
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Merry Merry Merry Murder

Cuddle Farm Mystery

Book 1 

Paty Jager

Windtree Press

​​This is a work of fiction, Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental. 

MERRY MERRY MERRY MURDER 

Copyright © 2025 Patricia Jager

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author or Windtree Press except in the case of brief quotations in critical articles or reviews.

Contact Information: info@windtreepress.com

Windtree Press

Hillsboro, Oregon

http://windtreepress.com 

Cover Art by Covers by Karen

PUBLISHING HISTORY

Published in the United States of America

ISBN 978-1940064-09-3



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Driving up to Auburn City Park, I felt the same bubbles of excitement I had as a child. The Christmas Festival, held on the Saturday after Thanksgiving, marks the beginning of the holiday season in our small town of Auburn. Everyone from our community and nearby small towns came to shop at the craft and homemade food booths, and let the kids tell Santa what they want for Christmas. 

This all happens in the City Park. The center of town, where every outdoor event is held, other than the rodeo. After a full day of activities in the park, everyone will gather around the largest tree and watch as the Christmas lights are lit.  

I smiled, parking the van in front of the sandwich board that announced the time Santa would be available for photos, to sit on his lap, and tell him your Christmas wishes. My fourth Christmas rushed back to me as if I were the small child jogging up and down in place, fearing I wouldn’t get my chance to see Santa.  

My pregnant mom, Nina, my older sister by five years, and I were setting up the booth where our family sold wool, yarn, and garments from the sheep we raised. Daddy couldn’t help set up because there had been coyotes in the sheep herd the night before. Nina and Mom were both impatient with my whining about visiting Santa and not bringing them the items they asked for. 

That’s when Blind Betty, an adopted Ethiopian girl two years older than me, came by the booth and asked if one of us could take her to see Santa. I thought it was funny because she couldn’t really see him and laughed. 

Mom said, “Andrea Hazel Weber, you apologize to Betty and take her along to the Santa booth.” 

I couldn’t get moving fast enough. I grabbed Betty’s hand and dragged her across the park to the pavilion, where Santa’s sleigh sat in the center, being used as the backdrop for the photos. From that day forward, Betty and I became friends. She nicknamed me Andi, and I’ve gone by that ever since. 

“That was one of the best days of my life,” I say, shifting in my seat and smiling at the three dogs in the middle seat. They all smile back at me. Or I like to think they were smiling. I know their eyes were bright with anticipation of the people they’d meet today. 

Peering forward, I watched people bustling around getting food and craft booths ready for the event to kick off in an hour. There were faces I remembered from all those years ago. Or maybe it wasn’t the faces so much as the booths, and then recognizing the aged faces. 

My stomach did a little wobble. This was my first time back in twenty years. After graduating high school, I went to college, fell in love, and married Mick, who took me all over the world. We only came back to Auburn for one-week stays in between his jobs, which was never during the winter.  

Coming back to Auburn had been my first thought when I got over the shock of my husband dying in a freak accident. And this. The people, the community involvement, and feeling as if I belonged were why I didn’t think twice about going anywhere else. 

People called out to one another, slapped acquaintances on the back, and all seemed as excited as I’d felt as a four-year-old. The whole county was eager to move from the doldrums of a rainy fall into preparations for Christmas. It helped that it was the Saturday after Thanksgiving, and many needed the exercise to work off all they had eaten on Thursday.

With only an hour before the event started, I needed to stop reminiscing and get busy. I never arrive more than an hour before an event. Any earlier, my crew of cuddles would become bored and get into trouble. The committee asked me to set up a small petting zoo at the entrance to the holiday event. I scanned the inflatable decorations and roped-off areas that would funnel attendees down a specific path through all the booths and over to where Santa would listen to children’s Christmas wishes and spotted our sign. 

“Come on, Cocoa, I can use your help carrying things.” I unsnapped my brown and white border collie from the seatbelt harness and listened to Lulu whine. Scratching the dapple head and soft, long, black furry ears of my Chiweenie, I said, “You’re too small to help me right now. You keep Athena company.” I patted the blonde head of Athena, my Golden Retriever/Pyrenees, and followed Cocoa to the trailer behind the van. 

Luckily, all my animals are small, except for Athena, and fairly easy to handle. Athena is larger than both my mini donkey and pygmy goat. At the trailer loaded with panels to set up a small pen, I pointed to the bucket full of pins that hold the panels together. Cocoa grabbed the handle in her mouth. I gathered the top two panels and carried them to the area with a sign, Cuddle Farm Animals. 

Cocoa followed with the bucket.

“Good girl.” I patted Cocoa’s head and told her to stay while I went back to make four more trips. Once all ten panels were in the area, I assembled them with the pins Cocoa brought to me. 

“That’s a handy dog,” a voice behind me said. 

Twisting my neck, I caught sight of a man carrying a red Santa suit. “She’s my best helper. But she wouldn’t make a good elf. She doesn’t like to wear pointy shoes and hats.” 

The man laughed and hurried along the path to the covered pavilion where Santa would greet his fans. 

Sliding the last pin in place, I straightened and walked to the van to retrieve Lulu and Athena. Lulu put her nose to the ground, making circles as she followed the different scents. Athena lumbered over to where the pen was set up and lay down, crossing her front legs and scanning the activity around her. 

I returned to the back of the van, opened the doors, and pulled out Flopsie, the brown and white Holland lop bunny’s cage, and then Chicklet’s cage. A brown and tan checkerboard silky hen. 

Carrying the two small cages over to the large enclosure, I wished I’d brought my garden wagon. It would have saved half the trips. After depositing the two small cages next to Athena, I returned to the van. Opening the divider between the back where the bunny and hen had been, I snapped lead ropes onto the halters of Sparky, a tan paint mini donkey, and Cupcake, a black and white pygmy goat. 

Cupcake jumped out of the back of the van and kicked up her heels, dancing around. Her usual antics when she was released from an enclosed area. Sparky let out a staccato squeaky heee-hee-haw in opposition to jumping out of the van. I handed Cupcake’s lead rope to Cocoa and lowered the ramp. Sparky walked down and stood showing off his yellow teeth as I put the ramp up and closed the doors.

After settling the donkey, goat, and Athena in the pen Cocoa and I built, I placed Flopsie and Chicklet’s locked cages in the middle so no one walking by could pick them up and walk off. Athena would keep people from trying to get inside the large pen. 

“Come on, Cocoa and Lulu. Let’s go get some hot chocolate and donuts.” I snapped the leashes on the two dogs and we walked down the path to the food booths. 

“Andi! Andi!” called a voice I knew well. Following the sound, I found Mom standing in the Weber Wool booth. Colorful knitted scarves, hats, and mittens, as well as woven blankets, covered the shelves and walls. 

“Hi, Mom. I thought Nina was going to help you set up?” Since moving back to Auburn, I’d become the business’s bookkeeper to help the family business when I’m not running my therapy animals to schools, hospitals, and nursing homes. Nina was in partnership with Mom and my younger brother, Rudy. 

“She’s getting me a cup of coffee and one of Jeanne’s pastries. Are you and your crew all set?” Mom reached down, patting both Cocoa and Lulu on their heads. 

“Yes. Athena is watching over the others while I get hot chocolate and donuts.” A pretty teal and lavender hat caught my eye. They were my favorite colors. “Any chance you could keep this back for me?” I said, running my hand over the soft hat.

Mom smiled. “I told your sister you’d want that hat when it was finished. But she insisted we had to sell it. Christmas was far enough away that I could make another one.” She grabbed the hat off the pile and handed it to me. “Don’t wear it around your sister until after Christmas.”

I hugged Mom. “I’ll try to remember. But it is my two favorite colors.” I tucked the hat in my coat pocket and hurried to Jeanne’s booth. Jeanne Léon owned the bakery in town. Even if there had been more than her bakery in Auburn, everyone would go to hers. She made the lightest eclairs and puff pastry. Her husband, Peter, made the fluffiest donuts I’ve ever eaten. They could have made a fortune in a large city with their bakery, but they preferred the slow, laid-back life of Auburn in Eastern Oregon. 

Nina walked toward me. “Is your herd ready to wow the kids?”

I hated how Nina made fun of my animals and how they helped people, but then I didn’t understand how anyone could be so obsessed with getting a color just right on a skein of yarn or fussing over a pattern that didn’t come out right. I didn’t get the creative genes from Mom. I received my father’s genes. He was, and I still am, interested in animal husbandry and have a knack for numbers.

“The animals are ready. I’m after hot chocolate and donuts to fortify us.” I led Cocoa and Lulu by my sister. 

“Are you feeding donuts to those poor animals?” Nina asked, her tone filled with disapproval.

I stopped, pivoted toward her, and smiled before saying, “No. The donuts are for the 4-H club that’s coming to help me.” 

“Oh, good. I’d hate to think you feed your animals stuff they shouldn’t have.” Nina spun on her heel, juggling two cups of coffee and a small white bag with the J & P Bakery logo. 

I waited for her to get far enough away and said to Cocoa and Lulu, “You two better not tell her that I give you dessert every night.” Both animals looked up with complete innocence in their big brown eyes. 

“Good. Let’s buy those donuts and get back.” 

֍  ֍  ֍

Six hours later, I finished thanking the 4-H club for helping out and walked back to the entry of the petting zoo pen. A soft voice came from over where Athena was lying. Dark curly hair flowed over Athena’s shoulder. A child in a green coat and black pants lay alongside the dog. The child’s pink boots were toes up.

“Athena, I know you won’t say anything to anyone. But I’m so confused. I saw Mommy behind Santa’s sleigh kissing Santa. Not like she kisses Grandpa on the cheek. She was kissing him like she used to kiss Daddy. Santa might be a good person cuz he gives out presents, but Mommy shouldn’t be kissing him. She should be kissing Daddy. I don’t know what to do or who to tell. I do know I’m writing Santa a letter and telling him to leave my mommy alone.”

My heart went out to the child. Her mother obviously thought she was hidden, but the child had seen something she shouldn’t have. I didn’t want the child to know I’d heard what she said. I called out, “Are you Cuddle Farm animals ready to go home?”

The child sat up beside Athena. That’s when I recognized her. She and her father had visited the wool shop a couple of weeks before. He had black sheep and wanted to know if we would purchase the wool from the sheep. Chef, no, Sheffield had been the last name. 

“Hi! Didn’t you and your dad come into the Weber Wool shop a while back?” I asked. 

The child smiled. “Yes, Daddy said the black sheep should be worth something to someone.”

“Hi, I’m Andi.” I held out my hand and shook hands with the child. 

“I’m Ava. I met Athena at the school last spring.” The child patted Athena’s wide, flat head.

“She is big and lovable,” I agreed. “You want to help me put them in my van?”

The child’s eyes widened and a smile spread across her face. “Can I?”

“Sure.” I walked over to the tote that held the feed, water, lead ropes, and leashes. “Do you want to lead Sparky or Cupcake?” 

“Cupcake, please.” Ava held out her hand for the lead rope. 

I placed it in her hand, and we walked into the pen. The animals knew the routine. They walked up and allowed the lead ropes to be snapped on. “When we get out of the pen, Cupcake may dance around. It’s just her happy dance to be going home. Keep a good grip on the rope so she doesn’t get away and follow her as she dances.”

Cupcake didn’t disappoint. Two families leaving the event stopped to watch and laugh at the tiny goat as she danced over to the van with Ava skipping behind her.

“Hold Sparky while I lower the ramp,” I said, handing the lead rope to the child. It was rare that the goat or the donkey ever took off. I was comfortable having Ava hold the two. They’d had a long day and were ready to go home, eat hay, and rest. 

We loaded the two and went back for the bunny and chicken cages. “You carry Chicklet, she’s lighter than Flopsie.”

“Why does she have funny feathers?” Ava asked, picking up the cage and staring at the chicken who bobbed her head, making the tan feathers sticking out all over her head shake. “How does she see? I can’t find her eyes.”

“She sees better than you’d think,” I said, shoving the cages into the back of the van. Once the cages were arranged, I pushed the ramp in and closed the door. “I’ll take the panels down, and you can put Lulu and Athena in the middle seat. Make sure you use the leash on the seat belt to hold them in the seats.” I wasn’t worried about Athena jumping back out, but Lulu was curious and liked to explore. 

“What about Cocoa?” Ava asked, patting the border collie’s head.

“She’ll help me.” I handed the pin bucket to Cocoa. She grasped the handle in her mouth and followed along as I pulled the pins out of the panels and dropped them in the bucket. When the pen was dismantled, Rudy walked up. 

“Need help?” He picked up two of the panels under one arm and two more under the other. 

“I can always use help at the end of the day.” I grabbed two panels, one under each arm. We carried them back to the van, where Ava stood petting Athena and Lulu. 

“Looks like you have a groupie,” Rudy said.

“What’s a groupie?” Ava asked.

“It’s someone who follows singers or actors around everywhere they go,” I said, giving Rudy a stern look. 

“I don’t follow you around.” Ava stood with her hands on her hips. “That’s rude to do. Mommy said so.”

“My brother didn’t mean what he said. He didn’t know you were helping me.” I wondered why Mrs. Sheffield would need to tell someone they were rude for following her or someone else around.

“You can go now, Ava.” I pulled a five-dollar bill out of my pocket and handed it to the child. “Thank you for helping me put the animals in the van.”

“Wow! This is for me?” The child’s face beamed.

“Yes. You were a big help. Now my brother is here to help me finish loading the panels.” At that moment, he arrived with the last four panels under his arms. 

“Thanks!” Ava took off running down the sidewalk. 

“Where do you think she’s going to spend that?” Rudy asked.

“I don’t know, but I turned her day around. That’s what matters.” I straightened the panels on the trailer. “If you go grab the totes, I’ll buy you pizza for dinner.”

“A large Everything But The Kitchen Sink?” he asked.

“If that’s what you want.”

“Deal!” Rudy jogged back to where the pen had been set up and returned with the two totes. Once it was all tied down, I told him. “Come to my house in thirty minutes.”

“See you there.”

I climbed into the van. As I pulled away from the curb, the man from the morning, who had rushed by with a Santa suit over his arm, strode out onto the sidewalk without a Santa suit and an angry face that made me wonder how he could have been picked as Santa. 
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Chapter Two
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“Want to go to the tree lighting tonight?” Rudy asked as he leaned back in his chair after eating all but two pieces of a large Everything But The Kitchen Sink pizza.

I’d eaten the two pieces before Rudy devoured the rest. I sipped my white wine and debated about going back out. The day had been chilly but tolerable. Tonight would be colder, but I’d only be standing in the cold for about an hour, not seven hours. This would be my first tree lighting since I moved back. I remembered the awe and thrill as a child watching the town Christmas tree light up. The festival and lights always put me in the holiday spirit. Something that had been hard for me since losing Mick. 

“Why not? It won’t feel like Christmas is coming without witnessing the tree lighting.” I picked up the empty pizza box and shoved it in the recycle bin. Cocoa nudged my thigh with her nose. 

“You want to go?” I scratched her head.

Cocoa danced on her two front paws. 

I glanced over at Athena and Lulu curled up together on a large dog bed. It appeared they were through for the day. 

“Okay, you can go.” As Cocoa went to the hall tree and grabbed her leash, I asked Rudy, “Will you drive? I don’t want to try to find a parking spot for the van.”

“Sure. We’ll both be coming back to the farm anyway. But if I run into Monica, you’re driving yourself home or catching a ride with someone.” Rudy had been in love with Monica in high school, but she’d married someone from college. After her divorce, she moved back to Auburn, and Rudy was determined to make a family with her and her two teenage children. 

“I’m sure Mom or Nina and David will be at the tree lighting. I can catch a ride back here with them.” That was the good thing about being involved in the family business. We all lived on the sheep farm. Nina and her husband, David, and their son, Todd, lived in the main farmhouse. Mom and Rudy lived in what had been the shepherd’s house. It was the perfect size for them.

When Mick died, I moved back to the ranch, building a small two-bedroom bungalow in a meadow halfway between the county road and the ranch house. I have my privacy, but I’m close by to help when needed. And the farm has room for my therapy animals. A large, carved, wooden sign with the words CUDDLE FARM and images of my animals stands at the entrance to my property. 

I pulled on a warmer coat than I’d worn during the day and started to put on the lavender and teal hat before remembering what Mom had said. I shoved it to the back of the shelf, grabbing an older one and a pair of gloves. 

“We’re ready.” I motioned for Cocoa, who still carried her leash in her mouth, to move to the door. Facing the two dogs now watching me from their bed, I said, “You two be good. We won’t be gone long.”

They plopped their heads back on their paws before I closed and locked the door. Not that I feared someone breaking in. Athena was tall enough to open doors. I didn’t want her to let Lulu out. There were too many predators running around after dark not to keep a close watch on the small dog. Coyotes and owls could be heard nearly every night. 

Cocoa jumped in the back seat of Rudy’s pickup, and I slid into the passenger seat. As soon as he pulled onto the county road, I asked the question I’d been trying to decide if I would ask the whole time we ate pizza. “Do you know the Sheffield family?” 

He glanced over at me and back at the road. “I need more than that. The name sounds familiar, but I can’t place it.”

“The husband came into the wool shop a couple of weeks ago to sell us black wool.”

“Oh, right. Nick Sheffield and his wife, Lauren. Monica doesn’t like her much.” He frowned.

“How does Monica know Mrs. Sheffield?” I asked.

“They’re both teachers at the high school.” He glanced over at me. “Monica said that Lauren likes to fool around, if you know what I mean.”

Feeling disgusted, I said, “Surely not with her students?”

“No, with the male teachers and some parents.” He shrugged. “Anyway, that’s what Monica says. But she could just be jealous.”

“That the other woman fools around?” I was trying to keep up with the conversation, but my mind kept going to the father and daughter who had seemed happy and loving.

“No, she doesn’t want to fool around with anyone.” He grinned. “Except me.”

“I don’t want to think about that, even if you are thirty-seven years old. You’re still my little brother.” I was five years older than Rudy, but there were days when I felt even older, like today. 

“Sorry, too much information. Anyway, she’s jealous because the principal put Lauren in for Teacher-of-the-Year over Monica. She’s pretty sure Lauren gave him something for his nomination. If you know what I mean.”

I stared forward as the lights of Auburn came into view. I’ve loved this town of 10,000 people since I was old enough to walk the streets and be greeted by the friendly community. I was born here. And now that I’m back, I don’t plan on going anywhere again. My years with Mick had been full of love, excitement, and travel. Now I want to settle down and become a member of the community. 

Rudy found a parking spot three blocks away from the park. We walked with other residents to the lit-up area in front of the thirty-foot-tall pine tree that had become the town’s Christmas tree before I was born. 

We moved through the crowd, aiming for David’s unmistakable knitted cap, a good head above the rest of the crowd. Nina had gifted her husband a neon green hat with sheep parading around it several years ago. He’d started wearing it to winter events so people could find him. As if his six-and-a-half feet didn’t make him easy to find in a crowd. Mom stood beside David, but I didn’t see Nina.

“Good, you two made it,” Mom said, linking her arm through mine. It had been twenty-five years since I’d witnessed this event. I was excited and happy to be with my family. 

“Wouldn’t miss the tree lighting,” I said, gazing up at the dark tree highlighted by the streetlamps behind it. 

“I’m going to find Monica,” Rudy said and disappeared. 

“When is he going to ask that woman to marry him?” Mom asked.

“Are you ready to get rid of your roommate?” I asked.

“He might as well get married. He’s not sleeping in his bed that much anyway.” Mom huffed and I giggled. 

“I’d know that giggle anywhere,” said a voice behind me.

I spun around and stared into the unseeing eyes of my childhood friend. “Betty!” I shouted and pulled the slender, dark-skinned woman into a hug. There was no mistaking the short-cropped curls with a touch of gray, underneath a wide-brimmed hat with Christmas decorations around the crown. Even as a girl, she’d worn outlandish hats. Her mom would give her the hats, and Betty would decorate them. 

Betty whispered in my ear, “I’ve missed you.” 

Leaning back, I peered under the brim of the hat. Tears glistened in her eyes. “I’ve missed you, too. Tell me how to get a hold of you, and we’ll catch up.” I looped an arm in hers as Cocoa pressed against her legs.

“Who is this?” Betty asked, her hand touching the top of Cocoa’s head. 

“One of my therapy dogs. Her name is Cocoa.” 

Betty moved her hand down Cocoa’s forehead between her eyes and down her snout. “You are a beautiful creature. I can tell by how calm you are and the aura about you.” 

I said quietly. “You see an aura? Have you had surgery on your eyes?”

Betty smiled. “No. But I have a lot to tell you.”

“Let’s meet tomorrow at Bow Wow Brew, say one?” I said, wanting to find out what was up with Betty and seeing auras.

“It’s a date.” Betty stood beside me as the mayor appeared on the pavilion. 

Mayor Tom Graham stepped up to the microphone as the town clock struck eight times. The ringing died, and the mayor raised his arms. “Welcome, everyone, to this year’s tree lighting. I know how much you love to hear me talk.” During the pause, everyone laughed. “Tonight, all I want to say is I hope you all have a merry Christmas and shop local. Now I’ll introduce our special guest who will light the tree. Our new Sheriff, Jason Skala.” 

A man I had never seen before stepped up beside Tom and shook hands. He seemed young for a sheriff and looked like he could chase down criminals. The uniform wasn’t distorted by a beer belly and the slacks clung to muscular legs. 

The crowd stopped clapping, and the sheriff said, “Thank you, Auburn and Baker County. When I received this assignment, I was excited to get back to Eastern Oregon. I have family not far from here and will be able to visit them more often. I look forward to keeping our county safe and getting to meet more of you.” He turned to the mayor. The older man motioned for the sheriff to push the large red button beside the podium. 

Sheriff Skala grinned as if he were a child opening a gift and slapped his hand down on the button. 

Everyone groaned as the tree didn’t light up. 

Tom faced the tree and hollered, “Sheila, check the plugin.”

This emitted a chuckle from the crowd. Everyone knew that Tom’s wife, Sheila, was his minion. 

A scream rang through the park.

The sheriff ran to the back of the pavilion and jumped down. 

Cocoa pulled me away from Betty, out of the crowd, around the pavilion, and straight to Sheila, who had one hand over her mouth and the other clutching her stomach. Cocoa nudged the woman. Her hand dropped to pat the dog’s head. 

“What is it?” I asked her.

“What are you doing back here?” a male voice asked before Sheila pulled herself together.

I spun around and stared into the sheriff’s face. “My dog dragged me back here. She heard the scream and wanted to comfort Sheila.”

Sheila had dropped to her knees. She hugged Cocoa.

“This is a crime scene. You need to go over to that tree and take Sheila with you.” Sheriff Skala pointed to a tree twenty feet away. 

I nodded and helped Sheila to her feet. Once we stood by the tree, I whispered, “What did you see?”

Sheila continued to pet Cocoa. “A woman with a string of lights around her neck.”

I had a bad feeling. “Did you know the woman?”

Sheila nodded. “It was the teacher, Mrs. Sheffield.” 
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Chapter Three
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I thought of Ava. Had the girl told her father about seeing her mom kissing Santa? What would happen to the child if the husband had killed his wife?

“You’re sure it was Mrs. Sheffield?” I asked.

“Yes. Madison had her as a teacher.” Sheila didn’t look up. “I’m actually surprised this hasn’t happened to her sooner.”

I dropped to a crouch, making the woman look at me. “What do you mean?”

“Everyone in town knows she slept with any male but her husband for the last five years.”

“Meaning there are a lot of women in town who would like to kill her.” I didn’t envy the job the sheriff or the city police had on their hands. Many people would be willing to say the woman slept around, but I was pretty sure no one would point any fingers. This close-knit community had survived this long by banding together. 

Boots appeared on the ground next to me. My gaze drifted up the length of the body. The new sheriff glared at me. I rose to my feet and then helped Sheila stand. 

“Sheriff,” I said.

“I’ve talked to City Police Chief Vern Shaw. Since I was first on the scene and have more homicide experience, I’ll be heading up this investigation.” His gaze shifted to Sheila. “Mrs. Graham, I’ll have Deputy Harper take you to the station so we can get your statement about finding the body.” 

I smiled at my niece, Bailey. Nina and David had been upset when their daughter took criminal justice courses and then joined the sheriff’s department, but I thought it was brave of Bailey to want to help others and step away from the sheep ranch and wool spinning. 

As Bailey led Sheila away, I turned to head back to my family. 

“Where are you going?” the sheriff asked, grabbing my arm.

Cocoa growled, putting herself between me and the sheriff.

He dropped his hold on my arm and studied Cocoa. “That’s a protective dog you have.”

“She’s my protector and a therapy dog. That’s why she brought me here when Sheila screamed. She wanted to help the person in distress.” I patted Cocoa’s smooth head. The dog had been with me the longest. Cocoa was my first therapy animal. I’d discovered the animal’s desire to protect and console when I lost my husband. “All of my animals are therapy animals. They can all instinctively tell when someone needs to vent or hug something warm and loving.” 

The sheriff shook his head. “I’ve heard of therapy animals, but most of the ones I’ve come across are only that by label. They don’t do anything for the people that have them.” 

“Talk to anyone in the county. I’m sure they can tell you what these animals have done for many people. I’m at the Rockin’ Retirement home every Wednesday and the hospital on Thursday afternoons. Then the different elementary schools have me come in once a quarter for the kids to take turns holding the animals. Not to mention things such as the Petting Zoo I provided today at the festival.” Which flipped my thoughts to Ava and her murdered mother.

“Was whatever Sheila saw an accident?” I asked.

Sheriff Skala studied me. “What did she say she saw?” 

I swallowed and ran my fingers through the thick fur on Cocoa’s neck. Her fur and quiet nature had become my steadying mechanism. “She said she found a woman with a string of lights around her neck.”

The sheriff shook his head. “You don’t repeat whatever she said to anyone. We need to keep the information out of the public to help us with our investigation.” 

I nodded and found the courage to ask my next question. “Was it Mrs. Sheffield?”

“Why do you ask?” He stepped closer. A woodsy scent floated on the crisp air. I inhaled and arranged my thoughts.

“Sheila said she thought it was Mrs. Sheffield. If that’s the case, you’ll have a long line of people to question. I’ll just get going.” I tugged slightly on Cocoa’s leash and she stood. 

“Where are you going?”

“To find my family and go home,” I said, tipping my head back slightly to peer into his eyes. It was dark enough that the brim of his hat shaded his upper face. 

“I need your formal statement. You need to wait here until an officer can take it down.”

“Sheriff! The M.E.s here!” called a deputy, standing over the body. 

“You wait here.” Sheriff Skala pointed at the ground and walked over to the deputy. 

I sighed and peered out at the people in front of the pavilion. I spotted David’s hat. At least my family hadn’t abandoned me, and neither had most of the crowd. They had to be hanging around to find out why Sheila screamed and what brought more police and a medical examiner.

At that moment, an ambulance drove across the park and stopped only a few feet from me.

An E.M.T. slid out and walked to the back. He glanced at me and then smiled. “Hey, Andi! I hope you aren’t my customer.”
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