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        “Give, and it will be given to you.

        A good measure,

        pressed down, shaken together

        and running over,

        will be poured into your lap.

        For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”

        Luke 6:38 (NIV)

      

      

      

      
        
        “There is nothing on this earth more to be

        prized than true friendship.”

        Thomas Aquinas
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      Abuela—grandmother

      Boppli-baby

      Bruder—brother

      Dat—dad

      Danki—thank you

      Englischer—non-Amish person

      Fraa—wife

      Freinden—friends

      Gotte—God

      Grandkinner—grandchildren

      Grossdaddi—grandfather

      Gude mariye—good morning

      Gut—good

      Kapp—prayer covering

      Kind—child

      Mamm—mom

      Narrisch—crazy

      Nein—no

      Onkel—uncle

      Ordnung—unwritten rules of the community (literally “orders”)

      Schweschder—sister

      Ya—yes

      Youngie—young adult or teenager
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      August, 20__

      Hunt, Texas

      

      Agatha Lapp changed buses three times travelling from Shipshewana, Indiana to central Texas. Once she arrived in San Antonio, she hired a taxi, and finally was picked up by the bishop in the small community of Hunt.

      “Long trip.” Jonas Schrock was younger than most bishops she’d known, though his beard was peppered with gray.

      She guessed they were close to the same age—she’d turned fifty-five six weeks earlier.

      It felt relaxing to be in a buggy again. Jonas’s horse seemed to appreciate the cloudless summer day, and the sound of its hooves against the pavement soothed her frazzled nerves.

      “I’m definitely not in Indiana anymore.” She’d come down to Texas the previous spring. Of course, she had. Her youngest bruder had died, tragically, along with his wife of just two years. They hadn’t had children yet. She supposed there was mercy in that, although she would have happily taken on the responsibility of raising a niece or nephew, same as she was now taking on the business Samuel had left behind.

      “Texas takes a bit of getting used to.” Jonas glanced out over the buggy horse, waved to the right and left. “But it’s gut land, and with the river…”

      “What’s the name of it…something with a G?”

      “Guadalupe. The river’s so close to town, it runs directly behind many of our properties, including Samuel’s. It was a gut place for us to settle.”

      Agatha tried to see the beauty Jonas was describing, but the temperature had to be over a hundred and there was no breeze to speak of.

      “It’s hot,” she finally admitted.

      “Ya. That it is. Must have been pleasant when you left Indiana.”

      “Seventy-five.” She didn’t sigh. Agatha couldn’t abide people who sighed dramatically. The weather was what it was. What Gotte had created it to be. She would learn to live with the Texas heat.

      “I wanted to thank you, again, for seeing after their place until I could move. I had…some things to take care of.” It was unusual for an Amish woman, even a widowed one, to move away on her own. She didn’t intend to go into that now, though. If Jonas was worried, he’d speak with her bishop back in Shipshe, and Atlee had understood her decision and given his blessing.

      “It was no bother, and I’m sure you’d do the same. My son took your buggy horse over to your place earlier today.”

      “A mare?”

      “Ya. Her name is Doc.”

      “My bruder named a mare Doc?”

      Jonas’s laugh was rich and deep. “Samuel loved Dr. Pepper.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “It’s a type of soft drink—originated here in Texas. Samuel drank it fairly often. When he and Deborah moved here, he made her a deal. She could name the children, and he’d name the horses and dogs.”

      A lump formed in her throat. She had to swallow around it to say, “He never told me that.”

      “He named the horse Dr. Pepper, which Deborah argued was much too long.”

      “And they shortened it to Doc.”

      “We made sure the barn is cleaned out and you have supplies.”

      “Danki.”

      “The property though…it’s going to need some cleaning up. I’d be happy to schedule a work day.”

      Agatha waved away that idea. She didn’t mind hard work. Wasn’t that why she’d come down here? Knitting and quilting were good and fine, but she needed a purpose. She needed something that would wear her out and make her sleep well at night. She needed…well, she supposed she needed to be needed, even if it was only to strangers looking for a place to stay. Running Samuel’s bed and breakfast would provide all those things.

      “The community is doing well?”

      “Ya. Seems like we add a new family every month, and the Englischers—they realize we’re bringing in more tourist dollars so they’re accommodating.”

      Agatha pulled a handkerchief from her purse and swiped at the sweat running down her face. “How long does this heat last?”

      “Three, maybe four months.” He laughed when he said it. “Some years a little longer. We were fortunate in that we had a fairly cool May, but fall comes late here and doesn’t stick around long.”

      “Surely we don’t get snow this far south.”

      “Nein. Not usually, but the temperatures can drop to freezing in the winter and it can be damp.”

      Anything below triple digits sounded heavenly to her.

      They’d passed through the center of town and popped out the other side. The surrounding hills rose gently on all sides, and the trees were magnificent. She could see why people would want to vacation here.

      “Your place is just ahead on the left.”

      She craned her neck. Though she’d seen it before, had even stayed there during the funeral, she wondered if she’d perhaps imagined how pretty it was. But now, here was the lane and the long, low ranch house with a porch on three sides. It stretched invitingly across the front of the house which faced west, wrapped around to the north so that it faced her neighbor there, and then continued across the back. Yes, it was as pretty as she remembered, though as Jonas had warned it was in need of some tender, loving care.

      The grass was knee high, and the place looked deserted—which it was. The sign which read Amish B&B was hanging by one chain. She’d need to fix that straight away.

      Jonas pulled the buggy to a stop near the steps that led the way to the front porch. As he removed her luggage—two small bags because all she’d brought was her clothing—she stepped closer to the house and ran a hand along the peeling paint of the porch railing.

      “Place needs work.” Jonas used the toe of his shoe to right a pot holding a dead plant. “Samuel and Deborah were gut people, hard workers, too, but they seemed somewhat at a loss regarding how to run a business.”

      Agatha walked to the corner of the house, then stepped away from it a bit so she could see the yard gently sloping down to the river. It was peaceful and quite gorgeous—like something out of a dream. “Samuel was the youngest in our family. We spoiled him a bit. He was more likely to have his line in the water than he was to finish plowing a field.”

      “He loved to fish,” Jonas agreed.

      “As for Deborah…well, she was ten years younger and inexperienced in the workings of the world. Or she seemed that way to me.”

      Jonas nodded, adding, “Their life was complete.”

      “Indeed.”

      It was the Amish way to accept death and even to celebrate it in light of eternity. And yet, it was hard when the person who died was a member of your own family. She shook away her morose thoughts. The best way to honor Samuel’s life, and Deborah’s, was by making their business successful.

      “Would you like me to go inside with you? The ladies put clean linens on the bed and brought over a little food. There’s fresh milk and eggs, some bread, and basic staples.”

      “I appreciate the offer very much, but I suspect that you have things to do at home. I know the life of a bishop is a busy one.”

      He didn’t argue. Instead, he reached out a hand and placed it ever-so-gently on the top of her kapp. “Heavenly Father, bless this child of Yours as she goes about her work—give her strength of body, mind, and spirit. Guide and direct her, and fill her with the peace that You so freely share.”

      For reasons Agatha didn’t want to examine, the blessing brought tears to her eyes. As the bishop drove away, her mind filled with the dozens of things she needed to do—check on the mare, put away her clothes, fix herself something to eat, mow the grass. But she didn’t do any of those things. Instead, she walked around the porch, still covered in leaves from last fall. A dilapidated swing looked as if it would collapse if she sat on it. Two rockers near the front window didn’t look much better.

      She continued around the side of the house and sat down on the steps, looking east toward the river. Her neighbor drove his pickup truck down the lane that separated their property and into his carport. Situated on the south side of the house, the covered parking area consisted of enough space for two vehicles and a back wall that looked as if it held a closet of sorts. The entire structure was attached to the house by a short, covered walk. As he exited his pickup, Agatha saw that he was Hispanic and looked to be sixty. He glanced her way but didn’t seem surprised to see her there.

      Or maybe he didn’t see her.

      He didn’t raise a hand or call out. Instead, he pulled a single bag of groceries from the back seat and trudged into his house. Trudge was the only word for it. He looked as if he was carrying a dreadful weight on his shoulders.

      A yellow cat poked its head out from under the porch and hissed at her.

      “If you want scraps from me, you’re going to have to behave better than that.”

      Instead of answering, the cat walked to a patch of sunlight, sat, and commenced cleaning itself.

      Agatha sometimes had trouble believing she was fifty-five years old. She’d lost her husband ten years ago, and her children had long since married and moved away. It seemed as if the last thirty years of her life had passed in a blink. Now she was starting over in a new community doing something she’d never done before. She understood hard work, and she was fully aware that making a success from Samuel’s dream wasn’t going to be easy. In truth, she knew nothing about running a bed-and-breakfast.

      But she knew about cleaning and feeding people and needing a place to slow down and reconnect with God. She knew all about those things.

      A fish slapped the water.

      Sunlight pierced the pecan trees.

      A gentle breeze cooled the sweat on her brow.

      “This could be a gut place.”

      The cat didn’t argue.
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      Ten months later

      

      Agatha paused a moment on the steps of her back porch. She carried fresh bed linens and towels for Cabin 3 which she shifted to her left arm, touched her kapp to be sure it was in place, and tugged on her apron. She should be in a hurry, as the sun was slanting toward the horizon and tonight her B&B was again filled to capacity.

      But she wasn’t in a hurry.

      A chicken casserole warmed in the oven, and fresh baked bread sat cooling on the kitchen counter.

      The June day would be a long one, so she’d pushed dinner to 6:30.

      And what was the point of living in the beautiful Texas Hill Country if she didn’t pause a moment to enjoy it?

      Her bruder and schweschder-in-law had both been terrible business owners, but they had an eye for the perfect piece of property and that was exactly what they’d bought. The south fork of the Guadalupe River curved along the property’s eastern edge, sunlight glinting off its crystal-clear water. Rugged limestone hills surrounded them in all directions.

      The home itself was two stories with a master suite downstairs that Agatha used for her own living space and office. Upstairs were four additional large rooms, each with its own private bath. She’d added three cabins along the path that ran down to the river.

      The weather was warm but pleasant, and her guests seemed to be enjoying their time at her Plain & Simple B&B.

      Agatha’s friend Rebecca had rolled her eyes at that when she’d read it at the bottom of her brochure. “Seriously? That’s the biggest cliché about the Amish—that we are plain…”

      “And we’re simple.”

      “Ya. So says every romance book and tourist brochure.”

      “But I’m running a B&B, which needs to appeal to tourists—Englisch and Amish. So it helps to have a name that, you know, indicates what we are.”

      “The horse and buggy on the sign doesn’t hurt.”

      “Danki.”

      Though she’d taken over the B&B less than a year ago, her customer base was rapidly growing. This second week in June was a good one. She was booked solid until August.

      Mason and Paxton Cox stood fly fishing in the middle of the river.

      The Willis family were enjoying themselves upriver from the fishermen, spread out on the gently sloping bank. Brooklyn was fiddling with her camera—she was always fiddling with the camera. Agatha had noticed that Englischers took a lot of pictures of their children. Perhaps it was a way to capture the baby’s moments in her heart. Baby Hudson and Stuart were asleep on a blanket with an umbrella propped up to protect them from the sun. As she watched, Brooklyn raised the camera and began snapping away.

      Jasmine and Xavier Cooper were sitting in rocking chairs near the fire pit, staring at their phones.

      That rounded out her Englisch guests, except for Mr. Dixon. She couldn’t remember if he’d shared his plans for the day. The man was quiet, bordering on taciturn. No matter—to each his own was Agatha’s motto.

      But where were her Amish guests? She stepped off the porch and started down the path, which was when she spied the Beilers and Glicks, checking out the tennis courts—soon to be shuffleboard courts. And there were the Fishers, sitting in the gazebo and laughing about something. Ella and James had about the sunniest dispositions Agatha had ever encountered. Those two might be in their eighties, but they certainly embraced life.

      Agatha hurried down the path carrying the towering pile of fresh linens. Fonzi lay in the sun, curled like the letter U. She’d inherited the yellow cat with the B&B.

      Cabin 1, where the Fishers were staying, was in good shape. Ella Fisher had even made the bed and hung up the towels, indicating that she didn’t expect clean linens. Agatha wrote a thank you and smiley face on the white board near the door.

      Cabin 2 was a different story. The Cox brothers were staying there, no doubt because they could spread out. There were two full sized beds, a small kitchen with a table for four, and a nice-sized sitting area. It was one of Agatha’s favorite cabins because she could imagine it being a little house for someone. Only, at the moment, it was housing more fishing gear than the local sports store.

      Fishing vests, waders, tackle boxes, and poles covered every available surface. The kitchen table was staging what looked like a fly-tying competition. As for the cooking area, it didn’t appear to have been touched. Mason and Paxton were getting by on granola bars and the two meals a day she provided. She walked over to the refrigerator, opened the freezer, and was a bit surprised to see no fish there—none in the refrigerator portion either.

      They obviously hadn’t cooked any, as the dishes hadn’t been used and the stove was still immaculate. Those boys had been fishing for the better part of two days. Had they caught nothing? She’d have to ask them. If they weren’t having any luck, she’d ask Charlie Knox to stop by. Charlie knew all the fishing tips for their area, and he didn’t mind dispensing a few of them in exchange for one of Agatha’s fresh pies.

      Her business depended on repeat customers. The last thing she wanted was for two avid fishermen to go home empty-handed.

      She quickly changed the bed linens, dropping the dirty sheets and towels onto the front porch of the cabin to pick up on her way back to the main house.

      One more cabin to service and she could turn her attentions to putting the finishing touches on dinner.

      Cabin 3 sat a little farther down the path and around the bend. Perhaps that’s why Mr. Dixon had chosen it. He seemed to value his privacy. Agatha stepped onto the porch but paused outside the front door. She clearly stated that the rooms would be serviced in the afternoon between three and five, but there was always the possibility that Mr. Dixon had decided to take a late afternoon nap.

      Nothing worse than walking in on a guest who was fast asleep, snoring with his mouth wide open and his glasses askew. She’d learned that lesson the first week she’d reopened the B&B.

      Knocking firmly on the door, she called out, “Anyone home? Agatha Lapp here.”

      No answer.

      Well, she hadn’t thought there would be.

      It was a beautiful June afternoon. Why would anyone be inside?

      She tried the door on the off chance it had been left unlocked.

      Definitely locked, and the curtains were drawn tight as well. Agatha called out one more time, then reached into the pocket of her apron and fetched her master key. Slipping it into the lock, she pushed the door open with what she hoped was a friendly, “Anyone home? Just here to change the…”

      She never did finish that sentence.

      Her mind reeled, trying to make sense of the scene before her.

      Mr. Dixon’s suitcase had been flung open and clothes tossed around the room. The breakfast tray she’d left on the porch earlier that morning sat on the nightstand by the bed, though the mug had been knocked over and lay shattered on the floor. The bedding had been dragged toward the open back door. She glanced around as if Mr. Dixon might pop out from the broom closet.

      But there was no sign of the man.

      No indication of what had happened.

      She stepped toward the back door and peered outside, which was when her knees began to shake. She reached for the doorframe with one hand as her other fluttered to her chest and pressed against it to slow the hammering of her heart.

      She simply couldn’t make the details of what she was seeing fit together into a cohesive picture—Russell Dixon lying face down at the edge of the clearing, one hand trapped beneath him and the other reaching over his head. The unnatural position confirmed what her mind couldn’t accept.

      Mr. Dixon wouldn’t be caring if she changed his linens because Mr. Dixon was literally dead to the world.
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      Agatha dropped the linens and rushed down the steps. Kneeling beside Mr. Dixon, she reached for his wrist to check for a pulse.

      But he had no pulse, and his fingers were cold. Cold and stiff.

      She dropped his hand, jumped up, and stumbled backwards.

      A small cry escaped her lips.

      Her heart raced as if someone were chasing her. Blood rushed through her veins, hammering like ocean waves in her ears. She stumbled around the side of the cabin and skidded to an abrupt stop.

      Standing in the warmth of the afternoon sun, she closed her eyes and tried to calm her racing heart.

      Had she imagined it?

      Perhaps Dixon was simply passed out.

      No—she remembered how his skin had felt beneath her fingertips. Her right arm began to tremble as she frantically looked up toward the house. She’d have to pass all of her guests to reach her office phone. What if she was mistaken? She’d have frightened everyone and ruined their vacation—for nothing.

      Going to her left wouldn’t be any better. She’d have to cross the entire property, and there wouldn’t be anyone home anyway. The neighbor that direction was some business man out of San Antonio. He rarely stayed on the property.

      Which left the neighbor on her right.

      The last thing she wanted to do was flee to Mr. Vargas for help, but what choice did she have? She moved quickly and with a grim determination to somehow fix this.

      Ridiculous. You can’t fix a dead person outside Cabin 3.

      There was no fence between her property and that of Mr. Vargas, only a hedge of Texas sage. She pushed through it, snagging her kapp and apron, and then sprinted toward the back porch of the man’s house. He must have seen her coming because he opened the door before she’d made it up the steps.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Cabin 3. Mr. Dixon. I think…that is, I’m sure…I can’t believe it, but he’s dead.” Why was she out of breath? She hadn’t climbed a mountain. She’d run fifty yards, maybe less.

      “Sit down. Let me get you a glass of water.”

      “Nein. He’s…he’s dead, and I…I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

      Vargas was in his sixties, recently retired from what she’d heard, and suddenly alone after the death of his wife. His skin was brown like a well-seasoned saddle. He rarely smiled, but his eyes seemed kind though sad. At Agatha’s proclamation, he nodded as if what she said made sense, though she realized it probably didn’t. He ducked back inside, grabbed his phone, and then dashed toward Cabin 3.

      Agatha sat there, leaning forward so that her head hung between her knees. She’d never fainted, but she’d read the occasional romance novel which assured readers this was the way to slow the rush of blood to your head.

      When her pulse finally calmed, she sat up and looked around. She’d never been on her neighbor’s back porch; she’d taken him a peach pie once but that had been delivered to his front door. He’d accepted it quietly, thanked her, and firmly shut the door on her.

      Mr. Vargas wasn’t the neighborly type.

      So why had she run to him for help?

      Who else was she supposed to run to? It wasn’t like she knew what to do with a dead body.

      Had Russell Dixon actually been dead?

      How was that possible?

      She couldn’t answer any of those questions, so instead, she prayed. She prayed for Mr. Vargas, that he would know what to do and that no harm would come to him. She prayed for her guests, that they wouldn’t be alarmed by this strange turn of events. She prayed for herself that she’d have wisdom for whatever lay ahead; and finally, she prayed for the soul of Russell Dixon.

      She opened her eyes to see Mr. Vargas sprinting back across the yard. She jumped up and waited at the porch railing. “Is he…”

      One quick nod vanquished any hopes she’d been clinging to that she had been mistaken.

      “Mr. Vargas…”

      “Antonio. My name is Antonio. Most folks just call me Tony.”

      “And I’m Agatha. I met you before when I first moved in. I don’t know if you remember.”

      “You’re still shaking. It’s the adrenaline. Sit down, and I’ll get you a glass of water. Or maybe you’d like something stronger?”

      “Nein. I’m…I’m Amish.”

      He nodded, strode into the house, and returned with a glass of water, which he pushed into her hands.

      “Danki, but I need to get back to my guests.”

      “I asked everyone to move into the house and told them to wait there. I told them we’d explain everything soon.”

      “And Mr. Dixon?”

      “Dead. I called 9-1-1. The authorities will be here any minute.”

      “I appreciate your help. I don’t normally lose my head like that.”

      “Your first dead body?”

      “What? Yes, of course.”

      “Then it’s understandable.” He cupped his hand beneath her elbow and guided her back to a chair, then nodded toward the glass of water in her hands. “Drink. It’ll help.”

      She didn’t think she’d be able to stomach anything, not even the cup of water, but she drank the entire thing down in one long pull.

      “Better?”

      “Maybe…yes.” Agatha swiped at a strand of hair that had fallen out of her kapp. Was it only a few minutes ago that she’d stood on her back porch delighting in the beauty of the afternoon?

      One minute passed, then two. Tony didn’t rush her, and she gradually grew calmer.

      “I don’t know why I ran here. I’m sorry…”

      Antonio waved away her apology. “When adrenaline surges through your system, your body goes into fight-or-flight mode.”

      “I’m Amish…”

      “Yes, you mentioned that.”

      “So I have no experience with fighting.”

      “Hence the flight.”

      They waited in silence another few minutes and then the sound of sirens split the quiet of the afternoon. They both turned to stare at the cruisers barreling down the road with lights flashing.

      “Would you like me to go with you?”

      “Please.”

      Which was how she found herself walking toward the front of her home and a group of Englisch police officers with Tony Vargas at her side.
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      Tony shook hands with Lieutenant Bannister.

      “Detective.”

      “Lieutenant.”

      Agatha stared at him, then at the emergency personnel assembling on her lawn—two police cruisers, three officers plus the lieutenant, and an ambulance with two EMS workers. She still seemed to be in shock judging by the way she kept clutching her right arm to her side to stop its trembling. And her pupils remained dilated, a sure sign adrenaline continued to pump through her system.

      Tony cleared his throat and took charge, something he hadn’t done in over four years. “The deceased is at the back of the property. Follow the path to the last cabin, and you’ll find him ten yards from the back door.”

      Bannister’s hand went to the butt of his gun.

      “No sign of foul play.”

      “Heart attack?”

      Tony shrugged. He didn’t like making any assumptions this early in a case, not that a dead guest on his neighbor’s property made it his case.

      “Witnesses?”

      “I moved all the other guests inside and asked them to wait for further instructions. This is Agatha Lapp, the owner of the B&B.”

      “We’ll need to interview you in a few minutes.”

      Agatha nodded, though she didn’t offer to shake Bannister’s hand—whether that was because she was Amish or some other reason, Tony didn’t know.

      The EMS personnel were already moving toward the back of the house.

      Bannister addressed two of his officers. “Check the perimeter of the property, just to be sure.”

      He motioned for the person riding shotgun with him to step closer. The officer was probably in her thirties, physically fit, and Antonio was pretty sure that if he checked, he’d find she was still wet behind the ears. But she was wearing the department uniform, and she was a member of the lieutenant’s staff, so she must have earned the position.

      Bannister wasn’t yet fifty. He was close to six feet and looked as if he could drop and rip off a hundred push-ups. He’d spent some years in the military and retained habits learned there. His pants had a sharp crease down the middle, his hair was buzz cut, and he didn’t mince words. “Call dispatch. Ask them to send out…”

      He turned to Agatha. “How many guests do you have on the property today?”

      “Other than Mr. Dixon, there are twelve adults, a baby, and myself.”

      “And Mr. Dixon is the deceased?”

      Agatha nodded her head once, a quick jerky movement.

      “Tami, get me thirteen witness forms. Have Jolene bring them out stat.” Again addressing Agatha, he said, “You can go inside, Mrs. Lapp. We’ll be in soon, but for now please keep your guests inside the building. I don’t need people traipsing over a potential crime scene.”

      Agatha glanced at Tony, no doubt wondering at the lieutenant’s use of the phrase crime scene. A rookie mistake, though Bannister had plenty of experience. He’d been on the force nearly ten years. He’d made detective when Tony left and risen to lieutenant shortly after that.

      But calling the area a crime scene? That was unnecessary. There was no need to further frighten the person who’d found the deceased.

      “I can go inside with you,” Tony offered.

      Agatha pressed a hand to her throat. “Danki. I’d appreciate that.”

      They traipsed across her front yard and up the steps.

      Tony hadn’t been in the sprawling ranch home since it had been converted to a B&B. He was surprised at how much better it looked than when the Beans had owned it. Flowers overflowed brightly colored pots strategically positioned on the porch steps. Healthy ferns hung from the porch ceiling. The old porch swing had been replaced, and freshly-painted rocking chairs sported bright colored pillows.

      The B&B didn’t look like your typical murder scene, but after thirty years on the police force, Tony knew there was no such thing. Every murder was different and every scene held unique challenges—secrets even, though he wasn’t ready to jump to the conclusion that there had been a murder. Russell Dixon might have died from natural causes. There were a few things about the cabin that bothered him—the cabin and the man’s final resting position.

      They stepped into the house and Tony was nearly knocked over by the aroma of fresh baked bread, some sort of casserole, and if he wasn’t mistaken, apple pie. A new case had always spurred his appetite. Not your case, he silently reminded himself.

      Agatha led him into the adjacent room—a living room situated at the front of the house—and twelve guests turned to stare at them. The questions came all at once, tumbling over each other and demanding answers.

      “What’s happened?”

      “Why are the police here?”

      “Did I heard someone say ‘crime scene?’”

      “What crime? Are we in danger?”

      Tony opened his mouth to address their concerns, but it seemed the moment Agatha stepped into her B&B she took on the role of mother hen. The frightened, disheveled woman who’d appeared on his back porch vanished—at least for the moment.

      Her conservative dress had first caused him to think she was older, but on closer look she appeared younger than he was and physically fit. Running a B&B no doubt helped in that area. Agatha Lapp looked to be in her early fifties and stood about five and a half feet. Brown hair just beginning to turn gray peeking out from the white bonnet she wore.

      Agatha moved to the center of the room. “Have a seat, everyone.”

      Complete silence settled over the group—stunned silence, as if they were waiting to hear the other shoe drop.

      “I’m happy to tell you what I know, but first…can I get anyone a soda or cup of tea? I’m afraid dinner is going to be delayed. I have some freshly baked cookies…”

      By asking such normal, run-of-the-mill questions, Agatha inadvertently calmed the situation. The three Amish couples sat down. The young woman holding a baby moved to a rocking chair, her husband opting to stand behind her. The black couple moved closer to one another. Only the two men, still wearing their waders and dripping water all over Agatha’s wood floor, remained at the window.

      When Agatha asked one of the Amish women to help her in the kitchen, everyone resumed speaking in low voices. Tony walked over to the two fishermen. “Perhaps you could step out on the porch and remove the waders.”

      “What?” The taller of the two looked around as if he didn’t understand what Tony was referring to.

      “We’re dripping, bro. All over Agatha’s floor.” The shorter brother—and they had to be brothers because they were carbon copies except for the difference in height—stuck out his hand for Tony to shake. “Name’s Paxton. Paxton Cox. And this is my clueless older brother Mason.”

      Mason’s gaze had been darting around, and when he glanced back toward them, Tony noted that his pupils were dilated and his breathing seemed a bit ragged. He acted almost as if he’d been the one to find Dixon.

      Tony shook hands with Mason and couldn’t help but notice that his palms were sweaty. What was that about? “You were fly fishing?”

      “We were.” Paxton’s head bobbed up and down. “We have been since we got here yesterday. So it’s okay for us to step out on the porch?”

      “Sure. Just stick close.”

      “Of course. Wouldn’t want to get arrested.”

      Which seemed a strange thing to say, but what was even stranger was the way Mason glared at his younger brother, then strode out onto the porch without another word. Paxton shrugged and followed him.

      Tony popped into the kitchen where Agatha and two of her guests were arranging mugs on one serving platter and cookies on another. “Do you have a towel? Your fishing guests dripped water all over the floor.”

      Agatha fetched an old threadbare one from the cabinet under the kitchen sink. “Will this work?”

      “Perfectly.”

      He couldn’t get over how she’d calmed since entering the house. Obviously, it was her sanctuary—a place she felt at home and comfortable in. He could understand why. The last of the afternoon light streamed through the large windows. A kitchen nook on the east side of the room held window seats that looked out toward the river. The freshly-painted white cabinets and uncluttered counters sparkled.

      By the time he’d wiped the water from the floor, the Cox brothers were back in the room and Agatha had served drinks and snacks to everyone who wanted something.

      The young couple with the baby introduced themselves as Stuart and Brooklyn Willis. Brooklyn was average height, thin, with blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked tired, but then he supposed most new mothers did. Stuart seemed the geeky type—large glasses, pale skin, and wearing a t-shirt that read

      
        
        Keep Calm and Reboot

      

      

      Baby Hudson was six months old and sucking on a pacifier that took up the entire lower portion of his face.

      Stuart, who remained standing behind his wife’s chair, was the first to speak. “This is nice and all, and we appreciate your hospitality, Agatha. But what’s going on? Are we in danger?”

      “No one’s in danger, Stuart.” Agatha sat perched on the edge of a straight back chair. “One of the guests—Mr. Dixon—has died.”

      Which started everyone talking at once again.

      Agatha raised a hand to shush them, and Tony was surprised when they complied. But then she stared down at her hands, apparently at a loss for words. Finally, she glanced over at Tony, and he stepped forward. “Let Agatha explain, and then if you have any questions that I can answer, I’d be happy to do so.”

      An older Amish gentleman ran his fingers through his snow white beard. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Antonio Vargas—Agatha’s neighbor on the north side.” Tony crossed the room to shake the man’s hand.

      “I’m Joseph. This is my wife Miriam.”

      Tony walked around the room, shaking hands and introducing himself to those he hadn’t yet met.

      Agatha waited for the room to quiet and then again stepped to the front of the room. “Antonio can perhaps explain what is happening better than I could.”

      “I was also employed with the Hunt Police Department for thirty years—first as a cop and later as a detective.”

      “Perhaps we’ve got the buggy before the horse here.” This from the older gentleman—Henry Glick. He paused, pulled a piece of lemon candy out of his pocket, freed it from its wrapper and popped it into his mouth. He sported a long beard, and his wife, Jan, was dressed in a style similar to what Agatha wore.

      From what Tony could tell, about half the guests were Amish.

      Glick tucked the candy wrapper into his pocket and added, “Perhaps first we should pause a moment to pray.”

      The Amish folk bowed their heads, as did Agatha.

      Tony stared at his feet. He’d prayed many times in his life, but never while assessing a crime scene. No, that wasn’t exactly true. There’d been several cases where his heart had cried out to God as soon as he caught sight of the victim.

      After a moment of silence, Agatha cleared her throat and began explaining what had happened. “I went to change Mr. Dixon’s linens. He didn’t answer when I knocked on the door, so I used my key to go in. He wasn’t in the room, but the back door was open. He was…he was lying in the grass back behind the cabin. I don’t know what happened. Maybe he had a heart condition, or…well, I just don’t know.”

      “He was here in the house last night,” Brooklyn said. “Hudson is cutting teeth, and he woke up fussing. I saw Mr. Dixon when I came out to the kitchen to heat some milk for a bottle.”

      “What time was that?” Agatha asked.

      “Two a.m. exactly. Hudson used to sleep through the night, but since he started teething that’s all changed. The last two weeks have been crazy. I remember looking at the clock and wondering if I’d ever have a solid night’s sleep again.” She pulled the baby closer to her. “Which seems like a silly thing to worry about now.”

      “Sleep is very important,” one of the Amish women said. “And yes—you will get a full night’s sleep again. I remember wondering the same thing with all eleven of my children.”

      “So how long do we have to stay inside?” Paxton asked. “No offense, Agatha. But we came here to fish, not sit around and eat cookies.”

      Agatha looked to Tony for the answer, so he moved in front of the fireplace and addressed the group. “What the officers are doing now is standard procedure for a 10-39.”

      “Ten what?” Xavier asked.

      “Report of a dead person. Each police department has its own protocol in such a situation—steps they follow, which includes obtaining a witness statement from each of you. Since this appears to be a fairly open and shut case…” A twinge of guilt caused him to pause. He did have questions about what he’d seen, but they were probably easily explained. And this isn’t my case. “It shouldn’t take more than an hour or two, and then you all can go on about your vacation.”

      That seemed to settle everyone down. Ten minutes later Jolene arrived with the witness forms, and Tami directed each couple into separate rooms to fill them out.

      “Another standard operating procedure?” Agatha asked.

      “Pretty much.”

      “So they can’t…corrupt each other’s testimony?”

      “This isn’t a murder investigation, Agatha. I don’t know what you’ve seen on television, but this isn’t that.”

      “I’m Amish, Tony.”

      “So you mentioned.”

      “I don’t watch television. We don’t use electricity.”

      “None at all?”

      “I did have it installed in the cabins for the guests.”

      “Oh.” Glancing around, he realized that must be one of the reasons the place looked so clean—no televisions, computers, stereo systems. In fact, it reminded him of his abuela’s home.

      “So why do they need to be separated?”

      “Because we’re all very open to suggestion. That conversation we had earlier? Where you told everyone how you found Dixon? It probably shouldn’t have happened, but I didn’t feel like it was my place to stop you.”

      “I rather wish you had.”

      “People think the memory works like a video recorder.” He stopped, glanced around again, then asked, “Uh…do you know about video recorders?”

      “I don’t own one, but I know how they work.”

      “Okay, well, obviously a device can record events and then play them back exactly as they occurred.”

      “But the human mind doesn’t work that way.”

      “Not at all. Our memories are reconstructed.” He spied a table tucked into the corner of the room with a half assembled jigsaw puzzle of a cat in a garden. “Like that puzzle. We put the pieces together, and the way we do so is susceptible to the way other people do so.”

      “Like you put a puzzle together based on the picture on the box.”

      “Exactly. Only in the case of Mr. Dixon’s death, we don’t know what the picture on the box looks like yet. That’s what the detective has to do—put together an accurate picture of what happened.”

      “And you’re a detective?”

      “I was, but I’m not anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

      

    

    
      Three hours later Agatha watched the paramedics roll Russell Dixon’s body to the waiting ambulance. He was covered with a sheet, of course. The emergency personnel loaded him up, then jumped into the ambulance and drove away—at a much more sedate speed than they’d arrived and without the siren blaring. Russell Dixon wasn’t in a hurry. It wouldn’t matter how long they took to deliver him to the county morgue.

      Had it really only been a few hours since she’d found him? How life could turn on a dime.

      She stood watching, her Bible in one hand and a basket of food in the other. Tony walked over and said something to the lieutenant. Those two seemed like oil and water. Lieutenant Bannister reminded her of a peacock her neighbors in Shipshe had once owned. The thing would strut around with its feathers spread wide and cry like a baby. She’d been rather relieved when they donated it to a local zoo.

      Antonio Vargas, on the other hand, looked like a man who had just strolled onto her property. Warm brown skin, black hair sprinkled with gray, and brown eyes that caused her to wonder what had happened to him. Tony looked for all the world like a man who’d woken abruptly from a long nap and found himself dropped into the river of life.

      She thought back to the day she’d moved to Hunt. The B&B had been in a state of disrepair and she’d been exhausted by the long trip to Texas. Not ready to face what was on the inside of the house, she walked around the porch and sat on the steps to watch the river flowing by her property. Tony drove down the drive that separated their two homes, parked in his carport, and trudged into the house. He’d looked exhausted even then.

      He still looked exhausted.

      As if he sensed the direction of her thoughts, he turned now and walked toward the front porch.

      She met him at the steps, a book in one hand and a basket in the other. She handed him the basket.

      “For me?” His eyebrows shot up as he peeked under the dishtowel.

      “You were working with the officers while the rest of us ate.”

      “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “I think you rather earned it.”

      Tony tucked the cloth back around the dinner. “Would you like to sit for a minute?”

      She led him over to the rockers. A rocking chair could soothe her soul when few other things could. The cat immediately jumped down from the window sill and began winding his way through her legs.

      “You’ve already been fed, Fonzi.”

      “Fonzi?”

      “Gina—my friend—named him. He came with the house, and we’ve become gut freinden.” As if to prove her point, the cat dropped on the porch floor and rolled onto his back, paws in the air, a soft purr emanating from him.

      Agatha rubbed his belly, then glanced up at Tony. “Who was the man in the blue sedan?”

      “Our county ME—Medical Examiner.”

      “And why was he called?”

      “In Texas, if there’s an unattended death, then it’s standard procedure to bring in the ME. His name is Scott Millican. He’s a good guy.”

      Agatha blinked rapidly. She patted both of her pockets then the top of her head to locate her glasses. She only needed them to read. She was always leaving them laying about, which was one of the problems with only needing them for certain tasks. She’d like to open the Bible in her hand and read one of her favorite verses. She needed that guidance now more than ever. As it was, she felt like a blindfolded child trying to find her way, only this wasn’t a game of hide and seek.

      “This Mr. Millican will determine the cause of death?”

      “He will. He can request an autopsy, but in some cases—hopefully, in this case—he can determine the cause of death by performing an external examination and reviewing the deceased’s medical records.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “Twelve to twenty-four hours. Longer if a full autopsy is needed.”

      Agatha had meant to work on her knitting project this evening. Knitting project? Why was she thinking about that? They were discussing a dead man in Cabin 3. She needed to pull herself together.

      The thought had no sooner crossed her mind than she noticed Tony studying her closely and waiting. At least the man knew how to abide silence. Being rushed right now would only fluster her more.

      “Do you think the cause of death was natural?”

      “Probably.” Tony placed the basket down on the floor and leaned forward, elbows propped on his knees. “I know you already filled out a report for Lieutenant Bannister, but I’d like you to tell me what you noticed when you first walked into Cabin 3. Not just what you saw, but what your first impressions were.”

      The last thing Agatha wanted to do was re-experience finding Russell Dixon yet one more time. She’d already given her written statement, as well as endured questioning by the lieutenant. The Hunt Police Department had been quite thorough in its investigation of a man who had, in all likelihood, died from a heart attack.

      “You’re tired. I get that, but…well, memories tend to fade, and I just want to verify a few things.”

      “All right.” She walked him through calling out to Dixon, knocking on the door, and finding it locked.

      “And everything on the porch looked as it should?”

      She closed her eyes, rocked, and allowed the slight breeze to wash over her. Suddenly her eyes popped open. “There was a mud print on the bottom step.”

      “Why did you notice that?”

      “I try to keep an eye to anything that needs cleaning or tidying. When I walked up the steps I noticed the print and thought Dixon must have been out along the river. I was wondering if he’d also tracked mud through the cabin.”

      “And had he?”

      She closed her eyes and tried to envision the inside of the cabin. “Only to the bed, I think. He must have sat down and taken off his shoes.”

      Tony nodded. “He was barefoot when you found him, so that’s possible.”

      “But why would he go out the back door, and why wouldn’t he put on his shoes?”

      Tony shrugged, which she was learning was his way of saying, go on.

      “Okay. Well, the covers were thrown back. It definitely looked like he’d slept there. His clothing was…tossed everywhere. I didn’t spend much time looking at the room because the back door was open, and I thought that was odd.”

      “Wide open or ajar?”

      “Wide open, as if someone had thrown it open.”

      He motioned with his hand for her to continue.

      “I saw him…saw him almost as soon as I looked outside. We only mow about ten feet out from the cabin. The natural grasses, they bring in birds like roadrunners and bobwhite quail. Anyway, beyond the perimeter of the cabin, the grass is quite tall, nearly waist high. He was lying in it, and I couldn’t see most of him. But his foot was sticking out onto the mowed part, as if—well, as if he’d been standing there and someone had pushed him over.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nein. Except…” She rubbed her eyes, suddenly realizing how desperately tired she felt. But she wanted to get this right, wanted to see her memory—not one she might have reconstructed from hearing the others talking. She took a deep breath, pushed aside thoughts of a hot cup of tea and questions over whether this would be bad for business and what would that poor man’s family think when they learned he’d passed. She began at the bottom of the steps and walked back through the cabin.

      “The breakfast tray.”

      “What about it?”

      “I left it on the porch steps early that morning. Dixon had fetched it and placed it on the nightstand beside the bed, but the mug…the mug was shattered on the floor.” Her eyes popped open. “And the bedding…it wasn’t thrown back. Someone—I suppose Mr. Dixon—had dragged it toward the open back door. Why would he do that?”

      “Something startled him perhaps.”

      “Or someone.” Agatha’s mouth went suddenly dry. “If you jumped up out of bed, wouldn’t you throw the covers back? And why was the mug broken?”

      Tony ran a hand up and down his jaw line. Finally, he said, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      She rubbed the palm of her hand over the smooth oak of the rocking chair’s arm and admitted, “It’s been a long day.”

      “I won’t keep you then.” Tony stood, picked up the basket, and walked toward the steps. He turned back toward her before she’d even risen from the rocking chair. “If you see or hear anything…”

      “Like what?”

      “Anything at all, Agatha.”

      It occurred to her that it was the first time he’d used her name, and why did he suddenly look so concerned?

      “If you see or hear anything, you come and get me.”

      Without any other explanation, he stepped out into the darkening night.
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      Agatha woke the next morning just before the crack of dawn, as was her custom. But this time she opened her eyes with a sense of foreboding, and at first, she couldn’t figure out why. The memories of finding Russell Dixon returned like waves crashing on a beach.

      If there was one thing she’d learned through her own troubles it was that dwelling on tragedy was never beneficial. So she went through her normal routine of dressing quickly and tidying her personal quarters, which consisted of a bedroom, bath, and living area. The small office she left for Gina to clean. Within twenty minutes she was drinking her first cup of coffee on the side porch where she could watch the river.

      Fonzi sat cleaning his face after having consumed his breakfast rather quickly. No doubt he’d prowled about most of the night.

      The view of the river didn’t give her the peace it usually did. She had trouble focusing on the beauty before her. Her gaze repeatedly turned toward Tony’s house.

      She’d lived in Hunt almost a year, and she didn’t really know the man at all.

      Yet she’d run to him when she was frightened.

      Why had she done that?

      A light was on in his kitchen, so either Tony was up or he’d left it on all night. She found herself praying for her neighbor, and for Russell Dixon’s family, and even for her guests, that they would not be unnecessarily traumatized by the previous day’s events.

      It wasn’t her job to solve the mystery of Dixon’s death—if it was a mystery. So instead, she went inside, poured herself another cup of coffee, and sat down at the kitchen table with a pad of paper and pencil. She always began each day with a to-do list. It freed up her mind to focus on other things.

      She’d need to get in contact with Gina and ask if she could come out and take care of Cabin 3. Gina Phillips did basic house cleaning for her and helped with the shopping since she was Englisch and owned a car. But more than that, she’d become a good friend, and Agatha found her mood improving at the thought of seeing her. Gina pretended to be grumpy, but she always expressed it in such a funny way that they both ended up laughing. Gina would have a better perspective on all that had happened.

      Agatha had pre-made all the dinners for the week, so she’d only have to pop tonight’s casserole into the oven. If things went well, she’d have time to work in the small vegetable garden she kept next to the barn and catch up on the knitting project she’d planned to work on the day before—her niece was expecting another grandbaby before summer’s end. The family had seven girls and desperately hoped for a boy, though in their letters they claimed an eighth girl would be just fine too.

      She was finishing her list and was about to pop the morning’s pecan cinnamon rolls into the oven when Jasmine and Xavier walked into the room. The couple lived in the Houston area and had only been married a few months.

      “I’m surprised to see you two up so early. This is your vacation. Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping in?”

      “That was the idea.” Xavier blinked his eyes several times, as if he wasn’t quite sure how he’d ended up in the kitchen.

      Jasmine, on the other hand, looked wide awake. “We wanted to come down and talk to you, while you were still alone.”

      Agatha felt her eyebrows shoot up. “Let me just fix you some coffee first.”

      She took her time filling the mugs and gathering up sugar and cream. Jasmine looked as if she needed a few minutes to center her thoughts, and Xavier looked as if he wished he were still upstairs in bed.

      When everyone was clutching hot mugs, Jasmine said, “It’s about Mr. Dixon. I remembered something, and well…I didn’t know if we should go back to that Lieutenant Bannister and tell him. I don’t mind saying he seemed a little full of himself. I’ve met plenty of officers like him in my life, and I’m not saying that because I’m black.”

      “Jasmine…”

      She held up a hand to stop her husband’s protests. “I won’t sugarcoat it, and you shouldn’t either. There are plenty of good officers—both black and white, but I’ve met my share of officers who take their position a little too seriously. Bannister seemed like just that sort of man.”

      She stared down into her mug for a moment, finally took a long sip and closed her eyes as if the caffeine was ministering to her heart and mind as well as her body. When she glanced at Agatha again, she admitted, “I was hoping we could just speak with you.”

      “Hmmm.” Agatha turned her mug left and then right as she glanced toward the window. Tony’s truck drove past. Where was he going at six in the morning? Not that it was any of her business.

      She turned her attention back to her guests. “Why don’t you tell me what you remembered, and then we can decide together whether we should inform Lieutenant Bannister.”

      Jasmine jerked her head up and down, reminding Agatha of one of those bobble-head dolls, took another gulp of the coffee, and pushed the mug away. “We saw him yesterday morning. It was early. Remember we went on that hike to Lost Maples yesterday so we were up before sunrise.”

      “Two days in a row,” Xavier muttered.

      “I happened to glance out the window, and I saw Mr. Dixon. There was enough light to make out who it was, though the sun wasn’t fully up yet. Anyway…he was leaving Cabin 2.”

      The muscles along the back of Agatha’s neck tightened immediately. She rolled her shoulders before saying, “You must be mistaken. Mr. Dixon was staying in Cabin 3.”

      “I know, and I can’t see Cabin 3 from my window. It’s around the bend. But the yard slopes down, and I have a perfect view of Cabin 2—I have an unobstructed view of the front porch to Cabin 2.”

      “And this was early yesterday morning?”

      “A few minutes after six.” Jasmine glanced out the window and visibly shivered. “About this time.”

      Xavier sat back, putting his arm across the back of Jasmine’s chair. “My wife has an overactive imagination. She’s intent on turning this into a murder mystery.”

      “Do not patronize me, Xavier.”

      “Were you or were you not reading a murder mystery the night before?”

      “That has nothing to do with this.”

      “Remember the time you thought someone had been pushed off our cruise ship? After he was found, he admitted to having too much to drink; but you’d been reading⁠—”

      “This is different.”

      “You’d been reading, what was it… blue cover…” He snapped his fingers. “The Woman in Cabin 10.”

      “Xavier.” Jasmine sighed and stared up at the ceiling for a moment. When she’d mastered her frustration, she leaned forward, toward Agatha. “He was coming out of Cabin 2, and that’s not all.”

      Now the muscles in Agatha’s neck froze so hard she feared she wouldn’t be able to move her head the rest of the day. She should start doing some of the yoga Gina went on and on about. She didn’t want to be an old lady who couldn’t turn her head.

      “They were arguing.” Jasmine’s voice dropped to a whisper.  “Dixon was walking away, and one of the Cox brothers hollered something. Our windows were fully open, but I couldn’t make out what it was. Dixon stomped back up onto the porch, shook his finger, and then traipsed off.”

      Agatha didn’t answer immediately. There could have been a perfectly good reason for the argument. People did argue, even when they were on vacation at a B&B. Agatha had a couple once that had a fight over golfing, right in the parking lot. The woman took a putter and smashed it against their car window as she hollered, “I can, too, putt!” Perhaps any argument between Dixon and the Cox brothers was no more than that—a squabble between friends. Only she didn’t think they knew each other, so what would they have to argue about?

      “Xavier, you didn’t see or hear any of this?”

      “Nah. I was in the bathroom, filling our hydration packs with water.”

      Agatha stood, checked on the cinnamon rolls, and then walked back to the table. “Thank you, Jasmine, for telling me what you saw. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation, but we can just ask Mason and Paxton what the argument was about.”

      “Wouldn’t that be dangerous?” Jasmine crossed her arms over her chest. “I mean…if they were involved somehow.”

      Xavier scrubbed a hand over his face. “I did hear both Mason and Paxton tell Bannister they hadn’t ever spoken directly to Mr. Dixon.”

      “Why would they lie?” Jasmine asked. “Unless they were covering up something.”

      The sound of the Willis family walking toward the kitchen, followed by a laughing baby Hudson, broke the uncomfortable silence.

      “I’ll run this by Tony. He seemed to be familiar with the process…”

      “Yeah, it’s handy that you have a retired detective living next door.” Xavier frowned as he leaned back in his chair.

      “Trust me, that is not something I plan on needing in the future. But yes, in this instance it is handy. Now let me fetch breakfast. You two look like you could use some comfort food.”
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      Tony hadn’t stepped through the doors of the Hunt Police Department since his retirement four years earlier. He knew some people missed their work and had trouble adjusting to life without a purpose. He’d had plenty of purpose in his life until Camilla had died.

      He’d been stuck in neutral since then, and he didn’t mind admitting it. Nothing appealed to him—not fishing in the river or visiting his abuela or taking out the $40,000 Airstream he and Camilla had bought to see the country. He sold the RV six months after she died and didn’t miss it one bit. What did he care about seeing the Cascade Mountains if Camilla wasn’t by his side? Or the Grand Canyon or Niagara Falls or any of the places on their list?

      Nothing had interested him—until now.

      The situation at Agatha’s had woken him before it was properly light. Habits die hard. He supposed thirty years of working in law enforcement didn’t stop just because a person retired. There were things about Russell Dixon’s death that didn’t sit right. So instead of stewing over the questions building in his mind, he decided to have a chat with Lieutenant Bannister.

      The man was already sitting behind his desk, as Tony had known he would be. There had never been a question that Jimmy Bannister was committed to the job.

      “Tony. I’m surprised to see you this early.” He motioned to the chair across from his desk, across from what had been Tony’s desk.

      Tony looked around. Four years and little had changed. Boxes of files still stacked on the floor—probably the same boxes of files. The blinds over the windows still needed dusting. For all he knew, it was the same coffee cup sitting on the desk. The only real difference was the framed photos on the wall. Bannister shaking hands with the mayor, with billionaire and part-time Hill Country resident George Strait, even with the governor.

      “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

      “You know how it is—my work is in the field, not in here.”

      Which was an acceptable way of saying Bannister liked to be seen. Someone else could take care of the paperwork.

      Tony nodded as if he agreed and jumped right in. “How are you going to rule Dixon’s death?”

      “I don’t make that ruling. The ME does. You know that. Or maybe retirement has softened your brain a little.”

      “What’s Millican found?”

      “Wish I could share that with you, but an ME’s finding is confidential until⁠—”

      “Stop.” Tony held up his hand like a traffic cop. He’d never been a particularly tactful person, but he’d been a good cop and folks said he was a great detective. He didn’t have the time or patience for whatever game Bannister felt like playing, and he certainly didn’t have time to stroke the man’s ego.

      “Agatha is my neighbor, and⁠—”

      “I noticed you two seemed pretty cozy.”

      Bannister was about to say more. He was about to say something they’d both regret because Tony had no problem putting the man in his place even if it meant a physical altercation. He hadn’t done much in his retirement but he had stayed in shape, and if there was one thing he never backed away from it was a fight. He didn’t see the point. If someone wanted to start something, they were going to do it. Best to meet it head-on.

      Somehow, he conveyed all of that to Bannister in a look, because the man backed down, popped a large piece of a bran muffin in his mouth, and swigged it down with coffee.

      “Is the case open or closed?”

      “It’s open, and that’s all I can say at the moment.”

      Which was all he needed to hear. Tony stood up to go, but Bannister wasn’t finished.

      “What can you tell me about Agatha Lapp?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Her history. I know she’s Amish. Those people are all over the area now, and I have to say I don’t get it. Seems suspicious to me.”

      “Which part? The going to church or the helping their neighbor?”

      “You thinking of converting?”

      Tony balled his hand into a fist. Maybe he was looking for a fight. Maybe it would help to punch something or someone. But instead of giving Bannister the satisfaction, he said, “If you’re going to rule Dixon’s death a homicide, and if you’re looking Agatha’s direction…then you’re wasting your time.”

      As Tony left the building, nodding and saying hello to a few of the people he actually liked, he realized he hadn’t stopped by because he thought Bannister would share information. He’d come to confirm a hunch, and Jimmy Bannister had done just that.

      Russell Dixon’s death was not from natural causes.

      Driving out of the parking lot, he discovered he wasn’t surprised. Something hadn’t sat right with him about Agatha’s memories. Well, several things actually. And what he’d heard of the witness’s testimonies didn’t jibe either.

      He pulled through the donut shop drive-thru, placed his order, and headed out of town. His place was only two miles west of Hunt, but those two miles made all the difference. The traffic—if you could call four trucks at the red light traffic—vanished.

      He stopped twice. Though it was early, he knew both the people he needed to speak with would be up, and they were.

      By the time he resumed the trek toward home, the clock was edging toward eight. With any luck, Agatha would have fed her guests and have a few moments to talk.

      The Guadalupe River sparkled on his left as the sun made a proper show of itself. This truly was a beautiful place to live. His parents would have loved it. And his nephews, well, he’d been saying for over a year now he’d have them out to fish. Why had he put it off?

      As he pulled into his driveway, he felt like a man waking from a dream. He didn’t know what had happened at Agatha’s, but he meant to find out.

      He walked next door, but before he could knock Agatha was there, encouraging him to come inside.

      Tony followed her into the kitchen. The place smelled wonderful, causing his stomach to growl. Dishes were stacked in the drainer. The table and counters had already been wiped down. Agatha looked as fresh as the summer day outside the window.

      “Everyone gone?”

      “Oh, ya. They go out to play early, but then they’re back here napping or reading by the time two o’clock rolls around.”

      “It’s a good spot for a vacation.”

      “It is indeed.”

      Tony rattled the bag. “Brought you something.”

      “That looks like a donut bag.”

      “It is.”

      “I bake.”

      “I know you do.” Tony pushed the bag into her hands. “Camilla was one of the best cooks in the county, but she still liked to eat out or have me bring her something from Donut Palace.”

      “Your wife?”

      Tony nodded.

      “Sounds like my kind of gal. I baked cinnamon rolls for breakfast. Served them with scrambled eggs, bacon, and a giant bowl of fruit…but there’s not much time to eat when you’re waiting on guests.”

      Five minutes later they both had cups of coffee and were sitting outside on the patio situated halfway down the slope of Agatha’s back yard. She peeked into the bag. “Hmmm. Can’t decide. I love cake with chocolate icing, but the sugar cinnamon looks gut, too.”

      “Take them both, and I’ll have the twist and pink candied.”

      As she divided up the goodies, he glanced around the patio. The area had been leveled and covered with small pea gravel. There were three two-person wrought iron tables and bright, clean cushions. Flowers overflowed the pots situated along the edge of the area, and a knee-high water fountain gurgled from the middle of a bed of ferns. Even as he watched, a male and female cardinal hopped onto the edge of the fountain to drink. Solar powered lights lined the path, and when he looked more closely he saw that the pump on the fountain had a solar panel as well.

      “You’ve done a really nice job here.”

      “Danki.”

      “That means…”

      “Thank you.”

      “Ahh…I should have been able to deduce that.”

      “Since you were apparently a detective.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      It surprised him that it was so easy to banter with her—maybe because he knew she wouldn’t misconstrue anything he said. He doubted Agatha had any intention of looking for a man; and if she did, she wouldn’t pick a person like himself, a person outside her faith. Raised in the Catholic tradition, Tony understood how much faith and tradition meant in a marriage.

      “But seriously. You’ve made a lot of improvements to the place. How long have you been here?”

      “Moved in last August. Texas was having a heat wave and the temps were…”

      “Near 100. I remember. Not uncommon for much of the state, but here we usually hover in the 90s.”

      “I’ll admit it crossed my mind that I’d made a huge mistake.” She broke the cake donut into four pieces and popped one into her mouth.

      “But you like it here?”

      “I do. I don’t miss the snow one bit.”

      “Where did you live before?”

      “Indiana—Shipshewana. Lots of Amish folks there.”

      “There were Amish folks who lived here before you.”

      “My youngest bruder—Samuel—and his wife Deborah. They were killed in a buggy accident.”

      He didn’t answer immediately. He was remembering an article in the paper. Camilla had been in the most difficult part of her cancer then, and he barely knew what was going on outside their window. But he did remember the photo of the buggy and the horse and the young driver who’d caused the accident.

      “I’m truly sorry for your loss.”

      She stared down at her hands a second, then met his gaze. “Their life was complete.”

      Tony started to ask what she meant by that, but it wasn’t relevant to the current case. So instead he finished his donuts, then sat back cradling his cup of coffee. “We need to talk about Russell Dixon.”
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      Agatha had known from the moment she saw Tony walking up her front path that he wasn’t there simply to bring her donuts.

      She sat up straighter, her hands in her lap and her stomach churning, and told him what she’d learned from Jasmine. She ended with, “Do you think that’s important?”

      “I think there’s something nefarious going on here.”

      “Because the testimonies don’t line up?”

      “That’s disturbing, but it’s not uncommon. No, this is more a feeling in my gut.” He shrugged when she raised her eyebrows in confusion. “Instinct.”

      “I see.”

      “What can you tell me about Russell Dixon? I don’t mean what did you see in his cabin. We’ve already been over that. But how did he strike you…as a person?”

      “Englisch,” she answered immediately.

      Tony raised an eyebrow. “Okay, so he wasn’t Amish. I think I’d figured that out.”

      “That’s not exactly what I mean. Some Englischers are more Englisch than others.” She laughed at her own description. “He was very preoccupied with his phone, even when he was checking in.”

      “Anything else?”

      “He looked exhausted, distracted, even a little wary. That’s not unusual for guests coming to an Amish B&B. They usually book a room because they’re dog tired. Distraction has become a state of mind for them, and often they’re not sure if they can use their electronic devices in an Amish establishment.”

      “Can they?”

      “Of course. I ask them to do so outside the main house. It’s one of the reasons I brought in the cabins. I wanted Englisch guests to feel as comfortable here as the Amish do.”

      “You doubled your customer base.”

      Was that admiration she saw in Tony Vargas’ eyes? Pride was a sin, and Agatha didn’t consider herself to be a prideful person, but she was pleased with how the business portion of her Texas venture was coming along.

      “Exactly,” she said.

      “So tell me how this works…how do you adhere to the rules of your faith and still run a business?”

      “That’s the key. It’s a business, and our bishop makes allowances for that.”

      “Give me an example.”

      “All right.” She sat back, more relaxed than when the conversation had first turned toward Russell Dixon. Maybe that was what Tony was doing—trying to loosen her up before he focused more directly on the subject of her deceased guest.

      “As Amish, we don’t use electricity, computers, many conveniences of the modern world within our homes. For example, I have a horse and buggy instead of a car.”

      “But I’ve seen you ride in a car. The other day an Uber driver picked you up.”

      “I had an appointment over in Kerrville, which is too far to take Doc.”

      “Doc?”

      “My mare.”

      “So you won’t own a car, but you’ll ride in one.”

      “We prefer not to have the expense or convenience of a car.”

      “Explain that to me.”

      “When you have a car, you’re likely to zip around for any reason at all. When you have to harness a horse to a buggy, you consolidate your trips. By travelling in the old style, we keep our lives simple and our focus on what matters—home and family. But we don’t believe cars are evil.”

      “Got it. And the electricity and computers?”

      “Pretty much the same idea. My cabins have electricity and Wi-Fi for guests. In the house, the suites do not have electricity, and those are the rooms my Amish guests usually book.”

      “I thought the Coopers were staying in the house.”

      “They are. The cabins were full.” Agatha ate the last bit of her donut, then added, “And the Fishers, who are obviously Amish, are staying in a cabin. Exceptions to our Ordnung are allowed on vacation, and they preferred being closer to the river.”

      “Do you use a computer for business, and do you have a phone?”

      “I don’t have a cell phone, but I have an office where I have both a telephone landline and a computer…it’s handy for taking reservations.” She sighed and looked out over the water. “Some Amish would not approve of that. They feel that any electricity in your home is wrong. Other communities allow solar power in the homes—which is what I have here in the main house. The cabins, they’re powered with traditional electricity. It all depends on the Ordnung of the community.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Our rules or guidelines for living a faithful life.”

      “Okay. Thank you for explaining that.”

      “Is it important?”

      “It might be. It’s hard to say what is and isn’t important in an investigation.” Tony pushed his coffee cup aside and crossed his arms on the table, making certain he had her complete attention before he continued. “I went into the police department this morning and spoke with Bannister. He wasn’t very forthcoming.”

      “He doesn’t want you solving his case.”

      “Right. It’s his turf, and he wants me to respect the very obvious line he’s drawn between police and civilians. I’m now a civilian.”

      “You two worked together before?”

      “Yes, before I retired—that was four years ago.”

      “I heard you call him lieutenant. And you were a detective?”

      “Lieutenant is his rank. The highest I rose to was sergeant, which was fine. I never wanted to do the administrative stuff. And yes, I was a detective, as is he.”

      “Which means you handled murders?”

      “Detectives are essentially investigators—they gather facts and collect evidence in many different types of cases.”

      “All right. You certainly understand more about these matters than I do.” Agatha’s anxiety had calmed as Tony spoke. It helped to understand the lay of the land, as her dat used to say. “What did you learn when you visited him this morning?”

      “Bannister told me the case is still open, which probably means they’re going to rule it as a death by unnatural causes.”

      “Someone killed Mr. Dixon?”

      “Maybe, though that category can also include accidents and drug overdoses.”

      Agatha massaged her left thumb with her right hand. Long ago, when she’d been a young woman, she had the terrible habit of biting her nails. She’d overcome that by substituting something more hygienic.

      “I stopped by Julia Perez’s home after I’d seen Bannister.”

      “She’s someone you trust?”

      “She is. Julia was my secretary long before she worked for Jimmy Bannister, and she’s a good person. She wouldn’t lie to me. If she felt like she couldn’t discuss a thing, she’d say as much, but she wouldn’t lie.”

      “And what did Julia tell you?”

      “That the police didn’t find Mr. Dixon’s phone or computer.”

      “Well, he definitely had a phone.”

      “What did it look like?”

      “A phone.”

      “Big or small?”

      She put her fingertips together, forming a rectangle that was approximately five inches by three inches.

      “Probably an iPhone then. The androids are larger.”

      “I don’t know what either of those things are.”

      “Did he flip it open to use it?”

      “Nein. It was a screen, and he kept tapping on it. He never actually spoke into the screen, not in front of me.” She shifted in her seat, then added, “I have a sign on the front door asking guests to step outside if they feel the need to use their mobile devices, but he ignored that even when I pointed it out to him.”

      “So he wasn’t an accommodating fellow.”

      Agatha stared at Tony, but she wasn’t really seeing him. She was trying to put a finger on what had bothered her about Russell Dixon from the very beginning. Finally, she snapped her fingers. “He acted like he didn’t want to be here…like he was put out about the whole thing. That’s what struck me as odd. People can sometimes be nervous when they’re trying a new place for vacation, but I’ve never seen anyone act as if they were forced to be here.”

      “Then the question becomes something else entirely.”

      “It does?”

      “Yes. The question becomes, who was Dixon working for and what was he doing at your B&B?”
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      Tony stood and stretched. He often had trouble thinking clearly about a case while sitting still. He stood, then walked around the perimeter of the patio area. Suddenly the sound of a siren split the peacefulness of the day. It was followed quickly by flashing lights as two cruisers pulled into the parking area in front of Agatha’s house.

      “This isn’t good.”

      “What’s going on? Why are they back?” Agatha jumped up and moved to stand beside Tony as car doors slammed.

      “We’re about to find out.”

      Bannister was already skirting the house, followed by his sidekick Tami Griffin. Two other officers took up position on each side of the house, as if they expected someone to make a run for it.

      “What’s this about?” Tony asked.

      Bannister had stopped in front of Agatha. “Agatha Lapp, we are detaining you for questioning in the death of Russell Dixon.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Tony muttered.

      “I don’t understand.” Agatha stepped backwards when Bannister reached out to guide her toward the waiting cruisers. “Am I under arrest? Do you think I killed that man?”

      Bannister stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Do you really want to do this in front of your guests?”

      It was at that moment that both Agatha and Tony looked around. The Glicks and the Fishers had appeared from their morning stroll. Now they were frozen on the path, staring, open-mouthed, at the officer and Agatha.

      “I can’t…I can’t just leave everyone.”

      “You don’t really have a choice,” Bannister practically growled.

      Tony sighed. He knew there was no use arguing with Bannister, though the man was plainly a fool.

      “Can’t you just ask me your questions here?”

      “I’m afraid it’s more serious than that.”

      “More serious in what way?”

      “You can come with us now or I can come back with an arrest warrant this afternoon. It looks better if you cooperate.”

      Tony couldn’t hold himself back a moment longer. He inserted himself between Agatha and Bannister, lowered his voice so the guests wouldn’t hear, and lambasted the man. “You and I both know Agatha didn’t kill anyone. Just because you want another notch on your belt⁠—”

      “Stay out of this, Vargas.”

      “A quick arrest looks good until the judge figures out you arrested the wrong person.”

      “You’re lucky I’m not pulling you in with her.” Bannister seemed to have forgotten Agatha for a moment. He stood toe to toe with Tony and hissed, “You two obviously have a special relationship. Who’s to say you’re not involved?”

      “A better question is if you’re qualified to work in law enforcement.”

      Bannister spun away from Tony and addressed Agatha. “Mrs. Lapp, you need to come with me.”

      “All right.”

      Tony was at Agatha’s side in a second. “Don’t say a word until your lawyer arrives.”

      “But—”

      “Just promise me you’ll wait until your lawyer arrives.”

      “I don’t have a lawyer.”

      “I’ll take care of that.”

      “Okay.” Agatha’s hand flew to the top of her head, as if she needed to be sure her head covering was firmly in place. “Can I…get my purse?”

      “Go with her, Tami.” Bannister turned and strode back toward his cruiser without another word.

      Tami and Agatha hurried toward the back door, Tony close on their heels.

      Once they entered her house, Agatha seemed to recover her equilibrium. She strode to her office, snagged her purse off the back of the door where it was hanging from a hook, and looked longingly at a bag sitting next to a rocking chair.

      “Do you think I could take my knitting?”

      “No. They won’t let you have that.”

      “Oh.”

      Tony moved in front of her, ignoring the fact that Tami was sticking close. No doubt she’d been told to listen carefully to anything they said.

      “It’s going to be all right, Agatha.”

      “Of course it is. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “We’re going to straighten this out. I’ll call Kiara—Kiara Bledsoe. She’s a good person and a fine lawyer. You can trust her.”

      “Do you really think that’s necessary?”

      “Wait for her to get there. Don’t answer anything until she’s in the room with you.”

      “All right.”

      “Bannister will figure out he has the wrong person. He’s not a bad cop, just overly ambitious.” He shot a dark look toward Tami when he said the last, but she only shrugged, her hand resting on the butt of her pistol as if they were two dangerous criminals who might make a break for it at any minute.

      “What else can I do here…to help with your guests?”

      “Gina should arrive in the next half hour. Ask her to stay until I’m back.” Agatha sighed. “I already had a long list of things to do today. One just never knows what direction a day is going to take.”

      With her head held high, she turned and marched out of the room.

      Tony wanted to go with her, but he knew Bannister wouldn’t let him in the interrogation room. No, he needed to call Kiara. They’d been through plenty together, and he knew she’d be able to guide Agatha through this.

      If she was in town.

      If she had time to take on one more case.

      If not, she’d recommend someone else highly qualified.

      Finding adequate representation for Agatha wasn’t the problem.

      The problem was that Bannister had unearthed something new regarding the case, and whatever it was must have pointed toward Agatha being the killer.
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      Fortunately, Agatha was good at waiting. Their church services ran to three hours as they sat on wooden benches with no back support. Sitting in Lieutenant Bannister’s interrogation room was not a problem. She only wished she could be knitting.

      The clock on the wall inched toward two in the afternoon. At least they’d brought her a bottle of water. She’d spent the first hour praying, the second hour wondering why she was there, and the third thinking of how she could remove the built-up wax from the linoleum floor. The starkness of the room didn’t particularly bother her. A table, two chairs on each side. Walls painted a soft gray with a black baseboard.

      She’d once stopped by Gina’s home when her friend was watching some detective show on the television. That room was stark looking with cracked linoleum, a stainless steel table, and grimy walls. This room looked quite different from the one portrayed on the program, except for the long, darkened window on the opposite wall. One exactly like that had been in the television show. She understood that she couldn’t see through the window, but someone could be watching her. She was tempted to wave at whomever might be sitting on the opposite side.

      Despite the built-up wax on the floor, the building itself seemed to be newly constructed. The table had a nice, light, oak veneer finish. The chairs were covered with dark blue upholstery. Industrial-type carpet with a blue and gray pattern softened the sound of footsteps in the hall. She wondered why this interrogation room wasn’t carpeted and decided she’d rather not know.

      There was a television mounted on the wall, but it was turned off. Perhaps they used it to show criminals their dastardly deeds caught on video. Well, they wouldn’t need it for her. Agatha had committed no dastardly deeds. She’d done nothing wrong, and she didn’t think she’d ever been videotaped.

      She was, however, ready to go home. The fluorescent lights were giving her a headache, her stomach had begun to growl, and any possibility of attacking her to-do list seemed to be vanishing with each minute ticked off the clock. She’d planned to spend an hour working in her vegetable garden, and her guests—if she still had any after they’d watched her escorted away in the police cruiser—would be wondering what had happened to her.

      She was seriously considering tapping on the window and telling them she would answer their questions without the lawyer Tony was sending. Why did she need a lawyer? Innocent people didn’t need someone to defend them. Did they?

      The question had no sooner popped into her head than Tami, the nice police officer who’d driven her to the police station, walked in, followed by a woman Agatha could only assume was the lawyer. Bannister came in last and shut the door behind him.

      The woman she didn’t know walked around to Agatha’s side of the table and set a black leather bag down on the floor as she took a seat. She was slim, well-dressed, middle-aged, and black.

      “I’m Kiara Bledsoe.” Making no attempt to lower her voice, she added, “Tony sent me. Just follow my lead, and we’ll have you out of here in no time.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Ms. Bledsoe.” Bannister was smiling as if he’d just caught a record-setting fish. “Nice of you to show up for a client you never met, but your overconfidence won’t help in this case.”

      Instead of responding to the bait, Kiara pulled a phone from her purse, tapped the screen a few times, then placed the device in the middle of the table.

      “The date is Thursday, June thirteenth, and the time is two seventeen in the afternoon. This questioning is taking place in the Hunt County Sheriff’s Department building. My name is Kiara Bledsoe, Esquire, and I am representing Agatha Lapp. Also present for this interrogation are…”

      She waited. Bannister had crossed his arms and was shooting darts with his glare, but it didn’t intimidate Kiara one bit.

      Agatha thought she was going to like this woman.

      Finally, Bannister sat up straighter, smoothed down his tie, and said, “Lieutenant James Bannister.”

      Kiara glanced at the woman sitting beside Bannister.

      “Officer Tami Griffin.”

      Kiara made eye contact with Agatha and nodded her head toward the phone.

      “Yes. Of course. My name is Agatha Lapp.”

      Kiara sat back and smiled, “Let’s do this.”

      Oh, Agatha liked Kiara Bledsoe, Esquire. She’d obviously done this before, probably in this very room, and definitely opposite Bannister. In fact, if Agatha was reading the dynamics between them correctly—and she was exceptionally good at reading people—these two had sparred before and it looked like Kiara had won.

      Bannister cleared his throat. “Let’s talk about Russell Dixon.”

      “Not a question, Detective.”

      Bannister’s smile froze, and it seemed as if the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.

      “We would like to state for the record that my client is more than happy to answer your questions to the best of her ability, but let’s be clear…this is not the proper time for a fishing expedition.”

      Bannister stared at Kiara another minute. When she didn’t flinch, didn’t respond to his intimidating silence, he turned toward Agatha and launched into his interrogation.
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