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As Sassamanash Farms hunkers down for the long winter, Monica agrees to let the local animal shelter host their Christmas-themed fundraiser there. The draw of the event—a chance to have your pet’s picture taken with Santa—brings in animal lovers from far and wide. But when the crackling fire dies down and the festive holiday props are all carted away, Monica discovers a very un-jolly sight next to the barn—the dead body of one of the shelter’s biggest donors. With the farm’s good name in jeopardy, Monica goes to work to root out the killer.

By all accounts the victim was a charming and generous supporter of the shelter, but Monica discovers that he was loathed by those who knew him for being tight-fisted and unscrupulous. Suspecting money might be the motive, she turns her sights on his stylish wife and her lavish lifestyle, along with the manager of the struggling shelter, who stood to collect a hefty bequest from his will. But as Monica closes in on one final clue, the culprit closes in on her. Caught unawares, she’ll have to survive the brutal winter weather, as well as a cold-blooded killer . . .
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“She kissed you?” Monica said, surprise written all over her face, her eyebrows raised and her mouth open.

“I could tell she was embarrassed about it. She turned bright red and immediately scurried away. I was almost as embarrassed as she was.” Greg put the final log in the firepit he and Jeff had dug outside the barn and reached into his pocket for the lighter. He flicked it and held it toward the logs. The kindling caught and flames began to lick the wood. “I tried to dodge her by turning my head but I wasn’t quick enough.”

Monica turned up the collar of her coat and held her hands out to the fire to warm them. “What possessed her to do that? I know she has a crush on you but still, that’s awfully bold for Wilma. When did this happen?”

Wilma was a really useful assistant at Book ’Em, Greg’s new and used bookstore in downtown Cranberry Cove, but her habit of following him around with a moony look on her face was driving him a bit crazy.

“About twenty minutes ago.” Greg jerked a thumb behind him. “I was in the barn sorting out the lights and suddenly there she was. I hope I didn’t inadvertently lead her on in some way.”

“I’m sure you didn’t.” Monica patted his arm. “I wonder where she is now?” Monica put a basket of cranberry muffins on the table that had been set up in front of the firepit. She’d covered it with one of the cranberry-themed tablecloths they’d ordered to sell in the farm store.

“Probably skulking around somewhere.” Greg turned to Monica “You’re not jealous, are you?”

Monica snorted. “Of course not.”

“Not even a little?”

Monica noticed the twinkle in his eye. “Well, maybe a little.” She leaned toward her husband and held her face up for a kiss.

Every day she thanked her lucky stars that she and Greg had met. Romance had been the last thing on her mind when she’d moved to Cranberry Cove, but obviously fate had had other ideas.

“There you are.” Chelsea Pritchard, the executive director of the Cranberry Cove Animal Shelter, came jogging over to them. She was panting, her breath sending misty clouds of condensation into the air. Her light brown hair was coming out of its loose bun and her Santa hat was slipping down over her forehead. “Is everything nearly ready?” She twisted her fingers together. “I’m so nervous.” She touched Monica’s arm. “I can’t thank you enough for letting us use your farm for our fundraiser for the animal shelter. We really need the money. We’re almost at capacity.” She threw her hands in the air. “We even had someone bring in an iguana.”

“You should really thank my half brother, Jeff. He owns Sassamanash Farm and has spent a good deal of time clearing out the barn.” She gestured toward some large tarp-covered objects. “He had to move all his equipment outside.”

Chelsea bit her lower lip. “I hope it’s going to be worth it.”

Monica squeezed Chelsea’s shoulder. She felt her bones poking through her skin under her hand. “I know it’s going to be a big success.”

Chelsea and Monica had become friends after meeting in a book club Monica had joined when she was pregnant with Teddy. She could hardly believe he was already three months old.

The two of them had put their heads together to come up with the idea for this fundraiser—a chance to have your pet’s picture taken with Santa. If she didn’t mind saying so herself, Monica thought the idea was pretty brilliant.

Jeff had been happy to allow the animal shelter to use the Sassamanash Farm property for the event. Monica had arrived at the farm on the eastern shore of Lake Michigan during the cranberry harvest several years ago, having fled Chicago when her little café had gone under after the arrival of a chain coffee shop less than a block away. Jeff had needed her help putting the farm back in the black and Monica had agreed, taking over baking for the farm store and keeping the books. It had become an even bigger success than she’d imagined.

By now, the fire crackled and spit loudly, providing welcome warmth on the cold December day. Snow covered the ground with an occasional stubborn weed poking through the crusty top layer and it clung to the trees in the distance, outlining their bare, skeletal branches.

Greg and Jeff had threaded tiny white lights through the bushes alongside the barn, creating a welcome bright spot. Even though it was early in the day, it was more like dusk with the skies obscured by clouds—typical in this part of Michigan, where the proximity of Lake Michigan created what the meteorologist called lake effect clouds as well as lake effect snow.

Monica heard the rumble of a vehicle close by and looked up to see a large truck trundling down the narrow dirt road that led to the barn. It skidded as it headed across the field, its wheels whirring uselessly in the snow. Finally, the tires gripped and it continued its way forward, coming to a stop several feet from the barn. Snow clogged the wheel wells and covered the roof. Prummel’s Props and Events was written on the side in black script. The driver’s door opened and a man jumped down.

He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt but no jacket. Monica shivered just looking at him. “Delivery.” He consulted his clipboard. “One Santa sleigh, one Santa throne, two fake Christmas trees, fake snow, two large candy canes, a wooden cutout of an elf and an animal enclosure.” He looked up. “Where do you want ’em?”

“It goes in the barn.” Monica pointed to the structure. She cleared her throat. “An animal enclosure? What’s that for?”

“I don’t know, lady. I just deliver the stuff. What you do with it is up to you.” He tucked the clipboard under his arm. “Can someone help me unload the stuff? My partner called in sick today and we’re short-handed.”

“Sure. Let me find someone.”

Greg was in the barn and he quickly agreed to lend a hand. Jeff looked over at them and Monica wondered if he had overheard. She hoped she hadn’t hurt his feelings by not asking him, but the injury to his arm he had sustained during his tour in Afghanistan would have made it difficult for him.

Monica watched as Greg and the deliveryman brought in the props and slowly turned the very ordinary barn into Santa’s North Pole headquarters. The throne was set in the middle of the space flanked by giant candy canes and pine trees frosted with flakes of white. Fake snow, as airy as balls of fluff, completed the effect. Monica imagined viewing it through a child’s eyes. It was magical. She couldn’t wait until Teddy was old enough to have his picture taken with Santa.

She remembered her mother taking her to Marshall Field’s in downtown Chicago to sit on Santa’s lap for a picture. She’d worn a red velvet dress with white smocking and black patent-leather Mary Janes, and afterward they’d lunched in the Walnut Room with its forty-five-foot-high Christmas tree glittering with lights displayed in the center.

“I’m going to set up the enclosure. Any particular place?” The deliveryman tapped his clipboard with a pencil.

“Anywhere that seems appropriate.”

“Gotcha.” He handed her the pencil. “Meanwhile, can you sign for the delivery?”

Chelsea still hadn’t appeared so Monica assumed it would be okay for her to sign the receipt. She wished the man a merry Christmas and he saluted as he headed out the door. She couldn’t wait for Chelsea to see the incredible transformation of Jeff’s barn. Where was she, anyway?

Monica was startled when there was a loud commotion outside. It made her think of the line from “’Twas the Night Before Christmas”—“when out on the roof there arose such a clatter.” For one fantastical moment, she envisioned Santa arriving at Sassamanash Farm. She shook herself out of her reverie and went to see what was going on.

A man was leading two live reindeer toward them. Or, perhaps it would be more accurate to say they were leading him. Despite his being built like a barrel with a broad chest, slim waist and wide shoulders, the reindeer were nearly getting the better of him.

“Where do you want these beasts?” he called to Monica.

Once again, she looked around for Chelsea. The arrival of the reindeer had been a surprise, at least to her. Perhaps they were taking the concept of authenticity too far?

She walked over to the fellow. She wrinkled her nose. A strong musky scent surrounded him and the animals.

“I’m Monica Albertson.” Monica would have held out her hand but both of his were engaged in grasping the reindeers’ reins.

“Jason Vale.” He smiled and it transformed his face from rather ordinary into something rather charming.

“Where did they come from?” Monica took a step backward when one of the reindeer suddenly seemed interested in her.

“The North Pole, of course.” Vale laughed.

One of the reindeer snorted and Monica looked at it fearfully. “You’re not . . . leaving them here, are you?”

“Nah. I’ll be here the whole time, don’t worry.”

Monica spied the wire enclosure the deliveryman had set up. So that’s what it was for. “I think they’re supposed to go in there.”

Vale urged the reindeer into the enclosure and secured it. He kept an eye on them from several paces away as he stuck a cigarette in his mouth and lit it, cupping his hand around the flame of the lighter.

The photographer had arrived and began setting up two enormous lights on stands, moving them a few inches this way and that until he was satisfied. He ran around holding a light meter in his hand and finally, satisfied, centered a tripod in front of Santa’s throne.

Monica turned around to see Janice, one of her kitchen staff, heading toward her carrying a large insulated carafe.

“Hot chocolate,” she said when she reached Monica. “Where shall I put it? I have a tray with all the fixings too—miniature marshmallows, candy canes, chocolate chips and some whipped cream.”

The hot chocolate had been Janice’s idea and Monica had been thrilled. She was in favor of anything that helped raise money for the shelter.

“Monica,” someone called.

She turned around to see Chelsea bustling toward her with a man in tow. She appeared to be slightly flustered. The man was gray at the temples and gray was sprinkled throughout his dark hair as well. He was wearing a black coat, and a shirt and tie were visible at the open neck.

“This is George Winslow. He’s the chairman of the board of commissioners and one of our biggest supporters.”

Chelsea’s reverent tone made it sound as if she was introducing someone from the royal family.

“Very nice to meet you.” Winslow shook Monica’s hand. His grip was strong and sure. “My wife loves your cranberry salsa. She orders it every time we go to the Cranberry Cove Inn.”

He was a charmer, Monica had to admit. And he all but reeked of money, from his cashmere coat to his silk tie to his fine leather gloves. His name was familiar but she couldn’t immediately think why.

The first visitors had begun to arrive—a woman with an elderly chihuahua in a knitted jacket tucked into her tote bag, a husband and wife and two children with a golden doodle who appeared to be delighted by the whole thing, and a young girl with a West Highland white terrier who seemed determined to sniff every single inch of the property.

Shortly afterward, loud and furious barking rang out. A standard poodle had apparently taken offense at the presence of a greyhound and had decided to pick a fight. They snarled and growled at each other while their owners strived valiantly to keep them apart.

Monica groaned. Things weren’t getting off to a particularly good start. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after all.
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Monica watched as the first person in line approached Santa and tried to cajole her long-haired dachshund to follow her. The dog was far more interested in sniffing the elf cutout and ignored its owner’s entreaties. Finally, the woman, who was older and wearing a puffer jacket that made her look twice her size, reached out, grabbed the dog and placed it on Santa’s lap, where it immediately began tugging at his beard.

Monica watched in amusement as Santa winced and gently turned the dog around and began to pet it.

So, his beard was real, Monica thought. And he looked as if the padding was all his own too. When the dog was finally still, the photographer snapped the picture, the bright flash startling Monica.

She felt bad that her own rescue dog, Hercule, was back home. Maybe she’d bring him over later to have his picture taken too. Alice was also at the house babysitting Teddy. They’d been so lucky to find her. Teddy was very comfortable with her and rarely cried when Monica left, and when he was napping, Alice even did a few chores around the house. She was a gem, that was for sure.

The dachshund sprinted off, its owner hurrying to catch up, and a man next in line led his pet to Santa. Monica nearly rubbed her eyes in disbelief. The animal at the end of the leash didn’t look like a dog unless there was a new breed that looked exactly like a goat. They had called the event Have Your Pet’s Picture Taken With Santa. She supposed that offered people enough leeway to define the word pet. She shuddered. Hopefully no one had a pet tarantula or snake.

The barn was beginning to feel overly warm from the photographer’s bright lights. Monica stepped outside. The frigid air felt wonderful at first but soon she was buttoning her coat and turning up her collar.

She headed over to the refreshment table to check how things were going and to see if they needed more cranberry goodies. She’d spent the last few days baking for this event—cranberry scones, muffins, bread and cookies.

The line for hot chocolate was long. Children gratefully wrapped their hands around the warm cups with marshmallows floating on top and candy canes peeking out the side while their parents handed over dollar bills.

“Need any help? You have quite a crowd forming,” Monica asked the woman manning the carafe. “I’m Monica Albertson, by the way.”

The cold had pinched the tip of the woman’s rather bulbous nose with red. In contrast to her nose, her face was narrow and the skin drooped from her sharp cheekbones.

“Sharon Dort,” she answered. She nodded her head toward the line behind her. “We’re doing a brisk business.” She smiled. “All the more money for the animal shelter.”

“Are you a volunteer there?”

“Yes. I walk the dogs, help keep the place clean. I’m a whiz with a broom. Dust bunnies can’t hide from me. Whatever needs done, I’ll do it.” She paused. “It’s hard sometimes. I love all the animals and wish I could find them all homes.”

“Monica!”

“Excuse me.” Monica touched Sharon on the arm lightly and looked around for whoever it was who had called her name. She saw Janice beckoning her and hurried over.

Janice wore her customary dour expression. Monica knew that behind that rigid exterior was a very kind person.

“What is it?”

Janice gestured toward the firepit. “We need a couple more logs for the fire. I’d get them myself but my lumbago is acting up.” She shook her head. “Look at that.”

Monica swiveled around. She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. “Look at what?”

“That cat sitting with its back to the fire.”

Monica looked and a cat on a leash was indeed sitting with its back to the fire.

“You know what that means, don’t you?”

Monica now knew what it meant when people said they felt at sea.

“A storm’s coming.” Janice said it as surely as if she’d seen evidence of it on radar. She pointed at the sky. “See?”

Monica dutifully looked up but all she saw was the same dark clouds that had been hovering over them all day.

Fire had burned through one of the logs in the firepit and it popped loudly and split in two.

“Better get that seen to.”

“I’ll find Greg and have him get some more wood.”

She found Greg chatting with Jeff near the equipment Jeff had removed from the barn. They each had a travel mug of coffee in hand, and judging by the crumbs trailing down the front of their jackets, they had enjoyed some baked goods as well.

“Greg,” Monica called, “we need some more wood for the fire.”

“Sure thing.” He handed his travel mug to Monica and she inhaled the enticing scent of freshly brewed coffee. She hoped Greg wouldn’t mind if she took a sip.

“Be careful.” Jeff wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “There’s a spider’s nest in the wood pile somewhere. I got bitten the other day.” He pulled up his sleeve. There was an inflamed red bump just above his wrist.

Monica frowned. “Do you think you should have that looked at?”

Jeff waved a hand. “Nah. It’s fine. It just itches. But I promise if it gets any worse I’ll see a doctor.”

“I’ll be careful. I have no desire to be bitten by a spider.” Greg headed toward the side of the barn where the logs were neatly stacked.

Monica took a sip of Greg’s coffee and sighed. The warmth felt so good. Even though she’d piled on multiple layers—thermal shirt, long-sleeved T-shirt, sweater and puffer jacket—she still felt the cold. She missed the days when she was pregnant with Teddy and no matter how chilly it was, she always felt as if she was standing in front of a blast furnace.

George Winslow was over by the reindeer enclosure and appeared to be studying the scene. Monica wondered whether she should go and talk to him. He was a large donor to the Cranberry Cove Animal Shelter, after all, and was an honored guest at the event. Before she could move, a woman approached him and they began a conversation.

At first, the woman appeared to be expensively dressed, but on second glance, Monica realized her Louis Vuitton handbag and Gucci shoes were knockoffs. She’d seen enough of the real thing when she worked in Chicago to know the difference. Not that it mattered to her. To each his own was her motto. She was more comfortable in her worn jeans and corduroys and favorite sweaters and didn’t hanker after designer clothing. Which was a good thing, because with a new baby and a new house she certainly couldn’t afford to buy any.

The woman was gesturing a lot while Winslow kept his hands shoved in his coat pockets. The more frantic the woman’s gestures became, the more bemused Winslow looked. The woman’s Yorkie sniffed the man’s shoes and then, obviously bored, curled up at its owner’s feet and closed its eyes.

The woman’s voice got louder and it was clear they were having an argument. Although the woman was doing all the arguing. Winslow didn’t appear to be saying much of anything. He was regarding his female companion the way one would a pesky fly—a nuisance but nothing to be concerned about.

Monica shook herself. It was none of her business and it was time she made herself useful. She began to turn away, and as she did, she noticed Winslow’s irate companion had given up and was walking toward the line of waiting pets and their owners.

Winslow turned on his heel and headed toward the refreshment stand, when another woman joined him. She linked her arm through his and smiled up at him. His expression didn’t change. This woman appeared to be in her forties and was well-dressed in a country club sort of way—polished ankle boots, gray flannel slacks, a shearling jacket and a cream-colored scarf at her neck. Cashmere? Monica wondered.

Monica moved closer to the fire. Greg had put on several more logs and they were burning brightly. Heavier clouds had moved in and the temperature had dropped even further. She glanced at her watch. They would be closing down soon.

Jason Vale was showing two children in matching parkas how to feed the reindeer treats. They were so bundled up, Monica couldn’t tell if they were boys or girls or one of each.

Greg appeared with Hercule in tow. A couple of years ago, Hercule had wandered into Book ’Em looking thin and disheveled. Unable to locate his owner, Greg and Monica had adopted him. Now, Monica couldn’t imagine their little family without him.

“You need a trip to the groomer,” Monica said, brushing some of the fur out of Hercule’s eyes. She could have sworn he gave her the side-eye at that.

Hercule appeared to be thrilled with Santa, wagging his tail, his ears back and his bright pink tongue lolling out. He was a bit large for Santa’s lap, but Monica managed to turn him around to face the camera for the shot.

“I’ll ask Wilma to run him home,” Greg said, taking hold of Hercule’s leash. He looked around. “Where is she, by the way?”

“I haven’t seen her in ages. Perhaps she’s taking a break. Meanwhile, I have to find Chelsea.”

There were no more pets and owners in line to see Santa and Santa was standing next to his red and gold velvet chair, stretching his arms overhead.

Finally, everyone had left, their pets in tow. Monica was relieved that the only out-of-the-ordinary animal that had come to be photographed with Santa was the goat, and it had been very well-behaved. Certainly better behaved than the Jack Russell terrier who had slipped its collar and had tried to run off with a cranberry scone it snatched from someone’s hand.

Vale was leashing up the reindeer and Sharon was collecting the unused cups and napkins. Greg and Jeff were busy putting out the fire in the firepit, while Chelsea was nowhere to be seen. Monica was beginning to worry about her when she suddenly appeared.

She was breathless and slightly disheveled. “Sorry to take off like that. One of the owners was having trouble getting her Great Dane into the car. It has arthritis, poor thing. Together we managed to get it inside and situated comfortably.”

A rumble in the distance announced the arrival of the truck from Prummel’s Props and Events. This time the driver had a helper with him and they made short work of clearing all the props out of the barn.

Monica grabbed a garbage bag from the stash next to the refreshment table and began picking up trash. There wasn’t much, mostly wrappers from the candy canes and a handful of discarded foam cups. The snow, which had been pristine and white, was now trampled with footprints and streaked with mud.

Monica bent to pick up a dollar bill that must have fallen out of someone’s pocket, but a gust of wind caught it and sent it cartwheeling across the snow. Monica scampered after it, but as soon as she got close, the wind caught it and sent it whirling again. It was as if the wind was playing a game with her, Monica thought. A game she didn’t appreciate one bit. Her toes were becoming numb and the tips of her fingers ached with cold.

The wandering dollar bill led her around to the side of the barn, where it settled next to a mound of snow.

“Finally,” Monica muttered under her breath as she bent to pick it up.

She was straightening up when she noticed something peculiar. Something red had stained the top of the heap of snow. As she eyed it, additional red began seeping through the snow.

What on earth?

Monica knelt next to the mound, which was long but not very high. With her gloved hands, she began to brush the snow away. As she did, the snow became redder and redder until suddenly she was staring into the face of George Winslow, who appeared to be quite dead. Quite dead, indeed.
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Monica didn’t even realize she was screaming until Greg and Jeff came tearing around the side of the barn. They slid to a halt at the mound of snow partially covering Winslow’s body.

Monica was shivering and her teeth were chattering. Greg put his arms around her and she buried her face against his chest.

“What on earth?” Jeff had turned pale. “Who is it?”

Monica lifted her head. “It’s George Winslow. He is . . . was one of the animal shelter’s biggest donors.”

Greg pulled his phone from his pocket and whipped off his gloves. “I’m calling the police.” He looked at Monica. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Monica took a deep breath and blew it out, trying to relax her shoulders. This wasn’t the first time she’d encountered a dead body, but the sight still unnerved her and she hoped she’d never become so jaded that it didn’t.

Greg had a brief conversation with the police dispatcher then pocketed his phone. “They’re on their way.” He put his gloves back on.

Lazy snowflakes began to drift down from the sky and Monica began to shiver again.

“Sis, why don’t you wait in the barn? It’s a bit warmer in there. Greg and I will handle this.”

It was a very tempting offer. “The police will want to talk to me since I found the body.”

Jeff tilted his head toward the dirt path leading to the farm. “You’ll hear them coming, don’t worry.”

The wind had picked up and the snow was falling faster. Flakes dotted Jeff’s knit cap and the shoulders of Greg’s jacket.

The barn was slightly warmer than outdoors and Monica was grateful for the shelter. She hoped the police would hurry. Greg and Jeff must be freezing standing out in the open.

Jeff was right. Monica clearly heard the sirens in the distance as the police raced toward the farm. She looked out the door and saw two patrol cars rattling down the dirt path.

She was reluctant to leave the relative warmth of the barn but she stepped outside when she heard the officers’ brakes squeal to a stop. Icy snow flakes stung her face and clung to her hair as she reluctantly joined Greg and Jeff.

A larger patch of snow was stained red now. Monica averted her eyes, instead watching as two police officers made their way toward them. She was surprised to see that one of them was female. She was tiny and looked weighted down by the equipment hanging from her belt. The microphone on her shoulder crackled as she approached them.

“Detective Stevens has been notified,” she said. “We’ll get the scene roped off.”

Snow was falling in earnest now. “If you want to wait in the barn?” She cocked her head in that direction.

Monica didn’t need a second invitation, but before she got to the shelter of the barn, a car pulled up in back of the patrol car and Stevens got out.

Her short blond bob was tucked behind her ears and she had a knitted cap pulled down over her forehead. She was nearly swallowed up by her fur-trimmed parka and her hands were stuffed in her pockets.

She nodded at Monica, Greg and Jeff and stood staring at Winslow’s body for several minutes. “Do we know who it is?” She turned to Monica. “He looks familiar.”

“George Winslow. He’s the county commissioner.”

“No wonder. I’ve met him before.” She rolled her eyes. “He was quite impressed with himself. He made a fortune with his pharmaceutical company, WinGeo Pharmaceuticals.” She walked around the body. “Do we know how he got here?” She raised her eyebrows and they disappeared under the brim of her cap.

Monica explained about the fundraising event. “We called it ‘have your pet’s picture taken with Santa.’”

“Seriously?” Stevens’s expression was quizzical. “Animals having their picture taken with Santa? I’ve seen clothing for pets, Halloween costumes, gourmet food and treats, but this is a new one. What will they think of next.”

By now, the area had been encircled with crime scene tape and the two officers stood to the side awaiting orders.

Stevens crouched down next to the body. “It looks as if he was bashed over the head. That must be where the blood is coming from. But we won’t know for sure until the medical examiner confirms it. With any luck, he’ll also be able to give us some idea of what the murder weapon might have been.”

She straightened up and Monica heard her back crack. She looked around, dismay on her face. “We won’t get anything from all these footprints.

Stevens bent down again and spent several minutes studying the body. “Wait,” she said suddenly. “What’s this?” She brushed a bit more snow away.

Nestled in the snow was a glass bottle. Monica thought it looked like the bottles cough syrup came in. Bits of the label still stuck to it, but the majority of it had been stripped off.

Stevens yanked off her wool gloves and fished a pair of blue vinyl ones from her pocket along with a plastic evidence bag. She pulled the gloves on and reached for the bottle.

It caught the light as she turned it this way and that, examining it, before dropping it into the evidence bag.

“Do you think that has something to do with the murder?” Monica pulled her hat lower over her ears.

Stevens’s mouth quirked to one side. “Who knows? It might. Then again it could be a coincidence—the sort that sends us on a useless wild-goose chase.”
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“I think I have a murder hangover.” Monica pushed her plate away and rubbed her forehead. She picked up a tiny piece of bacon and handed it to Hercule, who gobbled it down happily. “If there is such a thing.”

She offered a piece to Mittens, but Mittens turned up her nose at it and retreated to the corner, where she began to groom herself.

Greg stabbed the last piece of pancake on his plate and paused with his fork in the air. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there was such a thing, although I doubt you’ll find it on WebMD. Yesterday was . . . grueling. Such a grim ending to such a festive day.”

Monica leaned her elbows on the table. “I’m still processing what happened. I keep hoping Stevens will call and say it was simply an unfortunate accident.”

“Sadly, I doubt that. It’s possible Winslow could have tripped, fallen and banged his head on something, but he couldn’t have covered himself up with snow. Whoever did it didn’t want him to be found. At least not right away.” Greg nibbled on his last piece of bacon.

“And that medicine bottle. At least I think that’s what it was.”

“Someone could have dropped it there when they were here for the bog tours in the fall.” Greg wiped his lips with his napkin and tossed it on the table.

“True, but I can’t shake the feeling it has something to do with Winslow’s death.”

Monica got up and took their empty plates to the counter. Sun streamed in the large window over the sink and once again Monica marveled that this house was really theirs. She’d loved their little cottage on the farm, but with a new baby she relished having more space.

She rinsed the dishes and handed them to Greg, who stacked them in the dishwasher. They were almost done when the doorbell rang.

“I’m not expecting anyone, are you?” Monica pulled off her rubber gloves.

Greg shook his head. “I’ll get it.”

Monica grinned. “Protecting me from possible intruders?”

“Of course,” he said as he headed toward the door.

He opened the door and Chelsea nearly stumbled over the sill. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“Not at all. Please come in.” Greg stood aside and Chelsea walked into the kitchen.

She stood there staring like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car. She was wearing jeans that were too big, as if she’d lost weight, and a heavy fisherman’s knit sweater. Her hands were pulled up inside the sleeves as if they were cold.

“Let’s go sit down.” Monica picked up the baby monitor from the kitchen table and led the way into the adjoining family room.

A dark blue sectional sofa took up most of the space. Monica had looked longingly at the cream-colored ones in the store but had opted for practicality instead. Teddy would soon be toddling around, no doubt with sticky hands, and the sofa wouldn’t have stayed so beautifully pristine for long. She put the baby monitor on the coffee table and took a seat. When she looked over at Chelsea, she saw she was shaking slightly and her face looked pinched, as if she hadn’t slept well.

“What’s wrong?” As soon as she said it, Monica realized that it was a stupid thing to say. Winslow’s murder must have stunned Chelsea as much as it had, her even if she hadn’t found the body herself.

Chelsea was about to answer when a cry came through the baby monitor.

“Sounds like Teddy’s awake. I’ll get him.” Greg got up and went toward the stairs.

Chelsea was silent, sitting diagonally across from Monica and picking at her cuticles, which were already red and raw-looking.

“I saw the news last night. About . . . about Mr. Winslow’s death. They said they suspect murder. How could that be?”

“We won’t know for sure until the investigation is complete. It’s probably best not to jump to conclusions.” Monica thought of Winslow’s body lying on the ground with blood seeping through the snow and had to suppress a shudder.

There was a long silence. “The police want to talk to me,” Chelsea finally blurted out.

So that was what was upsetting her, Monica thought. “It’s just standard operating procedure in a murder investigation. Detective Stevens will be talking to everyone at some point, including me.”

“She said she was coming to my place. I didn’t know what to do so I put my coat on right away and came here.”

“You mean you left before she got to your house . . . ?”
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