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PROLOGUE
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I was minding my own business in the fall of 2001, just doing my job, living my life, when, through no fault of my own, I became involved in a murder investigation. Okay, maybe a little bit of it was my fault. My sister, Sharon, would advise me to mind my own business. My boss would have given the same advice if he’d noticed what I was doing. Anyone with common sense would have said “stay out of it”. But I cannot stand by while an innocent person’s life is ruined. What can I say? I feel responsible for people. It’s who I am.

Anyway, it started one Thursday afternoon in fall when I parked at the post office to drop off mail. I work as the local Child Support Enforcer Extraordinaire (my self-awarded title). As I got out of my car, I realized that a man in a dark blue sedan was watching me. I tried to see who it was, but the bill of his cap was blocking his face. I scowled at the man and debated crossing the street to ask him what he wanted. As if he could read my mind, he put his car in gear and took off. Another car, this one a lighter-colored sedan, eased out of a parking space and crept down the street behind him. I wouldn’t have noticed the woman driving, but she was hunched over her steering wheel like she couldn’t see 6 inches in front of her. ‘Some old woman who needs new glasses,’ I mused, straining to recognize the driver. Her face was obscured by a silk scarf tied around her head and giant sunglasses. I shook my head, wondering at the weirdness of people. I forgot about both of them as I went about my business.

I noticed the blue car again the next day as I arrived for work. This time the car crept by as I unlocked my office door. I didn’t pay any attention to it at first, but the driver seemed to be wearing the same cap as before and when I looked toward him, he sped up and drove past. ‘People are so strange. If he wants something, why doesn’t he just come in?’ I thought, flipping the sign on the door to “Open”.

I was unreasonably excited about the time change coming up the next night. I admit it. I hate Daylight Savings Time. Springing forwarded always makes me tired, but falling back is my jam. That Saturday night in fall was my favorite night of the year. Sleep, glorious sleep! I might finally catch up on that hour I lost in spring.

Anyway, Friday turned out to be a very busy day. I was starting on my second cup of coffee when a woman burst through my office door. She was middle-aged and was dressed in a tailored suit. The corner of her upper lip curled up as she looked around. Seeing me, she composed herself, patted her upswept hair, and smoothed her skirt. She made an attempt at a smile, but couldn’t suppress a slight sniff at my buttoned-down shirt, tapestry vest, corduroys, and loafers.  She gave up her attempt at civility as her gaze swept disapprovingly around the office. Okay, now I was starting to feel insulted. I mean, I get that my wardrobe isn’t everyone’s idea of chic, and my office has no windows, but it all works for me and that’s what matters.

“Oh! Um, I thought this was, you know, the tax office?” She waved vaguely around her and frowned at me like I was the one who didn’t belong there.

‘Deep breath, manners, Rosey,’ I thought to myself. Flashing my best smile, I said, “it was, but they moved...” As I turned to point toward the new location, she gave another sniff.

“I can find it myself, thank you,” she said, bolting out the door and leaving it wide open.

“Well! How rude!” I marched over, almost slamming the door in my aggravation. I stopped. ‘Wait a minute,’ I thought. ‘Wasn’t that Irene Turner?’ I turned the question over in my mind and thought again about the woman who had just popped in and out of my office. I wondered why a woman who was married to an accountant would be looking for a tax office. I shrugged mentally. ‘Maybe accountants don’t do their own taxes.’ That didn’t seem likely, but it was none of my business. I went on about my day, but I filed the information away. I might ask Sharon what she thought later. On second thought, maybe I wouldn’t. Sharon didn’t have my inquisitiveness, hence her childhood nickname for me, Nosey Rosey.

The third time I saw the blue car, I was coming back from lunch. It was sitting in the parking lot of the gas station across the street. The driver again had his cap pulled low over his eyes. The car was facing away from me, but I felt sure he was staring at my reflection in his side mirror. This was getting ridiculous. I headed across the street to find out just what his deal was.

At that moment a delivery truck stopped in the middle of the street and turned its blinkers on. I had to take a step back to avoid being hit by the driver’s door as he climbed down out of the truck. By the time I dashed around the front of the truck, the blue car was gone. Frustrated, I stomped back to my office, trying to tell myself it was a coincidence. There were lots of blue cars around, even in a town as tiny as Riverside. And pretty much every man around wore a cap of some kind.

By the end of the day, I had almost forgotten blue car, but as I was locking up, there it was again. Not only the car, but the driver. I saw the car first, parked in front of mine at the end of the handicapped ramp up to my office door. There was no question this time that the man was here for me. I suddenly realized that I could be in real danger. An unknown man waiting for me outside my office as I was locking up on Friday evening could not possibly be there for anything good. Was he a stalker? Should I go back inside and call the police? Before I could decide, the driver opened his door and stepped out. It was John Carpenter.

Carpenter owned a feed store at the end of town past the underpass. He was a small, middle-aged man, but somehow, he seemed older than his years. He reminded me of a grandfather, although, if I remembered correctly, his wife had died a few years ago and they’d had no children. As far as I knew he hadn’t remarried or even dated anyone since then.

I noticed he was walking toward me. He appeared fretful, twisting his new feed cap in his hands until I thought he would tear it in two.  When I saw that, I knew he was the one who had been driving back and forth all day. I wondered why. What on earth could he want with me? I froze momentarily. What if he wanted to ask me out? That was going to be extremely awkward if that’s what this was all about. I had never heard anything bad about him, but he was outside my age range. And besides, I had no interest in dating again after what I’d been through with my cheating, lying ex-husband. God rest his soul.

Carpenter was only a few feet away when he noticed me standing there. “Oh! Hello!” He started when he saw me standing there. He looked at my hand on the doorknob, then at his watch. “Oh, gee, I didn’t know it was that late. I’m sorry. I’ll come back Monday.” He flushed as he fled back to his car.

I followed. “No, it’s okay,” I said, crossing my fingers behind my back as I lied. I wanted to get home and start my weekend. “I can stay a few minutes,” I said, thinking ‘please say no, please say no.’

“No, no, that’s all right. I don’t want to bother you on a Friday night. You’ve got things to do.” His face changed from crimson to bright red as he twisted his cap and shifted from foot to foot.

“Well, if you’re sure,” I said hesitantly as I backed toward my car. ‘Shut up, Rosey, and let him go,’ my brain told me. Then I felt guilty for even thinking that. I started to turn back and unlock the door when he slammed his cap on his head and jumped into his car. He almost seemed relieved.

“No, you go on. I’ll come back Monday.”

“Well, okay. Have a nice weekend,” I called to his retreating car. He glanced at me in the rear view mirror and waved to show that he had heard me.

Monday would never come for John Carpenter, though. That was the last time anyone ever saw him alive.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The weekend, although only an hour longer, did me a world of good. For the first time since spring, I felt rested and ready to go. Unlike my usual practice of staying up later and reading for an extra hour, this year I actually went to bed at my usual time and got an extra hour of sleep. I arrived at the office Monday morning feeling invigorated and ready to go.

That lasted exactly as long as it took me to make my morning run to the post office. When I got back, I noticed that the sheriff had taken my parking space. I frowned and resigned myself to parking in the tiny lot across the street from my office. I slid into a space, locked my car, and headed around to the front door of the law office. My office was in the back of a suite of offices used by my boss, so I entered through the front to take Kenny his mail.

I waved at my sister, Sharon, Kenny’s secretary, as I passed through the short hallway outside her office. She looked up from taking a phone message and waved back as I passed by. She made a “sh” motion and pointed as Kenny’s door, warning me that he was in the middle of something so that I didn’t accidentally disturb whatever it was when I entered.

I assumed he was probably talking to the sheriff, since that was who had stolen my parking space. When I walked, sure enough, there Roger was sprawled in the chair across from Kenny’s desk. Roger was a fairly young sheriff at only 29, but he was experienced and exuded confidence. He wore his black hair cut short in an almost military style. Normally, he had an almost starched, professional appearance, but now he looked discouraged, hence the sprawl.

I quietly said hello to Roger as I moved past him to the desk. He barely nodded at me in response. I glanced from him to Kenny and realized that there was something very wrong. I wondered if someone had died. As I put the mail down in front of him, Kenny shook his head in disbelief. “Man, I just can’t believe it. That’s so awful. John Carpenter was a nice guy. And to go like that. Good grief.”

I nearly dropped the rest of the mail I was carrying. “John Carpenter is dead?” I slipped past Roger to the other seat facing Kenny and slid into the chair.

Looking grim, Roger nodded. “He was found yesterday morning by a neighbor, Elliot Freeman. Freeman became concerned because John’s dogs were raising such a ruckus. He went over to check on him and found him at the edge of the yard by the woods. Shot in the head with a shotgun.”

“Ugh,” I said without thinking. We all grimaced at the image that conjured up.

Roger nodded as he thought about it. “Apparently, he went out to feed the dogs and was shot. The neighbor thought it was an accident—shot by a hunter. Those woods up on Hunter’s Ridge are a popular place this time of year. And according to the coroner, he was shot early in the morning, about dawn. Makes sense, I guess. He was always an early riser, the neighbor said, and at that time of morning it was foggy. Coroner’s sure it was an accidental shooting by a hunter.” Roger shook his head, looking unconvinced. “It just don’t feel right, though. From the damage that thing did, whoever did it had to have been close enough to see that it was a man and not a deer.”

Kenny frowned. “But aren’t shotguns generally pretty messy?”

“Yeah, but the farther you are from the object, the more scattering you get. As concentrated as the shot seemed to be,” Roger said, shaking his head again, “this guy had to be close. Ten, fifteen feet max. Even with fog, this was no accident.”

“You’re talking murder.” Kenny was incredulous. “Who would want to do a thing like that? To him of all people?”

Roger shrugged and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I could be wrong, but I don’t think so. We interviewed the neighbors. No one heard anything. The houses are pretty far apart out there. And it’s a popular place for hunting, so even if anyone heard anything, they might not have thought anything of it. No one can think of anyone he had trouble with or anyone who even disliked him. No shell found. Shooter might have taken it with him. Or it might have been a pump shotgun, or a breach loader and the shell wasn’t ejected. It’s too bad. We might’ve gotten prints off it. Maybe even matched it to a gun later on.” he shrugged. “I’m heading out to interview his employees, but I can’t imagine we’ll find out anything new from them.” He shook his head again. “We’ve basically got nowhere to start and nowhere to go with it. I’m afraid this one’s gonna remain a mystery.”

Both men stared at their shoes, thinking. I was stunned. Finally, I spoke. “That is just so weird. I just saw him Friday afternoon. He was coming to see me, but it was closing time, so he left.”

Kenny frowned. “John Carpenter? You sure? He doesn’t have kids.”

I squirmed, embarrassed and a little guilty. “Well, that’s what I thought, but, yeah, it was him for sure. I don’t know what he wanted,” I said, shrugging. “When he saw that I was leaving, he said he’d come back today, and he left.”

Roger’s face fell. “It’s a shame you didn’t talk to him. It might have helped.”

“I tried to get him to stay,” I said, trying not to sound defensive, “but he turned red and fled to his car.”

Roger smiled and patted me on the arm. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know he was going to be killed." He thought a minute. “You said he turned red. Was he embarrassed? Did he seem nervous or worried?”

I pondered this, anxious to redeem myself. “Well, yeah, I think he was embarrassed. I mean, his face got really red, you know. Now that you mention it, though,” I said, thinking back to what I’d seen, “he was twisting his cap so hard I thought he was going to tear it in two.”

Roger nodded encouragingly. “So, he may have had some indication that something was up. He came to the child support office for a reason. Was somebody threatening to sue him for paternity?”

I shook my head. “Not that I’m aware of. No one has contacted me at any rate.”

“It might be interesting to see if someone comes forward with an heir in the next little bit. Otherwise, who else might have a reason to kill him?”

“Jealous husband,” Kenny said immediately. We both looked at him, shocked. “Well, most of the women around here in his age range are married.” Kenny thought about it for a moment. “I mean, I suppose he could have robbed the cradle, so to speak, but I doubt it. Yes,” he said, nodded his head with satisfaction, “if he has an illegitimate child out there somewhere, I think it’s most likely to be with a married woman.”

Roger nodded again, letting that sink in. “Yeah, you got a point there.” He stood to go. “Well, you’ve actually ended up being something of a help.” He grinned at Kenny, winked at me, patted me on the shoulder again and headed toward the door. He stopped and turned back to me. “You might let me know if someone pops up with an illegitimate kid in the next little bit. Yeah?”

I frowned and looked at Kenny. Kenny frowned. “Most of what she does is confidential, but we’ll tell you what we can.”

Roger bristled slightly. “We’re talking about a murder here, Ken. That has to take precedence over confidentiality, don’t you think?”

Now it was Kenny’s turn to bristle. “We’ll tell you what we can, Roger. But you have to understand that some things have to remain confidential.”

Roger let go of the door handle and took a step back toward the center of the room. I tensed. I knew the men were friends, but they each had their own priorities. I spoke up, hoping to appease both men before the disagreement turned into an argument.

“You want me to tell you about every illegitimate child whose mother comes in wanting child support? That’s half my caseload. And most of the fathers admit it’s their kid, so there wouldn’t be any point in telling you about it, anyway. But I can tell you if anyone contacts me about making a claim against the estate.”

Roger looked at me and frowned. “What about unknown fathers? She might not name him.”

Kenny shook his head. “There wouldn’t be much point in killing him if she wasn’t going to make a claim against the estate would there? I still think it’s most likely to be a jealous husband. In which case, nobody’s going to come forward and there won’t be anything to tell you.”

Roger sighed. “Fine. Tell me what you can. But I can’t afford to be that narrow in my focus just yet. You never know. Some girl might have seen him as a potential sugar daddy and killed him when he refused to support her in the lifestyle to which she wanted to become accustomed.” He shrugged.

“A sugar daddy?” Kenny sounded skeptical. Then he shrugged, too. “I mean, I guess it’s a possibility. He was a successful businessman. Someone might make that assumption. But I don’t see him taking up with someone much younger than him. He just wasn’t that type.”

I thought about my own concern that he might be intending to hit on me when he was there on the previous Friday evening. I blushed at the thought and hoped neither man noticed.

“Maybe not,” Roger said. “Maybe that’s why she killed him. If he’s not alive, he can’t contest paternity, can he?”

***
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THE REST OF THE MORNING I couldn’t concentrate, distracted by the murder. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t focus. People get killed in Riverside sometimes, but there’s never any mystery about it. A drug deal or a theft gone wrong, usually. Or, unfortunately, sometimes a domestic dispute that got out of control. But premeditated murder? Never. At lunch, I told Sharon about it.

Sharon Atwell, Kenny’s secretary, and I happened to be sisters. I say “happened to be” because how we happened to be sisters is a mystery. People have always remarked on how much we resemble each other, but a face less like mine I can’t imagine. If one of us was ever a suspect in a crime, the other one would never make it into the lineup. She is average height and blonde—I’m short and redheaded. Well, by nature, we’re both brunettes, but we’ve corrected that. Anyway, we’re opposites in pretty much every way. Sharon’s very down-to-earth, very practical. I’m, well, not either of those things. I like to think of myself as imaginative and inquisitive. Sharon says I’m just nosy. Regardless, we’re best friends and we talk about everything.

“That’s terrible,” she said, “but Roger’s right. There’s no way you could have anticipated this.” She patted my hand. Sharon’s not the sentimental type, so the gesture meant a lot to me.

We spent the rest of lunch talking about nothing much, but my mind kept going back to the dead man who may or may not have had a child. Somewhere out there was someone who knew the answer to that. I wondered if there was any way I could find out who.
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]




That afternoon I was at the copier when the door opened, and Death walked in.

‘Lord, don’t take me now!’ I panicked. Then I realized that the object in Death’s left hand was only a baby. The apparition stepped out of the glare of the afternoon sun and the black shroud dissolved into a black hooded duster. The occupant of the coat shut the door, turned around, and pushed back the hood of its coat. The face appeared to be that of a human female teenager (assuming teenagers are human, of course). Various sizes and shapes of metal protruded from every possible surface. The rest of the face was covered with white foundation. Black make-up accentuated the eyes and lips. Long black-red hair framed the ghoulish face.

I swallowed hard and flashed my best smile. “Hi,” I said. “Can I help you?”

“I have an appointment at 1:30,” she said. When she said “30”, she flipped her tongue out and I saw that it was also pierced.

“Sure. What’s your name?” I asked, thinking that referrals ought to come with warnings.

“Elvira,” she said, staring at me intently.

I frowned, racking my brain, but all I could come up with was an actress. Despite the likeness, I was pretty sure that she was older than this girl, and I was pretty sure I would have remembered a new client with that name.

“What’s your last name?” I asked hopefully.

She rolled her eyes and reached into the pocket of her long coat. My heart raced wondering what she was reaching for. A gun? A knife? A sickle? Was this Death after all, disguised as a teenage vampire with a baby? When she handed me the folded-up envelope I sighed with relief. In the upper left corner, I recognized my office letterhead. It was addressed to Amanda Jacobs. I smiled shakily at her. “Come on over and have a seat while I get your file.” I gestured to the seat across the desk from mine.

I remembered the name Amanda Jacobs. The father listed on the referral from the welfare office was “Unknown”. I braced myself for a struggle and wondered what her story would be. In my years working with child support I had come to realize that there were few truly “unknown” fathers. The stories that went with these referrals often gave new insight into human nature. Usually it was insight I could have lived without.

For a brief moment, I wondered if the baby in her arms might have been the child John Carpenter had been coming to talk to me about, but I pushed that thought out of my mind. Even if this girl had tried to blackmail someone like him with a baby, it would have been useless. No one around here would have believed that he would have a child with a girl who looked like this. I felt a flash of guilt at the thought, but then reassured myself. It wasn’t a judgment against her, just a simple fact that they were as unlikely a couple as I could think of.

I walked over to the bank of filing cabinets behind my desk, retrieved her file and sat down. Amanda flopped into the chair I’d indicated across from me. I notice she was gentle with the baby, though, when she placed it on her chest and rubbed its back. Big blue eyes fluttered then flew open as the baby fought back sleep.

I grinned. I can’t help it. Babies get to me. Noticing the dingy, faded pink crocheted baby jacket, I took a chance that the tiny person was a girl.

“She’s a cutie,” I said.

The young mother’s hard eyes momentarily softened as she gazed lovingly down at her baby. A faint smile tugged at her lips, and then the tough expression fell back into place. I made a mental note of the reaction. She might look out of place here, but she was just as in love with her baby as any mother I’d seen.

I scanned the filed and noticed that she was barely 18. The baby was still too small to hold her head up on her own. I wondered what had made such a new mother pick up and move herself and her small baby to a place where she was so out of place, so different from everyone else. Maybe the child’s father was someone local? Maybe this was John Carpenter’s baby after all. Could it be? I still doubted it, but I would have to go gently to find out the truth.

“So, Amanda, do you know why you’re here?” I began.

“Not really. They told me in the welfare office that I had to cooperate with you to keep my check. But I already told ’em. I don’t know anything about the guy.” She sounded disgusted.

I looked at her for a moment. I knew this wasn’t the whole truth, but I couldn’t tell what she was holding back. She met my gaze, but only for a moment, then she looked back down at the baby. She shifted in her seat and fiddled with the frayed ribbon woven through the eyelet collar of the baby’s jacket.

How could I get this girl to trust me? How could I connect with her? At first glance, we had absolutely nothing in common.   I scanned her for something that I could connect with somehow. Something personal, unique. Finding common ground was harder than I expected. I couldn’t comment on her clothes. I mean, I would, but what would I say? Your clothes are very black? And I figured everyone commented on the baby, if they spoke to her at all. Then it hit me.

“I like your hair color,” I said.

She looked up, surprised. Was that a tiny crack in the icy façade?

“Really,” she said skeptically, not quite snorting in derision.

“Is that what they call ‘Vampire Red’?” I asked, then immediately feared that I sounded like I was trying too hard to be “cool”.

“Yeah, how’d you know?” she asked, surprised.

“I thought of doing my hair that color once, but I was afraid it would be too dark for me.” What was I doing? I was sure she was going to either think that I was playing her or that I was creepy or weird.

She peered suspiciously at me, took in my own freshly dyed plum color, and then seemed to change her mind. “It’s not that much darker than what you’re using now. I’ll bet you could pull it off.” She smiled and almost laughed.

I wasn’t sure how flattered I was by that, but I was fairly certain that she wasn’t making fun of me. It seemed I had broken the ice. I smiled back at her and we both relaxed.

“Let me make sure I have all the information I need on you and your daughter.” I went through the usual—maiden name (Jacobs, as I’d guessed based on her age), address, date and place of birth—Ohio. I wondered again how she had ended up in a small town in eastern Kentucky? Maybe it was innocent. Maybe she had family here. I moved on to Social Security number, phone number, etc., verifying that our records were correct.

Finished with the preliminaries, I put down the file. “About the father,” I said gently, feeling I’d gained some trust.

She sighed. “Look, I told you the truth. I don’t know anything about the guy.” She stopped and waited. I waited longer. Sighing again, she said, “I met him at a party, I got pregnant. That’s it. No big deal. Don’t know his name, don’t want to know his name, don’t need to know his name. And I’m not going to try to find out.”
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