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	Chapter One

	 

	I HAD THE same problem this Saturday morning that I’d had every weekend since a big black furry dog named Fozzie became my roommate.

	A rude awakening from an oversized fur ball who didn’t give a rip about his designated human’s desire to catch a few extra winks.

	“I’m up. I’m up,” I told the whimpering alarm clock pawing at my bedroom door.

	Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I reached for my cell phone. I’d hoped to see a text message from my boyfriend, Steve Sixkiller, one of the Chimacam County Search and Rescue team members who had been called out last night.

	Nothing. Dang it.

	I shivered. Not because I was leaving a nice, warm bed, but because I had the very bad feeling that no news about the man who had gone missing wasn’t good news.

	After a quick trip to the bathroom, I called Steve’s cell, but it went to voice mail after four rings. “Any news? Call me.”

	When he hadn’t responded to my message by the time I returned to my apartment from walking Fozzie around the block, I grabbed my car keys and headed to the one place in town that I could reliably count on for the latest news: my great-uncle Duke’s diner.

	Since it was Saturday, Duke’s Cafe wouldn’t be humming with the typical workday crowd, but that was okay. I didn’t need them. I needed Lucille Kressey, Duke’s longest-tenured waitress, to be working her usual morning shift.

	It also wouldn’t hurt if the driver of the black and white patrol car I parked next to had stopped by for a breakfast break.

	Hector Avocato, Duke’s weekend line cook, smiled through the window over the grill and offered me a chin salute as I shut the front door behind me. “Querida, what brings you here so early this fine June morning? My irresistible charm, or did you develop a sudden craving for the best apple fritters in town?”

	After months of cutting calories to fit into the bridesmaid dress I had to wear in two weeks, the last item on my list of things to do today was to start indulging my sugar cravings. “I’m on the fritter-free menu plan until after my mother’s wedding, so it must have been your undeniable charm.”

	Lucille scowled as she filled the coffee mug in front of the uniformed patrolman sitting alone at the counter. “Charm, right. I bet I know what brings you here.”

	I didn’t want to play my hand too quickly and scare off a potential source, especially since Lucille had set a mug at the seat next to Howie Fontaine like an invitation to join the rookie cop for breakfast.

	While she poured me a cup of inky brew, I slid my butt onto the barstool. “Yep, but it doesn’t look like Steve remembered that he and I had a breakfast date this morning.” Nor did it look as if I had remembered it prior to this very minute, seeing that I didn’t have an ounce of makeup on.

	Chewing on a slice of toast, Howie turned to me. “Sorry to be the one to tell you, Charmaine, but he’s not gonna make it.”

	“Would be nice if he’d tell me that.” I pulled out my cell phone from my tote and made a show of checking for messages. “I haven’t heard a peep out of him since last night.”

	Howie reached for his coffee. “That’s because he’s out of range.”

	That didn’t come as any great surprise. Rural Chimacam County wasn’t renowned for its cellular coverage. “You talked to him?”

	“Left him about an hour ago.”

	“So you were part of the search team.” Also no big surprise. Like Steve, most of the more athletic members of Port Merritt’s fourteen-person police department were search and rescue volunteers.

	Howie nodded and took a slurp of coffee. “Until it turned into a recovery effort.”

	Lucille set down the carafe on the scarred lemon-yellow Formica counter separating us and leaned in. “Steve told you who went missing, right?”

	“Heck, no.” Steve had a long-standing tradition of keeping me out of all the loops not available to the general public. “Who?”

	“Ted Skerrett,” she said, lowering her voice to a stage whisper.

	I mainly knew Ted from waitressing here at Duke’s after moving back to Port Merritt last summer. Nice guy. Good tipper. Also a bit of a flirt, which made the charismatic septuagenarian popular with the ladies. 

	“Ted Skerrett!” I looked to Howie. “What happened?”

	He drained the last of his coffee. “No further comment until the sheriff releases a statement.”

	“Do you know if anyone reported it to my office?” Because if Ted’s body had been recovered, the deputy coroner on call this weekend needed to be notified.

	“Yeah. They’re probably on their way now.”

	“To where?” 

	Howie gave his head a shake. “I don’t think the sheriff wants that to become public knowledge just yet.”

	If I had learned anything during my ten months working as an assistant to the Chimacam County Prosecutor/Coroner, it was that death investigations required coffee. Seeing how I’d probably end up doing a good portion of the legwork on this case come Monday, I thought that I might as well start by supplying the coffee this morning. 

	That required a where, and with Howie reaching for his wallet I needed to present a convincing argument and fast. 

	I pointed at the carafe steaming at the coffee station behind Lucille. “Could I take all that?”

	Lucille stepped aside to let me pull out a stack of to-go cups from under the counter. “Sure, but—”

	“Order up,” Hector called out with enough volume to send the clear message that he’d like his waitress to get back to work.

	She heaved a sigh. “Don’t say anything important until I get back.”

	I waited for Lucille and her squeaky orthopedic shoes to depart with her order and then turned back to Howie. “Did anyone bring you something to eat while you were there?”

	“Someone brought us some sandwiches around midnight, but…”

	“I’ll take some doughnuts to go with the coffee.”

	He narrowed his eyes at me. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

	Maybe not, but it was the idea I was running with.

	“And as a death investigator for the county, I’d better get there as quickly as I can. What’s the location?”

	Blowing out a breath of resignation, Howie motioned for me to follow him to the cash register, where we could speak without prying ears.

	To avoid raising Lucille’s suspicion, I took his order ticket and rang it up. 

	“You know the Gibson Lake area?” he asked, handing me a twenty.

	“Yep.” It bordered acres of rich timberland that marked the western boundary of the county. The Gibson Lake community was also where, as a body language expert, I’d worked a coroner case last fall.

	“North of there on State Route 15 is the Spirit Rim Trail. You should see a couple of sheriffs’ vehicles parked near the trailhead.”

	I dropped his change into his palm. “Got it.”

	Pocketing his wallet, Howie drilled me with the wary cop glare I’d received from Steve more times than I could count. “You didn’t hear that from me.”

	“I got that too,” I said, watching him walk away.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Standing at the trailhead less than an hour later, I was on the receiving end of the same cop glare when I greeted Steve with my box of doughnuts.

	He shook me off. “What are you doing here?”

	“Duke sent me with doughnuts and coffee when he heard what happened.”

	“Since Hector is the one behind the grill most Saturdays, I seriously doubt that.”

	Busted. “Okay, so I took the initiative on behalf of the family business.”

	“Right.” Steve scowled at the row of cars behind me. “How far do I have to walk to get a cup of this allegedly donated coffee?”

	I pointed at the coffee station I’d set up on the hood of his pickup, parked next to a white and green sheriff’s SUV. “Since you were parked a lot closer than me, I didn’t think you’d mind.”

	“Give me one of those,” he said, reaching into the pink bakery box in my hands. 

	While Steve made his way to my makeshift coffee station, I glanced over at the sheriff’s deputy standing guard next to the carved wooden sign marking the trail. “Where’s everyone else?”

	Chewing, Steve dumped a couple of creamers into one of the paper cups of industrial-strength coffee. “It’s just the sheriff’s guys now, and they’re finishing up with Shondra.”

	Steve didn’t have to elaborate. Having assisted Criminal Prosecutor Shondra Alexander on some of her cases, I knew the former cop to be painstakingly thorough both as an attorney and on the rare occasion when she filled in for the coroner. No doubt she was making everyone with jurisdictional responsibility wait so that she could document the scene before they moved the body.

	I also knew how Shondra liked her coffee, so after Steve took off and I spotted the tall black woman in the rain slicker dodging mud puddles on her way down the trail, I sugared a cup and waited for her a few feet from the deputy.

	“Are you supposed to be here, Charmaine?” she asked, her gaze piercing me with laser focus. “Because I’m pretty sure that Dispatch didn’t also rouse you out of bed to hightail it over here.”

	“I happened to be at Duke’s when the news hit about Mr. Skerrett.”

	“I swear, people in these parts can’t keep their dang mouths shut. At least tell me there’s an apple fritter in that box.”

	“There should be a couple.” Only because I had put the bakery box in the back seat of my car so that I couldn’t reach them while I was driving.

	“Good, I’m starved,” Shondra said, charging past me at a steady clip despite the weight of the black duffle bag she was carrying.

	I took that as my cue to follow Shondra to her Mercedes SUV, where I watched her pop the rear hatch and stow the duffle bag—not so affectionately referred to as the “bag of death” by most of the staff.

	“I assume you’re done here?” I asked when she started dousing her hands with liquid sanitizer.

	“Considering I should be sleeping in right now, I’m so done.”

	“Any conclusion as to the cause of death?”

	Raising her hands in front of her like a doctor scrubbed for surgery, Shondra slanted me a glance. “Yeah. The sudden stop after he fell down a ravine had a lot to do with it.”

	“Ugh, that’s a horrible way to go.”

	“Wouldn’t be my preference. Of course, I would have kept my ass to the trail.” She pointed at the cup in my hand. “Is that for me?”

	“All yours,” I said, passing it to her. “So where do we go from here?”

	“We?” Shondra straightened to her imposing six-foot height. “Don’t know about you, but I’m going home. Now that it’s stopped raining, I might even be able to get my husband to mow the lawn.”

	“Yeah, the drizzle’s been pretty steady since yesterday afternoon.” I looked down at the puddle near my feet. “Seems like that could have made for a pretty wet trek for Mr. Skerrett.” 

	“And undoubtedly had something to do with him losing his footing,” Shondra said, plucking a fritter from the bakery box. “So I bet if he were still breathing, he’d be the first to admit that hike wasn’t a wise decision ’cause it was a little muddy up at that scenic overlook marker. At least it gave us a pretty good shoe impression where it appears that he lost his footing.”

	“He didn’t impress me as someone who’s a fitness fanatic, so it seems kinda strange that he’d hike the trail if it was slippery.”

	“Charmaine, stay in this job long enough and there’s no telling the amount of wacky ways you’re gonna see people get themselves killed.”

	“I’m sure you’re right,” I said, thinking out loud while Shondra climbed into her car. “But it still seems strange.” And beyond wacky, especially after accompanying my grandmother to Mrs. Skerrett’s funeral last Saturday. 


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	“I DON’T UNDERSTAND what you’re telling me,” Gram said, filling her tea kettle at the sink. “Ted fell to his death because of some freak accident, or was it a suicide?”

	I dropped into a chair at her kitchen table. “I don’t know.” Shondra had said something about Ted losing his footing, but her opinion about what happened up on that trail overlook would have to change if he had left a suicide note behind.

	She heaved a sigh. “Well, what does Steve have to say about it?”

	“Nothing.” Plus, he had fallen asleep shortly after I arrived to make him dinner, so even if he were to get into a sharing mood, that wasn’t going to happen tonight. 

	That’s when I decided to cross the street to my grandmother’s house and pick the brain of the woman who had raised me. Because after six long hours of my own company, my brain had been picked clean of everything I thought I knew about Ted Skerrett.

	Gram clucked her tongue as she turned on the flame under the kettle. “That’s not very helpful.”

	Welcome to my world.

	“The sheriff’s detective was still up there, working the scene, when I left, but I imagine his report will hit Shondra’s inbox sometime Monday morning. Until then, I don’t think anyone’s going to have a lot to say about this.” Not anyone with a badge, anyway.

	Gram pulled two cups from the cupboard. “That won’t keep people around here from talking.”

	I guessed that she had come to the same conclusion as I had. “Because they’ll think his death has something to do with Ruth’s.”

	Gram met my gaze, her wide eyes magnified behind her trifocals. “Char, it hasn’t even been two weeks since Ruthie passed.”

	“I know, and I get that she’d been sick for a while, but Ted suddenly ending up at the bottom of a ravine smacks of something too weird to just be bad timing.”

	“Are you saying that you suspect foul play?”

	“I don’t know what I suspect. Has there been any gossip about him making the rounds?”

	Gram shrugged. “I heard a couple of the gals at the senior center going on about Carmen having her sights set on Ted now that he was single, but I blew it off as idle speculation.”

	I’d witnessed my grandmother’s friend, Carmen, titter like a starry-eyed teen in Ted Skerrett’s presence, so this bit of news didn’t surprise me in the slightest. “That’s it?”

	“That’s all I’ve got,” Gram said, turning her attention to the whistling kettle. “If you want real dirt, you’ll have to go to Gossip Central.”

	In other words, back to Duke’s.

	Seconds later, she set two steaming cups of tea on the table and took the seat across from me. 

	She took a sip and stared at me over the rim of her cup. “I found myself thinking about poor Ruthie this morning, and now I can’t stop thinking about Ted. The way he died really is strange, isn’t it?”

	I nodded. 

	“What are you going to do about it? Launch an investigation?”

	“Me?” If we hadn’t been talking about a dead guy, I would have laughed at her notion that my deputy coroner badge gave me that kind of pull. “No, but I plan on talking to someone who can.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Upon my arrival at the courthouse Monday, I made a beeline to my boss’s office but stopped in my tracks when I saw County Prosecutor Frankie Rickard’s door closed. Through the side window, I could see that she was on the phone.

	Spotting me when she looked up, she shook her head.

	Dang. I hadn’t just failed to launch the death investigation I’d hoped to discuss with her; the launch pad was clearly off-limits for the time being.

	“Do you need something, Charmaine?” asked Patsy Faraday, the eagle-eyed legal assistant guarding Frankie’s office.

	Patsy and I had shared a boss for almost a year, had eaten our way through recent divorces, and based on the highlander romance novels I’d caught her reading in the breakroom, we even shared the same favorite authors.

	I guessed her to be fifteen years older than me—close to fifty, but not so much older that some sense of sisterhood through common experience couldn’t be forged.

	As Patsy jutted out her chin as if it were a shield, I got the message: Move along because it’s never gonna happen.

	“I’ll catch her later.” Preferably when you’re at lunch.

	“As long as you’re here…” Patsy reached behind her and handed me a short stack of manila folders. “You can file these after you make coffee.”

	I didn’t need to witness the little curl at her lips to know that Patsy enjoyed being a senior staffer who could tell me what to do.

	It didn’t matter, especially when an even more senior staffer could be in receipt of a certain detective’s report.

	I imagined that Detective Pearson’s findings could answer most of the questions that had been swirling around in my brain all weekend, so as soon as I hit the start button on the coffeemaker, I headed for Shondra’s office.

	But Shondra looked up from her desk and extended her arm like a traffic cop to stop me at her door. “Whatever you want, now’s not a good time.”

	I knew she’d be in court most of the day, so now might be the only time I could get. “It’ll just take a minute.”

	She resumed typing at the keyboard in front of her. “Talk fast.”

	“Has the investigating detective’s report come in on the Skerrett death?”

	“Yep,” Shondra said, focused on her computer monitor as I inched closer.

	“And?”

	“He didn’t find anything to change my opinion.” She blew out a sigh infused with enough irritation to tell me that there was more to this story.

	“But he found something of some significance?”

	Leaning back in her desk chair, she shifted her gaze to me. “Nothing that directly connects to an old dude taking a header down a ravine, no matter how loudly his sister yells in my ear about it.”

	I didn’t know Ted had a sister. “You called her?” That made me wonder what indirect connections the detective had uncovered to warrant a follow-up phone call.

	Shondra’s full lips stretched into a humorless smile. “Detective Pearson gave her my name and number, probably to get her to back off while he searched the house Saturday.”

	“So Mr. Skerrett didn’t leave a note behind or anything like that.”

	She shook her head. “No note, no witnesses, no nothin’ other than some family drama, so his death will be recorded as an accident.”

	“Family drama. As in some relative making trouble for Mr. Skerrett?”

	“The guy’s stepchildren. Pearson talked to both of them. Didn’t think there was anything to connect them to the accident, which is good enough for me.” Shondra snatched up a pink phone message from her cluttered desk and unceremoniously dropped it into her wastebasket. “Unfortunately, the victim’s sister wants to blame them and insists on telling me all about it.”

	Oh, yeah? “Want me to talk to her?” Because I’d sure like to hear what she had to say.

	Shondra pursed her mouth while the phone rang at the desk outside her office. “Not much point since we don’t need more information to determine manner of death.”

	“She’s calling for you again,” Shondra’s administrative assistant said from the doorway.

	Glaring at the blinking light on her phone, Shondra muttered an obscenity. She slanted a glance at me as she reached for the receiver. “I’ll let her know you’re coming.”


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	AFTER COPYING THE contents of the file on Ted Skerrett that Shondra handed me, I retreated to the recesses of the third floor, where my desk shared the dreary space with a bank of file cabinets, and started reading.

	I had hoped that Detective Pearson’s scene analysis would explain how Ted ended up at the bottom of that ravine.

	It didn’t. Instead, it read like a companion piece to Shondra’s preliminary report, recording every observable aspect of the fifty-three-foot fall that resulted in Ted’s broken neck and multiple contusions.

	While Detective Pearson didn’t offer any explanations, one line detailing the shattered cell phone found near the body suggested that Ted might have lost his footing while taking a selfie.

	In the rain? 

	If it had been me out on that ledge, I sure wouldn’t have pulled out my phone to capture the drippy moment. Instead, I would have made tracks toward the shelter of my car at the sight of the first raindrop.

	Brenda Proctor, Ted’s sister, had made it clear in her statement that he was no weather weenie. He’d hit the local trails, rain or shine.

	Point of pride? It sure read that way.

	More interesting, Detective Pearson had indicated that she’d never seen Ted use the camera on his phone.

	 

	* * *

	 

	After taking the Gibson Lake exit off State Route 17, I slowly wound around the western shore of the tree-lined lake while my windshield wipers smeared the steady drizzle across my field of vision.

	I gripped the wheel, straining to see the road that the navigation app on my phone was telling me to take. It wasn’t until it repeated the instruction to make a right turn that a white brick pillar marking the entrance for Gibson Cove came into view.

	Less than a minute later, I was slowing to a stop in front of what looked like undeveloped pasture land, when my phone announced the arrival at my destination.

	“Really?” I peered past the rails of a weathered wood fence and saw nothing but thickets of mature fir trees bordering an overgrown field of grass.

	The number on the mailbox perched on a skinny post next to a gravel driveway matched the address Brenda Proctor had provided, so I started down the drive in search of a house.

	Easing around the trunk of a tall cedar, I caught a glimpse of the lake, gleaming in the same shade of gray as the gloomy sky. Between wiper swipes, fat drops splattering onto my windshield from overhead boughs trickled down like rivulets of tears. 

	As if I needed Mother Nature to remind me of the unfortunate reason for my visit.

	Seeing Ted’s new Cadillac parked in front of the detached two-car garage ahead was reminder enough. Mainly because the last time I’d seen it was at that trailhead.

	I didn’t recognize the older-model Toyota parked closest to the house. Assuming that it belonged to a family member who was still breathing, I pulled in behind the Caddy, climbed out of the car, and threw on my hooded raincoat.

	Stepping over a water-logged dandelion patch lining the driveway, I was struck by the rustic beauty of this lakeside home. With wood siding stained in an earthy brown and clematis-covered trellises mounted between shuttered windows, it had the look of a sprawling fairy tale cottage nestled in the embrace of the trees shrouding it from the street.

	A crow squawked at me from a low branch, protesting my presence. It was the only sound I heard until the front door creaked open. An older woman stepped out, appearing about as welcoming as she glared down the walkway at me. “You with the coroner’s office?”

	She had seemed vaguely familiar, but the second I heard the raspy quality in her voice I remembered that I had met Brenda Proctor nine days earlier at her sister-in-law’s funeral.

	Given all the new faces she had been introduced to that day, I didn’t expect her to recognize me and reached into my tote for my badge. “Yes, ma’am. Mrs. Proctor, right?”

	“Brenda,” she replied in a clipped tone.

	“I’m Charmaine Digby. I believe Ms. Alexander told you I’d be—”

	“Yeah, yeah.” She waved away my laminated badge as I joined her on the front porch. “Come in.”

	Taller than my five foot six by a couple of inches and broad-shouldered like her brother, Brenda led the way inside with an athletic grace.

	Since she was wearing bootie-style slippers, I searched for shoes near the door to clue me in as to whether I should slip off my clogs. I saw nothing on the scuffed hardwood floor other than a couple of dust bunnies. “Should I take off my shoes?”

	“Nah. Nothin’ sacred about this place. On the floor, anyway.”

	As I followed her through a narrow hall decorated with family photos, I assumed that she meant that the value of Ted’s home came from its lakefront location rather than its décor. At least that appeared to be true until we entered a spacious sitting room where rows of vintage dolls stared back at me from the shelves lining the three walls.

	The Betty Boop doll displayed above a long sectional caught my eye. The flirty little red dress made her stand out from the more demure porcelain bride dolls bookending her.

	I noticed that all the dolls had tags near their feet as if they had been catalogued. “Someone was a collector.”

	“My sister-in-law, Ruth. Rest her soul.”

	“Impressive.” I took a seat.

	Brenda didn’t. Instead, the fine lines surrounding her unpainted mouth deepened as she looked down her nose at me. “Want to be impressed? Come with me.”

	I hadn’t expected a tour but… “Okay.”

	Less than twenty steps down another hallway, Brenda opened the first door to the right. “Take a gander.”

	I stepped into a spare bedroom filled with hundreds of dolls from the last century. Stacks of boxes lined every wall with their finely dressed occupants staring out with unseeing eyes. A shelf crowded with what looked like Russian wooden dolls had been mounted above a closet with the doors removed.

	When I looked inside I could see why Ruth hadn’t wanted to close it off because it housed two stunning Japanese geisha dolls. “Wow.”

	Brenda switched on a spotlight aimed at the decorative black and gold lacquered chest supporting the geishas’ matching display cases, setting the gold thread of their silk costumes aglow. “Ruth’s dad worked abroad for years and used to bring her and her mom back a lot of trinkets. More treasures are squirreled away in the basement, but I always figured the best pieces were up here, where Ruth could show off her pride and joy.”

	“It’s quite a collection. What will happen with it?”

	“Ruth always hoped that her daughter would share her passion. I don’t think Holly gives a hoot about a bunch of old dolls, other than what she could sell them for—and she’ll get that chance soon enough.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“She inherits the entire doll collection, so she can do what she wants with it. Same with the oil paintings that Ruth left her son. He’s even more of a moneygrubber than his sister. The two of ‘em came over after the funeral and started pickin’ over the spoils like a couple of vultures. Not that I cared.”

	Yes, she did. She was so hot about it I could practically see steam coming out of her ears.

	“But Ruth wanted to provide for my brother’s comfort,” Brenda said, wiping away a tear spilling over her sparse eyelashes. “And didn’t want it to become a free-for-all. Ted appreciated that and wanted to do right by her children. That’s why he had the team of appraisers come out to evaluate all this stuff.”

	Ted Skerrett may have appreciated the fact that his wife had designated how she wanted her family heirlooms to be dispersed, but I suspected there was a lot more to this story. “When was this?”

	“Friday.” Her eyes darkened a split second before she flipped off the light. “The day before they killed my brother.”

	“Excuse me?” I asked, bolting into the hallway to fall into step behind her. “Are you suggesting that—”

	“I’m not suggesting nothin’. I’m telling you that those two had it in for Ted. It was that way from the first day they met him.”

	Coming to a stop in the sitting room, Brenda pulled a tissue from a pocket of her cardigan and blew her nose. “Spiteful, selfish children.” She settled into a wingback chair upholstered in the same shade of burgundy as the throw pillows on the sectional and held her arms tight to her body. “Greedy ingrates, demanding their pound of flesh.”

	Parking myself back under Betty Boop, I pulled my notebook from my tote and started scribbling. “Pound of flesh? Could you be more specific?” And less dramatic.

	Having grown up with an actress mother, I’d become accustomed to life with a drama queen and the license to exaggerate she thought it provided her. My BS meter reached its tipping point with my mom when she couldn’t make it home for my sixteenth birthday because she had to work…with a chakra therapist in Sedona. It became crystal clear to me then that people would say whatever they thought they could get away with.

	Much like my mother, it seemed that Brenda believed she had honed that skill to perfection.

	Leaning back, I smiled politely. Think again.

	Brenda sharpened her gaze, her cheeks flushed. “Do I have to spell it out for you?”

	I wished she would, because it would make writing my report so much easier. “Just tell me what happened Friday.”

	She vented a breath. “Holly and Marc arrived at the house just as the appraisers were leaving and started making all sorts of ugly accusations.”

	“Like what?”

	“Saying that Ted was trying to cheat them out of their inheritance.”

	Which might be the conclusion I’d jump to if I saw my stepfather chatting with an appraiser.

	“Ridiculous,” Brenda said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “And frankly insulting to poor Teddy.”

	She made a point of blotting her dry eyes, which only added to my suspicion that Teddy had been making sure he wouldn’t come out on the poor end of this deal.

	“Because having the appraisers on-site was for the purpose of…”

	“Fairness, of course.”

	Nope. There was definitely something more to it than that. “Uh-huh.”

	“Given the terms of Ruth’s will, and how those kids disappeared from her life the last few years, Ted’s efforts were more than generous.”

	I doubted that Marc and Holly would agree with her. “Were any threats made?”

	Brenda studied her slippers. “Not in so many words, but Marc was spittin’ mad, sayin’ he was going to get a lawyer.”

	“To contest the will?”

	“I guess. Won’t change nothin’, though. The money the pissant wants is already gone.”

	Money? I thought we were talking about the contents of the house that had been appraised. “What do you mean?”

	“His mother spent money like it was water. Buzzed through most of her savings after she got the cancer diagnosis last year.” A wisp of a satisfied smile curled Brenda’s lips. “We sure had fun, though.”

	We? “What’d you do?”

	“A world cruise, a month in Tahiti, Broadway shows, skydiving—pretty much everything you could put on a bucket list, Ted and Ruth did.”

	“You said ‘we,’ so you got to tag along on these trips?” And help Ruth spend her money.

	“As Ruth’s caregiver. Plus, she was a generous friend.”

	Maybe. But something about Brenda hanging around here by herself felt off. “Just the three of you sharing these big adventures?”

	“Just us.” Brenda turned up the wattage of her thin-lipped smile. “The three amigos.”

	I didn’t know Marc and Holly beyond our brief exchange at their mother’s funeral, but I couldn’t help but be sympathetic considering the frustrating situation their mom had bequeathed to them. But would it have motivated one of them to do any real physical harm to Ted? Brenda certainly thought so, but I hadn’t heard anything that I could take to Shondra that she wouldn’t chalk up to family drama.

	After Brenda provided me with the name of the Port Townsend appraisers Ted had used, I scanned my notes to see if I needed any other details for my report.

	“You mentioned that Marc and Holly arrived close to the time that the appraisers were leaving. When exactly was that?”

	“I was making dinner, so it would have been around four-thirty.” Brenda pursed her lips. “I remember because I had to turn off the stove to find out what all the commotion was about.”

	“And when did Ted leave for the trail?”

	“Close to five.”

	“Last thing for the timeline, are you aware of when Marc and Holly left?”

	Brenda shot me a frown of annoyance. “It was within seconds of Ted.”

	“So you think they followed him to the trail?”

	“I know they did.”

	“How do you know?”

	“I just know. The same way I knew that something was very wrong with Ted.”

	Holding Brenda’s gaze, I almost felt like her brother was looking back at me. And it wasn’t just the deep set of her dark eyes. It was the angular cheeks and the little dimple in her chin identical to Ted’s.

	Holy crap! They were twins. Obviously fraternal, but that would explain why she was so quick to call the police Friday night. “So you ‘sensed’ that your brother was in trouble?”

	“That twin spidey-sense stuff?”

	I nodded.

	She blotted her eyes, this time for real. “He was the intuitive one, not me. I just knew that something was wrong when Teddy didn’t make it back in time for dinner. He just wasn’t one to miss a meal.”

	With everything she’d told me this morning, I didn’t doubt that for a minute.

	“What about the cell phone the police found near Ted?”

	She glowered. “What about it?”

	“You mentioned in your statement that you didn’t think Ted would have been using it to take a picture.”

	“He was serious about his training. Trust me, he wouldn’t have stopped to take a picture.”

	Ordinarily, I discount anything that follows the words “Trust me.” Not this time. Brenda had told the absolute truth.

	“Training for what?” I asked.

	“A 10K marathon next month. He didn’t want me to show him up like I did a couple years back, so he’d been training hard, hitting that trail every day.”

	“Just the Spirit Rim trail? It was my understanding that Ted liked to hike some of the other local trails.”

	“He did. But he didn’t just hike Spirit Rim; he’d run.”

	“Every day.”

	“Pretty much. Up to the crest and back.”

	Which could have made Ted easy pickings for anyone familiar with his exercise routine.

	“Did you ever run with him on that trail?”

	Brenda nodded. “Obviously not often enough.”

	“Would you say your brother was pretty sure-footed?”

	“He wouldn’t go sliding off the dang trail, if that’s what you’re asking.”

	That’s exactly what I was asking.

	“He was pushed.” She narrowed her gaze to a piercing squint. “Now what I want to know is what you’re gonna do about it.”

	If I’d learned anything from the handful of death investigations I’d flown solo on, it was to avoid promising anything that I couldn’t personally deliver. “That’s a determination that Ms. Alexander will make.”

	“I’m no fool. I know how this looks to all of you, but I’m telling you—Ted didn’t just fall off that ledge.”

	I had no doubt she believed that. Heck, I was even beginning to have my own suspicions, but I wasn’t the one who needed to be convinced. “I’ll make sure that your feelings are made clear in my report.”

	I dropped my notebook into my tote to signal the end of this interview and pushed off the sectional.

	“I also need you to do something for me,” Brenda said, rising to her feet. “Actually, for Ted.”

	I didn’t like the direction this was going. “I will if I can.”

	She pulled a folded sheet of paper from her pocket and handed it to me. “Talk to Ruth’s kids before you hand in that report.”

	As I glanced down at the two addresses she’d listed, Brenda pointed at the bottom of the page. “I also included my contact information in case you needed it.”

	Just like on the statement she’d provided Detective Pearson, Brenda had used Ted’s address instead of her permanent residence. “How long do you plan on staying in the area?”

	“Too soon to say. I can tell you this, though—I’m not planning on selling right away.”

	Selling? “You own this house?”

	“Never expected that he’d be leaving it to me, but it stands to reason. I’m all the family Ted had.”

	Obviously, Ruth’s children didn’t count in the Skerrett family dynamic. 

	Brenda tapped the paper in my hand. “So, will you promise me that you’ll talk to them?”

	“You can count on it.”


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	ALMOST AN HOUR later, I was stepping onto the third-floor landing of the courthouse when three women with juror badges passed me on their way downstairs.
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