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	YOU CAN’T GO

	GNOME AGAIN

	A Working Stiffs Mystery

	Book 4

	 


 

	Chapter One

	 

	“ARE YOU SURE you want to do this?”

	I looked down the length of the five-foot loveseat Steve and I were lugging up a second flight of stairs to my new apartment. Since I had just signed a six-month lease on the place, it seemed a little late for him to ask that question.

	“I can’t mooch off my grandmother forever.” I’d been living with her in Port Merritt, Washington, ever since the ink dried on my divorce papers seven months ago.

	Even though Gram had said I could stay with her as long as I needed to get back on my feet, she and I both knew it was past time for me to leave the nest. And since that nest was located across the street from the childhood friend who had become more than a sex buddy during that time, some physical distance between us wouldn’t be a bad thing.

	Not that he and I were having problems. Aside from the fact that Detective Steve Sixkiller had been keeping some late hours working on something he wouldn’t talk to me about, things had been going okay, and I wanted it to stay that way. Having a bedroom window that afforded me the perfect vantage point to track his comings and goings made me feel like a spy, like I had his house staked out.

	Take last night – I should not have known that Steve didn’t get home until after midnight. Of course, the most honest man I knew had told me the truth when he canceled our dinner date because of a case he was working on. It didn’t matter that the same thing had happened twice last week. I understood that as the only detective on the Port Merritt police force his work schedule was often beyond his control. I could only change what was within my control, and as of today that was where I called home.

	He frowned.

	“Trust me,” I said, huffing and puffing up the last few steps to the third floor. “It’s…the right decision. Sure, the complex has seen better days…but it’s close to the office.” No more than a five-minute commute to the courthouse, where I worked as an assistant to the Chimacam County Prosecutor/Coroner. “And the price was right.”

	“Charmaine, I’m not debating your decision to get out on your own.” Steve knitted his brow as we angled the loveseat out of the stairwell. “Just your choice in furniture.”

	“So this has a couple of little stains. It’s in pretty good shape considering I bought it at a garage sale.” Unlike me. My heart was pounding as if I’d just run a mile, and despite the cool February afternoon, sweat beaded on my upper lip.

	“It stinks like a litter box.”

	“It just needs some TLC.”

	“You obviously haven’t smelled this end. It’s going to need a lot more than that.”

	Heaving a sigh, I led the way to the end of the hall, where we set the loveseat down outside apartment number 306.

	“You might want to leave it out here,” he said as I unlocked the door.

	I pointed for him to pick up his end. “A lot of good it will do me in the hallway.”

	“Okay, you’re the one who has to live with it.”

	A minute later, I was sitting on my new loveseat in the middle of my otherwise empty apartment. Smiling at Steve, I patted the seat next to me.

	He slowly shook his head. “Not a chance. Not until you change that litter box.”

	“Come on. It can’t be that bad.”

	“Get your nose down there and smell it.”

	Sniffing the floral chintz like a dog looking for a good spot to mark his territory, the strong odor of ammonia assailed my nostrils. “Eeeew!”

	“Told you.”

	I glared at Steve. Him being right, as per usual, wasn’t the least bit helpful.

	“So, what do you want to do?” he asked.

	Since I’d grown up with an incontinent cat I figured that my grandmother could help me answer that question. In the meantime, I opened the slider to the covered balcony that faced a two-story apartment complex across the street. “It will have to air out on the balcony until I can get it cleaned.”

	Steve’s eyes turned to the sky after we dragged the loveseat onto the balcony. “Doesn’t look like rain, but you might want to cover it with a plastic tarp.”

	That sounded like something he’d have in his garage. “Maybe you can find one for me.”

	“Maybe I can.” He slipped his arm around my waist. “What’s it worth to you?”

	“Dinner. At your place unless you want to eat sitting on the floor.”

	“I was thinking about something in a more prone position.”

	“Well, I do have a bed that will be delivered later this afternoon.”

	Steve didn’t respond, verbally or physically. The last time I had experienced such a lack of interest in a nooner I’d been married to a man who was cheating on me with his sous chef.

	I knew that wasn’t anything close to the case with Steve, but something across the street had definitely claimed his undivided attention. “What? Did you see something over there?”

	“Nope, just looking at your view.”

	I didn’t bother calling Steve on his evasion of the truth. It had pretty much been an unspoken rule between us even before I participated in the university deception detection study that confirmed the human lie detector label I acquired back in junior high.

	I can tell when you’re lying, but I won’t sweat the small stuff.

	That didn’t mean I wasn’t curious about what was behind his evasive answer, but before I could ask what was so fascinating about the salmon-pink apartment complex across the way, his cell phone rang.

	“Hey, Jim,” he said, stepping back inside the apartment.

	I followed him, closing the balcony door behind me. My goal hadn’t been to eavesdrop as much as to shield myself from the cold breeze blowing in from Merritt Bay. But there wasn’t much talking going on. Quite the contrary.

	Finally, Steve said, “Okay, thanks for letting me know.” Pocketing his cell phone, he turned to me. “We need to bring up the boxes in the truck, and then I’m going to have to leave.”

	“Something wrong?” I already knew the answer, but I had to ask.

	His jaw line tightened. “Yeah.”

	As far as I knew there was no Jim on the fourteen-person Port Merritt Police force. “Having to do with a case you’re working on?”

	“A missing person.”

	“From here?”

	Steve slowly nodded, a grim set to his mouth.

	Holy smokes! “Someone I know?”

	He blew out a breath. “You’ll hear about it soon enough. Emmy Lee Barstow.”

	My heart skipped a beat. “Emmy Lee’s missing?”

	“Not anymore.”

	∗ ∗ ∗

	After my new mattress set was delivered, I drove over to my grandmother’s house to clean out my bedroom closet.

	Gram looked up from the paperback novel she was reading as I entered the living room. “Where’s Stevie? I thought he was helping you move.”

	“He was, but he got a call and had to go to work.” At least that’s where I assumed he had gone since his truck wasn’t parked in his driveway. It also wasn’t parked on Marigold Street, in front of Vernon Barstow’s house. Not that I took any pride in my pesky habit of tracking Steve’s whereabouts, but since the Barstow house was located just three short blocks from my apartment building, it had been too quick and easy a detour for me to resist.

	Gram clucked her tongue. “Poor boy. I think he works longer hours than anyone I know.”

	It certainly seemed like that had been the case lately.

	“What’s your plan for supper?” she asked.

	I had thought I’d be cooking for Steve and me, but with the news about Emmy Lee all bets were off. “No plans.”

	“I have leftover pot roast from the other night. Plenty for two. Maybe even three if Stevie gets home in time to join us.”

	“I’ll text him.”

	Almost an hour later, Steve showed up on my grandmother’s doorstep. “Got your message.” He gave me a peck on the lips and headed for the kitchen. “Am I too late?”

	Gram brightened. “Just in time. And I made enough mashed potatoes for a small army, so I hope you’re hungry.”

	“For your pot roast? Always.”

	“Take a seat. I’m sure you’re tired after your busy day,” Gram said, shooing him into the dining room.

	Steve shot me an inquiring look. “My busy day?”

	With three ceramic dinner plates in hand, I followed him to the table. “The only thing I said was that you had to go to work.”

	“And let’s keep it that way.”

	I set a plate in front of him. “Is Emmy Lee…”

	Averting his gaze, Steve solemnly shook his head.

	Criminy. “Vernon knows?”

	“I told him, then drove him to the scene.”

	Scene? As in murder scene? “Where—”

	“Not now,” he said under his breath, pasting a smile on his face as Gram carried in a vat of gravy and announced that supper was ready.

	After eating in relative silence, Gram settled in front of her television to watch the news while I finished with the dishes.

	Steve tossed back the last of the coffee I had brewed for him, no doubt for the long night ahead of him. “I should get going.”

	I closed the distance between us, brushing my fingers against his as I took his cup. “Can you tell me what happened to her?”

	“Chow Mein, you know better than to ask,” he said, using the nickname he’d given me back in the third grade.

	“But—”

	“You know I can’t talk about it.”

	He headed for the front door with me hot on his heels.

	“Because there will be an investigation into her death?”

	“You can have a conversation with your boss about that. What I can do is get that tarp I promised you.” He opened the door and a boom thundered in the distance. “Sounds like you’re gonna need it.”

	As if on cue fat raindrops pelted Steve as he dashed across the street.

	“Swell.” Not only was I going to have to wait until I went to work on Monday to find out what happened to Emmy Lee Barstow, I would be heading home to a wet and stinky loveseat. “Just swell.”


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	IT WAS A safe bet that on Monday morning my office would be buzzing with the news about Emmy Lee Barstow’s death. I didn’t want to miss a minute of that buzz, so after fortifying myself with some caffeine, I threw myself together and rushed up the well-worn marble steps of the Chimacam County Courthouse around seven-thirty.

	Stepping onto the gold and black tile spanning the third-floor hallway, I noticed the sheriff’s deputy posted outside Judge Witten’s courtroom glance at the ancient brass clock mounted above the front door. Stone-faced he gave me a subtle thumbs-up.

	Yes, I’m capable of arriving to work early on rare occasion. I waved. “Good morning to you, too.”

	I pushed open the oak door on the right and headed down a short, threadbare hallway. As usual, Patsy Faraday, the legal assistant sitting outside Chimacam County Prosecutor Frankie Rickard’s office like a sentry at her post, was efficiently clicking at her computer keyboard.

	Her cool gaze shifted to me as I slowed to see if my boss was at her desk. “You’re here early.”

	“I heard about what happened.” Mainly because I took a break from unpacking boxes to take Gram to church, where we sat next to the mother of the hotel maid who had discovered Emmy Lee Barstow’s body.

	According to her daughter, an empty pill bottle had been found next to the bed, suggesting suicide.

	I didn’t need Steve or Frankie to clue me in on what would happen next. After almost six months of working as one of Frankie’s deputy coroners, I knew the drill. An investigation would be launched to determine the cause of death.

	“Thought that it might become a busy day,” I said, catching a glimpse of Frankie meeting with one of the criminal prosecutors in her office.

	Such a meeting wasn’t an unusual occurrence and didn’t especially pique my interest this morning. “Has Karla come in yet?”

	Karla Tate had been the county’s death investigation coordinator for the majority of the last ten years. One of the first things I learned after Frankie hired me was that nothing happened on a coroner’s case without it first passing Karla’s desk. Then, when some legwork was required, I’d get involved.

	That was my thing—information gathering. Since I specialized in deception detection, she trusted me to conduct the majority of the interviews—the departmental grunt work needed when a relatively healthy person died outside of a doctor’s care. I’d then give my findings to Karla, she’d provide Frankie a report with our conclusions, and Frankie, the elected official who pulled double duty as the Chimacam County prosecutor and coroner, would then make the call as to cause of death.

	I’d only worked a handful of official investigations, but this was a chain of command that I understood very well. And it had been made crystal clear that I was to stick to making the coffee and doing the filing until Karla or one of the senior staffers instructed me otherwise.

	“She called in sick.” Patsy’s lips curled into a hint of a smirk. “I think you’ll be working with Shondra today.”

	Deputy Criminal Prosecutor Shondra Alexander was the six-foot-tall black woman stepping out of Frankie’s office.

	A former policewoman from Texas who joined the department after the first of the year, Shondra had impressed me as someone who was smart, driven, and disarmingly funny. But there was nothing disarming in the way her russet eyes were trained on me like twin laser cannons.

	I immediately regretted coming into work early.

	“Come with me,” Shondra said as she passed me, a blue file folder swinging from her hand.

	Blue was the color used in the office to distinguish coroner’s cases from criminal cases. I didn’t need to guess whose particulars were listed inside the folder.

	Laboring to keep pace with Shondra’s long strides, I followed her to her office, where she shut the door behind me.

	After taking a seat behind her cluttered desk she gestured toward an upholstered chair. “Have a seat, Charmaine.”

	Shondra drew in a breath and slowly released it while giving me a once-over. “I understand that you might know Emmy Lee Barstow.”

	“I knew her.” Mainly from having waited tables over the years at my great-uncle Duke’s cafe.

	“You’ve heard the news.”

	I nodded.

	“It’s always difficult when you know the deceased,” Shondra said, her tone softening. “But will you be able to compartmentalize your emotions and assist with the investigation into her death?”

	I wasn’t sure why she was asking me this. Karla certainly wouldn’t have. It was a given in a town the size of Port Merritt that at least one of us would have known the subject of our investigation. “It won’t be a problem.”

	“Good, because Karla Tate won’t be in today, and I have to be in front of Judge Witten in two hours. You know the expression about stuff rolling downhill?”

	She didn’t wait for an answer. “I had a sick kid when I got called out to the scene Saturday. Now I’ve also got a sick and cranky husband at home. While I knew I’d have to fill in as a deputy coroner now and again, and I’m willing to take point on this death investigation, what I don’t have time for today is hand-holding. Got it?”

	She couldn’t have made herself more clear. “Got it.”

	“Then let’s get started.” Shondra opened the file folder on the desk in front of her. “Emmy Lee Barstow. Forty-nine. Found in cabin number eight of the Crooked Lake Resort on State Route 17 at approximately twelve-ten, Saturday afternoon. As the deputy coroner on call I got notification from the sheriff’s deputy on scene around one.”

	Around the same time that Steve got the call that his missing person had been found.

	“Rigor was well-established throughout the body when I got there forty-five minutes later, so time of death occurred sometime Friday night after seven forty-eight, when the subject texted her husband an ‘I’m sorry’ message, or early Saturday morning. No sign of struggle. Some cash and credit cards in her wallet. Empty pill bottle found next to the body. No pharmacy label on the pill bottle so possible black market drugs. One pill recovered from the floor, imprint code indicating Oxycodone. Also an almost empty fifth of tequila—all taken as evidence by Detective Jim Pearson, who processed the scene.”

	Black market drugs? Tequila? Health-conscious Emmy Lee Barstow? I’d never even seen her drink a cup of coffee.

	“A patrolman found the subject’s car in the Chan’s House parking lot on 11th, but no one inside ever saw her, so it looks like she may have hooked up with someone there. The resort manager, Anita Stivek, said she rented the room to a white male in his thirties who drove a black SUV and paid with cash.” Shondra puckered her full lips. “Bogus name and address. No license plate. No distinguishing features—just a ball cap and blue jeans.”

	That could describe half the men I knew.

	“The maid who found her didn’t see the guy or the car. Said there was no SUV in the lot when she got to work at nine. And the only other guest staying in those cabins said he never saw the guy, but he thought the SUV was fairly new and navy blue, so we’re not even agreeing on the color.”

	Shondra slapped the file folder on the desk in front of me. “This has pictures from Saturday and my notes. Should be enough there for you to prepare a preliminary report after you get a statement from the husband.”

	I reached for the blue folder. “You didn’t mention speaking to him.”

	“He showed up a half hour after I did. Was pretty broken up. Kept saying that ‘she wouldn’t do this.’ Had to be restrained by your boyfriend.”

	I inwardly cringed whenever someone used that word to describe Steve. At thirty-four, it seemed too high school-ish, too starry-eyed. I may have had stars in my eyes when I got married eight years ago, but as my grandfather used to tell me, experience was a good teacher, and I knew better now.

	I also knew that it wouldn’t be wise to mention that I was aware that Steve had been there with Vernon. “I’m sure Mr. Barstow was in shock.”

	“That was my take but get his statement. Talk to her friends. Maybe there were problems at home.”

	In other words dig up some dirt. “Okay.”

	I could almost smell the nasty “stuff” heading my way.

	“So, you got this?” Shondra asked, her gaze fixed on her computer monitor. “’Cause I have to get ready for court.”

	“I got it.” I pushed out of my seat but paused at the door when I realized that she hadn’t said anything about an autopsy. “Do you want me to call Dr. Zuniga?”

	Henry Zuniga was the semi-retired forensic pathologist based in Seattle that Chimacam and two other rural counties on the peninsula contracted with.

	“Patsy already made the call. The autopsy’s scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”

	“Okay.” Things were moving quickly on the death of Emmy Lee Barstow.

	“So, I’ll need that file back with your report by the end of the day.”

	The end of the day!

	I was wrong. A stinky pile of poo wasn’t heading my way. It was already here.

	∗ ∗ ∗

	After brewing a pot of coffee, I sucked down a cup at my desk while I combed through Emmy Lee’s file. There wasn’t much there that Shondra’s debrief hadn’t covered. Mainly four disturbing pictures of a nude and disheveled Emmy Lee that I’d never be able to unsee. The witness accounts were concise; Shondra’s descriptions of the scene in clear block print almost clinical. In fact, the three handwritten pages torn from a spiral notebook read a lot like a textbook. Observation after observation, with the notable exception of the line written in one of the margins: Probable suicide.

	Suicide? The vivacious Emmy Lee Barstow? I’d never seen her without a smile on her face. But could I say that I truly knew her? Based on what I’d just read, the answer was a resounding no.

	I slipped the file folder into my tote bag. It was time to get some answers from the person who would have known Emmy Lee the best.


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	I PARKED IN front of one of the two pine trees that bordered the Barstow’s front yard. Fumbling with my umbrella to shield myself from the band of rain showers passing over the peninsula, I noticed something at the base of the tree. A foot-tall red door had been affixed to it, along with a set of creamy white shutters, miniature versions of the ones hanging on the house. In front of the red door stood a garden gnome holding a welcome sign.

	If I hadn’t come to pry into the personal life of a grieving husband, I might have thought the homey little scene was cute. But that’s exactly why I was here, and there was nothing cute about the raindrops rolling down the garden gnome’s fat cheeks like tears.

	Two more gnomes in red pointy hats were reclining under a sprawling rhododendron near the driveway. Several more appeared to be taking cover under a Japanese maple by the front steps. The biggest one of the bunch had his hat pulled over his eyes like he was napping or couldn’t bear to see what would happen next. Couldn’t say that I blamed him.

	I knocked and seconds later a petite woman with short salt and pepper hair came to the door. She’d gained a few pounds since the last time I’d seen her, but there was no mistaking that this was Joanne Barstow.

	Vernon’s mother peered through a pair of wire-framed glasses as if she had come to the same conclusion about me.

	“Charmaine, what brings you here?” She shook her head. “If it’s about an order that you had with Emmy Lee, I’m afraid—”

	“It’s not.” My actress mother, whose spendy lifestyle depended upon the income from the Glorious Organics cosmetics infomercials she starred in, would shun me if she found out I was supporting the competition. Even if I did prefer the lip gloss I’d purchased from Emmy Lee when she’d first become a Pink—what the regional sales ladies repping the cheaper knockoff brand called themselves. Pink also happened to be the only color I’d seen Emmy Lee wear over the course of the last ten years.

	“I’m sorry to intrude during what I know is a difficult time, but I need to speak with Vernon.”

	His mother widened her stance, using her body to fill the doorway like a pint-sized human shield. “Why?”

	Slightly hunched over in a plaid flannel shirt and baggy sweatpants, Vernon shuffled up behind her. “It’s okay, Mom.” He looked down at me with bloodshot eyes. “Can I help you with something?”

	Even though he knew who I was, I held up the laminated badge with the county seal that identified me as a deputy coroner. I’d found that it frequently helped set the tone of the conversation to follow. “I’m sorry, but I need to ask you some questions. Is there somewhere we could talk?”

	Blowing out a weary breath, Vernon turned and shuffled toward the rear of the house.

	Mrs. Barstow stepped back to let me in, and I followed her son to a dimly lit kitchen with white appliances and a hardwood floor in need of refinishing. Pretty eyelet lace curtains covered the window over a sink that had seen better days. The feminine white lace reminded me of Emmy Lee. So did the fleur-de-lis seat cushion that Vernon was easing himself onto at the dining set in the corner.

	An almost-full mug of coffee sat in front of him. By the stink of the black sludge cooking in the carafe on the laminate counter, I guessed it was hours old.

	Leaning back in his seat, Vernon barely seemed to be aware of me when I took the chair opposite him.

	As I pulled a notebook and pen from my tote, his mother entered the kitchen. “Would you like some coffee? I could make some fresh.”

	“We don’t need any coffee, Mom,” Vernon said in a low voice, wincing as if every word hurt.

	She flipped the switch on the coffeemaker, putting it out of its misery. Shooting her son a worried glance, it appeared that she wished she could do the same for him. “I’ll leave you two to talk.”

	He looked across the table at me, his light blue eyes glassy, slightly unfocused. “Don’t have to ask what you want to talk about.”

	“No, but first of all let me say that I’m very sorry for your loss.”

	With pain etching a path across his brow, he slowly nodded. “Everybody’s sorry.”

	My eyes burned with the threat of tears. A sympathetic lump of emotion hardened in my throat, making my voice crack when I said, “I’m going to ask you some questions about Friday. The information you provide will be used as part of the investigation into Emmy Lee’s death.”

	Biting his upper lip, he gave me another nod.

	“Let’s start with the last time you saw or talked to your wife.”

	“It was after we had lunch, so it would have been close to one. She left the house to run some errands.”

	“You were home in the middle of the day?” I knew that Vernon Barstow had been an independent contractor for the last several years, but I figured he’d at least work until mid-afternoon, when his kid got out of school.

	“Back surgery before the holidays. Still recuperating.”

	That explained why he walked like he was one hundred and five. “So, you two had probably been spending a lot of time together.”

	“Maybe too much.”

	“Sorry, but were you having problems?”

	He choked out a bitter laugh. “No, she constantly hovered when I first came home from the hospital. Insisted on playing nurse. Would hardly leave my side the first week.”

	This didn’t sound like a marriage in trouble.

	At least not yet. “Was she home all day Friday until she left to run some errands?”

	“Yes.”

	“Any idea where she was going?”

	“To deliver orders to a couple of her clients.”

	“I thought all the orders were delivered by mail.” I remembered the postage had cost almost as much as my tube of lip gloss.

	Vernon averted his gaze. “She has some friends she hand-delivers to.”

	Who were no doubt stocking their makeup treasure troves with a lot more product than I had any intention of acquiring. “Do you have access to her records? I’d like to follow up with everyone Emmy Lee planned to see on Friday.”

	“The names should be over there.” He aimed a thumb over his shoulder at the whiteboard attached to the refrigerator door like a giant magnet. “She was a big fan of to-do lists.”

	Pulling out my cell phone, I got up and snapped a photo of the whiteboard. Two names were listed on the left-hand side under the heading of DELIVERIES: Helen Locklear and Irene Rutherford, both local ladies in their seventies. Emmy Lee seemed to use the right-hand side of the board as a shopping list: Milk, bread, cereal, beer.

	Proudly displayed above the whiteboard was a recent school photo of a blond pre-teen who looked like a toothy version of her mom. It wasn’t a stretch to guess who the milk and cereal were for, but I was curious about the beer, especially since a bottle of alcohol was found in the hotel room. “The beer on the list is for…?”

	“Me. Helps me relax so I can sleep. At least it used to.”

	His self-medicating wasn’t any of my business. However, his wife’s drinking habits needed to be included in my report.

	“Did Emmy Lee drink?” I asked, returning to the table.

	“Didn’t touch the stuff.”

	“Ever? It’s my understanding that a bottle of tequila was found near her…” I didn’t want to say body. “In the hotel room.”

	“It wasn’t hers. She didn’t drink.”

	“What about pills? There was a bottle—”

	“No! She never would have…” He swallowed hard, almost choking on the words.

	“Okay. That’s good to know.” But that didn’t mean that she hadn’t been doing some self-medicating of her own to cope with some private pain. “So, tell me, how did she seem before she left Friday?”

	His eyes narrowed. “She wasn’t suicidal if that’s what you’re asking.”

	I didn’t doubt that Vernon had just told me the truth as he knew it, but I thought of that I’m sorry text Emmy Lee sent and wondered what secrets she might have been keeping from him. “Did she seem troubled? Preoccupied? Anything out of the ordinary?”

	“No, nothing. We had lunch like usual, then about twenty minutes later she grabbed her day-timer, the orders for delivery, and…she kissed me goodbye,” he said, his breath hitching.

	I jotted a note about the day-timer to remind myself to ask Shondra if she’d found it at the scene. “No calls from your wife after she left?”

	He shook his head.

	“No messages that she might be home late?”

	“Nothing. So, when she wasn’t back by the time Lorelei gets home from school I knew something was wrong. I called Em’s cell for hours. Kept going to voice mail.” Vernon scrubbed the graying stubble on his cheeks. “I should’ve called the cops sooner. Instead, I called everyone I knew who might have seen her. Her best friend Katelyn – everyone I could think of.”

	“Did anybody…?”

	“No one saw her after she left Irene Rutherford’s house.”

	“You talked to Mrs. Rutherford?” The last I’d heard, she had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.

	“The housekeeper. Said she didn’t stay long after dropping off Irene’s order. That seems to be the last time anyone saw Em…alive.”

	His voice cracking on the last word, Vernon squeezed his eyes shut. Whether it was to push back tears or push away the image of his dead wife, I knew both would be tough. I also took this as my cue to wrap things up before this broken man reached the end of his emotional rope.

	I made a note to speak with the housekeeper. Her friend, Katelyn, too. “Katelyn Quinn, right?” I’d seen her with Emmy Lee a few times at Duke’s.

	“Right. But Katelyn hadn’t heard from Em. No one had.”

	“Actually, I was told that you received a text from her. According to her cell phone it was sent at seven forty-eight.”

	“I got a text.” Tears spilled over his sparse lashes. “But no one’s gonna convince me that it was from her.”

	It wasn’t my job to help this man come to terms with his wife’s suicide. I just needed to get to the truth about Emmy Lee’s state of mind, as best as her husband could tell me.

	“I know this is difficult,” I said as gently as I could. “But in the last few weeks were there any times when Emmy Lee was late coming home? Maybe mentioned spending time with a friend?”

	Vernon wiped his eyes with his shirtsleeve. “A male friend, you mean. I told you before. Things between us were fine. I’ve been a little laid up, but…we were okay.”

	I sensed that he was holding something back. “So, nothing in her behavior seemed different in the last few weeks?”

	He pounded the table with a clenched fist. “No!”

	I didn’t believe him for a second.

	I had a feeling that another suggestion about Emmy Lee cheating on him might end up with that fist coming closer to my face, so I knew it was time to ease off the gas.

	“Did she mention having problems with any of her customers?” I asked.

	He shook his head.

	“Any issues that she might have been having with Corporate?”

	“No, nothing.”

	I had only one question left on the form in front of me. “Did your wife have life insurance?”

	“No. And there was no rich uncle who’d left her a million bucks. If there were…” He clamped his lips together, censoring himself. “Well, she wouldn’t have been working as hard as she did.”

	I suspected that Vernon’s bank balance might be in worse shape than mine. This probably wasn’t the kind of dirt that Shondra wanted, but if Emmy Lee had been worried about their finances, maybe she had reached a tipping point.

	“Vernon, is there anything else that you’d like included in my report?”

	“Yeah. I know what this looks like, but there’s no way she would allow herself to be found dead that way.”

	That way? “You mean in the nude?”

	“As modest as she was, there’s absolutely no way.”

	That sounded more like the Emmy Lee I knew, although everything I’d heard this morning made me realize how little I’d known about what was going on beneath her pretty exterior.

	“But it’s not just that.” Grimacing, he leaned in. “You saw her—the way she was found, right?”

	“Just pictures taken as evidence.”

	“Take a good look at her face.”

	I’d already seen as much as I’d wanted to and then some.

	“Look at the black streaks under her eyes. The pink smear at her lips, making her look like a damned clown!”

	I hadn’t seen many dead people. Thankfully, hardly any in person. Not one of them had looked their lifelike best, but none of them had left as chilling an impression as Emmy Lee.

	“Charmaine, somebody did this to my wife. Somebody who didn’t know her like I do. Didn’t understand how proud she was. Because if she were going to commit suicide, she would have fixed her makeup, put on something pretty, and gone out looking good.”


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	AFTER DASHING TO my car, I cranked up the heat and tried to ignore the rain pattering the windshield.

	Ordinarily I loved the sound of rain. But while I sat with Emmy Lee Barstow’s file open in my lap the falling rain sounded like a thousand tiny fingers beating an impatient rhythm against my windshield. It served as a less than subtle cue that it was time for me to go and work on that report.

	I didn’t need the universe to offer me any reminders of my task at hand. I knew I’d have to answer to a six-foot, pissed-off deputy prosecutor if I didn’t deliver before she left for the day. But I had a more immediate problem because I had taken Vernon’s advice.

	Now I couldn’t stop staring at the close-up of Emmy Lee’s face.

	Along with a pink lipstick smear that extended half her mouth into a gruesome Joker’s smirk, a scatter-shot of freckles peeked out between several horizontal swaths of streaky foundation.

	I didn’t see any red marks or bruises to indicate physical violence, but some violence had certainly been done to Emmy Lee’s typical mask of picture-perfect makeup.

	Inky trails of mascara and eyeliner at her temples made it appear as if she had been lying down when the tears started flowing. Okay, so that might explain the lack of vertical stripes on her cheeks, but why the creamy horizontal swaths?

	I studied a wider shot that showed the liquor bottle on the bed next to her. It was impossible to tell from the picture, but if the rim of the bottle was coated with a layer of foundation, I could almost envision it being used to hoe those streaky rows.

	Why the heck she would have done that to herself, I couldn’t imagine. It seemed so out of character for Emmy Lee, but if she had been agonizing over some drama with the guy in the ball cap, what did I know?

	The only thing I knew for sure was that she had been with that man after she was last seen at Irene Rutherford’s house, and now she was dead.

	As much as I wanted to believe Vernon when he insisted that nothing had changed recently in Emmy Lee’s behavior, I couldn’t.

	Something had changed—something he didn’t want to talk about.

	I opened my notebook and circled Katelyn Quinn’s name. Maybe Emmy Lee had confided that something to her best friend.

	Suddenly, I heard tapping at the passenger window and practically jumped out of my skin. Not that I had expected to see a life-sized garden gnome glaring through the window at me, but I hadn’t expected Joanne Barstow either.

	With fingers tingling with adrenaline I tucked her daughter-in-law’s file away in my tote bag. No point in increasing Joanne’s misery index by giving her an opportunity to see those pictures.

	After I reached across the console to open the door, I noticed she wasn’t wearing anything to shield herself from the rain. “Get in before you get soaked.”

	“Never mind that,” she said, sliding onto the seat next to me. “I wanted to catch you before you left. Did Vernon mention some things going missing?”

	I shook my head.

	She puckered. “I knew he wouldn’t.”

	“What’s missing?”

	“It’s going to sound a little strange, but as most everyone around here knows, Em had a love for garden gnomes.”

	“I saw several of the little guys in the front yard.”

	“There were some bigger ones—a set of four jolly Santa lookalikes that she featured when she decorated the house for Christmas.”

	I remembered seeing them front and center with a string of festive lights. “Maybe they were put away with the rest of the Christmas decorations.”

	 “She didn’t put these away.”

	Fine. “What makes you so sure that they’ve gone missing?”

	“They were out front Friday morning, when Lorelei left for school, but were gone by the time she got home.”

	“Your granddaughter told you this?”

	She nodded. “That night, when I came over to stay with her while Vernon searched for Em. Lorelei walked right by them every day so I have no reason to doubt her.”

	Neither did I, but missing Santa gnomes seemed more like a prank than something to be seriously concerned about. “There could be a reasonable explanation. Did you ask your son about it?”

	“He won’t discuss it. Says it’s unimportant. But I think he’s wrong. Yard statues just don’t walk away. They were taken, and on the same day that Emmy Lee was taken from us.”

	She had a point. If Emmy Lee didn’t go willingly with the ball cap guy, the timing of the disappearances was beyond weird.

	Joanne Barstow leveled her gaze at me, her blue eyes cold as ice. “Are you going to tell me that the two aren’t connected?”

	I wasn’t even going to try.

	∗ ∗ ∗

	I had no time this morning to spin my wheels on a possible gnome-napping. It didn’t matter that my gut was screaming at my rational mind that the odds of the Santas and Emmy Lee going missing on the same day had to be astronomical. I’d be in for an epic ass-chewing if I didn’t maintain my focus on the nice lady who had been found dead in that hotel room, so I headed to the south end of town to find out what her best friend could tell me.

	Katelyn Tuttle Quinn had grown up in the area, but had married and moved to Seattle back when I was still playing with dolls, so I couldn’t say that I knew her all that well.

	Most of my information about Katelyn had come from working at Duke’s—Port Merritt’s Gossip Central—last summer, when the scuttlebutt had been about the attractive single mom coming back to take over her dad’s printing business after his death. Typically, all of her orders were to-go, so I had assumed that she was either a workaholic or she didn’t want to leave her younger brother, Parker, in charge of the shop.

	By the way Parker had been leering at me from the moment I’d stepped through the door of Tuttle’s Printing and Copying, I knew I was right on that last part.

	His thin lips stretched into a smarmy smile as he flattened his palms on the counter separating us. “How may I help you today?”

	“I need to speak with Katelyn. Is she in?”

	Heaving a sigh as if to suggest that I’d wounded him by choosing his sister over him, his gaze lingered on me for a couple of uncomfortable seconds. “I’ll see if she’s available.”

	He disappeared into a back room and returned with an annoyed-looking older sister.

	“Something I can help you with?” she asked.

	I flashed my badge. “I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Charmaine Digby—”

	“I know who you are.”

	I glanced at her brother, who was doing a poor imitation of a man concentrating on his work. “Is there somewhere we could talk privately?”

	Katelyn’s look of annoyance intensified a split second before she turned on her heel. “Come on back.”

	I followed her through a narrow path bordered by copiers and worktables to a cramped back-room office, and sat at the black vinyl chair she offered me.

	“What’s this about?” she asked, tucking a lock of honey-brown hair behind her ear as she settled in behind a battered leather-topped desk.

	“We’re looking into Emmy Lee Barstow’s death, and I was hoping that you could help with some background information.”

	The hard edge to Katelyn’s eyes softened at the mention of her friend’s name. “Whatever I can do to help.”

	I grabbed my notebook and pen. “I understand that you and Emmy Lee were good friends.”

	Nodding, she blinked back tears. “Since high school.”

	“When did you see her last?”

	“Saturday of last week, when she came over to pick up Lorelei after a sleepover.” Katelyn reached for a tissue. “Poor thing. She’s devastated. We all are.”

	“How did Emmy Lee seem to you that day? Did you have a chance to talk?”

	“She couldn’t stay long because she had an appointment later at someone’s house. You know, one of those makeup demo parties.”

	I hadn’t known that she did in-home parties, but I nodded all the same. “How was her mood?”

	Katelyn frowned. “Her mood was just fine. And if you’re here to find out why she would have killed herself, you’re wasting your time, because she wouldn’t have.”

	Experiencing a sense of déjà vu because she’d just echoed what Vernon Barstow had told me thirty minutes earlier, I pasted a polite smile on my face. “This is just to get a sense of what was going on in her life.”

	Emmy Lee’s best friend blew her nose. “I’ll tell you what was going on. She was busy—especially the last few months with Vernon being laid up—and youth soccer just started last week. Both our girls are enrolled in that. Gymnastics, too. And since her schedule is more flexible than mine, Em picked them up after practice.” Tears cascaded over her long lashes as Katelyn squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t know what I’ll do…”

	She left the rest unsaid. Probably because she thought it sounded selfish.

	It didn’t. It sounded like she was still processing the loss of her best friend. “The two of you have had a lot to deal with lately.”

	Nodding, she swiped the tears away from her cheeks. “Sorry, I thought I was all cried out.” She aimed a sad smile at me. “Good thing I used the waterproof mascara today.”

	If she had, that was all she used because Katelyn’s face was almost devoid of color.

	“I understand.” I scanned my notes to give her some time to collect herself. “So Emmy Lee had been busier than usual the last few months. Would it be safe to assume that money was a little tighter with Vernon not working?”

	She dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “Maybe.”

	“Did she discuss any other…difficulties with you?”

	Katelyn winced. “Not really.”

	That would be a yes. “I spoke to Vernon earlier this morning. He’s obviously quite limited physically.”

	“It’s been a slow recovery since he hurt his back. Frustrating for both of them.”

	“Had she mentioned if it had been a while since they were intimate?” I asked, hoping the cringe going on in my gut didn’t show on my face.

	Katelyn gave me a frosty glare. “Really? This is the kind of background information you need?”

	“Sorry. It goes to her state of mind.” Especially given where she was found.

	Folding her arms against her curvy frame, Katelyn’s mouth pursed in disgust. “We didn’t discuss it in detail, but yes. It had probably been a while.”

	“Did she ever give you the impression that there may have been someone new in her life?”

	“What? Because Em wasn’t getting enough at home?”

	That wasn’t the way I wanted to phrase it, but I knew there was little I could say to make what I was asking more palatable. “Again, just trying to understand what was going on with her in the last couple of weeks.”

	Katelyn shook her head. “There was nothing like that going on.”

	I believed her in as much as she knew the intimate details of Emmy Lee Barstow’s life. “If there were, would she have told you?”

	“We’d been best friends for over thirty years. If she were having an affair, I’d know about it.”

	Maybe she would, but what if Emmy Lee had recently hooked up with the guy? “Okay, have you noticed her flirt with anyone? Have a chance encounter with anyone?”

	I got another head shake. “She was friendly, not flirty.”

	“Maybe when you were out someone tried to buy her a drink?”

	“She didn’t drink.”

	Again, Katelyn reinforced what Vernon Barstow had told me. “Doesn’t mean someone didn’t try to come on to her.”

	“Guys sure used to when we were younger.” Her chin trembled as she succumbed to another onslaught of tears. “Heck, Em was gorgeous, but she was also a Girl Scout. She’d flash that wedding ring and send them on their way.”

	Then how did this Girl Scout end up dead in a hotel room?

	I decided to lay my cards on the table. “You know about where she was found, right?”

	Katelyn blotted her eyes. “I heard from Vernon.”

	“Do you have any idea who Emmy Lee might have gone there with?”

	“No. This is so not her that I can’t even believe…”

	One last try. “Did you ever see her with a guy wearing a ball cap? Maybe someone in his thirties?”

	“Not that I ever noticed, but I wish I had.” Katelyn fixed me with an icy stare. “Then I might be able to tell you something to help get the guy who killed her.”

	Whoa. She was opening the door to something far beyond the scope of the preliminary report I was supposed to be writing.

	I snapped my notebook shut to signal the end of the interview. “Thank you. I think I have everything I need.” And then some.

	She pushed away from her desk. “So what happens next?”

	I write a report and deliver it to Shondra before the end of the day. But I knew that wasn’t the kind of happening Katelyn wanted to hear about. “I really can’t say.”

	“I get it.” She gave me a knowing look. “You can’t comment while an investigation is underway.”

	If I did and that got back to Frankie, my ass would be grass. I handed Katelyn my card. “If you think of anything that might be helpful to our investigation, don’t hesitate to contact me.”

	She dropped the card on the desk. “You said you wanted to know about Em’s state of mind. To really understand her you need to know that she had four miscarriages.”

	I wasn’t sure where Katelyn was going with this, but I had no choice but to follow.

	“The fourth one Vernon never even knew about. She didn’t want to get his hopes up, but she told me. Came to Seattle to stay with me for a couple of days after it happened. Held my firstborn in her arms the entire time like he was the baby she’d never have. She’d almost given up hope, and then finally, after sixteen years of trying, Em got pregnant and was able to carry Lorelei to term.”

	Katelyn met my gaze with a determined set to her jaw. “Em loved being a mom. Said it was the job she was born to do. So, there is just no way that she would have killed herself.”

	I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Thank you. I’ll make sure that gets into the report.”

	Somehow, someway, because Emmy Lee Barstow’s death was looking less and less like a suicide.


 

	Chapter Five

	 

	IT WAS AROUND ten-twenty when I left Tuttle’s Printing. The rain had lightened to a gusty drizzle—not the most ideal conditions for a five-block trek up Main Street, but with a report-writing marathon in my immediate future I needed the exercise almost as much as I needed to pay a visit to Gossip Central.

	The little bell above the door announced my arrival at Duke’s Cafe, the breakfast and burger joint of choice for most of Port Merritt. Since the lunch crowd had yet to arrive, very few heads turned my way. A notable exception was the silver-haired noggin of my great-uncle Duke, the salty Navy veteran scowling at me from behind the grill.

	I smiled sweetly as I stepped into the kitchen. “Is that any way to greet a customer?”

	Duke plated the omelet that had been sizzling in the pan in front of him. “It’s how I greet the ones who should be at work right now.”

	I kissed the grizzled cheek of my favorite clock-watcher. “I’ll have you know that I am hard at work this very minute.”

	“Hardly working, you mean,” he said with a smirk as he added toast to the plate and placed it under a warming lamp. “Order up!”

	Lucille, Duke’s longest-tenured waitress, ambled up to the pass-through window, her platinum bob framing her full cheeks. Her gaze shifted to me as she reached for the plate. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”

	Et tu, Lucille?

	“I am working—doing some information gathering.”

	She arched her thin eyebrows. “On someone we know?”

	“Emmy Lee,” I whispered.

	“Ooooh,” the queen of Gossip Central cooed as she grabbed the plate. “Hold that thought and I’ll be right back.”

	Watching Lucille scurry away in a pair of squeaky orthopedic shoes, Duke blew out a breath. “Do me a favor, don’t encourage her. That’s all she’s wanted to talk about today.”

	Good. It’s all I wanted to talk about, too.

	He flipped a bubbling pancake. “You eating?”

	“I can make myself a sandwich in a few minutes.” It was bad enough that he wouldn’t be getting any work out of Lucille as long as I was here. Asking him to cook for me only added insult to injury.

	“Okay,” Lucille announced as she squeaked into the kitchen. “Let’s go back to my office.”

	Her office, as she called it, was the butcher block table where my great-aunt Alice had taught me how to make my first apple pie.

	Taking a military stance, Duke blocked Lucille’s path with his spatula. “What kind of sandwich?” he asked me.

	“You don’t have to but if you’re offering, a turkey club to go.”

	He pointed the spatula at Lucille. “You’ve got until this sandwich is done, then break-time is over.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever.” She hooked her arm around mine and led me back into the kitchen. “Information gathering, you say. That sounds interesting.”

	“And there isn’t much that I can share.”

	She pushed away from me. “You’re no fun.”

	So I’d been told before, usually by Lucille.

	Looking up as we joined her at her worktable, Aunt Alice squinted at me through her trifocals. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”

	Sheesh, everyone was so suspicious today.

	“I should be here, because we’re working on the preliminary investigation into Emmy Lee Barstow’s death, and I need your help.”

	Alice turned to Lucille, sitting across from her. “I told you it wasn’t a suicide.”

	I edged closer, my elbows planted on the flour-coated surface of the worktable. “What makes you say that?”

	“She wouldn’t do that to her husband and daughter.” My great-aunt locked on my gaze. “She just wouldn’t.”

	So far that was the consensus of the very limited poll I’d taken today.

	“What are people saying about her being found at a hotel?” I asked Lucille. No doubt that salacious tidbit had shifted some wagging tongues into high gear.

	She pursed her coral-painted lips. “Pretty much what you’d expect. Everyone wants to know who the guy was.”

	“Did any names come up?” I reached into my tote bag for my notebook to be at the ready for what I hoped might be my first real lead of the day.

	Lucille shook her head. “Nada.”

	Dang.

	“What about that doctor?” Alice chimed in.

	Lucille knitted her brows. “Who?”

	“That anesthesiologist Sylvia saw Emmy Lee having lunch with last month. Tom…no, Tim Osborne.”

	That earned my great-aunt a dismissive wave from the other side of the table. “That’s ancient history.”

	Aunt Alice nodded. “I know, but history has a way of repeating itself. Just like he’s back, working at the hospital.”

	“What exactly are you referring to?” I asked.

	“They had a thing. It got very public when the wife found out.”

	It was news to me. “When was this?”

	“A year or two before Lorelei was born.” Lucille lifted her eyes to the ceiling as if she were doing the mental math. “So maybe twelve years ago.”

	When I had been away at culinary school. No wonder I hadn’t heard about it.

	Alice clucked her tongue. “Cost him his marriage. Divorced and moved away within the year.”

	“And now he’s back,” I murmured, thinking out loud.

	“And she’s dead,” Alice said, finishing my thought for me. “But I still can’t believe it’s a suicide.”

	I wanted to tell my great-aunt that she wasn’t the only one who felt that way, but I didn’t want to fan any flames in this kitchen. Instead I made a note of Dr. Osborne’s name. “Any idea how old he is?”

	Lucille shrugged. “Hard to say. Probably mid-forties, but he looks young to me.”

	“That’s because he is young compared to old broads like us,” Alice said with a smirk.

	Anita Stivek thought that the man in the ball cap was in his thirties. Could this doctor pass for thirty-something? I intended to see for myself.

	“There’s a turkey club ready to go,” Duke bellowed from the grill. “You know what that means.”

	“I think that’s my cue.” I turned to Lucille. “Before I go, have there been any rumors of other men in Emmy Lee’s life?”

	“Nope. And believe you me, plenty of folks around here have been asking that very same question. I think that’s what’s so shocking about the way Emmy Lee died, because really, other than the fling with the doc, she’s been a Girl Scout.”

	Or so everyone had thought.

	Duke cleared his throat. “If you hens are done cackling back there, I’ve got a customer at the counter who would like to place an order sometime today.”

	Lucille scowled. “Like someone else couldn’t step out from behind the grill and take the order.”

	“I could,” he said, shifting his attention to me. “But I thought you might want to handle this one and earn your keep.”

	Considering that both of us knew that it was time for me to get back to the office, his sudden desire for me to waitress for him made no sense unless there were someone he knew I’d want to…

	I peered through the cutout window over the grill and met Steve’s gaze.

	“A little early for lunch, isn’t it?” I asked as I grabbed a pencil and one of the spare order pads from behind the lemon yellow Formica counter.

	A corner of his mouth curled, his wet dark brown hair glistening, making him look better than anyone who had just been caught in the rain had the right to look, especially when I knew my hair was frizzing right before his eyes.

	“I could say the same to you,” he said.

	“Actually, I won’t have time to take a lunch break, so I stopped for some takeout on my way back to the office.”

	Steve pointed at the order ticket I was poised to write on. “Thought you’d do some waitressing as long as you were here? Maybe pick up some tips?”

	He had no idea how close to the truth he was with that last part, and I had no intention of telling him. “Funny man. So are you here to eat or harass one of your favorite citizens?”

	“I can’t do both?”

	“Not for long because I have to go.”

	“Probably don’t need to ask what you’re working on.”

	I shook my head. “I’ve been asked to write the preliminary report on Emmy Lee.”

	“Autopsy scheduled?”

	“For tomorrow, so Shondra wanted me to gather all the statements today.”

	“You talked to Vernon?”

	“This morning.”

	“How’s he doing?”

	“Probably about as well as he was doing after he saw her at the hotel.”

	Steve blew out a breath. “It wasn’t pretty.”

	“I know.” Leaning on the counter, I lowered my voice. “He says she wouldn’t have gone out looking that way—not by choice anyway.”

	“He’s grieving and you talked to him two days after he lost his wife. Denial of some of the realities of the situation is normal.”

	“So you think she committed suicide.”

	Steve’s chocolate brown eyes narrowed. “I didn’t say that.”

	“Everyone else I’ve talked to thinks she was killed.”

	He watched one of my interviewees squeak behind me on her way to the coffee station. “Did Lucille come up with any possible suspects?”

	I felt my cheeks burning. “No, and before you get on your detective high horse about who I question, it’s perfectly reasonable for me to ask if anyone around here had seen Emmy Lee with another man.”

	“Considering who was doing the questioning, yes. Perfectly.”

	I didn’t appreciate the snarky attitude. “I’ll have you know there was a sighting—something Lucille didn’t even know about. Given how hard it is to keep something like that a secret—”

	“We did. For weeks.”

	“Yeah, but we weren’t cheating on any spouses.”

	“I’m just saying that we’re not the only ones in town who can keep things quiet.”

	Whatever. “Don’t you want to know who the guy was?”

	He smirked. “I’m sure you want to tell me.”

	“Tim Osborne, an anesthesiologist at the hospital. One of the ladies saw him having lunch with Emmy Lee.”

	“I wouldn’t make too much out of two people eating.” 

	“They have some history.”

	“Could mean nothing.”

	“Or he could be the mystery man who checked into that hotel room.”

	Steve placed a warm palm over my hand. “That’s something for a sheriff’s deputy to follow up on if Frankie decides this warrants further investigation.”

	Don’t put yourself in harm’s way.

	Message received.

	“I’m not going to run up to the hospital to talk to the guy if that’s what you think.” Mainly because I didn’t have time.

	“Good, because I want to be the only one harassing people today.”

	I slipped my hand in his. “You could come over and harass me in a little more depth later.”

	“It would have to be pretty late. I’ve got something going on tonight.”

	It seemed he’d had something going on most every night the last few weeks.

	“Are you ever going to take his order ’cause your sandwich is getting cold,” Duke growled from behind the grill.

	A not-so-subtle hint that it was time for me to get a move on. “Come over when you can. In the meantime, what’ll it be?”

	“Something quick. I need to get going.”

	So did I. “Egg salad sandwich to go?”

	“Fine. See you later,” he said with a marked lack of enthusiasm.

	I held his gaze, trying to discern if it was for me or the sandwich. Or maybe he was just tired. Impossible to tell, but I’d pushed my husband into a corner that he couldn’t run from fast enough after I tried to come up with ways that we could spend more time together. I wasn’t going to make a mistake like that with Steve. “Don’t feel you have to come over.”

	He rose to give me a soft kiss. “And miss out on giving you a good harassing? Never.”

	Maybe he wasn’t so tired after all.


 

	Chapter Six

	 

	SHIFTING IN MY seat across from Shondra Alexander’s desk, my skin crawled with anticipation as I watched her read the report I’d labored over for the majority of the last five hours.

	She slanted her gaze over to me, a pucker of disapproval at her lips. “You didn’t speak to this anesthesiologist?”

	I didn’t want to admit how many corners I’d cut to get this report to her before she left for the day, so I opted for an alternate version of the truth. “He doesn’t work Mondays,” as I found out when I called the hospital to schedule a meeting with Dr. Osborne. “I left a message with his service. Haven’t heard anything back yet.”

	Shondra’s pucker deepened. “Let me know what he has to say about where he was Friday night. If he’s the ball cap guy, I want to talk to him.”

	Obviously she didn’t share Steve’s concern about me chatting with the doctor. All the same, I made a mental note to schedule the meeting in a public place.

	“How old is he?” she asked.

	Reaching for the blue folder on the desk between us, I pulled the webpage I’d printed with a picture of a smiling Timothy Osborne and set it next to Shondra’s keyboard. “Forty-seven. Don’t know how recent that photo is, but he definitely doesn’t look like a guy in his thirties.”

	“You’re what, thirty-three?”

	“Thirty-four.”

	Her mouth curved into a humorless smile. “Anita Stivek is seventy if she’s a day and doesn’t appear to ask for anyone’s ID because, as she said, she has trouble with the little print. Probably not as good a judge as you when it comes to guessing someone’s age.” Shondra tucked the printout back in the folder and handed it to me. “Show her the doctor’s picture and see if she recognizes him.”

	I added a field trip to Crooked Lake to my to-do list. “Okay. Anything else?”

	She frowned at her computer monitor. “You have under a subheading of Possibly Related that four garden gnomes went missing from the residence the same day Emmy Lee Barstow was reported missing.” Shondra turned that frown on me. “Garden gnomes?”

	“I know. Since their disappearance happened the same day, I thought I should include it.”

	“As a cop responding to B and E calls I had to listen to a lot of crazy-assed stories about stuff being stolen. Pretty sure though none of ’em involved garden gnomes.”

	“I was told they look like Santa.”

	“Santa gnomes.” She uttered a curse word that made me glad the door was closed. “Since they never had a heartbeat, not our problem. The family can call Port Merritt PD to report them missing if they want.”

	I was sure Steve would love to be on the receiving end of that call.

	After a few mouse clicks Shondra pushed out of her chair. “Follow up with me before the end of day tomorrow. If we’re lucky Frankie will have enough to determine COD. Right now, I’ve got a sick family to deal with.”

	I’d clearly been dismissed, but Joanne Barstow’s words niggled at me as I headed for the door. “It’s weird though. The garden gnomes disappearing around the same time as Emmy Lee.”

	“Charmaine, the world is full of strange and wondrous things. I could tell you stories that would make your head explode. Trust me, weird happens a lot more than you’d think.”

	Intellectually, I was sure she was right. But the little niggle in my gut wasn’t so easily convinced.

	The timing was just too darn…well…weird.

	∗ ∗ ∗

	It was going on ten when I opened my apartment door to a soggy detective. His jacket was soaked. So were his blue jeans. “It looks like you’ve been standing in the rain for the last few hours.”

	Steve’s chiseled lips flatlined as he peeled off his jacket. “Where?” he asked, holding it away from his body like the roof rat the lankier teenage version of the man before me had once trapped in my grandmother’s attic.

	I took his coat and hung it in the shower to dry while he kicked off his boots. Stepping to the hall closet I pulled out a bath towel and tossed it to him. “You should get out of those wet clothes.”

	He grinned as he ran the towel over his short cropped hair. “Have something in mind?”

	“Yeah, you not dripping on everything I own.”

	Steve looked around my empty living room. “Yeah, wouldn’t want to ruin anything.”

	“Seriously, take your pants off and I’ll throw them in the dryer.”

	“You just want to see me naked.”

	“It’s not like I haven’t seen it before.”

	He unzipped and dropped trou. “You say the most romantic things when you want to have your way with me.”

	“That’s me. Just a romantic at heart.”

	“So,” he said, a predatory gleam in his eyes. “I hear you have a nice new bed.”

	“I do, and you’re not going to get near it until you dry off.” I picked up his jeans from the floor and went in search of the tote bag I’d left on the kitchen counter.

	“You’re no fun.”

	That seemed to be a common opinion today. “Make yourself comfortable,” I said, pulling out two quarters for the coin-operated dryer. “I’ve got some socks in a box by the bed if yours are damp, and there’s a beer in the fridge.”

	Wrapping the towel around his waist, we went in opposite directions—Steve to the bedroom and me out the front door.

	After a three-flight round trip to the laundry room, I returned to find Steve standing in the dark on my balcony with a Corona in his hand. Angling around the tarp-covered loveseat, I sidled up next to him to share some warmth. That’s when I realized that he’d lost the towel and was wearing a pair of freshly laundered sweats that were too short for him.

	He slipped his arm around my waist. “Didn’t think you’d mind.”

	I only minded the depressing reality that he could fit into my sweats.

	I squeezed out a smile. “It’s fine. Did you eat?”

	A couple seconds ticked by, and I noticed that his focus was on something across the street.

	“Grabbed a burger earlier,” he finally said.

	Stretching to my tiptoes, I followed the track of his gaze. “What’s over there that you keep looking at?”

	“Nothing, just looking.”

	“That’s twice that you’ve told me the same lie. I’ll have to start taking points off for lack of creativity.”

	He blew out a beer-scented breath. “I’m a cop just surveying the area—a holdover from when I worked patrol.”

	Except Steve wasn’t surveying the area. At least not any area beyond the fence that bordered the apartment complex on the other side of the street. “You know I don’t believe you.”

	He kissed the top of my head. “And I’m broken up about that. In fact I’m so upset I think I need some ice cream.”

	“Seriously? It’s freezing out here and you want ice cream.”

	“Didn’t say I wanted to eat it out here, especially when you have that nice warm bed.”

	Now he was talking.

	Backlit by a streetlight his damp hair glistened as he reached for me. “We could do some other things in that bed, too,” he said, tracing a calloused finger down my jawline. Pulling me to him he pressed his lips to mine.

	I wrapped my arms around him to deepen the kiss and felt an unmistakable bulge. “I heard some talk about someone harassing me tonight. Feels like that someone might be you.”

	Steve grinned. “If you’re lucky.”

	And was I ever feeling lucky.

	I took his hand and led him to the bedroom. “What kind of ice cream do you want? I have strawberry cheesecake, cookies and cream, and mocha almond fudge.”

	Was it any wonder that my sweats were big enough for him?

	“Those are some really girly flavors.”

	“So you don’t want any?”

	He pulled me onto the bed with him. “Oh, I want some all right.”

	Goody.

	I was settling in next to him when he reached for the zipper of my jeans, and I sprang up as if I’d been shot from a cannon. “Your jeans! I should go down and get them out of the dryer before we get…too busy.”

	He smiled, his gaze pouring over me like molten chocolate. “When you come back bring the mocha almond fudge. Then we’ll get down to business.”

	Goody, goody.

	After a quick kiss I darted downstairs to retrieve his jeans. Unfortunately, they were still damp so I waited several minutes for the dryer to finish its cycle, and then rushed back up the three flights of stairs.

	“So,” I said as I draped Steve’s jeans over the shower rod to finish drying. “Do you want a bowl or should I just bring the carton?” For some mocha almond fudge finger-painting fun.

	No response. 

	I stood at the bedroom doorway. “Steve?”

	Nothing but light snoring.

	“Really?” I whispered, watching his chest rise and fall in a steady rhythm.

	After I covered him with my comforter, I thought about indulging in that mocha almond fudge, but it no longer had the same appeal. Since my sweet tooth didn’t need satisfying, I decided to indulge my curiosity and stepped out into the dark of my balcony to scan the grounds of the apartment complex across the way.

	I didn’t know what he was looking for, but nothing much caught my eye—the north end of a mostly full parking lot, the backside of a dozen apartments very similar to mine. I didn’t hear anything either. Just the rustling wind, a barking dog and intermittent road noise from trucks rumbling down Highway 19.

	“What is it that you’re so interested in over there?” I asked.

	No answers would come tonight. Nothing much else would come tonight either.

	Dang it.


 

	Chapter Seven

	 

	THOUGHTS OF HOW Emmy Lee Barstow had been found kept me thrashing about most of the night. After Steve headed home around four, I gave up on the notion of sleep and trudged over to my mostly empty refrigerator. Not because I was hungry. I needed to fill my head with another image, even if it were just to create a visual grocery shopping list.

	After I sucked down the last of my French roast, showered, and dressed for work, I felt as ready to face the day as I was going to get. But it was barely five o’clock and the Chimacam County sheriff’s deputy working security didn’t like it when we arrived before he did, so to distract my brain from circling back to those pictures of Emmy Lee I decided some mindless baking was in order.

	“Good morning,” I called out minutes later, when Duke’s kitchen screen door banged shut behind me.

	My great-aunt Alice frowned at the clock mounted above the red and white Coca Cola sign that had hung on the wall since the first day the cafe opened. “You’re up early. Couldn’t sleep?”

	I didn’t want to get into the reason why. “New bed. Probably have to get used to it.”

	Measuring sugar into a stainless steel bowl, Alice nodded. “Some things take a little time.”

	Some things more than a little, I thought as I hung up my coat.

	“It’s too early to go to the office, so you might as well put me to work.” Please.

	“Haven’t made any muffins yet. Want to handle that?”

	I’d filled her bakery shelves with so many muffins over the years that I could do it on automatic pilot. “Perfect.”

	As I reached behind her butcher block table for a mixing bowl I inhaled the mouth-watering aroma of Alice’s award-winning chocolate chip cookies baking in the oven. Between the oven and Duke’s doughnut fryer, a cooling rack stood ready and waiting for the two dozen pies that would be featured during this afternoon’s pie happy hour, just like it had for as long as I could remember.

	The sights, sounds, and smells of the kitchen were normal, predictable, and so bundled into a routine of repetition that it would drive most people nuts.

	I loved it. For me it was coming home—exactly what I needed this dank and dreary morning. Along with a couple of those cookies.

	“Don’t tell me, let me guess,” Duke said as he ambled toward the table with a porcelain mug of coffee in each hand. “You couldn’t sleep because you felt so guilty about not paying for all the food you eat around here.”

	I smiled sweetly at the old goat. “You took the words right out of my mouth.”

	After he delivered one of the mugs to Alice, his eyes narrowed, watching me tie a white canvas apron around my waist. “It’s that investigation you’re doing, isn’t it?”

	“I just woke up early. You know, not used to the new bed.”

	He aimed a smirk at me on his way to the doughnut fryer. “You’re such a bad liar.”

	“Am not.” At least not usually.

	Aunt Alice lifted her gaze as I took a seat across from her. “Is there any news since we talked yesterday?”

	I shook my head.

	“Is that a real no, or does that mean that there isn’t any news that you can share?”

	“It’s really no. I have an interview or two to do later, but until…” I almost mentioned the autopsy scheduled for this afternoon. She wouldn’t want to hear about it, and I didn’t want to think about it. “Until everything gets wrapped up, I doubt there will be much news.”

	She reached for the sack of flour in the middle of the table. “And would one of those interviews be with that doctor?”

	It had better be or Shondra was going to have my hide. “Maybe.”

	Alice nodded. “Good. Because where there’s smoke there’s fire.”

	Or as Steve suggested, there was just an old flame who happened to be back in town. And then Emmy Lee just happened to kill herself a few weeks later.

	Yeah, I wasn’t buying that.

	“You mentioned two interviews,” Alice said, waiting expectantly as I sliced a cube of butter into my bowl.

	Me and my big mouth. “Did I?”

	“You did. So spill it. Who’s number two?”

	“I really can’t say.”

	“Can’t or won’t?”

	“I’m not supposed to talk about the case.”

	“You were talking about it yesterday.”

	“I was asking questions yesterday. That’s different.”

	Alice puckered. “Kinda splitting hairs, aren’t you?”

	Probably.

	I shrugged having said all that I was going to on this subject.

	We worked in relative silence for most of the next hour with her barking out the occasional instruction at me, like she had done most of my working life in this kitchen—which was fine. Her roost, her rules. There just seemed to be a little more pucker factor behind the bark this morning.

	I didn’t hear much else out of her until Lucille stepped through the kitchen door around six-thirty. 

	“You’re late,” Alice grumbled.

	“I know.” Lucille squeaked over to the rack and hung up her damp coat next to mine. “I spent all night thinking about who might’ve bumped off Emmy Lee.”

	Great. My probable suicide had just been proclaimed a murder by Duke’s resident conspiracy theorist.

	Alice glowered when her friend of over forty years sat on the wooden stool next to me. “Don’t even bother. She’s not talking.”

	Lucille waved her away. “That’s okay. I got a theory, so I’ll talk. You listen.”

	Swell.

	“First of all, you gotta think motive and opportunity.” Lucille nudged me in the ribs. “That’s what they always talk about on those cop shows on TV.”

	Stifling a yawn, I nodded and wished I had a cookie. Lucille’s theories were always more palatable accompanied by a cookie chaser.

	“Let’s start with opportunity.” Lucille drew an X in the layer of flour dust coating the table. “Emmy Lee’s here, enjoying her life with her family, and suddenly…” She drew a second X next to the first one. “Tim Osborne comes back to town to reunite with the woman he loved.”

	She was jumping to a very large conclusion. “We don’t know that’s why he came back.”

	Lucille gave me a knowing smile. “Doesn’t matter.”

	Doesn’t matter? If her theory was going to hold any water the reason Dr. Osborne came back to Port Merritt would have to matter.

	She drew another X in the dust. “Who would be the most upset to learn that Emmy Lee and the old boyfriend were seeing one another again?”

	“Her husband,” Alice and I said in unison.

	“That’s the obvious answer. The cops always look at the spouse first.” The Law and Order aficionado made a fourth X with her index finger. “But what if there were another woman waiting in the wings? A woman who had her sights set on a rich doctor, and she’s not about to lose him to an old love?”

	“So she eliminated the competition,” Alice chimed in.

	Lucille brushed off the flour from her hands. “Exactly.”

	Having spent hundreds of hours in this kitchen, listening to Lucille spin some pretty outlandish theories, I had to give the woman credit. She’d done some mighty creative spinning in the night.

	She also had some major problems with her theory.

	I pointed at that fourth X. “You don’t know that he’s involved with another woman.”

	“He could be,” Lucille said. “Good-looking guy. I’d almost bet on it.”

	“We also don’t know why he came back. It could have nothing to do with Emmy Lee.” Although I did intend to ask what had brought him back to town.

	Lucille’s thin lips curled with satisfaction. “Told you. That doesn’t matter. It’s only what the person who offed her thinks that matters. And if she thought Emmy Lee was trying to go for a husband upgrade, that’s motive, my dear.”

	“Yeah.” Motive that didn’t appear to have anything to do with a guy in a ball cap.

	“I’m gonna ask around.” She patted me on the shoulder. “I’ll let you know if I come up with any likely suspects.”

	Okey dokey.

	Emmy Lee’s death investigation would be wrapped up in no time.

	∗ ∗ ∗

	After scarfing down the bacon and eggs that Duke had insisted upon feeding me for the two hours of occupational therapy I’d taken advantage of, I stopped at my favorite espresso stand for a mocha latte. By the time I rolled into the courthouse parking lot, the rain had stopped, I’d been fortified with caffeinated chocolate, and I’d received a text from Steve with an invitation to lunch.

	My day was looking up.

	Minutes later, I walked by Patsy’s desk with the expectation that I’d be on the receiving end of an attagirl for arriving early two days in a row. Instead, she pointed at me with a stubby index finger. “Perfect timing.”

	I had a sinking feeling my day was going to take a sudden turn for the worse.

	She weighed down my arms with a cardboard box full of manila file folders. “Shondra needs two copies made of everything.”

	Shondra needed to get herself an administrative assistant for this kind of crap. “Today?”

	“It’s for a noon meeting.”

	It wasn’t yet eight o’clock—too early to call Dr. Osborne to schedule a meeting. If I had to isolate myself in the copy room for an hour, maybe Patsy was right. Maybe this was perfect timing. “Fine.”

	It just didn’t feel so perfect when the copier overheated and started jamming every fifth page. “You turkey!” I yelled, pounding the ancient contraption with my fists. “If you jam one more time—”

	“What on God’s green earth do you think you’re doing?” Shondra asked, glaring at me from the doorway.

	“Sorry. Didn’t mean to get so loud.” I had learned early on that anyone in the prosecutor’s office with assistant in their job title was supposed to be seen and not heard.

	“Screw that. What are you doing in here?”

	Wasn’t it obvious? “Making copies.”

	“You better not be doing that for me.”

	I cringed. “Someone had to.”

	“Girl, you need to learn how to say no.”

	I knew how to say it. My problem was that Patsy wasn’t accustomed to hearing it, especially from me. “It’s okay. I’m just about done.”

	Shondra cast a skeptical glance at the two rows of labeled folders laid out on the floor that had yet to be filled. “Uh-huh. Don’t spend all day in here. You have more important things to do.”

	Try telling Patsy that.

	Almost an hour later, I wheeled three boxes on a hand truck into Shondra’s office. She was on her cell phone, so I stacked the boxes next to her desk and tried to duck out without disturbing her.

	“Hold on,” she said. “Charmaine.”

	I looked back over my shoulder.

	“Thanks. You call that doctor yet?” Her mouth stretched into a warm smile. “I know I told you it was okay to say no, but that’s not the answer I want to hear.”

	I nodded, once again dancing around the truth—something I knew I’d better not make a habit of with this savvy prosecutor.

	Putting her phone back to her ear, Shondra gave me a thumbs-up.

	It wasn’t the attagirl I’d hoped for earlier, but I took it gladly as I hightailed it to my desk, where I opened Emmy Lee’s blue folder with Tim Osborne’s information to make an honest woman out of myself.

	Just as I started punching in his number I noticed I had a voice message and proceeded to listen to Elaine from Dr. Osborne’s office tell me that she’d made a three o’clock appointment for me to meet with the doctor in his office.

	A little late in the day but beggars couldn’t be choosers. This meant that my trip out to the wilderness area of Crooked Lake needed to be the next item on my agenda, especially since I had a noon lunch date I didn’t want to be late for.

	I bundled the folder into my tote, grabbed my coat, and headed down the hall.

	Patsy’s eyes bored into me as I entered her territory. “Going somewhere?”

	Always the self-appointed hall monitor. “I have an interview.”

	“Could you stop at the post office?” She held a white envelope in her hand.

	“Sorry, I’m late as it is.” And Shondra thought I couldn’t say no.

	“It needs to go out certified mail today,” Patsy said, increasing her volume as I blew by her.

	Gritting my teeth, I did an about-face and snatched the envelope from her.

	Patsy gave me a smug smile. “Be sure to get a receipt.”

	Yep, I definitely needed to get better at saying no.


 

	Chapter Eight

	 

	NESTLED IN THE wooded foothills of the Olympic Mountains southwest of Clatska, glacier-carved Crooked Lake had long been one of the more popular trout fishing and camping destinations in the county. My memory of it from twenty summers ago with my angler grandfather featured a kidney-shaped lake sparkling under the morning sun while a couple dozen fishing boats bobbed in a gentle breeze.

	That certainly wasn’t the case this February morning. Thick gray clouds hovered overhead, making the lake look as inviting as dirty bathwater, and there wasn’t a fishing boat in sight. In fact, I didn’t see one human during my six-mile drive around the western shore until I passed a hiker approaching the trailhead across from the resort entrance.

	A cross between a rustic dollhouse and a weathered ski chalet, the century-old lodge bookended by giant cedar trees appeared much like I remembered. Although with the waterlogged potholes in the parking lot and the warped shutters on the general store adjoining the lodge, maybe the place was a little worse for wear. But weren’t we all?

	As I got out of my car it struck me how quiet it was here during off-season. Other than a few birds cawing in the trees, I didn’t hear anything but the tick, tick, tick of the engine cooling.

	Quiet, remote, but just an hour away from town—perfect for a scenic weekend getaway. Maybe even a murder. Not that I wanted to lend any credence to Lucille’s latest theory.

	Shivering from the image of what had happened in one of the clapboard cabins overlooking the lake, I pulled on my coat and walked past the Live Bait sign in the general store window and into an unoccupied lobby.

	“Hello?” I called, ringing the bell on the glossy wooden counter.

	A short, white-haired woman wearing oversized glasses and an apologetic smile peeked around the corner from the general store. “Sorry, didn’t hear you come in.”

	“No problem. Are you Anita Stivek?”

	Her eyes were wary as she stepped up to the counter, and she dropped the smile. “Yes.”

	I showed her my badge. “I’m Charmaine Digby with the coroner’s office. I know that you already gave a statement to Deputy Alexander when she came out Saturday, but I have some things I’d like to follow up on. Is there someplace we could talk?”

	Anita heaved a sigh. “I thought I was done with you people.”

	I was used to not being warmly received when I went out in the field, especially by business owners. As Duke liked to remind me, time was money. “Sorry. I’ll make it quick.”

	“We can sit over here,” she huffed, leading the way to a pair of brocade wingback chairs being warmed by a stone fireplace. “Lets me keep an eye on the store.”

	Taking a seat I pulled the blue folder from my tote. “You mentioned that a man in a ball cap checked into the room that Mrs. Barstow was found in. Could you describe him?”

	“Good-lookin’ fella. He had the hat on but his hair was short. Brown, I think. Quite a bit taller than me.”

	Heck, I was a lot taller than her and had brown hair, so this didn’t narrow anything down. “How old would you say he was?”

	Anita pursed her lips, deepening the network of fine lines surrounding them. “Seemed younger than my son, so maybe thirty-five to forty.”

	I handed her another printout I’d made with the photo of Tim Osborne—this one a larger image. “Could this be the man?”

	Tilting her head back she squinted at the picture. “Blasted cataracts. Can’t see worth a darn anymore.”

	“What do you think though? Does he look like the man who checked into that room Friday?”

	“If you took him out of that suit and put a ball cap on him, maybe.”

	Maybe—from a woman with vision problems. Oh well. It had been worth a shot.

	“If I heard his voice,” she added, handing me the printout, “I could tell you if it was him.”

	“Did he have an accent? Something distinctive?”

	Anita shrugged. “It was kinda low, bassy, like he should sing country music.”

	I made a note of that under the doctor’s picture.

	“I thought this was a suicide,” she whispered as if there were someone around to overhear us. “But you’re asking a lot of questions about this guy like he had something to do with it.”

	“We just want to talk to him.”

	And now that I knew about this bassy voice, I especially wanted to get Dr. Osborne talking later today.

	I thanked Anita for her time and beat it to my car because I had a lunch date at a hot cop’s house.

	If I played my cards right, talking during that meeting would be optional.

	∗ ∗ ∗

	“You’re late,” Steve deadpanned, opening his front door to me around twelve-ten.

	“I know. I managed to get stuck in construction traffic.”

	“Hmmm.” His eyes tracked me as I hung my coat and tote on the wooden rack in his entryway. “And where was this?”

	“In Clatska.” When I stopped for a caffeine recharge.

	I had no intention of talking to him about any of today’s interviews, so I gave him a quick kiss and followed my nose to his kitchen, where I found a saucepan of chicken noodle soup bubbling on the stove. Picking up the empty can from the white tile counter, I turned to him. “You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.”

	“I obviously didn’t. Plus, I knew that one of us tends to run late sometimes, so I went with something hard to overcook.”

	“Whatever. Let’s eat.” Plus, the sooner we finished this main course, the sooner we could start on the dessert I had been hankering for.

	The corners of Steve’s lips curled as if he could read my mind. “In a hurry?”

	My heart quickened. “Not necessarily.”

	Taking the can from me he tossed it into the sink as his mouth found purchase on my neck. “Good. ’Cause I thought I could make it up to you for last night.”

	He wouldn’t get any protest out of this dessert first fan.

	“Could you?” I pressed myself against the length of him, savoring his heat while I laced my fingers behind his neck. “What’d you have in mind?”

	“Some of this.” Steve tipped my head back and gave me a long, deep kiss.

	“I could use some of that,” I said, my pulse racing when I came up for air.

	Reaching under my pullover sweater, he cupped my breast. “Probably a little of this too.”

	“Oh, I’ll need more than a little of that. In case you hadn’t noticed I have two of those.”

	Steve pulled off my sweater, his gaze washing over the bit of extra cleavage that the carefully constructed scraps of lace and underwire were giving me. “So you do. Seems that they are a bit constrained though.” Sliding his warm palms up my back, he unclasped my bra and I let it fall to the floor. “Better?”

	Oh, yeah.

	I glanced down at the bulge in his black jeans. “Perhaps I could return the favor since things appear to be a little tight down there.”

	Without waiting for an invitation, I unbuttoned his jeans and thoroughly enjoyed teasing him as I took my time with his zipper.

	Steve seized my hand. “Okay, playtime’s over.” He twisted behind me to turn the heat down under the soup and then led me toward the bed that waited for us at the end of the hall.

	That’s when I heard my cell phone ringing and I hit the brakes.

	Steve muttered an expletive. “You can’t be serious.”

	“Could be work.” I fished out my phone from my tote hanging on the coat rack and looked down at my grandmother’s caller ID.

	“Hi, Gram,” I said, smiling apologetically at Steve who was already tapping his wrist like it was time for me to wrap up this call.

	“I saw your car in Stevie’s driveway.”

	I covered myself as if that weren’t all she could see. “Yeah, I came over for lunch.”

	“Oh, I don’t want to bother you if you’re eating. Why don’t you come over when you’re done?”

	“Is everything okay?”

	She hemmed and hawed. “It’s nothing urgent. We can chat when I see you.”

	“Well?” Steve asked after I disconnected. “What’d she say?”

	“She wants to talk to me about something.” Something that might not be urgent, but it definitely wasn’t okay. “I’ll go over after—”

	“We’ll go over after lunch.” Steve slipped his arm around my bare shoulder and steered me back into the kitchen, where he handed me my bra and sweater. “To be continued.”

	“Tonight?”

	“Still have that mocha almond goo you call ice cream?”

	“Yep.”

	He planted a sweet kiss on my forehead. “Then, it’s a date.”

	∗ ∗ ∗

	Fifteen minutes and two bowls of chicken noodle soup later, Steve and I sat with my grandmother at her kitchen table.

	“So? What gives?” I asked.

	Gram sighed. “I’ve gotten us into a bit of a situation.”

	Uh-oh. “What kind of situation?”

	“Moyra from next door was over here earlier in tears. Her brother just passed away, so she was heading to the airport and needed to find someone who could housesit for a few days.”

	My jaw dropped. “You didn’t.”

	“She was really broken up about it,” Gram added, her fingers entwined as if in prayer. “I just wanted her to leave with the assurance that Buster was in good hands.”

	Buster was a big German shepherd who barked at everyone but Moyra. I doubted he’d want to get anywhere near my hands, unless it was to clamp his jaws around them.

	I looked across the table at Steve. “Would you be able to help part of the time?”

	He shook his head. “Sorry. Not likely with my current schedule.”

	I glowered at my grandmother. “Then I’d say that you only dragged me into this situation.”

	“Oh. Gosh, I really didn’t think you’d mind,” Gram said, shrinking in her chair. “Plus, I thought you could use the money. Weren’t you telling me Sunday that you wouldn’t be buying any more furniture until your next paycheck? So, win-win, right?”

	I hung my head. “I’m never telling you anything again.”

	She slid a house key in front of me. “Buster is fine in the backyard kennel during the day, but it’s a bit too cold for his arthritis in the evenings so he sleeps inside. Moyra said that he has his own dog bed.”

	It had better not be anywhere near where I was going to be sleeping.

	“How many days of this winning situation did you sign me up for?” I asked Gram.

	“Moyra mentioned that the service will take place over the weekend, so she’ll probably come home Monday. Maybe Tuesday.”

	A week of Buster barking at the intruder in his house. Swell. I made a mental note to pack some ear plugs.

	Gram patted my hand. “You’re a good girl to do this.”

	“I was volunteered.”

	“Details.” She brightened. “So, when you come over later, want to have supper?”

	“Fried chicken and mashed potatoes?”

	“If that’s what you want.”

	She said it like some fat-laden poultry and buttery carbs would make me feel better. Maybe it would, but not better enough to make up for the mess she’d gotten me into.

	I hooked Moyra’s house key onto my key ring, kissed Gram on the cheek, and then headed for the door. “I have to get back to work.”

	“Me, too,” Steve said, hot on my heels.

	Stepping onto the porch, I waited for him to shut the door. “You and I made a date for tonight.”

	He leaned over and kissed me. “We’ll work something out. I’ll call you later.”

	I sighed. That didn’t sound nearly as fun as mocha almond goo in my bed.

	“See you later, Chow Mein.” He shot me a lopsided grin. “And welcome back to the neighborhood.”

	“Yeah.”

	Three days gone and I was already back. So much for the old saying, you can’t go home again.



	



	 

	Chapter Nine

	 

	I DIDN’T NEED my day to get any worse by showing up at the courthouse without having mailed Patsy’s certified letter, so I stopped at the post office, where I spent the next five minutes trying to place the man in line ahead of me.

	He was several inches taller than me with a slender frame and had a windswept shock of graying brown hair that hung past the collar of his leather bomber jacket.

	Had we met years earlier? Maybe before the gray in his hair started making an appearance? Some memory from my childhood told me yes, prodding me to say hello, but I sensed he was avoiding eye contact, and I kept my mouth shut.

	Just when I gave up on the notion of exchanging social pleasantries with him, the lady at the front of the line inquired after his mother.

	His reply was terse and clinical, preceded by an awkward pause as if he needed the time to choose the right words to precisely describe her condition.

	I didn’t recognize his voice, and it didn’t have a particularly bassy quality, so I chalked the guy up as one of the thousand residents in town that I had probably served a burger and didn’t give him another thought. That was, until I was about to walk out the door behind him and my buddy Donna Littlefield hooked her arm in mine, diverting me to a wall of post office boxes.

	“Did you see who that was?” my favorite cosmetologist asked, her sapphire eyes sharp with interest as she watched him leave.

	“I saw him. Who is he?”

	“Roman Rutherford.”

	No wonder I couldn’t place him. I hadn’t seen Roman Rutherford since he was a geeky twenty-year-old sitting alone at his usual corner booth at Duke’s. “What’s he doing home?”

	A tiny frown line cracked the creamy skin between Donna’s perfectly arched brows. “He lives here. Didn’t you know?”

	“I thought he was a big deal video game developer in Seattle.”

	“He was. He and a partner had a huge hit with that one game Roman designed, but Irene thinks that everything got too big for his comfort level. At least that’s the impression she gave me, like he had to deal with too many people, so he announced his retirement and they sold the business for millions several years back.”

	“Wow.” I had no idea Roman had done so well.

	“I know! Retired at forty—can you imagine?”

	“No.” Especially since it had taken me most of this year to crawl out of debt.

	“Then he came home and spent a small fortune to build his mom her dream house. She used to show me pictures when she’d come in to get her hair done. Gorgeous place with lots of space, which is a good thing since Roman had to bring in a caregiver when Irene broke her hip.”

	“And she has Alzheimer’s, right?”

	Donna nodded, her blond hair spilling over her shoulder. “Early stages so she tends to get confused.”

	I wondered if she’d remember last Friday’s visit from Emmy Lee.

	“Roman used to drive her to the shop for her weekly appointment.” Donna sighed. “Wouldn’t come in though, darn it. His mother said the smell bothered him.”

	“Maybe it did.” Or he didn’t want to subject himself to the gossipy chatter of Donna’s beauty salon.

	“I think the man of my dreams was just playing hard to get.”

	“Since when are you into forty-five-year-old geeky boys?”

	“He’s single and he’s worth millions. Plus, he’s good to his mother. This geeky boy will do nicely.”

	Something Donna had said a minute ago niggled at me. “You mentioned that it was a good thing there was so much space at the house. Is Roman living there too?”

	She planted a hand on her hip. “Just because he’s over forty and lives with his mother doesn’t mean he’s not a good catch.”

	True. But it might mean that he was one of the last people to see Emmy Lee Barstow alive.

	∗ ∗ ∗

	I slid behind the wheel of my car and was just about to look up Roman Rutherford’s address on my smart phone when I spotted him heading south in a shiny black Porsche.

	“Are you heading home?” I cranked the engine so that I could find out.

	I held back several car lengths and then lost him when he sped through the yellow light at one of the two traffic signals in town. Fortunately, I regained sight of the Porsche just before it took the right onto 42nd Street.

	Gaining elevation as we climbed the bluff, I followed him as we snaked past stately homes nestled into the hillside overlooking Merritt Bay until Roman turned into the high rent district of Conifer Ridge Estates.

	When I was a kid riding my bike up here, this area had consisted of forest land filled with thick evergreens, tall grass, and miles of deer trails to explore. Now the trees that had dominated the eastern side of the ridge were all but gone, supplanted by the landscaped thicket of multi-million-dollar view homes I was driving past.

	Roman braked and appeared to be waiting for something at the end of the road. As I closed in behind him, the reason became apparent: a metal gate spanning the private entrance.

	Correction—since he was out of his car and glaring in my direction, that something he was waiting for was me.

	I parked and climbed out to do some quick explaining. “Hi! You might not remember me.”

	With a hard stare he stood next to the Porsche, and scanned me from head to foot like he was searching his index.

	“My name’s Charmaine Digby and—”

	“You were at the post office.” Roman stepped toward me, shifting his gaze to my chest.

	I had my coat buttoned up so it wasn’t like there was much to see of the girls, unlike an hour earlier at Steve’s house. “Yes, and I realized after you left that—”

	“What do you want?”

	Since he hadn’t given me an opportunity to finish a sentence, I flashed my badge to let it do the talking for me. “I’d like to ask you and your housekeeper some questions about a visitor you had last Friday. Your mother too.”

	His mouth quirked with displeasure a split second before he gave me a curt nod. “Please, continue to follow me.”

	Then for the first time this afternoon, he held my gaze, seemingly waiting. I suspected it was to see if I got his little joke.

	I got the playful jab he’d taken at my cloak and dagger skills loud and clear, but I also got the sense that Donna’s favorite geeky boy was wired quite differently from most people I knew, and that might make his body language challenging to read.

	I followed the Porsche down a long driveway edged by a low brick fence that wrapped around the landscaped front yard. While Roman pulled into a three-car garage, I parked between an old Chevy pickup and a Volkswagen Passat. I assumed the owner of the truck was the guy in a hooded rain slicker pruning one of the ornamental shrubs bordering a brick window box. He gave me a friendly nod as I passed, a heartbeat before an unsmiling, pretty brunette close to my age swung open the door.

	Clearly, the inside help took their lead from the boss.

	Tall and trim with guarded dark eyes, she looked at me with the same lack of regard Duke reserved for salesmen making cold calls. “May I help you?”

	I heard an accent, Scandinavian maybe.

	“I’m Charmaine Digby with the county coroner’s office. Roman…” I stopped myself in case they weren’t on a first name basis, “Mr. Rutherford is expecting me.”

	Roman stepped up behind her. “It’s okay, Juliette.” He glanced my way. “Come in.”

	I followed him into an elegant living room with a large picture window opposite a green damask print sofa on which he took a seat.

	Sinking into the soft cushion of the oversized chair next to him, I pulled out my notebook and a pen.

	“Would you care for anything?” Juliette asked from the entryway. “Coffee? Tea?”

	The only thing I wanted from her was information. “No, nothing, but if you were working last Friday, I wonder if you could join us.”

	She blinked. “I don’t…”

	Were we having a language barrier? Until now her English had been flawless. “Aren’t you the housekeeper?”

	With a cool smile on her pink glossy lips, she sat at the other end of the sofa. “I am Roman’s fiancée.”

	Oops. “Sorry, someone mentioned speaking to a housekeeper, so—”

	“Personal assistant,” Roman interjected, turning his attention to her well-endowed chest.

	Juliette’s smile vanished. “I know. You like to be…what is the word…precise, so let us say former personal assistant.”

	Okay, now everyone knew who everyone was, including the man I had thought was in charge here.

	Sitting very erect, she folded her hands in her lap. “You said you are with the coroner’s office?”

	“Yes, I assume you’re the one who spoke with Vernon Barstow?”

	She nodded. “Poor man. Did his wife come home?”

	She didn’t know. “Mrs. Barstow was found dead the next morning.”

	Sucking in a gulp of air, Juliette covered her mouth with her hands. Interestingly, her eyes were fixed on me instead of Roman.

	My first reaction would have been to turn to the man I planned to share the rest of my life with and ask if he had already heard this horrible news. And if he had, why was I finding out about Emmy Lee Barstow’s death from a stranger?

	“That’s why I’m here. We’re putting together a timeline of Mrs. Barstow’s activities last Friday.” Okay, that we was stretching the truth, but I wanted to know if anyone here could help fill in the gap between Emmy Lee’s departure and her arrival at the Crooked Lake Resort.

	Roman bounded up from his seat. “I was in my office. I never saw her.”

	He sounded almost petulant, like a teenager impatient to get back to his video game, which given what I knew about the game designer might not be far from the mark.

	Juliette patted the cushion between them, and Roman sat down, his expression blank as he stared at his feet.

	Whoa. This couple had an interesting dynamic.

	“How can we help?” she calmly asked as if the awkwardness I had just witnessed had never occurred.

	I sat at the edge of my seat to get a better view of her face. “Were you here when Mrs. Barstow arrived?”

	“I let her in.”

	“And what time was that?”

	“Close to two.”

	“How did she seem?”

	Juliette knitted her brow like she didn’t understand the question. Given her ease with conversational English, that struck me as unlikely, but I thought I should offer some clarification just in case. “Happy to be here? Not-so-happy, like something was bothering her?”

	“Oh. She was smiling. Very…” She slanted her gaze toward Roman. “What do you call Emmy Lee?”

	“Perky,” he stated, his body language anything but.

	Juliette nodded. “That’s it. She was perky.”

	As I would have expected to hear Emmy Lee described if I hadn’t known the fate in store for her. “What happened after Mrs. Barstow arrived?”

	“She delivered a small package to Roman’s mother, and they visited for a while in her room. Then she left around two-thirty.”

	“Closer to three,” Roman said.

	Juliette’s eyes widened, her lips parting before any sound came out. “I’m sure I—”

	“No.” His tone sharpened, making him sound like that petulant teenager again. “I heard her car leave around three, right after those announcements you ordered from that print shop arrived.”

	A tiny tug at the corner of Juliette’s mouth kept pulling at her calm demeanor like it was a loose thread. “Excuse me, I must have lost track of time.”

	He folded his arms. “Obviously.”

	She glanced his way. More tugs. More fraying.

	I saw lots of counseling in their future.

	But their relationship issues weren’t my concern. I was more interested in the timing of that delivery. Maybe the driver could have seen Emmy Lee on the road. “Which print shop did you use?”

	Biting her lip, Juliette shrugged. “One in town.”

	There was only one—Tuttle’s. I made a note to find out who had delivered those announcements.

	“Back to when Mrs. Barstow was in the house – Juliette, what were you doing during that time?”

	“Wedding planning. Roman knows I’m good with details.”

	He huffed like a pressure cooker venting steam.

	“So he is leaving that up to me,” she added as if to remind him that this was what he had once wanted.

	Maybe, but she seemed increasingly twitchy, like she was having trouble holding it together, and that made it difficult to get a good emotional read on her.

	I wanted to kick myself for not interviewing them separately.

	“So Mrs. Barstow left around three. Did you actually see her leave, Juliette?”

	“I saw her to the door.”

	“Was she alone when she left?”

	Looking down at her feet, Juliette solemnly nodded.

	“Did she say where she was going from here?”

	“Nei, not to me, but perhaps she said something to Roman’s mother.” She shifted her gaze to me, as good as sending a smoke signal that she wanted this interview to be over.

	Not so fast. “What’s your last name, Juliette?” I planted a polite smile on my lips. “It’s for my report.”

	“Johansen.”

	“And your current address is…”

	“Here.”

	How cozy. I wondered if she was still on salary. I couldn’t think of a non-bitchy way to ask, so instead I focused on the upcoming marriage that Donna wouldn’t be happy to hear about. “Did you set the date yet?”

	She brightened. “Valentine’s Day. It is supposed to be romantic, yes?”

	I noticed Roman was staring at his beloved’s rack again. “That’s less than two weeks away.”

	“We wanted it to be as soon as possible,” she said, reaching toward him.

	He stiffened as if that were supposed to be his cue. “She’s pregnant.”


 

	Chapter Ten

	 

	“ARE YOU SURE you wouldn’t like some tea, dear?” Irene Rutherford smiled sweetly at me from across the little table in her bedroom.

	“No, thank you. I’m fine.” I placed my notebook on the table to help clue her in that this wasn’t a social call.

	“Birgit would be happy to pour another cup.” Irene beamed at her caregiver.

	The sturdy woman with the blunt silver shag draped a throw blanket over Irene’s lap and then turned to me. “It would be no trouble, miss.”

	I detected another Scandinavian accent. “Really. I’m good.” And didn’t need to take the chance of sloshing anything over my notes.

	Birgit gave Irene an affectionate pat on the shoulder and started to step away.

	“Actually, do you mind staying?” With Irene’s memory issues, I figured she might need some assistance filling in the blanks.

	“It is not a problem,” Birgit said, sitting six feet away at the edge of the neatly made double bed.

	Before I was allowed to step into Irene’s room, Juliette and Roman had made it clear that they didn’t want his mother upset.

	Actually, Juliette was the one who had done the talking. Roman nodded and curtly repeated what she had said, but the message had been quite clear: Ask your questions carefully and don’t expect much in return.

	“It’s very nice to see you today,” I said to Irene. “I understand you had a visitor on Friday, a mutual friend of ours—Emmy Lee Barstow.”

	Irene nodded. “Oh, yes. Such a lovely girl.”

	“Do you remember her staying and chatting for a while?”

	“We had tea and cookies.” She picked up one of the two oatmeal cookies from the dish in front of her. “Delicious. Birgit makes them,” she said, pushing the dish toward me. “Want one?”

	“No, thanks.” I wasn’t about to deny this nice old lady one of her cookies. “Do you remember if Emmy Lee mentioned where she planned to go after she left here?”

	Irene turned to Birgit. “Did she say something about shopping?”

	The caregiver got up from the bed. “Nei, my dear, that was me.” She eased closer to me. “I said I needed to go grocery shopping.”

	“Did you happen to see when Emmy Lee left the house?”

	Birgit shook her head. “I may have been in the kitchen then.”

	“Was there anyone else here at the time? Maybe the person belonging to the Volkswagen in the driveway.”

	“Nei, that is my car.”

	Then that was that. “Birgit, may I have your last name for our records?”

	“Of course. It is Granquist.”

	“And you live here?”

	“Ja.”

	Her accent was so similar to the younger Scandinavian in the house that I had to ask. “Are you any relation to Juliette?”

	Her lips curled, her weathered cheeks plumping. “She is my niece.”

	Really. “And you’re both from…”

	“Norway, but I’m an American citizen now,” she said proudly.

	“How is it that you both got jobs here?”

	She sighed. “Long, complicated story that does not make my sister happy. Last year, Juliette came to this country to work, but the man… It was not good. She called me from the New York airport not knowing what to do. Mr. Roman was kind enough to allow her to stay here, even gave her a job.”

	That didn’t sound like the Roman who had barely been tolerating my presence the last half hour. It also seemed like Birgit was doing a little too much explaining, but up until now the woman hadn’t said or done anything to set off a ping on my liedar.

	“They…how do you say it? Hit it off.” She smiled contentedly.

	Yeah, it looked like a real love match. “And now they’re getting married.”

	“Who’s getting married?” Irene asked me, her slender hand shaking slightly as she set down her teacup.

	“Roman’s marrying Juliette.”

	“No, he’s not.”

	I figured this was just one of the many things that had escaped Irene’s failing memory bank.

	“My Roman is…special and will probably never marry. He has…uh…what’s it called? High functioning…” Knitting her wrinkled brow, she fell into silence and grabbed the other cookie.

	She might not be able to recall the word for his special condition, but I’d heard enough. Everything I’d observed in Roman now made perfect sense.

	Birgit hovered over the table. “More tea?”

	Irene shook her head. “What were we talking about?”

	“Roman getting married,” I said.

	“Oh, yes.” She nibbled on her cookie. “That’s not something my boy would do. Don’t get me wrong, he likes girls.”

	So I’d noticed.

	“He just doesn’t want anyone to touch him.”

	This was going to be a very complicated marriage.

	∗ ∗ ∗

	I had almost an hour to kill before my meeting with Dr. Osborne, so I decided to stop in at Tuttle’s Printing since it would be on the way. This also gave me an opportunity to do a drive-by of Tolliver’s Funeral Home, the mortuary that contracted with the county to double as the local morgue.

	Turning on 9th Street, I spotted Dr. Zuniga’s white canopied truck in the parking lot. Despite the fact that I had the heat cranked up in the car, my skin crawled with gooseflesh.

	Emmy Lee Barstow’s autopsy was underway.

	I parked in front of the print shop two doors down, and buttoned my coat all the way up to my neck before I headed inside. I needed the warmth, but I also wanted maximum coverage before facing Parker Tuttle for the second day in a row.

	With the knowledge of what was happening up the street, I had no stomach for the oily smile Parker aimed at me the instant I came through the door. Unfortunately, I didn’t see Katelyn, so it appeared that he was the only Tuttle family member I had to choose from this afternoon.

	He leaned on the counter. “Couldn’t stay away, huh?”

	I forced a smile.

	“I like that in a woman.”

	Gag.

	I saw someone step in from a back room and prayed it was Katelyn.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg





