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      I’d feared I was heading to the middle of nowhere, metaphorically speaking, but I didn’t realize it might be literal until I saw the “Stirling Mills, Population 3,500” sign on the side of the road without a single building in sight. The only hint of civilization was the road itself. “There’s got to be a town around here somewhere,” I muttered to myself as I drove down the lonely state highway. The first impression wasn’t promising for a newspaper reporter. Unless the trees did something wild and crazy, there wouldn’t be much to report on, and therefore there’d be no reason to have a newspaper. But, I reminded myself, getting a call about a job opportunity while I carried a cardboard box of my personal items to my car after half the newsroom was let go was a blessing, even if the job was in a nowhere town. I’d rather report on small-town news—even mildly interesting trees—than be unemployed.

      The sign at least proved I was on the right track. I hadn’t made a wrong turn and missed the town entirely. I must have gone at least half a mile farther down the road before I finally saw a building, what looked like a hotel under construction behind a massive brick archway over a grand entry gate. I figured it was some kind of rural resort. If you wanted to get away from absolutely everything, this would be the place to go.

      My car’s GPS piped up, telling me to turn left ahead, and I saw an intersection with a smaller road, a two-lane blacktop heading into more nowhere. The road sign declared it to be the business spur of the state highway I was on. Half a mile down that road, I started to see signs of civilization, such as houses surrounded by lots big enough to count as small farms. Some even had horses and cattle in the fields between the houses and the road.

      I reached an ornately decorated bridge with fancy iron railings and crossed a river. On one side of the road was an old building with a water wheel on the side and a sign in front saying “The Old Mill Fine Dining.” On the other side of the road appeared to be the town’s defenses, a row of weapons from a variety of eras, their barrels all pointed at the road. I hoped it was merely a veterans’ memorial and that I hadn’t stumbled into a war zone.

      Now the town proper finally began. There was a grocery store on my left and a used-car dealership on my right, followed by a couple of churches, a gas station, a few fast-food places, a dollar store, and more houses. The traffic at a little past ten in the morning was minimal. I wondered if a town like this even had a rush hour. Probably more like a busy minute. I had to stop at a couple of stoplights, once even with actual cross traffic.

      As I drew closer to downtown, the character of the town changed subtly. The buildings were older and less generic. The houses I could see on the side streets had porches and picket fences. I passed a school where I expected to see girls in poodle skirts and bobby socks and hunks in letter sweaters carrying their books up the front steps. Something in my heart cried out in recognition. It was the sort of school I imagined when I read the outdated teen novels I found in the base library as a kid. I had to force myself to keep driving instead of stopping to explore.

      Downtown looked exactly like a movie set for an idyllic small town, with old brick and limestone buildings lining Main Street and the side streets. There were antique-looking lamp posts along the street, with planter boxes full of pansies and ornamental cabbages at their bases. American flags hung from flagpoles up and down the street. About half of the storefronts were full, unlike most of the towns I’d driven through on my way here. Most of the businesses seemed to be antique shops and art galleries. My research on the town had suggested that there was an up-and-coming arts community, with artists drawn by the cheap studio space and low cost of living. I wondered how long that would last, if the artists would stick around or get tired of the town—or if the town actually accepted the artists.

      It was good that there was no traffic because I slowed to a crawl so I could take in the sights. This town was straight out of those cheesy cable romance movies I watched when I got home from work to help blot out the ugliness I often had to see as a reporter. After a day spent writing about crime and corruption, I liked to curl up with a cup of tea and escape to a sweet little town where everyone knew everyone and looked out for each other, and the biggest drama was whether the town festival would go off without a hitch. I’d visited a lot of small Texas towns, but I’d never found one so close to my ideal image.

      The GPS announced that my destination was ahead on the right and, sure enough, I saw “Stirling Mills Gazette” painted on the window of the building in front of me. I pulled in to the nearest parking space. After turning off the engine, I took a moment to collect myself and get my bearings, since I was about ten minutes early. Punctuality was good for a job interview, but being there too early might be annoying if it threw off the editor’s schedule.

      Across the street was an art studio, and although the morning sun reflecting off the window obscured the view, I got the impression that there was someone painting behind the window. The paintings on display in the other windows were bold modern works with intense colors, not the hazy, nostalgic landscapes I’d have expected to see in a quaint little town. Maybe they were serious about that arts community.

      Down the block was an old-timey movie theater, complete with Art Deco neon tubing along the sign. The marquee announced that His Girl Friday was playing this week. I thought that boded well, both for what life here might offer and as a good omen for interviewing for a reporting job. The old theater showing classic movies was yet another detail from my dream hometown. Growing up as an air force brat, I’d never had a real hometown. If I’d made a wish list for the kind of place where I’d want to put down roots, this was the town I would have created.

      My throat got that tight feeling that usually means I’m about to cry, and I blinked rapidly to keep any inconvenient tears from forming. Had I finally found the home I’d always dreamed of? I’d been approaching this interview as a “what the heck” kind of thing, mostly good for practice and feedback, but not a job I’d truly take unless I had no other options. Now I actually wanted it. I was already imagining myself attending local events, reporter’s notebook in hand, and spending my free time watching old movies at that classic theater, maybe with a hunky local guy. I reminded myself that the town probably wasn’t that perfect. Nothing was. There would be buried secrets and hidden flaws, and the odds of there being a lot of hunky single men in a town like this were slim. This wasn’t a TV movie.

      Still, I wouldn’t mind giving it a shot, and I wanted the interview to go well.

      I got a wad of tissues out of my purse and gave my nose a good blow. I had an ill-timed bout of the sniffles, probably courtesy of that cold front that was approaching, blowing all the pollen and dust between here and Colorado in ahead of it. I was still a bit stuffy, but I thought I could get through an interview without sounding too congested. Fortunately, I wasn’t interviewing for a radio reporting job. The quality of my voice shouldn’t matter too much.

      I checked my lipstick and hair in the rearview mirror. The hair was a lost cause, but I tucked a few stray curls back into the elastic band struggling to hold the whole mop in place. I picked up my portfolio and flipped through it one last time to make sure my résumé and clips were all there, unfastened my seatbelt, and opened my car door. Although it was February, we were having a warm spell, so I didn’t need my coat on top of my suit jacket. The interview would surely be over before the front blew through. In fact, if it was on schedule, I should be home by then.

      I got out of the car, smoothed my slacks, dropped my keys into my purse, gripped my portfolio, and marched toward the newspaper office. Bells on the door jingled as I opened it, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dimmer light inside when I entered. The room was lit only by the sunlight coming through the front windows. The only sound in the room came from my footsteps on the wooden floor. It was the quietest newsroom I’d ever been in, probably because there were no people there.

      Two desks faced each other on either side of the front door. One was completely bare, aside from a phone, and the other seemed to be in use, though it was cleaner than any editor’s desk I’d ever seen. It had a fairly up-to-date computer on it, which was reassuring. A manual typewriter would have been more at home in the surroundings. The phone was a relic, a solid black thing with a rotary dial, with an actual Rolodex next to it. I knew a few older reporters who still had them, though more as an affectation than as something they used regularly. They liked a visual reminder of their wealth of contacts. The only other things on the desk were a couple of file folders and a legal pad. A chair was pushed up against the desk, making it look more like someone had left for the day than like they’d just stepped away for a moment. Behind the desk, against the wall, was a solid table topped by an old-fashioned hutch with cubbyholes that must have once been used to hold typed articles and pages ripped from a teletype machine. Aside from the computer, the whole room was right out of the 1940s. I felt like I should be wearing a fedora.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Mr. Ogden? It’s Lexie Lincoln. We had a ten-thirty interview.”

      There was no response. I noticed a door in the rear wall. Maybe this was just a reception area and the actual newsroom was back there. I peered through the small window set in the door, but couldn’t make out anything. I tried the knob, but it was locked. I knocked and waited for a moment. Nothing happened. I pressed my ear against the door and heard no sound from the other side.

      I got out my phone and made sure I didn’t have any messages about the interview being rescheduled or canceled. Nothing. I’d been a little early, but now it was definitely time for the interview. I considered it a strike against the editor. If he didn’t treat my time as valuable for the interview, what would he be like to work with? Before I stomped angrily away, I pulled up my call log, found the last call from Stirling Mills, and touched that number to call the editor.

      A few seconds later, a phone rang, but not the one on the desk. It was the standard-issue ringtone of a cell phone, and the sound came from behind the desk. I moved over there, skirting the side chair, and immediately took a big step back.

      A body sprawled on the floor, its head lying in the middle of a small pool of blood.
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      I’d like to say that I didn’t scream because I’m just that tough, but the truth is I was too shocked to scream. I went on autopilot, as though I was running through a mental checklist of what to do when you find a body. The first thing I did was get out of there. I yanked the front door open so hard that the bells went into a frenzy. Safely outside and away from the body, I dialed 911.

      “Stirling Mills Nine-One-One, what’s your emergency?” a motherly voice answered.

      Sounding steadier than I could have imagined, I said, “There’s someone lying on the floor at the newspaper office. I don’t know if you need the ambulance or the medical examiner, but there’s a lot of blood. Oh, you need the address. Just a sec.” I looked around to see if it was clearly marked somewhere on the building. If not, I had it in my car’s nav system.

      “That’s okay, hon,” the dispatcher’s voice said in my ear, calm and reassuring. “They know where it is, and they’re already on their way. You just stay put, okay?”

      I heard sirens approaching, one of them from the police SUV heading toward me. “Okay,” I said, my voice trembling a little. My brain and body had finally caught up with the situation. I’d stumbled upon a bleeding body, which meant my day had probably become a lot more complicated. Of course, calling for help had been the right thing to do, but now I was involved, for better or worse.

      The SUV made a U-turn and stopped in the space next to my car, and I turned to see an ambulance approaching from the other direction. “They’re here,” I reported to the dispatcher.

      “You can hang up now, then. Thanks for calling. Take care.” Her tone of voice made it sound more like I’d called to check on Aunt Betty than to report a body.

      A cop got out of the SUV. I was a little too addled to notice details, just a long stretch of khaki topped by reddish hair. “You called it in?” he asked as he jogged past me toward the newspaper office.

      “Yeah.”

      “Stay right there.” His tone made it an order, like he’d verbally put me in handcuffs to keep me from going anywhere. He jerked the door open and ran inside. The ambulance came to a stop in the street, blocking my car, and the medics jumped out and ran into the building with their kits. A moment later, the medics came out, moving more slowly, like there was no rush. Either the man inside was already dead or it was just one of those superficial head wounds that bleeds like crazy and he was going to be perfectly fine. Then again, a superficial head wound that bled that much would have required some medical attention. At least one of them would still be in there with him, patching him up. Which probably meant he was already dead.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. It wasn’t my first time at a murder scene, but I’d always been there as an observer, not as a participant. Not that I had actually participated in this murder, but I had found the body, which gave me a role in this little drama. And the victim was someone I’d talked to, even if I didn’t know him well. All that made this very different from any other murder I’d covered.

      Murder was definitely not what I’d expected from this pleasant little town. I supposed it proved my point that there was likely something ugly behind these beautifully restored facades. No real town could be as perfect as those in the TV movies.

      A few minutes later, another police vehicle arrived, and a woman wearing a jacket with “SMPD” printed on it got out, carrying a case. Did a town this size have a crime scene team?

      After the woman went inside, the first cop came out and approached me. The name plate on his chest said “W. Mosby,” and he wore a lieutenant’s bar on his collar. He was at least an inch over six feet and loomed over me, but he had a lanky build, so he wasn’t quite as intimidating as someone that tall could have been. He was more of a string bean than a brick wall. His hair was a dark auburn that I imagined had been bright red when he was younger, and that, along with a scattering of freckles on his nose, also took away from the intimidation factor. He fished a notebook out of his breast pocket and clicked his pen, staring at me all the while. I stared back at him, looking him directly in the eyes. That turned out to be disconcerting because I couldn’t quite tell what color his eyes were. They were dark, so it was hard to see the color, but they definitely weren’t brown or black. For a moment, I thought they were blue, but then he turned his head slightly and they looked more green. He frowned and stared harder at me. With contact lenses that dried out easily, I was bound to lose any staring contest because I’d have to blink soon, but I didn’t want to give up until I absolutely had to.

      When he glanced down at his notebook and jotted something, I gratefully blinked rapidly a few times. I couldn’t help but notice that there was no wedding ring on his left hand. It seemed there was at least one hunky single guy in town—or a married man who didn’t wear a ring, I reminded myself to keep my imagination from going into overdrive. “Okay, miss, I’ll need to get some information from you,” he said. “Name?”

      “Alexa Lincoln. But I go by Lexie.” With a nervous laugh, I added, “Though I’m known in newsrooms as Lucky Lexie.” A split second after the words left my mouth, I regretted it. I was babbling. I never babbled. I sometimes blurted, but that was different. That was me saying what I was thinking at an inappropriate time. But this was coming out without me thinking about it. And now I was even babbling inside my head.

      He arched an eyebrow. “Lucky?”

      “This sort of thing happens to me all the time. Stumbling upon a crime scene, I mean. If it was a crime. I guess it could have been an accident.”

      “That’s lucky?”

      Oh, shut up, shut up, shut up, I told myself. But I’d already started, so now I had to explain. “For the victims, not so much. But I’m a reporter, so getting to the crime scene first means I get the scoop. Not now, though. I’m not here to cover this. Don’t worry, I’m not working on a story.”

      He gave me some serious side-eye before asking for my contact info. I gave him my phone number and address, then he said, “Now, please tell me what happened this morning.”

      “I had a ten-thirty interview with Paul Ogden for the job of reporter and assistant editor at the Gazette. Which I guess isn’t going to happen if that was Mr. Ogden. Was it Mr. Ogden?”

      “We’re not releasing the victim’s identity until we can notify next of kin.”

      “I’m not asking as a reporter. I didn’t have the interview, so I don’t have a reporting job. I’m asking as the person who doesn’t know if I’m going to have a job interview because I don’t know if the person who’s supposed to interview me is dead or if he’s somewhere wondering why I’m late.”

      “You were telling me what happened,” he prompted, pointedly not answering my question.

      “Yeah. Well, I showed up for my job interview and went inside the office. The bells rang when the door opened, but nobody responded. I called out and got no answer, then tried the door at the back. It was locked. I tried calling him, and the phone rang in the room—a cell phone, not the landline on the desk. So I went around the desk to look and that’s when I saw him.”

      “Was he alive at that time?”

      “I don’t know. I saw all the blood and knew it was bad, so I went outside and called for help.”

      “Why did you go outside?”

      That gave me pause. I really didn’t know. “Instinct, I guess? You step away to make a phone call. And I didn’t want to contaminate the crime scene any further. If it was a crime scene.”

      “So you didn’t check to see if he was alive?”

      “No. I thought it was best to call for help right away, and you were already here before I even got off the phone, so I didn’t get a chance to go back in and start first aid. I’ve taken a CPR class, and step one is always to call nine-one-one.”

      He nodded. “Right.”

      “He was dead, wasn’t he?”

      Instead of answering, he said, “You didn’t notice the body right away?”

      “It was maybe thirty seconds, so it’s not like I ate lunch in there without figuring it out. He was lying behind the desk, and I couldn’t see him from that angle until I moved forward.”

      “You didn’t smell anything?”

      “The blood was still wet. He hadn’t had time to decay.”

      “There are other smells, like the blood.”

      I pointed to my nose. “Sorry, mountain cedar and whatever else is blowing in. I might have noticed a week-old corpse, but not anything more subtle than that.”

      “How well did you know Paul Ogden?”

      I thought that confirmed the dead man’s identity, but wisely refrained from saying so. “I spoke to him once on the phone. He called to arrange the job interview. That was it.”

      “He contacted you?”

      “Yes, out of the blue. I’d never even heard of this town. But it was good timing because I just got laid off, along with half the newsroom.”

      “How did he know about you?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe he read some of my work. I’ve been writing for a major daily, and some of my pieces have been picked up by syndicates. The newspaper grapevine is pretty good. Every journalist in the state probably knew there was a big bloodletting yesterday. A metaphorical one, I mean. No one was actually murdered. Well, other than maybe here, and that was this morning.” I shook my head, trying to clear it. “Sorry, I’m babbling. I guess I’m a little shaken up.”

      “I thought you said you stumbled upon crime scenes all the time.”

      “I do, but I’m usually there as a reporter, so that gives me some detachment. With this one, I feel more like I’m involved. Not that I had anything to do with it. I just found the body and reported it. But it feels really different reporting it to the cops than it does when I’m writing an article.”

      “Did you notice anything in the newspaper office?”

      “Not really. I just glanced around a bit. There was a rotary-dial phone on the desk, which isn’t something you see much anymore. It didn’t look like there had been a struggle, or anything like that. The desk was weirdly neat for a newspaper editor. Either he’s gone paperless or he’d just tidied up. Or he was a freak. And the chair was behind the desk the way you’d put it when you leave for the day. I remember thinking that it didn’t look like he’d just stepped away for a moment, like to go to the bathroom or get some coffee. That’s why I tried calling him.”

      “Did you touch anything?”

      “I tried the door at the back of the newsroom, as I said. And I opened the front door from both sides.” Wincing, I added, “Sorry. I guess I smudged the prints of anyone who’d gone before me.”

      That earned the first hint of something that might have been a smile. “You didn’t know it was a crime scene when you went in. Is there anything else?”

      “Not that I can think of. I really wasn’t in there long.”

      “How long were you planning to stay in town?”

      “I just drove down for the interview. I was hoping to get back to Dallas before that front hits this afternoon. They’re talking about sleet, and I want to be off the road by then.”

      “Can you stick around for an hour or so? Once I’m done here at the scene, I’ll need to get your fingerprints so we can separate your prints from anyone else’s, and I may need to get a more formal statement. You could go get a cup of coffee or lunch, or something. You should still be able to get home before it starts sleeting.”

      “Um, sure, okay,” I said with a shrug. Glancing at my car, which was blocked in by emergency vehicles, I added, “Do you have any recommendations within walking distance?”

      “The Sideshow Diner is about four blocks that way,” he said, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb. “You can’t miss it. I have your number. I’ll give you a call when I need you.”

      With another glance at my car and at the parking sign nearby, I said, “It looks like I’ll be parked here more than two hours.”

      “Don’t worry, we won’t give you a parking ticket.”

      If I tried to look on the bright side, this gave me the opportunity to explore the town a little more—not that I really needed to, since the job interview wasn’t going to happen. The storefronts were all full, no windows boarded up or empty. In addition to the antique shops and art galleries, there were a few restaurants, a bank, a bookstore, a couple of legal offices, a “business incubator” with an “opening soon” sign in the window, and an accountant. Every block had a charger for electric vehicles, which I thought was surprisingly forward-thinking for a town like this. Some of the banners hanging from the lampposts advertised free Wi-Fi downtown. The town was small, but it seemed to be thriving.

      I felt a pang of loss for what might have been, since the job probably wasn’t going to happen now. As soon as I thought it, I felt bad for focusing on myself when things were far worse for Paul Ogden and his family and friends.

      As Lt. Mosby had said, there was no missing the Sideshow Diner. It looked like a car from an old circus train, brightly painted and sitting in front of the railroad tracks at the edge of downtown. A building had been built around one end of it, providing steps and a ramp to the entry, with an awning striped like a circus tent over the door. I crossed the street and headed up the steps. As soon as I entered, a tall Black woman wearing a ruffled apron passed me on her way to the kitchen in the attached building. “Sit wherever you like. I’ll be with you in a sec,” she said.

      Most of the booths along the car’s windows were empty, probably because this was the lull between breakfast and lunch. The only patrons were a group of old men wearing bib overalls and flannel shirts who sat toward the back. I slid into the second booth on the side facing the town. A moment later, the waitress returned. “Now, what can I get you?” she asked.

      “This is going to sound weird,” I warned. “I’ll pay for a cup of coffee, but what I really want is a big mug of boiling water. I do mean boiling, not just hot from a pot sitting on a warmer. I need steam, maybe a few bubbles still.”

      “What are you gonna do, throw it in someone’s face?”

      “No!” The last thing I needed was for people in this town to think I had homicidal tendencies. “I’m going to make tea.”

      One corner of her mouth turned up in a wry smile. “You coulda just ordered a cup of tea.”

      “I have my own tea bags.”

      “Oh, something fancy, like Earl Grey?”

      “More like Yorkshire Breakfast Brew. I’m actually not a fan of Earl Grey.”

      “You take your tea seriously.”

      “I lived in England when I was a kid while my dad was in the air force. I developed a taste for proper tea, and most diners in this part of the world don’t do it well. No offense.”

      “None taken. We don’t get much call for hot tea here. I couldn’t even tell you what brand of tea bags we have or how old they are. I’ll get that water right out for you.” I got the baggie of tea bags out of my purse and selected the kind I wanted. While I waited for my hot water, I glanced around the diner. Above the windows were rows of black-and-white photos of a carnival from what must have been the twenties or thirties. Maybe this car really had been part of a circus train at one time.

      The waitress returned with a mug that steamed appropriately. “Here you go. Is there anything else you’d like?”

      “Just the tea for now. I may want lunch in a little bit.”

      “Okay, give me a holler when you want something. Menus are in the rack there on the table.”

      I dropped a tea bag into the cup and checked my watch to time it. The swirl of red from the tea bag into the water brought back a vivid mental snapshot of the body lying with its head in a pool of blood on the floor. I took a paper napkin from the table dispenser and a pen from my purse and sketched a stick figure version of what I remembered seeing. He must have fallen and hit his head on the corner of the table behind the desk. It had been the back of his head that had been hit, so he would have had to fall backward. The body had been in the wrong position for him to have slipped while walking. He looked more like he’d tumbled out of a chair, but the chair had been upright and at the desk rather than near the body.

      I checked my watch again and removed the tea bag. I normally drank my tea with just a splash of milk, but after the shock I’d had, I figured I could use a packet of sugar, too. There were small containers of half-and-half on the table, which would do. After having made a fuss about the boiling water, I didn’t want to request milk when all I needed was a teaspoon or two.

      As I sat there with the mug under my nose so I could inhale the steam and maybe open my sinuses a bit, I studied my crude drawing. I couldn’t see a way that Ogden could have fallen and hit the back of his head. If the chair was one that tilted as well as swiveled, maybe he’d been leaning back too far and it had tipped over, but that wouldn’t have been enough force to bash the back of his head in. All I could think was that someone had shoved him hard enough to send the chair tilting back so that he hit his head. Whoever did it would have had to set the chair upright afterward, and they hadn’t called for help. Paul Ogden might even have been alive for a while until he either bled out or succumbed to the head injury. And that made it murder.

      I saw the waitress coming and quickly balled up the napkin. I didn’t want to have to explain my murder sketch. “You still good?” she asked.

      “Great,” I assured her, probably a little too heartily. “The tea was just what I needed. Thanks.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You made the tea. All I did was boil the water.”

      “The water was the perfect temperature. You wouldn’t believe how rare that is.” Feeling awkward, I took one of the laminated menus out of the rack. “I should probably get some lunch. What would you recommend?” It was a bit soon for lunch, but I’d had an early breakfast and was beginning to get hungry.

      “Oh, it’s all good. You won’t find better chicken and dumplings anywhere, and they’ve been stewing since I got here this morning. We usually run out fairly quickly during lunch, so you’re here at the right time.”

      “That sounds good. I’ll have that, thanks.”

      “I’ll get it right out for you.”

      When she was gone, I slipped my drawing into my purse and picked up the mug, wrapping my hands around it and reveling in the warmth. So, murder. With a newspaper editor, there were probably plenty of suspects and just as many reasons why someone would want him dead. I’d only skimmed the online edition, but I hadn’t noticed any stories of the sort that tended to make enemies. There had been the usual reports on school activities and sports, a profile of one of the new artists in town, minutes from the latest city council meeting, and a review of a high school play. Unless one of the thespians had taken issue with the review, I couldn’t imagine that any of that was worth killing over.

      And yet, someone had.
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      I must have been still frowning in thought when the waitress returned with a steaming bowl of dumplings because she asked, “Is something wrong?”

      “No, just thinking,” I said.

      “You might want to let these cool a bit or you’ll burn your mouth,” she said as she placed the bowl in front of me. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

      “No, this looks wonderful, just like my grandma used to make.” Before she walked away, I had a sudden impulse to ask, “Do you know the newspaper editor, Paul Ogden?”

      “He comes in here from time to time. Why?”

      I doubted the cops wanted me spreading the word about the murder, especially since Lt. Mosby hadn’t even confirmed that it was Paul Ogden, so I said, “I’m in town to interview for a job at the newspaper, and I’m curious what people think about him and the paper.”

      She paused, tilting her head to the side in thought. “Well, the newspaper’s great. We’re lucky to have it. A lot of towns this size don’t have papers anymore. As for Mr. Ogden, well, he’s not exactly a people person. He’s real particular about things.”

      “Like wanting his tea water boiling?” I asked with an inward wince.

      “Oh, honey, no, that’s nothing. You didn’t send it back when I got it wrong.”

      “You didn’t get it wrong.”

      Her response was a noncommittal, “Mmm-hmmm.” With a smile, she added, “You enjoy those dumplings, now.” She hurried to greet someone who’d just entered the diner, but I had a feeling she’d have found an excuse to end the conversation even if a patron hadn’t shown up. Was it that she didn’t want to talk about him, or was she practicing the principle of not saying anything if she couldn’t say something nice?

      So, Paul Ogden hadn’t made many friends, at least not at the diner. I’d known a lot of editors who were somewhat lacking in the personality department, or perhaps were overly endowed with the wrong kind of personality. Working with someone like that in a big newsroom with a lot of other staff could be unpleasant, but bearable. Working one-on-one with him in a small newsroom with no one else to provide a buffer might have been impossible. Maybe I’d had a lucky break. I immediately felt bad for the thought. The man had died. I shouldn’t be thinking about how that benefited me.

      I ate my lunch with a mental apology to my late grandmother for thinking that these dumplings were even better than hers. I might have been able to tolerate the boss from hell with access to food like this. I still hadn’t heard from Lt. Mosby by the time I found myself looking at the empty bowl and pondering how rude it would be to pick it up and lick it clean. The lunch rush had begun, and I didn’t want to take up a table after I was through eating, so I paid my check and waved goodbye to the waitress before heading out. If I wasn’t mistaken, the temperature had dropped a little while I was in the diner, and the wind had picked up. I hoped I could get done with the red tape before the front hit in earnest. It was a nearly two-hour drive back to Dallas, and I didn’t want to deal with sleet on top of city rush-hour traffic.

      I headed back toward the newspaper office, still mulling the crime scene over in my brain. It would have taken someone pretty tall and strong to push Ogden and his chair at just the right angle for him to hit his head hard enough to kill him. I would hope that would rule me out as a suspect, but this was a small town, and I’d done a few stories on people railroaded into prison when small-town cops couldn’t be bothered to actually investigate a case—or when they were protecting someone local. I was an outsider, so I made a convenient patsy. Real small towns were seldom as welcoming to strangers as those in the TV movies.

      Out of sheer paranoia, I considered my alibi. I knew I hadn’t killed Ogden, but could I prove it? It all depended on the time of death. I’d driven down from Dallas, and my car’s navigation system could probably show where it had been. My toll tag would also lead to readings on where my car had been. I wasn’t sure I had evidence proving where I had been. There was that art studio across the street, where the artist had been sitting in the window. That person might have seen something and could vouch for my arrival. Besides, I wanted to get a closer look at that art. I headed purposefully down Main Street toward the studio.

      On the other side of the street, the ambulance was gone, but the police cars were still there, and the whole area was roped off with crime scene tape. I reached the art studio and opened the door, only to find Lt. Mosby already in there, talking to a woman sitting in a wheelchair in front of an easel. The woman saw me before he did and said, “Actually, she looked like that.”

      The lieutenant turned to see me and glared. “Really?” he asked.

      I froze. I’d come here hoping to get an alibi, not be fingered for the crime. What was she up to? I knew she hadn’t seen me any earlier than when I found the body.

      “She’s the second one,” the woman clarified. “The one who went in just before all the sirens. The other woman with curly brown hair and a black suit who walked by earlier was different. For one thing, she was wearing a skirt, not slacks.”

      I wasn’t sure what she was talking about, but it sounded like she was clearing me, and the relief left me a little lightheaded.

      “What are you doing here?” the lieutenant asked me. His tone and his glare suggested that he hadn’t cleared me, no matter what the artist said.

      “I had lunch and still hadn’t heard from you, so I was killing time. I noticed this studio when I got here this morning, so I thought I’d stop by and take a closer look at the art.” I didn’t manage to sound nearly as casual as I’d have liked. I was afraid I sounded like I was babbling again.
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