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Wednesday, August 17

"What is that smell?"

Kai Shane inhaled again, despite the burn already settling into his sinuses, as he entered the office he shared with his cousins, Eden Cole and Troy Hunter. He looked around the wide-open room that took up half the second floor and found Eden, but not Troy. This early in the morning, he was probably working in the rooftop greenhouse. 

The light next to the stairwell door that indicated if there was a client in the office had been off, otherwise Kai would have held his peace. Or maybe just turned around and headed back downstairs without entering. He winced in sympathy for Eden and whatever she had endured dealing with this latest visitor. He waved the cash bag with that morning's receipts for the coffee shop through the air. It didn't help dissipate the nearly visible cloud of stink.

"Did your last appointment leave that?" His throat tried to close up for a moment. "Whew!"

If anything, the smell got stronger as he approached her desk. Sort of fruity, but with a tang to it like a can of fermenting fruit cocktail had been opened just before it exploded. The burn hitting the back of his throat was just that. Something had burned. He looked around, expecting to see smoke in the air.

"I'm starting a new policy," Eden said, stepping away from the small vent she had just opened in the glass block front wall of the office. 

It used to be a long panorama of wavy, antique glass from one corner to the other, looking down on Center Avenue, the heart of Cadburn Township. The cousins had removed it when they renovated the building. Eden had opened all four vents, six inches high and a foot wide, in the glass block wall. 

"From now on, it isn't enough to ban smoking up here, I'm banning smokers. If they want to hire me, we meet in the park, or ..." She shrugged and dropped into her old-fashioned wooden swivel chair in front of her workspace. All three of her computers were audibly ticking, actively running programs and old-fashioned geometric screen savers.

"Some place where the smell won't offend our friends?" Kai guessed. "What does B.O. Plenty Junior want you to find for him?"

Eden grinned and leaned back, threatening the hinges and gears of the chair, and stretched her arms over her head. "Gonna get us all in trouble with the powers-that-wanna-be."

"Don't tell me. Another disgruntled citizen wants help declaring the last election null and void? Wouldn't it be easier, and faster, to just hire a hitman and take out that rotter?"

"According to the newest gossip, he has hitmen in his pocket." She dug her knuckles into her temples for a few seconds as Kai settled into his own chair at the workstation that sat between hers and Troy's. She finished by raking her fingers through her dark chocolate curls, dislodging the clip that held her mane off her neck.

"What does he need a hitman for when he's got Dudley Do-Wrong spying for him? The guy's got just enough brains to stop short of giving Sunderson reason to boot him off the force." He punctuated his complaint with a grin and the thud of his sandal-clad feet landing on the extension arm of his workstation. "Tell me, who's the hero of the month?"

"Nobody from the township, as far as I can tell. That's what makes it interesting."

"Better chance of unseating his royal lowness if he's out of arm's reach."

"Besides, you know I can't share details while the case is active." Eden wrinkled up her nose, turned to put her back to him, and tapped the keyboard of the middle monitor.

"Until you need some brainstorming help."

"I might at that. He's looking for books."

"The city accounting books? Or maybe historical records?" That got Kai's interest. According to his cousins, he would rouse from his death bed for an old or rare book.

"He's looking for family journals. And historical documents. He says—says," she emphasized, and turned to face him again, "the truth has been covered over, or rewritten, or both, and if he finds the journals of Silas Cadburn and his sons, he could rewrite the history of the township. And undo a lot of legal action, a lot of title transfers and what-have-you, over the last fifteen, twenty years."

"Cadburn ... journals?" Kai held still, though his neck muscles ached from the urge to turn and look, up to the third floor. As if he could see through the ceiling/floor and walls. Specifically, to the hidden panel in the wall between his apartment and Troy's. "Interesting."

He didn't move. Years of surviving the foster care system had taught him the kind of poker face Bret, Bart and Beau Maverick would have envied. He could convince Torquemada he was innocent. Eden and Troy were the masters of investigation, but Kai was the perfect, believable wall of integrity and innocence that shielded their efforts to find out where they came from, what had happened to their parents, and who they really were.

Six years ago, the cousins had come to Cadburn Township on the trail of someone who might know their lost pasts and identities. They had come up against a dead end but had fallen in love with the town and decided to stay. Thanks to Troy's business acumen, they had the funds to buy the Aurora Building—named for a Cadburn daughter. The Book & Mug coffee shop and bookstore, Kai's domain, took up the first floor. The second floor held Eden's apartment and the office for the three cousins, where Eden ran Finders as a private investigator. The third floor held Kai's apartment and Troy's. Most of Troy's apartment was kitchen, where he experimented with holistic medicines and herbals. The roof of the building held Troy's greenhouse and the cousins' patio for sunbathing and stargazing.

During the renovation of the Aurora Building, they had taken everything down to the studs and discovered a trove of old books, wrapped in multiple layers of cloth and plastic, inside the walls. 

Roger Cadburn, descendant of Silas and head trustee, had set himself against them from the moment the cousins inquired about buying the building. He had been even nastier when they donated the first few books they found to the self-proclaimed Cadburn Historical Society instead of handing them over to him.

The cousins had debated whether that gesture of good will would be seen as wimping out or sucking up. Troy had wanted to keep the books for future ammunition in the war they had never declared. Eden wanted to donate the books to the Western Reserve Historical Society, totally bypassing all township politics. Kai, however, loved books enough to believe they belonged with their owner's descendants, no matter how nasty they might be. He had tried to discuss the books, to determine if Roger was interested. The prickly trustee was just contrary enough to have a snit fit if they didn't turn over the books to the "proper authorities." That was one of his catchphrases during township business meetings.

Roger had cut him off the two times he tried to approach him about the books, in public, with witnesses. He had been so nasty, Kai felt no guilt turning to the local historical society. He and his cousins had decided to say nothing about the second and third caches of books they'd discovered. When the people of Cadburn Township finally got fed up and voted Roger out of office, then they would quietly turn the books over to proper authorities. For now, Kai thought of the books as an insurance policy. 

Maybe it was immature and mean-spirited to withhold the old books that probably could be traced to the Cadburn family—but then, Roger was even more so. Maybe the cousins had given up too soon, trying to make peace, but there were some people who were better off left behind a wall of silent animosity.

Kai determined early on that the glares and snide, double-edged comments from Roger and his supporters were actually good for business. People supported Book & Mug to irritate Roger's sycophants, who in turn refused to darken the door of the bookstore and coffee shop. It was a win-win. 

Eden didn't much care about the opinion of politicians in her line of work. The good will of Captain Sunderson and the Cadburn Township police department was more important.

Troy focused on his herbal research, ignoring the sniping on both sides. He found some amusement in imagining the shock and chagrin, and resultant bootlicking, if anyone ever learned how vast his investments were, and the extent of his financial wizardry. He could buy half the township at a moment's notice if he wanted. If necessary, to rescue their friends and supporters from Roger and his bullies. For now, he kept that weapon hidden. Surprise was the most potent weapon of all.

As much as they could, the cousins ignored the wall Roger Cadburn and his social-climber wife kept reinforcing, seeing slights and insults at every turn. They avoided the power couple to protect each other and let the Cadburns smack their heads against the wall whenever possible.

"Yeah," Eden said, and for a moment they shared wry matching smiles that emphasized their family resemblance. "First step is determining if this client has any claim. I don't take anyone's word for it when it comes to the history of this town. We finally found a place to put down roots, and we're going to protect it. Even from a client who paid up front." She sighed, leaned back a little, and rubbed her eyes. "In cash."

"Uh huh." Kai felt sorry for Eden. Not that she would ever let herself be cheated by a client no matter how sad or believable their story or circumstances might be. He pitied her when she had to deal with people who lied to the person they were turning to for help to find justice, or resolution, or closure.

"I'm heading out soon to the bank." She arched her back, generating one loud crack of releasing tension. "Make sure that stack of hundreds is legit."

"Guy must be desperate. Or have a lot to hide." He snorted and thought about adding that anyone having to deal with the Cadburn family probably was desperate, and afraid of something. He didn't say it though. He had lived in Cadburn long enough, and learned enough of the history, to have some respect for the founding father and his family. Too bad the current heir of the name and legacy did nothing to earn respect. Every action indicated Roger believed the universe, not just the people of Cadburn, owed him. Everything.

Eden's co-conspirator and hardware specialist, Rufus Lucciola, arrived with a clang-bang of the old brass elevator as Kai was putting the cash bag in the floor safe. He called out a greeting as the young man wheeled his chair into the office and headed through the storage room to the stairwell. The aroma trail of fruity-bitter smoke from Eden's client had cleared from the stairwell. Why did that strike him as odd? He paused on the landing between first and second floor, and in the quiet, he heard a car driving past.

He shouldn't have heard any sounds from the street. The building renovations had included heavy fire and security doors. Kai turned left at the bottom of the stairs, instead of right, and checked the door leading out to the street. It was ajar, maybe less than a quarter inch. Enough to hear street sounds. He tugged on the handle without turning the knob. The door came open. A blob of what looked like poster putty blocked the hole for the heavy bolt.

Behind him, the door into the stairwell from the coffee shop opened. Kai didn't bother looking. Only two other people had the key to get to the stairwell from inside Book & Mug, and Eden was still upstairs. That left their cousin Troy, now stepping into the stairwell. He focused on digging out the putty.

"Okay, that's interesting," Troy said, looking over Kai's shoulder. He brought with him a green scent, and the bitter aroma of fertilizer, meaning he had just come back from ransacking a local garden supply store. "Who did we let in this far, who wants to get back in without our permission?"

"More important question. What'll it take to change the security system to warn us when somebody pulls a trick like this again? Maybe on both doors?" Kai finally had all the putty in a ball in his fist.

"I just love how E manages to find the most interesting clients." Troy reached past him and tested the door. It didn't open until he turned the knob. They headed up the stairs together.

Eden wasn't in her office, but her apartment door was open. Troy sat down at his workstation and opened the program running the security cameras for the building. He had just reached the screen that let them choose a time and camera to play back when she came out with her purse over one shoulder and taking a few hopping steps as she put on her shoes. 

Kai explained to her what had happened while Troy cued the playback. The smelly client was clever enough not to stand there in the open doorway and visibly block the door bolt. They had to rewind the video several times to catch the moment when he paused and opened the door just a little, giving enough room to insert the putty. The smoothness of his motions, the certainty of his aim, indicated this was something he was good at, maybe practiced often.

The security video wasn't much help, because the man kept his head turned, indicating he knew the camera was there. What he couldn't know, hopefully, was that Eden recorded every visit with clients from several angles, for security purposes and to protect herself from malpractice claims. 

She had learned the hard way with a problem client near the beginning of her business. He insisted she had verbally promised something that was impossible to deliver. He had demanded his money back when Eden's investigation didn't give the results he wanted. Fortunately, she was good enough to find proof that was his standard practice with everyone. Even more fortunately, the man was paranoid about social media and hadn't done anything to trash her reputation before she'd gained enough leverage to stop him in his tracks. She also included acknowledgement in the client contract that all meetings were recorded.

Kai headed downstairs to attend to business while Eden got to work harvesting images from the security system. He was gone nearly an hour, going through a crate of books that his buyer, Devona Lucciola, had just brought in. When he returned to the office, Eden was still working on that task, with Troy sitting nearby, offering suggestions.

"Problem." Eden frowned and gestured at the multiple images on one computer screen. "I think the guy was wearing a very good wig and maybe even makeup."

Kai wondered if the client hadn't really been interested in hiring Eden's investigative services, because he hadn't signed the contract before he left. He had promised to come back in a week, when he would give Eden more details of what he wanted her to find. What did he really want that he would lie to get into the building and prepare a way to get back in without the cousins knowing? What did he think he could find or accomplish by sneaking into the building?

Images of the client from different angles filled all three of her monitors. Jacob Styles, if that was his real name, was just shy of looking so average he would blend into a crowd. There was something about him that struck Kai as familiar. When he mentioned that, both his cousins agreed. Styles looked like someone they all knew, but the resemblance was too slight for them to agree on who that might be, after nearly twenty minutes of thinking, making suggestions, and turning them down. 

Glasses with slightly blue-tinted lenses blurred the color of his eyes.

"They could be brown," Eden said. "No way of telling."

"And do we really want to get close enough to him and that stink to find out?" Kai muttered.

She jabbed backward with her elbow, getting him in the hip. Kai and Troy both stood behind her, looking over her shoulders. Styles had a receding hairline and his medium brown hair was trimmed short and neat. Just like his beard.

"The hair could be fake too," Troy pointed out.

Eden agreed and mentioned several instances where men she had been hired to find were too easy to identify because they got sloppy about beards and hair styles. They thought shaving would render them just as unrecognizable as Superman putting on Clark Kent's glasses. 

Styles wore a sport jacket despite the August warmth, pale blue, with a darker blue polo-style shirt underneath, new-looking jeans, and conspicuously clean black sneakers. Other than the impression that all his clothes were new, his only distinctive feature was the smell.

After some discussion, they agreed with Eden's impression: a fruity, cheap cigar made to imitate something expensive and imported.

"Almost wish you hadn't taken that gunk out of the door," Troy said. "We could just set a trap for the guy, wait until he comes back, then find out what he's after."

"And if he comes with a gun?" Eden said. "This is one of those times that make me seriously consider changing my policy on no guns. He specifically mentioned looking for historic books and documents. Journals. Maybe this was a feint, to see what we know."

"We don't know anything. Yet." Kai took a few steps backward toward the door to the storeroom that opened onto the stairwell. He did have a business to run, and firmly believed the owner should work just as hard as the employees. "The thing is, he'll know that we know or at least suspect something, when he comes back and can't get in."

"Cover our backsides," Eden said. "I have to go check on that money. While I'm out, I'll stop in and talk with Sunderson, ask her to keep it quiet, but ask the foot patrol cops to keep their eyes open. Just in case."

"Wish there was more we could do," Troy muttered, still leaning over her shoulder to study the multiple images of Styles. "I can order more gear to beef up the security, but ..." He shook his head and stepped away to go to his computer.

Kai headed back downstairs to the coffee shop. He needed to attend to his business. He trusted his employees, but he wasn't the type to leave everything in their hands for long stretches of time. Besides, time away from the puzzle, focused on other things, could lead to unexpected brainstorms. 
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Chapter Two
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Thursday, August 18

Saundra Bailey waited a full thirty seconds after her apartment door closed behind the movers. Then she hurried to the door, tugged it open an inch, and listened for the telltale cling-clank of the old-fashioned brass cage elevator opening. Three sets of footsteps, and the rattle of the furniture dolly, then the clank-cling-click of the elevator door closing. She shut the door, thick enough to block the groan of the elevator descending. Another thing she loved about her new apartment.

She leaned back against the door and slid down a few inches and just luxuriated in the newness of everything.

New apartment. New town. New job. Out from under the eagle eye of her Mulcahy relatives, who kept watching her even though she had been ostracized. She had hoped changing her name to her mother's maiden name would be the last straw. The Mulcahy clan should have washed their hands of her at long last.

They hadn't. When Aunt Cleo found her the children's librarian position in Cadburn, Saundra had gladly jumped on it. She could always trust Cleo's judgment and promises. After all, they were all the family each other had, with all the acceptance and shelter and support the word implied.

Thinking of Aunt Cleo ...

Saundra pushed off the door and headed for the kitchen. Her three-bedroom apartment on the corner of the lovely old-fashioned building had two balconies. One off the living room, the other off the kitchen. Some previous tenant had left behind a little greenhouse that took up the kitchen balcony. Saundra suspected the family friends who had told Cleo about the job had chosen this apartment for her specifically because of the greenhouse. The movers had deposited the pots of plants and trays of seedlings and racks of glass bottles full of cuttings in nutrient solution in the greenhouse and kitchen. Time to arrange everything.

She took two steps to the kitchen balcony door, when the apartment door thudded softly, and the doorknob clicked. Saundra froze, half-expecting her noxious relatives to come barging through the door. Mulcahy money usually persuaded landlords to hand over keys, even when it was against policy and security standards. Saundra had lost count of the times she had come home to find Bridget or Edmund snooping or poised to deliver another lecture and list of ultimatums from their disapproving elders. Each time, she had the gnawing certainty they had searched her home before she arrived. Whatever they were searching for, they never found, because as far as she could tell, nothing ever went missing. She knew better than to trust to luck for that to endure for much longer. If moving five hours away didn't guarantee her some privacy and security at long last, she didn't know what she would do.

The door rattled. Louder. Like the person on the other side couldn't believe the door was locked. 

Saundra had sworn after her mother died that she wouldn't let her father's family bully her any longer. Pulling her shoulders back and taking a deep breath, she crossed the living room and reached for the doorknob. Again, the door rattled. A burst of rare fury gave her speed. She twisted the knob and yanked the door open.

A yelp and a cloud of fruity cigar smoke struck her before she saw the man who was bent over, holding onto the key he had been trying to insert in the lock. He straightened and took a step forward. For a second, she thought he might stab her with the key.

"Can I help you with something?" She wanted to growl, but she did need to be careful of first impressions. She was the new children's librarian. The last thing she needed was to hack off a local who would turn out to be someone important.

He glared at her, then went up on his toes to look over her and past her.

"You have the wrong apartment." She gripped the door frame with her left hand and tightened her grip on the doorknob with her right. Just in case he tried to bully his way inside.

Lines deepened around his eyes and mouth and for a second, she was sure he would burst out with something angry and filthy. Instead, the stranger stumbled backward, into a strong beam of sunlight from the window at the end of the hall, then turned, aiming for the elevator. Saundra cataloged his features as Aunt Cleo had taught her. Receding, greasy, gray-streaked mousy brown hair. Razor-burn on his face. Ratty black T-shirt, sagging jeans held up with a rivet-studded belt that belonged in the 70s. Pot belly, narrow hips, acne-scarred complexion. Furious brown eyes that compelled her attention, so she noticed the green ring around the iris. That fruity-rancid cigar aroma.

He looked back once as he went around the corner and Saundra shivered at the threat in those eyes. She could only hope he was a local lunatic everybody ignored. A visitor, and not a resident of this building. She didn't need to get the evil eye from him every time they met up in the hall or the laundry room. Her work as a librarian had exposed her to too many people who felt entitled to punish others when they themselves were in the wrong.

"It's not going to be like this," she murmured as she closed the door and checked the security chain. Should she take it as a good sign that there was only one chain, not three, and only one rather than two deadbolts like she had needed in her last apartment? "Cleo promised Cadburn is nice, safe, and quiet."

Saundra slid the chain into place and took a deep breath. Forget the weird incident. Get back on track. Where?

Right. The greenhouse on the balcony. Aunt Cleo's collection of rare herbs and miniature trees with aromatic bark entrusted to Saundra's care had top priority.

The movers had finished hauling in her belongings at 10am. One of the benefits of a relatively spartan existence other than the embarrassment of riches in plants and books. By 11:30, Saundra was done in the greenhouse. A few spots in the plastic panels of the walls and roof had thin cracks and would have to be replaced before winter struck Ohio. Saundra had also identified places where the caulking needed to be refreshed, but otherwise she was pleased. The heater and watering system were dusty enough to indicate the last tenant hadn't used them, but other than that they were practically new. 

Unpack two dozen paper ream boxes of books now, or venture out to see what the little township of Cadburn offered in restaurants? Be virtuous and walk the five blocks to the center of town, or drive? Detour to the Cadburn Township Library? Introduce herself to Mrs. Tinderbeck, her new boss, even though she wasn't supposed to report for work until Monday?

A knock on the door startled a little yelp out of her. Saundra took a step back and held her breath. Then a moment later let it out with another gush. What was she afraid of? Other than Stinky Cigar Man having got up his courage to try again. 

Saundra raked her fingers through her hair as she headed for the door. She rubbed at her face just in case she had been careless and got soil or green fertilizer solution on her face. This morning, in the hotel in Strongsville, she had resolved she would make a fresh start and treat everyone as if they wanted to be her friends. Other than Stinky Cigar Man, of course. Her hand still shook a little as she pulled the door open.

"Saundra." The woman's freckled face showed few lines despite the silver streaks in her short-bobbed cinnamon hair. The man standing behind her, holding a paper ream box without a lid, had a smile as wide as his face, and a deeply receding gray hairline. "There you are, darling! Welcome to Cadburn."

Patty Hill and her brother, Roy Fitz, old family friends, had passed along news of the librarian position and found the apartment for her.

They exchanged hugs despite full arms. Patty had a heavy cotton shopping bag that Saundra estimated had to weigh at least ten pounds when she handed it over. Roy chuckled and tipped his head to touch Saundra's forehead when she hugged him, then headed for the kitchen with the box.

She smelled chili and what she hoped was apple pie as he passed her. A moment later, her stomach rumbled.

Patty laughed. "Good timing? I hope you don't mind us barging in like this. I remember what it was like when I moved to town to look after Roy two years ago, and I had a furnished house to move into."

Roy was the pastor of Cadburn Bible Chapel. Patty had come to town to act as secretary and general organizer, keep the ministries untangled, and make sure he ate decently and wore clean clothes, in Roy's words.

The bag Patty handed over was from the Welcome Wagon, full of flyers and coupons from every business in Cadburn, and samples of products. Cookies from Sugarbush Bakery. Grapes and a wedge of cheese from Green's Grocery. A magnetic notepad and attached pen from The Office. An assortment of two-pill packets of pain relievers and antacids from Corner Drug. Roy pointed out the coupon from Book & Mug, a coffee shop and bookstore, offering a dollar off a book and a free large specialty drink of the day. 

The siblings helped her organize her kitchen and living room before they sat down to devour the chili that was Roy's specialty, and half the apple pie. All the boxes were emptied and crushed and tossed down the garbage chute. Saundra learned more details about the town, especially what booths to visit first for that weekend's street festival. Cadburn regularly closed off Center Avenue, in the heart of the business district, and set up booths. The themes and activities and items for sale depended on the season, the weather, and the upcoming holidays. This weekend was the Back-to-School Festival, the transition from summer to fall. It offered goodies for students heading off to college and everything the local children could want to decorate their desks and lockers at school and start the new school year. 

Roy and Patty offered advice on which businesses to visit first, to finish making her apartment home. The Welcome Wagon bag had a map of the center of town, which held most of the businesses and the municipal buildings, with the town park at the eastern end. Saundra wasn't surprised at all when they only discussed the businesses and owners they liked. No negative words from these people who were the next best thing to family for her and Cleo.

Saundra made note, however, of the places and people they didn't mention. There were very few of them. Patty teased Roy about focusing on Book & Mug.

"The girl needs to start meeting people right away. Why not start with someone who loves books as much as she does? You'll like the Musketeers," Roy said.

Anybody he recommended could be trusted, Saundra knew. Besides, someone who paired a used bookstore with a coffee shop was someone she would enjoy getting to know.

"Musketeers?" she asked.

"Kai Shane, Troy Hunter, and Eden Cole own the building. They live there. Cousins. Close as shadows. Troy's into investments and runs the Heart of Health—that's a nutrition store. Eden does investigations, and Kai runs Book & Mug. You can't miss the building. There's three of them exactly alike on Center. Three stories, dark red brick, with the name in pink granite across the top front face. For the Cadburn daughters. Book & Mug is in Aurora, but everybody calls it the Mug Building now." He chuckled. "Rankles Roger to no end."

"Roy," Patty murmured, and made as if she would slap his hand. He chuckled louder.

"Don't get me started on small-town politics. Anyway, even if you don't see the name, you'll know the building. The only one in town with a greenhouse on the roof."

"With all Cleo's plants you're growing," Patty added with a chuckle, "Roy should have just mentioned the greenhouse and left out the rest."

When Roy opened the door to leave, Saundra thought she glimpsed a black T-shirt. She hurried to the door to look out into the hall, but no sign of Stinky Cigar.

"Something wrong?" Roy exchanged that crinkled forehead look with Patty that Saundra hated. It always meant someone was keeping a secret from her to protect her. She was twenty-six years old, for heaven's sake—she didn't need protecting anymore. 

With a quiet sigh, Saundra organized her thoughts and explained as simply as she could, just to get it over with.

"What does this fellow look like?" Roy asked. Something in his tone, a new intensity, made her wonder if this had happened to other people, and Stinky Cigar Man had a reputation.

She described the man. "Do you know him?" 

"He doesn't sound familiar," Patty said slowly. "Which means he could be a stranger. You said he was trying to use a key to get in?"

"That's what it looked like to me. But the key was dark bronze, from that little glimpse I had, and our keys are silver."

"Makes sense," Roy said with a grunt. "They renovated this building about ten, fifteen years ago. The owners got caught up in a big urban renewal project. Sank a lot of money into refurbishing a bunch of buildings. Then the economy tanked, and some employee embezzled millions and ran. Businesses were closing. They had to sell a handful of properties to stay afloat. Kind of sad."

Saundra wondered what the chances were that the man who had been at her door was a former tenant from that long ago and had held onto his key when he moved out. Maybe he had been evicted? 

She shook off her questions as she and Patty and Roy made their goodbyes. Just to prove she wasn't spooked, she left her door open and walked with them to the elevator. Her apartment was at the end of the hall. Anyone who wanted to get to her apartment would have to go past her in the elevator lobby.

The elevator binged, then click-creaked and the door folded back to reveal two women. Overdressed was the first word that came to Saundra's mind. They looked like they were going to a garden party, with flowered sundresses and purses and sandals and jewelry all coordinated—one in lavender and the other in coral. The big-brimmed sun hats really were too much.

The platinum blonde held a Welcome Wagon bag, just like the one Patty had given Saundra three hours ago.

"Oh ... Patty. What a coincidence running into you." Her pale blue gaze slid over Roy like he wasn't even there, then landed on Saundra. "Or maybe not?"

"Well, there was so much chatter at the meeting, I guess you didn't hear when I said three times I would be handling this Wagon visit." Patty wore that cool smile that held no malice, yet warned she wouldn't let the nastiness or stupidity of others ruin her day.

"And I guess you didn't hear—" She let out a sharp-edged sigh when her companion touched her with a glossy manicured fingertip that matched her coral outfit. "Well, this isn't a very nice welcome to the neighborhood, is it?"

"On the contrary," Saundra said, repressing a shudder. This was starting to sound too much like a power play, put-her-in-her-place lecture she had heard too many times growing up. "Patty and Pastor Roy are old family friends, and I can't think of any nicer way to be welcomed to my new home."

"Old friends," the other woman murmured. "You know, Ashley ... Patty did say that. And the by-laws do say—"

"I know what they say," Ashley snapped. Her gaze went up and down Saundra, measuring her. "Well ..." Her sigh clearly indicated she felt somewhat abused. She held out the loaded Welcome Wagon bag. "If you're Sandy Bailey, then welcome to Cadburn Township."

"Uh ... thanks." Saundra mustered a smile—her practiced one, for dealing with entitlement-attitude parents who wanted to tailor the library reading program to suit their child, and only their child, ignoring all the other children's needs and interests and educational levels. "I'm looking forward to learning more about the area." 

She took the bag. It didn't feel as full as the one Patty had given her. A pause, to let them say more. But they didn't. Both turned as if on cue to look at her open apartment door. A flicker of irritation had her tip her head back a little. If they wanted her to invite them in, they were going to have to ask. She was done with being intimidated into being the civil one all the time. 

"And you are?" she said, after a few more seconds of ringing silence.

"Ye gads," the coral-clad woman said with a chuckle that made her seem much warmer and more welcoming than Ashley. "How could we forget that?" Her gaze darted to Patty, who just stood there with her cool smile, silently letting the two of them do their own damage and damage-control. "Colette Daily. This is Ashley Cadburn. She's president of the Welcome Wagon."

"I'm honored. Thanks so much."

This time only Ashley glanced again at her open door. Silently, Saundra ordered them to leave. Before the situation got even more awkward than it already was.

"You're not going to invite us in, are you?" Ashley said.

"You haven't even stepped out of the elevator and onto the floor, ladies," Roy pointed out with a warm chuckle. That got a grin and a bit of a blush from Colette, but Ashley's eyes went frosty.

"Already turning her against us? Not even giving us a chance to get to know her?" She turned to Patty.

"I haven't said a word about anyone in Welcome Wagon," Patty said, raising her hands in a gesture of innocence.

"Patty and Roy have only had good things to tell me about the township and the people who live here," Saundra offered. She would have preferred to point out how anti-welcoming these Welcome Wagon officials were right now. She knew better, though.

"How nice of them," Ashley said.

"So, Saundra, what brings you to Cadburn?" Colette said.

"We should get going," Patty said. "Breakfast, Sunday?"

"Wouldn't miss it." Saundra almost asked where they were going, when Patty and Roy headed down the hall, but she saw the neat little brass sign pointing the way to the stairs. She was only on the second floor, so it wasn't a hardship to have them walk. Besides, Ashley and Colette were still standing in the elevator. She turned back to face them. "You were saying? What brings me here? I'm the new children's librarian."

"Librarian. So you're the one ..." Ashley let out a sigh and her expression seemed to warm a little. Not enough to give Saundra any hope this encounter could be salvaged.

"One what?"

Ashley shrugged, her smile turning brittle. Saundra knew that expression from too many unpleasant situations, where someone saw herself as being magnanimous in the face of some unwarranted insult or attack. Then she muffled a little gasp and hoped her expression stayed neutral, when she remembered something Mrs. Tinderbeck had told her. Many community groups met at the library, including the Welcome Wagon. She wasn't going to be able to avoid these women, was she? How long before they forgot this awkward first meeting? 

"Well, we should probably get going, too," Colette said. "You probably have gobs of unpacking to do."

"One of the downsides of moving." Saundra knew better than to offer the information that Roy and Patty had helped her.

"Well, we'll see you Saturday at the booth, at least," the other woman continued. "You do know about the street festival?"

"Oh, yes. Looking forward to it. Patty and Pastor Roy have had nothing but good to say about town since he first moved here. I'm so glad to be living here now."

Please, please, end this misery and just leave?

Finally, they did, with Ashley still smiling her brittle smile. Saundra sagged in relief when the elevator doors closed and she heard it descend. She didn't feel completely alone in the hallway, though. She tried not to run the dozen or so feet to her apartment door. Just in case someone was watching. Her heart beat a little faster for a few moments after she locked the door behind her.

~~~~~
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BY THE END OF THE LONG, achy-tired day, Saundra had worked out of her spooked feelings. She loved the old-fashioned apartment with all the lovely little details, like deep windows that would double as seats when she had bought some good thick cushions. The high ceilings. The wooden floors with borders in geometric patterns in different shades of wood. Built-in cabinets on either side of the gas fireplace. A clawfoot tub long enough to stretch out and soak. She decided she had earned a little indulgence. 

First, though, she made good use of the hidden compartment in one of the window seats, to put away important documents and Cleo's strongbox. Roy had been good friends with a previous tenant, so he knew to tell Saundra about two secure hiding places in the apartment. She was quite pleased to have difficulty finding the right place to press down and unsettle the wooden panel before she could lift the lid. That would make it all the harder for intruders and snoops and thieves to discover. Once she had the window seats covered with thick cushions, no one would ever suspect anything was hidden inside.

With that final task accomplished, she could relax. Tonight, she ordered Chinese food delivered from the Celestial Dragon and ate while watching Galaxy Quest for at least the twentieth time. Grocery shopping was on the list for tomorrow. She ended moving day with a long hot soak in that glorious tub, with lemon-scented bath salts.

~~~~~
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CURTIS BRIDGEWATER came to the Guzzlers meeting at Book & Mug that evening with a black eye. The Tweed cousins, Cilla and Melba, fussed over him. Kai fought not to smile as the big, shuffling man visibly wobbled back and forth between feeling foolish and lapping up the cooing attention like a puppy.
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