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      A piercing cry in the middle of the night woke Aurora, who then lay peering at the ceiling in the dark. Did the shriek come from a dream? The cry echoed in her mind, but so often the sounds from dreams did. Now, the fullness in her middle, from the late-night drink she’d had before bed, urged her to use the restroom. She extended her hand to touch her new husband, Jeff, not wanting to awaken him but to reassure herself he was there.

      Her hand made contact, not with Jeff’s warm body as she had expected, but with the cold comforter covering his side of the bed. Disappointed, she rolled over to determine whether he slept on the edge or whether he really wasn’t there. His side of the bed was vacant. Turning back, she pulled her little clock from the drawer in her bedside table. The illuminated dial read two a.m.

      He’d called and said he’d arrive late. Though normally he’d stay in a motel, he wanted to be home for their yard sale the next day. She appreciated his phoning in the evenings to let her know his status.  But still, sometimes she wished she’d married someone who wasn’t in sales, someone who worked in town, a nine-to-fiver. She pushed away the memory of such hours on the part of her first husband, who had evolved into an emotional abuser—dumping her—divorcing her—and marrying another woman. Jeff was different, and she loved him for it. She just didn’t love the traveling salesman bit. And though he called when he would be home so late, she wondered whether something additional could be holding him up. Another woman, if truth be told. Her second husband could be engaging in the same activity as the first.

      Wanting to quell her racing mind, Aurora pulled the covers up to her chin. She needed to get back to sleep. The yard sale would be a long, hot, intensive day.

      During their whirlwind courtship, as one of her friends called it, Jeff had been attentive. He’d been in town a lot more than he was now. He’d called her frequently. They’d spent the majority of their waking hours together. Since Aurora had been married once before, she recognized when the “honeymoon” was over, but she’d hoped with Jeff romancing would last a little longer. Before they’d married, he made sure she realized his career in sales meant he’d be gone a lot. She understood. She really did. She didn’t mean to feel the way she did, but you feel the way you feel, one of her friends said.

      Aurora gave up and crawled out of bed to go to the restroom and get a drink of water. When she entered, a light flashed in her eyes. The light came through the window above the bathtub. She pulled back the shower curtain and looked out. There it was again, brighter now. The light came from the old barn—what she called a barn—an old outbuilding her grandfather had built years ago to house his stuff—his tools and all the detritus he’d collected during his business cleaning up building sites. The light flashed several more times. For goodness sake, the yard sale of the junk she’d inherited was the next morning. The idea someone wanted to burgle the barn the night before, when everything would be priced to practically give it away, was ridiculous.

      After using the restroom, she returned to the bedroom and pulled her bathrobe over her nightgown. Slipping her feet into some clogs, she snatched her phone from the charger in the kitchen, unlocked the back door, and stepped out.

      The scent of the gardenias she’d planted next to the outside steps greeted her. Stifling, humid night air engulfed her, making a robe for warmth unnecessary even though a proper garment to wear outside. Crickets chirped. Fall in Texas took longer and longer each year to arrive. The sliver of moon didn’t shed enough light to see her way, so she aimed her phone’s flashlight toward the ground. In setting up the yard sale, they’d left a path to the barn, so as not to trip over Grandfather’s junk, which they’d laid out in several piles.

      Aurora planned to yell at the intruder when she grew close and hoped they would leave without a confrontation. She suspected the culprits were kids, seeing what they could get away with. Every few moments, the light would flash again. Just one flash, maybe only one person.

      When she was about twenty feet from the barn, she raised her light and waved it around the front of the building’s windows. “Come out of there!” She stepped around a pile not far from the doorway. Noise like lumber clattering against lumber came from inside. Aurora approached the entrance. She grasped the edge and pointed her light in the direction where the last beam had been. The items she’d stacked up to take outside in the morning looked undisturbed. Waving the light around again, she expected to come across the person but didn’t. Whoever it was could be hiding, or could have gone out the side door, though the rusty hinges would have squeaked.

      Without warning, someone leaped out of the shadows and knocked Aurora to the ground. Her cell phone fell away. Adrenaline spiked through her body. “Hey,” she yelled as she landed on her arm, momentarily stunned before rolling onto her stomach. Bits and pieces in the yard clattered as the person stumbled over them in his race to get away. He had been too fast for her to see his face in the dark, but she thought the silhouette was of a man. He was larger than her. When he rammed into her shoulder, she felt like she’d been tackled on the football field, not that she’d ever played football. He could have been a large teenager. He dodged some of the stacks of her grandfather’s junk, as if he knew where they were located. When he hit the street, he ran up the slope toward town. The streetlight half a block up showed a person dressed in dark pants with a dark hoodie pulled over his head.

      After lying on the ground for a few moments, recovering from the fright, Aurora found her cellphone and brushed herself off. Her shoulder ached as did the arm she fell on, but nothing felt broken. Wiping the dirt from her lips and chin on her sleeve, she walked back with shaky knees. She latched the back door and checked all the windows to be sure they were locked. They wouldn’t keep out anyone who really wanted in, but she’d hear them, at least. After debating whether to call Jeff and find out when he’d be home, she thought not. He must be close at such a late—or early—hour. There was nothing he could do. The person was long gone and hopefully wouldn’t return,

      In only a few hours they—or at least she— needed to be up and ready to open their yard sale. She could tell Jeff about the burglary once he joined her outside. Now, she needed to get some sleep—if she could with her racing mind and wobbly knees.

      Shedding her robe and clogs, Aurora settled back into bed, thankful she had peed before she’d gone outside. Shaking her head at her perverse sense of humor, she turned toward the wall and pulled the covers up under her chin. Shivering, she realized the outside air couldn’t have caused a chill. She might be suffering from shock. Focusing on deep breathing, Aurora hoped she’d be able to sleep at least an hour or two, though it was unlikely.
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      Aurora reached out again and this time her hand touched a warm body. Jeff had arrived home sometime in the past three hours. Careful not to awaken him, she slipped out from under the covers and picked up the clothing she’d set out the night before. Treading lightly, she went into the bathroom to change and get ready for the day.

      Annoyingly, she almost tripped over Jeff’s discarded clothes lying in a pile next to the tub. Would it be too much to drop his clothes into the hamper even if it was the middle of the night? Closing the door, she opened the hamper and picked up his clothes only to catch a sweet, cloying smell on his shirt. Holding it to her face, she was almost overpowered by the aroma. Her heart plummeted to her knees as she sank down onto the toilet and cupped her stomach in an effort not to cry. The first time she’d smelled a fragrance, not hers, on his clothing, she told herself he must have been in close contact with an employee on his route who had overdosed her body with perfume. The present scent was so strong, almost an odor, there had to have been close bodily contact. Jeff loved her, though. He was bound to have a rational explanation.

      She dropped his clothes into the hamper before blowing her nose and knuckling her eyes with the tissue. She had stuff to do but couldn’t help thinking about her situation. He couldn’t be carrying on with other women. He’d married her such a short time ago. She dressed and washed her face and rubbed sunscreen on her cheeks and nose, so she wouldn’t burn while she was outside at their barn sale. Her chest hurt when she looked at him, snoring softly like an innocent boy.

      She wanted to approach his side of the bed and beat him with whatever was handy, a shoe maybe, yet she still wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. He knew she was still recovering from the hurt she’d felt when she’d discovered her first husband had screwed around with her best friend. During their brief courtship when she’d told Jeff, he had sworn he’d be faithful forever.

      Aurora hurried into the kitchen and put the coffee on.  Leaning against the kitchen counter, waiting for the brew to be ready so she could pour herself a cup, she made a decision. She wouldn’t think about her suspicions for the rest of the day. There wasn’t time. She had to get out into the yard and finish setting up everything before people began to arrive. Her friends were coming to help, but there was more to do than they’d accomplish by opening time. Always more to do. She drew a deep breath. She’d have to think about her discovery later.

      Once outside, Aurora set her coffee cup just inside the barn where she could snatch a swallow in-between tasks. One after the other, Aurora carried the wood-framed windows from the barn to the yard, the autumn breeze blowing powdery dust across her face, causing her to sneeze. Right off the bat, she’d made the mistake of licking her lips. She’d had to rinse her mouth and brush her tongue to get rid of the gritty particles. Her mouth still tasted like a whisk pan.

      Now, the sun peeked above the flat horizon. The light revealed enough detail to the items they were selling that Aurora could turn off the old shop light hanging precariously from one of the less-rotted beams. The row of windows she and Jeff had stacked against the barn’s front wall over the last few weeks didn’t look like it had shrunk any, but glancing back into the yard, she knew better. She shook out her gardening gloves, brushed herself off again, and stomped the ground to shake loose debris from her work boots.

      When she’d gone to the barn earlier, Aurora had done a brief inspection to see if she could pinpoint what the middle-of-the-night trespasser might have been after. Nothing appeared to have been moved. For several weeks they’d been going through the junk, tossing some into the back of their old work truck for disposal, and setting other bits aside for the sale. Even when Jeff wasn’t home, Aurora spent a good deal of time sorting and dusting off the stuff. Her grandfather had been a great collector. She’d yet to see anything worth stealing, but everyone had different tastes.

      After she’d stacked the next five windows, Aurora stopped to catch her breath. She pulled the ratty toweling from her shoulder and whacked the windows to remove loose dirt and paint chips. Lengths of dirty white rope hung from the wooden window jambs. She took a minute to brush cobwebs from her torn, faded black jeans and dust from her pink T-shirt. The sun had risen higher, allowing Aurora to better see what she’d accomplished. She’d have the first lot ready on time, though not without more perspiration running down her neck and back. Cars had yet to pull in front of their property, but soon people would be crawling under or tearing down the barrier she’d erected across the driveway.

      “Hey, Aurora. I’m here.” Sarah, her best friend from the sixth grade, announced herself. The two women couldn’t have been more different physically. Sarah was tall, big-boned, with pale blue eyes and sandy brown hair. Aurora had hazel eyes. Her hair was dark brown, when she hadn’t colored it a different hue. She didn’t consider herself petite, but she didn’t stand more than a smidgen over five-foot-three.

      Sarah had parked somewhere out of sight, thoughtfully leaving space for estate sale buyers to pull in front. She jogged to where Aurora waited at the entrance to the old barn. They air kissed each other’s cheeks.

      “So glad to see you.” Having help would be a relief. “Remind me there’s something I want to talk to you about later.”

      Sarah stepped back and peered into Aurora’s face. “Something I did?”

      “No. It’s about Jeff.” She sighed. “Later though, okay?”

      Sarah’s eyes scanned Aurora’s face. “What do you want me to do?” She wore a tight, navy T-shirt, emblazoned with the icon for the blood donation center, and jeans. Her light brown hair was tied up in a ponytail, leaving dangling crystal earrings to catch the first rays of light along with her pale blue eyes. “Doing this all by yourself?”

      “Jeff’s still sleeping. He didn’t get in until way early this morning. I’m not sure when, but after two.” Sarah was smart enough to figure out his behavior might be the later topic of conversation.

      “Uh huh,” Sarah said and tucked her cell into her back pocket.

      “Did you notice the signs I put up when you were driving over here?”

      “Yep. Good locations.” Sarah pulled gloves from her other back pocket and put them on. “Okay, I’m ready. Point out what you want me to do. Are you going to let people go inside the barn and look around? Or are they restricted to what’s outside?”

      “Mostly outside. They can go inside if they don’t go past the area I roped off this morning. Otherwise, I think it would be a madhouse. Could you set up the folding table and the two chairs and place them in the best spot for Georgina to take people’s money? I have to hurry and get more stuff out of the barn.”

      If she could drag out two windows at a time, she could accomplish a bit more before any buyers came, and she could start on the stack of doors. Those, she would only be able to manage one at a time. She wanted the stacks both inside and outside of the barn to be manageable for people to look at.

      Sarah finished with the table and chairs and returned, scoping out the piles Aurora had made. “I know it seems like everybody in town renovated a house in the last few years, but this is ridiculous.”

      “Grandpa had his business for years. Almost until he passed away.”

      Sarah began carrying boxes and jars of what she considered trash into the yard—hinges, jars of nuts and bolts, doorknobs of various vintages. “Would somebody really want this smelly, greasy old junk?”

      “Selling it will help with our own renovation costs.” Aurora and Jeff planned to restore the old farmhouse to its original state as much as possible, maybe even add an additional room.

      A car stopped in front. It was not opening time yet.  Attending garage sales where the host had opened early and people were already poring over stuff by the time she got there had always annoyed Aurora. She didn’t want to be one of those hosts. She was going to stand her ground and stick strictly with the advertised time.

      Taylor arrived and joined them in the barn entrance, looking the contents over.  She wore a lavender polo-style shirt under denim overalls. Her long tawny hair hung down her back in a braid. “Boy, y’all have a lot of junk.”

      “Good junk,” Aurora said. “Salable junk. Would you help Sarah? Grab the next box—or take the crate over there into the yard.”

      A big woman, Taylor was heftier than Sarah, but she lifted weights and worked out regularly. She should be able to carry more. “Hey, Aurora, what about the stuff in the shed behind the crime scene tape—which, by the way, is cute—an original idea that only a mystery writer would think of.”

      “I don’t know about that but thanks. The stuff taped off inside the barn hasn’t been sorted yet.” Aurora wasn’t going to mention it may have been disturbed overnight. There was no reason her friends needed to know what had happened. They’d just fuss again and try to get her to install a security system. “The tape will help keep people out—I hope.”

      “Where’s Jeff?” Taylor picked up a plastic milk crate full of assorted metal stuff. She set it down again and dragged it to the collection in the middle of the yard.

      “Sleeping. He needs his rest,” Sarah said. She and Taylor exchanged glances.

      Aurora continued dragging wooden doors—some with screens, some without, some with bloated veneer chipping off, some mostly intact—past the tree where she had stacked the windows.

      “Oh, yikes!” Sarah jumped back from a box.

      Aurora ran to her. “You okay? What happened?”

      “There’s a skull …”

      “A rabbit’s skull is all. Throw it in the box. Maybe someone will buy it.”

      Peering over Sarah’s shoulder, Taylor said, “I’d forgotten your sense of humor, Aurora. I’m so glad you’ve moved back. We’re going to have a lot of fun.”

      “Ugh. I’m not touching that thing,” Sarah said. The skull, picked clean without even a small piece of fur clinging to it, lay close to the area of unsorted stuff. “Makes me wonder what else is buried back there.”

      “I didn’t know you were so squeamish, Sarah,” Aurora said. “I found a snake’s skin yesterday. The skin was old, though, and crackled and fell to pieces when I picked it up.” She grabbed the rabbit’s skull and threw it into the box Sarah carried.

      “Was it a rattlesnake?” Sarah asked. “You could probably do something with the rattle part.”

      “No, but I heard someone came across a nest of rattlesnakes in a field when they were clearing brush the other day.”

      “I take it you only asked friends to help you who aren’t particularly put off by stories like that,” Taylor said.

      “I didn’t realize Sarah would be,” Aurora said to Sarah’s back.

      “I heard you. The skull surprised me, that’s all. And I noticed on your schedule you have Georgina handling the money and not helping back here. I’m sure that’s probably because she wouldn’t want to risk breaking a nail.”

      “Yeah, right,” Taylor said. “Not that it’s easy to break a nail when it’s dipped. What about those things stacked around the far side of the barn?” A bright blue tarp covered most of a pile of something. “Are we supposed to tackle that before the sale opens? There isn’t much time.”

      “No. Jeff put it aside to possibly use for our own renovation once we go through and clear out this stuff.”

      People had begun to gather at the entrance on the far side of the tape. A man called out. “Come on. Open up!”

      Aurora took Sarah’s arm and said to both friends, “Georgina’s jogging up and looks like she’ll be ready as soon as she’s made herself comfortable.”

      Georgina’s keys hung on a strap around her neck. She had on thick, black rubber sandals, black leggings, and a long, striped tunic. Her toenails were painted a shiny green, as were her fingernails. She brushed off the seat of the folding chair and set her cell next to her elbow as she sat down. A small notepad and pencil lay next to a metal money box on the table in front of her.

      “I don’t see how as a cop she gets away with her nails always being so perfect,” Sarah said.

      Taylor said, “You know how persuasive she can be.”

      “No. I mean wouldn’t she break a nail or something when chasing criminals?”

      Aurora rolled her eyes. “We can ask her, if you want, but the dip stuff is made of plastic, I think.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” Georgina said, when they reached her. “I just couldn’t get out of the car without hearing what was coming over the radio. You won’t believe what they were reporting.” Her pale blue eyes were wide as she glanced from one of her friends to another. She whispered, “Another dead woman.”

      “Oh, gross,” Sarah said. “Let’s talk later.”

      “Yeah.” Aurora’s face scrunched up. Overhead, some wispy clouds wandered across the sky. The sun had completed its mission, brightening the landscape. “Right now, we’ve got to let those people in or face their wrath. Let’s go ahead and open. I hate to do it early but …” She could feel guilty about it later and nodded to Taylor.

      Taylor snatched the tape off the nearest tree, crossing in front of the man who had called out, and announced: “The lady you need to talk money to, if you find something you want, is the one in the pink shirt and black jeans. The rest of us are just here to help. We can carry stuff if you need us to.”

      The complaining man shouldered past her, grunting.

      Sarah said, “I hope Jeff is going to come and help carry the heavy stuff, Aurora. Surely, he’s had enough beauty sleep by now.”

      Aurora glanced at the back door of the house before turning to greet the prospective buyers. “He really hasn’t slept much.”

      She was a little annoyed, because he’d been the one to suggest they hold a series of sales. They had both known he’d be gone a lot, but he could have figured out a way to get home earlier if he’d really wanted to. Jeff was the one who’d wanted to buy Harold’s share and move to the farmhouse.  At least, that’s what she remembered. In the days after the will was read, when they were discussing what she and her brother had inherited, didn’t Jeff say he’d like to renovate the farmhouse? Harold sure didn’t. Wasn’t it Jeff? Sometimes their discussions left her confused.

      Since she and Jeff had moved from Houston, Jeff’s mood had fluctuated. Aurora wished he’d go back to being as charming as he’d been when they were dating. Now, Aurora noticed little things she hadn’t been aware of before, a little put down here, or an insult there. When she called him on it, he always apologized. He claimed he didn’t realize what he was doing. It must be a carryover from the kind of behavior he and his ex-wife had gotten into. Mostly he treated Aurora like that when he had long days at hospitals not far from their home. Fortunately, though, when he returned from his out-of-town trips, he was usually back to his sweet self, at least most of the time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Aurora and Sarah stood in the yard at the edge of what Aurora and Jeff called the driveway but was really a fifty-foot-wide graveled path that had never been paved. Eager people pushed in to find the good stuff. At least that’s what they heard one woman say. Taylor and Georgina chatted with the diverse group of customers, greeting them and pointing to Aurora. Who knew remnants of demolition sites would be so popular? Apparently not Aurora’s grandfather, or Amos might have hosted his own sales.

      Aurora’s brother, Harold, had commented over the years about how much their grandfather simply enjoyed spending his weekends on the hunt for what Harold and Aurora and their grandmother considered trash. There were jars of screws and jars of nails and jars of bolts and nuts. Tools, some antique, hung from the walls nearest the barn’s entrance. Their grandfather had painted the wall yellow and outlined the tools in red—pretty artsy for a country boy who had gotten his GED in the army and never shown any interest in furthering his education, whether by books or the arts.

      “Look at the guy who’s talking to Taylor and Georgina,” Sarah said, straightening her sunglasses so she could see better. “Have you ever seen anyone so gorgeous in your life?”

      “Not bad,” Aurora said, “excuse the cliché, but you’d have to like tall, dark, and handsome.” He looked vaguely familiar, but since she’d been back in town, everyone looked vaguely familiar.

      “Uh, ye—ah,” Sarah said, “and I do.” She wanted to hurry over and assist him in whatever he was searching for, but she held back. She’d observe him for a few minutes, enjoy the view, and when he grew closer, look for a wedding ring. “My heart’s racing,” she whispered.

      “My grandmother would have called you ‘hot-to-trot.’”

      “Hey, I’m thirty-four. My biological clock is like a ticking time-bomb,” Sarah said, her eyes riveted on the man.

      The man nodded in response to something one of the other women said and strode toward Aurora and Sarah. He was dressed in steel-toe boots, creased jeans, and a crisp, button-down sports shirt. He had a square jaw and Roman nose. When he drew close, he pushed his sunglasses onto the top of a head full of wavy black hair and said, “Which one of you is the owner?”

      “Me,” Aurora said, raising a hand.

      “I’m her BFF.” Sarah’s endorphins spiked. The man’s silver-gray eyes were the color of the bayou when the overhead sun reflected off the water. “Something we can help you with?” She took a minuscule step toward him.

      He held out his hand to Aurora. “I’m Ian. I just moved here and bought a house I’m renovating.”

      “I’m Aurora. Looks like you and a lot of other people in town have the same idea, as do we.” Aurora shook his hand, getting a whiff of spicy aftershave. His callused hand dwarfed her tiny one.  “I’m not complaining. My husband and I are hoping to clear out our uh—barn—that’s what we call the structure behind me—and make a little cash. What are you looking for?”

      He glanced at the doors, then the windows positioned under the tree. “Probably a lot of the things you’re selling. Where’d all this come from?”

      “My grandfather, in his dotage, had a business cleaning up job sites and house demolitions around here and sometimes after move-outs.”

      Sarah said, “He also liked roaming around town on the weekends when people had estate sales. I’m Sarah.” She shook his warm hand before he could put it away. Even as tall as she was, his size overwhelmed her. At his glance, she said, “I’m an old friend of the family. Long story.”

      “Anyway,” Ian said, “I’ll go ahead and take a look at what you have. Okay if I let my dog out of my truck and bring him on the property? He’s trained.”

      “What kind of dog?” Sarah asked. “Aurora’s a big fan of animals.”

      “German Shepherd. His name is Gerhard.”

      “I’ll walk with you to your truck,” Aurora said. “I want to see him before I agree. A lot of people are scared of big dogs.”

      “I could go,” Sarah said. “You need to stay here to answer your customers’ questions.”

      “Yeah, okay. You’ll let me know if you have any concerns.” She waved them away.

      As soon as Sarah and Ian left, the grouchy man who’d wanted to come in early approached Aurora. His stooped back attested to his advanced age. He clutched a Mason jar of screws in his right hand and one of nails in his left.

      Aurora crossed her arms and faked a smile. “May I help you with something?”

      “You don’t remember me, do you, Ms. Ivy?” The bill of his gimme cap cast shadows over his eyes.

      Aurora squinted at him. “No, and it’s Morris now. Ivy was my maiden name.”

      “I was a friend of your grandfather’s. I’d shake your hand but mine are full. Name’s Hartley. Clint Hartley.”

      “You do look vaguely familiar, and your name rings a bell. Sorry, it’s been a long time.”

      “I used to go on the hunt for stuff on the weekends with Amos.” He held up the containers. “I don’t need these screws and nails but want them to remind me of him. Not that I really need reminding. How much?”

      Aurora quoted him a few dollars and wracked her brain to remember him. He set down the jars and dug into his pockets for some wrinkled dollar bills. Since she’d moved back to town, almost everywhere she went, people spoke to her, introducing themselves. “I’m happy you remember my grandpa.”

      “I’ll never forget him. Glad you came back to town. Welcome. Are you going to fix up the house or what?”

      “Yes, sir. Renovate it. Modernize it, but we want the house to look as much like a farmhouse as possible.”

      “You and your brother, Harry? Is he moving back here as well?”

      “No. My husband and I bought Harold out. He’s a city boy now. He’ll only be back to visit.” She wasn’t going to tell him how much Harry hated small-town life, small-town atmosphere.

      “That’s too bad. I always liked him. What’s he doing now?”

      “Married with a couple of kids.”

      “You got any children?”

      Aurora weighed how much more of her life she wanted to share with the old man. “Maybe in a few years.”

      His eyes ran up and down her body. “You’re what we used to call getting-kinda-long-in-the-tooth. I thought you girls wanted to have kids before your mid-thirties.”

      Now he was getting too personal. “Women are having kids later now. So anyway …”

      He chuckled. “None of my business. So, what about the rest of the stuff back there in the⁠—”

      “Barn? We’ll keep having sales until it’s empty, or no one comes back to buy anything. Then we’ll probably tear the old building down.” She glanced toward the barn.

      “Wouldn’t hurt anyone’s feelings if you did. Well, guess I’ll be seeing you around town. Nice talking to you.”

      “Yes, sir. Thanks for speaking with me.” This time, her smile wasn’t fake. He seemed like a nice old man, even if he was nosy. She was about to head inside to see if she could be of any help to anyone and make sure they hadn’t taken down her tape barrier when Sarah and Ian came walking back. Ian led a huge, black-and-tan German shepherd on a leash.

      “Ian has a truck just like Jeff’s,” Sarah said. “Exactly like Jeff’s.”

      “What a coincidence,” Aurora said, knowing there existed thousands of white trucks in the area. “This is Gerhard? He’s ginormous. How old is he?”

      “Three. I’ve had him since he was a puppy. Would you like to meet him?” Ian squatted down next to Gerhard and crooked his finger at Aurora, who crouched down, careful not to get too near or hover over the dog.

      Gerhard sniffed Aurora from a distance and took a couple of steps closer, sniffing some more, his cold nose grazing her arm.

      Aurora smiled at Gerhard and held out her hand. Gerhard licked her hand and looked at her.

      Ian said, “Gerhard, shake hands.”

      The dog sat back and lifted his right paw, pointing in Aurora’s direction.

      “Look at him. I think he likes me. He’s grinning.” Aurora shook Gerhard’s paw. “I guess it’s okay for me to pet him now?”

      Ian stood. “Sure.”

      Aurora scratched under Gerhard’s chin for a few moments and slowly moved to stroke his head. His fur was warm and soft. He put a paw on her shoulder.

      “Amazing,” Sarah said. “Aurora’s always had a way with animals.”

      “I had a German Shepherd when I was a tiny girl. Her name was Heidi.”

      “Good morning,” a voice behind them said.

      Jeff walked toward them, a steaming coffee mug in his right fist. He wore a plain white T-shirt, revealing his bulging biceps, and tight faded jeans. Wraparound sunglasses covered his eyes. His undercut dishwater blond hair was shorter than Ian’s on top but in need of a trim along the sides. “Hi honey,” he said, his bright smile not quite reaching his eyes.

      Aurora, feeling ire on her tongue, did the obligatory kiss thing on Jeff’s cheek only because he’d notice, otherwise. “Hey, sleepyhead, we can use your help.” She didn’t meet his eyes, not wanting him to be able to read anything in hers.

      Jeff’s eyes cut from her to Sarah and landed on Ian. “I’m Jeff Morris.” He switched his mug to his left hand and held out his right.

      “Ian Rawlings.” He shook Jeff’s hand. “This is Gerhard. Sit, Gerhard.”

      “Ian’s renovating a house, too,” Aurora said. “He’s probably going to use a lot of Grandpa’s stuff.”

      Jeff slung his arm around Aurora’s shoulders. “Oh yeah? Where’s your house located?”

      “Two blocks off Main.” Ian pointed over his shoulder. “A couple of miles from here.”

      “Everything’s a couple of miles from here.” Jeff grinned. “Farmhouse or what?”

      “Two-story Victorian. Needs a lot of work. Somebody got to it a while back and just about ruined it, putting in builder-grade windows and doors—you probably know what I’m talking about. It’ll take some time to put it to rights.”

      “Depending on how you look at it, we got lucky. Aurora’s grandparents never updated this place much, though they added a small room years ago. That’s going to need fixing. What do you do for a living, Ian?”

      Gerhard stirred. “I’m going to have to put Gerhard back in the truck. Too many people here now.”

      Aurora said, “I don’t want him to scare people, either. He’s awfully big even if he is sweet. I can take him if you tell me where you’re parked. He and I can get better acquainted.” She looked at the dog. “Can’t we, Gerhard? Or,” she said to Ian, “since your truck is like Jeff’s, I can probably find it.”

      Sarah said, “Funny, right Jeff? But I guess there are a lot of white pickups in Texas.”

      “Millions,” Jeff said.

      “You sure you want to take him?” Ian asked Aurora, holding out the leash. “It’s not locked, and the window’s down enough for him to stick his head out.”

      “I’m sure. We can get some exercise, huh, Gerhard?” Aurora took the leash and shrugged out of Jeff’s arm, tapping his middle as she crossed in front of him, restraining herself from punching his stomach. “Back in a minute.” She led Gerhard in a jog toward the street.

      Jeff’s eyes followed Aurora before turning back to Ian. “So, what do you do?”

      Sarah glanced over at Taylor, standing near the entrance to the barn and beckoning to her.

      “I renovate houses,” Ian said. “I guess you could call it flipping them, but really, I love working with my hands. I buy older homes, historical ones if I can find them, and live in them while I’m fixing them up. You might think it’s weird, but as an army brat, I got used to moving a lot. When I sell the renovated house, I move to another place.”

      “So, you’re new in our little town?” Sarah asked. “I don’t believe I’ve ever run into you before today.” She would have remembered for sure.

      Jeff raised an eyebrow. “You scout houses while you’re fixing one, sell it, and then move on to another town? You must spend some time on the road.”

      “Occasionally, it takes me a while to find a house I want, so yeah. Once I’ve got the current one in progress, maybe half through, I begin my physical search. Of course, these days, I can do preliminary searches online.” Ian shrugged. “Maybe someday I’ll settle down. Not any time soon, though.”

      Sarah said, “You must get lonely, sometimes, don’t you? How many houses do you renovate in a town before you move on?”

      Ian’s eyes rested on Sarah’s face for a moment, as if he had just seen her. “One. I can take up to six months, or more, depending on the house. I usually find a way to entertain myself even in the smallest of towns.”

      “Seems like an unusual way to make a living,” Sarah said. Over his shoulder, she spotted Taylor still beckoning to her.

      Jeff cocked his head. “It sure does.”

      “Where do you work?” Ian asked, hooking a thumb in his belt loop. His stance became more rigid.

      “Medical sales.” Jeff stood taller and sipped from his coffee cup. After a moment, he said, “Worked my way up to manager, but I still have a territory. I like the work and the travel. Aurora’s not always happy with my schedule, or lack of one sometimes, but I like the variety.”

      Aurora jogged back toward them. “He’s just the sweetest dog. I bet he’s good company.”

      “He is.” Ian side-stepped toward the barn. “I’d better look at your materials before it’s all spoken for.”

      Sarah said, “Aurora, Ian moves around a lot. He renovates a house and then moves to another town and does another one.”

      Aurora said, “Yes, your point is?”

      “You know how there was another woman’s body discovered this morning?” Sarah threw a faux grin at Jeff. “You haven’t been out here long enough to hear the news, Jeff.” Sarah turned her eyes on Ian. “There have been several women killed in this neck of the woods. I was just thinking. Aurora writes mysteries, Ian.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Aurora asked.

      “How Ian makes a living would be great cover for a serial killer.”

      “Sarah!” Aurora whacked her friend on the arm.

      Jeff’s face blanched. “Damn, Sarah.”

      Ian’s eyes flared. He gritted his teeth.

      Aurora said, “That’s not even funny. What would make you say a thing like that?”

      “I was just kidding. I was thinking in your next book you could have a serial killer, and men with jobs like Ian’s or like truck drivers, could be suspects because of how they work.”

      “My mystery is a who-dun-it, Sarah. I don’t think serial killers are in who-dun-its.”

      “What a strange thing to say.” Ian’s jaw flexed. He gave Sarah the side eye and shook his head. “I’m definitely going to look around now.” He strode in the direction of the windows under the tree. Glancing at the threesome behind him, a frown on his face and an eyebrow arched, he shook his head again.

      Sarah called after him, “Nice meeting you, Ian.” She shrugged at Aurora and Jeff. “I’m sorry. I thought y’all would laugh. I’ve got to get to work, too.” She hurried across the yard toward Taylor.

      “I need your help,” Taylor said, her eyes darting to where Aurora and Jeff still stood. “What was going on over there between Jeff and the other big guy?”

      “From the looks of it, Jeff and Ian were sizing each other up. You should have seen them giving each other the once-over.”

      “His name’s Ian? He’s got a lot going for him.”

      “Yeah, he does. I’d like to get to know him better, but I think I blew it.”

      “What’d you do?”

      “Oh, I made an offhand remark about how he could be a serial killer.”

      Taylor rolled her eyes. “What? You’re going to have to explain that to me, but before you do, can you stand here and make sure no one digs through the stuff on the other side of the crime scene tape while I run inside to use the bathroom?”

      “Sure.” Sarah stood at the entrance to the barn like a security guard watching suspicious characters, feet spread, hands on hips. Ian walked inside but kept his distance from her. Across the yard, Aurora shook her head and frowned. Jeff’s shoulders were up around his ears as he spoke to Aurora, a sure sign he was tense. Wouldn’t be the first time Sarah had been on the wrong side of Jeff. She didn’t want Aurora to be angry, though. They’d just grown close again since the couple had moved back to town. She’d try to talk to Aurora later. Their “girls’ afternoon” on Monday would be a good time, after they’d all had a glass of wine or two.
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