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			Jodi Franklin graded papers for two hours before she took a break to get a cup of tea. She had been teaching for thirty years, and two hours was nowhere near her record. In her younger days, she could mark up essays all day on a Saturday, then drive through the night to visit her younger brother and listen to him sing a solo at church on Sunday morning.

			These days her priorities were in better order. Not that she wouldn’t still drive to see Daniel when he was performing, but she would never spend her whole weekend working. If a student only spent an hour writing a six-page research paper on the Kennedy assassination, and most of that time was given to coordinating questionable AI input, Jodi was only going to spend five minutes grading it.

			At this point, a lot of her job seemed to involve entering paragraphs into plagiarism databases while deciding whether she could make it through one more year of this nonsense before retirement. To be fair, she mostly felt that way in early June, but the burnout had gotten worse. She loved her summers off too much to quit, even when the last of her friends from the old guard had moved to Florida. The fights with administration over teaching to the AP test versus encouraging critical thinking skills, the constant emails from parents complaining about her lowering their children’s GPAs with her “overly rigorous” expectations, and those same students failing to follow even the most basic instructions on a daily basis all ground her down.

			Teaching had been Jodi’s passion ever since she’d first picked up Anne of Green Gables as a child. She had managed to keep that flame lit through countless shifts in the educational landscape. Now, though, she was done. In early September, she had negotiated time off to go to the Grand Canyon, and next June she would be on her way to Patagonia to begin her trip around the world. She would never pick up a red pen again.

			Jodi glanced out her office window and noticed several of the neighbor boys arguing over their pickup game of basketball. A few went to the local high school, Stoneridge, where she had taught as a young woman before transferring to neighboring Lincoln High in an effort to separate her personal life from her professional one. She recognized all the kids who lived at the Cedars Apartments. Wyatt Eames was often out there, since his parents owned a food truck and were gone for long stretches, and his friend with the expensive haircut was with him tonight. Noah something? It would come to her, probably at two in the morning.

			They were up against some newcomers—older than high school, by the looks of them—and those men did not sound happy. Jodi knew, by sight at least, most of the people who lived here, even with families moving in and out all the time. She had called this place home for two decades, but many people saw the Cedars as a stopping point, and not always a happy one. She was used to hearing arguments through the thin walls and passing by all manner of petty illegal behaviors in the stairwell or the parking lot outside. Jodi had called the police more times than she could remember when she suspected the fights were ongoing abuse. That hadn’t endeared her to the abusers, the victims, or to the children who saw family members driven away in the back of squad cars, but at least she could sleep at night.

			Perhaps being a history teacher made her fond of documentation. She wrote daily about the goings on around her building, thick journals she could produce when law enforcement questioned her about an incident she had reported. Often her decision to track incidents of violence against women with dates and a record of observable injuries made the difference in court. Her corner fourth-floor apartment had the best view in the building. She was ‘that person’ at Cedars, and she owned it.

			She glanced back out at the court, but the basketball players had wandered over to the Eames family’s food truck, which must have pulled up while she was in the kitchen fussing with her old kettle. Wyatt and his friend had disappeared, too, probably to the parking lot, which she couldn’t see from her window. She could hear shouting, though, and what sounded like someone crying. Her down-the-hall neighbor Jewel had a three-month-old, but Jodi knew little Missy’s cries. This sounded like a woman.

			Jodi put down her mug and tried to raise the window higher so she could stick her head out. No luck. This rain, along with the blasted heat and humidity, had the old wood swollen tight. She sighed, grabbed her raincoat from the hook by the door, and slid her feet into a pair of old flip-flops. A teacher’s work was never done.
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			Dystopian fiction would have readers believe that teenagers were the best choice to save the world, but in reality they were just the easiest demographic to convince to do stupid, dangerous things, which was why Prudence Rye needed to find some.

			As vice principal of Stoneridge High School, Rye had a certain clout with kids who were often in her office, while her friend and pastor Wanda Duff, a woman twenty years her senior (with the patience and wisdom to show for it, as well as the occasional gray in her hair) could call in the assistance of youth group members, as well as her live-in nephew, Lance, and his best friends.

			Wanda and Rye had become friends a year ago, when Wanda began investigating the suspicious death of a parishioner, Niels Pond. Wanda and Rye had achieved local amateur sleuth fame by solving several other cases together since then, in addition to becoming close friends. Wanda and Lance often joined Rye and her father, Hardy, for dinner, although recently Wanda and Hardy would slip away after the meal and leave Rye with Lance and his friends for entertainment. Rye didn’t mind. It was nice to see both her friend and her father looking so happy, and as an only child she enjoyed the chance to boss around a few younger “siblings” now and then.

			Today, though, it wasn’t the world that needed saving, but a wedding. Was the flooding of the library parking lot the end of the world? Rye would have said no, but the grooms disagreed. Their wedding was in an hour, and Rye and Wanda had been fielding calls from guests all morning—ever since Tony dumped the problem in their laps and told them to fix “this.”

			Tony Tomeo was Wanda’s longtime best friend, Trinity UCC’s choir director, and the all-around music guru at the high school. Tony had been an absolute shark in the dating pool until he met Greg Engstrom. Greg, a librarian with sweet cherub cheeks and surprisingly acerbic wit, had won Tony over completely.

			“This” was one of several storms of the century that Stone Ridge had experienced this year. It seemed like every other week there were warnings about power outages, downed trees, and, yes, flooding. This storm, which had been predicted to pass north of them, had shown up with all that and more—a tornado warning that had sent the grooms spinning.

			“Are you having any luck?” Wanda asked Rye as she hung up from another unsuccessful phone call with the public works department. Wanda pushed her hair off her face. She’d obviously tried to curl it this morning, but it lay sticky on her neck now.

			“None.” Rye had called her father, the former sheriff, to see what connections he might have to get the sewer grates cleared on the street. The parking lot was a lost cause until Monday, but street parking was available if they could move some of the trapped water. “Dad says everyone he knows is tied up with river overflow and neighborhood flooding or is too old and feeble to risk the weather.”

			“I don’t know what we’re going to do.” Wanda looked frazzled.

			“We’ll figure something out,” Rye told her with a confidence that was starting to wane. She had a lot of practice telling people half truths as part of her job, but she hated to lie to Wanda. The truth was, if Lance and his friends didn’t come through, the wedding might be ruined. “Why don’t you go sit with Tony for a few minutes? I’ll be on phone duty, and you can work your ‘this will all work out’ woo-woo magic on him.”

			“Are you talking about pastoral counseling?” Wanda asked with a small smile. “You know I’m not a fortune teller at a carnival, right?”

			“Same, same,” Rye said, suddenly much brighter, shooing her toward the library’s reference room, where Tony and Greg were getting ready.

			A text from Lance had finally come in. Here, it read, with a cluster of emojis she didn’t have time to parse. Rye grabbed her coat, a shiny silver number Wanda had convinced her to buy that had turned out to be cuter and more waterproof than expected, and slipped out of her strappy sandals and into rain boots. She dashed outside, pulling her hood up against the wind. Down the street, a Yukon XL rounded the corner. It was followed by a parade of SUVs driven by Stoneridge students and at least one teacher. Mike Nifterick taught PE but was more popular in his role as coach of the track and field teams. Rye hadn’t realized he even owned a car, much less an SUV. She had only seen him ride a motorcycle to school before, but here he was, first in line, hopping down to open the back door.

			Mike offered a hand to his elderly passenger, then went around the other side to help another woman over the rushing gutter. Under his raincoat, he was dressed for the wedding. Rye realized that though she only thought of him as an occasional running buddy, Mike and Tony must be friends from school. She never would have guessed it.

			When Lance had asked Rye why she needed him to find out who drove the passel of high-end, flood-ready vehicles Rye passed every day in the school parking lot, she had sent him a link to the best cars for handling these exact conditions. Why else would the parents of these children have purchased them Suburbans, Wranglers, Land Rovers, and even a Hummer? If ever there was a day to put teenagers to use, this was it, and if their parents had a problem with it, they probably should have bought them secondhand Kia Fortes or Camrys instead.

			Of course that wasn’t what Rye told Lance. Instead she had tasked him to get those cars out to the hotel where Greg and Tony held a block of rooms, with the promise of as much free pizza as the drivers could consume if they could shuttle the guests to the library. Greg had been skeptical that it would work, but Rye, Wanda, and Tony had enough experience with teenagers to know they required little motivation to take risks like driving in foul weather. Sure enough, plenty had responded, and Rye was glad she’d filled the library’s staff room with not only pizzas from A Slice of Pi next door but also packages of cookies and plenty of water and lemonade. Rental cars might not make it through this storm, but the guests would.

			She waved to her students as they stopped at the curb. Luckily, Hardy had dropped off the umbrellas Wanda had been collecting earlier in the week, so most of the guests arriving had protection from the downpour. Rye was doing her paparazzi best to get some pictures and videos of this moment (funnier in hindsight, she hoped) for Tony and Greg, but if she stayed out much longer, she was going to be soaked to the bone. Fortunately the last few cars were pulling up, and she spotted Lance with his best friends, Leslie and Nicole, hopping out of the last one. She waved to them, and they all ran up the path together.

			The lobby of the library was a joyful tumult when they stepped inside, scented by the lilac branches scattered in vases on almost every surface, as well as a whiff of wet dog. Rye hung up her sopping jacket and turned to see the grooms and Wanda coming down the hall with Wanda’s terrier, Wink, wearing a collar with tiny fabric flowers. Wanda may have nixed Wink’s participation in the ceremony itself, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be dolled up for the occasion.

			When the two men were led in, having been sequestered in dramatic despair, a cheer went up from the assembled, dripping crowd of family and friends. Tony burst into tears as Greg wrapped him in a hug. Rye was glad she still had her phone out to catch the moment.

			Wanda, in full ministerial mode, stepped to the front and held up a hand for a silence, which she miraculously achieved. “Ten minutes to dry off and chat while we wait for a few more people, but when I ring this bell”—Wanda held up a small replica of a Paul Revere bell—“you’ll take your seats, and the ceremony will begin. There will be plenty of time at the reception to catch up!”

			“And eat!” someone in the back of the crowd called. Tony whooped in agreement, and the guests let out another cheer.
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			Wanda was counting Marples.

			When a clergywoman is waiting for that single wedding photo she’s in (which, of course, will be the last one), and she is in a library with a fantastic DVD collection for Luddite patrons, she has time to compile a mental list of every actress who has played Jane Marple. She began with Margaret Rutherford, of course, and then there was the young Gracie Fields—poor dear, she tried—and on to Helen Hayes and Angela Lansbury, June Whitfield on the radio, Kaoru Yachigusa in anime voice-over, Joan Hickson, Geraldine McEwan, who was quite stern, and finally a few others far too young, which was how Wanda Duff usually thought of herself.

			After she and Rye had solved four murders in barely a year in the small town of Stone Ridge, she might well be a Marple-in-training, but she didn’t want life to mimic fiction. She fervently hoped that Luisa Suarez was the last murder victim who would require Wanda’s self-taught detective skills. She should be counting weddings instead, because she was officiating four more of those in the next month, something unheard of in this era of wedding planner officiants.

			Wanda had made it through Tony and Greg’s ceremony with minimal tears—more than strictly professional, but fewer than expected when a best friend was at the altar—but now she had been released to stand alone by the cheese spread, trying to look busy without actually eating herself into a brie-induced haze. Her head was starting to hurt, an unfortunate side effect of using her hearing aids at events like this, where there was music and background chatter constantly blurring what she wanted to hear. In the past, she had dulled the problem with a drink or three, but she had been sober now for almost seven months. A couple of Tylenol would have to get her through to bedtime instead.

			If she’d brought a plus-one, she might not have noticed the pain. Wanda had waited patiently, like a girl before prom in another era—well, her era—for Hardy Rye to issue an invitation. But no invitation came.

			She would have happily settled for the company of a friend, and as it happened many of her friends were here. They were just busy with their own partners at the moment, or, in Rye’s case, engaged in a not-so-subtle spy mission regarding her father’s plus-one. To be fair, Wanda was in favor of this particular detective work. In fact, if Rye didn’t learn something about Hardy’s mystery date, Wanda was ready to go full Marple on that situation herself.

			It wasn’t that she and Hardy were officially anything. Friends. They were officially friends, and he had almost kissed her six times (not that she was counting). They ate dinner together a few times a week, and if those meals were overrun by teenagers, dogs, adult daughters, and the gaggle of people who came with them, all the better! She and Hardy loved a full house. It was another thing they had in common.

			He didn’t even mind that she was an amateur sleuth. As a retired sheriff, Hardy encouraged it, talking through self-defense techniques and investigations he had been a part of to give her a better understanding of the intersection between police procedure and gut instinct. It energized both of them to have cases to consider, and as tragic as the murders were, they had brought Wanda into a family she couldn’t have imagined this time last year.

			Maybe she wasn’t the romantic lead, though. Maybe she was the best friend instead, she thought, as she watched Hardy and the mystery woman linger over their meals, deep in conversation. After all, she had a nephew she adored, a group of dear friends, and two dogs. Wink, the graying Jack Russell, had fallen asleep at the altar, and Figgy, short for Figaro, a foxeagle with a foxhound’s tall legs and a beagle’s howl, who had been fostered over the winter and never left. Her life was rich beyond measure. Her house was a mess.

			But still there was a twinge of jealousy. This woman was fortysomething instead of fiftysomething, like Wanda. Hardy was in his early sixties and good-looking, with unbelievable cooking skills, a quick but gentle wit, and a presence she felt easy in. Wanda had gone on enough dates after her second divorce to know that those were not characteristics typically found in men her age. She’d usually settled for a sense of humor and something less than complete revulsion at her profession.

			Wanda might have spiraled, but as she gazed out at the people gathered for her friends’ wedding, she suddenly realized it was chock full of charming gay men willing to dance with a short, aging clergywoman. Tony, known to most as the high school music director, was also the instrumentalist and choir director at Trinity. Between his two jobs, he seemed to know everyone in town, and every gay man in the area had shown up, many of whom Tony had introduced to her as ex-boyfriends. Wanda loved Tony with all her heart, but she knew that he had been a loose cannon on the local dating scene. Although surprised he fell hard for a librarian, she also breathed a sigh of relief.

			When she got to know Greg Engstrom better, she was ecstatic. If Tony was the closest thing to a brother Wanda had, welcoming Greg into the family was a dream come true. He was much more reserved than his new husband, but also devastatingly witty, unfailingly kind, and, as Tony put it, gifted in the handsome department. Wanda thought of Greg as adorable more than anything else, with those bright eyes and white-blond curls that had grown out just long enough to be pulled back with tiny flower clips that matched his boutonniere.

			During the ceremony, Wanda had caught Greg with a bewildered expression on his face, a look she recognized from many folks who had been abused in past relationships and still weren’t certain they deserved to be happy. She decided to quote Frozen 2, impromptu to her wedding homily, instructing the couple to just “do the next right thing.” Greg’s face had cleared, and his radiant smile returned.

			The wedding and reception choice of Greg’s home away from home, the social hall of the library where he was the director of acquisitions, had been an “ark” thanks to those rides Rye and Lance had found. Much to eat and no alcohol—a library rule—so it didn’t stand out that Greg and Wanda both were in recovery. Greg had also procured the space for free, leaving the budget for delicious food and fabulous live music. Wanda stuffed herself, then discovered she still had room to try small slices of all three wedding cakes. (Tony had claimed they couldn’t decide, but Wanda knew that he just adored sweets.)

			Before she had a chance to find a partner, Greg’s parents found her to express their joy at the wedding.

			“We noticed that you used the Lutheran service language for the ring exchange. That meant a lot,” Greg’s mother told her.

			Her husband nodded in enthusiastic agreement. He was looking around, apparently hoping to corner someone who might have baseball scores, but he turned back to interrupt his wife’s detailed recounting of the service with a question. “We drove past the high school and noticed that the sign said, ‘Stoneridge High School,’ one word. Aren’t we in Stone Ridge, two words?”

			That was an expected question from out-of-towners. Wanda smiled. “The town is Stone Ridge. A benefactor paid for that granite monstrosity, but he scribbled the information incorrectly. The stone mason refused to change it for free, and before the issue was resolved, the mason died. His family inherited the problem but were unwilling to change it, and the town was certainly not going to pay for it. And so Stoneridge is the school, one word. Thrifty and stubborn is not exactly the definition of New England, but it comes close.”

			He nodded thoughtfully as his wife drew him away to another guest. Wanda took the opportunity to cross the room to see Rye. Her friend looked like she had been crying, though her face was scrubbed clean.

			“Hey,” Wanda said, taking Rye by the elbow and steering her into a space between the coat racks and the wall where they couldn’t be seen by guests trooping back and forth to the restrooms. “What’s wrong?”

			“Have you talked to my dad tonight?”

			“No,” Wanda replied, dryly. “He’s been…occupied.”

			“Yes,” Rye said. “With Kara.”

			Wanda faced few opportunities when gasping was the appropriate reaction, but this was one of them. In February, when Rye and Wanda had been studying a cold case, Rye had discovered she had an older half sister, Kara, as well as a step-uncle, Reuben. Rye’s mother, Melanie, had never shared with Hardy the existence of these people.

			In the last few months, Rye and Reuben had met a few times for coffee. Reuben had told her that Kara was raised by Melanie’s aunt Nora in Colorado, but he didn’t know what had become of Melanie after she disappeared when Rye was seven. Rye had been grateful that her uncle was genuine in his desire to get to know her, but Kara hadn’t responded to emails Rye sent. Wanda knew that had hurt Rye deeply, although she tried to hide it.

			And now here Kara was, Hardy’s plus-one for the evening, with no warning. He apparently hadn’t even bothered to introduce Kara to Rye; instead, she’d learned the woman’s identity from Greg, who had heard from Tony, who was enthusiastically making the rounds. Tony was protective of Wanda and undoubtedly had set out to interrogate Hardy’s date.

			“What do you mean he brought Kara?” Wanda asked. Right behind “gasped” was “gobsmacked,” a feeling she was sure she had never properly experienced until right now. “Why would he do that?”

			“I have no idea, but you can bet I’m going to find out!” Any sign of tears had been replaced by fire Wanda recognized. Rye was marching into battle.

			Wanda grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back. “Not right now you’re not!”

			“Why not? Aren’t you curious?”

			“I’m dying to know when he completely lost his marbles, but Greg and Tony are making a toast, and I will not tolerate any distractions. Got it?”

			Rye glanced at the happy couple, then nodded. “I’m going to head home then. I can’t be in the same room with my father right now and guarantee it won’t end in bloodshed.”

			Wanda understood the sentiment. Only through pastoral restraint would she keep this summer from turning into five weddings and Hardy’s funeral.
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			Rye didn’t get a chance to ask Hardy about Kara. When she woke up around seven in her apartment, a converted barn behind the house she grew up in, and walked over to see if he was awake, she found a note saying he would be gone all day and to please feed the chickens and weed the garden. No mention of where he was going or any explanation of what he had been doing with Kara the night before.

			Rye finished the chores her father usually did in twice the time he took and with a much worse attitude. When she was done, she took a shower and texted her friend Camila Santos. Camila, along with her twin, Ana, both taught at Stoneridge and had become good friends with Rye since she had moved back to town. The sisters were in the midst of planning Ana’s wedding, so Rye hadn’t seen them much. Today, though, she really needed breakfast therapy.

			Sure! Come join me at 366 Hawthorne? came the reply almost immediately.

			Rye gave the message a thumbs-up and finished twisting up her damp hair. She didn’t immediately recognize the address, but it was close to the sheriff’s office. Rye found it easily and then realized why the address had sounded familiar. It was Sheriff Ryan Phennen’s building.

			Rye loved the old colonial-style house reshaped into a triplex, with ivy cascading down one wall, a lush garden instead of a front lawn, and two stately old birch trees offering shade on this already hot morning. She followed the driveway to the back and took the stairs to the top floor, where Ryan had turned his small deck space into a vegetable garden with meticulously clean chairs and a table in the center.

			She rang the bell. Her friend answered the door, a mug of coffee in her hand. Camila gave her a hug and then led Rye into the kitchen. Rye smelled bacon and spotted a huge pan of scrambled eggs on the stove. Ryan had his back to her, buttering toast.

			She looked around the house Wanda had once referred to as “a shrine to modernity.” Rye had been led to believe that Ryan’s home was sterile, a white and chrome museum lacking warmth and personality.

			It was clean, but Wanda was an indifferent housekeeper at best, and now that she lived with her nephew and two dogs, her home had become downright chaotic. Ryan had small pots of succulents lining the windowsills and a cornflower-blue cotton tablecloth spread out with a vase of daisies and a pitcher of orange juice in the center. The table was set for five, and although the plates were all white, Rye noticed that each seemed to be slightly different. Next to each place setting, there was a cloth napkin snugged neatly into a ring.

			“Earth to Rye!” Camila said, poking her in the side.

			Rye startled. “Yes?”

			Camila looked amused. “Do you want some coffee?”

			“Sure. Room for milk, please.”

			Signs of Camila were everywhere in the kitchen—neon-green running shoes by the door next to Ryan’s black pair, a leather jacket hung on the coat hook, and her work computer plugged in on the counter.

			The doorbell rang, but before Camila could open it, Ana burst through, followed closely by her fiancé, Tyler, Ryan’s younger brother. Rye watched as the four greeted each other warmly with hugs all around, a twinge of jealousy in her gut.

			Over the last few months, as she’d realized her feelings for both Camila and Ryan were more than friendship, she hadn’t let herself daydream about what that meant. Three sets of sneakers by the door instead of two, an intimate knowledge of where the utensils and dishes could be found, an easiness with their families that Rye’s father was so adept at facilitating but that she had never mastered.

			So her two favorite people were dating. It didn’t have to be a big deal. Rye held up her plate and allowed Ryan to scoop some eggs and toast onto it, feeling her mouth turn up when Camila poured her juice. It didn’t matter that the idea of putting a bite into her mouth now made her feel ill. It would pass, surely. 

			Her feelings for them were complicated, and she had set a firm boundary after her last breakup: she would spend time on her own. She wouldn’t rush into anything, and she definitely would not risk two of her closest friendships by suggesting more. Unfortunately, this did not preclude yearning.

			She didn’t want to spoil the light mood or the conversation about Ana and Tyler’s upcoming wedding with whatever this feeling was that was causing her throat to close up, so when her phone rang, she answered it without a second thought.

			“Hello?” she asked, stepping away from the table.

			“Rye?” It was her father. “There’s been a murder, and I need your help.”
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			Wanda was in the middle of Miracle on 34th Street for the church book club, the assignment being to read something at the “wrong” time of year and see how the impact would change. Figgy was draped over her lap, and Wink asleep by her side. She loved the summer schedule change for morning services at nine o’clock instead of ten. It meant that at twelve thirty on Sunday afternoon, Wanda could be decompressing after morning worship. She had to officiate at her second wedding of the weekend later today, so this was imperative downtime.

			She looked out the window and wasn’t altogether surprised to see Rye’s car pull up. The wedding today was between Rye’s childhood best friend/former boyfriend Andy and Crystal, whom he’d met right after he and Rye broke up a little over six months ago. If Wanda didn’t know that Andy was the most risk-averse groom she’d ever encountered, she might not have agreed to perform a ceremony so soon.

			He had fallen hard for Crystal, a pediatric surgeon, and Wanda had known where they were headed at one glance. They had the rare relationship that shone with certainty from the beginning. Andy might look tough, with his shaggy black hair and sleeves of tattoos, but he was a gentle person, a wonderful surrogate parent for his niece, Rachel, and generous with his grandmother, who had raised him. As Wanda had gotten to know Crystal, she’d appreciated the woman’s ability to bring out Andy’s innate playfulness without squashing his natural instincts as a caregiver.

			Crystal brought joy into a household that had seen a lot of sorrow. She had even managed to find a way into friendship with Rye. Nevertheless, Wanda knew today would be hard for Rye. She and Crystal were on good terms, but it was still difficult to watch someone you’d cared for marry someone else.

			Wanda expected Rye and Andy to continue rebuilding their friendship now that he brought Rachel over to learn a frankly incredible set of life skills with Hardy a few times a week. Hardy practically had a school running out of his house, and everyone was welcome.

			Over the winter and spring, Rye had started to take over some of her father’s lessons, especially in areas where she excelled—target shooting, long-distance running, and small construction projects. Hardy focused more of his energy on lessons in the garden and kitchen, as well as animal husbandry. He had purchased chickens a few months ago and had been keeping bees for years.

			Today she was grateful Rye had a key, because it meant Wanda could wave her in through the front window without disturbing her cozy dog pile. She was already preparing a gentle, friendly conversation about transitions when she caught a glimpse of Rye’s face.

			“What happened? Are you okay?” She stood up, immediately sending both dogs off the couch and over to Rye for welcoming belly rubs.

			Lance stumbled down the stairs as the dogs worked themselves into a barking frenzy, though at his presence and firm command, they immediately quieted. “Some of us work late, you know,” he said through a yawn, stretching his arms above his head before pulling a scrunchie off his arm to wrap up his long hair into a bun.

			“It’s twelve thirty,” Wanda pointed out as he pulled her into a quick hug and ambled off to the kitchen, the dogs following close behind. “And what happens ‘late’ at a funeral home?”

			When the door to the kitchen swung shut, question unanswered, Wanda pulled Rye onto the couch. “Are you okay?” Her first thought was a stab of fear. Something had happened to Hardy—an accident, a heart attack…

			“My dad got a call. A friend of his was killed last night.”

			Wanda was ashamed of the pure relief that flooded her body. He was okay. He was safe. Someone else was dead—someone Hardy cared about. It didn’t matter. She could breathe again.

			“He must be devastated,” she finally managed. “Did you know the victim as well?”

			Rye shook her head. “No, but you do. Jodi Franklin?”

			Instant jolt. Her relief in learning that Hardy was safe had left her unprepared for knowing the victim of another violent crime. Jodi was a member of her church, although she missed Sundays more often than not. Wanda had seen her just last month at the funeral of another longtime member. Jodi had seemed as energetic as ever.

			“I didn’t realize Hardy knew Jodi” was all she could think to say.

			“They were on the PTA together back in the day,” Rye replied. “She left Stoneridge for Lincoln High when I was a freshman. I don’t remember much, except that not many other kids really seemed to like her.”

			“Jodi certainly has…had a polarizing personality, but I always enjoyed her company. She…” Wanda trailed off. “She talked about things, you know? Paintings she loved, places she had visited. She never gossiped or gave ‘life advice.’”

			“Well somebody didn’t like her, because Hardy says she was pushed down a flight of stairs. Broke her neck.”

			Trust Rye not to sugarcoat it. Wanda said a brief mental prayer before responding. “Does the sheriff’s office have any suspects?”

			“They think she tripped.”

			Wanda eyed Rye warily. “But you just said—”

			“Dad thinks she was pushed. Her brother does, too. Apparently, she had been training for a twenty-mile hike in the Grand Canyon, and she was in the best shape of her life.”

			“Even people in great shape have accidents, Rye,” Wanda pointed out.

			“Sure. But do those same people have the brakes in their car cut a week before? Or a window in their classroom smashed with a rock? My dad told me that she had been facing harassment for a few months now, but none of it was brought to the police when it happened, and none of it is conclusive. So a sixty-year-old slipped or tripped and died. Case closed. My dad wants me…us to help him find out who killed her.”

			“Hardy is asking for help?” Surprise was not the right word for what Wanda was feeling. Total shock might be closer.

			“Unheard of, I know, but Ryan says the department isn’t going to investigate, and Jodi’s brother is a private investigator. Apparently he’s not going to drop it, and Hardy thinks we might be…how did he phrase it? A ‘moderating force’ for Daniel.”

			“I’m sorry,” Wanda said in disbelief. “Your father thinks what now?”

			“I know. It says a lot about what my dad knows about the brother. I guess he has a reputation for pushing limits.”

			Wanda cleared her throat. “And we’re supposed to rein him in?” She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The fact that Hardy trusted Wanda and Rye enough to bring them a case was gratifying, though. Her experience as a pastor and Rye’s in school administration made them well-suited for “handling people,” but this was a new one.

			Grief-stricken, Wanda could do. Loud, abusive, aggressive? She could do that, too, but maybe she’d let Rye take the lead. After all, Wanda’s sister was due in town in just a few days, and she would need to save her energy for whatever Mickey had in store.

			“So?” Rye asked. “Are you in?”

			Wanda could hear a crescendo of barking in the kitchen, which meant Lance had come back in with the dogs and must be making lunch. She thought about the nonstop wedding fever taking over her life for the next month on top of her usual duties at the church and the guests she would soon be hosting.

			Despite all of it, she couldn’t help the grin that slipped across her face. “I’m in.”
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			Was there anything worse than being at an ex’s wedding reception alone?

			Rye looked around at the garden Andy’s grandmother had labored over for years. Even in early June, lush rosebushes clustered around the gate and wildflowers attracted pollinators over by the tiny frog pond Andy had helped his grandmother build when he was a teenager. Gravel paths wound around raspberry bushes that weren’t yet ripe, raised vegetable boxes filled with green shoots, and fragrant lilac and honeysuckle bushes. It was magnificent, and Rye wished she could relax and enjoy the night. But she was alone at the bone-dry reception of her ex-boyfriend who was also her childhood’s best friend. She took a sip of ginger ale, wishing it was something stronger.

			Andy and Crystal had been married three times this afternoon. A tender seven-minute ceremony took place in the lovely little chapel at Trinity for the families and a few friends. Andy’s niece had been his best person, dressed in a moss-green slim-fit velvet sports jacket, tan slacks, and a bright gold bow tie. Crystal’s cousin had been her attendant. Adeya was just sixteen and wore a kente cloth maxi skirt with matching headband to honor their Nigerian heritage. The wedding “party,” consisting of these two, drew all the attire admiration away from the couple, in summer suit and pearl-colored sundress, to the introverted couple’s delight. The younger two had been beaming with the honor during the ceremony but acted their ages for silly photos afterward.

			An hour later, the four reconstructed vows, rings, and kisses in the memory care unit at Fair Havens Assisted Living, where Andy was a nurse, so that his dear ones could share the joy. The residents all had a very clear sense of what was happening and cried and laughed. They threw confetti and ate plenty of cake.

			Finally, Wanda, the couple, best person, and the bridesmaid had ended the afternoon in the children’s wing of the hospital where Crystal worked. There they had done introductions to the young patients’ visiting parents and recreated the procession, the kiss, and the recessional. Crystal untied her bouquet and took it apart, so a couple of flowers landed in every room. A duplicate bouquet was produced by Andy for the nurses’ station, where they toasted with sparkling cider.

			It had been nice to have downtime between the first ceremony and the reception, but Rye found herself wishing she’d declined the invitation to dinner. It wasn’t that she had to fake happiness for the couple. Andy and Crystal were such a good match that anyone who saw them would have thought they’d been together for a decade. It was just that she felt pity oozing from those who knew that she and Andy had dated, and she couldn’t think of anything worse than people thinking she was envious of Crystal. Andy was great, and Rye hoped that at some point her friendship with the couple would feel easier, but she had no regrets about the end of her relationship with him.

			Rye was just picking up her purse to sneak out when she ran into Andy’s niece. It had taken Rye and Rachel time to lower their defenses, but they’d bonded over a mutual love of firearms training and shirking Hardy’s lessons in the kitchen.

			“Leaving already?” Rachel asked.

			“I think I’m done for the night.” Rye fiddled with the strap on the bag she had borrowed from her friend Ana. “I’m tired.”

			“Tired of watching Andy and Crystal moon over each other?” Rachel arched her eyebrow in an excellent imitation of Hardy Rye.

			“No,” Rye said, making a face. “I’m happy for them.”

			“Once more, with feeling.”

			Rye regretted binge-watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer with Rachel in the spring. The eighth grader now took any and all opportunities to quote the series’ musical episode to her. “Don’t you have any more ceremonial duties to fulfill?”

			Rachel looked offended. She straightened her lapels. “I’m the best man—‘person’ to Grandmother—and according to Hollywood, my only jobs are drinking too much and trying to make out with bridesmaids. This reception has less booze than a school dance, and Crystal’s cousin is way too old for me.”

			“Adeya is two years older.”

			“Almost gray hair! And you’re weird.” Rachel stuck her tongue out at Rye.

			“That’s true.”

			“At least I’m not weird and depressed,” Rachel said, grabbing a cookie from the dessert table.

			“So tell me, have you told Andy and Crystal that you want to be called Rafael, then? They are pro puberty blockers?”

			Rachel grabbed Rye’s arm and dragged her to the edge of the garden. “No, of course not!” she whispered fiercely. “And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t announce it to the whole wedding reception!”

			Rye held up her hands in surrender. “You don’t get to call me out on my issues until you deal with some of your own.”

			“You know you aren’t supposed to pressure me, right?” Rachel replied. “As a mentor, you’re supposed to let me find my own path.”

			“I think you’re confusing me with your therapist,” Rye said. “I’m more like your kooky aunt who shows up unannounced wearing a bandanna and tries to get you to drink smoothies made with beet juice.”

			“That sounds nothing like you,” Rachel scoffed. “And, by the way, where is your plus-one?”

			“My mood has nothing to do with my love life.”

			“Or complete lack thereof.”

			“I went on a date last week, thank you very much!”

			Rachel stood with her arms crossed, tapping her foot. The soft green jacket did look great. Rye couldn’t wait until Rachel felt comfortable as Rafael, changing pronouns and wearing what she wanted all the time instead of accepting the tween girl clothes Andy bought because he wanted his niece to fit in.

			“Fine, it was a friend of Claudia’s, and it went terribly,” Rye admitted.

			“I thought you and the drama queen weren’t speaking! Even I can tell she’s a train wreck. She’s just using you.” Rachel’s expression made it perfectly clear what she thought of Rye’s recent ex-girlfriend. “Now she’s throwing you dates?”

			“It was just one bad date. She knows so many people.”

			“And you have ten friends, all of whom are exes, underaged, seniors, or related to you. I get that.” Rachel pulled at her cuffs until the perfect edge of the crisp cream shirt showed. “But we’ve already established that your affections lie elsewhere. Why don’t you just tell them how you feel and see what happens?”

			Rye thought about how she’d felt standing in that sunny kitchen this morning. Had it really only been this morning? How it had felt like home, and also like her heart was being ripped out of her chest at the same time. “Listen, why don’t you text some of your friends to come hang out with you now so I can go home and put on sweatpants?”

			Rye almost missed the furtive glance Rachel snuck down at her outfit. “Yeah, I’m sure someone’s around,” Rachel said, brushing an invisible piece of lint from her sleeve. Rye had hoped Rachel had talked to some friends at school about her identity, but maybe not.

			She bit her lip. “Or I can stay a little longer, and we can see how many things on the dessert table taste better dipped in the chocolate fountain.”

			Rachel’s whole face lit up. “Can I just put a cup in there and drink it?”

			Rye’s stomach lurched. “Sure. Let me grab some Pepto and a barf bag, and I’ll meet you there.”
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