on my cheek then pulled me into a fierce hug and hissed out a long breath. “Gotta go. I’ll call you later.”


  I leaned on the doorjamb, my stomach tight. I was Judas. Well, nearly anyway. I didn’t give the kiss, but I was the betrayer. I had to tell Adam the truth. I just had to. But how could I? Simple. I couldn’t. Not after I saw how he responded to his client’s lie. I not only couldn’t tell him, I absolutely couldn’t let him find out. Ever.


  Chapter Eight


  To keep my mind off Adam, as truly I wouldn’t choose to pay bills for any other reason, I bid Hazel farewell for the night and started writing checks. Watching the checking account balance dwindle, I knew Hazel was right. I couldn’t keep hiring the waifs of the world unless I increased business. And I couldn’t increase business if I spent all my time searching out killers.


  Killers? Yes, good idea. Put away bills that could wait for another day and look at the Pacific Pickles website to see if it provides any clues to Gary‘s killer. I’d start with photos to see if Gary was in any of them.


  The first picture showed the executive management team. Gary stood between Mary Stills and a portly man who looked like he was about to burst through his suit coat. All six of the people had forced, sort of practiced smiles that said hurry up get the picture over with.


  I scrolled down the page and searched through candid shots taken at the company picnic and Christmas party. Unless Gary played Santa, he wasn’t in any of the shots. At the end of the photos I switched to the About page and pulled out my notepad in case anything of interest showed up.


  I’d start with the company history. Founded in 1947 by Mr. Langley, the company boasted three plants, one in Texas, another in California and the one here in Serendipity, which also served as the main headquarters. Hmm, never knew the factory here also housed the headquarters. So that meant the people pictured in the executive management photo were the management staff for the whole company, not just the local plant. Interesting, but did that have anything to do with Gary‘s death?


  I flipped the pad to a clean sheet and started a list of questions for Nathan Jacobs. My cell split the silence. I jumped and Mr. T flapped his feathers and squawked.


  “Lisa,” I said. “How are things going at Karen’s?”


  “I’m about to leave. Perry’s already fed the girls and I’m in no mood to fix something for myself. You want to meet at The Bakery to grab a bite?”


  I should stay and go back to bill paying, but I could run the leads I’d discovered past Lisa to get her take on things and that was oh so much more fun than writing checks.


  “I’ll be there in a few minutes,” I said and logged off the website. I hustled around the small room, depositing the checkbook and bank bag into the safe then snatching up my notebook to continue the list when I got home. Lastly, I grabbed my coffee cup to rinse on the way out and headed to the door. “See you later, old buddy,” I said to Mr. T and flipped off the lights.


  “Night, John Boy,” he replied, sending a smile onto my face.


  I stopped to swish the mug in water and put it in a plastic bin. Tomorrow, if Daisy came to work, her first job would be to load all the dirty mugs from customers into the dishwasher in the small kitchen. And if it was a really good day, she would break less than two of them.


  I tossed my notepad into the truck, climbed in and set off for The Bakery. I could easily have walked the distance as I lived close by and could stand to stretch muscles that were tight from loading the trailer, but I didn’t like to leave my truck at the shop overnight.


  At The Bakery, I pushed open the glass door sporting a days worth of fingerprints and scanned the room. Lisa already sat at a table for two snugged against the far wall. I strode across the room passing vinyl stools fixed in front of a long counter that ran the length of the space. Owner Donna Davis, wearing a white apron over a faded pink nylon uniform, waved to me as she chatted with customers.


  A few years back, Donna had taken the original restaurant that hadn’t been updated in decades and remodeled it into a fifties diner. She installed authentic looking reproductions from the time and the staff dressed in fifties style. I felt like I’d stepped onto the set of Grease every time I came in the door.


  “You don’t look so good,” I said to Lisa and plopped onto a soft padded chair next to her.


  “Hah! Neither do you.” I hated to admit it, but I’m sure her words rang true.


  I was tired of seeing my friends with red-rimmed eyes and haunted looks. First, Daisy then Karen, and Hazel—though for a different reason—and even Verna had a morbid cast to her face.


  “Ladies,” Donna said. “You two look like you could use a good hot meal.” She turned to Lisa. “Heard you’ve been with Karen all day. How’s she doing?”


  “Like you might think. In shock. One moment in denial, the next despair.” Lisa sounded as if she was recalling her past loss instead of Karen’s recent one.


  “And you, Paige.” Donna pivoted to face me. “Finding another body like that. You’ve got to be freaked out.”


  Hello, it was Daisy who found Gary. Why did everyone insist I found the body? “Daisy’s the one who had to see him up close.”


  “You didn’t? But everyone’s talking about how you saw him.” Donna’s tone held all the interest of a motorist passing an accident.


  I felt like she was training a microscope on me and so were the other diners in the place who were straining to here our conversation. “Look, Donna, can we change the subject?”


  Her face flooded with hurt. “Sure. Sure. Why don’t I take your order? What looks good to you?”


  “Honestly,” I said, feeling bad for just being mean to her. “I need a minute.” A minute to get over your bringing up the body.


  She pulled out her order pad. “I’ll just get your drinks, then. What’ll you have?”


  Lisa and I placed our orders, and after jotting them down, Donna tipped her head at the grill. “I’ll be right over there. Holler when you’re ready.”


  Lisa scooted closer and lowered her voice. “Was this how it was when you found Bud? Everyone wanting to know the details like that?”


  “Yeah, but worse. Because I did find him and each time they asked if I saw his head lying on my shovel, the sight of it came back. This time I’m a bit detached.”


  “Like I was when I discovered you and Bud. Funny how no one really asked me about that.”


  “You were lucky.” I didn’t want to remember the day I’d stabbed my shovel into a mound of mulch on my construction site and found Bud. Lisa arrived moments later. Now a month later, even when people around me weren’t talking about it, the ugly picture popped into my head at the worst times.


  Lisa shifted on her seat. “After hearing Donna, I can see why you’re so insistent on finding the killer. If people kept coming up to me, asking for details, I’d want to investigate things just to end it and shut them up.”


  “Maybe that’s part of it, but, honestly, I don’t think so. With Bud, I had to clear my name. But with Gary, it’s an almost overwhelming desire to help Karen that’s making me to do it.”


  “So what did Adam say when you told him?”


  “I didn’t.”


  Her eyes flew open. “You didn’t—”


  “Wait, before you go crazy, I had my reasons.” I explained Adam’s forbidding me to help Daisy, and his betrayal by his client. “So what would you have done?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know, Paige. I hope I would have told him, but I really don’t know. You’ve gotten yourself into another fine mess.”


  “Thanks. Like I didn’t know that.”


  “Well what did you want me to say?”


  “How about, Adam’s not acting like himself. He’s just stressed, and he’ll return to the more rational man I thought I knew.”


  “Is he? Or is he really like this? He’s Perry’s friend not mine. For all I know he could be a control freak like you.”


  “Will you do me a favor? Ask Perry if Adam is usually so bossy.”


  Lisa laughed, a light tinkling titter. “I’ll talk to him, but you know how men are. He probably doesn’t know if Adam has this stubborn tendency.”


  “Just ask, okay?”


  “When I get home tonight. Which I need to do soon so let’s decide what to order.”


  We picked up the menus and scanned the selection. Donna came over with our drinks and set them before us. I felt so bad for snapping at her that I sat and smiled at her like a fool, hoping she wasn’t mad at me.


  Despite her earlier questioning Donna was an easygoing person who didn’t harbor any resentment but told people exactly how she felt. She embodied the characteristics of Fennel. Used decoratively, Fennel is light and airy, like her personality. As an herb, Fennel was commonly used in fish sauces to counteract the oiliness of the fish. Donna often had to break up the arguments between the cantankerous men who met here all morning long, fending off the oiliness of some real stinkers.


  She took our orders for tonight’s special, a hot roast beef plate piled with gravy. Food that stuck to your ribs and, may for a few moments, allow you to forget all about your troubles. Troubles I didn’t want to talk about anymore. I needed honest to goodness chitchat that didn’t hold deep consequences.


  “So what are your plans for tomorrow?” I asked Lisa hoping she’d launch into one of her discourses about raising two babies at the same time.


  “I wanted to go see Karen, but I can’t take the girls over there. Perry has another interview in Portland. Mom and Dad are riding along to do some shopping. And the girls have dentist appointments.” She sighed. “The girls are terrors at the dentist. I’d hoped Perry could come with me, but his interview is important.”


  Great. She helps me replace my other worries with thoughts of her impending move. “So is this the job, then?”


  She sipped on her cola. “I don’t think so. It’s a big firm, but all they do is corporate law. That’s even more boring than what Perry’s doing here.”


  “Maybe with all the bodies showing up, he should expand his local business to include criminal law then you wouldn’t have to move.” I laughed, but her gaze snapped away. “What? Did I say something wrong?”


  She shook her head and leaned across the table. “I didn’t want to tell you this until the contracts were signed, but the city has arranged with Perry to do all of their legal work. They don’t have enough business to put a lawyer on staff. He’ll handle a little bit of everything for them.”


  “Does this mean you might not move?”


  She shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll have to see if it spices things up enough for him.”


  I wanted to shoot my fist into the air but restrained it. I’d done such a good job of hiding my true feelings about the move, I wouldn’t give them away now. So I smiled and said, “Tell Perry congrats.”


  “One thing, Paige. You know how on Bud’s case Perry got information for you from his friend at the police station? Since he now works for the city, he won’t be able to help you with Gary‘s case. It would be a total conflict of interest.”


  Drat. My best source compromised. “He hasn’t signed yet, has he?”


  She grinned and for the first time since we sat down, I spotted my sunny Shasta daisy. “Stop it, Paige. Don’t even go there.”


  The usual mood between us back, we chatted on about unimportant things in the scheme of the recent tragedy and ate our dinners then headed our separate ways. At my apartment, I made an impressive list of questions for Nathan and decided to call it a night to get my beauty sleep. I wanted to be as sharp as a tack to pin Nathan down tomorrow.


  After a thorough scouring of my face and teeth, I returned to my bedroom to the sound of my cell vibrating on the nightstand. I picked it up while glancing at the clock. 10:00. This must be important.


  “Paige, it’s Karen.” Her voice almost breathless gave me pause.


  “Karen?” I answered, my stomach already knotting in response to what she might say.


  “Please tell me you have news to report.”


  At her desperate tone, I wanted to shout out that I’d found the killer and he would be brought to justice. And the sobs she was trying to stifle made me think what I had learned today was really nothing. “I found Gary‘s car at work, and I have an appointment with Nathan Jacobs tomorrow.”


  “That’s it? That’s all you found out?”


  I didn’t want to tell her about Daisy, but I felt compelled to. “One of the things I was working on was his relationship with Daisy. She’s the woman who found Gary.”


  “Oh, that. I suppose she told you how he shouted at her when she delivered the plants. I was so proud of him, though. He stopped to think about his actions and then apologized.” She sighed, and a sob cut it off.


  “She really appreciated his apology.” I had no idea if this was true, but Karen needed to hear only good things about Gary right now.


  “He’d come so far in his walk.” She sniffed. “I don’t know what I would do right now if he hadn’t. He would be in—but he’s in heaven now, isn’t he?”


  “You keep holding onto that, Karen. God is in control of our lives. He knows what’s best for us.” Good one, Paige. You can spout it, but can you live it?


  “Thank you, Paige. And thank you for doing this for me. And don’t bother spending anymore time looking into Daisy. As much as I want you to find a killer, that little tiff she had with Gary certainly wasn’t reason enough to kill him.” She went on, offering suggestions for my search, but she really wasn’t making much sense. Her grief had finally taken over, and she seemed to want to talk, so I let her. She rambled on for a few minutes, when I heard her mother urge her to hang up the phone. After she extracted a promise from me to call her tomorrow after I spoke with Nathan, we disconnected.


  Still dressed, I fell onto my bed and curled into a fetal position. Karen didn’t have another chance to speak with her husband. He was gone forever. And here I’d spent my day worrying about how I was going to confess my duplicitous behavior to my living boyfriend. Well, no more. The next time I saw Adam, I would confess my actions and leave the matter up to God.


  Chapter Nine


  Today was a new day. A day with the opportunity to fess up to Adam when I saw him and a day to help Karen make that tortuous transition to closure. I was in that place where trusting God was as natural as breathing and nothing seemed too difficult to achieve. Despite the upcoming confrontation with Adam, I felt right with the world.


  After completing the smallest amount of paperwork that I could and still keep my business running, I drove to Pacific Pickles eager to meet with Nathan Jacobs. The thought that I was putting too much hope in what this man would reveal was firmly shoved to the recesses of my mind.


  Contrary to my cheery mood, the morning sky was overcast and gray. Almost as if Karen got to choose today’s weather. Thick clouds obscured the sun and made it feel more like late afternoon than early morning. Still, I resolved to keep my positive attitude and turned into the visitor’s entrance at the factory.


  Guard Nick leaned out of the booth, but his scowl didn’t faze me. Today I was a legit visitor, and Nick would have to throw the gates open in welcome. Dressed in a wrinkled white uniform shirt with what looked like grape juice splotches decorating his chest, he leaned over the door.


  “Not you again. I’m not letting you in so don’t even ask,” he said and frowned at me.


  “I have an appointment with Nathan Jacobs at nine,” I said.


  He drew back into his hut with all the speed of a turtle sliding his head into the shell. He ran a stubby finger down a typed list then looked me over as if I might be a terrorist carrying a bomb. “You aren’t here to report me, are you?”


  “You mean for letting me in yesterday? No, I don’t plan on mentioning that to anyone.”


  “Good, because Mr. Jacobs is a friend of my boss and he’d be sure to mention me if you said anything. Then I’d get the ax for sure.”


  I gave him a sincere smile. “Relax. You did me a favor yesterday. I never forget a favor and wouldn’t do anything to get you into trouble.”


  His shoulders relaxed and he curled his thumb and finger in an okay sign. “In that case, go on in and have a nice day, Ms. Turner.”


  The gate rose, and I sent my truck toward the employee lot. I simply had to satisfy my curiosity about whether Gary‘s car had been removed or not. At the rear entrance, I scanned the lot. No Explorer. As I suspected, Mitch had impounded the vehicle. Hoping to see Mary Stills again, I glanced at the porch. Empty.


  Hopefully my time with Nathan would be more productive. I swung into a visitor’s parking spot, slathered a thick layer of gloss on my lips and climbed out of the truck. I’d forgone my usual work outfit of khakis and embroidered polo shirt in honor of my appointment. Why, I don’t know. It wasn’t as if I expected to find haute couture at a pickle factory. Especially if Briny’s outfit was any indication. And it was a good thing, too. My simple ensemble of black slacks and a brightly printed top were not in any designer category.


  Feeling good about my wardrobe choice, I entered the lushly appointed lobby that was more appropriate for New Your City than little Serendipity, and the bubble burst. Plump chairs in a deep purple were grouped in a seating area to my left, and an oversized mahogany reception desk filled the right side. Directly ahead, wide marble steps led to a balcony with a long picture window on the back wall. Ornate woodwork outlined the many doors and windows, matching the banister running up the staircase.


  “May I help you?” the twenty-something receptionist with sparkling blue eyes and blond waves of hair framing her face called out.


  I walked to the desk and returned her infectious smile. “Paige Turner to see Nathan Jacobs.”


  She giggled then covered her mouth with nails manicured in those little white tips. “Paige Turner,” she said as her laughter stilled. “When I saw your name on the list, I wondered what someone with such an odd name would look like. I really had a picture all worked up, but you’re normal looking.”


  I’d heard lines like this far too many times in my young life, but still I tried not to look irritated. “Ah, thanks, I think.”


  She laid her fingertips over her mouth as her face rushed to match the color of her raspberry lip-gloss. “I’m so sorry. That came out all wrong. And I’ll bet you’re already sensitive about the name thing.” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, man I just keep putting my foot in it, don’t I?”


  I waved a hand. “No biggie. After so many years of defending myself, your comments are nothing.”


  “Thank you for being so kind.” She picked up the phone and punched a few buttons with her knuckle. “Go ahead and have a seat. I’ll let Mr. Jacobs’ assistant know you’re here.”


  Clutching my binder, I crossed the tiled floor, my sandals sending sharp sonar-like pings into the cavernous space as I walked. The wall behind the seating area held a large picture display and a history of the company. A bit nervous, I chose to read up on Pacific Pickles rather than sit and twiddle my thumbs.


  The wall didn’t hold anything different from the website, but it finally hit me that the lobby was decorated so expensively because this was the main headquarters.


  “Here’s Mr. Jacobs,” the chirpy receptionist said.


  On the balcony, a strapping man dressed in khaki slacks, blue blazer with gold emblem and a striped tie lumbered my way. This was the same man standing next to Mary Stills in the picture on the website. He patted his closely cropped hair with a massive paw and then pushed small wire-framed glasses up his nose. His face looked decidedly uncomfortable until our gazes collided, but then his lips whipped into a smile as fake as the greenery in the lobby. If he was accommodating in our interview, I would suggest he purchase live plants and contract with me to care for them.


  He shot out a beefy hand. “Ms. Turner. A pleasure.”


  I donned the persona I used when pitching landscape projects to corporate bigwigs and allowed his thick fingers to dwarf mine in a more firm than necessary shake while the professional Paige Turner personality settled over me.


  “Mr. Jacobs,” I said looking up, as he was well over six feet tall.


  He released my hand and, after a thorough scouring of the length of my body, he waved. “Please call me Nathan. If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you where we make our pickles.” He spun around, his rubber-soled shoes issuing a high-pitched shriek and then thumping up the steps toward those long windows I’d spotted when I’d come in.


  Silencing my cell snugged deep in my pocket to avoid any interruptions, I wondered how to start this conversation and followed him. He stopped in front of the picture window and jabbed a thumb at the spotless glass. “Our production line. State of the art.”


  I looked down on factory workers dressed in white lab coats manning stations spread around polished concrete floors. Large machines moved massive quantities of cucumbers down a belt and into jars that temporarily slowed on a scale. The room looked surgery clean and gave me a hankering for a nice crisp pickle. Dill with just the right hint of garlic. Not a Pacific Pickles brand, but one of those snappy varieties that are found in the refrigerated cases at the grocery store.


  Refraining from licking my lips, I looked at Nathan. “Seems pretty efficient.”


  “Like I said. State of the art.” His tone was boastful and seemed to fit well with his boisterous personality. “Mr. Langley wanted the best money could buy to show off to visitors. Maybe you’d like a tour?”


  A tour? How odd. I was here to talk about Gary, not watch the jarring of pickles. “I don’t want to take up too much of your time. Perhaps we can get right to my questions.” Not waiting for him to agree, I rushed on. “I know the factory has been open for eight years, but did Gary work here from the beginning?”


  Nathan frowned and gestured down the hall. “We’ll be more comfortable talking about this in my office.” He lumbered away and I kicked it up a notch to catch up with him. He glanced down on me as if surprised I was still here and said, “Gary and I transferred from our Texas plant three years ago. We both worked our way up to management at that plant. I’ve known Gary for nearly ten years.”


  At a windowless metal door wrapped in the same thick wood of the lobby, Nathan swiped a keycard down a reader and when the latch released, he opened the door.


  I stepped into a mini-foyer with two banks of elevators facing each other and glass doors leading into office areas on the opposite walls. “You sure have a lot of security around here. Seems like overkill for making pickles.”


  He chuckled and punched the up button for the elevator. “Probably so, but you’d be surprised at the things people try these days. This floor houses personnel and information technology so we’re extra careful here.”


  “Personnel. Then Gary‘s office is on this floor. Can I see it?”


  “I’m not sure what purpose that would serve.” His words, though he tried to make them sound questioning, were said with an unyielding tone meaning no way.


  So I did what I always do when told no. Cleared the refusal from my head and pushed back. “Karen wants me to be thorough. It would be a shame to further traumatize the widow.”


  His face blanched, and he seemed to think over my request. Something was odd about this guy. On the surface, he seemed likeable and jovial, but a current of something else ran under the lumpy surface. He was like an obedient plant. Contrary to their name, some of the varieties are the most disobedient perennials around, aggressively invading neighboring plants. The perennial was named one thing, but acted another way. Just like Nathan who was now looking around as if seeking escape.


  I opened my mouth shamelessly to bring up Karen’s name again, but before I could speak, he said, “Follow me.”


  He went to the glass doors on the right and slid his card again. I stifled my guilt over repeatedly using Karen to gain information and followed him into cubicle land. We turned to the left at the end of a row of perfectly aligned workstations. He stopped by an oversized cubicle with a woman whose hair was threaded with silvery strands. She sat hunched forward, pecking at her keyboard.


  “Irene.” He placed his hand on her shoulder.


  She jumped and spun her chair. “Oh, Mr. Jacobs. You scared me.” Her deep brown eyes were wide either in shock from the unexpected interruption, or, I was beginning to think, in fear of Nathan Jacobs.


  “This is Paige Turner, a friend of the Buzzys’. We’re going to take a quick peek in Gary‘s office.” Nathan put his hand on my shoulder and moved me foreword.


  I resisted the urge to shrug it off and smiled at Irene. “Hi.”


  Irene peered at me over her reading glasses. Her eyes had grown tight and apprehensive. “I don’t think I can let you do that, Mr. Jacobs. The police were here late yesterday, and they said Gary‘s office is off limits.” She held her breath as if expecting Nathan to retaliate for her refusal.


  He took his hand from my shoulder and ran it around the collar on his starched white shirt. “They were already here, huh? At his office? Do they think his death has something to do with work?”


  She released her lower lip from a thorough chewing she’d engaged in during the awkward silence. “I’m not sure. They asked me quite a lengthy list of questions about Gary‘s normal schedule, and then they spent a long time in his office. When they came out, they had Gary‘s computer and warned me not to let anyone, no matter who they were, into the office. They even put that seal on the door.”


  Nathan’s eyes flitted about as if he didn’t know what to do. I didn’t blame him. This was a surprise to me, too. I thought I was the first one on the scene. Maybe Mitch came up here right after I’d called him about Gary‘s car.


  Wait, he took Gary‘s computer. It had to have something of import on it. Maybe he had a home computer that he synced with this one and it held the same info. I had to get through my questions with Nathan and get out of here before Mitch snatched that one, too.


  I cleared my throat. Both pairs of wary eyes cut my way. “We wouldn’t want to do anything to get you in trouble. We can skip seeing his office. Nice to meet you, Irene.” I backed away, and when we were out of earshot, I faced Nathan. “I just remembered something I have to do, so can we get to my questions?”


  Eyes still focused in the distance, he jerked his head toward the aisle before us. “Follow me.”


  We strolled past cubicle dwellers, their faces whipping our way as we passed. Were they interested in us, or was this the same look prisoners had when they peered out of their cell? If you forced me to sit in a windowless cubicle all day instead of spending time in a garden, I’d feel like I’d been jailed.


  Back in the foyer, Nathan continued to finger his collar as if Irene’s news had a severe impact on him. Maybe he had something to hide or more likely the police coming to the office made him fully embrace Gary’s murder and realize that the killer could have been someone they both knew.


  The elevator door opened revealing two women dressed in professional attire. One redhead, one brunette, both chatting and laughing like Lisa and I often did when no one was around. Nathan pounded into the car, and their gazes turned to him. As if he controlled a switch to silence them, they clammed up. The redhead scowled and took a step back. The brunette stuck her chin out as if daring him to say something. I offered a conciliatory smile and stepped into the elevator.


  “Ladies,” he said and punched the button. “How are you this morning?”


  The redhead grunted, the brunette mumbled, “Fine,” then looked at her feet.


  Hmm, maybe Nathan wasn’t well liked around here. Not surprising I suppose, as people often saw the accounting staff as the bad guys, controlling the purse strings of the company. Somehow, though, this felt a little more intense than that. I made a mental note of Nathan’s ignorance of their behavior and rode in silence.


  We got off on the fourth floor, and I could feel the women relax when we departed. Hmm. Was there really something to this? I followed Nathan past another land of cubicles to his corner office, boasting floor to ceiling windows overlooking green pastures and grazing cows. A mahogany desk with one of those costly ergonomic chairs looking like an alien creature filled the center of the room. Nathan mounted the chair like a king taking his throne. I settled into one of two plush armchairs, crossed my legs and laid my note pad on them so I could easily see the questions I’d filled the pages with last night.


  I consulted my chicken scratches and tapped the first question with my pen. “First off, can you think of anyone who might want to kill Gary?”


  Nathan shook his head in vehement swings. “No, of course not. I mean, Gary had his share of people who didn’t particularly care for him, but no one who might want to kill him.”


  No one? Hmm, not what Mary Stills said. “How about Barney Rubble?”


  Nathan’s mouth dropped open the same way it had when Irene announced the police had cordoned off Gary‘s office. “How’d you hear about him?”


  I ignored his question. “Do you think Barney Rubble was angry enough over losing his job to kill Gary?”


  Nathan looked at the ceiling and seemed to give my question an honest evaluation. “Well, Rubble is the prime example of a disgruntled employee who might go postal. A loner, outcast, shunned by coworkers, thought his firing was undeserved. So, yeah, I guess he could have done it.”


  “Were there others like Barney?”


  He shrugged. “I’m sure Gary terminated a lot of people who didn’t wish him well, but I never heard of anyone reacting like this Rubble guy.”


  “What exactly did he do?”


  “The usual swearing and shouting the day he was let go. Then he sent a nasty letter to most of the executive management team threatening to take the team out. Won’t be the first guy to send something like this and won’t be the last.”


  From the sound of things there had to be other potential suspects. “Any way I could get a list of terminated employees from you?”


  He scoffed and flicked lint from his sleeve. “Not if I want to keep my job.”


  Mitch would have access to this information. I made a note to add this to my list of items I somehow had to eke out of the tightlipped lawman.


  “You get one of the letters?”


  “No.” One word but the tone was unwavering. “And before you ask, I don’t know who the others are so I can’t help you.”


  “But you are part of the executive management team, right?”


  “I am.”


  I checked off question number two and smiled at Nathan to clear out the unease speaking of Rubble seemed to hatch in him. “Karen told me you and Gary were friends. Did he have many friends at work?”


  “We weren’t what you’d call friends anymore.”


  “Right, Karen said you’d stopped coming around. Mind if I ask why?”


  Seeming weary, Nathan wiped his hand over his face. “He got all religious on me. Stopped doing the things I like to do. He just plain wasn’t any fun anymore.”


  “What kinds of things did you do together?”


  Nathan picked up a bright blue stress ball and squeezed it with a meaty hand. “Look, are you almost finished? I have work to do, and I don’t see how any of this is helping Karen.”


  I ignored him, scribbled a reminder to find out what activities the pair used to engage in and moved on to the next question. “Did Gary have other friends here?”


  “Nah, he didn’t want his worlds to collide. Kept work at work. Home at home. Only reason I was allowed at their house was because we went so far back.”


  “You said you both moved here about the same time. Was it for the same reason?”


  He transferred the ball to his other hand. “I received a promotion. Gary was another story. He had a little trouble back in Texas. Not his fault though. A woman at the plant took a liking to him and had kind of a Fatal Attraction thing going on. They resolved it, but the bigwigs thought it’d be better for department morale if Gary took a position here. He had to take a step down for the first year, but then his boss quit and Gary was bumped back up.”


  Karen hadn’t mentioned anything about trouble in Texas. Was she trying to hide something, or was she embarrassed Gary had a problem at work and had to relocate? Could this be the woman who was in the photo Karen so viciously chopped up?


  No need to write this down. I’d be sure to ask her about it when I saw her. But it would help to have more details so when I did talk to her about it I was in the know. “Do you know the woman’s name and what happened to her?”


  Nathan gave up the squeezing and tossed the ball, following the movement with his eyes. “Let’s see. Candy or Carol. Something like that. I never did know her last name. I moved to this plant and didn’t hear another thing about her.”


  “Think she might have come here and done Gary in?”


  “Nah, that was old news. Bet she didn’t even know where to find him.”


  Though Nathan acted like this was no big deal, playing with a ball and all, I jotted down the name with a big question mark. “Do you know if anyone saw Gary yesterday morning?”


  “Rumors are floating around that Irene talked to him, but I haven’t heard anyone tell me they saw him.”


  Another lead. I would have to find a way to talk with Irene again. “Karen told me Gary left for work at 5:30. Do you know if Irene usually comes to work that early?”


  “I have no idea what Irene’s schedule is.” His tone had returned to patronizing, and he was back to squishing the ball.


  “Okay, so what time does the staff usually come in?”


  “First shift at the plant starts at seven and some of the corporate staff start then, too. But it’s a small percentage.”


  “How about you? What time do you come to work?”


  His fingers worked faster. “I usually get here about eight.”


  “And yesterday? What time did you come in, and where were you until noonish?”


  His eyebrows rose in twin arches reminding me of McDonalds, which seemed fitting, as he must eat a lot of food to keep a man of his size from being hungry. “Kind of impertinent, don’t you think?” He set down the ball and shucked the arches in favor of a hard flat stare. “I didn’t kill Gary, and I resent your implications.”


  “I didn’t think you did, but I want to be able to tell Karen where people were at the time of Gary‘s death.”


  “And what time did he die?”


  “I don’t know yet. That’s why I’m asking about such a broad range of time.”


  “I was home until 8:30. My wife can confirm I was there. I arrived here before 9:00 and had various appointments all day. My assistant can confirm them.”


  “How about Daisy Plante, the woman who found Gary. Do you know her?”


  His eyes took on an interested glint. “Know her? Not really, but I see her on Fridays when she comes in to pick up her paycheck.”


  Daisy came in every Friday? This was news to me. “So the accounting department hands out the checks?”


  “No. We process the payroll then pass it on to the department managers who keep a disbursal log. We used to give them out but had a problem with a few employees who cashed their check then claimed it had been stolen. Company overreacted as usual and now every employee has to sign a log stating they’ve received it. The manager has to sign as a witness.”


  “So Daisy would have gotten her check from her manager, Mary Stills?”


  “Yeah, unless Mary was off for the day. Then the assistant manager could fill in.”


  I scribbled a note about Daisy coming to the office weekly. “And what floor is marketing on?”


  “Second. Next to personnel.”


  “Okay, so if she came to the second floor to get her check and your office is on the fourth floor, how did you happen to see her so frequently?”


  “Just in passing. In the hallway.” His jaw clenched, and he looked at his watch. “This is really going nowhere fast Ms. Turner, and I’m out of time.” He jumped to his feet and came around the desk.


  I quickly wrote ‘why did N see D every week?” on the page and looked helplessly at the list of unasked questions. “I’m not finished. Karen will—”


  “Look,” he said as he peered down on me. “I’m sorry Gary was killed, and I’m sorry his wife is all wigged out about it. But I’m a busy man, and I can’t sit around jabbering with you about things I’ll probably have to spend time talking to the police about.” He motioned toward the door, as if his hand could pick me up and toss me to the curb.


  Reluctant to end this conversation, I slowly pushed to my feet. “Do you have an appointment with the police?”


  He groaned. “You the Energizer Bunny or something?”


  I gave him a slight smile. “I just want to be thorough for my friend.”


  “Not that it’s any of your business, but the chief is coming by this afternoon. Now I have to insist you leave.”


  He stepped into the hall, and I rushed after him, locking my eyes on his back like a tractor beam. I glued my mind to thoughts of following up on him and especially following up on why he saw Daisy every week.


  I might be leaving, but I wasn’t done with Nathan Jacobs by a long shot. If Mitch wanted to talk with the man nearly running away from me then Nathan Jacobs knew something of value. I just had to figure out what it was and if it led to the killer.


  Chapter Ten


  The gate at security lifted, and I sped under the metal bar as if being freed from jail. As I left the building, the sight of Gary‘s office trussed up with a seal brought back the sight of his body hidden in the leaves, and I suddenly couldn’t get away from here fast enough.


  At the four way stop on Elm, three cars approached the intersection. I slowed and used the time to switch my cell from the silent mode. Four missed calls. Two calls were from Karen, one from Adam, and one The Garden Gate. Karen could have information about Gary‘s murder. I wanted to punch in her number as fast as my fingers allowed, but after my newfound resolve to patch things up with my sweetie, I would phone him first.


  At my age, I couldn’t afford to lose a man from failing to return his call. I scoffed at my obvious dual—or has it now reached triple—mindedness. Seriously, I needed to get my priorities straight. I kept a big secret from the man, but I was afraid not to return his call lest he dump me. And radio show callers had been asking me for relationship advice all month?


  I punched speed dial for Adam, mounted my headset and eased into the intersection.


  “Don’t you answer your phone anymore?” he grumbled before I could utter a sound.


  Yikes, his attitude was worse than yesterday. No matter. He wouldn’t rock my resolve. “Sounds like you’re grumpy.”


  “I’m sorry, but things didn’t go so well at our appointment with Lawson this morning.” He said sorry, but his tone held no remorse. “Nothing is going right.”


  “What happened?” I wanted to console him over his day, but if I were honest, I wanted to know about the meeting with Mitch just as much.


  “I don’t have time to get into it right now. I’m slammed in court all day.”


  Despite his tone, I put a smile into mine. “Any chance I’ll see you soon?”


  “Tonight. I asked Perry and Lisa to have dinner with us at The Old School House. I made reservations for seven. I won’t be able to pick you up so I’ll meet you at the restaurant.”


  Hold up. Not again with the mister in charge thing. What was he thinking, making a group date without checking with me? I wanted to spend the night working on this case. Now I was committed to a dinner at one of those tacky theme restaurants and it would last at least three hours.


  Had we reached a new level in our relationship where we could take each other for granted, or was his I-forbid-you personality taking over our dating life too? Could I let this go or should I say something?


  I slowed behind a garbage truck grinding and heaving as if it were on its last legs. “I don’t—”


  “Hey, listen another call’s coming through. I have to go. See you tonight.”


  “I don’t know if I can make it.”


  Silence. He did not just hang up on me.


  “Adam, are you still there? Adam?” Argh, he so totally did.


  I ended the call with a violent stab of my finger on the keypad. The silly phone chimed as if my rough treatment hurt it. I eased around the truck and glanced at caller ID. Gary Buzzy. I gasped and my pulse quickened. Gary? How could it be Gary? Right, Karen must be using their landline. Seriously, how freaky to see Gary‘s name as if he were coming back from the dead.


  I accepted the call. “Karen, is that you?”


  “Oh, Paige, thank goodness you answered this time.” Frantic didn’t come close to describing her frenzied tone. “You’re the only one who can help me. I need to see you.”


  Now why couldn’t Adam have said that? Couldn’t have said something even remotely close to that? “You sound really upset.”


  “I can’t talk about it on the phone. Please, can you come over? Now?”


  Could she pique my interest any better than that? I checked my watch. I had an hour before I needed to be at the radio station. Enough time for a quick chat and hopefully enough time to ask a few questions of my own. “I’m on my way.”


  I hung up, circled the block and pointed my truck in the direction of the Buzzys’ house. After Adam took charge for the second time in as many days, I didn’t feel guilty about going to see Karen. What was with him, anyway? Maybe I didn’t know him like I thought I did? Was he even the right man for me? Not if this continued. I was struggling enough to relinquish control of my life to God; I couldn’t be with a man who seemed to want me to give up control, too.


  I parked in front of Karen’s house and jumped out of the truck. The sight of her house hit me hard, and my anger eased. Shoot, it fully dissolved when I remembered that Karen would just be happy to have Gary alive. I sighed. Adam and I could work this out. We just had to talk about it. Tonight after dinner, I’d make him understand why I needed to do this.


  I skirted around a silver Cadillac hanging over the sidewalk at the end of the driveway. Must belong to Karen’s mom. Strolling up the walkway, I contemplated what to say if she looked down on my involvement in this investigation. Though Karen wanted me to investigate, I wouldn’t be surprised if her mom held another opinion.


  I pressed the doorbell and patted my hair as if arriving for a job interview. My palms felt moist. What was it with moms? How could the mere thought of one take you back to the childhood angst of getting caught when you’d done something wrong? Not that I engaged in terrible mischief in my youth, but I received my share of groundings and punishments.


  The door opened. I sucked in my breath and held it.


  “You must be Paige,” the smiling older version of Karen said. “I’m Yolanda Brown, Karen’s mother.”


  I released a rush of air. “Karen asked me to come over.”


  She nodded, her fashionable chin-length bob swinging as she moved. “Please, come in. And thank you for arriving so fast. Karen’s in the kitchen.” She closed the door and headed for the front hallway, glancing over her shoulder as she glided like a model on the runway. “This has been so difficult for Karen. She seems to brighten a bit when she thinks about catching Gary‘s killer. She’s certain you’re going to find him.”


  I followed her down the hall, wishing I had even one fourth of that certainty.


  At the kitchen entrance, I hung back and let Yolanda announce my arrival. She wore a linen pantsuit in muted beige, the legs whispering together as she walked. I looked around the renovated room with top of the line stainless appliances, marble countertops, rich mahogany cupboards, and slate flooring. Gary had obviously been well paid if they could afford such a sumptuous kitchen.


  Karen sat on a padded wrought iron stool behind a wide island. Her eyes were sunken and accentuated with dark moons below. She wore a loose fitting silk pantsuit in a ruby red. Yolanda spoke in quiet tones that seemed appropriate for such a lush space and for Karen’s fragility. From this distance, the pair looked like sisters, their profiles nearly identical.


  I would have to call Yolanda baby’s breath, ‘Bristol Fairy’ to be exact. In any garden, this plant was one of the most valuable, and her comfort would surely be priceless to Karen right now. Plus ‘Bristol Fairy’ went so well with feverfew. They would naturally be grouped together in my garden.


  Yolanda stepped back, and Karen leaned forward.


  “Paige,” she shouted and hopped off the stool. Eyes darting about, she rushed across the tile and enveloped me in a fierce hug. “You’re the only one who can understand what I’m going through.”


  Huh, me? Understand the loss of a spouse? Where could she have gotten such an idea? Still, I let her guide me to the island and climbed onto a stool. “So, what’s this all about?”


  “That police chief, Mitch Lawson, that’s what. I want to throttle him something fierce.” Eyes darkening, she looked at Yolanda for affirmation. Yolanda patted Karen’s hand and gave her a quick nod. Karen drew in her breath. “He called me this morning. All syrupy sweet at first. I thought he was so kind to call and offer his condolences. But then, he asked the unthinkable.” She clutched her chest.


  I sat forward in anticipation. “What did he ask?”


  “He had the nerve to ask me if Gary was having an affair. Imagine! And if that wasn’t enough he hinted that I’d found out about the affair and killed him.” Her voice broke in a sob.


  I squirmed on the seat until my back connected with the iron. So this was what I was good at dealing with? Mitch’s misplaced ideas.


  Why would he suspect an affair? Did Verna run to him and tattle about the photo Karen had hacked up? Could it have to do with seizing Gary‘s work computer? Did they find something incriminating on the PC? And most importantly, did Karen kill her husband?


  I didn’t believe it for one minute, but I had to follow up on all clues. “Did Mitch tell you how he came to this conclusion?”


  “No and when I pushed, he clammed up and told me he’d be in touch. Just like that. He tarnishes my memory of Gary and hangs up. But then, you know how that man operates. You’ve been in my shoes.”


  I patted her arm, infusing my hand with sympathy. “I sure do understand how frustrating Mitch can be. After a while, I found the best way to handle these feelings of rage is to move forward. Let’s forget about Mitch and figure out who really killed Gary. Then you won’t have to deal with Mitch anymore.”


  Her eyes brightened. “Did you have any luck with Nathan?”


  “He didn’t have time to answer all of my questions, but he did give me some background information. I’ll need to ask you a few follow up questions. Is this a good time?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  I glanced at Yolanda for her take on questioning Karen in this fragile mood. Yolanda, face wrenching with the pain of watching her child suffer, gave a clipped nod.


  I would proceed with caution. “You and Gary moved here three years ago. Could you tell me why?”


  She broke into a full smile as if the memory of coming to Serendipity was a pleasant one. “The promotion. Gary got a wonderful offer to relocate. In fact,” she held her palms up, “we paid for this kitchen with the bonus he got for making the move.”


  Hello, what? I schooled my face to hide the surprise threatening to consume it. Promotion and bonus. Big difference from Nathan’s story. Seemed like Karen knew nothing about the Fatal Attraction woman. Maybe Mitch was right and Gary did have another affair. Maybe Karen had multiple reasons to kill Gary. Maybe he was nothing more than a hound dog.


  I needed to push her, see if she tripped up in her story. “Sounds like Gary was good at his job. Never had any problems.”


  “He was the best. Always getting promotions and raises. It’s no small feat working your way up to the corporate executive management team at his age.” Her pride rang through her words, and I just couldn’t see her as a murderer.


  I would be careful not to burst her bubble if in fact Gary simply failed to tell her about his job issues. “I stopped at Gary‘s office. The police had taken his computer. Do you have any thoughts on why they might do that?”


  “Heavens no. But then, I’m no computer whiz. I can barely manage email and the internet.” She glanced at Yolanda. “Can you think of any reason, Mom?”


  Yolanda shook her head. “I’m even more helpless than you.”


  “But you have a home computer?” I asked Karen.


  “Two, actually. Gary always had so much work to do that he bought a laptop to work on while watching TV. He bought me one as well. He said with all the confidential information on his, I should really have my own.” She smiled, crinkling her eyes. “He was always so thoughtful. Thinking of me first.” Tears began to drip down her cheeks, and Yolanda held out a tissue.


  I rushed on before the subject changed. “Maybe there’s something on his computer that could help. Would you mind if I looked at it?”


  “Sure, you can do it right now.”


  I checked my watch. “Actually, I need to do my radio show. Could I come back as soon as we’re off the air?”


  Karen looked at Yolanda then the dam of tears she’d held back burst. Yolanda sucked in a breath as if she was also fighting tears. “We’re leaving in a few minutes to make Gary‘s funeral arrangements. The police chief said some big shot at Pacific Pickles managed to get the autopsy rushed. So we’re planning Gary‘s service for Thursday.” Yolanda drew Karen into a hug.


  My heart wrenched in sadness at the sight of their grief. Karen was wrong. I was not the person to help her now. When plants died, their fellow garden mates needed no consolation, so I had no idea what to say. I certainly didn’t want to utter the meaningless platitudes I’d heard when my mom passed away.


  Yolanda pushed back and looked at Karen. “Since Gary‘s computer is a laptop why don’t you let Paige take it with her?”


  Karen sniffled. “Yes, good idea. Will you get it, Mom? His is the black one on the desk.”


  Yolanda squeezed Karen’s shoulder and silently left the room.


  Karen swiveled her chair and reached out for a small notepad with her name printed on the top. “Gary probably used a password. I’ll write down some of the passwords we’ve used in the past.”


  I sat mute and waited as she scribbled on the pickle shaped pad. I so wanted to say something comforting. Yet, everything swimming through my mind seemed trite. But how could I ignore her pain and not show her I cared?


  She ripped off the page and slid it across the counter. I stood and pocketed the list. Our eyes met. I moved forward and wrapped my arms around her heaving shoulders. “I can’t begin to imagine your pain, but God watched His son die, so He understands,” I whispered. “Can I pray for Him to heal your pain?”


  Karen’s whole body moved in a nodding fashion, and I knew I’d done the right thing in offering God as her comforter rather than my inept fumbling.


  When was I going to look to God before trying to do everything my way first? I could count on Him to do the work if I would simply get out of His way. Praying would be a start. Not only for relief for Karen’s immense pain, but for the ability to solve this crime.


  I held Karen tighter and offered up my request. With God in my court, I would succeed in finding Gary‘s killer, and make no mistake, the sobbing woman in my arms guaranteed I would go forward with this hunt, no matter the cost.


  Chapter Eleven


  I should have included the radio show in my prayer. We’d endured more than our share of nutty callers in the fifty minutes we’d been on the air. If that wasn’t enough, I’d just opened the show for the dating challenged before going to commercial break. If my listeners knew I was guilty of withholding secrets from my boyfriend, surely they wouldn’t want to discuss dating issues with me. But I couldn’t admit to my subterfuge without ratting myself out on the airwaves. Not that Adam was likely tuning in to hear it today.


  “Earth to Paige,” Lisa shouted through the open doorway between our booths as she hung up the phone.


  “Hey, did you get a chance to ask Perry about Adam last night?”


  “Perry said Adam could be bossy at times like all of us are, but that he was usually pretty easygoing.”


  “Good, so this is just a phase and he’ll lighten up after things settle down.”


  “Hope so. We’re back in five.” She held up her fingers.


  I waited for the last one to drop. “Hello, caller. This is Paige Turner and you’re on the air.”


  “Hi, Paige. My name’s Fiona. I know most callers like to use those made up names, but I hope there are some single male gardeners out there just dying to find a female to date.” She chuckled. “Before I tell you my problem, I have to say I love your show. We think alike. It’s all about the plants, nothing but the plants.”


  Was I really such a gardening fanatic? Maybe that’s why I didn’t have a husband. “Um, well yes. So what is your question, Fiona?”


  “It’s not really a question as much as it’s a clarification. For a lot of the dating questions this month, you’ve told the callers to think of their dates like plants.”


  Finally, someone who heard what I said. “Right you are, Fiona. I’ve found this way of categorizing people works not only for dating, but for life in general.”


  “I guess it works for you, but it just didn’t help me at all.”


  “Really?” I looked at the clock. Time left. Keep her talking. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”


  “I was at the nursery just hanging out when I spotted a terrific looking guy in one of the shrubbery aisles. Normally, I wouldn’t have enough courage to approach him much less say anything, but I remembered your shows and decided to pretend he was one of my plants. I chose to think of him as a birch tree because he was so tall and on the thin side, not to mention really pale. Anyway, I walked right up to him and introduced myself. We talked for a while but then there was this painful silence and then, well…let’s just say things went downhill.” She sighed, long and loud over the airwaves.


  “I’m sorry, Fiona. What happened?”


  “He was standing there looking at me as if he was waiting for me to say something. I couldn’t think of a thing to say and I started to panic. So I said to myself, ‘What would Paige do?’ I remembered on another show how you advised us to compliment the guy, so I did. Gave him the best compliments I could think of. I told him what a fine specimen he was, praised him for how big he’d grown, standing nice and straight without the help of any supports and his pure white color. There I was thinking I’d done such a good job when he got this funny look on his face and bolted. You said this works for you. What did I do wrong?”


  I stifled my laugh. “Oh, Fiona. When I said to treat people like plants they resemble, I didn’t mean literally. I meant that I use plant traits when I interact with people to remind me about a person’s tendencies. Like an aggressive person might be classified as bamboo or a needy person could be an orchid.”


  “Gosh, do I feel stupid.”


  “Mistakes happen. Next time will be easier.” I let my lame advice age for a few moments to eat up the remaining time. “Well, that’s all the time we have for today. Be sure to tune in tomorrow.” I punched the mute button and laughed over the crazy things done all in the name of dating. At least I knew better than to talk to Adam like he was a plant. True, I was no better, what with keeping my secret and all, but—wait, if we had dinner with Adam tonight, I needed to tell Lisa not to mention what I’d been up to.


  As I started to rise to go talk to her, my cell rang. I dug it out of my pocket and checked the caller. Hazel. I hadn’t returned her call. If she made a second one, it had to be important.


  I answered and saw Lisa grab her large mom-bag and sling the canvas catchall over her shoulder. Our eyes met, and she stabbed a thumb at the exit mouthing, “I gotta go.”


  I clamped my hand over the phone. “Wait. I need to talk to you.”


  “No time. See you tonight.” A flick of her fingers and she rushed into the hallway.


  “But I need to …” I sat back and sighed into the phone. “Sorry about that.”


  “Bad day, huh?”


  “Nothing I can’t handle. What’s up?”


  “Sorry to bother you, but Uma Heffner is looking for you. Thought a heads up was in order.” Hazel rarely became riled, but our local beautician possessed an uncanny knack for bringing out the worst in people.


  “Did she say what she wanted?”


  “Said her plant is looking sick and wondered if you could stop by to look at it. I told her you were real busy today and offered to come over, but she said it had to be you.”


  “I can stop on my way to the shop. Otherwise everything going okay?”


  “If you don’t count the jabbering Mr. T, yeah, fine. Some days I want to do that little guy in.” She laughed in her deep gravelly tone. “See you later.”


  I gathered my belongings and set off for the Crazy Curl. I would do my best to pacify Uma. Not because she was a good customer. The sick plant was only the second one she’d purchased from The Garden Gate, and she shelled out her money the second time because she’d watered the previous one with hair stripper. But, and here was the big but, Uma had a mouth like a public address system. Really. At least she thought she was performing a service to the public by keeping them up to date on the local gossip. If I failed to pacify her, she’d be sure to share all the details with her clients and my business was so new that I couldn’t afford even one complaint.


  Uma or no Uma looming on my horizon, I could take the time to enjoy the day. I lowered my window and basked in the mid-seventies temp, blazing sunshine and the cloudless sky. I hummed to my radio and drove a few blocks then angled my truck in a space next to a shiny Beamer. Hmm, fancy car for around here.


  At the door, I peered through the glass. Only one customer at the shampoo bowl. Good, with so few customers Uma must be dying to spread gossip about Gary‘s murder. If she’d heard anything, she’d be sure to share any juicy tidbits the minute I walked in.


  I entered the shop, the bell tinkling above the door as I pushed it open. I was wrong. Uma was so engrossed what her client was saying that she didn’t even look up. Her fingers were buried in mounds of soap on a woman’s scalp, a woman Uma leaned over and whispered to. If Uma saw fit to whisper, the conversation must be good. I eased closer.


  “He wasn’t very smart if you ask me. Emailing the woman on his work computer and leaving a trail.” Uma reached out and adjusted the water temperature. Her black spandex pants stretched to the max and moved like a second set of skin. This was a sight no one needed to see.


  “Most people don’t think about that,” the woman said.


  I didn’t recognize her voice or the muscular legs leading up to a leather mini-skirt. Expertly tanned legs tipped with feet more manicured than my hands. I was certain she didn’t run in my gardening circles, but if I were to name her from appearance only, she’d be a coneflower. Though the coneflower’s blooms weren’t as showy as this woman was, her toned arms and legs reminded me of the coneflower that never needed staking to hold up the blooms.


  She cleared her throat. “Gary wasn’t the first man nor will he be the last one who carried on an affair on the internet.”


  Bingo, pay dirt, X marks the spot and all that. They were talking about Gary and his work computer. Maybe the computer Karen gave me had the same info. I needed to hear more. I sidled as close as possible without risking discovery.


  Uma rinsed out the soap, sending bubbles swirling down the drain. “If I was messing around with someone, I’d be more careful and erase my emails.”


  The woman waved shiny red fingernails. “You’d have to be married to understand.”


  Uma straightened up and turned off the water. She wrapped a towel around her customer’s hair, flashing a pair of purple talons of remarkable length. “Sounds like you’re speaking from experience there.”


  “Me? Heavens no. Nate would never cheat on me. I have him right where I want him. Of course, most men don’t fool around until they have children and the wife lets herself slide. That’ll never happen to us.”


  “The Buzzys didn’t have kids.”


  “No, but they had tried to for a few years. Infertility can be tough on a couple.”


  “I suppose,” Uma said, but sounded like she didn’t buy it.


  “I’ll tell you one thing. It’s not uncommon for the wronged wife to kill the man. I hope the police are checking into her.” Her tone was flat, disinterested, as if murder was commonplace.


  “You don’t actually think Karen killed her husband, do you?” Uma’s tone skated higher with each word.


  Half of me wanted to pat her on the back for sticking up for Karen, but the other half had moved Karen to my official suspect list.


  “Wouldn’t be the first time the wife was guilty.” The woman sat up. A confident expression on her face, she fluttered long lashes at me.


  Lashes I had never seen before. She said her hubby was Nate. Nate, Nathan. Dare I hope she was the wife of one Nathan Jacobs? Not only would I have hit pay dirt, but this would be the icing on the cake.


  Hoping to find out, I rushed forward. “Hi, Uma. I’m here to check on your plant.”


  Uma spun around and gave me a practiced once-over. She favored flashy outfits clinging to her lush figure hence my naming her the Betty Boop show rose. I sported traditional styles with no clinging but a whole lot of dirt from my job. Her eyes often crinkled in distain when they finished the head to toe sweep. Today was no different.


  “Paige,” she said as one might to a servant. “I don’t know what’s wrong with the plant but it has icky splotches on it. I can’t have a client catch some vile disease from one of your plants.”


  I could have told her it was highly unlikely for a person to catch some disease from a houseplant, unless you were growing something like poison ivy, which come to think of it, Uma might do, but I opted to keep things simple. I turned my attention to the turbaned woman. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Paige Turner.”


  With the corner of the towel, she dabbed at a drop of water near her ear sporting a large diamond solitaire. “Olivia Jacobs.”


  Yes! I forced myself not to show my excitement and offered my hand for a shake. She waved her fingers in the air, a monumental feat considering the size of the gem overtaking her ring finger. “Still wet.”


  “Gotcha,” I said in a knowing tone as if I were familiar with manicure protocol.


  Her eyes scrunched, and she tapped her pointy chin with the index nail. “Your name is familiar to me, but you don’t look like anyone I might associate with.”


  I was too enthralled watching her finger, hoping little red marks would transfer from the polish onto her chin to come up with a proper response.


  “Paige has a radio show,” Uma offered. “About gardening. Can’t imagine you’d ever listen to that, Olivia.”


  “No, can’t say I would.” She sat up straight. “Wait, that crazy woman who found Gary called your show.” She moved back as if my association with Daisy meant I might be nuts too.


  “That’s me all right.” I couldn’t resist having a little fun and took a step closer. “Did you know Gary?”


  She clutched the arms of the chair. “Socially. He and my husband Nathan were friends at one time.”


  Maybe she’d tell me where the two of them hung out. “Nathan Jacobs, right?” I waited for her to nod then asked, “What kinds of things did they like to do together?”


  Her perfectly plucked and penciled eyebrows arched. “Really, I’m not sure how this is any of your business.”


  Uma snorted. “Rumor has it Paige is looking into Gary‘s murder for his wife.”


  My turn to step back. I forgot how fast news traveled in this town. I was once again grateful Adam lived in McMinnville so he didn’t hear the gossip.


  Olivia looked down her nose, a nose too perfect to be natural, at me. “You can’t think my husband had something to do with Gary‘s untimely demise.”


  She had me there. “Not really, but if I found out where they liked to hang out, it might help.”


  “Even if I wanted to help, I’m not the sort of wife who clings to her husband and follows his every move.”


  “But he was at home with you yesterday morning until he left for work, right?”


  She straightened her shoulder under the multi-patterned cape and tightened her lips. “I don’t like this line of questioning.”


  “Sorry, but he said you’d confirm his alibi.”


  “Really, why would he need an alibi? My husband is not a killer.” She rubbed her wrist through a long-sleeved knit top, and her eyes filled with unease. I thought she was about to say something, but then she let go of her wrist and glanced at her diamond-encrusted watch. “Let’s finish up, Uma. I have a tennis date in thirty minutes.”


  “The plant’s over there,” Uma said and helped Olivia get up as if she were a fragile flower not a robust tennis player. Uma slid her hand to Olivia’s elbow and directed her to an antique barber chair at the other end of the salon.


  Olivia slowly lowered her body to the seat and peered at me as if taunting me to press her on the alibi. Uma gave me a piercing glare and stepped in my line of sight with a haughty shake of her head. Uma could be difficult to deal with, but she seemed different today. More snotty, acting as if I were her personal Cinderella.


  Even though my alarm bells were clanging over Olivia’s evasiveness, it was time to back off questioning her. I made a mental note to come back later when Olivia was gone and I could grill Uma.


  I went to the waiting area, pulled a chair close and studied the Dieffenbachia. She was sick all right. Dieffenbachias were susceptible to spider mites, and the easiest way to detect them was to shake an infected leaf on white paper sending the tiny little things into a jig.


  “I’ll need a piece of white paper,” I yelled to Uma.


  She turned and crinkled her nose. “Seriously? Why?”


  “Trust me.” I grinned. “You don’t want to know.”


  “Fine.” She poked a finger at the cash stand. “Behind the register. Under the printer.”


  I retrieved the paper and performed my inspection. As I suspected, specs like pepper scattered across the sheet, but these were nothing to sneeze at.


  The plant was thick with mites. How did mites migrate to the Dieffenbachia? They didn’t come from my shop and this was a lone plant. Others couldn’t contaminate it. I pushed my fingers into the soil and hit hard plastic. I scooped the soil aside and found a nursery grade plastic pot.


  “Hey, Uma,” I called out. “What happened to the plant I sold you?”


  Hair dryer in hand, she whipped around. “It’s right there.”


  Sending dirt flying like a dog digging a hole, I unearthed the container. “Odd, how this one is in a SuperMart container.”


  She sighed and flipped the switch on the hairdryer. “I’m sorry, Olivia. This will just take a minute.” She set down the dryer then clip-clopped on three-inch mules across the room. “Okay, fine. The other one died. I couldn’t tell you I killed another plant. You get so self-righteous over these stupid things so I got one at SuperMart.”


  Me, self-righteous over killing plants? Probably. “Dare I ask how the other one died?”


  “It just did, okay? So can you drop it?” She pursed her lips and gave me a nasty stare. “Are you going to fix this one, or what?”


  I wanted to tell her to take the buggy greenery back to SuperMart, but I held my tongue. “Sometimes spider mites are hard to control. I’ll have to go to the shop and get some things.”


  “Then go.”


  I held up a dirt-crusted finger. “Not so fast. If I save this baby, you have to promise to let me take care of it from now on. I’ll do everything, including watering. You won’t have to lift a finger. In fact, I forbid you to touch it.” Ooh, I was going all Adamant on her. Did I have the same rebellious look on my face when Adam demanded I cease and desist with the desire to investigate?


  She let her gaze linger on me for an uncomfortably long time then clamped her hands on rounded hips. “Fine. Just do it.” She spun, her hair flipping into her face, and tapped across the tiled floor to Olivia.


  I sat back in wonderment over her treatment of me and her inability to care for one plant. I might have balked at Adam’s command, but at least I wanted to investigate. Uma no more wanted to care for this plant than she wanted to let her hair grow out in its natural color. Seriously, she was as bad as the guys at the police station. Failing to water on a regular basis. Leaving the poor defenseless plants to wilt in thirst.


  Hold up. The police station. That was it. A solution to my lack of information.


  Due to neglect, I was already stopping at the station once a week to care for their plants. If I transferred spider mites to Mitch’s plants, I had a ready-made excuse to visit more often. Who knows what conversations I might overhear. Or I could simply tell Mitch his plants were infected and not harm the darlings. Nah, he’d see right through me and want proof before letting me spend an extended amount of time at the station.


  I shot out of the chair with such speed that Uma and Olivia both stared at me.


  “I’ll go get those supplies now,” I said in response to their questioning looks and sidestepped to the door.


  Outside, I sucked in a deep cleansing breath to control my enthusiasm. Wouldn’t do to arrive at the station shooting daggers of excitement from my eyes. I concentrated on slowing my breathing as I felt rejuvenated to my toes. Finally, I had a viable plan to help Karen. A mighty good one, if you asked me.


  Feeling like a private detective, I rushed toward my shop, greeting fellow Serendipityites with a hearty hello as I passed. Certain this was not how a PI would bug his subjects under surveillance, I laughed freely. I couldn’t believe I was going to do this. Never in a zillion years would I want to harm a plant, but if one of them had to get a little boo-boo to learn what Mitch knew about Gary‘s death, so be it.


  Chapter Twelve


  Nor did I want to harm Daisy, so I clenched my fingers into fists and attended to my work. Fearing spider mites had bummed a ride on my clothes, I’d changed into one of the clean work uniforms I kept in the bathroom and quarantined my clothes in a plastic bag until I could wash them. I’d hurried around The Garden Gate gathering my supplies with thoughts of my plan like sugarplums dancing through my head.


  Daisy tromped behind like a puppy. She whined and begged me to help clear her name. Huge bags under and radiating lines of red in her eyes from crying sent me closer to agreeing. No, I couldn’t. If Adam heard that not only was I working for Karen, but I’d taken on Daisy too, it would end our relationship. I couldn’t give in.


  “Please stop, Daisy.” Canvas bag of supplies slung over my shoulder, I paused at the checkout counter. “You heard Adam. I can’t help. If you were me and Earl asked you not to get involved, you’d back off too.”


  Her generous lower lip protruded. “I know, but Paige, I’m so scared. I didn’t kill him. Why won’t they believe me?”


  I patted her thin arm. “I totally know how you feel. I was in the same position not so long ago. But it worked out and so will this. I’m sure of it.” I left off the fact that I’d never lied to the police like she had.


  “You can’t be sure.” Her full lower lip, still poking out, trembled.


  I sighed and gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “Tell you what. If you can get Adam to agree to let me help, I’m all yours.”


  “After this morning, that’ll never happen.” She spun free of my hand and took off down the aisle.


  “After this morning?” I called out as she trounced away. What was she talking about? Did this have something to do with the morning meeting with Mitch as Adam had so cryptically mentioned on the phone?


  “I pity the fool,” Mr. T squawked with his back to us.


  Wondering if he meant me, I shook my head and watched until Daisy reached the back of the store. She had no intention of explaining, and I wouldn’t chase after her. When Daisy clammed up like this, her mouth clamped down tighter than an oyster protecting a valuable pearl. I would have to find another source for this information. Like Mitch, maybe.


  Still shaking my head, I exited out the front and set out for the Crazy Curl to harvest a plethora of bugs. If I couldn’t get the 411 from Mitch, Adam was sure to tell me at dinner if anything significant happened in their meeting.


  Through the large window, I spotted Uma standing alone behind the front counter. Her finger moved down a list perched on the glass top while she gnawed on her lower lip as if it were a sweet treat. What was with all this lip action? Was Uma hiding something, too?


  I pushed open the door, setting the small bells above my head tinkling like crazy. At least I thought it was the bells overhead and not alarm bells in my brain warning me to stop before I did something stupid.


  Uma looked up. “Oh, Paige. I didn’t think you’d really come back.”


  “Really, why not?” I set my bag on a chair next to the Dieffenbachia.


  She lowered her gaze to the paperwork where her finger remained fixed. “I was kinda mean to you.”


  Laughing, I pulled out my Felco pruners to clip dead leaves off the ailing plant. “Kinda?”


  She rushed around the counter and dragged a chair next to me. She leaned so close I could see a mass of freckles not so effectively hidden with a heavy layer of makeup. “It’s that Olivia Jacobs. She’s so polished and sophisticated. She’s always wearing designer outfits that cost a bundle. Perfect little suits. She makes me feel like a frump.”


  I paused, pruners poised to snip, to study her face. This dejected, insecure attitude was not like Uma at all. Olivia must have done a number on her. I smiled in an effort to cheer her up. “No one would ever call you a frump, Uma.” Brazen, voluptuous, or vacuum packed in your clothes, but not a frump.


  “Thanks, but no offense, Paige. You really don’t know a whole lot about fashion so I can’t take your word for it.”


  “Ouch.” I feigned a knife to the chest.


  She swatted her hand at me. “Oh, you. You know what I mean.” She slid forward on the chair and peered at me with narrowing eyes. “I’m really am sorry for being such a jerk. Even if Olivia makes me feel bad, no need to take it out on you. I want to make it up to you.”


  “Speaking of Olivia, didn’t you think it was kind of odd she wouldn’t say if her husband was with her when Gary was killed?”


  “Odd, not really? She does as she pleases. It must not have pleased her to answer you. That’s how she keeps people under her thumb. Makes you beg for every little thing. That’s why I was so mean. I really am sorry, you know? I’d never treat you like that on purpose.” She grabbed my free hand and turned it so my fingertips were facing her. “How about I make up for this morning with a free manicure? These nails are disgusting.”


  Hmm, what was the saying, ‘with one hand she giveth the other taketh away.’ Is there one that says with one sentence she complementeth and with another one she stabbeth in the back?


  I snatched my hand back and curled my fingers to hide the ratty nails. “No thanks on the manicure. I’d just ruin it before the day was over. You could tell me what you’ve heard about Gary Buzzy’s death, and I’d say we were even.” To hide my enthusiasm, I started clipping off yellowed leaves. It would be better for the Dieffenbachia if I could subject it to a rushing stream of water before treatment. I turned to ask Uma, but kept quiet, as I knew the self-styled beauty queen would never let me use her hair-washing sink.


  “That all you want? To hear what I heard? You sure?” She issued a toothy smile, revealing crimson lipstick on one of her incisors.


  I stuffed a buggy leaf into a plastic bag. “Positive.”


  “Shoot, don’t hardly seem fair, but here goes. Right before I opened this morning, I found out Gary was having an affair.”


  This wasn’t news. Mitch already asked Karen about the affair, and Uma freely talked to Olivia about it. I needed to find out where this accusation was coming from. I kept my head down and to my task. “Who told you?”


  “Can’t reveal my source. He’d lose his job.”


  I twisted the bag closed and stuffed it into my tote then flipped my mental rolodex of Uma’s contacts through my mind. Who would lose their job from telling Uma about this? And who could have the information in the first place?


  Only one place it could come from. The police department and her friend, Officer Eddie Olsen. I peered at Uma, my eagerness hopefully at bay. “Eddie’s identity is safe with me.”


  Her mouth popped open then snapped shut. “Don’t go jumping to conclusions, Paige. You don’t have proof it was Eddie.” Her words said I was wrong but her tone asked how did you guess?


  I smiled over my victory. “Don’t worry. I won’t get Eddie in trouble. So what else do you know?”


  “The woman’s name is Jackie Morris.” Uma looked around as if she expected someone to be eavesdropping. “That’s all I’m saying.” She mimed locking her mouth and tossing the key over her shoulder.


  Fortunately, I owned the universal key for opening Uma’s locked jaw. “Earlier you mentioned emails? Were there emails from Jackie Morris on Gary‘s computer?”


  “I told you that’s all I’m saying.” Classic Uma. She couldn’t quit until she finished the tale, but she had to be prompted as if it eased her conscience for gossiping. She was going to make me fish for the information.


  Fine, I’d play. I tossed out the bait. “I suppose Eddie couldn’t trust you with the real details.”


  “Hah. Fat lot you know.”


  A little more line from the reel. “Oh, really. He told you more?”


  “Of course he did.”


  Hook set, I jerked on the line and turned away as if no longer interested. “Sure, Uma. Whatever you say.”


  “I’ll prove it.” Eureka, I caught my first fish. “He said Gary was meeting this Jackie woman every week for the last two months. They met at the Courtyard in Beaverton.”


  “Interesting.” I sprayed the plant with a final blast of chemicals. Normally, I wouldn’t use chemicals first thing, but Uma wouldn’t want these bugs hanging around long. I was sure she’d pitch the plant if they did.


  She sat back in her chair and seemed to relax. “Poor Karen. Finding out her fella is stepping out after he croaks and all.”


  Oh no, Karen. It was bad enough Mitch asked her about the affair, but I hadn’t thought of how she would react to rumors spreading all over town about her husband’s infidelity. Filled with grief, she’d step outside and see the questions in peoples’ eyes. Maybe Uma hadn’t told too many people. Right and maybe rain never fell in Oregon.


  Preparing to memorize a long list, I asked, “So who have you told besides Olivia?”


  “I didn’t tell Olivia nothing. She brought it up. Said she heard Gary was having an affair.”


  I sat back on my haunches. Olivia knew about the affair, but how? I made a mental note to follow up but still needed to see if Karen was going to hear this on the Serendipity grapevine. “So have you told anyone but me, then?”


  “Uh-uh. Didn’t think it was fitting passing this on. What with Gary being dead and all. Only told you ‘cause I know you’re working with Karen.”


  “Will you keep it that way? She has enough to deal with right now. I don’t want her to worry about what people are thinking.”


  Uma gave a hesitant nod.


  “Seriously, Uma. Tell no one. Got it? No one.” I reached for her arm to squeeze it for emphasis, but she drew back and mocked a huge shiver.


  “Ugh, bugs.” She stood. “You act like I can’t keep a secret.”


  If it were anyone else, I might be gentle but Uma needed plain talking. “You know you can’t keep things to yourself. In this case you have to.”


  “Fine.” She rolled her eyes. “So are you almost done? It’s time for my next appointment, and I don’t want anyone to see you spraying for bugs.”


  “Nearly done. I’ll put double stick tape around the pot so if any of the mites try to get out, they’ll stick.”


  “Ooh, gross.”


  “Relax. It’s just a few mites.” I stowed the chemical pump in my bag and pointed to the door. “There’s your customer now.”


  “Great, she’s early. Don’t say a word. Just leave quietly when you’re done.” Uma spun around, placing her spandexed lower half in front of me so the customer couldn’t spot my work. I won’t mention what I spotted.


  “Faith, on time as usual. Let’s get you shampooed.” Hand tucked under her customer’s elbow, Uma clipped across the room, and I finished placing tape around the rim. I gathered up my belongings and, as Uma had asked, I exited quietly. But my mind wasn’t quiet. It was racing with thoughts of my next stop, the police station.


  Head down so no one stopped me to chat, I hurried down Main Street organizing my buggy plan as I went. The best location for the transfer of mites was on the Dieffenbachia in the break room. While tending a plant in there, I could overhear the front desk conversations and the ones carried on in Mitch’s office as well.


  I shifted my bag out of the way and pushed open the door. The stout receptionist sat behind the raised counter. She wore a blue double-knit jacket over a patterned polyester blouse. Her wardrobe was straight out of the eighties disco era. I’d classified her as red valerian as she dressed as brightly as the vivid red blooms of the plant and she was easygoing just like the plant. A straight talker with a no nonsense approach to life, what you saw was what you got with both Sally and red valerian.


  “Hey, Sally.” I approached the counter.


  She smiled, her upper lip catching on a crooked tooth. “Here to do the plants I see?”


  I nodded. “You seem extra cheerful today.”


  “My daughter just had a baby. A boy, eight pounds twelve ounces. I can’t believe I’m a grandparent.” Her face radiated happiness.


  “Congratulations, Sally.” I smiled, but it was forced as the thought of a having a child of my own gave me the heebie-jeebies.


  “I can’t wait to get off work and hop on a plane. My daughter lives in Phoenix. I’ll spend the next two weeks with her.”


  Was this good news or bad news? Would a substitute make my snooping harder or easier? Could depend on who it was. “So who’s filling in while you’re gone?”


  “I’m surprised you don’t know. Lisa Winkle has agreed to fill in when she can and one of the guys here will do the rest.”


  How could my very best friend in the whole wide world not tell me she was going to work for Mitch for two weeks? “Was this just decided today?”


  Sally waved her hand. “Oh, no. We planned it months ago. Just didn’t know what day the baby would be born.”


  Stunned, I mumbled something that passed for a goodbye then walked away. As soon as I was done here, I was going to call Lisa and give her a piece of my mind. Well, maybe not a piece, as I needed all of my mind to solve this murder, but I would let her see the hurt she inflicted by keeping this from me.


  ‘Sort of the way you’re keeping things from Adam, huh?’ my mind whispered but I ignored it and rounded the corner to the break room.


  On a stained yellow counter sat the requisite donut box, a white microwave and a Bunn coffee maker with two filled pots. The room smelled of burnt java and popcorn. A small table with four chairs sat in the middle of the space and a large refrigerator hugged the right wall. My target, a large lush Dieffenbachia, sat in a corner next to a silver trashcan. When I started caring for the plants here, I brought this one in to brighten up the dismal break area.


  I set my gardening tote on the table and pulled out the bag of infected leaves. Even if Lisa worked here for the next few weeks, I was certain she wouldn’t divulge anything she heard so I still needed to bug the plants. Bag in hand, I stared at the Dieffenbachia. Now where was the best spot to put the leaves for maximum infestation?


  “Paige,” Mitch called from behind me.


  I spun around and thrust my hand with the bag behind my back.


  “What’s going on?” He set his coffee mug on the counter and turned on the faucet.


  “Hmm, what?” I asked all innocent.


  “What’s in the bag that you’re trying to hide?”


  A rush of warmth flooded my face. I slowly brought my hand around front and searched for a way to explain my mission that wouldn’t end up with me incarcerated. “Spider mite infestation.”


  He laughed and put his hand into the running stream of water. “Embarrassed the plants got sick, huh? Can you treat it?”


  “Wh-what?”


  He tipped his head at the Dieffenbachia. “Can you fix it or will you have to replace it?”


  Sweet. He thought I cut the leaves off this plant. I could play along. Tell the truth but not ever acknowledge this was the infected plant. “It will take extra work, but I can treat spider mites.”


  He picked up his mug and squirted a green glob of detergent inside. As he slipped the mug under the water, I looked at the slogan on the side, ‘In God we trust, all others are suspects.’ I wasn’t at all sure Mitch wouldn’t put God in the hot seat if he were given the chance.


  Mitch swished his fingers in the mug, rinsed, and then hung it on a hook to dry. “You hinting you’ll have to spend more time here, and I should start paying for your services?”


  I waved my free hand. “Oh, no, no. Just thought you’d want to know ridding a plant of spider mites takes some work.”


  He studied me as if I were a shoplifter he’d caught downtown. “You all right? You’re acting kinda strange.”


  “Fine, fine. Just don’t like to see plants suffer.” Okay, okay, I know. I was just about to make this one suffer, but my statement was true. I don’t like for them to suffer.


  “Well, I’m glad you’re here.”


  Say what? I blinked hard. “You are?”


  “Yeah. Since you know the Buzzys I wanted to see if you thought he might have had an affair.”


  Oh, he wanted to pump me for information. Well two could play at his game. “I don’t know. I don’t really think so, but I mean, I didn’t know them all that well. Just from Bible class.”


  “He change in the last few months?”


  “Not that I noticed.” But now that you asked, I was sure to find out. “Do you think Karen had anything to do with Gary‘s death?”


  “You know I can’t comment on a police investigation.”


  “But you did call her and accuse her of killing Gary.”


  “All part of my job. Doesn’t necessarily mean I really think she’s guilty.” He tugged at his collar as if the tie he rarely wore was choking him. “Guess you’ll be around here more often what with the sick plants and all. Mind if I pick your brain if I have more questions?”


  My mouth fell open, and I nodded like a simpleton.


  He laughed in a belly splitting way then strode off, the deep peals tailing him


  I closed my mouth and looked around. I was in the Serendipity police station, right? And that was Mitch I just talked to? I pinched my arm. Ouch. I hadn’t been transported to an alternate universe where everything was backwards. So why had Mitch been nice?


  I dropped the bag on the table and went toward the door. I didn’t know what he was up to, but I wasn’t going to leave until I at least tried to find out.


  Chapter Thirteen


  Still in the break room, I heard a male voice shout in the hallway, “Hey, Chief. Wait up.” Sounded like the surly, barely wet behind the ears officer, Owen Riley who manned the front desk when Sally wasn’t here.


  I moved as close to the door as possible without giving away my position so I could hear the conversation.


  “What’s up?” Mitch asked, in a continued pleasant tone.


  “I posted all the stuff on the Buzzy case in the conference room. You might want to take a look at the timeline and see if we forgot anything.”


  “Good work,” Mitch said, and the hallway went quiet.


  I pictured often-arrogant Carl preening over the rare praise Mitch had bestowed. His well-toned chest would be shoved out, his broad nose flared wide. His eyes would be more haughty than usual. He thought he was all that and maybe some women found him attractive, but for me he held no appeal.


  “That all?” Mitch finally asked.


  “One more thing. There are two women with the name of Jackie Morris in Beaverton.” Riley’s voice had gotten higher, probably in response to the praise. “Olsen got through to the internet provider and they confirmed the email account that generated the correspondence to Buzzy belongs to a Jackie Morris on 149th Avenue. We ran her license and found the exact address. I posted it along with her picture on the board.”


  “No one makes contact with her. Got that? I want to be the first. I’m headed to the plant for interviews right now. We’ll figure out how to approach her when I get back.”


  So this was the reason for Mitch’s tie. If only I were the tie clip he’d used to hold it down, I could eavesdrop on his conversations.


  Footfalls rang down the hall, coming my way. I slipped to the side before anyone saw me and remembered I was here. Though I wouldn’t find out why Mitch had been pleasant to me, it sounded like Riley had posted vital information on the bulletin board in the conference room. And there just happened to be two plants in that very room waiting for my attention.


  I looked around and grabbed a pen and scrap of paper then slung my bag over my shoulder. I listened for a few seconds then poked my head into the hallway. All was clear. I ran to the conference room and ducked inside. As I suspected, the walls were filled with information, including a few gruesome pictures of Gary. I avoided that section and went straight to the timeline.


  Most of the posted information I already knew about, but there were tidbits I’d been dying to see. Preliminary time of death was set at seven thirty and cause of death was blunt trauma to the head. I’d have to find out what Gary had done from the time he’d left home at five thirty until his death two hours later. If Nathan was correct, Gary had gone to the office. But what had he done there and why did he leave?


  I jotted the info on the scrap paper along with a note to talk to Irene about the early morning hours at the factory. At the end of the timeline, I found background details on Gary. Again, information I’d known except for the fact that Karen and Gary had been married for only four years. For some reason, I thought they’d been together longer.


  I moved down the wall and stopped in front of Jackie Morris’s address, which I scribbled below the time of death on my paper. At the end of the wall were two items listed under waiting for forensics results. The first item, fingerprints from the log. They could get prints off a log? Who knew? The second requested information on samples taken from beneath Gary‘s fingernails. Maybe he fought with the killer.


  On the table, I spotted a binder and rushed over to it. I reached out and touched the plastic binder then pulled my hand back. Reading something on a wall where I could accidentally see it was one thing. Opening and snooping was another.


  I would ignore the binder and move to a whiteboard on the other side of the room near one of the plants. The board contained a list of suspects and motives written in three colors. Daisy Plante was written in red with notes about her argument with Gary and his role in her probationary status as Briny. Karen Buzzy was written in black with the wife and affair in large caps under motive. And then, the big surprise sat off to the side of Karen’s name in a vivid blue.


  Five coworkers – harassment.


  Did this mean Gary was involved in harassing coworkers? Could they have killed him? How was I going to find out? Mary Stills and Irene were my best bets. I jotted a note to contact them about it and shoved the paper into my front pocket just as I heard feet clattering hurriedly down the hallway.


  “Hey, Olsen. You’ll never guess what happened.” Officer Riley’s voice came from right outside the door.


  Was he on his way in here? I grabbed a spray bottle from my bag and moved to the plant in the corner. I tried to relax, but my back felt stiff, and I cringed under the threat of discovery. I held my breath and listened.


  “S’up?” Eddie asked.


  “We had a B and E reported at the Buzzys’ house.”


  I whooshed out my breath and bit my lip so I didn’t shout out in surprise and give myself away. Karen’s house? B and E? Breaking and Entering? Who and why?


  “In broad daylight,” Eddie said as if thinking aloud. “Not likely a routine job then.”


  “My thoughts exactly. Figure someone was looking for something related to the murder. I’m headed over there now. Can’t decide if I should call the chief or not. He’s at the factory interviewing people. You know how he hates to be interrupted.”


  “Call him if you want to keep your job. Better he gets mad for the interruption than not telling him something he’d want to know.”


  “You want in on this?”


  I do, I do. Pick me.


  “Nah, I can’t.” His disappointment was nearly palpable as was mine over not going to the crime scene. “Gotta get through all those emails from Buzzy’s computer before the chief gets back.”


  “Too bad. You wanna call the chief for me?”


  Eddie’s laughter rumbled down the empty hallway. “Nice try, rookie. Let me know what you find.”


  Footsteps sounded on the tile floor, growing closer to the conference room. I focused on the plant and pondered the breakin. These guys seemed convinced it was related to the murder. So what was the intruder looking for? Had Gary hidden some sort of clue in the house?


  “What are you doing in here?” Eddie’s perturbed voice punctured the quiet.


  I put away my thoughts of the breakin and looked at the doorway. “Oh, hi, Eddie,” I said with a light tone and pointed at my tote bag on the table. “Plant maintenance.”


  He gave me a hard stare. “You shouldn’t be in here.”


  Though I wanted to tuck my tail between my legs and run from his sour face, I adopted an innocent expression. “Why not? I’ve been taking care of these plants for months now.”


  He gestured around the room with a final point to the walls. “We’ve never had sensitive information in here before. So time to take a hike.”


  “But the plants need attention.”


  “Fine, I’ll move ‘em into the waiting area.” He held his hand out and gave a slight bow. “You can go first. I’ll follow.”


  He’d one upped me. My luck had run out. I retrieved my bag and, with feet dragging, left the room. I heard a grunt coming from behind and figured he’d picked up the huge ficus but didn’t turn around to be sure. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing I was interested in what he was doing. In the waiting area, I spun around and watched as he set down the plant.


  “This change will probably kill the ficus,” I said all belligerent. “They’re kinda like me. They hate to be forced out of their space and don’t react real well to such treatment.”


  Surprisingly, the easily riled Eddie ignored my sarcasm and turned to Sally. “You know no one’s allowed in the conference room. Chief’ll have your job if he finds out you let her in there.”


  Sally rolled her eyes. “Not that good of a job anyway.”


  Good one, Sally.


  Eddie blushed most likely from Sally’s lack of fear and gave me a pointed look then walked away.


  “Don’t forget the other plant,” I called after him. Why did I have to do that? Sally already put him in his place. I didn’t need to anger him further. What if I needed a favor from him in the future?


  If he heard the barb, he ignored it and kept walking.


  Sally came around the desk, her orthopedic shoes clomping like cow hooves. “If I’m going to lose my job over this you better tell me what’s going on.”


  I gave an innocent shrug. “Nothing, really. I went to the conference room to check on the plants, and Eddie kicked me out.”


  She gave me a glare so like the ones my mom bestowed on me when I was in trouble that I cringed and took a step back.


  A knowing smile settled on her lips. “You should look like that. Once you saw the information in there you knew you didn’t belong.”


  “Fine, I’m busted.”


  “Well, it’s my fault too. I should have warned you not to go in there. Especially with everyone all worked up over the murder.” She shook her head. “This office isn’t cut out to handle murder, let alone two of them in a month.”


  The rustle of leaves drew my eyes to the hallway. Eddie lumbered toward us with another large plant. Fortunately, I couldn’t see his face and the attitude that likely reigned supreme there.


  “Don’t you two have something to do besides gossip?” Eddie asked as he passed.


  Sally and I shared an irritated look. “I’ll just water the plants and get out of here.” I turned to Eddie. “It is okay if I go into the break room for water, isn’t it?”


  Okay, I know that was snide, uncalled for and downright rude. I deserved the tightening of his jaw and shake of his head. But I was surrounded by all those leads, and he’d slammed the door closed in my face. I had to say something. Just had to or I would have exploded.


  Still, I wouldn’t walk away empty-handed or clueless, no double meaning intended here. As if needing to hear the crinkle of the paper to remind me of the clues I did have, I patted my pocket and went to retrieve the water. As soon as I finished this task, I’d locate and talk to Jackie Morris and search Gary‘s laptop.


  Watering can filled to the brim, I carefully walked back to the plants, nary spilling a drop. I tipped the can and listened to the rush of water from the narrow spout. This was how I felt. Like the police had this flowing stream of clues and a trickle occasionally dripped my way. Didn’t matter. I could do more with a trickle than these cops could do with a flood.


  I hurried through my work and since Mitch thought his plants were already infected, I trashed the infested leaves. Feeling buggy from the sick plant, cranky from Eddie’s harsh treatment and in need of a pick me up, I’d simply drop off my bag at the shop and go home to shower and choose a stunning outfit for dinner. Hazel was a competent manager and she didn’t need me, but I could sure use a few minutes of the glowing admiration she often bestowed on me.


  I hitched the supply bag higher on my shoulder and turned the corner. Vibrant rose bushes near The Garden Gate entrance greeted me with a sweet perfume. The urge to grab a pair of gloves and spend the rest of the day gardening took hold. I was getting tired of interacting with difficult people. My plants would welcome me into the garden with open stems and speak not a harsh or cryptic word. But gardening would have to wait.


  Sighing like a teenager asked to do a chore, I entered the shop.


  “Uma put you in that bad of a mood, huh?” Hazel asked from where she stood next to the register and held a clipboard against the soft yellow cotton of her shirt.


  I walked closer. “Nah, she was actually kind of helpful.”


  Hazel studied me. “So why the long face?”


  I shrugged and set my bag on the counter.


  She crossed the room. Thankfully, Mr. T was napping, and he couldn’t spout something to make me even crankier.


  “Don’t even try to keep this from me.” She climbed onto a tall stool, groaning as she moved. “I have ways to make you talk.”


  I peered into the first service bay at Daisy’s back. “I can’t discuss it now.”


  Hazel swiveled on her stool. “Oh, so that’s it.” She spun back and skewered me with shrewd eyes. “Even after you told Daisy you couldn’t help, you’re still investigating.”


  “Shh.” I moved closer and lowered my voice. “If you must know I’m helping Karen.”


  Hazel’s face screwed up in puzzlement. “If you’re already investigating, why the big production over telling Daisy no?”


  “Adam.”


  Another intense study of my face, this one cutting to my very core. “You haven’t told him, have you?”


  “No and if Daisy found out, she’d be sure to spill it.”


  “I’m no expert on dating, but even an old broad like me knows you better tell him quick if you want to keep him around.”


  “I plan on it. When the timing is right.” This sounded lame, even to me, so I busied my hands with moving the bag to a shelf under the counter.


  She let the clipboard clatter onto the counter. Whether a ploy to get me to look at her or not, I did and found a furrowed brow. She sat, staring until suddenly her face cleared as if she’d shifted some internal thought. “I don’t usually butt into your personal life, but I’ll make an exception. Adam is the kind of guy you spend the rest of your life with. You keep quiet about this and you’ll lose him.”


  “I’ll tell him,” I said and ran shaky fingers over my hair. “Tonight. After dinner at the Old School House.”


  Her eyes flashed open. “You? Eating there?”


  I laughed but it came out off-key. “Not my choice, believe me.”


  She slid her stool close to me and patted my hand. “You okay, Paige?”


  “Sure, fine. Why?”


  “You told me if you ever went to dinner at The Old School House to shoot you.”


  She was right. I had said that. I mean, who wanted to be reminded of the time when everything sent you into a panic of teenage insecurity. Apparently, I was the only one who felt this way. The Old School House was always packed with customers, but I was certain the diners were those A list students and their groupies who ruled the school and made it hard for the average person to enjoy their stay.


  “Fine. Don’t say anything.” Hazel removed her hand and picked up her clipboard. “It’s none of my business,” she mumbled and studied the board. “I’ll get back to my work. I’m just your employee.”


  I snorted. “Oh, please. You know I value your opinion. Adam chose the place and didn’t ask my preference.”


  Her head popped up. “And you’re going along with it?”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  She threw her head back and howled. “You must really be feeling guilty over keeping this secret if you let him tell you what to do.”


  Great, now she was going to bring up my need to control everything. Well, I wasn’t listening. “I’m going home to get ready for tonight,” I said and headed for the door before she lectured me any longer on multiple subjects she was so right about.


  Since I wouldn’t be coming back here tonight, I hopped into my truck and made the short trip. I parked in the narrow alley and pulled Gary‘s laptop from under the seat. With it firmly tucked under my arm, I climbed the rickety wooden staircase leading to my one bedroom apartment above the pharmacy.


  My front and only door led directly into an open space holding both kitchen and living room. My desk mounded with bills and other mail needing my attention served as a divider between the spaces. I should go to the shower, directly to the shower and not pass Go, but my curiosity over what Gary‘s laptop held won out.


  I shoved aside the envelopes next to my monitor and opened his computer. The password list I’d tucked inside flitted to the floor. I retrieved the page then booted up his laptop and logged onto mine to search for Jackie Morris in Beaverton while I waited for his backup to finish.


  The query returned over one hundred links. A quick click on the first one opened the webpage of one Dr. Jackie Morris, counselor. Her site listed a phone number, but no address. I dug into my pocket for the info I’d copied from the police board.


  Bingo. The phone numbers matched. Could Jackie simply be Gary‘s counselor? If so, why did they meet at a hotel? Couldn’t imagine any reputable counselor who would see clients in a hotel room. An affair seemed more likely. Maybe their relationship started with counseling and moved in another direction.


  Only one way to find out. Not knowing what I would say, I picked up the phone and dialed.


  “Hello, you have reached Dr. Jackie Morris. I’m not available right now. Please leave a message, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I’m free.”


  I was almost relieved that my hasty phone call didn’t go through. Now I had time to think of questions to ask instead of jumping off a cliff like this. I left a message, hung up and moved on to Gary‘s computer with the password box now taunting me on the screen. One at a time, I worked down the list. The fourth one, buzzy418 worked.


  As I waited for the final boot up, I thought back to two weeks ago when my work computer got hung up in this process and then crashed. The tech warned me to backup my important files every day. I tried to comply to be safe, but Gary‘s files were at risk. No way I’d lose the information on Gary‘s computer. I rummaged through the drawer and located an extra flash drive I’d purchased for my home computer, but didn’t need yet. I plugged it into the USB port and followed the tech’s quick backup process.


  Hard drive whirring as files copied, I looked at the screen and spotted his email program. I eased the mouse toward the icon. A box popped up alerting me it couldn’t access the default wireless connection so I configured it for my network.


  I watched the download. Thirty-seven emails. Some of them had to be spam. I scrolled down the list. Not spam. Looked like he had both business and personal emails sent to this account. I checked the account details. He was forwarding several email accounts into this one. One appeared to be work, the other three were likely personal, but why three accounts? I jotted the account names onto a note pad for later follow up and moved on to the messages.


  The most interesting of them was sent from Dr. Jackie Morris this morning confirming Gary‘s appointment tomorrow at three. I sat back. Either Dr. Morris didn’t know Gary was dead or she was trying to cover her tracks by pretending she didn’t know about it. I could show up for the appointment and find out, but where did I go? Did they use the word appointment as a cover for their rendezvous? If so, I’d find her at their usual hotel.


  Wait, why hadn’t I thought of this before? If she was Gary‘s counselor, he would be paying her. If he was having an affair, he would likely be paying for the hotel room. At least if he was a gentleman. What was I saying? What kind of gentleman had an affair in the first place? Hopefully, he kept his finances on the computer, and I would soon know.


  I glanced at the clock in the corner of the computer screen. Drat. I had to get ready for dinner. No time to continue my quest. If I was late I would have to lie about the reason for my tardiness, and I wouldn’t add a lie to my deceit. There was always time after dinner to search for Gary‘s finances.


  I stood and took a step then turned back. The computer had finalized the backup and the flash drive was no longer blinking. I removed the drive, tucked it into my purse for safekeeping and went to the tiny bathroom. Part of me ached to turn back and read the messages, but I had to settle things with Adam. I could look at the other files later.


  Chapter Fourteen


  The Old School House lived up to its name. The circa 1900s school building had been renovated and now served as a theme restaurant. Locals and tourists alike loved coming here and reservations for the weekend had to be made a month in advance. Weeknight openings often came available at the last minute, which is probably how Adam managed to get a table.


  After I climbed two flights of painted concrete stairs, in heels no less, I rushed past Perry who held open the ancient wooden door. “Are we the only ones here?”


  “Lisa’s running late and I don’t know where Adam is.”


  We stepped into a lobby area housing trophy cases and yellowed pictures.


  “You’ll love this place,” Perry said.


  “Food’s that good, huh?” I asked as I looked around and felt all the same misgivings that haunted me in high school.


  “Food’s good, but the atmosphere is what you’ll love.”


  I stood back and let him lead us up a smaller flight of stairs to the principal’s office. I’d seen enough academically adorned offices in my formative years to last a lifetime. No way I wanted to enter this one, but Perry held out his hand.


  “C’mon, we don’t want be late for class.” He chuckled and approached a middle-aged woman wearing a vintage black suit. “Perry Winkle for the seven o’clock class.”


  “Welcome, Perry,” the woman said and ran her bony finger down a list then looked up as Adam entered the room.


  He crossed over to me and slipped his arm around my waist. The warmth of his arm gave me hope for a positive outcome when I told him about my deceit, and I smiled up at him. I got a crooked little grin in return that set my heart beating and I suddenly wished I hadn’t kept my investigation of Gary‘s murder from him. I didn’t ever want to miss seeing smiles like this one and I was getting more and more worried that he’d be too mad to forgive me.


  The woman pointedly cleared her throat. “So you must be Adam Hayes.”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Adam said in his most lawyerly tone that I usually found intriguing and tonight was no exception.


  She gave me a tightlipped smile. “Are you Lisa or Paige?”


  I opened my mouth but Perry said, “This is Paige. My wife Lisa is running a bit late.”


  “Oh, dear, we don’t like it when students are tardy.” She frowned, drawing down her already long face. “Please have a seat. When Principal Meriwether returns he’ll escort you to your class. Hopefully, Lisa will be here by then.”


  Feeling very much like I’d broken some rule, I sat on a hard wooden chair and tugged down the slim black skirt I’d paired with a pink and black swirly blouse. Maybe my discomfort was from dressing in clothes reserved for formal occasions. I glanced at the frowning secretary.


  Nah, her look reminded me of all the teachers who’d glowered at me, telling me I could do better. “You’re smart, Paige,” they’d say. “Don’t waste your brain. Buck up. You can do it.” Didn’t work. Their faces simply brought out my stubborn streak.


  My hands started to perspire, and I wiped them on my skirt. “Exactly how is this fun?” I leaned over and whispered to Perry.


  He got a big, goofy grin on his face. “Doesn’t it make you feel like you’re back in school?”


  “Yeah, but unlike you two nerds, I didn’t do so well in school.”


  Adam patted my bobbing knee. “Relax and go with the flow.”


  The last time I went with the flow in a principal’s office, I got a three-day suspension. Lisa warned me. Multiple times. Don’t pull the fire alarm during PE. I didn’t listen. Sat in a spot much like this one and waited for my mom to arrive with my knees knocking together and a firm scowl planted on my face all through the meeting with the principal and through the next day. It returned daily for a month, when I had to go home straight after school and directly to my room. Memories. Not good.


  I rolled my neck to loosen stiffening muscles. Didn’t work. My brain worked overtime. I had to find something to keep my mind busy. I looked out the glass window behind our chairs. The principal, dressed in a pinstripe, double-breasted suit clomped down the hall. So much for taking my mind off things.


  Smiling broadly, he entered the office. “You must be the new students.”


  The secretary jumped to her feet, pulled back her shoulders, and for a moment appeared as if she might salute. “This is Perry, Paige, and Adam.” She stabbed a finger at Perry and puckered her mouth. “His wife is tardy.”


  Principal Meriwether cleared his throat and glanced nervously at his assistant. He seemed afraid of her. Maybe he wasn’t that bad after all. “Yes, well, I’m sure she’ll arrive before class starts. If the three of you will follow me, I’ll take you to your teacher.” He charged into the hallway with long strides. Ten feet ahead of us in no time, he stopped by a bulletin board touting summer flowers and waited for us to catch up. I gave the construction paper flowers a brief perusal then followed the group down the hallway.


  Principal Meriwether stopped at the second door with an abrupt pivot. “You’ll be in the first grade tonight. This is your teacher, Mrs. Canfield.”


  A thirty-something woman, hair pulled back into a severe bun, came to the door, and we exchanged introductions. She firmly gripped each of our hands, ending with me.


  “I’ll just check my roster for your seat assignment.” She glided to the podium. Her crinoline slip rustled with each step. She pulled a pencil from her ear. “I’ve assigned you to row nine. Please have a seat. You may chat quietly until class begins.”


  It wasn’t hard to figure out which seats she meant. Only one table near the door remained empty. I sighed. The last students to arrive always got stuck in the front.


  We sat at the oblong table designed to look like individual desktops with inkwells and pens for each of us. The men had barely taken their seats before launching into talk of baseball. I let them have at it and chewed on a fingernail. When would Lisa get here? I needed to grab her the moment she entered and rush out of Adam’s earshot to warn her not to speak of Karen.


  That was, if I could get Lisa out from under Mrs. Canfield’s scrutiny. She strolled the aisles smiling as she paused at each table. I watched to see if she’d pat them on the head, but she simply smiled and moved on. She did stop and chat with Biddy Miller, a friend of Uma’s and nearly her equal in gossip. Biddy had complimented Mrs. Canfield on her dress, and she was explaining the history behind the fabric.


  Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. She seemed nice and this was the first grade. How much trouble could I get into in the first grade?


  As if she possessed a real teacher’s radar and knew I might be the problem student, she strolled our way. I fixed my eyes on the wall behind her much the same way I used to do with my teachers after passing notes to Lisa.


  Mrs. Canfield came right up to me and pulled my fingers from my mouth. “We mustn’t bite our nails. It’s very unladylike.”


  Before I could fully turn red, a loud school bell rang, startling everyone including Mrs. Canfield.


  “Your attention, please,” she said while returning to her podium. “We’ll begin with role call. Please respond with ‘here’ after I say your name.” She went down her list, calling out names of the diners with crisp diction. “Lisa Winkle.” She looked up. “Ah, so this is our tardy student. Tell me,” she glanced at the paper then at us, “Mr. Perry Winkle. Is Lisa coming?”


  Perry blushed. “She’s on her way.”


  “Fine, fine.” She laid her notepad on the podium. “Now then class, we will begin with our food orders. On your desk, you’ll find paper and pens. Please look at the board and choose your courses then write them on the paper provided. Penmanship will be graded.”


  I looked at the table, sic desk, and found my supplies. “This is crazy,” I whispered. “Why are we subjecting ourselves to school all over again?”


  “Paige, we can accomplish this task without talking,” Mrs. Canfield said.


  The other diners snickered. They were certainly enjoying themselves, as were Perry and Adam, each neatly writing their meal choices on rough paper. The tip of Adam’s tongue peeked out the side of his mouth. This must be how he looked as a child. Innocent and studious. His writing was large and bold in perfect block letters.


  Mrs. Canfield tapped me on the back. “Cheating is also not very ladylike.”


  The class erupted. She shushed them.


  I vowed not to do anything else to draw attention to myself and kept my head down. I wrote my order, not caring one whit how sloppy my letters were. Even when little tapping footsteps tripped down the hall and into our room, I kept my eyes on my desk.


  “You must be Lisa,” Mrs. Canfield said. “I’m Mrs. Canfield, your teacher. You may go directly to the chalkboard and write I will not be tardy five times before taking your seat. Mind your neatness.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Canfield,” Lisa said like a compliant schoolgirl.


  I looked up. Lisa gave a small wave and rushed across the room. She scratched the words on the board with a large chunk of white chalk. How was I going to get her alone? The only ways I remembered to get out of a classroom was to go to the bathroom or the nurse. Not fond of needles, the nurse was out of the question so the bathroom it was. I waited for Lisa to finish her punishment and write her order for dinner then leaned close.


  “I need to talk to you. Now. I’ll ask to go to the bathroom. You ask a few minutes later and meet me in the hall.”


  Lisa nodded, her eyes alive with the same excitement we had when we used to ditch class.


  Mrs. Canfield walked the aisles and collected orders, commenting on the writing skills as she picked them up. Mine received a tsk. Adam’s a glowing wow and a rather sultry smile for a schoolteacher. Not that I blamed her. The deep navy shirt he wore brought out his trim shape and enhanced his coloring. He smiled back, showing even and very white teeth. He tipped his head to the left giving me the urge to snuggle in the crook of his neck, an urge I had no right to have with the big secret hanging over us.


  Mrs. Canfield clapped her hands to settle a low hum of voices. “Now class, who would like to take the orders to the office?”


  My hand shot up as if it had a mind of its own. She let her gaze wander over the students, stopping at each one and thoroughly scouring them with narrowed eyes. No way she’d pick me. I’d already been in trouble with her twice. She’d probably choose Adam whose angelic face beamed at her. I frowned like a pouting first grader and waited


  She held out the stack of papers. “All right, Paige. You may go. Mind your manners.”


  Not giving her a chance to change her mind, I grabbed the papers, gave Lisa a small jerk of my head toward the door and rushed out of the room. Breathing like an escaped felon, I leaned against the wall. I’d had enough of this night and wanted to bail, but I couldn’t. I had to stay to talk with Adam.


  Lisa popped into view and skipped toward me. Put her in a plaid skirt, white blouse and knee socks and you’d have a typical schoolgirl.


  “Over doing the student thing, aren’t you?” I asked, my tone laced with cynicism.


  “But it’s so much fun.” She grinned and looked about ten.


  “As fun as going to the dentist.” I slipped my arm through hers. “C’mon. We need to get these delivered and get back to class before Attila comes looking for us.”


  She giggled. “You trying to prove you still know how to ditch?”


  I shook my head. “I needed to tell you to keep quiet about Karen. I haven’t told Adam yet.”


  She stopped and faced me. “You haven’t told him. Are you nuts?”


  “No need for the lecture. Hazel took care of that this afternoon. I plan to drop the bomb after dinner.”


  “Aren’t you worried? Seems like you’ve waited too long. He’ll be good and mad.”


  Great, even my best friend thought this was the last date I’d ever have with Adam. “There’s nothing I can do about that now. So just keep quiet. Okay?”


  She nodded although it was halfhearted.


  “Besides you have nothing to feel so superior about. When were you going to tell me about working at the police station?”


  “Oh, that. Didn’t I mention it?”


  “You know good and well you didn’t. I would’ve gone ballistic, and you would’ve remembered.”


  She waved off my concerns. “You go ballistic all the time. I wouldn’t remember a specific episode. This was a simple oversight. After Mitch asked me, I forgot all about it. And if it’s the radio show you’re all bent about, I can still do it in my lunch break. No biggie.”


  Lisa was as transparent as plastic wrap. If she were lying, I’d know it. She was telling the truth, and I was disappointed. If she’d kept this from me, I’d feel better about my own deceit. Deceit I had to remedy tonight and couldn’t do until after dinner. I needed to get these orders turned in.


  “You’re right, no biggie. You better go so we don’t come back to class at the same time.” I waited for her to turn around before making my way to the office. The secretary took my pages, gave me a pink paper to return to my teacher and dismissed me with a warning not to dawdle in the hallway.


  I didn’t plan to. The sooner this night was over the better as far as I was concerned. Near the classroom door, my cell vibrated. I checked caller ID. Karen.


  While pulling the phone free from my pocket, I took a few steps back so teacher dearest wouldn’t hear my conversation.


  “Karen,” I greeted her with a cheerful tone even though my insides were churning from thoughts of my upcoming conversation with Adam.


  “Someone broke into my house. Thankfully we weren’t here.” Her tone was more indigent than scared.


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I replied as if surprised, even though I’d already heard about it at the police station. “Can you still stay there?”


  “Mom already had the locks changed and super heavy deadbolts installed.”


  I would be afraid to stay there after a breakin, but I didn’t want to tell her that. If she and Yolanda had the courage, more power to them. “I hope they didn’t take anything important to you.”


  She scoffed. “Not really. Just took my computer. Didn’t even mess the place up like you see on TV. The officer seemed to think they were looking for something in particular and since they took the computer that was what they wanted.”


  “And what do you think?”


  “I think I’m glad I gave you Gary‘s laptop. That’s probably what they were after. And that’s why I’m calling. Have you had a chance to look at it?”


  “Some, but not enough to share any breakthroughs with you. I plan to spend the night scouring it for information.”


  “You’ll call if you find anything that you think these thieves might have been after?”


  “Yes, of course,” I said and ended the call. I rushed down the hall and into our room. Mrs. Canfield was sitting at her desk and the students chatted as if they were in a real restaurant. I delivered my note.


  “Good,” she said. “I’ve handed out word puzzles to complete while dinner is being prepared. Yours is at your desk. You may talk quietly while working.”


  While Perry and Adam conversed, Lisa seemed enthralled with the topic. I slipped into my chair. Hopefully they were still discussing sports. I listened, expecting baseball, but when I heard the discussion of Perry’s job offers and the potential move, I sat back with a sigh and listened to Adam extol the virtues of big city life. Lisa joined in, her face animated when she spoke of the possibility of living in Portland. I wanted to say, I’d been there done that, but this wasn’t my decision.


  The moving conversation continued through dinner. My stomach had tightened over the thought of losing Lisa and probably losing Adam once dinner ended, and I ate very little. No one seemed to notice. Not even Momma Lisa. Over a large slice of cheesecake I couldn’t eat, I tuned them out and stared out the window. How was I going to start the conversation with Adam? I mean, how did one admit keeping something from someone and still expect the other person to remain enamored? Was this a lesson my mom forgot to teach me? No, her lesson would be how not to hide the truth from your significant other in the first place.


  Lisa clasped my hand. “Why didn’t you tell me about Daisy?” Her tone was all testy and irritated.


  Really, what had I done now?


  “About what?” I asked.


  Perry looked up with a fork of creamy dessert ready to pop into his mouth. “Your little Daisy wasn’t totally honest.”


  Huh? Daisy? What happened to the moving topic and the discussion about all the fun things there was to do in Portland?


  “Paige doesn’t know about this yet.” Adam set his fork on his plate and pushed it away. “I heard about it in my meeting with Lawson this morning.” Adam slid his chair to face me. “Lawson found evidence on Gary‘s computer that Daisy had seen him more than she admitted. They were in the process of filing a harassment lawsuit against five men in the office.”


  “So that’s what they meant by harassment,” I muttered.


  “What?” Adam asked.


  I said that out loud? I had to watch what I said. “What did the guys do?”


  Adam leaned closer. “You’re not going to believe this, but they used a code to announce on the PA system when a beautiful woman came into the office. Once the men heard the location, they’d hang around and ogle the woman until she left.”


  “I’ve heard of that happening in stores but not in an office,” Lisa said.


  “Yeah, well it allegedly happened at Pacific Pickles. Daisy couldn’t identify the men so last Thursday Gary promised to put in a hidden surveillance camera. When Daisy came to pick up her paycheck on Friday, he’d catch the men in action.”


  “Did he do it?” Perry asked, his voice as excited as I felt inside.


  “Daisy’s convinced he did, but Lawson found no evidence of it.”


  I perked up. The clue I’d been waiting for. This was how Nathan Jacobs saw Daisy every week. I was certain he was one of the freaky five. One of the men who had a great reason for killing Gary. I leaned forward. “If this is true and Gary had a case against these guys, one of them could have killed him to stop him from proceeding. We just need to find out who they are.”


  “We?” Adam raised his right brow.


  Great. Open mouth, insert pointy dress shoe. “Well, I mean, someone has to find out who they are.”


  Perry reached for his soda and winked at me. “Someone who’s a little more subtle than you were at the police station today.”


  Adam’s eyes tightened. “Were you at the station today?”


  I forgot Perry had a police connection. I was busted. So busted. But I couldn’t be. Not here in front of everyone. It would be bad enough to confess when we were alone, but I couldn’t tell Adam what I’d done with onlookers sitting around.


  “The plants needed water,” I said and looked at my lap.


  “And that’s the only reason you were there?” Adam asked, his tone all suspicious


  “Hey, what’s the big deal with being down at the station?” Perry asked. “Gotta go where the clues are if you’re gonna find the killer for Karen.”


  I glanced at Lisa who gave me her I-told-you-so look then turned to Perry. I’d have to reconsider the plant name I’d given him. I’d dubbed him a yarrow plant for its ability to stem bleeding, but he had just cut me to the quick, and I was bleeding profusely.


  By the time I turned back to Adam, his face had tightened, his eyes were narrowed and his hands clenched. I’d blown it big time.


  “You’re investigating Gary‘s murder?” Adam asked, as he stared at me in disbelief.


  “Yes,” I whispered as if whispering would keep him from getting mad.


  “How could you lie to me like that?” Adam’s raised voice turned the other diners’ heads in his direction.


  “I didn’t lie,” I said softly. “I just didn’t tell you about Karen. I was waiting for the right time.”


  He stood and glared down on me. “No need to worry about finding the right time anymore. You and I are out of time.”


  I watched him storm off and knew I’d really screwed up. There really was nothing I could say in my defense, or absolutely nothing I could do to save this relationship. It was over.


  Chapter Fifteen


  I sat at the table, my head hanging, my hands wringing. I’d blown things in the past but never anything this important. Lisa slid closer and wrapped her arm around my back. Fortunately, even though she could have, she didn’t say I told you so.


  Actually, I wasn’t so sure I was fortunate. If this wasn’t such a major bozo move, one where Adam would never talk to me again, she would have opened with an I-told-you-so look. The fact that she didn’t meant I really was in a sorry place. One I might never recover from.


  She gave my shoulder a squeeze. “You can’t just let him run off like that. Go after him. Explain why you did this. He’ll understand.”


  “Do you really think so?” I asked.


  She nodded. Her face was clear and bright, full of hope. Yes, I would go. I jumped to my feet and glanced at Perry on my way past. At the sight of his doubtful expression, I lost a bit of my hope. He knew Adam better than Lisa did and his expression told me he didn’t think Adam would respond favorably.


  So what? My relationship might be over, but I wouldn’t give up without trying to repair the mess I’d made. I ran down the hall and out the front. Down steps, warning Adam of my chase when the clacking heels tapped on each step.


  I charged into the parking lot and dodged cars. The night had grown cold and I shivered in my lightweight top. I didn’t care. I could freeze but nothing would stop me. I caught up to Adam as he opened the driver’s door on the sleek black BMW that I loved to ride in, sinking into the comfortable leather seats.


  “Wait,” I said between drawing deep breaths. “Let’s talk about this, Adam.” I sucked in another huge breath.


  He peered at me for a long, quiet stretch of time. Sadness oozed from every pore. Good, he was sad. I could work with sad. Mad, maybe not so much.


  “What’s there to talk about?” he finally asked. “You lied to me.” His jaw snapped shut and clenched tight. Maybe he was mad, too.


  What did I say to ease his anger and restore his faith in me? I had to let him know why I did what I did. Yes, that’s it, explain the situation Karen’s grief put in me. “In my defense, I didn’t exactly lie. I just didn’t mention Karen wanted my help.” What? Where did that come from?


  “Same difference. You weren’t forthcoming and that’s as good as a lie.” His jaw clenched and released. Clenched and released.


  I’d try again. Acknowledge his right to be mad. “You’re right. I have no defense. But we need to talk things out.”


  He shook his head and climbed into his car. “Like I said. What’s there to talk about?” He pulled the door until the leather I loved so much connected with my behind.


  “Please let me tell you why I did it.”


  He looked away, started the car and tugged on the door again.


  Defeated, I backed out of the way and leaned on the Winkles’ minivan parked next to Adam. I watched him back out. He’d stop. He wasn’t really going to leave me here.


  I watched him drive off, his tires rolling over the rough concrete and onto the street. He would come back for me. I just had to wait. Wait, yes, that’s what I’d do. And did, for who knows how long, before it hit me that our relationship had driven off with him. It was over. We were over. I was single again. Alone and single. Probably better this way. I wasn’t any good at relationships. I was meant to be a loner.


  If that was true, why did it hurt so badly?


  I stared at the road and willed the tears to come. They didn’t. Even my tears had abandoned me. Who or what would leave me next?


  As if they knew I was waiting for someone else to desert me, Lisa and Perry strolled my way. Arms clasped around each other, the sight of their perfect union made me want to barf. Hurl the little bit of dinner I’d just consumed onto the damp pavement. I crossed my arms and waited for them to arrive.


  As they neared, Lisa broke free and with a caring smile aimed in my direction, she put her arm around me. “You okay?”


  I shrugged as if this was of no consequence to me. “Another one bites the dust.”


  She shook her head. “Don’t, Paige. Don’t do that. Don’t lump Adam in with the other guys you’ve dated. He’s heads and tails above those other guys.”


  “Don’t you think I know that? I just can’t figure out why he got so upset. He wouldn’t even let me explain. He didn’t want to talk to me at all.” I felt the tears rising to the surface. Maybe they hadn’t left me after all. Maybe it was just Adam.


  Perry cleared his throat and looked around as if he was afraid to contribute. He stubbed his toe into the blacktop and shoved his hands in his pocket. This was the often-shy Perry’s signal that he had something unpleasant to say.


  “Go ahead, Perry. Out with it?” I snapped with no patience for his hemming and hawing.


  He looked to Lisa for permission before speaking.


  She nodded and he ran a hand over his forehead. “Adam ever tell you what happened with Maddy Switzer?”


  “No, who’s Maddy Switzer?”


  “She was his girlfriend in law school.”


  Great. I break up with Adam and Perry wants to tell me all about Adam’s past loves. “This isn’t helping, Perry.”


  Lisa laid her hand on my arm. “Hear him out. It’s important.”


  “Okay fine. Adam never mentioned this Maddy. He tried to talk about old girlfriends once. I didn’t want to know about them. What was so special about this Maddy?”


  “They almost got engaged the last year of school.”


  “Adam, engaged?” I blurted out then shot my gaze to Lisa for confirmation.


  “Not quite engaged. Almost. Adam wanted to marry Maddy, but he decided to ask her father for permission before popping the question.” Perry’s eyes took on a faraway look mixed with pain. “I went with Adam to see Maddy’s dad. When we got there, he told us he’d never heard of Adam. Turned out Maddy was engaged to another guy. Had been for two years. Dad had selected him to take over the Switzer Brew Pubs and marry Maddy.”


  “And she never told him,” I said my heart melting for the way he’d been hurt and for inflicting a similar pain. “So he has trust issues.”


  Perry nodded. “I hate to tell you this, but I don’t know if he’ll ever get over what you did. I know it’s not as severe as being engaged to another guy, but you betrayed him nonetheless.”


  Perry’s words hung heavy in the cool night air. How did I react to this? What did one say when one’s betrayal was thrown so bluntly in one’s face? Why was I thinking in ones?


  “You know, Paige,” Lisa said softly. “You and Adam actually have a lot in common here. He needs to learn to trust people more and you need to learn to trust God. Offer your problems in prayer before going off halfcocked. Then trust God’s answer and act accordingly.”


  I stared at Lisa, letting my sorrow ooze from my eyes. As usual, she’d pegged me, and, as usual, I was the cause of my problems. I’d tried to trust God this last month, to let him control my life, but obviously, I’d failed. Big time.


  There was nothing more to say so I sent the Winkles home and drove to my apartment alone. Once again alone. Not just for tonight, but for the coming days, weeks, months, years. Okay an exaggeration to be sure, God was with me. Always with me. But I was so hurt that He let me go through this again, I wasn’t ready to acknowledge He was present and ready to help.


  In a real pity fest, I dragged my feet up the outside steps and with more force than necessary, shoved my key into the lock. The door swung open before the key settled in with a satisfying clunk.


  Startled, I jumped back and stared at the door. The lock had been jimmied. Someone was inside my apartment and I was all alone.


  Chapter Sixteen


  Unable to decide what to do, I swiveled on the landing. Was the intruder still inside? Was someone here to do me harm? Had Adam already hired a hit man to take me out? Or was it merely Goldilocks trying out my bed?


  Get a grip, Paige. Do something.


  Shivering, I bolted down the steps, fumbled with my keys and slipped into my truck. With a shaking hand, I pushed the button to lock the doors and dug through my purse for my cell then pressed the speed dial for Adam. No, that wasn’t right. I punched End. I no longer had the right to call him. But who? Lisa. Call Lisa.


  I pressed four and waited with hands trembling so bad I almost dropped the phone. “Someone broke into my apartment.”


  “You’re not in the apartment are you?” Her mom tone screamed through the phone.


  “No, in my truck in the alley.”


  “Get out of there. Drive to the police station. We’ll meet you there.”


  I sat, tears over losing Adam finally flowing. I sobbed.


  “Paige, go now. Let me hear the truck running. Come on, move!” Her yelling cut through my stupor.


  “I’m going. Listen.” I started the truck. “I’ll see you at the station.” I shifted into drive and rolled down the alley.


  On Main Street, I made a U-turn and angled my truck into a parking space next to one of the police cruisers. Intending to go inside and file a report, I pushed open the door and swiveled around. My legs were shaking so badly, I slumped over and rested my forehead on the cool window. From this angle, I could clearly see inside the station. Officer Riley sat behind the reception desk surrounded with the plants moved earlier today. Seemed like a lifetime since Eddie had thrown me out of the conference room.


  I heard a car racing down the street and lifted my head. Perry made the same U-turn as I had and whipped into the spot to my left.


  Lisa jumped out. “You okay?” She gently lifted my head by the chin and pushed my hair back as she might one of her twins.


  “I’m fine, Mom,” I said with affection and thanks that she hadn’t abandoned me for my stupidity tonight.


  Perry came up behind her, and she released me. “If you can smart off you must be okay. Have you been inside yet?”


  “Honestly, I don’t have the strength to face Carl Riley.”


  “I’ll go talk to him,” Perry said and took off before I could say anything.


  I didn’t know if he was eager to talk to Carl or wanted to get away from the crying lady. Either way, we watched him enter the building and walk up to Carl. It wasn’t long before they were in a lively conversation.


  “Thanks for coming,” I said to Lisa, my voice lifeless. I could always count on Lisa being there for me, to help me pick up the pieces and logically work through my problems. Until she moved. The thought sent a fresh wave of tears flowing.


  “You don’t have to thank me.”


  “Yes I do. You didn’t need to come.”


  She snorted. “Yes I did. I had to be sure you were all right.”


  “When Perry comes out you can go home.”


  “And what about you? You can’t stay in the apartment tonight. You’ll stay with us.” She held out her arms. “Now, come here.”


  I gave in to her mothering and let her warmth chase out the chill of the breakin. Her tiny arms wrapped in a tight grip around me turned my thoughts to Adam. Or rather my lack of hugs from him in the future. I’d really done it this time. I’d found his Achilles’ heel and stabbed him right in the spot. True, I didn’t know until tonight what his hang-ups were, but if I’d told him about Karen right up front, none of this would have happened.


  I heard the station door open and close and Perry’s footfalls approaching.


  I lifted my head. “That was fast.”


  “We can go,” Perry said


  I pushed free of Lisa’s hug. “Is Carl going to send someone over there?”


  Perry shook his head. “He called Mitch at home. He’s already on his way.”


  “Mitch? Why him?” I asked.


  “You know Mitch. He’s not going to miss something like this.”


  “Know him? I could write a book about his domineering ways.” I pictured Mitch at my apartment, touching my things, learning intimate things about me. Had I picked up my dirty laundry after the shower or were my undergarments lying on the floor?


  “I have to go.” I shoved Lisa out of the way and yanked on my door.


  “Where?” Lisa asked before I slammed it.


  I cranked the engine and lowered my window an inch. “To my place. Mitch isn’t going through my stuff alone.”


  I revved the engine and the Winkles stepped back. Knowing where the cops were, I broke a few speed limits and rolled through stop signs on my way. Mitch’s cruiser sat in my parking space in the alley, his lights still spinning. I parked beside him and, on shaking legs, I took the stairs two at a time. I entered the apartment and paused in the entryway to drop my purse on the floor.


  Everything was exactly as I had left it and Mitch was nowhere in sight. He must be in the bedroom. The room I least wanted him to be alone in.


  I ran across the family room, my heels tapping on the wood floor. I flew around the corner and came to a sudden stop.


  Mitch, gun cupped in both hands, legs spread wide and firmly planted, growled at me. “Stop, now.”


  “Hey, it’s just me,” I said in a shaky voice.


  His arms melted as if he was a puppet, whose handler had dropped the strings. “What are you doing here?” he asked and gushed out a belly full of air before gulping another one.


  “I live here, remember?”


  “This is a crime scene, Paige. I could have shot you.”


  I laughed at his drama. “Not if you didn’t overreact like that.”


  He stared at me, suddenly seeming weary and broken. “Overreact, huh?” He holstered his gun and trained his eyes on me like a weapon. “Two men have been killed on my watch. Two men I’d sworn to protect. Maybe you could tell me where I should draw the line, Paige. Should I let you die, too?” He let his eyes drift away and rubbed his forehead in small circles.


  Dumbfounded, I stood quietly and watched him struggle with emotions I’d never imagined the tough lawman might have. He and I had been adversaries all along the way, and I never looked at the murders from his point of view. He was hurting. His eyes were sunken, dark circles hung below and a helpless slant usurped his posture.


  “Mitch, I’m sorry. This must be tough on you.”


  He opened his mouth, and I waited with expectation.


  This was it. I was finally going to see the vulnerable man lurking beneath the surface. The man very much like the boy who was such a good friend growing up.


  Footfalls sounded on the stairs, and he shook his head as if shaking off his concern. “That’ll be one of my men. Since you’re here, why don’t you look around to see if anything is missing. Just look. Don’t touch.”


  I nodded and waited until he left to greet his officer then went into the bedroom. Everything in here was as I’d left it, too. A myriad of outfits tried on and discarded for my dinner date were strewn on the bed and a plush reading chair. Mounds of shoes lay in a heap in front of the closet door. Two dresser drawers sat open, lingerie hanging over the sides. And, I’m embarrassed to admit, my bed covers were bunched up at the foot of the bed.


  All of this was embarrassing, but Mitch had already seen it. He may not have made it to the adjoining bathroom. Even though Mitch said not to touch anything, I picked up the dirty clothes I’d left lying on the floor before my shower. Clean clothes scattered about my room, I could handle his men seeing, but not these. I deposited the pile into the hamper and went back to the bedroom. Once again, I was stopped cold in my tracks.


  Mitch and Eddie stood side by side in the doorway.


  “Man,” Eddie said and gave me a sympathetic look. “They really did a number on your room.”


  “Huh? What?” I asked.


  “Your stuff. It’s all over the place.”


  My face flushed hot, and I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t know how to confess the mess was all my doing.


  Watching me, Mitch grinned and stepped forward. “I’ll take care of this room, Olsen. You can start processing the living room.”


  “Right,” Eddie said with a salute in his tone and went back the way he’d come.


  “I had a hard time deciding what to wear on my date,” I mumbled and looked at the floor.


  “A date, huh?” He chuckled. “Not much has changed over the years, then.”


  I’d forgotten Mitch had seen me through my tumultuous dating years. I peered at him. This man knew more about me than any man on this earth. Here stood the grinning boy so much a part of my past as if we hadn’t had a parting of the ways. Somehow it felt normal, not strained, and I wanted the truce to continue.


  “So,” he said, breaking the moment and screeching me back to the reality of his reason for being here. “We should check out the other room and get you out of here before you disturb anything.”


  I followed his long strides down the hall. Though neater than my bedroom, my cursory glance made when I’d entered was right. Nothing had been disturbed. All the items you would imagine being taken in a breakin were present and accounted for. Stereo, computer, television all snug in their places. Maybe the intruder really was Goldilocks. From my mess, I’d never know if she’d stopped by, jumped on the mattress a bit to test it out and then departed.


  Not a logical explanation I could share with Mitch who was digging in a tackle box kind of kit that Eddie must have put on the dining table. Eddie was at my door studiously making a mess with dusting powder.


  I went over to Mitch. “This is odd, don’t you think? All my electronics are untouched. Even my iPod is sitting on the table. What kind of thief breaks in and takes nothing?”


  He gave me a deadly serious stare and let his hand drift to the top of his gun. “The kind who’re looking for something specific. Something they spotted the minute they walked in and split with it.”


  As if he turned on a switch in my head, alarm bells clanged. “That’s what happened at Karen’s house, too. You think this is related to Karen’s breakin this afternoon?”


  He didn’t say a word but offered a duh! look.


  “But why? How? What would the intruder think I had?” My gaze zoomed around the room. I ran to the desk. “Oh, no. Gary‘s laptop. It’s gone. I left it right here before I went out. Now what? All that information lost. But who would want it? The killer. Oh my gosh, the killer has been in my apartment.”


  Mitch rushed at me and clamped his hands on my arms. “Focus, Paige. What did you mean about a laptop?”


  I looked into his face and his confident gaze helped me relax. “Karen gave me Gary‘s home computer so I could look at it and see if it held clues to his killer’s identity.”


  He ripped his hands free from my arms and ran them both into his hair like a bulldozer into a mound of soil. “Let me get this straight. Instead of turning the computer over to me, Karen gave it to you.”


  “Don’t make it sound like she did something wrong. It was all your fault.”


  “My fault?” He let his hands fall to his side.


  “You called Karen and said Gary had an affair then accused her of killing him. She was miffed. I told her to redirect her anger from you to solving the crime. That’s when she asked me to take the computer.”


  “This is just great. Because of your interference, we lost valuable evidence. You singlehandedly screwed up this case.”


  Me! Me! Why did it always have to be my fault? True, I had screwed things up with Adam but I wouldn’t take the fall for this one. “Excuse me, Mr. Lawman, but if you recall, someone broke into Karen’s house today and when they did they would have taken his computer right along with Karen’s. You still wouldn’t have it.”


  “You don’t know they would have found it.”


  “Please, it was sitting on the desk. How could they have missed it?” I spun to go get my purse. Eddie, who’d been attentively listening, turned and busied his hands. I picked up my purse and pulled out the flash drive. “This is a backup of all the main files on Gary‘s computer.” I crossed the room, slinging the strap of my purse onto my shoulder as I went. I slapped the drive into his palm. “You can thank me later.”


  His mouth opened and closed like a jammed automatic garage door. I didn’t know if he was more excited over the computer data not being lost, or if he was as baffled as I was over my cooperation. Whichever, he seemed to recover fast.


  “Are you staying with Lisa tonight?” Okay, so not a thank you for saving my hide, but at least a civil tone again.


  “Yeah. And I’d like to go now, if you’re through with me.” Through bashing my skull into the ground that is.


  “You can go.”


  I started toward my bedroom.


  “Where are you going?” he yelled, stopping me.


  “To get some clothes.”


  “Sorry, but I can’t have you touching anything.”


  “Seriously, I can’t even get a pair of pjs? You’re overreacting.”


  “Let’s not do this again, Paige. I’m tired and I have a long night ahead of me.” He flapped out his hand. “Give me your cell phone.”


  “What? Why?”


  He groaned. “Just give it to me.”


  I dug in my purse and pulled it out.


  “I’m gonna program my cell number in here.” He started clicking numbers. “Call me in the morning to see if I’m finished with your place and you can move back in.”


  “I know how to program my own cell,” I mumbled then crossed my arms and tapped my foot.


  He kept punching numbers, I kept tapping. Finally, he thrust it back at me. “I’ve put my number as speed dial one. With all your recent emergencies, it’ll be easier to just press one number.” His tone had turned jovial, but I didn’t care.


  I stormed to the door, past Eddie, through his grimy powder and down the steps. I was mad. Good and mad. Not at Mitch this time, but at myself again. As Lisa just said, I had to learn to think before doing things. It might have felt good to slap that flash drive into Mitch’s hand, but I had given over vital information that could have helped me solve Gary‘s murder before I made a copy for myself. How could I have acted so hastily? Now I would never know what was on that computer.


  Chapter Seventeen


  Lamenting my decision to give Mitch the flash drive, I pushed open the wreath-decorated door to Lisa’s house. The tantalizing scent of freshly baked cookies sent hunger pains digging into my stomach. Eager to find the cookies, I stepped in and closed the door. Lisa was curled under a large afghan on one of the cream sofas. Her hair was tousled, her eyes heavy and a yawn slid free as she sat up.


  She stretched and offered a weak smile. “Lock the door, will you?”


  I turned the deadbolt and the lock on the knob, hoping it would also keep me from thinking about all the bad that had happened tonight. Both Adam’s rejection and the burglary of my apartment. On the entryway rug, I kicked off the heels my feet were screaming for release from and strolled across the plush carpet, my pinkies sinking in with every step.


  “Man,” I said. “I don’t know how women wear dress shoes all the time. I can barely walk.”


  “Enough about your feet.” Lisa patted the cushion next to her. “I want to hear how you’re doing.”


  “Fine,” I said and plopped next to her, catapulting her cushion up.


  She slapped at my knee. “No, you’re not fine. I’m not interested in a pat answer like that. I really want to know how you’re doing.”


  “With the breakin, fine. With the break-up, not so good.” I spotted gooey chocolate chip cookies piled in a container sitting on the table.


  “How can you be so relaxed about someone breaking into your apartment?”


  I slid foreword and snatched a cookie. “Because they were after Gary‘s laptop and they took it. So they won’t be coming back.”


  “Okay, I know I’ve been busy today, and we haven’t talked, but back up and tell me about the laptop.”


  I chomped a huge bite of the chocolate yumminess. “Umm. You shouldn’t have made these just for me.”


  “I didn’t. I promised them to the girls if they were good at the dentist. I mixed the dough and the sitter baked them with the girls.”


  “On second thought.” I pulled the cookie out of my mouth and laughed.


  “The laptop, Paige. Stick to the laptop.”


  I explained all the bizarre events that occurred today. I included Daisy’s lie about knowing Gary, Barney Rubble, my interview with Nathan, Uma and Olivia, the whole buggy mess and ended with Mitch accusing Karen of killing Gary.


  She sat back. “Wow! You’ve been busy today. You don’t think Karen is guilty, do you?”


  “Not really but I have to admit some things look suspicious. I haven’t been married so I guess I’m no judge, but it seems to me either they had a really bad marriage or she knows things and she’s not willing to admit they’re true.”


  “You hear on the news all the time about marriages where the husband keeps secrets. Most of the time they make the news because one of them has killed the other one.”


  I grabbed another cookie. “You think Karen killed Gary?”


  “Absolutely not. I don’t know her all that well, but her grief is genuine.”


  “I suppose she could have killed him and still be grieving.”


  Lisa shook her head. “Not like this. I wouldn’t spend any time thinking she’s guilty. And speaking of Karen, we got a call from the church phone tree. Gary‘s funeral is scheduled for Thursday at eleven.”


  I knew this was coming, but the news hit me like a sucker punch to the gut. “I’ll talk to Roger about taking the morning off from the show. I’m sure he’ll be fine with that.”


  Lisa studied my face. “What’s wrong?”


  I shrugged. “I just hoped I’d have found Gary‘s killer before the funeral. But I’m no where near zeroing in on the creep who killed him.”


  “So you’ve decided to go ahead with your investigation, then.” She ended with a raised eyebrow, which I chose to ignore.


  “Since Adam dumped me there’s no reason to stop.” I grabbed Lisa’s cola on ice and washed down my treat.


  “How about the fact that if you stopped, it would show him you’re considering his feelings?”


  “I want to make up with Adam, but I’m not willing to compromise on this. If I’m ever to succeed in a relationship, I can’t pretend to be someone I’m not.”


  “Are you sure this is something you want to fight for, or are you just balking at him trying to control you?”


  I looked at her. Did I really want to chase after this killer, or was I simply being obstinate because of the ultimatum? Was I even the kind of person who could survive in a long-term relationship? Maybe I hadn’t been in one because I wasn’t willing to do the work it required.


  Sadness settled over me like a protective plant cover in the winter. “Honestly, I don’t know. I guess my actions are giving me the answer, but I can’t believe I’d be willing to throw away a guy like Adam simply to solve a murder.”


  “Guess you need to figure out what’s motivating you to keep going.”


  I sipped more soda and pondered her statement for a moment. “I’ve been so focused on hiding this from Adam, it took on a life of its own. I even let it take over thoughts about Karen’s pain and sadness.” I sorrowfully shook my head. “Man, I even considered her a suspect. You’re the best at keeping me on track. Who’ll do that if you move?”


  “There’s this invention called a telephone, you know. We managed to survive when you lived in Portland.” She smiled.


  “But I can’t see your face over the phone.”


  “Ever heard of a webcam? Of course you have. You’re just trying to change the subject so you don’t need to talk about Adam anymore. But there’s no reason to avoid it. Now that you’re clear again on your purpose, you could convey the same thoughts to Adam. I’m sure he’d understand.”


  “Oh he’ll understand all right. I just don’t think he’ll be able to forgive my deceit.”


  “Have you prayed about it?”


  “You know me. I have to try my way first.” I held up my hand. “So no lecture, okay? I’ll take care of praying tonight.”


  “Then let’s get you upstairs and into bed.” She stood and tugged me to my feet then snapped the lid on the cookies. “Did Mitch say when you could go back to your apartment?”


  “He said maybe in the morning, but he was pretty vague about it.”


  She headed for the stairs. “Was he being his usual grumpy self?”


  “Some of the time. He’s been different lately. Like maybe he’s gotten over what happened and he’s trying to be nice to me. He even asked my opinion on things.”


  Lisa looked down on me from the first landing and arched her brow. “Wonder what’s gotten into him.”


  “I don’t know, but it’s a little creepy.” I followed her up the remainder of the stairs and into the bedroom. “When he’s all bossy I know how to deal with him, but when he softens up I can’t help but remember what good friends we were, and I kinda want that back.”


  “You aren’t thinking of replacing me, are you?” She giggled.


  “Trust me. He isn’t being that nice.” I plopped onto the designer linen clad bed. “Hey wait, come to think of it, you haven’t been all that nice to me either.”


  She tossed a pillow at me. “I’m letting you sleep in my house, aren’t I? And if you’re good I might even make breakfast for you in the morning.” She picked up a faded OSU t-shirt and handed it to me. “You can wear this tonight. And there’s a new toothbrush in the bathroom. Hopefully Mitch will let you get some clean clothes soon.”


  “He gave me his direct number and told me to call him in the morning, so I’m guessing it’ll be okay.” I didn’t mention he’d grabbed my cell from my hand, punched his number in and then as he commented on how I always found myself in a batch of trouble, he’d set it to speed dial.


  I gave her a hug and offered my thanks for the hospitality before sending her out the door and closing it. My heart heavy, my eyes closing and my body weary, I went to the bathroom, cleaned up then climbed into bed. I willed all thoughts of Adam and the murder from my mind and prayed. Tomorrow was another day and plenty of time to worry over them. If only I really believed that.


  


  Eyes closed, I rolled over and fought the feeling of someone watching me and urging my eyes open. Who would be in my room? The memory of the breakin flooded back. My lashes flashed open.


  “Eek, Laci,” I shouted, sending the poor child whose face was positioned inches from mine into tears. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I didn’t mean to scare you, but I didn’t expect to find you looking at me.”


  She sobbed and gulped, big heaving motions that reminded me of Lisa after Ben died. “I wanted you to wake up.”


  I lifted her onto the bed and cuddled her. With a quick peek over her bright blond curls, I checked the clock. Six a.m. Why did kids get up so early anyway? Another good reason not to have them.


  Longing to slide under the covers and snooze for a few more hours, I stroked her soft hair—hair that felt like soft lamb’s ears in my garden—until the sobbing slowed. “So why did you want me to wake up?”


  She clamped a hand on both sides of my face and stared earnestly into my eyes. Her sobbing had totally stopped, and a timid smile threatened to break free. “Mommy said we get chocochip pancakes when you get up.”


  I laughed and hugged her hard, letting my residual unease from the rude awakening subside. “Ouch,” she squeaked. “You’re squishing me.”


  I let her go and pushed her hair back as Lisa had done for me last night. “You go tell your mom that I’m up, and I’ll be down in a few minutes.”


  Laci bounded off the bed. At the door, she met Lori wearing a matching short set in bright red. Instead of departing together, Lori ran over and climbed up to hug me.


  “Lori,” Laci whined and planted a hand where a curvy hip would be when she grew up.


  Lori made quick work of hugging me, jumped down and the two exchanged twin speak then raced down the hallway. I listened to their voices in high shrieks as I stretched and yawned. Worn, but eager to get going now that I was up, I padded into the adjoining bathroom and climbed into the shower to clear my brain. But why did I want to do that? A clear brain simply brought back the breakin and the break-up reminding me of how broken I was.


  For the remainder of the shower, I tried to focus on the pancakes, but failed miserably. My thoughts kept drifting to how I had disappointed Karen by giving the flash drive to Mitch. Some might argue that giving the police a much-needed clue was the right thing to do, but I wasn’t one of those people.


  I remained under the coursing water as long as I thought I could without Lisa coming to yell at me for wasting water. Clean on the outside, pitiful on the inside, I flipped off the spray, grabbed my towel and yanked open the curtain.


  “What in the—”


  The door to the bedroom sat wide open. No way I’d left it open. What was going on in my life? Didn’t anyone respect closed doors anymore?


  More curious than afraid, I pulled the towel tighter. “Is someone there?”


  “Surprise.” Lori and Laci jetted out from behind the door.


  Startled, I jerked back. My feet slid on the slippery tub. I grabbed for the towel bar to steady myself. The bar wrenched from the wall. I flipped into the air and plummeted toward the tub, sliding down the slick curtain on the way. My cheek connected with the tub’s rim as I went down hard on my bottom.


  “Oomph,” I groaned. Oh, the pain. What hurt worse? My cheek or my bum?


  I moaned and rolled to my side glad that the towel had stayed put. Both girls, mouths open, watched as if I were an episode of Blue’s Clues. I wanted to say, th-th-that’s all folks, but the mini-people were too young get the humor.


  Laci jabbed Lori. “I think she got a boo-boo. Go tell Mommy.”


  “You go tell Mommy,” Lori said and fixed her gaze on me.


  Laci crossed her plump arms. “No, I wanna see what happens. You go tell Mommy.”


  I reached out a hand to intervene. “I’m fine. Both of you go downstairs, and I’ll be there as soon as I get dressed.”


  They stood, immobile. Really, was I that interesting?


  “Chocolate chip pancakes,” I said.


  “Yay,” they screamed and rushed off.


  I cautiously climbed to a sitting position and swiveled every body part that moved to see if anything was broken. My elbow groaned in protest. How was I going to get out of the tub without my elbow to support my weight? I tucked my arm up to ease the pain and shifted onto my knees.


  That’s how Lisa found me. On all fours in her tub. Her mothering instincts took over and within thirty minutes, Laci, Lori, and she were seated in the hospital’s emergency room waiting area, while I swung my legs off an exam table behind curtain three. I’d sat here for the last ninety minutes waiting for the results of x-rays of my cheek and elbow. My cheek hurt like crazy, but the elbow as long as I moved it and didn’t let it stiffen up, seemed to be getting better.


  I stared at my bare feet and shins. Since Mitch wouldn’t let me take anything from my apartment last night, I had to put on one of Lisa’s running suits. My pumps didn’t go with the outfit so I chose to go the shoeless route. I would have raided Perry’s closet, but Lisa wouldn’t hear of me wearing men’s clothes. Really, how did I ever become friends with such a clothes prude?


  The curtain split wide, groaning along the track as it opened. Nurse Willa, dressed in a wildly patterned blue uniform, entered and gave me a sincere smile. “How we doing?”


  We? I was hurting like crazy, I didn’t know about her.


  “Sorry it’s taking so long, but we’re swamped this morning.” Either she’d sensed my mood or she had to defuse all the frustrated patients around here because she had the apology perfected with just the right amount of sincerity to be believable and not too much to make me gag.


  “Hey, Willa,” a young nurse poked her head into the space. “Your abuse case is leaving.”


  “What? No! I had her talked into reporting that loser she’s married to.”


  “Not gonna happen. The loser showed up. They’re on the way out.”


  “Excuse me,” Willa said and rushed out.


  Abuse case? How ironic? That’s what they’d thought about me when I’d first arrived. They’d hurled questions at me, trying to get me to identify who’d done this to me. Apparently falling in the tub was often used as a cover up for abuse.


  I heard Willa arguing with the husband whose voice was deep and irritated. Hold up, I’d heard that voice before. I had to be certain. I hopped down, stifling a groan when I landed. I peeked around the curtain. Nurse Willa had a restraining hand on Nathan Jacobs’ arm. He shook it off and clutched Olivia by the wrist. She winced but allowed him to pull her close.


  “We’re out of here,” Nathan said and charged toward the exit dragging Olivia with him.


  As they passed, my eyes met Olivia’s. Hers flashed with hurt and embarrassment, so unlike our encounter in the Crazy Curl. But one thing was the same, even here in the hospital, she was dressed to the nines. She wore a fitted suit in a nubby turquoise silk accented with mounds of jewelry. Nathan also wore a suit, as if he’d gone to work and then found out his wife had come to the emergency room.


  I returned to the exam table. Could this have something to do with Gary‘s death? I already didn’t think very highly of Nathan, but now I was positive he was the biggest creep in town. One who apparently thought women were possessions. Women like Daisy, perhaps? Oh yeah. He had to be one of the guys ogling Daisy. If I could find evidence to confirm my thoughts, I’d be on my way to proving Nathan was none other than Gary‘s killer.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Lisa, needing to go to work at the police station, dropped me at my apartment and rushed off to take the girls to her mom’s. While I was in the exam room, she’d called Mitch to see if my apartment was accessible and to tell him she’d be a bit late for work. Though I wanted to head straight to The Garden Gate, on the way out of the parking lot Lisa convinced me I was an embarrassment in her short sweat pants, and I should go home and change into clothes that fit.


  Since I’d already showered, I dressed in my work outfit, favoring my elbow and pretty much every body part that moved as I did so. In the bathroom, I stared at the purple and red mass taking over the right side of my face. No amount of makeup would hide the bruise. The x-rays revealed nothing was broken, but I sure looked bad. The doctor prescribed an anti-inflammatory, some pain meds and rest. I’d comply with the first two orders and ignore the third, as I needed to be on my game to out one Nathan Jacob’s at Gary‘s killer.


  It took me longer than normal to walk to the shop, as I had to step gingerly to favor a sore ankle. I’d gladly have driven today, but Perry had arranged to have my truck dropped off at the shop not my house while we were in the ER. By the time I pushed open the shop’s front door, the pain convinced me the doctor should have x-rayed my entire body. Groaning, I entered and sniffed in the familiar morning scent of fragrant flowers mixed with damp soil.


  Hazel, helping a customer purchase a large flat of petunias, looked up. Her wizened eyes studied me. “What happened to you?”


  The customer spun around to gawk.


  “I fell in Lisa’s bathtub,” I grumbled and shuffled past them.


  “It takes a licking and keeps on ticking,” Mr. T said, sending Hazel and the customer into a fit of laughter.


  Funny, real funny. Well they wouldn’t be laughing when I found the killer and once again saved the day.


  Heading toward the back of the shop, I spotted Daisy in the perennial garden on the side of the building. I’d planted all the perennials we sold in display gardens so our customers could see the plants at their best. We deadheaded the spent flowers every few days in the summer to keep the plants blooming longer and to display them at their finest.


  Daisy, wearing our shop uniform covered by a brightly flowered gardening apron, bent over a large stand of Coreopsis ‘Moonbeam.’ It was easier to take pruners to this plant and cut it back rather than pluck each delicate bloom individually, but we did the right thing here, not the easy thing.


  “Daisy,” I said and stopped next to her.


  She shot upright stuffing a fist full of deadheads into her apron pocket. “What happened to your face?”


  Knowing every conversation I had today would start this way, I sighed. “I fell in Lisa’s bathtub this morning.”


  “Wow, you’ve had a rough time lately. I heard about your apartment.” Her eyes took on a pitying cast. “And I’m sorry to hear about you and Adam, too.”


  Great, I would really be fodder for the grapevine today. I hadn’t really expected anyone to know about Adam, but now that I pondered it, I should have known better. Biddy Miller was at the restaurant last night. Enough said.


  “Thanks for your concern,” I said quickly to put an end to the topic.


  “I don’t mean to be tacky, but does this mean you can help me now?” She held her breath resembling a puffer fish wearing bright lipstick.


  Tacky? Tacky? She’d passed right by tacky and moved on to vulture, but I wanted to talk to her, so I let it slide. “How about taking a break? We can go to my office and talk about it.”


  She nodded enthusiastically. “I really am sorry about Adam. I probably don’t sound like I am ‘cause I’m so happy you can help me now, but the two of you belong together. I’m sure it’ll all work out.”


  “Enough about Adam, already,” I said not ready to discuss him with anyone but Lisa and pivoted. “C’mon, let’s talk in the office.”


  Traffic in the shop for a Wednesday morning was pretty typical. We wound through the tables where a quartet of women sipped coffee and chatted about a magazine article on composting. I wished I could stop and join in their discussion as I’d often done in the past, but then they’d ask about my face and the breakin, and drone on about Adam just like Daisy. I couldn’t handle any more pity or questions, so I kept going.


  In the office, I gingerly lowered my battered body to a sitting position and waited for Daisy to perch on a chair. Her eyes focused on me and locked tight.


  Uncomfortable with her intense scrutiny, I cleared my throat. “Last night, Adam told me about the harassment at work. Wish you would have trusted me enough to talk about it.”


  Nice one, Paige. Burst her bubble and send her plummeting over the abyss of wariness, why don’t you?


  Her shoulders slumped. “Normal looking women like you think it’s easy being pretty. They don’t understand how hard it is to be nothing more than a pretty face. So I figured you’d think I was just being a big baby. I mean, those guys didn’t physically hurt me. Just in here.” She thumped her ample chest. “You know?”


  I wasn’t sure if her calling me normal looking was an insult or not. I mean normal was good, right? “I would have understood, Daisy. In the future I hope you can trust me with your problems.”


  She brushed dirt from the knee of her khakis. “No offense, Paige, but you really weren’t very available. Once I admitted lying to you, you kind of blew me off.”


  I sat back as if her words had enough force to push me. She was right. I’d done to her exactly what Adam had done to me. “You’re right, Daisy. I’m sorry.”


  She shrugged it off as if it meant nothing, but her eyes told a different story. “You said something out there about maybe helping me?”


  “Tell me about the men who harassed you. Did you know any of them?”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t go into the office very much so I never met many people there. Except the receptionist, Angie. She’s really sweet. She’s the one who told me to tell Gary about the guys.”


  “Have they harassed other women, too?”


  “Angie said nobody’s been talking about it. She thinks they just started or they hit on visitors only. Since I don’t come in a lot they must think I’m a visitor.”


  “What announcement did they use to let the others know you were there?”


  “They paged Mr. Brooks to come to wherever I was.”


  “Mr. Brooks? Are you sure that was it?”


  “Angie figured it out. Every time I was there, I heard them page this guy. So one day, I asked Angie who he was. She said they don’t have a Mr. Brooks working in the office and they’ve never had a visitor by that name sign in either. When I told her about the men, she figured Mr. Brooks was their signal.”


  “Do you think you could identify the guys if you saw them? Like if all the men in the office were put in a line up you could pick them out?”


  Her eyes lit up. “Are you kidding me? Could I ever.”


  “That gives me an idea.” I shook my mouse to wake my computer and surfed to the Pacific Pickles website. I found a picture of the executive management team and enlarged it on the screen. “Come look at this picture. Are any of these guys the ones who harassed you?” I anxiously waited for her to stab a finger at Nathan Jacobs whose mug was front and center in the picture.


  She leaned over me, her eyes wide. She studied the screen then shook her head. “Nah, none of them.”


  I jabbed my index finger at Nathan. “Not even him?”


  “Nope, never seen him before.”


  “Are you positive?”


  “Yeah, why? Did you think he did it?” She sat on the corner of my desk, tipping over a stack of mail.


  How could this be? I was certain she’d identify him. I slumped back on my chair. Nathan Jacobs was a creep and a wife beater, but not a killer. I was back to square one. A square that now included querying receptionist, Angie.


  “You have an employee key card to get through the factory gate, right?” I tried to keep the excitement of my quest out of my voice, but it sneaked in.


  “Sure, yeah.”


  “Can I use it to go see Angie?”


  “Oh, no. Absolutely not. It’s for employees only, and I don’t want to risk getting fired.”


  “But you could take me to see her, right?”


  Eyes wary, she nodded. I didn’t wait for full agreement, but jumped to my feet. Ouch, ouch, ouch. Even my toenails ached from the tub incident. Still, I grabbed Daisy’s arm and dragged her out of the office. “C’mon. We’re going to the factory.”


  “But I have to finish the—”


  “I’m the boss. If I say you can go, you can go.” We rushed toward a startled Hazel and Mr. T. “We’ll be gone for a while. Call Teri if you can’t handle things.”


  “But Paige—” Daisy whined as I opened the door.


  “No, buts Daisy, we’re going.” I hauled her outside and nearly hefted her into my truck. “Buckle up while I get in.”


  Keeping an eye on her in case she tried to escape, I rushed around the front of my truck. I know this bordered on kidnapping, but Daisy didn’t always know what was best for her. Ahem, okay, so maybe I was equally as guilty, but it was always so much easier to see another person’s faults than mine. At least it was easier to admit.


  Reaching to put my keys in the ignition, Daisy snagged my arm. “Paige you have to listen to me.”


  I sighed. I guess I wasn’t very good at kidnapping either. “Fine, but you’re not going to talk me out of going to the factory.”


  “My key card. It’s in my purse under the counter.”


  I felt a flood of heat rush to my face. “I’ll wait here while you get it.”


  She slipped out and skipped, yes, skipped inside. Since I had this unexpected time, I should think about what else I needed to do at Pacific Pickles while I was there. I had to talk to Irene about whether she saw Gary on Monday morning, and she could hopefully shed some light on Barney Rubble and Gary‘s Fatal Attraction woman, the two I’d vote in as the most likely killers at this point. Hopefully, I could pull Irene aside for a moment.


  Daisy rushed from the shop, her arms jutting out at odd angles. She jumped into the passenger seat, humming The Bangle’s eighties hit, Walk Like an Egyptian. And I’d thought of her as Russian sage when all this time she was from Egypt.


  Truck in gear, I backed onto the street and headed for the factory. The temperature was warming so I flipped on the air conditioner lest I wilt Daisy. She sat back but fidgeted as I drove. Maybe she didn’t want to go to the office, as she was worried she’d get in trouble over ruining the Briny costume.


  I gave her a comforting smile. “Everything going okay with Briny?”


  Her face perked up. “You won’t believe what happened. My boss said she was so sorry I had to find Gary. Then she told me I did such a good job of keeping most of the costume safe that she wasn’t mad about the gloves. She even apologized for not having the suit altered to fit me. Remember that’s why I was in the woods in the first place. Anyway, they decided to have two Briny characters and I get to stay on permanently so they’re sending the suit out for alterations. Isn’t that great?”


  “Sure is. See, things can work out.”


  She laid a fragile looking hand on my arm. “And they’ll work out for you and Adam, too. You never did say why you broke up.”


  And I didn’t want to now, but her compassionate smile and tone of voice urged me to share. “You’ll probably get mad at me when you hear this, so I’ll apologize before I start. I was helping Karen by looking into Gary‘s murder for her.”


  She didn’t look hurt, but confused. “So why did you say no to me, then?”


  “When you asked me, I hadn’t told Adam about helping Karen yet. I knew he’d be against it so I was waiting for the right time. Then when he asked me not to do this for you, I was afraid to tell him about Karen.”


  “Asked? He didn’t ask. He forbade you to do it.”


  “See, this is why I didn’t tell him about Karen. Then at dinner last night he found out.”


  Her eyes scrunched up. “Why’d you keep on helping her if he was against it?”


  “I had to. She was so upset over Gary‘s death and this was the only way I could comfort her.”


  “I know what you mean. A couple a years ago, my sister moved to California. The only thing that could make me feel better was to go shopping. And I did. Boy, howdy. I spent one hundred dollars in one day. Hid it from Earl. Then he got the credit card bills and figured out what I did. He was mad for a good long time. Man, that guy is so smart. I can’t hide anything from him.”


  I so wanted to blurt out most anyone could have figured out her secret, but she was trying to be helpful so I kept it to myself and concentrated on navigating the final turn into the employee parking lot.


  “Hey, I know,” she shouted. “Remember last month when Earl got mad at me for spending all my time gardening and threatened to leave me and you offered to talk to him to help get us back together?”


  “Yeah, but I didn’t have to. He couldn’t stay away from you.”


  “I know, right. Wasn’t that sweet?” She blushed and giggled. “I could do the same thing for you. I could explain to Adam how you had to do this. He’d believe me. I’m sure he would.”


  I shook my head so hard, I got dizzy. “Probably best to let me talk to him first.” Second in line to enter the parking lot, I pulled to a stop behind a silver SUV and waited to pull forward. “I’ll need that card now.”


  “I told you. It’s for employees only.” She unclipped her seatbelt and leaned over me. She couldn’t reach. She planted her feet on the passenger’s seat and stuck her upper body out the window.


  Thankful no one else waited to enter, I held my breath and tried not to breathe on her. The gate swung up, Daisy wound down, and I pulled through, following the path of the SUV to the first available space. The SUV’s driver hopped out. Nathan Jacobs. Made sense. He’d probably dropped the beaten wife at home, maybe smacked her around a bit more then headed back here.


  “Look, that’s Nathan Jacobs. You’re sure he’s not one of the guys who harassed you?”


  “I’m sure.”


  No, I won’t give up on thinking this creep was the killer. “Let’s catch up to him so you can get a better look at him.” I shoved open my door and yelled, “Nathan, hey Nathan. Wait up, would you?”


  He turned around and held a hand over his eyes to shield the sun. I ran ahead of Daisy, each step sending shooting stars of pain through my legs. What was I going to say when I reached him?


  C’mon, Paige, think.


  Panting, I stopped in front of him. His focus was fixed behind me. I turned. Daisy sprinted our way, looking like a Bay Watch lifeguard. Nathan seemed mesmerized. Good, this would be how he would ogle her, so if he was guilty she’d certainly recognize him.


  I caught my breath. “So Nathan have you thought of anything else that might help me find Gary‘s killer?”


  “Hmm, what?” He slowly looked my way. “What did you say?”


  “Gary‘s killer. Did you think of anything else that might help?”


  “I really am far too busy to spend much time thinking about that.” He returned his gaze to Daisy who’d stopped next to me, not at all out of breath like I had been from the run.


  I waited until he realized he was staring which was far too long for my liking and definitely had made Daisy uncomfortable.


  He cleared his throat. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m late for a meeting.”


  “That hospital visit must have been unexpected,” I said.


  His eyes and mouth shot open looking like one of those rubber heads you squeezed to pop out the eyes and tongue. “How did you hear about that?”


  I turned so he could get a clear view of my cheek. “I was a patient in the ER.”


  “Yes, well, like I said, I’m late.” He spun and marched off.


  “Well?” I asked Daisy. “Is he one of them?”


  “How many times am I going to have to tell you no before you believe me?” She stormed toward the building.


  Great, I’d made them both mad. I didn’t care if Nathan was upset. In fact, any day I could trouble a man who beat his wife was a good day in my book, but Daisy was my friend. She was also my way into Pacific Pickles and I desperately needed to get inside if I had any hope of unearthing Gary‘s killer.


  Chapter Nineteen


  I caught Daisy at the entrance and slipped in front of her. “I’m sorry, Daisy. I believe you. I just want him to be guilty so badly I couldn’t leave it alone.”


  She stood mute, eyes cast down.


  “He beats his wife,” I said.


  Her head snapped up. “He does? How do you know?”


  “What I said to him about seeing him at the hospital? His wife had come in for help, but before anyone could get there to help her, Nathan arrived and dragged her out. So I thought it would be fitting if he went to jail.”


  “Totally, but he didn’t do anything to me.”


  “Which means he doesn’t have a motive for murdering Gary. So let’s go in and talk to Angie to see if she can help us figure out who might. Okay?”


  “Okay, but why would these guys want to kill Gary?”


  I’d forgotten I was talking to Daisy. I needed to spell things out clearly. “If Gary videoed the men harassing you, one of them might have killed him to keep him from showing it to anyone.”


  “Oh, I get it. Gosh, I didn’t think of that.” She grabbed my wrist. “Let’s get going, then.”


  Inside, we found a smiling Angie sitting behind her desk, and no sign of Nathan. Daisy rushed over to Angie. “This is my friend, Paige. We think the guys who harassed me killed Gary.”


  Angie’s large eyes got bigger. “Really?”


  Shaking my head, I stepped up to the desk. “Ah, no, not exactly,” I said to calm Angie down. “We think they might have wanted Gary to come to some harm.”


  “Same dif,” Daisy said. “If Gary got them on video they’d want to kill him.”


  “Video? What video?”


  I’d never tell Daisy anything again. Never. Nope never.


  “Ah, Angie,” I said keeping the bruised side of my face from her view. “That’s not been determined, so if you would keep it to yourself I’d appreciate it.”


  “Sure,” she said after looking at Daisy.


  “We were wondering if you knew the names of the guys who were harassing Daisy?”


  She shook her head. “Daisy’s the only one I heard of having this problem. And believe me, after she told me about it, I asked other women here.”


  “So you can’t think of anyone we could talk to who might have seen these guys in action?” I asked more because I was frustrated than because I believed she would give me an affirmative answer.


  “Shoot,” Angie said. “Why bother asking around? Once one of them finds out Daisy’s here today they’ll find her.”


  Daisy slapped her palm on her forehead something she did so often maybe it was giving her brain damage and adding to her normal clouded approach to the world. “Why didn’t I think of that? They always show up when I’m in marketing to get my check.”


  “And when they do show up, I can take pics with my cell,” I said, growing as agitated at Daisy.


  “C’mon, let’s go up there and wait.” Her turn to drag me.


  “Thanks, Angie,” I called out. “Remember don’t tell anyone about the video. Actually, don’t tell anyone about our visit at all.”


  “My lips are sealed.” She mimicked locking her lips and tossing away a key.


  Daisy slid her card through the reader, and I followed her into the space filled with clacking keyboards and the hum of conversation.


  “Try to be extra alluring,” I whispered as we approached the marketing department.


  She grinned. “This is fun. I like catching a killer.”


  She sauntered forward like a model on the runway stopping to drape her lithe body across a desk with a woman sitting behind it. The woman’s mouth gaped open.


  “Hi, Tonya,” Daisy said, fluttering her eyes at the woman. “Nice weather we’ve been having.”


  Tonya’s mouth open and closed a few times before she said, “What are you doing, Daisy?”


  “I was in the building so I thought I’d stop in and visit.”


  “Not like this, you won’t. Get off my desk.” Her voice rose with each word.


  “Oh, but this is so comfortable,” Daisy said and arched her back in a position that no one would believe was comfortable.


  “I mean it, Daisy,” Tonya shouted. “Get off my desk.”


  Heads peeked from behind cubby walls and Mary Stills marched out of her office. “Tonya, what’s going on out here?”


  “This.” Tonya rolled her eyes and jerked her head at Daisy.


  Before Mary could question Daisy, I rushed forward. “I can explain this, Mary. How about we go into your office for a minute.”


  “Fine,” she said and spun around.


  I was surprised at her agreement much like she seemed to be surprised that I was out here causing a commotion. She picked up pickle-covered signs from a chair and held out her hand.


  I sat and waited for her to take the chair next to me.


  Her hand shot out. “Your face. What happened?”


  Note to self. Do not ever fall in the bathtub again when you have to go out in public. Fall only on weekends and vacations. “I fell in the bathtub this morning.” Before she could comment again, I rushed on. “This might take you by surprise, but every time Daisy has come in to pick up her check she’s been harassed by a group of male employees.”


  Mary’s eyes turned suspicious, but she leaned forward as if interested in hearing more. “Harassed, how?”


  “Nothing physical, but lewd comments and snide remarks coupled with a lot of back slapping.”


  Mary abruptly sat back and crossed her arms. “I don’t believe it. I would certainly have seen them.”


  Slow down, Paige. You’re telling her that another woman was harassed right under her nose, and she’s bound to deny it at first. “This has been going on for a while without anyone finding out. These guys are smart. They wouldn’t do this in front of you.”


  “Then when? I’m the one who gives Daisy her check and has her sign for them.”


  I sat forward. “Think back, Mary. I’m guessing there were times Daisy had to wait for you to give her the check. Maybe you were in meetings or on the phone. Another person might have called ahead and arranged a time to get the check, but Daisy doesn’t always think in those terms.”


  Mary looked like I’d slapped her face, and her tone grew deathly quiet. “Why didn’t Daisy tell me?”


  “I don’t think she’s used to working in a big office, so she didn’t know what to do. She talked to her friend Angie at the front desk and Angie told her it was a personnel matter and referred her to Gary.”


  “Gary said nothing to me.” She sounded defeated.


  “That’s because Daisy couldn’t identify the men. On Thursday, Gary was going to hook up a video camera to record the men so he could identify them.”


  Her mouth fell open. “Did he do it?”


  “We don’t know. That’s why Daisy’s all draped across—”


  “Mr. Brooks to marketing,” the male voice on the PA system broke in.


  “That’s their signal to come check Daisy out,” I said and stood. “I’ve gotta get out there to take a picture.”


  Mary jumped to her feet. “I’ll go. I know most everyone in this building. And while I’m at it, I’ll give them a piece of my mind, too.”


  “No,” I stepped in front of her. “If they see you, they’ll bolt. Let me take the pictures, and then you can look at it and identify them.”


  She nodded, and I didn’t wait in case she changed her mind. I rushed out to Daisy and heard male laughter drift my way. I made ready to take pictures and rounded the corner armed and dangerous.


  Three men stood behind a bank of tall file cabinets. Tonya had fled somewhere, and Daisy was still posing as if in a magazine. The more the men commented, the more she shifted around in various poses. I slyly pointed my phone at the voyeurs and snapped a few shots.


  Suddenly, Daisy pushed off the desk and sauntered my way. “Did you get their picture?” she asked loud enough for Angie to hear in the lobby.


  The men, eyes already on Daisy from her parade across the room, caught on and scattered. Our work here was done. As much as Daisy enjoyed catching a killer, she more likely frightened one away.


  “I got the pictures, Daisy. Can you go downstairs and talk with Angie? I have one more thing I need to discuss with your boss.”


  “She’s not mad at me, is she?”


  “Not at all. She thinks you’re really clever to try to catch these men like this.”


  Daisy preened from the compliment and strolled away in a more normal gait. I went back to Mary’s office. She was standing in the same place I’d left her.


  “Well?” she asked. “Did you catch them?”


  “Three of them,” I said and clicked to the best image on my camera.


  “Young punks,” Mary spat out. “Why do men think they can get away with stuff like this? Well, I’ve had my fill of it.”


  I took a step back at her vehemence. “You sound as if you speak from experience.”


  She nodded. “Not in recent times. In the past. When I was one of the few women in management and before we taught men how to behave civilly at work.” She tapped her finger on my camera. “There’s no excuse for this today. I’ll have their jobs to be sure.”


  You go girl! “Do they work for you?”


  “No, but that won’t stop me.” She strutted over to her desk and whipped a pen out of a holder. She scribbled furiously on paper then repeated the same thing on another sheet. With the first page in hand, she came back to me. “Here are their names.”


  “Ah, Mary,” I said and took the paper. “I know you’re upset, but can you hold off on taking any action until we find out who killed Gary? If you try to get these men fired and one of them killed Gary over this then you’ll tip him off and he might run.”


  “Oh, my gosh. I didn’t think. Goodness. Yes, I see what you mean. One of them could have wanted to kill Gary to keep him quiet.” She dropped onto the nearest chair. “Oh, Paige, this is dreadful. We have to tell the police. And I have to tell the President.”


  I admired her enthusiasm, but the President? Overkill to be sure. “I don’t think the President needs to hear about this. He has enough to do with running the country.”


  Mary chuckled. “I meant the president of Pacific Pickles.”


  It was official. I had spent too much time with Daisy. I was beginning to think like her. No wonder I hadn’t solved this murder yet.


  


  Chapter Twenty


  Since I’d been so successful in my impromptu meeting with Mary, I decided to take a few moments to talk with Irene. Though I hated to keep Daisy waiting in the lobby, I didn’t know when I’d have an opportunity to speak to Irene again.


  At the corner, instead of heading for the elevator, I went down the hallway to Irene’s cubicle. She sat, back to me, hands racing across her keyboard in decisive little clicks.


  “Irene,” I said long before my approach so I wouldn’t startle her like Nathan had when we’d met.


  She turned, offering a tentative smile.


  I stopped near the front of her cubicle. “I don’t know if you remember me. Paige Turner. I was here with Nathan Jacobs.”


  “Oh, my gosh. What happened to you?” She stabbed her index finger toward my cheek.


  I ignored the irritation that flared in my gut, and laughed. “Bathtub mishap that I’d rather not get into.”


  “I understand.” She gave me a warm smile. “I heard you were working with Gary‘s wife to catch his killer. Is that right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Good, I’m glad you stopped by. We want to help in any way we can.” She motioned to the cubicles surrounding her. “Gary was a decent boss, and we miss him.” Her voice broke.


  Before the tears moistening her eyes flowed, I rushed ahead. “I do have a few things I need help with. Can you get me background information on Barney Rubble? I’m assuming you know I mean the employee, not Fred’s sidekick.”


  She grinned. “Imagine parents saddling a child with such a name.”


  Yeah, imagine. Maybe they were like my mom and didn’t know what they were doing. Nah, I could believe that about the name Paige Turner, but not about Barney Rubble.


  Irene scrunched her brows together and seemed to be gathering her thoughts. “I have access to Barney’s personnel file, but I could get fired if I give you any info on him.”


  “I wouldn’t want that to happen. I’ll find another source.”


  She held out her hand. “No, wait. I’ll do it. I’ll copy his file but it will take me some time. We could meet later. If you’d like, I could bring it to you when I get off work. Around five fifteen. Should I meet you at your shop?”


  “That would be perfect,” I said thinking what a good assistant she seemed to be. Now if she’d only be a good little girl and answer all my questions. “Do you keep a list of terminated employees who might have been as upset as Barney?”


  “There’s been no need. There haven’t been any other employees who’ve made threats.”


  One question down. On to the next one. “Did you see Gary Monday morning when he came to work?”


  She shook her head. “I wish I had. Maybe he wouldn’t have left and gotten—well, you know, killed.” It looked like that gush of tears was only moments away. “I’ve been thinking and thinking about that morning. Trying to figure out what he might have done and how he ended up at that field.”


  “Do you think he came here first?”


  “I know he was planning to come in early so he could leave early. He had some big project at home that he was eager to get to. Even though the police found his car in the employee lot, the more I think about this, the more I’m convinced he didn’t get to his office.”


  Yes, that’s it keep her talking and maybe she’ll remember something important. “Why do you think he hadn’t been up here?”


  “He is—was a hard worker often coming in early and staying late. In the past when he came in early, he’d generate a pile of work for me to do and it’d be waiting on my desk for when I got in. I came in around eight thirty on Monday and there wasn’t even one new item on my desk. Plus I’ve asked around the department and no one saw him.”


  “So why do you think his car was here, then?”


  She shrugged and twisted her hands. “That’s what keeps bugging me. Why come to work only to leave? The ball field isn’t in walking distance so he had to have a ride. But who and why?”


  “My questions exactly,” I said aloud the words I only meant to think. “So what’s the answer?”


  “Do you suppose someone followed him into the lot and abducted him?”


  “No way to know at his point. I checked outside for security cameras yesterday. None.”


  “But there would be records of any car that came through the gate. We each have a keycard and it’s electronically scanned to open the gate.”


  This was the opening I’d been waiting for. “Any way you could find out when his key card accessed the gate?”


  “Sure, I have a friend who can tell me.”


  “Can your friend also tell you if he logged into the company network on Monday?”


  “I’m not sure how that will help, but yes, I do believe she can get that information.”


  “It may not help find the killer, but will at least help us figure out what Gary did that morning.” I turned to go and spun around. “Hey, just for grins, have your friend see when Nathan Jacobs came through the gate.”


  “Nathan? You think Nathan killed Gary?”


  “No, but when I questioned him, he seemed evasive.”


  She flapped a hand at me. “That’s just Nathan. Mr. Secret.”


  “Still, check for me, huh?”


  She nodded, and I took off, hurrying to the lobby where I snagged Daisy’s arm and rushed to my truck. I dropped her at The Garden Gate and drove straight to the radio station. I’d spent too much time chasing after these clues so I ran into the studio just in time.


  Lisa was already seated in her booth, tapping a finger on the desktop. “About time. I was ready to put in a ‘best of’ tape.”


  “Sorry, got caught up with Daisy.” I hurried to my desk and started organizing the items I’d need for the show.


  “So what were the two of you up to?”


  My hands busy, I filled her in on my new photography hobby. “I have their names, now all I have to do is figure out where they were on Monday. Oh, and guess who I ran into? Nathan Jacobs, the big creep. I can’t pin this murder on him, but I’ll do everything I can to bring his wife beating to light.”


  “I’m right there with you. I’ve already told Mitch. He said he can’t do anything about it unless the wife files a complaint, but he’ll keep his ears open.”


  “Speaking of Mitch, did he say anything about the breakin?”


  “No, but he did wonder if you’d stop by today.” She grinned. “I told him he could count on it.”


  I returned her grin with a playful one of my own. “I was kind of thinking about checking out the plants I didn’t get to water yesterday.”


  “Any word from Adam?”


  “Seriously, Lisa, if he called don’t you think I’d tell you about it?”


  “Seriously, Paige, no you wouldn’t. I’d have to pry it out of you like most everything else.” Her phone rang. “Time to get to work. We’ll pick up our discussion of Adam when the show is over.”


  I waited for her countdown. “This is Paige Turner with Through the Garden Gate. Today is our last day of dating questions so if you’ve been afraid to call in, now would be a good time. Following that segment, we’ll take all gardening questions. But first today’s forecast.” I punched the button to play the weather report and watched the phone lines start to blink.


  Lisa was on the phone with a caller so I sat back and watched the second hand on the wall tick by. Nearing the end of the thirty-second spot, Lisa raised her fingers in countdown.


  “First caller has a dating question,” she said through the open door. “Her name’s Polly.”


  At the right time, I punched the on-air button. “Hello, Polly. This is Paige. You have a dating question for us?”


  “I do.” Her voice broke as if she’d been crying. “My boyfriend Paul just dumped me.”


  “I’m so sorry, Polly. Do you want to tell us what happened?”


  “Well, I promised him I would quit smoking and I did for a few weeks. But then I had this really bad day at work so I lit one up. And I just sorta started again.”


  “He broke up with you just because you started smoking again?”


  “Kind of. Okay…not exactly. It wasn’t really the smoking that made him mad. It was because I didn’t tell him about it.” She sighed. “I mean, it’s not like I lied about it or anything. I just didn’t tell him I started smoking again. Do you think he should have broken up with me over something so minor?”


  I flashed my eyes at Lisa. She let this caller through on purpose. How could I answer without sounding like a hypocrite? What if Adam listened in and heard me counseling Polly, yet not doing what I told her?


  Lisa’s head popped up. I glared at her. She returned my look with an innocent one of her own and an apologetic smile. She hadn’t done this on purpose, but it felt like that to me. Or maybe I was just being sensitive. I’d tried so hard not to think about Adam, but everywhere I went, everything I did, the despair over our break-up seemed to surface. And right now, I felt alone. All alone and it was my own fault.


  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  After the show, I offered out of the goodness of my heart—not from the part of me wanting a reason to stop at the police station to see I could glean information on Gary’s murder—to drop Lisa off for her work shift. I hated to admit it, but when Lisa took the chair behind the reception desk, she looked right at home. A pixie and barely peeking over the top, her innocent and open face would likely get any criminal to confess at the sight of her.


  When she spotted me staring at her, she smiled with genuine warmth. “You never said how your cheek was feeling.”


  I strolled over to her desk. “And you never said if you overheard anything interesting this morning.”


  She shook her head. “Forget it. I can’t share anything I hear. So go bug someone else.” She raised one plucked eyebrow and gave me a pointed stare.


  “Good idea. You think Mitch is here?”


  “That’s not what I meant and you know it.” She rolled her eyes.


  I held up my hands. “Okay, okay, I have a plant to tend in the break room,” I said and turned to go.


  “Sure keep running away from your problems,” she said, stopping me and making me look at her. “Your time would be better spent calling Adam and making up with him than hanging around here hoping to glean some information.”


  “Didn’t you hear what your hubby said last night? Adam already has a problem with trust. He’ll never forgive me and even if he did, he wouldn’t trust me after this. There’s no point in calling him.” There I said it aloud. The very thought that had pummeled my brain, but I’d been able to shove into the recesses of my mind where only spiders spinning their webs had to deal with it.


  “You don’t know that unless you talk to him.”


  Tears pricked at my eyes. No, I wouldn’t cry today. I’d managed to keep tears in check by staying busy, and I’d keep doing that until the hurt lessened.


  A picture of me sitting in a rocker, a cat on my lap, and my silvery hair in a bun while waiting for the pain to diminish flashed into my brain. Lisa should know me better than to try to force this issue with me. She always wanted to talk about problems, but I needed to process it for a while. Even if it took me until my rocking chair days, so I didn’t blubber with every word.


  “I’m not going to talk about this now. I’ll be in the break room watering the plant.” I spun like a tornado and stormed down the hall toward the one thing that could always bring me comfort. A plant.


  I went straight to the break room sink. Yes, that’s it, keep busy. I’d done a great job of avoiding the pain so far, I could keep it up. I had a handle on this. Even when people like Lisa brought up Adam’s name and the raw emotions tried to slither back to the surface, I could force them back down.


  I turned on the water and watched the watering can fill.


  The pain crawled up, inching its way clear of my control, wanting to erupt like a blender without the lid on top. I kept my eyes on the water and felt my resolve not to cry over Adam dissolve. It would be so easy to let go and have a pity party. No! Not here of all places. I could just see Mitch laughing at my tears and mocking my emotions. I sniffed back the tears threatening to escape. They kept coming.


  C’mon, Paige. Get it together. Don’t do this here.


  Turning off the water, the sound of footsteps heading my way became clear. Lisa was probably coming to nag me more about calling Adam. I grabbed a scratchy paper towel and wiped my nose.


  “How’re the plants doing?” Mitch asked from behind.


  My back to him, I shrugged and kept quiet. I couldn’t speak for fear of my voice giving away my emotions. I’d just ignore him until he went away.


  “What? Paige Turner has nothing to say?” His tone was lighthearted and teasing, like my old friend would have acted, taking me even closer to losing it.


  With my head down, I crossed the room to the plant, making it clear that I had nothing to say to him. He usually responded well to the cold shoulder giving a colder one back.


  He came around to the other side of the plant and stood as if waiting for me to say something. I looked at his large boots, clean and shiny. Why did he have to bother me? I came here in hopes of hearing him spill details that would help me solve the murder, but now it seemed like he’d turned my tactic on me.


  Go away, I telegraphed.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked, his tone all brotherly. “Are you upset about last night?”


  Couldn’t he at least be his usual mean self? His warm tone only served to encourage the tears.


  Stop, Paige. Do not let him see you cry.


  “I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”


  I tipped the watering can.


  “Paige?” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Paige, what is it?”


  I looked up, and a tear dripped off my cheek.


  “Aw, no, not tears.” His hand shot into the thick shock of hair as it usually did when he was uncomfortable.


  “You asked for it,” I blubbered and raised the watering can. “You couldn’t just leave me alone for once. No, you had to stick your big nose in and push me.”


  “You mean you’re crying because I wouldn’t leave you alone?”


  I peered at his face, all scrunched in worry. He had the look of a man who was forced to carry a woman’s purse. Or maybe a guy who’d changed his first stinky diaper. That thought was the therapy I needed. I laughed. First small little giggles, but then blossoming into an out of control belly laugh that bordered on hysteria. I was totally and completely out of control. Standing in the police station in front of my biggest adversary in town and mentally falling apart.


  I clutched my sides and looked at Mitch. His face ran the gamut of emotions and settled on bewildered. At least he wasn’t mocking my emotions or tears.


  “Sorry,” I said and sniffled. “I didn’t get much sleep last night, and I’m kind of emotional.”


  “Kind of? I’d say basket case describes you.”


  Normally a comment like that from Mitch would send me into a battle of sarcastic comebacks, but his tone was so sincere, I didn’t know what to make of him. “So, did you want to talk to me, or was this an attempt at small talk?”


  His eyes tightened as if I’d offended him. He seemed to count to ten then said, “Actually I would like to talk to you if you have a few minutes.”


  “Okay, shoot.”


  He crossed the room to the counter. “I’m getting some coffee. You want some?”


  I turned to face him. “Sounds good.”


  Reaching for a mug, he paused. “Man, you really did a number on that cheek. Lisa told me all about it yesterday.”


  “At least I did this to myself, not like Olivia Jacobs.”


  He pulled down two mugs and poured. “You know her very well?”


  “Only met her once. Why?”


  “I thought maybe you could talk to her about reporting the jerk. Friends can sometimes get a battered woman to make the move away from the guy controlling her.” He shrugged as if tucking away the issue he couldn’t do anything about. He handed the white mug to me. “Let’s go to my office.”


  His office? What happened to the friendly chat? Did he know about the bugs? We walked, and I ran the last few days through my filter. Had he found something in my apartment after I left? Was he going to arrest me for obstructing justice because I took Gary‘s computer? Had I done anything else that might get me hauled off to the police chief’s office?


  What a week. First the principal, now the chief.


  “Go ahead and sit.” He gestured toward a side chair with worn leather where I imagined all kinds of criminals had been grilled by Mitch. He sat behind his desk and cupped the mug between his large hands. He seemed nervous and not at all like the bossy chief. “I’ve been thinking about what happened in high school.”


  Seriously, high school? I’m having a breakdown over Adam and this guy wants to talk about high school? I held up my free hand. “You called me in here to rehash something neither of us needs to talk about?”


  “That’s the thing, Paige. I do. I need to talk about it. After Picklemann was murdered, I started going to FellowshipChurch in McMinnville, and the whole thing is starting to bother me.”


  “You? Church?” My mouth fell open.


  “I know it’s a shock, but you can close your mouth.” He laughed, but let it fall off rapidly. “Picklemann’s death kinda got me thinking about my mortality. I had a lot of questions. So I started going to church. The whole God thing makes sense to me, now. Guess I just had to realize I’m not immortal.”


  “Well, good. Not the immortal thing, but going to church.”


  “Anyway, last Sunday, the sermon was about forgiveness. How we have to forgive everyone who wronged us.”


  I shot to my feet sloshing coffee over the rim. “Oh, I get it. You go to church and suddenly think you need to forgive me for making you jump off that bridge. Well, don’t blame me. It was your decision to jump.”


  “Wait a minute, Paige. That’s not it at all. Please sit down so I can explain.”


  “I’ll stand.”


  “Fair enough.” He sipped his coffee. “Like I said, I thought about that day a lot and came to the conclusion that it was my fault. All my fault. I’ve been blaming you all these years because it was easier to blame you than accept that I screwed up my life with one stupid decision.”


  “So you don’t want me to forgive you?” I slowly sat.


  “Nah, I want to ask you to forgive me for being such a jerk all these years.”


  My mouth fell open again, this time stretching the muscles to their breaking point. Mitch Lawson was asking for my forgiveness.


  “Ah, Paige your mouth is open again.” He grinned in a boyish way.


  I snapped it shut. “So is this why you’ve been trying to be nicer?”


  “Trying? I thought I’d succeeded pretty well.”


  “What about Monday? You were a real bear.”


  “Hey, you’re a Christian. You know we can’t be perfect, and I haven’t learned how to rely on God for the little things much less when someone is murdered on my watch. But I’m sorry if I was harsh. So, will you forgive me? For that and my past behavior?”


  “Of course. Wow, we can be friends again. Right?”


  “Sure, yeah, I suppose. Not that we have a lot in common like we once did.”


  I smiled over the memories of our friendship before the big fight. He and I were never as close as Lisa and me, but he had my back in a brotherly sort of way. He looked out for me at school, gave me rides in his ratty Mustang convertible and even threatened to beat up a boy or two who dumped me. It would be good to have him as a friend again.


  I looked at his open, sincere face. Wait. If I learned anything last night, I learned not to keep secrets. I cleared my throat. “I have something to confess.”


  He sat forward. “Really? Do tell.”


  “Your plants don’t have bugs. I was going to infect them with leaves I cut off Uma’s plant so I could come around more often and maybe hear something about Gary‘s murder.”


  “Why, Paige Turner, you lied to me.” He grinned.


  “No, not really. I just didn’t clear up your misunderstanding when you thought the leaves came from your plant. I was going to bug your office, too.”


  “That’s a good one, Paige. Bug my office.” He broke into fresh laughter, maybe in relief over getting this conversation out of the way.


  I sat back pondering how our reestablished friendship could help in my quest for the killer. Nothing had changed in that arena. He was still the chief of police and still wouldn’t be forthcoming with information. But it was so good to know we had put the past in the past and we could be friends again.


  My cell pealed, and I checked caller ID. Gary Buzzy. “Excuse me,” I said to Mitch. “I have to take this.” I punched Talk. “Karen?”


  “No, it’s Yolanda. Karen wanted me to call you and ask you to come over right away. Can you make it?”


  “Sure, but what’s this about?”


  “It’s too big of a subject to get into on the phone. I’ll see you soon.” She disconnected.


  What could be too big to discuss on the phone? Had they discovered an important clue? Or better yet, had they found the killer?


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  My drive to the Buzzy home seemed to take forever. I was so eager to get out of Mitch’s office to see what Karen had learned that I offered a lame excuse to leave and wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d followed me. I was almost drooling over the prospect of bringing this case to a conclusion and imagined that somehow Karen had solved the case all on her own. Part of me was thrilled the killer might have been found, the other part of me jealous over not locating the dastardly villain myself.


  At the door, I pounded, letting my excitement flow through my hand. I’m not sure what I expected to see when Yolanda opened the door, but six large suitcases and three cardboard boxes sitting in the foyer were not in any vision I could have conjured up. Not even in my wildest dreams that are so vivid they could challenge Dorothy’s trip out of Kansas or Alice‘s little sojourn in Wonderland.


  “What happened to your face?” Yolanda blurted out. “You didn’t get into trouble while investigating, did you?”


  Investigating the porcelain of Lisa’s tub yes, the murder no. “I fell in the shower.”


  “I’ll bet that hurt.”


  I started to complain but then thought of the real pain the two women in the house were going through, and I let it go with a shrug.


  “Well, come in. Excuse the mess.” She waved a hand over the luggage as if she could make it disappear then picked her way through the pile.


  “Are you leaving?” I asked trying hard not to strain already pitiful muscles yet not trip for the second time in one day. All I needed was a luggage print on the other side of my face.


  “We’re both going to Portland. That’s why Karen wanted me to talk to you.”


  Hold up, what? Karen was leaving and Yolanda was the one who had to tell me about it? My bubble of contentment over solving the murder popped and was replaced with suspicions the size of which threatened to swell my head and keep me from fitting through the doorway.


  Oblivious to my burgeoning wide load, Yolanda led me into the living room. Wearing another pantsuit, this one in a shade similar to the sofa, she all but disappeared from view when she sat and pounded the cushion next to her.


  “Is Karen all right? I mean, is there a reason she asked you to talk to me?” I lowered my aching body to the sofa.


  Yolanda’s face clenched, making my heart tighten with her agony. “She’s just not up to this. So I told her I’d take care of it for her. Do you have children, Paige?”


  “Me? No. No.” I was child enough to take care of, thank you very much.


  “Well when you do, I hope you don’t have to see your child go through something like this. There just doesn’t seem to be any good way to handle it. Everything is such a struggle for Karen right now. The pain is so intense, I fear any decision she makes can’t be made with any amount of logic.” She ended with a sigh and near sob.


  I patted her knee, an action I seemed compelled to do in this house. “I can’t imagine the pain both of you are feeling right now. I wish I could help.”


  She sniffed. “You have, just by doing whatever Karen has asked of you, even if it wasn’t the wisest thing. And that’s why you’re here again. Karen has decided to sell the house. She wanted to stay here, where the memories of Gary are the strongest, but then those hoodlums broke in yesterday and destroyed even that.”


  “I’m so sorry that happened. I think they were after Gary‘s laptop. At least it was stolen from my apartment last night.”


  “Please tell me you weren’t there.” She clutched her chest.


  “No, I was out just like you two were.”


  “Thank goodness. If you had gotten hurt, Karen, would…well, she would never recover.”


  I didn’t want to think of adding to Karen’s burdens so I’d back up Yolanda’s comment about the impending move. “So, she’s selling the house, huh?”


  “We met with a realtor earlier this morning. He recommended finishing the landscaping project before listing. Karen wanted me to ask if you’d resume work on it as soon as we leave today. She’ll be staying with me in Portland until she decides what to do permanently. Of course, we’ll be back for the funeral tomorrow.”


  “Sure, since I’d scheduled this whole week to work on it anyway, I can start after gathering the equipment I need.”


  “Good, good. We’re ready to depart as soon as we finish talking. Still, it would be a good idea for you to knock on the door when you get here to be sure we weren’t delayed. Seeing the patio Gary put in being demolished would not be good for her morale.”


  For a brief moment, my fingers itched to get to work. To end this seemingly useless chase for a killer and get back to the thing I loved. “Do you know if she wants me to stick with the original plan? They’d designed an extensive perennial garden, but I think something with a larger lawn might appeal to a wider group of buyers.”


  “Whatever you feel is right. Just send the bill to me.” She grabbed a notepad and jotted down her address.


  “No need to give me your address. I’ll be happy to do this for no charge.”


  She ripped off the page. “We couldn’t possibly impose on you that way. Gary had a sizeable insurance policy. Karen won’t be hurting for money.”


  I struggled to keep my eyebrows from shooting toward the ceiling. Big insurance plus wife with husband fooling around always equaled the wife’s guilt. Didn’t it? I wouldn’t think that way. I would, however, not pass up asking for financial information. “Speaking of money, I was hoping Karen might have financial records I could look at. I believe the woman the police thought Gary was having an affair with was in fact his counselor. If I could find proof of his payments for her services, she could be eliminated as a suspect.”


  “And prove Gary wasn’t having an affair.” Her eyes brightened, and she held out her address. “That would go a long way in easing Karen’s mind. Why don’t you give me the name of the doctor, and I’ll check out the records before we leave today. I can tell you what I find at the funeral.”


  “Great, thanks. Her name is Jackie Morris.”


  Yolanda jotted the name on her pad. “Karen never said anything about Gary going to a counselor, but I’m not surprised. She probably didn’t want to share such a private detail.” Yolanda stood. “I’ll get back to you soon. Thanks for agreeing to finish the project so quickly.” She strode to the door and picked up a business card from the foyer table. “Here’s the realtor’s card. If you’d contact him after you’re finished with the project so he can list the house, that would save us one more task.”


  I took the card, and we said our goodbyes until the funeral. Funeral. Tomorrow. Something about knowing his service was scheduled for tomorrow made Gary‘s death even more real than before and ramped up my need to find the killer. The best way to rid my mind of the impending funeral was to get busy with the landscaping.


  I drove directly to The Garden Gate and hooked up my trailer then loaded it with the Bobcat from the garage. I had just enough time left in the afternoon to bust up the concrete and get back to the shop to talk with Irene. Cooling off from the exertion in my pickup, I called a local dumpster company and arranged delivery of a large container for tomorrow so we could load the concrete and have it hauled away. After the event that I didn’t want to think about was over, I’d go back to the Buzzys’ house and haul the chunks of concrete to the bin.


  I set my phone on the seat and took off, careful when exiting the alley not to scrape the bottom of the trailer on the curb. Settling into my drive, I let the cool air wick away my perspiration, wishing it would wick away my misgivings over tomorrow. What I wouldn’t give to be able to tell Karen tomorrow that I’d found her husband’s killer. But that didn’t seem likely at this point.


  My cell vibrated on the seat and I checked Caller ID. Dr. Jackie Morris. Drat, I hadn’t yet decided what I was going to say when she called back.


  I clicked my headset and answered, “Paige Turner.”


  “This is Dr. Morris. You left a message for me yesterday.”


  “Yes, thank you for calling back.” I turned the corner and tried to come up with something to say after the superficial hellos were over.


  “Sorry I didn’t return your call until now, but I had gone to Orlando for a conference and was traveling yesterday.”


  Hmm, Orlando. Conference. Is this her alibi? I had to find out how long she stayed there. “Ooh, Orlando. I’m so jealous. Did you get to see Mickey?”


  “Yes, in fact I spent most of the weekend with him.” She laughed. “Now, what can I do for you, Paige?” Her professional tone gave me an idea.


  She’d been in Orlando most of the weekend and traveled yesterday so that must mean she was romping with the big mouse when Gary was killed. Still, I needed to find out if Gary was a client or if they were having an affair. “I was referred to you by a friend of mine. Gary Buzzy.”


  “Oh yes, Gary.” If she knew he was dead, she wasn’t a bit upset.


  I stopped at a four way stop and sat to concentrate on the call. “He mentioned that you were located in Portland, but I hate to drive in the city itself. Where exactly are you located?”


  “My office is in a small building off TV Highway, but my suite is undergoing renovations. Until the work is finished, I’m leasing a conference room at a hotel in Beaverton. Is this convenient for you?”


  Ah yes, an explanation for meeting Gary at a hotel. Still, they could have something going on, so I wouldn’t let her off the hook until Yolanda confirmed payments for counseling services.


  Having gotten all the info I needed, I just had to wrap up the call. “Beaverton is a perfect location for me. I’ll get back to you when I’m ready to make an appointment.” Brilliant, Paige. She isn’t going to wonder why you called then backed out.


  “I understand. Deciding to seek counseling is a big step. If I can help you make that decision, please call me back.” If she thought my sudden farewell was odd, her tone didn’t show it. “Be sure to tell Gary I said thank you for the referral,” she said pleasantly then hung up.


  Tell him thank you! She really didn’t know Gary was dead. She’d been out of town. Neither Mitch nor his men had gotten to her yet. She didn’t kill Gary. So who did?


  I took my foot off the brake and headed down the street. I had the next two hours of pounding concrete to work on that puzzle and maybe, just maybe, something would pop into my mind that would lead me in the right direction, and I’d locate the ever-elusive killer.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Hours later, Irene was waiting for me in the classroom area of the shop when I arrived covered in concrete dust and debris. My hair had fallen from the holder and was plastered against my face that was sticky with perspiration. Correct that, sweat. I know it’s not ladylike to sweat, but busting up a concrete patio in eighty-degree weather would make any woman do more than glisten like a lady.


  Irene was far cleaner. In fact, her face had that freshly made up look as if she took the time at the end of a busy workday to freshen her makeup. A folder lying on the table next to a mug of coffee, kept her hands busy. As I made my way toward her, she alternated between straightening the file and sipping the mug. When I came into her peripheral vision, her wary eyes lit on me and refused to let go.


  “Irene, thank you for coming,” I said and pulled out a chair.


  She glanced around. “Can we talk somewhere more private?”


  “Sure, my office. Follow me.” Cringing over bringing a stranger into the chaos of my office, I set off. I entered and hastily cleared off a chair. “Sorry about the mess. I don’t have much time to work in here.”


  She seemed to buy my lame explanation and sat, clutching the folder to her chest as if it were a life vest. “I made a copy of Barney’s file, but it won’t do you any good.”


  “And why’s that?” I asked and sat.


  “He couldn’t have killed Gary. He’s moved away. To California.”


  “He might have come back for a day.”


  “I called his house and got his wife. She said he has an airtight alibi. He’s in jail.”


  “In jail.” My voice shot up in disappointment.


  “She said he got into a fight at a bar the night before Gary was murdered. She’s tired of him letting his temper get the best of him and she refused to bail him out so he’s been in jail ever since then.” She sat back. “I called the local police and confirmed his dates of incarceration just to be sure.”


  “Thanks for being so thorough.”


  She held out the folder. “So I guess you won’t be needing this.”


  “No,” I said knowing an alibi this strong couldn’t be wrong.


  She settled the folder on her lap. “I can give you the other information you asked for, though.” She dug a folded piece of paper out of her blue canvas purse. “Security shows Gary‘s car entering the lot at 5:40 a.m., but he never logged onto his computer. Nathan entered the lot at 8:55 and accessed the network twenty minutes later.”


  I leaned back in my chair. “So Gary got there but didn’t log in. Most people these days, go straight to their computers and check email when they get to work. Was Gary like that?”


  “Sort of. He definitely had a regular procedure he followed when he arrived. He’d stop to say good morning, go to his office and put his briefcase down then get a cup of coffee.” She paused and a brief smile tipped her lips. “He never made me get his coffee. The other big shots at the company did, but not Gary.”


  “Seems like he was a great guy to work for.”


  She laughed outright. “Don’t get me wrong, he had his moments, but yes, we’d take him back.”


  We were moving off topic. “So after getting his coffee, what did he do?”


  “He’d look at any messages I’d left on his desk before checking voice mail. If something was urgent, he’d return calls first and then check email. I suppose if he went to his office on Monday morning, he skipped returning calls because it was too early for anyone else to be at work yet.”


  “If we give him time to enter the building and if he didn’t deviate from his routine, he’d have gotten to email before six.”


  She nodded. “Yes, if everything was normal he would have, but he didn’t. Personally, I don’t think he even came into the building. And before you ask me to check, I asked my person in security if they logged key cards used to open the main door. She said the company never installed the software to track it.”


  “Seems like he might have run into someone in the parking lot and left with them.”


  “I checked on that, too. No one else had entered the gate since the cleaning crew arrived around nine the night before.”


  “So if someone convinced Gary to go with them, they had to leave the lot to get into the other person’s car. A person who either couldn’t get through the gate because they didn’t have a card or an employee who knew the system recorded their card use.” I shook my head. “That doesn’t help at all. It could have been anyone.”


  Before I grew too glum from this discussion that was only going in circles, I grabbed my phone and clicked to the picture I’d taken of the three men. Though I already knew who they were, I wanted to get Irene’s take on them. I leaned across the desk and showed her the screen. “Do you recognize these men?”


  She strained to see the photo, but she didn’t look for long. “Sure. They all work at Pacific. If you think they had something to do with Gary, I don’t have a clue what the connection was.”


  I explained Daisy’s problem and my desire to identify the men in question.


  Irene reacted with the same surprise as Mary had. “I know Daisy met with Gary a few times, but he never documented any harassment. The first thing Gary would have been trained to do in a harassment allegation was to complete a P1297. That’s an incident report form we use. Then he’d give it to me. I’d log the form and file it in a pending file.” She paused and rubbed her forehead with small circular motions. “So why didn’t he follow protocol?”


  Hazel popped her head in the doorway. “Okay to interrupt?”


  I waved her in. “Sure.”


  Sitting on her shoulder, Mr. T squawked, “Time to make the donuts.”


  Irene turned an uncomfortable eye toward the bird, and Hazel caught the look. She went straight to Mr. T’s nighttime cage and urged him to enter. “One small step for man, one giant step for mankind,” he said and hopped onto his perch.


  Irene was still staring at him.


  “Don’t mind him,” I said. “He likes to repeat things he hears on TV. Sometimes what he says is right on target, other times it’s just gibberish.”


  “Resistance is futile,” he said and turned his back to us in a flurry of feathers.


  “Are you done jabbering so I can give this to Paige?” Hazel asked the bird and handed me a zipped bank bag. “I’ve finished closing up. This just needs to go in the safe.”


  “Thanks,” I said and dropped it on the desk.


  She cocked a questioning brow at Irene who sat in a trance, and I mouthed, “Later.”


  “Okay, then,” she said. “If you don’t need me for anything else, I’ll be going.”


  “See you tomorrow.” I waited for Hazel to leave before turning my attention back to Irene. “Sorry about that.”


  “You know.” Her eyes came alive. “I’ve been thinking. Maybe Gary did record these men. I forgot that he went to Radio Shack on Thursday morning. He didn’t say where he was going but came back with a Radio Shack bag. He wasn’t the sort of guy to go shopping during work hours and it caught me by surprise. Do you think he bought recording equipment?”


  Yes! Yes! Yes! I resisted shooting up my fist in victory, looked at the photo on my cell and wondered how I would find this recording. If one of these men had killed Gary, I was out of my league. I no more had an idea how to proceed with investigating them in a safe manner than I had in how to get Adam to forgive me.


  Still, I couldn’t let Irene know she was on the right track. She might do something stupid. I know, a bit like calling the kettle black, but I have more experience in solving murders than Irene.


  And to do that, I needed a confirmation on their names. Not that I didn’t trust Mary, but I had to make sure she wasn’t somehow in on this. I held up my phone again to bring Irene’s attention back to the ogling men. “I don’t know if Gary made any recordings or not, but if you’ll give me the names of these guys, I’ll look into it.”


  She nodded and quickly started scribbling. She finished with a flourish and looked up. “I’ve listed them from right to left as the men are pictured.”


  It was easy to see why she was an executive assistant. She was thorough, seemed organized, but more importantly, her hesitation in bringing Barney’s file to me said she was an ethical woman.


  “There’s one more thing I wanted to ask you about.” I described the story Nathan told me about the Fatal Attraction woman stalking Gary in Texas.


  “Hah! That Nathan Jacobs makes me so mad. Why does he have to exaggerate everything?” She fisted her hands and snarled. “Gary wasn’t being stalked. He had an affair with Cara Long, a VP at the Texas plant. When Gary met Karen he broke it off with Cara, and she made life tough for him at work. You know, the whole woman scorned thing. Instead of getting her in trouble, he asked for a transfer. That’s the kind of guy Gary was. Even if Cara deserved to be reprimanded for her behavior, he made the change and didn’t betray her.”


  Happy finally to have this woman’s name, I jotted Cara Long on my pad. “Any idea why Nathan would lie about this?”


  “Oh, I don’t think he was lying per se, he just likes to create controversy. He’s kind of a male drama queen.” She rolled her eyes.


  I erased the picture forming in my head as fast as it appeared.


  “He was right about one thing, though. Gary did have to take a lower position for a while when he moved here, but he wanted to make a clean start with Karen.”


  Or did he want to get Karen as far away from Cara as possible? “Do you know if Gary ever told Karen about this affair?”


  “I’m not certain, but I don’t think he did. He didn’t seem proud of the relationship with Cara.”


  “Could Cara have wanted to get back at Gary? Maybe kill him?”


  “Hmm, that’s a good question.” She cut her eyes toward the ceiling and pondered before looking at me again. “I know she got married about a year ago.”


  Married or not, she could still want him dead, and I needed to pursue this lead even if it was another dead end. I pointed at Irene’s hands. “I’ll take that now.”


  “Oh, right,” she said and gave me the paper.


  “I don’t really have any other questions for you. I’m sure I’ll come up with some once I’ve had a chance to think this over.” I stood. “Mind if I call you if I do?”


  “Fine.” She rose, hugging the folder tighter as if she thought I might wrestle it from her at the last minute. “You’ll let me know if you figure anything out?”


  “I will.” I pulled my business card from a holder on my desk “And you can call me if you think of anything else.” I handed her the card, walked her to the front door and let her out before securing the deadbolt.


  I hurried back to the office to spend some time planning tomorrow’s work session at the Buzzy house and organizing the supplies I’d need. And I’d have to find a helper to load that concrete if I was to finish the project in a reasonable time frame. Or maybe I should say if I wanted to finish the project and still have enough time to do a little snooping.


  I returned to my office and dialed Lisa on my speakerphone. “Are you working for Mitch tomorrow afternoon?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  I spun the knob on the safe and cranked it open. “I need help hauling concrete at the Buzzys’ house.”


  “Oh, but doesn’t that sound like fun.” She snorted. “Hey, wait. The Buzzys. Did Karen change her mind?”


  As I shoved the bank bag into the small safe, I told her about Karen leaving for Portland.


  “She probably shouldn’t be making such major decisions so soon, but I can see her point in not wanting to stay somewhere that causes her discomfort.”


  I swiveled back to my desk and spotted the list of names. “Speaking of discomfort, I found out the names of three of the men who harassed Daisy at Pacific.” I rattled off the names.


  “Don’t know a one of them. Used to be I knew everyone around here, but people come and go at the factory.”


  Drat, I’d hoped she would know them. “I’m trying to decide how to proceed. I really don’t have a clue how to find out if they killed Gary without coming right out and asking them.”


  “Then don’t do anything. It’d be one thing if they were locals and you knew them, but these guys could really be dangerous. I think you should turn the information over to Mitch.”


  “Mitch! No way.”


  “Yes, way.” I heard a loud crash in the background. “Look, I gotta go. You come see Mitch in the morning, or I’ll sic him on you.” She didn’t give me a chance to argue before disconnecting.


  I couldn’t give in that easily, and she’d follow through on her threat and tell Mitch in the morning. I had twelve hours before that happened. How was I going to find out anything about these guys? I needed a source who knew everyone.


  Uma! I looked at the clock. 6:30. She usually started late and took appointments until seven for her clients who worked. I jumped to my feet, grabbed my cell along with the list of names and ran out of the building. If I hurried, I would catch her at the shop. Maybe she would fill in the missing pieces, and I’d finally know the identity of Gary‘s killer.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Uma, aqua blue eye shadow slashed across her lids in bold strokes obviously intended to match her brightly striped top, chatted with a young male customer at the cash register. Well, chatted was a kind description for the outrageous flirting she engaged in.


  A quick nod was the only greeting I received, so I sat in a chair and waited for her to finish. The man, Lance or as Uma kept calling him, La-a-ance, appeared to be in his early twenties and looked decidedly uncomfortable. He repeatedly ran his hand over his freshly shorn head while inching toward the door. I was certain he would, if given the chance, drop to the ground, affect a runner’s pose at the starting block and beat the starting bullet out of the door.


  Uma finally seemed to give up and said see you later. Lance rushed past me and didn’t take the time look at me.


  “Isn’t he the cutest?” Uma charged after him and watched him climb onto his motorcycle. “I’ve been trying to get a date with him for the longest time, but he just doesn’t seem to pick up on my hints.”


  Hints? Uma had rolled out a treasure map with a big X marking her as available for a date. I wouldn’t touch this topic with a ten foot, no, make that a hundred foot pole. The best option would be to ignore Lance and go straight to one of my reasons for being here.


  “I was hoping you would tell me when Olivia Jacobs was scheduled to see you again.”


  Her penciled in brows rose toward the dyed hair. “What business is it of yours?”


  “Did you know her husband abuses her?”


  Uma’s jaw dropped and she gawked at me as if I had two heads. I explained my meeting at the hospital and turned to show her my bruise.


  “I never would have imagined.” She collapsed onto a chair. “She seemed like she had it all. Money, clothes, a man who worshipped her. Man, you just never know, do you?”


  “I want to help her get away from him. To do that I need to talk to her.”


  “She has an appointment at nine thirty to have her hair done for the funeral.” Uma’s tone had lost all of her usual zest. Probably because her idol had just fallen off her pedestal.


  I would change the subject and move on so she could lament the loss in private. I clicked to the picture and held out my cell. “Do you know these guys?”


  At the word guys, her sour mood fell away and her eyes sparkled like the Hope Diamond. Or at least like she had the Hope Diamond in her sight. She jerked the phone from my hand and studied it. “No, definitely not. Trust me, if I’d met the cutie in the middle, I’d remember.”


  I dug out the paper Irene had written their names on and traded it for my cell. “Here’re their names. Recognize them?”


  Her eyes devoured the names, as if seeing them would remind her that she did know them. “Again, no.” Her head popped up, and she shoved the paper at me. “Oh, I know what you’re hinting at. You think these guys have something to do with Gary‘s death.”


  “Maybe. I’m not sure.”


  She slowly bent down, slipped off a shoe and rubbed the ball of her foot. When she looked back at me, her face held the superior glint it had lost when I’d told her about Olivia. “I thought you were on top of things, Paige. Guess you didn’t hear the big news if you think these guys are guilty.”


  “News? What news?”


  “Mitch arrested some guy about an hour ago. They’re pretty sure he was the one who broke into the Buzzy house and your apartment.”


  “Say, what?” I sat down hard. “Who?”


  “Stan Carson.”


  “Stan Carson. I’ve never heard of him. You know anything about him?”


  “Nope and Ed—my source wouldn’t tell me any more than that.”


  So who was this Stan Carson? Was I barking up the wrong tree, here? Were the men staring at me from my cell not guilty? I was so sure one of the men who harassed Daisy had killed Gary. But Stan Carson’s name wasn’t on the list.


  I shot to my feet. “I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”


  Out the door like The Flash, I pointed my speeding body toward the police station. I dialed Lisa on the cell still clutched in my hands.


  “Why didn’t you tell me they arrested the person who broke into my apartment?”


  Sigh. Another sigh. “We’ve been through this, Paige. I’m not going to share what I hear at the station. And even if I did want to tell you about it, I wouldn’t because you’d just go running off and do something crazy.”


  How dare she? I would not run off and do something crazy. I slowed my pace to a brisk walk. “For your information, I’m on my way to tell Mitch what I know about the men who harassed Daisy.”


  She coughed. “Right, sure you are. C’mon, Paige. Fess up. You might actually tell Mitch what you know, but your real purpose for the visit is to get information out of him.”


  I was growing tired of her pegging me and pointing out my erratic behavior. “I’ll talk to you later.”


  To her knowing laugher, I clicked off and zoomed into the police station. Officer Riley, sitting behind the desk, looked up with an annoyed expression taking over his face. He was a classic yucca to me. If you approach a yucca the wrong way, sharp needle like leaves would poke your flesh and yuccas are stingy flowerers, sending up one shoot a year. And that was only after the plant had been in the ground for a few years.


  “What do you want?” he grumbled.


  See, like I said. Pokey and stingy. “I need to talk to Mitch. I have information about the Buzzy murder.”


  He gave me a yeah-right look but punched the intercom button and spoke with Mitch. After a short conversation, he jerked his stiff neck to the rear. “He’s in his office.”


  I didn’t wait for him to finish but charged down the hallway, pulling the paper out as I went.


  Mitch, worn and haggard looking, sat behind a pristine desk with a manila folder open before him. I rushed in.


  He closed the folder. “Riley says you have information for me.”


  I slid the list of names across the desk and watched his face to see how he reacted.


  He gave it a cursory glance then leaned back in his chair. “Figured you’d get to these guys eventually.”


  His haughty tone set my ire to firing, and I blurted out, “You gonna arrest them, too, since they were in cahoots with Stan Carson?”


  My taunt worked. Mitch’s eyebrow rose in the finest imitation of Spock that I’d ever seen. He stared at me as if he was carrying the whole Spock thing to the next level and planned to use the mind meld on me.


  “Well?” I said to distract him before he could latch on and take control of my mind.


  “Who told you about Carson?”


  “I won’t give up my source.”


  “I guess I didn’t even need to ask.” He worked his jaw and clenched and unclenched his fists. “You have your own little stoolie working here.”


  “Hah, shows what a good cop you are. It wasn’t Lisa.”


  His face reddened, and I waited for the top of his head to open and a gush of steam to shoot out like you often see in cartoons.


  I’d pushed too hard. I had to regroup. “I’m sorry, Mitch. I shouldn’t have said that. You’re a great cop. I’m just frustrated because you know something that might help me solve this murder, and you won’t share.”


  He studied me and his face cleared then threw back his head and laughed, long and boisterously. “You should see your expression. Remember when I got that Super Soaker for my tenth birthday. You wanted one so bad and saved your allowance to buy one, but your mom said young ladies didn’t play with guns and she wouldn’t let you get one. Yeah, well, you’ve got that same look on your face now.”


  Oh and I felt that way. Here I was thirty-four, going on thirty-five, and I was acting like I had when we were ten. Worse yet was the fact that I recognized this and still wanted to knock that smug grin off his face. But that would get me nowhere. I’d tried force, now time to try honey. Slather it on thick and syrupy sweet.


  I forced a laugh. “Never did buy one, even after all these years.”


  “Maybe you should have so you wouldn’t be so tempted to play at being a cop now.”


  I curled my fingers but kept on smiling. “Hey, I found Bud’s killer before you. Never know. I might catch this one first, too.”


  His eyes turned dark. “This one is different, Paige. Bud’s murder was personal and my investigation says this case goes deeper than that. It has too many layers for a novice to be involved in.” He gave me a hard stare. “This killer isn’t playing around. I need you to butt out of this now, before you get hurt. Seriously hurt, like dead.”


  “So you know who the killer is?”


  He shook his head. “Not yet, but we will. Soon. I have a few puzzle pieces to snap into place first. Until that happens I want you to lay low.”


  “Does it have something to do with Daisy’s harassment?”


  He grinned. “I won’t answer that, Paige and you know it.” His face took on a fond expression. “Promise me that you’ll let this go, and let me do my job. I can’t have another victim on my watch.”


  I returned his gaze, but kept mine neutral.


  “Please,” he said. “Do it for me. For old times sake.”


  Flashes of our playing together then hanging out as we got older and pulling innocent pranks popped into my mind. I had the same great memories of this guy as his expression said he had of me. But I couldn’t look him in the eye and promise to stop. I would try for his sake, but I couldn’t promise.


  “I’ll be careful, Mitch.” And I would try, but if the killer presented himself to me, I would go for broke.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  After a long fitful night, I meandered toward the Crazy Curl, peeked into the window and confirmed Olivia’s presence. I arrived at the end of the appointment and hoped to drag Olivia back to the shop for a cup of coffee. I eased through the door and watched the pair, chatting as if nothing had changed.


  
    Uma, wearing athletic shorts that had the waistband on the outside and barely covered real estate that I wouldn’t want to show in public, backcombed Olivia’s hair and hung on her colorful description of a tennis party that she and Nathan had attended last night.


    Olivia’s animated face in the mirror belied her home abuse. How could she be so happy after her husband’s beating? Maybe I was wrong. No, that’s just what she wanted people to think. I knew the ugly truth and wouldn’t let it drop.


    I waited and listened until Uma declared Olivia finished then joined them. “Good morning, ladies.”


    Uma spun around, and her face lost some of its sheen. Our gazes connected, and she returned mine with a knowing look of approval. She patted Olivia’s arm. “I’ll just go ring this up.”


    I moved closer. “How are you today, Olivia?”


    Her eyes locked warily on my face. “Fine, why?”


    “Well, it’s just that I was at the hospital yesterday and heard about your beating.”


    Her hand shot out. “Stop right there. You seem to imply that you know what’s going on in my life, but you don’t have a clue. So just back off.”


    “I know Nathan is beating you.”


    She jumped to her feet clad in spiky pumps. “You know nothing of the sort.”


    “I overheard the nurses talking about it.”


    “Oh really. The same way they talked about the bruise on your face. Oh, yeah, they thought you’d been beaten, too. Am I right?”


    I nodded.


    “And no man touched you.”


    Okay, she didn’t have to say that with such vehemence as if it was nearly impossible for a man to want to touch me.


    “It’s all a misunderstanding.” She marched toward Uma, her heels clicking on the vinyl tiles.


    “I know I’m right, Olivia. If you ever get to the point that you want to do something about Nathan, I’ll help you with whatever you need.”


    She scribbled her name on the receipt sitting on the glass countertop then picked it up. “I don’t need your help, Paige Turner. My life is perfect. Isn’t it, Uma?”


    Uma glanced between us as if watching a tennis match and finally said, “If you say so.”


    “See, Uma knows the truth.”


    “Whatever you say, Olivia,” I said with a tone that told her I still didn’t buy her story. “I’ll see you at the funeral.”


    Her eyes flashed wide, and she glared at me before storming out the door. Ah, maybe I hit a nerve. I had meant Gary‘s funeral, but she seemed to take it as if I meant her funeral if she didn’t stop Nathan’s attacks.


    


    The funeral turned out to be a memorial service. Gary‘s body hadn’t been released like promised and since all the arrangements had been made, the service would go on and hise interment in the cemetery would follow at a later date.


    Though Pastor Stephens emphasized this was a time to celebrate Gary’s new home in heaven, he left me feeling bereft for Karen and Yolanda, whose grief seemed to consume the air in the room. I sat three rows behind Adam and mourned my loss of our relationship, too. Here was a living, breathing male that I could have had a future with where Karen sat weeping in the front row and had no choice.


    I was an idiot of the highest level. Plain and simple, I’d blown it.


    Pastor Stephens ended the service with a reminder of the light lunch to be served in the fellowship hall, and, after the family was ushered out, we waited for our turns to be dismissed. I watched Nathan Jacobs exit demurely with his hand clamped onto Olivia’s wrist as if he couldn’t trust her not to run away from him. How I wish she would fling off his massive hand and bolt for the door. I gave her a sympathetic smile when she passed, but either she didn’t see it or she was ignoring me.


    Rows of people followed them out the door when suddenly Verna spun around and motioned for me to slide forward.


    “That’s her,” she whispered and frantically stabbed her crooked finger at a stunning blonde making her way down the aisle.


    “Her, who?” I whispered back.


    “The lady Karen cut out of the picture.”


    Surprised, I pushed back onto the padded seat and watched the woman pass by. She was a beauty all right. Soft blond waves of hair caressed shoulders held back in perfect posture. Her doe-sized eyes were emerald green, a startling and surprising contrast to the platinum hair. She wore a long red coat over a pencil thin black skirt and crisp white blouse. At my pew, our eyes connected and for some reason I felt like I was in the presence of Cruella Deville. She passed, and I shivered.


    Verna pivoted again, arching her eyebrow as if asking, ‘Well?’


    I shook my head. We needed to postpone this conversation until after we exited the room. I settled in to wait for my turn to leave and reran a picture of this woman through my head.


    So who was she? Gary‘s memorial bulletin didn’t list any siblings so she wasn’t a sister. He had two aunts, but this beauty wasn’t old enough to be an aunt. No way would I ask Karen to identify the woman on a day like this. I had to get out there and talk to her myself.


    Bouncing my leg, I counted down the rows until my turn. Four. Bounce, bounce. Three, bounce harder. Two, Verna struggled to her feet and gave me a knowing look. One, I hopped up like a jack in the box, and caught up to Verna in the foyer. She stood to the side, staring at the blonde who, surprise of all surprises, was chatting with and had laid her long fingers on Nathan Jacobs. The pair hovered outside the women’s restroom. Since Olivia was missing, I figured they were waiting for her.


    Nathan seemed enthralled by the conversation and didn’t make a move to take her fingers off his lapel.


    Verna reached out and dragged me into the shadows.


    “That’s her I know it,” she said, her gnarly fingers still clutched in my sleeve.


    “How can you be so sure?” I asked.


    “Those eyes. You never see a blonde with such green eyes.”


    She had a point there, and even without the unique feature, this woman would be unforgettable.


    “Who’s that man she’s talking too?” Verna asked.


    “A manager at Pacific Pickles.” I extricated myself from her grip. “Excuse me, Verna. I have to find out who she is.”


    “Good idea,” she whispered and shoved me in their direction as if I needed help getting started.


    But I needed no help. I marched right up to the pair. “Nathan,” I said. “Lovely service.” Hoping for an introduction, I glanced pointedly between the two of them. No luck. I shot out my hand. “I’m Paige Turner.”


    Blondie took my hand in hers with a grip so firm I almost cried out in pain. “Cara Long,” she said.


    Normally in control of my features, I felt my mouth drop to the floor, revealing all my dental work for the lady to see. I gaped, gawked, and otherwise stared for I don’t know how long. This was Fatal Attraction woman. The affair. The woman Nathan claimed not to know.


    She laughed a quiet unassuming little sound. “Don’t worry. I get that all the time. And in answer to your question, yes I dye my hair, and yes, I’m a true redhead. But blondes have so much more fun.”


    Saved by her error. Thank goodness she thought my cavernous-mouth-open stare was because of her looks. And I would take full advantage of my recovery to grill her for information.


    “How did you know Gary?” I asked, though I had a pretty good picture of how she knew him.


    “From work.”


    “Oh, really? I’ve never seen you around town.”


    “Not here, sugar. We worked together at the Texas plant.”


    “Wow, he must have meant a lot to you to travel all this way.”


    “He was a good friend, but,” I detected an honest to goodness sadness in her voice, “I’m in town on business, too.”


    In my peripheral vision, I saw Nathan tense. I swiveled and found his eyes fixed on Olivia, exiting the restroom. She didn’t dawdle but marched straight to Nathan whose hand circled her wrist again.


    “Oh, hi, Olivia,” I said as if I had no idea about their abusive relationship.


    “Paige,” Olivia’s voice came out soft and timid, very unlike the woman I’d encountered before.


    Nathan jerked her to face him. “You know each other?”


    Olivia’s face blanched. “We met at the Crazy Curl. I must have forgotten to mention it.”


    “If you’ll excuse us,” Nathan blurted out. “We need to move on.” He dragged Olivia away. I hoped it wasn’t so he could pummel her for not telling him she’d met me.


    “Whooee. He’s some kinda task master, isn’t he?” Cara said.


    “Do you know much about Nathan?”


    “Can’t work in the same office with him and not learn about his controlling ways.”


    I wanted to shout, amen, sister, but kept quiet out of respect for Karen. “He and Gary were good friends, too.”


    “We all were. We did everything together.” He eyes turned sad. “Then Karen came along and broke up the Three Musketeers.”


    “How’s that?”


    “She got Gary thinking about this religious stuff, and he changed. I lost him.” Her voice cracked, and I spotted her eyes moistening before she controlled herself and shook it off. “You never said how you knew Gary?”


    “We went to church together, and I was redoing his backyard.”


    “Oh, so you’re the little landscaper.”


    My eyes flashed open. “Huh? You know about me?”


    She wiggled her fingers in an offhand gesture. “Nathan and I went over to the house to offer our condolences. We saw the backyard, and Karen told us about the project.” Her words rang true but her face screamed, ‘Liar, liar pants on fire.’


    “If you’ll excuse me, I really need to be going.” She stuck out her hand. “It was nice meeting you.”


    Not buying her line, I shook her baby soft hand and watched her leave.


    Verna hobbled into the space Cara had vacated. “So who is she?”


    “Someone who worked with Nathan in Texas. No big deal,” I said, trying to play it down.


    Hah! No big deal. This was the biggest deal I’d found since Gary was murdered. Now all I had to do was figure out what to do with it.


    

  


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  In the fellowship hall, where the lunch was laid out in vivid colors on a long table covered in a spotless white cloth, I pondered my next step and scanned the room. Adam, my long-lost love, moved through the room greeting people as if I didn’t exist. I tried to keep my eyes from following him, but I was drawn to him like a moth to a flame.


  I forced myself to look away and spotted Karen and Yolanda in the receiving line by the door. I’d already given my condolences to both of them when I’d arrived and Yolanda had asked me not to leave today until she talked to me. But what did she want to talk about? Could she know who Cara Long was and wanted to warn me about her, too?


  As if my eyes summoned her, Yolanda broke away from Karen and headed my way. Her eyes were rimmed with the red. She dabbed at tears that trickled down her cheek. Her movements were stiff and jerky as if she was forcing herself to move. How I wish I could take the pain from this woman. From Karen. Actually, from everyone in the room. Scratch that, the town.


  Yolanda stopped before me and offered a brief smile. “I don’t want to leave Karen alone for long, but I needed you to know that I didn’t have time to check out their finances.” She dug in her pocket, and her hand came out holding a key. “Here’s a key to the house. Karen confirmed that Gary was seeing a counselor. She’s certain there will be records of payments to the doctor, and you’re free to look at the banking records. They’ll be in Gary‘s desk. Middle drawer.”


  I took the key and pocketed it. “Thank you for remembering to check at a time like this.”


  “Karen wants the killer found. She’ll do anything to make sure that happens.”


  “About that. I hate to ask this, especially here, but did a Cara Long stop by the house to offer her condolences?”


  “No, why would that woman come to see us? She’s always been so mean to Karen as if she’d stolen Gary from her.” Yolanda’s eyes flashed angry. “And then she shows up here to day? Just shows the kind of a woman she is.”


  “That’s what I thought, but she told me she and Nathan Jacobs had stopped by so I wanted to check.”


  “She’s obviously lying.” Yolanda glanced at Karen who was standing woodenly in the receiving line. “I better get back.”


  I watched her rejoin Karen just as Adam approached and gave Karen a warm hug.


  Lisa came up next to me with Perry, his arm snugged around her waist. “You might want to talk to him instead of staring.”


  “If it helps, I think he’s ready to talk to you,” Perry added.


  I nodded. “Yeah, thanks, it does help. Not sure if I have the courage to approach him, though.”


  Lisa pulled away from Perry and clamped her hands on my arms forcing me to face her. “You made a mistake, Paige. You know it was wrong, and you deserve the chance to ask for his forgiveness. If he refuses to talk to you then he’s not the man we thought he was.”


  “Says my best friend. You have to be on my side.”


  Perry snorted. “Since when has Lisa ever sided with you when you’re way off base?”


  He was right. She’d support me no matter what, but she’d also tell me the truth.


  “Okay, I’ll talk to him before we go.”


  Lisa released my arms. “That’s my girl.”


  I glanced at Adam one more time, but cringed when I saw Nathan Jacobs take his place with Karen. Nathan may not be guilty of killing Gary, but he was still a wife-beater.


  “That’s Nathan Jacobs approaching Karen,” I said. “And that’s his wife with all the hidden bruises.”


  Both Lisa and Perry spun to stare at them. Olivia wore a black suit over a silky blouse that circled her neck like a clerical collar, probably covering up bruises. Nathan still had his hand clamped on her wrist, dragging her with him as he moved. He briefly let go to shake Karen’s hand, but grabbed Olivia again as he headed our way.


  We were standing near the buffet table where Nathan now focused. I hoped he was hungry for food, not for making a scene with me.


  I stepped closer to Lisa. “I wish Mitch can do something to help her.”


  “It’s not likely,” Perry said. “He has to follow the law.”


  “Well, I don’t,” I said. “I talked to Olivia this morning and tried to convince her to turn him in. She didn’t bite, but I’ll keep after her.”


  “Are you sure you want to get in the middle of this?” Lisa asked, her face taking on a here-we-go-again look.


  “Someone has to,” I said and let my heated gaze lock onto Nathan and burn him with my frustration.


  But he was oblivious to my look and arrived at the table with a broad smile. He picked up a plate and handed it to Olivia then nudged her toward the food. It took all my willpower not to rush over and nudge him back. Hard, really hard.


  “So did you find anyone to help you on the project?” Lisa, bless her heart, must have sensed I needed a distraction.


  “Uma’s nephew, Lyle. He runs a small lawn mowing service to save up for college. He’s going to work with me today. I can handle the rest of the job by myself.”


  “When do you think you’ll be done?”


  “I hope to finish by the weekend.” I stepped closer to Lisa and Perry to let Nathan and Olivia squeeze behind us. I forced my thoughts off pushing him into the large bowl of potato salad and back to the project. “Karen wants the house listed like yesterday, so the project has been scaled back. I’ll replace the patio with one that has the proper slope and finish the beds we started then lay some sod and call it quits.”


  “I can help this weekend if you need me to,” Lisa offered but her voice wasn’t all that enthusiastic.


  “I shouldn’t need you. If Lyle and I finish hauling off the concrete today, I’ll be in good shape.” I glanced at the odd couple again to see if they’d moved on.


  Lisa’s gaze joined mine. Nathan’s smile had turned ugly, and he scowled at Olivia. What could she possibly have done to make him mad? She dabbed at a spot on the tablecloth. Was his anger over spilled food? Not a reaction the average non-wife beating person could understand. I took a step to intercede, but Lisa grabbed my arm and held me in place.


  “Leave it, Paige. This isn’t the time or the place.”


  I fisted my hands and nodded. She was right, but I wouldn’t forget about it.


  “Here comes Adam,” Perry announced in the tone of a professional sports caster. I could just see him giving a play by play of my upcoming conversation with Adam as if he were announcing a boxing match.


  As the words ‘knock out’ darted around my brain, I shook off the vision and turned to Lisa. “Don’t leave me alone with him. Please.”


  Lisa slipped her arm under Perry’s. “Hey, you were just willing to duke it out with Nathan Jacobs. Surely you can handle Adam all alone.” She waved at Adam then dragged a bewildered Perry to the line forming at the food table.


  It took all the strength I had not to stare at my feet, but I let out a shaky breath and kept watching Adam. No need to panic. He stopped to talk with a couple from our Bible study group. But I did panic. What if he wasn’t coming over to talk to me? What if Perry was wrong and Adam never wanted to talk to me again?


  “Paige.” My name was called from behind.


  I turned to find Mary Stills. “Mary. How are you?”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t think this would be so hard. I mean, I knew Gary, but not that well.”


  I felt the same way and it seemed as if many people around us did. “There’re a lot of Pacific Pickle folks here today.”


  Mary looked around as if she hadn’t noticed her coworkers. “Gary was a good guy. Guess we all just had to say farewell.”


  “Hey, speaking of Pacific, I met Cara Long this morning. You know her?”


  “Sure. Everyone in the company knows Cara. She comes into town for meetings all the time.”


  Say what? This was news to me. “All the time, like once a year? Twice a year?”


  “Oh, no, at least every month.”


  Well tie me up and call me stupid. How did I miss learning about this? “Any idea how long she’d been here this time?”


  “I’m not sure exactly when she arrived, but I had a meeting with her early Monday morning, so I guess she flew in Sunday night.”


  I felt my face drain of blood. Had Cara come to town and killed Gary? Had they continued their affair even after he married Karen? And why hadn’t Irene told me Cara was a frequent visitor to the corporate office?


  “Paige,” Mary said. “Is something wrong?”


  “Oh, no, no. Nothing.”


  “You know about the affair Gary had with Cara, don’t you?”


  I nodded woodenly.


  “I’ll bet you were wondering if it was still going on. Well, if it was, no one at the office knew about it. She was just as cold to him as she had been since he moved here.”


  “She could be cold in public, but that could just be a cover up.” I opened my mouth to ask another question, but I caught sight of Adam coming my way and all thoughts about Cara drifted away.


  His eyes met mine, and surprisingly, he didn’t look away as he sauntered closer in a self-confident swagger that I found so attractive. The sparkle that I could usually find when we first saw each other was missing, but he seemed as if he was trying to smile and that gave me a smidgeon of hope.


  “Mary,” I said as if in a dream. “There’s someone I need to talk to. I’ll catch up with you later.”


  Not hearing her reply, I took a few hesitant steps in his direction. I was so out of my league here, I had no idea how to proceed. Did I say something or wait for him to start? Maybe I should suggest we go somewhere to talk so all eyes weren’t on us as they seemed to be right now.


  “Paige,” he said, his voice curt as he stopped in front of me.


  “It’s good to see you.” All my feelings for him rushed into my words, which came out sincere yet desperate.


  “You want to go outside and talk?” he asked, his tone still terse.


  I nodded, and, thankful for the short reprieve, I set off for the door.


  Once in the hallway, Adam chuckled. “Hold up, Paige, I won’t bite your head off.”


  I slowed but didn’t look back at him.


  He came alongside, his posture very relaxed while my shoulder muscles were as tight as Scrooge’s wallet. He slipped ahead and held the door. “I’m sorry I got so angry and left you at the restaurant like that,” he said as I passed.


  I tried not to show my surprise and relief, but my mouth flew open. To gain time to control my emotions, I went to a bench on the patio surrounding the building. “And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Karen,” I said as I sat, and looked deep into his eyes. “I wanted to tell you, but after you forbade me to help Daisy, I couldn’t. I thought it would be better if I waited until we were alone before bringing it up.”


  He sat next to me. His knee brushed my leg, and he snapped it back as if I had a fungus or blight. “And you were planning on telling me after dinner?”


  “Absolutely. I don’t want to keep anything from you.”


  He gave a forced smile. “Maybe we can start over with this.”


  “Please, that’s what I want, too.”


  “I’ll admit I was way out of line when I forbade you to help Daisy. I can see how that might make you want to keep Karen a secret. But I had my reasons, Paige. In my job, I see all the horrible things one human being can do to another. After you were almost killed last month, I couldn’t stand the thought of you putting your life on the line again.” He stopped and breathed deeply as if trying to expel thoughts of me in danger. “So, tell me. What’s so important about finding this killer that you’re willing to risk your life to do it?”


  “Well, if you put it that way, I don’t see this as risking my life. I see Karen suffering and the little bit of relief she gets when she thinks about me finding the killer, and I just have to keep going.”


  “So you’re not doing this simply because you like the chase?”


  I wanted to say, no, it was all about Karen, but if I were honest with myself, I might still be doing this whether Karen asked me or not. And I had to be totally honest with Adam, but how did I explain it so he understood?


  “Paige?” His troubled expression sent my stomach to my knees.


  I opened my mouth to speak but the words wouldn’t come out.


  His eyes narrowed, and his back stiffened. “Let me rephrase my question. If you found another body, and there was no grieving widow or accused friend to help, would you still look into the murder?”


  I shrugged then knowing I would probably get involved I nodded slowly, all the while recognizing that I’d likely just ended our relationship. “I can’t explain it, Adam. I might not be so obsessed with finding the killer like I am now, but depending on the situation it’s a good possibility that I would at least start asking questions.”


  He stood and looked down on me. “Thanks for telling me the truth. I’m not sure I can be in a relationship where the woman I love takes extreme risks like this.”


  Did he say woman I love? As in he loved me or as in any woman he might love?


  I forced out a smile. “If it’s any consolation, I can’t imagine there will ever be another murder around here. I mean, what are the odds?”


  “What were the odds that there’d be two of them?”


  “Good point. All I’m saying is once Gary‘s killer is behind bars, my life will go back to normal.”


  “Will it? See that’s the thing, Paige. This has shown me that you’re willing to take risks. Big risks. Even if it’s not risking your life there will likely be something else that would trouble me. I’m just not wired that way. I want things more predictable and orderly.”


  “But so do I. I’m not a big risk taker. I’m all about control.”


  “So tell me, then. How are you controlling this investigation? How will you control the killer and stop him from trying to hurt you when you get too close?”


  I shook my head, sorrowfully. He was right. I was out of control, and I didn’t even know it. Was my true nature one that liked risky undertakings? Had I stifled it when my dad died in my teens, and I never wanted to feel that pain again so I set up rigid controls?


  Adam bent down and peered at me. “Looks like we both have some thinking to do. How about we table this discussion and get together once we’ve thought things through?”


  “Sounds good,” I said and smiled when he gave me a soft kiss on the cheek. He walked away, and I watched as his powerful strides carried him across the parking lot. Somehow, I thought this was symbolic of his walking out of my life.


  I wanted to yell at him that tabling the discussion didn’t sound good at all. In fact, it sounded terrible, horrible and I didn’t want him to go. Didn’t want to think about this, but declare my love and promise never to do anything risky again.


  But I couldn’t. Not without thinking about it. I would have plenty of time to think about this conversation at night when I was home alone.


  Home alone. I was like Macaulay Culkin in the movie. I was suddenly terrified of ending up alone. Except my alone time wouldn’t just be for a vacation. It would be for life.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Forlorn, I slumped on the bench unable to make the trip to my truck. Irene came up beside me. She wore the traditional funeral black in a smart little dress and coat set. A string of white pearls hung around her neck and drew my eyes to her face. A face exhibiting more grief than many I’d spoken to so far.


  “How are you holding up?” I asked.


  “I’ll be okay. It’s Gary‘s wife I’m worried about.” She sat next to me.


  “Did you see Cara Long in the church?”


  Irene nodded and her nostrils flared. “Can you believe her nerve in coming to the service? I don’t think she talked to Karen, though.”


  “I’m pretty sure Karen knew about Cara’s relationship with Gary so if she saw Cara, the pain was inflicted.”


  “The poor woman. All this grief and then to see her husband’s ex prancing around the room.”


  “Hey, Irene, in our conversation about Cara, why didn’t you mention that she came to town every month?”


  Irene shrugged. “I guess I didn’t think about it. Because of her history with Gary, she made a point of ignoring our department so I didn’t always know when she was here.”


  “But you knew she was here now?”


  “Here as in the funeral, no. Believe me if I’d known she was planning on attending I would have given her a piece of my mind.”


  I sighed. The biggest clue of the case had been right before my eyes all along and I hadn’t asked the right question. Why I wasted all this time thinking Cara was pining away in Texas was beyond me now that I knew the truth. Well, I wouldn’t waste another minute.


  I swiveled to face Irene. “Can you check on something for me?”


  “If it has to do with Cara, you name it.”


  “I think she got to Serendipity on Sunday. In plenty of time to kill Gary.”


  Irene gasped and drew back as if I’d stabbed her. “You think she did it?” she shouted.


  People passing by, turned to stare. I scooted closer to her. “I won’t know unless I find out the details of her trip. I need to know when she arrived, where she’s staying and her itinerary while she’s here.”


  “I’ll go straight to the office and get back to you right away.” She stood, her eyes glinting with determination.


  “One more thing,” I said, warming to the search once again. “When employees from the other factories visit the corporate office, do they rent cars and are they given security cards to get through the gate?”


  “Yes. If there’s a group only one will rent the car and get the card.”


  “So can you check with your friend in security to see if Cara is a card holder? And if she is, find out what time she entered the gate on Monday. Call my cell when you have the information.”


  Irene gave me a thumbs up and nearly ran to her compact car. This promising development gave me the energy I needed to get up and go home to change into my work outfit.


  In my steamy apartment, I opened the windows and packed a lunch. I didn’t eat at the funeral and I still wasn’t hungry, but once I got to work on the project, I knew my appetite would return. I phoned Lyle and instructed him to meet me at the Buzzys’ house, and then I drove to The Garden Gate to pick up my equipment.


  In the back storage area, I heard Daisy and Hazel arguing. I couldn’t make out their words, but with Hazel under such stress with Zeke losing his job, I thought it best to take a few minutes to referee.


  At the end of the hallway, I spotted Daisy standing near a cart chock full of boxes of slug bait. All of the boxes were open, and Daisy had a look of consternation on her face. I moved within listening distance and paused to come up to speed with what was happening.


  Hazel hovered over Daisy, her hands clamped on hips covered with a dingy gardening apron. “I mean it, Daisy. Things like this can’t keep happening. You’ve got to stop and think before doing something this dumb.”


  “I didn’t think it was dumb. I was just doing what you told me to do.” Daisy started to cry.


  “C’mon, Daisy, don’t cry.” Hazel patted Daisy’s back. “I didn’t mean to be so harsh but this is a lot of money down the drain. And Paige can’t keep shelling out her money to fix your mistakes.”


  Time to intervene before Hazel told Daisy I’d hired her, but didn’t really need her. “Ladies,” I called out. “What’s up?”


  Daisy rushed to my side like a wounded puppy. “I just did what Hazel told me and now she’s all up in my face about it.”


  I looked at Hazel with an understanding glint in my eyes. “Want to explain?”


  “I told Daisy to fill the slug bait. And this is what she did.” Hazel pointed at the open boxes.


  Daisy rushed to her work. “The boxes weren’t full. So I had to open them first if I was gonna fill them like Hazel said.”


  I stifled my laughter and crossed over to Daisy. “I think you misunderstood Hazel. When she asked you to fill the slug bait, she meant to go to the storage room and get the back stock of boxes to fill the shelves.”


  A light went on in Daisy’s eyes, and she smacked her forehead. “Boy, am I a dope.”


  “Did you do anything but open the boxes?”


  Daisy shook her head.


  “Then go to the backroom and get the large roll of tape on the workbench. We can close these back up without a problem.”


  Daisy flew at me and pulled me between her birdlike arms. Just as quickly, she released me. “I’ll even bring the extra boxes back with me.”


  She scampered off like a happy child and Hazel groaned. “You’ll have to mark down those boxes, you know? No one wants to buy an opened box.”


  I shrugged. “We can at least get cost for them. No need to make Daisy feel bad about it.”


  Hazel shook her head. “You’ve gotta stop babying her.”


  “I know. I’ll take a firm stand after her name is cleared of Gary‘s murder.”


  “Any progress on that front?” Hazel started closing up the boxes.


  I joined her and told her about Cara Long.


  “If she’s the murderer she might balk when you put the pressure on. You better be careful.”


  “You know, Hazel, for such a self-professed curmudgeon, you’re always thinking of the people around you.”


  “Harrumph.”


  “Okay, fine. Don’t admit it.” I snapped another box closed. “What’s happening on Zeke’s job front?”


  Her lips made a sudden turn upward. “Good news. Zeke went back to the factory and apologized for getting so mad. He humbled hisself right there and asked for his job back. And they did it.” She swung her head side to side. “Reinstated him with full benefits and pension as if nothing ever happened.”


  I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a firm hug. She harrumphed again and backed away. “Yeah, well, no need to go all prissy on me.”


  I laughed and when my cell rang, I greeted Irene with a chipper hello.


  “Got what you need. Cara arrived on Sunday afternoon just like you said. She’s staying at that new bed and breakfast that opened last month. Hideaway Heaven, I think is the name of it.”


  At the mention of my dear friend Emma Gherkin’s new business venture, I grinned. I could rush over to her house and she would tell me all I wanted to know about Cara’s comings and goings.


  “How about the car?”


  “Cara is the only one visiting so she has the rental. If you have paper, I’ll give you the plate number.”


  “Hold on,” I said and cupped my hand over the phone. “I gotta go, Hazel. I’ll see you later.”


  “I know that gleam.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re hot on someone’s tail. Just be careful okay?”


  I nodded and ran to the backroom for paper. “Go ahead, Irene.”


  She rattled off the number, and I jotted it down. “Anything turn up on the security card?”


  “I have her in and out times for the whole week. I can text them to you, if you’d like.”


  “I’d like,” I said and stuffed the paper into my pocket. “But can you tell me now about Monday morning?”


  “She entered the gate at nine fifteen for a nine thirty meeting with Nathan Jacobs.”


  “And her itinerary?”


  “I’m still waiting for her assistant to email it to me but I thought you’d want these details right away.”


  “And you were right. Good work, Irene. I owe you big time. When you get the itinerary, go ahead and email it to me.”


  We disconnected and I gathered my tools as if I was floating on a cloud. Pickup loaded, I called Lyle to tell him I would be delayed and pointed my truck toward Hideaway Heaven. The large Victorian style home appeared as if it had been on this site since the Victorian Era, Mrs. Gherkin’s husband had actually designed and built the house in the forties.


  I parked in the circular drive and rushed toward the porch. Mrs. Gherkin sat in a traditional wooden rocking chair, knitting on her lap. She’d begged me to call her Emma, but I couldn’t manage to make the transition. I had been able to start calling my old teachers by their first names since I’d moved back to town, but Mrs. Gherkin had to remain a Mrs. for me.


  When she didn’t stir, I paused at the bottom of the steps and looked to see if she was breathing. Her eyes were closed and soft little snores drifted from her mouth. She wore her usual old-fashioned shirtwaist of a blue paisley design. Thick hose were rolled around each ankle and her feet were encased in dress shoes that laced up the front and boasted wide clunky heels.


  I’d dubbed her a Hollyhock, old-fashioned cottage garden staples that had an unsurpassed nostalgic charm. Mrs. Gherkin always dressed from a bygone era and was as crinkly as a hollyhock flower. Still, she was fun loving and had a gentle spirit that drew people to her.


  Hating to wake her, I clomped up the stairs with enough noise to make her stir. Once I explained my mission, she would forgive my rude awakening.


  Her eyes, dressed with a thin coating of lavender eye shadow, drifted open and fluttered in confusion. “Oh, Paige. I must have nodded off. Come sit down.” She rocked forward. “I’ll just get us some tea.”


  I held my hand up. “Don’t bother with tea. I can’t stay long.”


  “You sound as if this isn’t just a casual visit.”


  “I’m sorry, but it’s not. I have some questions to ask about your boarder, Cara Long.”


  “Oh, that tart,” she said and then clamped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, dear. I can’t believe I said that. You’ll have to forgive my terrible manners. I guess I’m not fully awake and in control of my faculties.”


  “That’s okay, Mrs. Gherkin.” I patted her hand resting on the arm of the rocker. “If it’s any consolation I think she’s a tart, too.” I laughed.


  Mrs. Gherkin’s lips tipped in a shy smile. “Be that as it may, we should move forward in our conversation, don’t you think?”


  “Sort of. I have to tell you right up front that Cara had a relationship of the tart variety with Gary Buzzy when he lived in Texas.”


  Mrs. Gherkin gasped and clutched her chest. She pulled an embroidered hankie from her sleeve and fanned herself. “That’s the young man who was just killed, isn’t it?”


  I nodded. “And I think she might have been involved with his death somehow.”


  Another gasp, this one sent her back into her chair. “Oh, dear.”


  “Do you remember when Cara left the house on Monday morning?”


  “Oh yes, I remember every morning this week in great detail. Monday was the day my eggs were too dry. Tuesday it was the English muffins. Wednesday, the fruit was too sour and today, well, today she opted to dine out.” The words rushed out like a cathartic purging.


  “So I take it, Cara had breakfast with you each morning.”


  “Yes, and it had to be ready at exactly eight fifteen at which time she flounced down the stairs and rang the little bell to be served. I laid her food before her, and then ate my breakfast in the kitchen, jumping up to wait on her every time that blasted little bell rang.”


  I fought back my laughter at the sight of the two of them at such odds with one another. Mrs. Gherkin had such a sweet disposition. Cara had to have really been a royal pain to get this kind of reaction. But wait, what was I laughing about? Cara was here, not in the woods killing Gary.


  “Any chance Cara could have slipped out earlier on Monday morning without you knowing about it?” I asked.


  “Positively not. She came in all hours of the night, smelling of liquor and men’s cologne, but I arise at five sharp, and I would have known if she left.”


  Disappointed, I thanked Mrs. Gherkin for her kindness, gave her a gentle hug and pounded down the stairs. Another dead end. When was I going to find the one clue that led me to the killer? It had to be soon. I was running out of ideas to follow up on.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  The afternoon of physical labor hauling concrete replaced my angst over Gary‘s murder and my loss of Adam with good old-fashioned satisfaction of a job nearly done, not to mention tons of muscle aches.


  Though I was the boss and could simply sit in the cab and not lift any of the concrete, Lyle and I took turns operating the Bobcat and guiding, sometimes shoveling the large chunks into the front bucket. I didn’t do this because I was such a good boss, I did it so I would exhaust myself and sleep tonight instead of pacing the floor wondering who killed Gary and if Adam would ever want to get back together with me.


  Just a few more loads from the far end of the patio and we’d be done. I lowered the bucket and inched toward the location where Lyle pointed. Success. Full of debris, I raised the lever and drove to the dumpster parked at the end of the driveway. Lift, dump, retreat. I’d done it many times today and many times in life.


  When I returned to the backyard, I found Lyle, jabbing a pitchfork at something reflective in the soil. He looked at me and shouted words I couldn’t make out. An excited look on his face, he motioned for me to join him.


  As fast as my strained muscles allowed, I shut down the Bobcat and rushed his way.


  “Look!” He pointed at a box that he’d partially uncovered. “You think it’s buried treasure?”


  I laughed at his excitement but thought that maybe it was treasure of another sort. Treasure that might be the reason Gary was killed. “Quick. Dig it out.”


  Lyle attacked the soil like a dog after a buried bone. In moments, he had freed the box and set it on the grass. “Doesn’t look big enough for a lot of treasure.” He grinned and dropped to his knees. With a sledgehammer we’d used to pulverize some of the concrete, he pounded the lock until he’d opened it.


  Our booty consisted of a ream or so of papers encased in clear plastic.


  “Man,” Lyle moaned. “So much for getting rich.”


  “Why don’t you take a quick break while I look at this?”


  He nodded and went to a drink station I’d set up in the shade of a large Oregon white oak. I knelt by the bag and gently opened it. The documents were financial statements and a pile of check stubs from the Texas Pacific Pickles factory. I quickly scanned the documents and was surprised at how much money the pickle business generated. The pages held no glaring abnormality, but I was certain Gary had buried this box before pouring the patio. And I was also certain the box contained the identity of the killer. I simply had to study the pages until I figured it out.


  But first, I’d complete the last few loads of concrete so I could send Lyle on his way and phone to have the dumpster picked up. Then I’d take the box inside and have a nice long look. I called Lyle back to the job, and we made short work of hefting the final chunks of concrete out of the pit. After depositing the load in the dumpster, I sent him off with a cash payment and huge smile.


  Box under my arm, I dug out the key Yolanda gave me and went into the kitchen. So as not to damage the pages, I made a quick trip to the restroom to wash up. On my way back, I grabbed a glass of water and sat at the round oak table. Before I’d opened The Garden Gate, I’d taken a course at PCC on business management. I knew how to read financial statements, but the reason Gary kept these reports didn’t immediately jump off the pages at me.


  The box contained six months of statements and an inch thick stack of check stubs. I spread them across the table by month and painstakingly compared each stub to the journal entries. The entries all had one thing in common and it was time to contact a source who could help me understand what it meant.


  I pulled out my cell and dialed. “Hi, Irene, this’s Paige. I’ve got a quick question for you.” I didn’t wait for a response. “Do you know how to read your company’s financial statements?”


  “Somewhat, why?”


  “I’m looking at reports for the Texas plant.” I rattled off the specific months and year. “I’m assuming this is the time frame Gary worked at the plant.”


  “Yes. He didn’t move here until six months after your last report.”


  Okay, so we know Gary had been at the plant when these reports were generated, but what did he have to do with them? “Behind the journal entries are what look like initials. Some entries have one set, some have two and others have three. What are these for?”


  “The first one shows the clerk who recorded the entry. The second one is needed if the payment exceeds a thousand dollars. There’s a graduated scale of approval levels. The higher the expenditure the higher the approval level.”


  I ran my finger down a list of entries associated with the check stubs. “So where I see FAW/GCB/CAL, could the second set of initials be for Gary Buzzy and the third Cara Long?”


  “Yes to the Gary question and I don’t know Cara’s middle name.”


  “Ahh, but you work in personnel. Can you look it up?”


  I heard fingers tapping on a keyboard. “Anne. And before you ask, she is the only current employee with those initials. It will take me a while to figure out if there was another person with the same initials when these reports were generated.”


  “How about Nathan Jacobs?”


  More clicking. “Robert.”


  NRJ. CAL/NRJ appeared occasionally. I still couldn’t understand what all of this meant, but there finally seemed to be a connection between Nathan and Gary. A connection I would sink my teeth into as soon as I found something worth biting into.


  “You never told me which department Cara Long was the VP of,” I said.


  “Didn’t I? Sorry. Operations.”


  “And do you know which departments reported to her?”


  “No. I’d have to find an org chart for that period to get specifics.”


  “Can you do that for me?”


  “Where’s this going, Paige?” Her tone had grown agitated.


  I didn’t want her to charge off like a loose cannon so I downplayed my growing excitement. “Honestly I don’t know right now, but I’ll call you back when I do, or if I have more questions.”


  “Before you go I wanted to see if you got the email of Cara’s itinerary I sent to you.”


  “I haven’t checked my email. Anything you think I need to know about?”


  “Just that her assistant said Cara had stuck to the schedule all week but hasn’t checked in with her since the funeral. She was supposed to be in a meeting right now, but she’s not there. She’s scheduled to fly out at eight o’clock tonight.”


  “Any thoughts on where she might be?”


  Irene laughed. “I hate to admit it, but you’ve turned me into an investigator. When I saw Cara talking to Nathan at the funeral, I got to thinking they seemed awful chummy. So I called Nathan’s admin and she told me he didn’t come back either.”


  Ahh, the plot sickens and so does my stomach at the thought of any woman wanting to be with Nathan. “Sounds like they might be involved. Keep me informed if anything else happens.” I disconnected and, excited that the two of them may have a personal connection as well as the one glaring off the pages at me, I turned back to my study of the reports.


  I turned over a page and jotted down all of the check stubs. Then ran my finger down the pages and noted the approval initials next to the check entry. After many false attempts, I found three ten thousand dollar entries each month with the GRB/NRJ/CAL combination paid to three different vendors.


  I sat back and stabbed my finger at redial. “Paige, again. Do you know what month Gary and Cara broke up?”


  “I sure do. December.”


  “You seem positive. How can you remember something like that?”


  “Easy. Their break up came at the same time as huge cutbacks at that plant. I remember processing all the paperwork for the severance packages and thinking how horrible it must be to lose your job at Christmas time.”


  So they broke up a month after the last report sitting before me. Was that a coincidence or was there a connection? A connection like the trio was embezzling money. Maybe their greedy little fingers led to the plant cutbacks and drew attention to their scheme. Maybe that’s why Gary and Cara broke up and maybe this was the reason for Gary‘s murder. But why wait to kill him now for something that happened three plus years ago?


  “Paige, are you still there?”


  “Sorry, I was just thinking. Did Cara ever call Gary?”


  “Sure, he offered advice on personnel issues at all the plants.”


  “Nothing more than that, though. Like a sudden surge of calls?”


  “Not here at work.”


  “Can you give me the phone number for the Texas plant?”


  She rattled it off. I jotted it down.


  “What about her cell and home number are they in the records, too?”


  “Yes,” she answered sounding apprehensive in giving me this personal information.


  “Don’t worry. I’m not going to call her. I just want to see if she called Gary.”


  “Fine,” she said and gave me the numbers.


  After scribbling them on the paper, I offered my thanks and disconnected. On my feet, I headed for the Buzzys’ office to look for phone records. If I could prove that the two of them had been communicating recently, I might be able to get Cara to talk to me before she left town. I started in the middle drawer where Yolanda said I’d find financial information.


  Gary was as organized as Lisa in his recordkeeping. I flipped through folders with crisp headings generated by a label maker. He’d created folders for each month of the year with paid bills filling the files. I paged through the last six months and found no record of calls from the factory or from Cara’s phone. If only I had his computer, I could check for email communication. Another dead end.


  While I was in here, I might as well look for payments to Dr. Morris. After finding nothing in the monthly files, I rifled through folders until I found financial records similar in format to the corporate records sitting on the kitchen table. Gary used a computer financial program to keep his home finances in order.


  Drat. If I hadn’t given the flash drive to Mitch, I could have accessed his computer program and searched for information. The old-fashioned paper reports would have to do. I’d start with this month and work backwards.


  There they were. Payments to the good doctor for services rendered. She was on the up and up and as a suspect, she was on her way out.


  Maybe my theory about embezzling was the clue. If Gary had been stealing, there would be record of deposits to his accounts. But did the records go that far back? I eagerly searched through the folder, but came up empty. I pillaged the remaining files, no reports.


  Down and discouraged, I went back to the kitchen to pack up the reports and go home. I’d stop by Lisa’s house on the way and have her and Perry look at the records to see if they could find whatever I was missing.


  I opened the box and started loading up the records. “You were killed over this I know it,” I said as if Gary hovered above me and could point the way to his killer. “And I’ll prove it if it’s the last thing I do.”


  “I don’t imagine it’ll be the last thing you do, but close enough.” The menacing voice came from the corner of the room.


  I whipped around spilling pages and stubs onto the tile floor. My eyes widened, and I gasped. The gun pointed at me was very real, and an overwhelming sense of dread crawling up from the pit of my stomach warned me that this just might be the last thing I did.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  “Olivia,” I said in a whisper as my mind processed the gun in her hand. Her eyes were wild and glazed.


  “Surprised?” she asked.


  “Yes,” I said and tried to wrap my head around this. “You killed, Gary?”


  She nodded though it was barely perceptible. “I didn’t want to, but he didn’t leave me any choice. Just like you’re not leaving me any choice.”


  I ignored her threat and let my mind race over the pages scattered on the floor. What could Olivia have to do with this? “Why would you kill Gary?”


  “The money, of course,” she said as if I only a fool couldn’t figure this out.


  “The money Gary embezzled from Pacific Pickles?” I asked to confirm we were talking about the same thing.


  “Gary, Cara and Nathan, you mean.” She sneered.


  “So why was Gary the one who had to die?” I asked, surprised at how calm my voice sounded when my heart was thumping wildly.


  “He brought it on himself,” she said as if he deserved to die. “Everything was fine until he got all religious. He tried to forget all about the money, but he couldn’t.” She laughed. “He even thought if he buried the proof under the patio his conscience would rest easy. It didn’t. His god nagged and nagged at him until he decided to go to the police and report the theft. I asked Nate to take care of Gary so he didn’t wind up in jail, but he was too weak.”


  What? She wanted to keep Nathan out of jail? “I would think you’d want Nathan to go to jail.”


  “You ever hear of a little thing called restitution?” Her sarcasm was fitting for the Olivia I was just coming to know. “If he was convicted of embezzlement, he’d have to pay back all the money. Money I deserved for putting up with his infidelity and philandering ways for all these years.”


  Incredulous, I stared at her. “And the beatings? That didn’t bother you?”


  She looked me square in the eye. “Nate never beat me.”


  My mouth fell open. “But I saw your bruises.”


  She laughed. “Courtesy of a fling I had on the side that got a little too amorous.”


  “But we all saw him hauling you around by the wrist at the funeral as if you were his property.”


  “Oh, that.” She waved a hand. “He didn’t want me talking to anyone. He was worried I’d tell them I’d cheated on him.” She laughed again. “Yep, that’s the big strong man I married. He’d rather have everyone think he beats me than to think I cheated.”


  I had little experience with men and didn’t understand their egos. And clearly, I’d been all wrong about Nathan. Olivia, too, for that matter. “You didn’t strike me as someone capable of murder.”


  “I didn’t know I had it in me either. I tried to reason with Gary, but when he refused to keep this quiet, I wasn’t going to let all that money slip between my fingers.” A self-satisfied smile claimed her lips.


  “So you picked him up at work and took him to the woods to kill him.”


  “Not to kill him. To talk to him in a place we wouldn’t be seen. But when he said he was going home that afternoon to dig up this box and take it to the police, I had to stop him. So I grabbed that log and hit him.”


  With the look in her eyes right now, I could just see her in a rage, holding the log and pummeling Gary.


  “Now,” she said and jerked her head at the pages on the floor. “If you’d be so kind as to gather all the pages together and put them in the box, we can make this short and sweet and I can get out of here.”


  I snorted. That’s what she thought. Killing me was not going to be short or sweet if I could help it. I wanted to keep questioning her about Gary but coming up with a way to escape was more important right now. To buy time to think of a way out, I turned my back on her and shuffled papers in exaggerated movements so she thought I was complying.


  No one knew I was still here, so somehow I had to alert someone to my location. My cell sat on the table where I’d placed it after the conversation with Irene. As I grabbed a month’s records with one hand, I poked speed dial for Mitch and watched the display until the call connected. I’d never been so happy for Mitch’s commandeering ways than I was now. I owed him a big thank you for programming my cell.


  I saw the call connect on my screen. Before Mitch spoke and Olivia heard him, I bent over as if to reach for another month and hit the speaker button. “So Olivia. Before you shoot me, you have to tell me. How did you know I was at the Buzzys’ house so you could come over here to kill me?”


  She laughed. “You told me where you’d be.”


  I spun around. “Me? I told you I’d be at the Buzzys’?” I had to say my location one more time for good measure.


  “At the funeral. I heard you tell your friend that you’d be loading up the patio concrete this afternoon.” She grinned. “I just had to wait until your worker left and you were all alone.”


  “Tell me,” I said. “Does Nathan know you killed Gary?”


  “No. And once I take care of you, Nate will never need to know.” Her tone was cold and calculating.


  I had underestimated this woman. She was a killer and she seemed to have no remorse. Obviously, when the two were put together, it resulted in a deadly combination. Just like mixing bleach with vinegar that gave off a toxic vapor. But this one’s smell hadn’t saturated my nose yet. I still had time if I kept her talking.


  I squatted down and started shuffling papers. “How did Nathan steal the money?”


  “It was simple. He set up accounts for bogus companies with bogus P.O. boxes and then started paying them. Then he went to the post office, picked up the checks and deposited them into an account.”


  “But didn’t others at the company notice? I mean, they must’ve had reports that department heads would question.”


  “That was Nate’s job. As the accounting manager he could alter the books so no one questioned it.” She jerked the gun at me. “Enough of this yapping. Hurry up with those pages.”


  I didn’t pick up speed but continued retrieving pages at a steady pace until I was out of paper. I stood and returned to the table. I noted my phone call was still in progress. Mitch was listening. I had to get Olivia to say what she planned to do with me in case we were gone by the time Mitch got here.


  “Once I get this all packed up what happens next?”


  She laughed like Snidely Whiplash strapping Nell to the railroad tracks. “Asking about it won’t change my mind, Paige. I am going to kill you. Make no mistake about that.”


  “But not at the Buzzys’ house, right? People know where I spent my afternoon. If I disappear they’ll start the investigation here and follow the evidence trail right to you.” Was I nuts? Helping my killer plan my murder was proof positive I’d gone over the edge.


  “We’ll be taking a trip up to Piney Ridge.”


  “Piney Ridge,” I shouted as if surprised, but I really wanted to make sure Mitch heard where I would be taken.


  “Yes. You’re going to go hiking and have a little accident.” Her tone sent shivers over my body. “Now pick up that box and move. We’ll take your car.”


  I’d run out of time and could do nothing but head for my car. I dragged my feet but she shoved me toward the door and toward my certain death.


  I hoped to find Mitch and legions of officers waiting outside to take charge, but found only the big hole I’d made in the ground and my tools. I slowed and searched for a way to stop her. I spotted a tall garden rake leaning against the wall and remembered a time when I’d accidently stepped on the tines of a rake and the handle pinged forward and gave me a nasty knot on the head.


  If I timed things right and caught the very end of the rake, it could hit Olivia’s arm and knock the gun free. If I timed it wrong, I’d get another knot. But another knot would be better than a shove off a cliff.


  I focused on the tines and, at the perfect moment, I stomped on them. The handle sliced through the air and hit her arm. The gun went off and I heard the bullet thump into the dirt beside us.


  I spun and after making sure she’d dropped the gun, I tossed aside the box and barreled into her, knocking us both into the gaping hole where the patio had once been. She clawed at me, scratching my bruised face. She yanked my hair, but I couldn’t back off and let her go. I tried to remember self-defense moves I’d seen on TV and the only thing that came to mind was to gouge her eyes. I lifted my fingers and aimed as I vaguely heard a noise behind us.


  A quick thrust of my fingers was followed by an ear-piercing scream.


  “It’s over Olivia.” A booming male voice sounded from behind.


  I glanced back. Mitch stood with his gun trained on us.


  Olivia didn’t give up but clutched me around the neck and squeezed. I coughed and gagged..


  “Cover ‘em while I break it up,” Mitch said to someone.


  As my eyes felt like they would bug out of my head, big booted feet appeared near me and then strong hands pried Olivia’s fingers off my neck.


  I sucked in air and gagged as Mitch dragged Olivia out of the hole.


  “Cuff her,” he said, a huge scowl on his face.


  Through watering eyes, I saw Officer Riley holster his gun and snap the cuffs on Olivia. Mitch squatted down and looked at me with relief flooding his eyes. “Are you okay?”


  I couldn’t speak so I just nodded.


  “As mad as I am at you for not letting this go, I need to thank you for giving away Olivia’s whereabouts.”


  “Wait, what?” I croaked out. “You knew she was the killer?”


  He gave a wry smile. “Stan Carson gave her up a few hours ago, but we couldn’t find her.”


  “So Olivia had him break into my house.”


  Mitch nodded. “He and Olivia were involved and they were supposedly going to take the money and run off together. She told him if Gary kept evidence on the computer that implicated Nathan in the embezzlement, there’d be no money to finance their life together.”


  Everything was now starting to make sense. “So he must be the guy she told me had gotten a little too amorous and hurt her.”


  “Suppose so.” Mitch sighed and ran a hand over his face. “Promise me this is the last time you’ll ever do anything like this.”


  “You sound like Adam,” I said my voice hoarse. “I couldn’t promise him, so I sure can’t promise you.”


  He arched a brow and seemed to war with what he wanted to say. He probably wanted to say, I told you so and remind me of how he’d warned me this could happen if I butted in.


  “We’ll talk about this later,” he finally said and, straitening his shoulders, he climbed out of the hole and went to Olivia.


  She glared at me with venom in eyes that were watering far worse than mine were.


  The magnitude of what had just happened hit me. I’d barely escaped with my life. I tried to climb out of the hole, and my knees buckled under me.


  “Look’s like she’s heading into shock,” Riley said, tipping his head at me.


  “Look’s like it,” Mitch answered. “You transport Olivia and I’ll get Paige to the hospital to be checked out.”


  Mitch came over to me and gently helped me to my feet. He supported me as I walked to his squad car and the reality of it all sank in. This was over. Finally, over. Gary‘s killer was in cuffs, but only by the grace of God, had it happened before she killed me.


  Chapter Thirty


  Outside The Garden Gate the following week, I watched Daisy dig into the lush soil, spilling thick clumps as she hefted her shovel into the wheelbarrow. It felt good to have things back to normal. Well, almost normal. Adam still wasn’t talking to me and Daisy had miraculously become a better employee overnight.


  “Never thought she could do it,” Hazel said, nodding at Daisy. “But she’s really coming around.”


  “Let me get this straight. You’re admitting that I didn’t make a mistake in hiring her?”


  “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean you should keep hiring. We’ll go bankrupt if you keep it up.” Hazel laughed and my focus shifted to Mitch’s police cruiser as he drove by.


  He gave me a tight little wave.


  “It’s odd to see the two of you as friends,” Hazel said.


  “Truth be told, it’s kind of odd to be friends again.”


  “Guess being friendly with Mitch has its benefits. Otherwise how would we keep up with Nathan and Cara after they were shipped off to Texas?” She grinned at me and I knew she was thinking about how they’d been arrested in a local motel that same afternoon that Olivia tried to kill me. Their affair that no one had known about ended that day and so had their freedom.


  I thought I’d take some satisfaction in seeing the two of them arrested for embezzlement, but it was just another sad day in Serendipity, a town that had not so long ago boasted jaywalking as its most serious crime. At least, they’d been taken back to the state where they’d committed the crime and people around here weren’t consumed with their trial.


  “We’re setting a bad example for Daisy,” Hazel said and nodded at Daisy who’d taken a break. “We should get back to work.”


  “You are so right.” I waved at Daisy then went inside to do some paperwork. I’d rather be digging in the soil like Daisy, but she couldn’t do the paperwork so that left me tied to the desk. I stepped into my office to the ringing of the phone.


  “Thank you for calling The Garden Gate,” I said in a singsong tone.


  “Paige, this is Yolanda.”


  “Yolanda,” I said, genuinely glad to hear from Karen’s mother. “How are you and Karen doing?”


  A long intake of air followed by a slow hiss filled the phone. “We’re okay. The news of Gary‘s embezzlement hit her hard, but she’s turning to her faith to get through it.”


  How I could sympathize with taking this hard. From the other end of the spectrum. Gary‘s deceit was much like mine. Though I hadn’t committed a crime, I imagine Adam felt much the same way as Karen did. “Is there anything I can do?”


  “That’s why I called. Karen is using the insurance money and proceeds from the house to pay back Gary‘s theft. You once offered to complete the landscape project for free. Since her financial resources are now limited, I was wondering if you would still be willing to do this.”


  I stifled a laugh. Karen’s predicament wasn’t funny, but I was grateful that I could help Karen with a one-time financial favor, not by providing her with a job at my shop. “Be glad to.”


  “Thank you, Paige. You’re a true friend.” The relief in her tone declared the stress she’d been under. “One more thing. Would you mind not telling Karen I called? And maybe send her a note so she knows it was your idea?”


  Another secret involving Karen? Was this wise? How could it not be wise? It would help Karen and hurt no one. “Sure, Yolanda. I’ll get a card in the mail today.”


  “Say, Yolanda, since you called I have a question to ask you. This might sound kind of tacky, and I would never ask Karen, but my curiosity is getting the best of me. So if you don’t want to answer it, you don’t have to. Okay?”


  “Well, you’ve certainly piqued my interest. Go ahead.”


  “The neighboring business is a scrapbooking place that Karen spent a lot of time at. The owner saw Karen cut Gary from a picture of him and Cara Long in front of the Alamo. I can’t for the life of me figure out why Karen would have a picture of the two of them and why she didn’t just shred it.”


  Yolanda chuckled. “I can see why you didn’t want to ask. Karen knew about Gary and Cara’s relationship if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “I figured as much,” I said. “But I really do want to know why she had that picture.”


  “I know which photo you mean. Karen told me all about it. Pacific Pickles had a corporate meeting in San Antonio a year or so ago. Cara insisted on having her picture taken with Gary. Since Karen knew Cara did this to cause a scene, Karen went along with her and took the shot. Then she was so mad, she made Gary take her to the hotel. When they got back to Oregon it was the only photo they had with the Alamo in, so Karen cut out the offending woman and kept the picture.”


  “I think I would have shredded it, Alamo or not.”


  “Karen was very secure in her relationship with Gary. Nothing could shake it. Not even death.”


  Wishing I had a similar relationship with Adam, I thanked Yolanda for her candor, and we ended with pleasant goodbyes.


  In my desk, I kept a supply of cute gardening cards. I retrieved one and penned a quick note to Karen then sat back and sighed. Seemed like I was so good at fixing others people’s problems, but I hadn’t yet reconciled with Adam. He remained as elusive as the perfect orchid bloom. And it also seemed like he was planning to play hard to get for all of eternity.


  With the shop fully staffed, overstaffed in fact, I settled in behind my desk and completed mounds of paperwork that I’d ignored for far too long. Once I’d done as much as I could stand without going batty, I exited out the back door and climbed into my truck to go to Lisa’s house. She’d asked for my help in getting ready for a garage sale that she wanted to hold to be prepared if they moved. Not that it was imminent. Perry had finally made a decision. Slightly in my favor for now. He decided not to accept any of the current job offers and they’d stay in Serendipity. At least until that perfect job came along. Until then, he and Lisa would remain close enough to keep me sane.


  Lisa greeted me at the door, her arms filled with toys. “Man, I never knew we had so much stuff to get rid of. I’m so glad you’re here to help.”


  She left me to close the door, and she dropped to the floor beside a large moving box. My mind on Gary’s murder and all the players, I knelt next to her and started loading items she’d already priced into another box while letting my mind drift to Adam as it had most every free moment this last week.


  “Earth to Paige.” Lisa waved her hand in front of my face. “What’re you thinking about?”


  “Adam.”


  “Time heals most wounds.”


  “That’s easy to say, but hard to do.”


  “Just give it time, sweetie. God will give you the strength to get through this.”


  “Even with God, I’m not sure I can do it.”


  “You’re stronger than you think, Paige.”


  I snorted.


  “You are.” She dumped a load of toys out of a box. “Look at the last week. There are a lot of things that happened to you and in the past, you would have obsessed about them nonstop. Then tried to control them and make things happen on your schedule. But you’re at least trying to go with the flow. That makes you better able to take what life throws at you.”


  I thought about the week. There was no way I’d admit to having pushed and shoved so many things this week to make them work out for me. Though, she was right in some respects. I didn’t push Adam. He’d abandoned me, and I hadn’t forced the issue. Not that I didn’t still think about it.


  “Oh, I know that look. You’re thinking about showing up on Adam’s doorstep. Don’t go there, Paige. Give it time. It’s only been a week since you talked to him. This is a good situation to learn to trust God in.”


  She was right, but I didn’t want her to be. “But Olivia had me at gunpoint. You’d think Adam would at least call to be sure I was okay.”


  “Perry told Adam you were fine. He doesn’t need to call.”


  “But still. I wish he would.”


  She gazed into my eyes. “Has anything changed? Are you ready to meet his terms? Give up acting like a PI whenever anything happens around here?”


  I shrugged. “How can I tell him I won’t go off the deep end again when I don’t know what’ll happen tomorrow?”


  She sat back on her haunches. “Then unless he’s changed his mind, there’s no point in talking to him.”


  I pouted and crossed my arms. “That’s not what I want to hear. You’re my best friend for goodness sakes. You’re supposed to tell me what I want to hear.”


  She threw her head back and laughed. “Since when have the two of us operated that way? I tell it like it is, not how you want to hear it. Nothing’s changed, Paige. I’ve told you the truth ever since you cut off Kady Jones’s ponytail in second grade and wanted to believe you wouldn’t get in trouble.”


  She was right again. As usual. For the hundredth, millionth time in our friendship. We didn’t dash each other’s hopes, but we never gave each other false hope either. And that’s what thinking Adam wanted me back was, false hope.


  I stood. “Let’s forget about everything and just get this done.”


  To Lisa’s chatter and the girls running circles around us, I settled into the task of filling boxes, schlepping them to the garage and emptying them onto tables Lisa had borrowed from church. By late afternoon, a record high of ninety-eight degrees zapped all my energy, and I reached a record output of perspiration. Couple that with the dusty garage and I was so ready for a long shower.


  I left Lisa to feed the girls an early dinner and rushed home to clean up and return to babysit. In return for helping with my landscaping, I offered them a dinner, movie and little people sitting tonight. Helping prepare for tomorrow’s garage sale was thrown in for free.


  After a trip through my sweltering second floor apartment, I relished the delicious cool water spraying off the grime. Lisa, one of the few locals with central air, had offered to let me spend the night in the coolness, and I jumped on the offer. I packed an overnight bag, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, and, as fresh as a newly mowed lawn, I hopped into my truck for the return trip to the Winkle house.


  I’d driven only a few miles when my cell rang in Lisa’s tone. Great. I’d taken too long and she was checking up on me.


  “Don’t nag,” I said. “I’m on my way.”


  “Where are you?” she whispered.


  “Almost there.”


  “What’re you wearing?”


  I sighed and glanced at my cutoffs and baggy t-shirt. Sometimes she was as bad as my mom when I was little. Always wanting me to look my best. “My usual babysitting garb.”


  “Turn around now. Put something nicer on.”


  I laughed. “There’s no way I’ll let your girls ruin something good.”


  I heard a commotion in the background. “Look, I gotta go. Don’t argue, Paige. For once in your life, listen to me and go change. Now!” She disconnected.


  I pulled to a stop at the corner. At three years of age, Laci and Lori wouldn’t be influenced by my sloppy clothing choice, so Lisa had an ulterior motive. Probably spurred on by our conversation this afternoon. Maybe she convinced Adam to come over and talk to me. No, no, she was adamant—ooh, even the sound of that word made me miss him—that he come to me without any interference. So what was she up to?


  A horn behind me sent my brain and my hand shifting into gear. She wasn’t going to make some lame attempt at a blind date, was she? Maybe casually have a friend drop by while I was babysitting. Oh, yeah. That was so her style. Well I’d show her. I’d keep on my ratty clothes and leave my wet hair clipped above a face devoid of makeup.


  Thinking of all the quips I could toss out the minute I entered the house, I made the final turn onto her street and pulled into their driveway. No odd car parked behind their minivan, so whoever she was going to spring on me hadn’t arrived yet.


  I didn’t ring the bell but rushed inside. The family room was empty, which in and of itself was a clue. The girls weren’t here. If I was to babysit, where were they? I heard water running in the kitchen. I swung open the door, calling out, “Lisa, if you’ve done something crazy and set me up with some guy just because I was whining about not talking to Adam, I’m so going to hurt you.”


  “Surprise,” my friends from our Bible study group yelled from their various spots in the room.


  My mouth dropped open, perhaps in preparation for my big foot to climb in, and I dropped onto a barstool. “What’s going on? It’s not my birthday or anything.”


  Lisa popped out of the crowd and with a sheepish look on her face, came forward. “Before you fuss at me, I didn’t know anything about this until they showed up. Perry arranged it,” she paused to glare at him. “And he didn’t want me to ruin the surprise by telling you.”


  I opened my mouth to ask for more details, but before I spoke, Karen stepped out from behind a small group. Her face haggard, her eyes sad, she came close and hugged me. “I wanted to thank you for helping me,” she whispered. “Plus I heard about your fight with Adam, and I couldn’t stand the thought that I came between you two.”


  She stood back. “So I wanted to bring everyone from the group together not only as a thanks for all you did, but also as a celebration of Gary‘s life. His name has been tarnished by the theft,” her voice broke, “but I wanted his fellow Christians to remember he was sorry for what he did and planned to turn himself in. I’m certain he’s now where we all will be some day.” She raised a glass of punch. “To Paige and Gary.”


  I blushed and glanced around the room. Perry’s wary eyes were fixed on Lisa. If Lisa’s return glare was any indication, Perry was in for it once everyone left. Adam stood beside Perry, his face open and approachable. A surge of hope rushed through me. Maybe we would finally talk tonight.


  Karen walked up to him, said something and he listened intently. I wanted to charge over to them and listen, but Lisa preempted me by announcing dinner.


  “Paige, you first,” she said and shoved me toward the island covered in an assortment of potluck dishes. “Bet you wished you listened to me and changed clothes,” she hissed at me.


  I did so wish, but there was nothing I could do about it now, so I went to the island and filled my plate. Lisa directed me to the breakfast area table and, knowing her need to take charge of this event in her home even if she hadn’t planned it, I followed her lead and sat. She wouldn’t eat a thing tonight but would stand guard to be sure her guests had fun and yet stayed within the approved dining areas. She wouldn’t let a plate with baked beans or a single cup of red punch reach her living room.


  I sat at the table and waited for others to join me. Karen took up a post beside Lisa and soon the covert plan became clear. All others were sent into the dining room. When Adam turned with his plate and drink, the undercover agents nearly forced him into a chair across from me.


  We shared an understanding look, and I dug into my food as a diversion from his steady gaze. I searched for a topic other than the one I really wanted to talk about, but my mind refused to give anything up. So I shoveled spoon after spoon of sugary beans into my mouth. I risked one quick peek at Adam, and his eyes were locked on me as he chewed.


  “How are you, other than hungry?” he asked.


  I laughed with my mouth closed so I didn’t spew beans all over his crisply ironed shirt. I chewed then swallowed. “Glad to see you.”


  “Me, too,” he said and shoveled a spoon of potato salad into his mouth. He reached out then snapped back his hand. “That bruise is something else.”


  “It’s no biggie.” I tipped my head at Lisa and Karen who seemed barely able to keep from rubbing their villainous hands together. “Their purpose is kind of obvious.”


  He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “Yeah, but I’m glad they got us together.”


  “You are?”


  He nodded. “Perry told me you were okay, but I’ve been waiting for you to call so we can work this out.”


  Work this out? Did this mean he wanted to stay together? “Uh, I kinda, thought you would call me. When you didn’t I thought you might not want to see me.”


  Our eyes met, and we laughed. The awkwardness seemed to melt a bit, but still, an underlying tension remained. So we ate and made small talk. Bit by bit our ease with one another returned until we were laughing about how much trouble Perry would be in for keeping this event a secret.


  Suddenly, Adam’s eyes darkened. “I know how Lisa feels. Not knowing what was going on.”


  Okay, here it was. The discussion. “You do know I’m sorry about that. If I had to do it over again I would tell you right away.”


  “And you’d still investigate, and,” he looked away, “I’m still not sure I can handle you taking risks.”


  “I don’t know what to say. I don’t think I can—”


  He held up his hand. “When Karen called me to come tonight, she told me something that made sense. She said, if Gary had come to her about the theft, she would have insisted that he go to the police and confess right away. Maybe if she’d been in the loop, things would have turned out differently. But she didn’t have a second chance.”


  Oh, I was so hoping he’d finish this with saying we had that second chance.


  He pushed his plate away and stared into my eyes. “Just now, she reminded me that I do have a chance to reconcile with you. That life is too short and to do something before I regret it.”


  Yes! I resisted the urge to shoot my fist into the air and settled on smiling.


  He smiled back. “Karen’s right. Life is too short. I should have realized that when Olivia tried to kill you. So, how about we give this another try? If you promise to tell me what you’re up to, I promise to work on being okay with it.”


  I raised my hand. “I promise to tell the truth, the whole truth, so help me God.”


  We laughed together and clasped hands across the table.


  Adam’s cell rang, and he reached for it with his free hand. “Sorry, I have to take this.” He clicked the phone and greeted his caller.


  I sat back and unabashedly listened in. His caller was someone at the McMinnville jail. Apparently, one of his clients had done something that Adam was growing upset over. He listened for a long while then said, “Fine. I’ll be there in about an hour.” He hung up.


  “Let me guess. One of your clients broke the law and you need to go.”


  He nodded. “Tank’s accused of killing someone. Claims he didn’t do it. He was set up.”


  I couldn’t help the grin that escaped over the client’s name. “Tank?”


  Adam grimaced. “Yeah, Tank.”


  “Want me to come with you?”


  His eyes flashed wide. “Why would you want to do that?”


  “Well, if Tank’s innocent, I would imagine you’d need some help in finding the real killer.”


  Adam sighed and came around the table. He bent down and ran a hand over the top of my head while gazing deep into my eyes. His eyes warmed and my heart thundered in my chest. He moved closer and settled his lips on mine. I didn’t care if half the town was in the other room. I kissed him back for all I was worth until he lifted his head.


  He gently moved a strand of hair behind my ear. “I have to go. Remember your promise. With God’s help you’ll tell the truth.” He grinned and tweaked my nose. “As nosey as you are, you better start praying for that help now. It won’t be long before you need it.”
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