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The Drippity Do Dah Coffee Cafe was in full swing, keeping Larry Lumkey, my diligent business partner, and me, Samantha White, the owner, constantly alert.

The Coffee Cup Gamers Canasta team was laughing with joy over the win they had just pulled off. Meanwhile, the high school kids on the front veranda were competing for the title of the happiest, loudest group. The only place for a quiet conversation was out back on the deck. There, patrons could enjoy their espressos, cappuccinos, and macchiatos in relative peace, listening to the Ryant River flow away to the sea.

Abby, my Chihuahua and Chinese Crested half-breed dog, lay behind the sofa on the deck after she grew tired of playing with the noisy teenagers on the veranda out front.

When I passed Larry in the kitchen, he grinned from ear to ear. “Isn’t this wonderful, Samantha?” he said with a wide grin, referring to how busy we were. I nodded in agreement. Glad to see him happy.

Business had been slow after the sudden death of Lucy Deerfoot, our friend and the Drippity’s cleaner. Her death and that of Polly Parker, Lucy’s best friend, had cast a long shadow of gloom over our town of Ryant River.

Time, they say, heals all wounds, and this appeared accurate for the Drippity. People returned to do what they always do. Drink our coffee and gossip with good friends.

Our business had slumped for a while, but now appeared to be bouncing back.

Larry and I hired a new cleaning lady, Betty Nichols, and she quickly adapted to our cafe, town, and the people in it.

“Sam, let’s call Betty in early,” Larry said as I headed out to the deck.

“Good idea!” Our new hire was adept at serving when we got too busy, and the customers loved her.

She had been born in England and still had a charming English accent. She called customers ‘love,’ ‘pet,’ and ‘dearie.’ Of course, if I used those terms, I would sound ridiculous; however, when a British person uses them, it’s endearing.

Late that afternoon, when the crowd thinned somewhat, Betty and I sat on the deck enjoying tall, cool lemonades and the sunshine's rare appearance after a week of rain. “Thanks for coming in on such short notice,” I said.

“Ah, pet, my pleasure.” She smiled sweetly as she brushed a strand of whitish-grey hair from her damp forehead. ”You know you can always count on me.”

Yes, we did. Our Betty was a quiet gem of a woman. She turned out to be incredibly warm-hearted and kind. Larry and I couldn’t believe our good fortune when she first crossed the Drippity’s threshold.

At first, we were concerned that her age would be an issue, but we soon discovered that she was a strong woman with remarkable endurance. Some days, she ran circles around Larry and me. Her gray hair, old-fashioned glasses, sensible brown shoes, and plain house dresses made her look older, but her feathery earrings highlighted a youthful face.

“Allo, Mum,” came a sound I’d learned to dread.

Betty’s son, Indigo—call me Indy—came around the corner and seated his tall, lanky frame across from Betty and me. He considered himself a fashionable young man about town. His self-important belief that all women found him attractive set my back teeth to aching. I admit that he had the looks—tall, slim, with brown hair and dark brown eyes that might appeal to some, but not me.

Although Indy considered himself a sharp dresser, he often failed to meet expectations. I thought his pants were a little too tight and too short. His shirts were buttoned too low, showing off a somewhat bony chest, and the sleeves were just a tad too short.

Indy reached for his mother’s hand. “Could you lend me a few, please, Mum? Just until I get to the bank.” His voice was high and reedy.

I rolled my eyes. This was always his way. He wrapped Betty around his little finger, and it irked me that she seemed unaware that he took advantage of her good nature.

“Of course, love,” she said, jumping up to retrieve her purse. “I made some good tips today.” She dug through her wallet and handed him a handful of bills.

“Thanks, Mum, catch you later,” he said as he quickly kissed her on the cheek and headed for the door. He caught my look of disgust and smirked, as if to convey, See what I did there?

This was Indy’s way. Dash in, grab some cash off his mother, never to be repaid, then dash out. Betty realized I disapproved. “It’s all in the family, pet,” she would say. I would raise my eyebrows and nod, as I agreed.

At the start of our friendship, I had asked Betty about Indy’s father. Her accent grew thick when she said, “Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say. The rotter is dead. All he ever did was drink and gamble money away. He’s gone and buried. Died in a drunken car crash when Indigo was just a wee babe.” She glanced sharply to see if I was shocked, then patted my knee, and sat herself up straight. “Never mind, luv, it’s all for the best. Indy did just fine growing up with no father.”

That might be the case, but Indy is a man in his mid-30s who should stand on his own two feet. However, Betty still sees him as her little boy, and Indy has used that to his advantage. Of course, I never told her any of this.

Larry, joining us, said, "Did Indy just come in?"

Betty beamed, “Yes, my boy is so busy that he didn’t have a chance to stop and chat.”

This was another one of Indy’s annoying habits that I hated—never giving Betty much of his time.

“What progress on the proposed casino?” my caffeine carry-out partner asked.

“Oh, he’s so involved,” replied Betty. “Any day now, the Ryant River Development Board will approve his plans.”

I glanced over at Larry, who barely shook his head. We both understood that most of the town and the Board were in no hurry to approve Indy’s plans for a gaming facility. We were waiting for our town's Historical Society to have the land in question reserved as ‘heritage’ and therefore not for sale.

A month ago, Indy and his partner, Corbin Skorabinski, presented to the Ryant River Development Board, or RRDB, his grand scheme. Their idea was to tear down the old fort and the nearby Indian village site. They would replace it with a large building and a parking lot that could host conventions and promote gambling. Indy claimed it would bring in much-needed cash and jobs. He predicted significant growth. He said the casino will benefit everyone in town.

Not everyone believed what Indy said. I, for one, did not want the casino. It meant more traffic, more people, and more noise. Our town would change in ways that would not preserve its original small-town feel and aesthetics.

The townsfolk currently use the old fort area for family picnics, boat launches, hiking, and dog walkers. We would all lose a wonderful recreation area that we have taken for granted... until now.

While Indy was in the Drippity, Abby had hidden her tiny white body under the sofa because she disliked him. Now that the coast was clear, she wandered out and did her usual sniffing of the back lawn, trees, and grass.

I kept an eye on her, glancing occasionally to make sure she did not get too close to the high river flowing past. The past week saw heavy downpours in our area, and the two Wishywashy Creeks, Big and Little, were carrying large amounts of runoff into the main tributary. The water threatened to cover the Drippity’s boat dock. If it rose any higher, I would have to hire someone to pull it out to keep it from breaking loose and floating away.

Abby approached the boat landing, sniffing at the boards. This was unusual behavior for her, so I decided to check and see what she'd found. As soon as I stepped out on the boards, I could tell something was different. I slowed my pace on the slippery wood and said to Abby. “What is it, girl?”

She looked up at me with her big, dark brown eyes, then down at the water and whimpered. I bent down and peered into the rain-swollen, muddy river. As the dock bobbed with the current, I suddenly saw a white hand float up and gasped.

“Larry!” I shouted.

Alarmed at the sound of my voice, he and Betty both came running. Larry arrived first and carefully walked along the dock, while Betty hung back.

“What is it?”

“A hand. There's a hand.” I said in a croaky voice and swallowed hard.

He peered into the murky water. “I don’t....” He glanced up at me, questions in his eyes.

“Wait. The current will move it.” I said, and sure enough, the hand floated back up to the surface.

Betty gasped and put a hand to her mouth, her soft, gentle face turning white.

Larry’s long face blanched from the unexpected sight. He drew in a sharp breath and ran a trembling hand through his long hair. “We should call Hudson.”

Hudson MacKay, our handsome town sheriff, has held his position since before I arrived in this sleepy little location. He is one of Ryant River's most eligible bachelors, and not just because he looks great in his uniform. Initially, I'd been shy and quiet around him, but with Lucy and Polly’s murders, we'd worked together with Abby’s help to solve the two deaths. Since then, we have been casually dating. I enjoyed his company, and I thought he wanted mine. We kept our attraction discreet to prevent the small-town rumor mill from going out of control.

“Shouldn’t we pull him from the water first?” I said. “What if the current pulls him further downriver?”

Larry glanced down into the murky water, where the hand disappeared again. “I think whoever it is is stuck under the dock, but to be certain, I’ll put a rope around the wrist.”

While Larry secured the corpse, I called Hudson. He arrived with his deputy, Robert (call me Bob) Smithy, a man of medium everything: hair, height, and looks. However, he had an inordinate fondness for donuts, as shown by his growing stomach.

Doc Stone completed the trio. He’s our town doctor, with a black bag, thick black hair, and a tendency to wear black clothes. I often thought he would be better suited for a job as a mortician.

His shoulders slumped from years of peering down into people’s throats and telling them to say ‘ah,’ but his bedside manner was kind and thoughtful, making him popular for miles around.

The three men conferred on how to move the body away from under the dock. After some discussion, Hudson, being the tallest and strongest man present, jumped into the water and floated the body away from the dock.

I handed him a towel. “Who is it?”

“William Whipple.”

“Who?”

“You know,” Hudson said as he unbuttoned his wet shirt from his broad,  well-muscled chest, “he owns the grocery store here in town.”

I sighed, upset and sorry, shaking my head. “How did he die?”

“Someone helped him,” my sheriff said. “There is obvious head trauma.”

“Oh no, are you sure?”

He nodded and pursed his full lips. “Yeah, but let’s wait for the autopsy before we say anything to anybody else.” He strode off in the direction of his cruiser, pulled a clean shirt from the trunk, and flung the wet one inside. Walking towards me, carrying a pair of dry uniform pants, he ducked into my office to finish changing and drying off.

Doc Stone completed examining the body and nodded to Bob for the body bag. At the same time, the forensic team arrived and began gathering samples.

“They won’t find much,” Doc spoke without addressing anyone specifically. “Water tends to wash away clues.”

“This is awful and so sad,” Betty said.

“Agreed.” He wiped his hands and picked up his black medical bag. He turned to me. “Can I use your bathroom?”

“Help yourself,” I said.

To distract myself from the surreal scene in my backyard, where Bob was currently unrolling yellow crime tape, I said, “Oh, oh,” to Larry and Betty, “who’s minding the cafe?”

“Oh dear,” said Betty.

“I’m on it!” Larry said as he ran back.

Once inside, I locked off the patio doors leading to the deck to give Hudson and the science team the privacy that the event called for. The news of William Whipple's death spread like wildfire and resulted in a more crowded cafe than usual.

Larry called in some part-time help to manage the growing crowd. While operating the espresso machine, I decided to keep one eye on the procedures outside.

***
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Later that evening, after we closed, Hudson, Larry, and Betty joined me for coffee and Baileys liquor.

“Why,” Betty said, taking a sip of her hot coffee, “would anyone want to kill poor William?

Hudson said, “That’s a good question.” He paused and licked his full lips, enjoying his drink after a long and busy day. “Bob and I have started the investigation rolling and should have some answers first thing tomorrow morning.” He glanced at a text on his mobile phone. “Bob reports that the body has arrived in Woolverton and is scheduled for the postmortem tomorrow afternoon.”

“Did William have any enemies that you know of?” I said.

Larry and Hudson shook their heads in unison. William had been the owner and operator of the Hometown Market grocery store since before I arrived in town. If anyone was mad at him, it was because of the rising cost of food, but we all knew it wasn’t his fault. He lived in a modest house on the other side of town and was not getting wealthy from any of us.

Betty said, “My dear son, Indigo, has been dealing with Mr. Whipple about the casino development and speaks very highly of him.”

“That’s right,” I said, remembering, “he’s the president of the Ryant River Development Board.”

Betty nodded, and Larry added, "But it's not an easy job." Larry bit into a croissant sandwich, his usual late-night snack. I’ve been to a few meetings where I really felt sorry for Mr. Whipple. People here have strong opinions about that casino, and not necessarily positive ones. The issue is not with the casino itself, but with the site where the developers intend to build it.

Betty frowned. “I don’t understand. Corbin tells me that’s all been settled.” 

Corbin Skorabinski was Indy’s business partner, and together they own several small businesses. Now, they were expanding to a casino. As Indy so enthusiastically called it, ‘The Big Time!”

Larry said, “Half the town wants to maintain the old fort and Indian village as a historical site instead of tearing it down.”

Betty shook her head, worried. I, on the other hand, was not surprised she didn’t know. Corbin would only share positive details with her to enhance his own image in her eyes. He doted on Betty and appeared to be competing for her attention whenever he could.

Hudson agreed with Larry’s assessment. “I’ve monitored some of the sessions. Townsfolk are saying the developers are greedy money grabbers and that it might spell the end of our town as we know it.

Hudson glanced at Betty, suddenly realizing that he might have spoken rashly.

“Well, they don’t live here,” Betty said.

I agreed with Betty, but wondered whose side she was on.
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