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For my bunco girls:

Dreamis

Kathy

Marian

Patti

Carrie

Charline

Maryanne

Diana

Joan

Sorry I had to kill some of you... ;-)

.
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Chapter 1

Matchmaking Machinations
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“DARLING, I SAT NEXT to the nicest man at the coffee shop the other day.” My mother sat down across from me in a flurry of Chanel perfume and magenta chiffon skirts. The bright colors and light fabrics weren’t exactly suitable to the chill, wet weather of a coastal Oregon winter. Her only compromise was a pair of knee-high leather boots. She stood out in the rustic setting of Caffeinate (my favorite Astoria coffee shop) like a peony among dandelions. Her hair—originally dark brown like mine—was dyed a rich burgundy and tumbled from beneath a floppy felt hat and shimmered beneath the Edison style light bulbs hanging from the tin tile ceiling. 

Mom had come over from Portland to visit me for the day. She didn’t like staying overnight in Astoria, preferring the three-hour round trip instead. Four-star hotels weren’t good enough for her, I guess. I could have put her up in my Victorian cottage, but she steadfastly refused. She was a firm believer that overnight stays ended in blood and tears. With my mother, that was entirely possible.

Widowed at the young age of sixty, my mother—Vanessa Roberts—had taken up several hobbies which came and went like fruit flies. The entire family was relieved when she finally sold her pottery wheel at a garage sale. A person could only use so many lopsided cereal bowls. Her long-standing and most favorite hobby was playing matchmaker for her single daughter. Which would be me, Viola Roberts, romance novelist and amateur sleuth. I was still hoping she’d lose interest as she had with pottery.

I stared at her over the rim of my coffee mug, wondering how hard I should brace myself. Mornings were not my forte under any conditions. My mother was a more challenging condition than most. I decided non-committal was the best option. “Mmm-hmm.”

She sighed dramatically, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling. The tiles, stamped with a fleur de lis pattern, added a touch of elegant Victorian to the rough brick walls and the wide plank floors. “Really, Viola.” She flicked an invisible crumb off the table with a moue of distaste.

“What? What did I do?”

“So, anyway,” she continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “This man I met. He’s French. Accent and everything. And...” she leaned forward, her pearls sliding dangerously close to her coffee. “He owns a winery.”

“Um, okay.” I wasn’t sure why that was important, but from her tone she found it to be the most exciting thing ever. I inhaled the aroma of roasted magical beans before taking a fortifying sip. I was sure I was going to need it. Maybe a shot of espresso, too.

My mother ripped open a packet of fake sugar and daintily sprinkled half of it into her coffee cup, then folded the top and carefully set it aside. “I showed him your picture and gave him your number.”

“Mother!” I sat back, appalled. “Why would you do that? You can’t go giving out my number to random strangers. What if he’s a serial killer?”

“He owns a winery.” As if that somehow excused any possible sin he might commit.

I rubbed my forehead. I had a headache forming. “Mom, I’m seeing someone.”

“Really?” Her eyes widened and a ridiculous grin spread across her magenta painted lips. She adjusted her hat and sat back smugly. I noticed its enormous bow matched her skirt. “Do tell.”

Yep. Definitely a headache. “Remember that writer’s conference I went to in Florida back in October?”

“The one where you nearly got yourself killed?” 

I’d like to say she was exaggerating, but unfortunately in this case she wasn’t. A double murderer pushed me down a set of marble stairs, nearly making me victim number three. “I met Lucas there,” I said, deciding to ignore her comment. “We’ve been sort of casually seeing each other since.”

“Why am I only just hearing about this now?” she demanded.

“Uh...” Because I wanted to avoid this situation. “I wasn’t sure where it was going.”

“Is he gay?”

“What?” I stared at her dumbly. It was way too early in the morning for this.

“Well, it’s been what? Seven months now? Eight? And it’s still casual? What’s his problem?”

Actually, it had been over a year. “He doesn’t have a problem, mother.”

“Ah.” She nodded in understanding. “It’s you. Really, Viola. You need to get over whatever it is this is.” She waved her hand in the air as if shooing a fly.

“I have no idea what you mean.” 

She gave me a narrow-eyed stare. “This problem you seem to have with men.”

Was bashing my head against the table an option? “I don’t have a problem with men.”

She arched one perfectly groomed eyebrow— which reminded me I hadn’t had mine waxed in a while. “Really, Viola. Need I remind you the last time you had a date was in the last decade?”

“I want to take things slow,” I explained. “Not rush into anything.”

“If you go any slower, you’re going to turn into a glacier.”

I took a sip of coffee before I said something I might regret later. "Might" being the operative word. I love my mother, but lordy, she can get on my last nerve. And she calls me the dramatic one.

“Now there’s a relationship headed for disaster.”

“Seriously, mother? You haven’t even met Lucas.”

She laughed lightly. “No. Over there.” She tilted her head toward the giant plate glass windows. I could see the Columbia River as it rushed into Young’s Bay before surging out to sea. Outside rain dripped from a leaden sky. Typical January day in Astoria. I tugged my navy cardigan a little closer despite it being perfectly warm inside Caffeinate.

At a table nearby, a young couple I didn’t recognize was having a quiet-but-vehement argument. It was impossible to make out their words over the old school jazz coming from the speakers, but their tones were of the angry variety, their faces plastered with scowls to match. The girl looked like she’d stepped out of an '80s Goth group complete with fishnet stockings and black lipstick. The boy looked like an ordinary teenager in jeans and a plain red t-shirt. His shaggy golden hair looked like he’d just rolled out of bed.

“Who says they’re in a relationship?” I asked.

“Please, darling. I know a relationship when I see one. Now tell me more about this Lucas. What’s his last name?”

I mumbled something under my breath.

“Speak up. That caterwauling is ear shattering.”

The music was set at a totally reasonable volume and B.B. King was not known for caterwauling. “His last name is Salvatore.”

She sat forward abruptly her hazel eyes wide. “Lucas Salvatore?” 

“Shhh.” I glanced around but no one had noticed. Everyone in the entire city of Astoria knew Lucas and I were dating, but I didn’t want to churn up the gossip mill.

“My daughter is dating Lucas Salvatore? Oh, that’s almost better than a winery.”

“If you say so.” Lucas was a world-famous, best-selling thriller writer. Like the real-life Richard Castle. Only hotter, if you can image anyone being hotter than Nathan Fillion.

“Tell me everything.” She sat back with glee. Clearly she was in for the long haul.

Bracing myself for a lengthy interrogation, I spilled my guts. Well, I left a few parts out, but I told her the most important bits about how we met and some of our dates and whatnot. Halfway through the story, the young man of the arguing couple got up and stormed out. The girl hopped up and followed him. Just another Astoria incident of no importance.

“So, when are you going to see him next? I’d love to meet him.”

I bet you would. “Not sure.” The idea of Lucas meeting my mother sent a chill up my spine. Granted, he would probably handle it just fine. He was used to crazed fans and pushy agents. It was me I was worried about. More than once in my life, my mother’s nosiness had sent a boyfriend running for the hills. Maybe I wasn’t ready to play house with Lucas, but I didn’t want to lose him either.

“So, I’m working on my next book,” I blurted, hoping to distract her. 

She rolled her eyes. “Not more of that bodice-ripper stuff.”

I write historical romances. The kind with cowboys and mail-order brides and, yes, the occasional ripped bodice. Can’t write a sex scene without a rent garment or two. My mother was into crime fiction and thrillers, though I suspected she had a secret stack of romances somewhere. She was too obsessed with my relationships not to have read up on modern dating and romance.

“The usual.”

“It keeps you out of trouble at least.”

“And pays the bills,” I said dryly. My mother had never quite gotten over the fact that I had quit my boring but highly paid accountant position to write romances. Even proof that I made more as a writer than an accountant hadn’t swayed her. “Besides, I can’t imagine what trouble you’re talking about.”

“Really, Viola. Murder?” She tsked. “It’s so distasteful. And dangerous. It’s a wonder you haven’t been killed.”

She had no idea. Recently I’d been run off the road by a killer for getting too close to the truth. Ironically thanks to that incident, I’d actually discovered the truth, and that particular killer was languishing in jail. Even more recently, someone had tried to frame me for poisoning half the town. Fortunately no one had died and the poisoner was locked up where she couldn’t hurt anyone else.

“No murders. All quiet on the home front.”

“You’d think in a Podunk town like this, things would be calmer.”

She had a point. Not that Astoria was Podunk. It was a nice little town of about twenty thousand people located on a particularly stunning stretch of the Oregon coast. The population expanded in the summer as visitors from Portland flooded the streets in an attempt to get away from the heat of the big city. Tourists from around the globe dropped in to see the locations where Goonies and Kindergarten Cop were filmed. 

“One murder doesn’t constitute a hotbed of crime, you know.”

“If you say so.” She took a last sip of coffee. “Now, shall we hit the town? I fancy a bit of shopping. Let’s visit that cute little bookstore. What’s it called? Linda’s?”

“Lucy’s.” 

“That’s the one.” She collected her purse and umbrella and stood, waiting impatiently for me to finish my coffee.

––––––––

[image: ]


“THIS SEEMS LIKE AN interesting place,” Mom said, pausing outside one of the shops along Bond Street. Bond ran between Commercial Street and Marine Drive, which ran parallel to the Columbia River. It was the heart of Astoria’s downtown shopping district which ran for all of seven blocks. But it was seven blocks filled with character, coffee shops, bars, and bookstores. All the important things. And, of course, my mother had stopped in front of one of the most interesting places of all: Bartholomew’s Tiki Bar. 

I suppressed a groan as I followed her inside. The bar was lined with those bobbing hula dolls and edged in fake grass skirting. Multicolored lights draped from the rafters and leering Tikis loomed out from corners. There were four stools at the bar and two faux teak tables with two rattan chairs each. All of it crammed against one wall with barely enough room to walk between them. It was straight '50s kitsch, and I had to admit it was fun in a tacky sort of way.  

My mother stopped in her tracks staring around her in either wonder or horror. It was hard to tell which. “How...cheerful.”

The beaded curtain covering the doorway to the back room began swinging wildly and a squat woman with short, gray hair emerged. She wore a loud Hawaiian print shirt and a fake-flower lei around her neck. Her eyes lit up when she saw me.

“Viola! How are you? Haven’t seen you since last month’s bunco.”

“Hey, Betty. How’s business?”

She grinned. “Can’t complain. Or I could, but who’d want to listen.” She turned to my mother with a warm smile. “Welcome to the Tiki Bar.”

My mother frowned. “Where’s Bartholomew?”

Betty gave her a confused look. “Who?”

“The sign outside said this was Bartholomew’s Tiki Bar.”

Betty’s expression cleared. “Ah, that. Well, Bartholomew was my father. He opened this place in 1953. He was stationed in Hawaii during The War, and when Tiki culture started booming, he decided Astoria needed to join in. We’ve been here ever since.” She beamed proudly.

“I see.” My mother’s tone was a bit sharp, so I decided it was time to jump in.

“Mom, Betty is one of my bunco ladies.” I played bunco—a popular dice game—once a month with eleven other women including my best friend, Cheryl. We took turns hosting, and Betty’s was one of the more popular bunco destinations. Not only was her house immaculate and well decorated, but she always had the best spreads and booze. “In fact, we have a game tonight.”

“Oh, how nice.” Mom didn’t sound like she thought it was nice.

“Why don’t you jump up on one of those stools, and I’ll whip you up something special,” Betty suggested.

My mother perked up. “Oh, it’s too early to drink.”

“Pish,” Betty said with a wave of her hand. “It’s five o’clock somewhere. Besides, orange juice is good for you right?” She held up a carton of OJ, a broad smile on her face.

My mother brightened. “Of course. Vitamin C.”

“Exactly,” Betty said approvingly. She grabbed a glass and splashed in a healthy amount of juice followed by an even healthier amount of rum. Next thing I knew, Betty had brought out a big basket of crab Rangoon, and she and my mother were up to their elbows in fried wontons while my mother regaled Betty with tales of her matchmaking attempts.

Personally, it was way too early for deep-fried anything. Or rum, despite my mother’s wild tales. So I stuck to hot coffee and prayed my mother wouldn’t get so sloshed she couldn’t drive home. 
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Chapter 2

Bunco Night
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I FINALLY GOT MY MOTHER on her way back to Portland just in time to jump in my car and head over to Agatha’s house for bunco night. Fortunately, Mom had sobered up in plenty of time to drive, yet not soon enough to resume grilling me about Lucas. I still couldn’t get over my mother drinking rum with Betty in a wicker chair at ten in the morning. Ammo for the next family gathering for sure.

I checked the time as I turned right on Jerome Street near the top of Coxcomb Hill and then left toward Agatha’s house. A quarter to seven. Plenty of time to grab a glass of wine and some nibbles. No doubt Cheryl would already be there. Although Cheryl and I were younger than everyone else by at least two decades, bunco night was good fun and a chance to socialize with some interesting people outside our usual social circle. 

Agatha lived up on the hill in one of Astoria’s many Victorians. Not a little cottage like mine, but a big rambling thing complete with a wraparound porch, a turret, and powder blue siding. It nearly rivaled Flavel House in size and flamboyance. Flavel House had once been the home of Astoria’s richest family, but now it was a local landmark and museum. It had also made a brief appearance in the aforementioned Goonies.

Last summer, Agatha had painted her front door bright purple and planted matching roses alongside the front walk. How she’d found so many purple roses was beyond me. Gazing balls, garden gnomes, and birdbaths were interspersed among the roses turning the garden into a hodgepodge fairyland that was truly mindboggling. With winter in full swing, the rose bushes were bare, and the trees had shed their leaves. Still, the garden was no less charming.

It was still raining, so I wrapped my coat tight around me and dashed for the front porch. The door swung open before I could knock, and my best friend Cheryl stood there looking like a hotter version of Halle Berry, but with a pained grin on her face. “Thank goodness you’re here.” Her short, spiky brown hair was spikier than usual, and she appeared a bit stressed. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked, tucking my purse into the hall closet after retrieving a five-dollar bill for the buy-in. 

“Ruby is sick tonight, so we’ve got a substitute.”

“So?” We often had subs thanks to illness or someone being out of town. We had a few regular subs and then the odd occasional like a neighbor or relative called in at the last minute. It was really no big deal. 

“It’s Krys.”

I frowned. “Who?”

“Krys Marlowe. Agatha’s neighbor.”

I tried to scrounge up some memory, but there was nothing. “I don’t think I’ve met her before.”

“You must not have because, believe me, you’d never forget her. Hazel hates her.”

Hazel was one of the founding members of the bunco group and not one to go around hating people as a general rule. “Wow. What’d she do to piss off Hazel?”

“The one and only time she subbed before, she insulted Hazel’s décor, dissed her dessert, and generally was loud and obnoxious.”

“Wow. And Agatha invited her back?”

Cheryl shrugged. “She must have been desperate. I don’t think she likes Krys. And you know what’s worse?”

“Uh oh.”

“Agatha forgot the wine.”

We usually had a couple bottles, one red and one white, for those who imbibed. I suppose it would have come in handy in facing difficult personality like Krys.

“Come on,” I said, wrapping one arm around Cheryl’s shoulders. She was taller than me, so it was a little awkward. “Let’s go grab something to eat. Can’t be that bad.”

It was. Krys was a tall woman with big hair and a bigger personality. She was loud, obnoxious, and chewed with her mouth open. “This artichoke dip isn’t bad,” she admitted in what my mother would call her ‘outside voice.’ “Would be a lot better if you added jalapeños. I went to a five-star restaurant once where they put jalapeños in the dip. Vast improvement.”

I caught Edna and Hazel exchanging horrified looks. Everybody loved Agatha’s artichoke dip, and nobody was interested in the addition of jalapeños. I helped myself to an extra-large serving and made a show of enjoying it. Krys immediately informed me that while Triscuits were fine for artichoke dip, pita chips would be so much better. I was overly tempted to “accidentally” tip my plate of dip over her outfit. 

When it was Agatha’s turn to be my partner, she gave a sidelong glance at Krys over her shoulder and apologized. “I told her to behave,” she said with a huff, keeping her voice low. “This is the last time. The very last time. I swear I could ring her neck. She insulted my penguins!”

Agatha had a collection of penguins displayed neatly on the mantle. The cute little birds were nested in a bed of fluffy fake snow. More winter-themed decorations crammed every inch of space in her living room: glitter-covered snowflakes hung from windows, swags of silver and gold painted holly and pinecones draped around photos of her children. It was a bit much, but a polite person would never say so. Obviously Krys was not a polite person. 

I didn’t share a table with Agatha until the third round. Cheryl’s mom, Charlene, was my partner. Edna was Agatha’s partner. Edna was overly fond of sweater sets and blinged out watches and happened to be one of the founding members of the bunco group. 

I rolled the dice, got a three (which was the number for the round), and rolled again. Bunco sounds complicated but is really pretty easy. Our game consisted of three tables of four players and we played six sets of six rounds. During each round, we rolled three dice trying to get the same number as the round. For every number rolled that matched the round number, one point was awarded to that player. If you got three of that number in one roll, that was a bunco and you won that round; otherwise everyone kept rolling until one of the tables hit 21 points. Then that round was over, and everyone switched partners to start a new round. At the end of the six sets, everyone added up their wins and buncos and the winners got prizes. Hazel used to give out actual little gifts, but everyone complained so now we just got money.

“What’s Krys’s deal, anyway?” I asked as I passed the dice to Edna. Agatha was an incorrigible gossip. Not a mean one; she just loved to ‘share’ her knowledge, and her knowledge was pretty much the shenanigans of local folk.

“Well,” she said, leaning forward, excited about sharing anything remotely juicy. The strand of chunky, multi-colored beads around her neck clicked and clacked every time she moved. “She’s currently married to her second husband, Malcom Marlowe. Nice man. A little vague. But I suppose you would have to be to be married to her.”

I nodded in agreement. I couldn’t imagine being married to someone so obnoxious. I winced as another ear-splitting cackle threatened to burst my ear drums. I guess Krys was winning.

Agatha shook her head, her short, shellacked hair not moving an inch. She’d recently had the tips frosted. How nineties. “Word has it she’s estranged from her only daughter. Can’t say I blame the daughter.”

I couldn’t either. “So besides being loud and annoying and not getting along with her offspring, anything else?”

“Oh, well, Velma hates her,” Agatha said.

“You’re not kidding about that,” Edna chimed in. She was Hazel’s best friend and privy to nearly as much gossip as Agatha, though she was less likely to share it.

I frowned. “Velma Marx? Your other neighbor?” Technically Velma lived in a Victorian two doors down from Agatha. The Marlowe house—a brick faux Tudor— was in between them. Although not a member of the bunco group, Velma had lived in the neighborhood almost as long as Agatha had. Which was longer than I’d been alive.

“That’s the one. See, they both enter the Garden Beautification Contest every year,” Agatha explained.

“Does that have anything to do with that ridiculous cupcake eating contest Charlie dreamed up?” Charlene, Cheryl’s mom, asked. She looked a lot like Cheryl though her dark hair was slicked down instead of spiky and Charlene wore designer heels with her jeans instead of the canvas sneakers Cheryl favored.

“Probably. They’re both for one of his pet charities,” I said. Charlie Bayles was Astoria’s mayor and was always dreaming up wild schemes to make money for various town charities like the library. Which was really great of him except they had a tendency to go wrong. Like the time he had a dance-off competition on the waterfront. It had started pouring about fifteen minutes in, but he’d insisted on continuing. That was three cases of pneumonia and a lawsuit the city didn’t need. Not to mention electronic equipment not playing well with foul weather. Plus, Charlie seemed to be in it more for the glory than anything. During the summer, it was the garden contest and the wine festival—which somehow always got him on the front page of the paper. His latest scheme was the Cupcake Bake-off and Eating Contest. He’d been after me to judge it for ages. I kept dodging him. With my luck, there’d be Ex-lax in the cupcakes or something.

“So the Garden Contest,” I prompted.

Agatha nodded. “Every year Krys wins. Gets Velma’s goat bigtime since she used to win every year until Krys showed up in town three years ago. Velma claims Krys has a thing going with Charlie.”

“Does she?” I asked.

“Doubt it. Does he seem like her type?”

He did not, but I could sympathize with Velma. “I’m surprised. Krys doesn’t seem like a gardener.” With her long, fake fingernails and spray tan, she was definitely the opposite of what I imagined was a gardening type.

“You didn’t hear it from me,” Agatha said, leaning closer, “but she hires her garden work out. Brings in some guy from L.A., can you believe it? He does the design, and then she has a gardening service from Portland do the upkeep. Can’t imagine what that costs.”

“Isn’t that against the rules?” Charlene asked.

“Nope. Only rule is that your garden looks nice. And Krys’s garden is one of the best I’ve seen.”

“Poor Velma,” Edna tutted.

“You’re telling me. Now Velma is convinced Krys will cheat her way into winning the Bake-off. By the way, how’s the latest novel going?” Agatha gave me a pointed look as if she knew exactly what my answer would be.

“It’s...going.” I’d only just started writing it a week ago. 

“Well, I loved the last one. Coulda used more spice, though. I like me some spicy cowboys.” Agatha winked at me. 

As the sun set and the playing continued, I eventually ended up with Krys as a partner. I noticed she was suddenly quieter than she had been and she was looking a little pale. Sweat beaded her upper lip. Even her hair looked a bit wilted.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I think I must have had a bad clam at dinner.” She gave me a pathetic half smile which was a big change from her earlier annoying laughter. “That’s what you get for letting a man in the kitchen.”

I wouldn’t know. Lucas always took me out to dinner. He could cook a few basics, but then I was no stellar cook myself. I preferred baking. I mumbled something neutral and hopefully sympathetic. 

“Maybe you should go home,” I suggested. She really wasn’t looking well and as awful as it sounded, no one would miss her.

“Oh, I’ll be fine.”

She didn’t look fine at all. By the end of the round, she looked like she might keel over any minute. With a muttered “excuse me,” she headed for the bathroom. I shrugged and continued the game with a new partner. Finally, the last round ended to a great deal of laughter. Agatha disappeared into the kitchen to get dessert ready while I helped Hazel figure out who the winners were and pass out the prize money.

“Krys came in third,” Hazel said, peering at me from over the top of her red framed reading glasses. She glanced around, her tulip shaped earrings swinging wildly. “Where is she, anyway?”

“She wasn’t feeling well, so she went to the bathroom. But that was like half an hour ago.” I frowned, concerned for the woman. “I’ll go check on her.”

The bathroom was at the end of the hall, the door still shut. I knocked firmly. “Krys, you okay?” There was no answer, so I knocked louder. “Hey, Krys. Are you in there?” Still no answer. I jiggled the handle. The door wasn’t locked. 

Cautiously, I pushed the door open and stepped inside. At first glance the room was empty. Maybe she’d left. Gone home without telling anyone.

A horrible smell hit me, and then I saw it: One high heel shod foot sticking out of the bathtub. I stepped closer, dread pooling in my stomach. “Krys?”

Suddenly I was the one who felt sick. I moved closer and peered into the bathtub. Krys lay slumped awkwardly in the tub, unmoving, a string of vomit hanging from her mouth. I touched her wrist. No pulse. The annoying Krys Marlowe was dead.
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Chapter 3

Enter the Bat
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“I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN you’d be in the middle of this.” Detective James “Bat” Battersea loomed over me like the big, bad homicide detective he was. He was so close I caught a whiff of his woodsy cologne as he shrugged out of his heavy overcoat. I was neither amused nor intimidated. This wasn’t our first rodeo. He’d been there the last time I found a body. Well, technically, I didn’t find it, my friend Portia did, but I’d been there when the cops arrived.

“Hello, Batman,” I said silkily.

He gritted his teeth. “You know I hate that.”

I smiled. Bat’s nickname came from the fact that his last name was Battersea and he’d played baseball in high school. He hated the name Bat. He hated even more that I called him Batman when the mood arose. After all, Batman—the comic book one—was referred to as the world’s greatest detective. Personally, I’d go with Sherlock Holmes, but that wouldn’t have been as funny.

“Are you going to be nasty? Or are you going to take my statement?” I drawled, giving him a sharp look. 

He sighed and produced a notebook from the breast pocket of his dark suit. I noticed he was wearing the same yellow-and-blue tie he always wore. Seriously, the man needed a shopping trip. He might be handsome, but he had no panache when it came to dressing.

“What happened?” He might sound bored as all get out, but his shrewd brown eyes took in everything around him.

I tapped my foot in annoyance. I knew he needed to ask questions, but time was wasting. “We were playing bunco together and Krys wasn’t looking well. I asked her what was wrong, she thought she’d had a bad clam at dinner. She excused herself to go to the bathroom. When I went to check on her...” I waved my hand in the direction of the bathroom. “Well, you saw. Do you suppose she died of food poisoning? Can it kill you that fast? Or maybe she passed out and fell into the tub and hit her head.” I was liking the sound of that. It explained how she ended up in Agatha’s bathtub in the first place. People don’t generally climb into other people’s tubs in the middle of a get together, especially fully clothed.

“We’ll know more after the autopsy,” he said stiffly, giving away nothing. Drat him. “Is there anything else you noticed? Did she have any enemies? Did anyone threaten her?”

“I didn’t actually know her. We met for the first time tonight. She was a substitute.” I wasn’t about to tell him about Agatha wanting to ring her neck. Or her dust up with Hazel. Neither of them would lay a finger on her except possibly in their imaginations. 

Bat’s eyebrows went up. “Ms. Marlowe was a sub? Who was she subbing for?”

“Ruby, one of our regulars. She’s got the flu or something.”

“Was this a last-minute thing or...”

I shrugged. “You’d have to ask Agatha. She’s the hostess tonight so Ruby would have called her.”

“I’ll do that.”

“Don’t be getting any funny ideas about Ruby,” I said. “She’s a sweet woman. Wouldn’t hurt a fly.” In fact, Ruby was so quiet and shy, she hardly said a word on bunco nights. I couldn’t imagine her having an ill thought about anyone. “Besides, this was food poisoning, right? You know what that looks like now.”

“Anything else?” Bat asked, ignoring both my question and my snarky comment.

“Not that I can think of.”

He flipped his notebook closed. “You can go then.”

I didn’t much like his dismissive attitude, but I turned to walk down the hall. 

“Viola.”

I turned back. “Yeah?”

“Try to stay out of this one, okay?” His expression was stern as he tried to put every ounce of command into his voice. Good luck to him.

“Long as you don’t start arresting the wrong people,” I snapped and stomped down the hall into the living room. 

All the bunco ladies were huddled on Agatha’s matching brown couches and chairs in her open plan living room. They exhibited various shades of distress while a uniformed policeman stood nearby looking lost. A couple of the women were sniffling and weepy, tissues clutched tightly in their hands. Hazel looked upset but stoic. Cheryl was comforting her mom, Charlene, one of the weepy ones. Agatha sat there playing with her beads, a stunned expression on her face.

“I can’t believe someone died. In my house. In my bathtub.” She shook her head, a plate of half-eaten berry pie tottering precariously in her hand. I took the pie from her and put it on the coffee table.  No sense getting stains on her cream carpet.

“I’m sure Bat will figure out what happened.” And I’d be helping him whether he liked it or not.

“That boy.” Agatha pressed her lips together without following up with whatever it was about ‘that boy’ that frustrated her. It clearly spoke to her shocked state of mind. Agatha was rarely at a loss for words.

“It’s going to be okay,” I assured her. “I’m pretty sure Krys had food poisoning.”

“People don’t keel over from food poisoning, do they?” Hazel spoke up. The light glinted off the silver chain holding her reading glasses. 

I shrugged. “Not like that, I don’t think. But she could have gotten woozy, lost her balance, and hit her head.”

“My bathtub is a killer,” Agatha said with quiet drama.

“Er, maybe,” I admitted. “But it’s no one’s fault. Just one of those crazy accidents.” Not that we knew for sure it was an accident, but there was no point upsetting anyone until we had the facts.

“What’s going to happen?” Rose asked timidly. She was the quietest of our group, even quieter than Ruby. A sweet woman, but not terribly outgoing. She was twisting her large ring round and round on her finger. Her husband had died a year ago and she’d recently replaced her plain wedding band with a gorgeous sapphire. Her explanation was that she’d always wanted one, but her husband had thought it frivolous and wouldn’t let her have one. Once she’d mourned him properly, she’d gone out and bought herself a two-carat sapphire cocktail ring. I say three cheers for Rose.

“Bat is going to ask us all questions,” I told them. “Answer honestly and everything will be fine. He’s just trying to figure out what happened.”

Sure enough, Bat appeared in the living room about the same time the crime scene people showed up with Mr. Voss, the local undertaker. They’d do their thing, and Mr. Voss would haul the body to the mortuary to await autopsy by the state medical examiner. Astoria was too small to have its own examiner.

“Ladies,” Bat said, raising his voice a little more than necessary. 

“We’re not deaf, Bat,” Hazel snapped, her red lips turned into a frown. “I may be old enough to be your grandmother, but I can still whip your backside.” I had no doubt it was true.

He blushed, his feet shuffling slightly on the carpet. “Er, sorry.” His gaze slid toward Cheryl and then quickly away before she could make eye contact. 

Bat had been interested in Cheryl for quite a while. Then Duke, her high school sweetheart, showed up and they got hot and heavy, leaving Bat out in the cold. Of course that had lasted all of two minutes until Duke had freaked out and run back to Portland leaving Cheryl brokenhearted. Again. Since then, Bat had avoided Cheryl like the plague. Which I found interesting.

Bat lowered his voice to a more normal level. “I’m going to need to speak with each of you. Ask a few questions. No big deal. Just routine. Once I’ve spoken to you, you may leave, but be sure to give your contact details to Officer Chambers.” He nodded at the young uniform by the door. All the women turned to stare at Officer Chambers who blushed to the roots of his reddish hair. “Who wants to go first?”

Nobody moved. They all looked terrified. 

Bat made a sound of exasperation. “Agatha, is there somewhere private I can have a chat with these ladies?”

“Sure, Jimmy.” Jimmy? Oh my stars, really? I’d never heard anybody call Bat Jimmy. Agatha got up and let Bat to a door that opened off the living room. “My art room. It’ll be quiet in here.”

“Thanks, Agatha.” His eagle eyes scanned the room as if trying to decide who would be his first victim.

“Rose,” I said gently. “Why don’t you go first?”

She looked nervous as she twisted her ring faster. “I don’t know...”

“I can stay with you while you talk.” I gave Bat a hard look. “Right, Detective?”

He gritted his teeth, clearly annoyed. “Actually, no. This way, Ms. Rose.” 

I glared at him as Rose made her shaky way across the carpet. He ignored me. Par for the course. Still, I wasn’t about to give up.

“Cover for me,” I whispered to Agatha as Bat shut the art room door.

“How?” Agatha’s living area was what they liked to call “open concept” with the kitchen, living, and dining rooms being all in one big space. The policeman Bat had left guarding us would spot me in a flash.

“I don’t know. Think of something.”

She mulled it over, then jumped from the couch. “I feel sick.” She marched over to the policeman looking anything but. Her mouth set in a determined line. “I need to go to my room.”

“Sorry, ma’am, but Detective Battersea said...”

“I don’t care what Jimmy said. I am ill. I need to lie down.”

I left them arguing and crept over to the closed door. If I knelt down, I would be out of the officer’s line of sight. It would also be more obvious what I was doing, but that couldn’t be helped. I pressed my ear to the keyhole and listened carefully. 

It was the usual thing. Did you know the victim? Did she have any enemies? And so forth and so on. Like me, Rose had just met Krys that evening and had no particular opinion other than that she was “a little on the loud side and wore too much perfume.” A sentiment I most heartily agreed with. Rose was surprisingly calm for being so nervous, and the interview was quickly over. I scooted back onto the couch a split second before the door opened and Rose stepped out. The bunco ladies surged around her to offer sympathy and moral support. Everyone but Agatha who was still harassing the poor, young officer.

Next up was Betty who was as exuberant as Rose was quiet. She wore a navy and white striped sweater and white jeans with red boots. It was all very patriotic. I resumed my spot next to the keyhole.

“I didn’t really know her,” Betty assured Bat. “Just in passing, you know. Sometimes I’d run into her down at the grocery. On a good day she’d say ‘hello’ and we’d talk about the weather.”

“And on a bad day?” Bat asked. I could imagine him narrowing his eyes as he latched onto something juicy. 

Betty gave a light laugh, completely unperturbed by Bat’s intimidation tactics. “She’d pretend she didn’t know me from Adam. Just sail on by with a cart full of kale. Who actually likes kale? I mean, what do you even do with it?”

“I like kale. I have a really nice recipe for kale Caesar salad,” said Agatha who had handed off the officer to Hazel and joined me at the keyhole. I held back a snicker.

“Geez,” Cheryl whispered, “does Agatha have to butt into everything? She’s going to end up number one on Bat’s hit list if she isn’t careful.”

“Don’t worry,” I whispered back. “I think I’m already suspect number one.”

“Just because you found the body?”

“Apparently I find a lot of bodies,” I said dryly. It was a hard fact to argue with. I mean, technically, this was only the second body I’d found personally, but I’d managed to be in the vicinity of a number of murders. It seemed to make the police anxious.

After he finished with Betty, Bat moved through the ranks of the other bunco girls, questioning each one of them carefully. They all pretty much had the same story about barely knowing Krys. None of them particularly liked her, but they were all gracious about it, and unless Bat decided we were all in on it—whatever “it” was— the poor guy didn’t have a good suspect among them.

After the women had all left except me and Cheryl, Bat questioned Agatha who repeated the Velma story about the garden contest. “Of course, Velma couldn’t have killed her,” Agatha said. “I mean she wasn’t even here tonight, was she? Besides, she’s not that sort of person.”

“What sort of person?”

I was betting Agatha gave him the same look you’d give an idiot. “A killer, of course. I mean, killing over a garden? Pish. How stupid would that be? Besides, she’s eighty if she’s a day.”

“We’re not saying Ms. Marlowe was murdered, but people kill for all sorts of reasons,” Bat said patiently.

“Sure they do. Why I remember the time that farmer out near Otis shot his wife in the head because she under baked a pie. Now how ridiculous is that?” 

There was a pause. “That was before my time,” Bat finally muttered. 

“Still, you can always learn something from the past. Don’t you think?”

Bat finally left, taking Officer Chambers and the crime techs with him and leaving orders not to touch the bathroom along with enough crime scene tape to ensure his orders were followed. Fortunately, Agatha had two more in her sprawling Victorian. Mr. Voss was long gone with the body and since there was no wine, Cheryl had poured us big glasses of whisky from Agatha’s personal stash.

Agatha gulped hers down in two swallows and dumped more into her glass. “What a night.” She leaned on the counter, propping her head on her hand. “Why did that woman have to go and die in my bathroom? I mean, how inconsiderate.”

“Pretty sure she didn’t mean to,” Cheryl said soothingly. That was Cheryl. Always the peacemaker. Even when one of the parties was dead as a doornail.

Agatha was looking a little nervous, which I found odd. She should be relieved, having survived the interrogation. “What didn’t you tell Bat?” I asked Agatha, eyeing her carefully. I could see the blush rising in her cheeks.

“I didn’t mean to hold anything back.”

Unlikely, since Agatha had never held back a juicy piece of gossip in her life. “Go on.”

“Well,” Agatha said, “I don’t mean to speak ill of people, especially the dead, but I think I might know someone who had a motive to kill Krys Marlowe.”
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Chapter 4

Motive for Murder
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CHERYL AND I STARED at Agatha with wide eyes. Someone had started a fire in the fireplace and a log popped and snapped in the sudden quiet. The flames sent eerie shadows dancing across the pale-yellow walls of the kitchen and the bare windows stared back at us like giant, dark eyes. I managed to restrain a shudder at the thought that someone— maybe the killer— could be watching us from outside those windows. And Agatha had just declared she knew who it was. Maybe. Great. The killer could pounce again at any moment! If there was a killer. I had to remind myself the police hadn’t ruled out food poisoning yet.

“That seems like something you might have told the police,” I finally blurted.

“You shouldn’t hide things like that from Bat,” Cheryl agreed, sipping at her whisky in a delicate, ladylike fashion.

“Well, I don’t actually know anything,” Agatha admitted, taking another healthy swallow of whisky. “I just suspect.”

“Spill it,” I ordered, swirling my own whisky and wishing it was blackberry bourbon.

Agatha sighed. “I think I need cake to shore me up.” She got up from the table and bustled around the kitchen, returning with three small dessert plates and a very large carrot cake smothered in cream cheese frosting. I nearly moaned in delight. “Picked it up at the bakery this afternoon. Can’t let it go to waste.” She sat down and served us each a sizeable chunk of cake.

I took a bite. Bliss. Absolute bliss. 

Cheryl stared at her slice as if it might bite.

“What’s wrong?” I whispered.

“I don’t really care for carrot cake,” she whispered back.

I snorted. “I’ll be happy to eat it for you.” I took another big bite and gave her a cheeky grin. More for me!

Once my mouth was empty, I waved at Agatha. “Continue. What do you suspect?”

Agatha swallowed her own bite of cake. “Well, you know that Krys worked down at Dr. Voss’s office?”

“Mark Voss? The undertaker’s brother?” I asked. Like most small towns, Astoria was a bit of a Gordian knot with half the town being related to the other half of the town. It had come as little surprise to discover the undertaker and the doctor were brothers. The discovery that their sister was the local butcher had been slightly more disturbing.

Cheryl and Agatha both nodded. They’d both lived here in Astoria all their lives. I was a relative newcomer, having grown up in Portland and moved to Astoria just a few years ago. I liked the peace and quiet, the inspirational surroundings, and the wacky denizens of the small town. It made great fodder for my novels.

“That’s right,” Agatha said around another bite of cake. “Been working at the clinic about a year. It’s just her, the doc, and that Kent girl.”

“Alison,” Cheryl supplied, a bite of cake held aloft on her fork. “The receptionist.”

“Okay, so you think one of them could have killed Krys? But who? And how? And why?”

“Well, that’s the thing. I’m not sure,” Agatha admitted. “I have no idea the how. I mean she dropped dead here. I’m certain none of us did it, but nobody else was here. Unless someone snuck in...”

“Who, Agatha? Who do you suspect?”

“See, about a week ago, I was chatting to Krys over the fence—she was supervising her gardening people—and she said something that stuck with me.”

“What!” Cheryl and I both all but screamed.

“She said that she knew some things that were ‘going on down at that clinic.’ When I asked her what, she just gave me this smirk. Kind of taunting and superior.” Agatha sounded disgusted.

Krys had probably felt smug because she knew something Agatha didn’t. Believe me, that was a Herculean task all on its own.

“Did you ask her what she knew?” I prompted.

“Of course I did, but she refused to say anything more about it. Only that whatever it was, it was going to make her a rich woman.”

Cheryl and I exchanged glances.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Cheryl asked.

I nodded, certain we were on the same page. “I’m thinking blackmail.”

––––––––

[image: ]


“THE QUESTION IS, OF course, who was Krys Marlowe blackmailing?” I was sitting in Baked Alaska overlooking the surging blue-gray waters of the Columbia River enjoying a shawarma pizza. It was piled high with spiced chicken, grilled vegetables, and dripped with tahini sauce. It was, in a word, delicious.

Baked Alaska was one of those sort of restaurants that aims for upscale rustic. In this case, they hit the mark. Rough beams of native Douglas fir soared above while highly polished broad boards of the same wood spread beneath our feet. Each table was graced with the warm glow of a hurricane lantern as the light outside was quickly fading despite the early hour. It was the perfect cross between romantic and casual.

Lucas Salvatore, my pretty-much-boyfriend, was sitting across from me with a plate full of scrumptious looking prawns. Too bad I was allergic or I’d have snagged one. He’d driven down from Portland the day after the murder to take me out to dinner. He’d claimed it was impulse, but my guess was that since he pretty much jumped in the car the minute I told him about the murder—if it was a murder—it was more about him trying to keep me out of trouble than anything. Which was, of course, ridiculous. I was perfectly capable of handling myself. 

“Is that the question?” Lucas asked carefully. He was looking rather delicious in worn blue jeans and a green button-down shirt that brought out the gray of his eyes. I swear his lips looked more luscious every time I saw him. I gave myself a mental shake. I needed to focus, not start mooning over Lucas. Although since we were dating, mooning over him was probably a prerequisite.
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