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Chapter 1


	 

	Juno waved at the short, rail-thin proprietor Eli Porter fussing with the expensive knives and gun scopes displayed on the shelves in the glass case. His bib apron had two pockets, a stubby pencil in one and a utility knife in the other. A confirmed bachelor, he always had a cheerful word and open smile for his customers.  

	“Seeing you in here this morning surprises me,” Eli said.

	Juno arched an eyebrow. “Why?” 

	“Haven’t you heard the latest news?”

	She could see he was bursting at the seams to tell her. “You’re the first person I’ve bumped into.” 

	“Clay Prestwick was using his riding mower when an arrow pierced him between the shoulder blades. He keeled over dead as a wedge, and his riding mower cut off. His killer remains at-large.”

	Squelching the ghastly specter flaring up in her imagination, Juno winced. “That’s horrible! Was it a hunting accident?” 

	Eli shrugged.

	“Or…was it a murder?”

	Again, Eli shrugged. 

	“Is Sheriff Dixon on the case?”

	“I saw him racing down Main Street with his siren turned on.”

	“I haven’t heard any word from him.”

	“Did I hear it right you’re his sidekick?”

	Juno gave a negative headshake. “You heard wrong because I’m nobody’s sidekick.”

	“Didn’t you play a big role in getting to the bottom of Liz Kershaw’s murder?”

	“Fern and I participated in it, but I told Goose I’ll never get tangled up in another one. He understood and agreed that I’m a farmer. Period.”

	“I heard your curiosity drives you to snoop, and you can’t help it no matter how hard you try.”

	“Where did you hear that?”

	“Fern told me after the arrest of Liz’s murderer.”

	Juno had an annoyed frown. “Fern talks too much and doesn’t have enough farm chores to keep her busy.”

	“She said you’re a pair of private eyes where she’s the beauty and brains while you’re the brawn.”

	“Fern lifting her Olympic weights is the brawn, but I don’t think we’re comparable to private eyes.”

	“Right, you’re a farmer. Period.”

	Juno nodded. “Now you’ve got it straight.”

	“Fern went so far as to claim she’s the one in charge.”

	Juno felt a stab of anger. “How did she become the boss?”

	“Somebody has to be the big kahuna, so she appointed herself. Isn’t she your older sister?”

	“She’s my cousin, godmother, and I thought up until now friend. She’s already bossy enough.”

	Eli chuckled. “How can you be private eye partners if you act so snippy?”

	Juno stomped her shoe on the floor. “We are not private eyes. We run a family farm.”

	“Have you taken up the art of grape stomping?” Fern had returned from the drugstore across the street and joined them at the counter. She had cute dimples, slate gray eyes, and 14-inch biceps. Folks said she was a strong woman in many ways, and she was almost everybody’s friend. This morning she favored denim bib overalls, a red plaid flannel shirt, and broken-in work boots.  

	“What’s this I hear about you trying to pass us off as a pair of private eyes?” Juno asked. 

	“We may as well call ourselves private eyes,” Fern replied. 

	“I’m not clever and relentless enough to be one,” Juno said. 

	“Don’t sell yourself short,” Fern said. “Our proven snooping skills will come in handy while helping Goose look into Clay Prestwick’s suspicious death.” 

	“Don’t tell me you volunteered our services,” Juno said. 

	“Goose called and asked me,” Fern said. “I promised him as soon as I rounded you up, we’d meet him at Clay’s place.”

	“Why didn’t Goose get ahold of me?” Juno asked.     

	“He knew you’d probably say no,” Fern replied. 

	“We can’t get mired down in Clay’s murder case,” Juno said. “Goose is the town sheriff, and we’re the apple farmers, and our jobs should never intersect.”

	“Is Juno always this stubborn?” Eli asked.

	“She comes by it honestly from her mom Rhoda,” Fern replied. “They sorely try my patience. Well, Juno, which is it? Are we lending Sheriff Dixon a hand or not? We have to let him know one way or the other.”

	“Goose will be miffed if we don’t since you’ve already committed us,” Juno replied.

	“All right, let’s stop flapping our gums and get started,” Fern said. 

	“Good luck with your latest private eye venture,” Eli said.

	Cocking her head, Juno took measure of Eli. “Say, didn’t you recently have a dispute with Clay? I recall hearing that you guys quarreled over something.”

	“I taped up his bounced check to my wall of shame by the cash register.” Eli glanced over at it. “Clay got steamed under the collar, but I didn’t take it down.”

	“Did you ask him to make good on it first?” Juno asked.

	“I gave him several opportunities to pay me, but he kept putting me off with his tired excuses,” Eli replied. “My goodwill finally wore out.”

	“Maybe you should stop accepting personal checks for payment,” Juno said.

	“I did after my run-in with Clay,” Eli said. “A few of my older customers prefer to write personal checks, but I can no longer afford to offer them the convenience.”

	“Isn’t that interesting?” Juno said. 

	“Not particularly,” Eli replied. “A few of my other customers have also bounced checks over the years.”

	At the ringtone notification, Fern checked her smart phone. “Goose texted me he’s waiting for us.”

	“He must be getting antsy,” Juno said.

	“I’m open until six,” Eli said. “Have you seen my discounted leaf blowers and bamboo leaf rakes in the garden supplies center?”

	“Not today, Eli,” Juno replied on her trip to the door. “We’re off to rendezvous with Sheriff Dixon. My curiosity tells me the air is rife with murder.” 

	***

	A retiree for several years, Clay Prestwick had become a recluse who seldom left home. Juno had seen him a few times while she was out shopping, and they’d exchanged fewer words. Bald, stocky, and bowlegged, his daily outfit included a porkpie hat, loose-fitting khakis, and yellow suspenders. He never dawdled but acted in a hurry as if he’d left a pot of chili simmering on the gas range at home. 

	Juno called out to Goose—Sheriff Dixon stood rangy and tall with the broad shoulders of an ex-high school cornerback—leaning over to inspect Clay’s riding mower. He’d left open the double doors to the garden shed where he stored the riding mower, gas container, and various yard implements. Red oaks, flowering dogwoods, and mockernut hickories shaded the back part of his lot. He’d lived within an easy stroll of Main Street although he rarely made the stroll.

	“The coroner just transported Clay’s dead body to the morgue,” Goose said. “I snapped the crime scene photos if you’d like to see them.”

	“Thanks all the same,” Fern said. “A man skewered by an arrow through the chest isn’t difficult to visualize.”

	“Clay death throws me for a loop,” Goose said. 

	“Isn’t it archery season for deer?” Juno asked.

	Goose nodded once. “I find it hard to accept a hunter missed his intended target and struck down Clay instead.”

	“Are there a lot of crossbow fatalities like Clay’s?” Juno asked.

	“His death is the first one I’ve heard of in Virginia,” Goose replied.

	“Are you leaning toward calling his death intentional as opposed to accidental?” Juno asked. 

	“I’m assuming it’s a murder until I can find the evidence to know differently,” Goose replied. “Somebody had a reason to take Clay’s life, and I want to know who it is and why they did it.”

	“Which direction did the arrow come from?” Juno asked.

	Goose pointed to the weed-choked lot behind Clay’s half-mowed yard. “I think the killer hid among the sumac bushes and berry brambles, took careful aim, and plugged him.”

	“Are we in any danger while standing here?” Juno warily gazed around them. “Should we be hunkering down?”

	“The killer has made tracks,” Goose replied. “I scouted in the weeds, but I didn’t recover the dropped crossbow or the other arrows.”

	“Who reported Clay dead?” Juno asked.

	“His next-door neighbor Mrs. Harris glanced out her screen door and noticed him lying crumpled on the ground,” Goose replied. “She called me, mentioned the arrow lodged in his back, and I came a-running. He’d been lying here dead for a couple of hours, maybe longer.”

	“Were you able to round up any other eyewitness?” Juno asked.

	“I rapped on the neighbors’ doors within viewing distance of this spot,” Goose replied. “Nobody else saw or heard anything, not even the killer firing the crossbow, which makes a distinctive thwack noise nobody would likely forget.”

	“Did a passing motorist observe anything?” Juno asked, glancing out to the street.

	“I walked along it, and I didn’t find any clear sightline into his back yard,” Goose replied. 

	“Did Clay rely on security cameras?” Juno asked. 

	“They’re deemed unnecessary in our rural area,” Goose replied.

	“Wouldn’t it take a sharpshooter to hit Clay with one arrow while he was chugging along on the riding mower?” Juno asked.

	“Hitting a moving target is more of a challenge than hitting a stationary one,” Goose replied.

	“Who in Cat’s Paw uses a crossbow?” Juno asked.

	“Quite a few big game hunters armed with their crossbows head into the woods,” Goose replied.

	“Then we can’t narrow down the pool of murder suspects,” Juno said. “What do we know about Clay?”

	“He was a private guy who largely kept to himself,” Goose replied. “One of his neighbors went so far as to call him a gray-haired hermit.”

	“Did you ever speak to him?” Juno asked.

	“Last week we had a short conversation in the men’s barbershop on baseball,” Goose replied. “Clay was a Chicago Cubs fan, as I recall.”

	Juno’s ringing smartphone then interrupted, and she saw it was her ex Holt Patchen. He regarded himself as a country music entertainer. Nobody else shared his grandiose opinion. He’d abandoned her and traveled to Nashville in pursuit of his lifelong dream. Much to Juno’s chagrin, he’d returned to celebrate their son Chip’s seventh birthday and never left town again. 

	Sheriff Dixon had arrested Holt for drunk and disorderly in public. Without a cent to his name, he couldn’t pay his fine and remained in prison. Juno didn’t want her freed ex visiting the farm. Therefore, she struck an unorthodox deal with Sheriff Dixon and Holt. He’d remain in jail as a “prisoner trustee” if they provided him with certain amenities like a smartphone and guitar.

	“Holt, what is it this time?” Juno asked. “I’m a little tied up here.”

	“The Wi-fi in my jail cell went on the fritz,” Holt replied.

	“Why are you bugging me?” Juno asked. “I know more about robotic science than I do computers.”

	“Goose should repair it ASAP.” Holt talked as if he was ordering room service at a ritzy hotel. 

	“He’s started working on a new murder case,” Juno said. “I wouldn’t be expecting him anytime soon to fix the Wi-fi bug.”

	“We’ve had another murder.” Holt whistled in awe. “They’re dropping like ninepins on Friday night, I swear.”

	“Didn’t Sheriff Dixon assign you some tasks like emptying the pencil sharpeners and dusting the trophies?” Juno asked.

	“I just painted his office,” Holt replied. “Now I’m bored out of my gourd.”

	“What color did you roll on the walls?” Juno asked.

	“The paint store delivered the paint cans of shocking pink,” Holt replied. “I thought it’s an odd color, but I just do what I’m told around here, and I don’t ask any questions.”

	Juno chuckled. “Goose will go ballistic, but I find it captivating. Why don’t you tune up your guitar and write a new song?”

	“I do feel moved to compose a ballad,” Holt said. “Remind Goose I expect my lunch to arrive no later than ten minutes after twelve.”

	“Yeah, I’ll bring it to his attention,” Juno said. “So long, Holt.”

	“What did Holt have to say?” Goose asked.

	“I’d better let him be the one who tells you,” Juno replied. 

	She led them tramping over the lawn to their parked vehicles. She’d locked in on unraveling the mystery of Clay Prescott’s murder. The way she figured it was everybody had at least one guilty pleasure, and hers, strange or not, was sleuthwork. Why did she fight it? The adrenaline rush she got by itself was enough for her to undertake the new mission.  

	




Chapter 2


	 

	The McPhee homestead was a small farm producing berries, vegetables, and fruits. Each Saturday morning Juno sold their wares at the farmers’ market. Cat’s Paw had enough steady customers to support it, and she used the profits to provide for her family. They weren’t getting rich, but she ensured they didn’t lack for any necessities. The town government had repaved the municipal parking lot the vendors used, forcing the cancellation of this Saturday’s farmers’ market.

	Juno, Fern, Rhoda, and Chip headed down the path skirting the barn and leading to the apple orchard. They couldn’t pick the ripe apples fast enough. Their customers bought them by the pound, and Juno often sold out before closing time. Keeping the orchard’s apple trees healthy and thriving was vital to maintaining their livelihood.

	“Mom, Zeke’s dad asked what in the blue-eyed blazes ails you,” Chip said. 

	“Nothing in the blue-eyed blazes ails me,” Juno said. “What prompted him to ask, not that it’s any of his business?”

	“I think he means your detective stuff,” Chip replied. “The folks like him don’t understand what drives you to act like a bloodhound. They claim no sane person would do it, and you’re two shakes away from the funny farm.” 

	Rhoda and Fern traded furtive smiles.

	“Tell Zeke’s dad I’m as sane as the next person, and if he has any further questions to call me,” Juno said. “I’ll be happy to set him straight and clear up his confusion.”

	“Your fame and reputation are growing,” Rhoda said. “Before long you’ll work in an executive office and hire a young Tom Selleck lookalike as the office manager.”

	“I see no danger in that happening, Mom,” Juno said. 

	“I, for one, wouldn’t mind it,” Fern said. “Hiring a young Tom Selleck lookalike would present some intriguing possibilities.”

	“Get your mind out of the gutter, cousin,” Rhoda said. “We’re picking apples.”

	“Who is Tom Selleck?” Chip asked.

	“He was a private eye on TV just like we are in real life,” Fern replied. 

	“We’re not private eyes,” Juno said. 

	“Right, we’re farmers,” Fern said. “However, I have a wardrobe crush on trench coats and snap-brim fedoras.” 

	“Trench coats make you look short and squat like a tuba,” Rhoda said. “You wouldn’t catch me lying in a casket with a fedora.”

	“We see how stylish you are in your grain store gimme hat,” Fern said.

	“Why, thank you, Fern,” Rhoda said. “I like to call it my country bumpkin chic.”

	“We’ll compare our fashion tastes later,” Juno said. “Right now we’ll fix our focus on the murder victim. Who was Clay Prestwick?”

	“Clay was a homebody who liked to mow his grass and putter in his chrysanthemums,” Rhoda said. “He was gutsy enough at his age to climb on the roof and clean out the gutters. Sometimes he waved back to me, and sometimes he didn’t when I passed by him.”

	“He was just a regular guy who did nothing special to make him stand out from the crowd,” Fern said.

	“How can we get more information about Clay?” Juno directed the question to Rhoda and Fern.   

	“Rex Harris at school said Clay got divorced a long time ago,” Chip replied.“After his mother found Clay dead and called the sheriff, she told Rex about Clay’s divorce.” 

	“Did Rex mention Clay’s ex by name?” Juno asked.

	“I’m just a kid and can’t do all of your detective work for you,” Chip replied. 

	“Maybe we should fire Juno and hire Chip to work as a private eye,” Fern said. “He has a knack for digging up the leads.”

	“Chip inherited his knack from me,” Juno said. “He sure didn’t get it from Holt in his prison stripes.”

	“Holt needs a more permanent berth to stay in,” Rhoda said. “Nobody languishes in the town jail for more than three days, and he’s well exceeded the limit. The town busybodies are clucking about it.”

	“They’re always clucking about Holt,” Juno said. “He’ll stay put until we can get Clay’s murder case settled. One crisis at a time is our limit.”

	“Goose must be fed up with getting Holt’s outlandish demands,” Rhoda said. “Has any sheriff ever installed a wet bar, a pinball machine, or a jukebox in an inmate’s cell?”

	“Don’t forget Holt’s request for a cocktail shaker, a massaging easy chair, and a heated toilet seat,” Fern said.

	“He did get the pair of steak knives and the fluffy pillow,” Juno said. 

	“Natch, he craves the creature comforts of home,” Rhoda said. “Can you blame the fellow? His mamma didn’t raise a fool.”

	“Now that I think about it, Wes Grimes was Clay’s friend,” Fern said.

	“I remember seeing Wes go with Clay into the old RadioShack on Main Street,” Rhoda said. 

	“Then we’ll go on and see Wes,” Juno said. “Fern and I will leave and spend an hour catching up with him. Meantime, Mom and Chip will remain here and pick apples.”

	“Whoopee for us, huh, Chip?” Rhoda said.

	“I say it plain sucks,” Chip said. “I’m a private eye, not a fricking apple picker.”

	“Mind your language, young man,” Juno said. 

	“That’s nothing.” Chip scoffed. “You should hear Grandma when she drops something heavy on her toes. Her swearing could make a pirate blush like a June bride.”

	Rhoda beamed with pride.

	“Mom, you’re supposed to set a good example for your grandson to emulate, not to teach him new swear words,” Juno said.

	“I’ll drop an electric steam iron on your toes, and we’ll see how genteel your language is,” Rhoda said. 

	“Stressful situations cause a person curse,” Fern said. “Penting up your negative emotions isn’t healthy, and cursing gives you an emotional outlet.”

	“Can you live with my proposal, Mom?” Juno asked.

	“Oh sure, I don’t mind spending the morning working in the apple orchard instead of pursuing a homicidal maniac,” Rhoda said. 

	“I can bring my .44 Magnum with the pink nacre grips if it makes you feel any better,” Fern said. 

	“Just stay safe,” Rhoda said. “I don’t want to have to run the farm all by myself.”

	“Worst case scenario, you can invite Holt to move back into the farmhouse and help you,” Fern said. 

	“All he’ll do is strum his guitar and serenade me while I do the farm chores,” Rhoda said. “He’s shown how averse he is to performing manual labor and getting his hands dirty.”

	“Holt picked his guitar and crooned in front of the town bank on payday,” Fern said. “When he got home, I asked him if anybody had dropped their loose change into his coffee can, and he shook it to rattle with coins.” 

	“I guess he tried in his own way to earn a little money,” Rhoda begrudgingly conceded.

	***

	Wes Grimes agreed to meet Juno and Fern at the Main Street Café for lunch. It wasn’t the only eatery on Main Street, but the newer competitors couldn’t beat its down-home ambiance, affordable prices, or lip-smacking cuisine. They claimed a small table near the back, a quiet spot to talk. Juno liked a grilled cheese sandwich with iced tea and a fresh garden salad for which she ordered the blue cheese dressing.

	A lanky six-footer in his mid-sixties with stooped shoulders, Wes’s hooded, jet-black eyes darted about like a raptor. His hooked nose, thick lips, and sharp cheekbones added to his sinister appearance. Sitting this near him left Juno feeling uneasy. She used her friendly smile to put him at ease, and he was in a loquacious mood.   

	“I’ve known the McPhees going back for two or three generations,” Wes said. “Your place has some of the richest soil in the valley. Your ancestors had a fine eye when they scouted for a tract of land to farm their crops and orchards.”

	“We feel richly blessed there,” Juno said. 

	“I’ve never shopped at the farmers’ market,” Wes said. “I purchase my fresh produce from the refrigerated aisles at the Pig or Kroger.”

	The locals called the Piggly Wiggly grocery store the Pig.

	“Surprisingly enough, our prices are competitive with the added bonus we pick our produce a day or so before we sell it,” Juno said.

	“You’ve convinced me to give the farmers’ market a try,” Wes said. “Who can argue with buying fresher, tastier produce?”

	“The reason we invited you to lunch is about Clay Prestwick’s murder occurring this morning,” Juno said.

	“Huh? Murder, you say?” Wes’s healthy color drained from his face while his eyes widened in shock. “Didn’t Clay die of a fatal heart attack?”

	“You heard a false rumor.” Fern took out and turned on her smartphone. 

	“Why does Sheriff Dixon call it murder?” Wes asked.    

	“The crossbow arrow buried in Clay’s back was the dead giveaway, so to speak,” Fern replied. “Would you like to see the murder scene photos Sheriff Dixon sent us?”

	“Thanks for the offer, but my lunch is coming,” Wes replied. “Who on earth had a reason to kill Clay?”

	“We hoped you could shed some light on it,” Juno replied.

	Recoiling, Wes grew more distressed. “Me? How should I know such a thing?” 

	“You were Clay’s best friend,” Juno replied. “Logically, you were the first person we thought of to consult.”

	Wes scowled. “Why isn’t Sheriff Dixon sitting here and not you ladies? Is he really as lazy as his detractors say he is?”

	“We’re like his sleuths for the lack of a better word,” Juno replied. 

	“Sleuths. You’re going around and collecting information from folks like me to give him,” Wes said.

	“Close enough,” Juno said. “Did you regard Clay as a friend?”

	“I suppose I was his friend,” Wes replied. “At our ages, the term friend is a quaint notion.”

	“We heard Clay was a divorcé,” Juno said. 

	“He was the divorcé, and I am the widower,” Wes said.

	The gleam died Wes’s eyes, his expression turned flat, and his chin dropped. Juno had a memory of the tragic circumstances surrounding his wife Annie Jane’s brutal death. By the next moment, he was back to his former self and resumed speaking. 

	“Clay and I had something in common: we each lived alone,” Wes said.

	“Who called whom the most often?” Juno asked.

	“I usually gave Clay a ring,” Wes replied. “He could’ve probably gone all year without reaching out for human contact. He was a born loner who never had much to do with anybody, so learning he was murdered amazes me.”

	“Who was Clay’s ex-wife?” Juno said. “I don’t remember him as a married fellow.”

	“He married Libby Butterfield if you know her,” Wes replied.

	“I haven’t seen Libby in a dog’s age,” Juno said. “When did they get married?” 

	Drumming his fingernails on the tabletop, Wes looked off, casting his mind back in time. “Clay and Libby married a few weeks after our high school graduation. They had little choice if you get my drift.”

	“Was it a shotgun wedding?” Juno asked.

	“I heard she had a bun in the oven,” Wes replied.

	“What happened to their baby?” Juno asked.

	“I never heard, and I never discussed it with Clay,” Wes replied.

	“When did they get divorced?” Juno asked.

	“They broke up after a few months of married life,” Wes replied. 

	“Why did they end it so soon?” Juno asked.

	“I guess it doesn’t work out for some newlyweds like them,” Wes replied. 

	“Did Libby ever remarry?” Juno asked.

	“I can’t say if she did or not,” Wes replied. “She moved away from Cat’s Paw and resided in Roanoke. Hardly anybody ever mentioned her name again after she left town.”

	“Does Libby still live there?” Juno asked.

	“I don’t rightly know,” Wes replied. “I like to imagine she married a well-to-do banker or attorney, and they enjoyed a long, happy life with their family. You know, they found and lived their piece of the American dream.”

	“Did you have a high school crush on Libby?” Juno asked. 

	Wes barked out a laugh. “Libby was the life of the party. I admit being around her excited me, but she was too uptown and high energy for my laidback pace.”

	“Clay and Libby must’ve dated throughout the spring before Libby discovered she was pregnant,” Juno said. “Did you attend their wedding?” 

	“They didn’t have a wedding ceremony per se with the expected trappings and frills,” Wes replied. “A justice of the peace married them at the courthouse, making it quick, simple, and best of all, cheap.”
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