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Dedication


To Patty and Emily,


The true candles lighting my way.
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“Absence diminishes small loves and increases great ones, as the wind blows out the candle and fans the bonfire.”

—Francois La Rochefoucauld
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I didn’t hear the shot that killed Gretel Barnett, even though her life was extinguished just fifteen feet from where I stood. There were too many other explosions filling the air, happy merriments celebrating New Conover Founder’s Day. It would have been tragic enough if she’d been a random face in the crowd, but there was something that made it infinitely worse. Gretel was my chief competitor, selling candles and supplies two miles from my own candleshop in Micah’s Ridge, North Carolina. From the way things appeared, I was going to be running short of wick myself if I didn’t come up with who had snuffed out her flame.

Two weeks earlier, I’d finally worked up the nerve to tell my lone employee, Eve Pleasants, that At Wick’s End was going to have a vendor’s table at the New Conover celebration. I delayed sharing the news as long as I could, knowing that she would most likely take it with less than gracious acceptance. I owned the candleshop, along with the rest of River’s Edge—a former warehouse and factory now converted into a complex of shops, offices and my apartment—perched on the edge of the Gunpowder River. But I was less than the master of my own domain, though I cherished At Wick’s End, with its aisles full of waxes, wicks and molds; racks of tools and pots; shelves of powders; tubs of gel and sheets of honeycombed wax. Most of all, I loved the candles. Whether squatty and fat or long and tapered, shaped like stars or bowls, poured into teapots or watering cans, I found beauty in them all. My Great-Aunt Belle had left me the property, along with a hefty mortgage and the legal stipulation that I couldn’t sell the complex until I’d run the candleshop for five years. I never could have imagined that I’d so quickly grow to love the place.

My Great-Aunt had also left me Eve, an older, dour, heavyset woman with a knack for candlemaking and a disposition that forced me to tiptoe around my own business most of the time. She was my erstwhile assistant and would-be candlemaking conscience, and little by little, we were finding a way to work together.

We weren’t there yet, though. She took the news about like I’d expected. “Harrison Black, I’ve told you before that we never bothered with that fair. Belle and I didn’t believe the return on our investment would be worth the trouble and the expense.”

“We’re not doing it for the profit,” I said. “At least not strictly for that,” I added, knowing that the bottom line was crucial to keeping my shop afloat.

“Then why put ourselves through it?” she asked.

“With the new candleshop opening in town, we need to make our presence felt. Let’s face it, we’re probably going to lose some customers, and they have to be replaced.” Flickering Lights—our new competition in the form of a candle franchise that covered the world—was about to open a store in Micah’s Ridge. Located in the revitalized downtown business district, it was declaring itself an upscale version of At Wick’s End all over town. The owner was named Gretel Barnett, a no-nonsense older woman with stylish silver hair and a trim waistline. She had introduced herself a month before opening her shop, coming into At Wick’s End, studying the place with a sharp eye, then declaring her intention to open a candle franchise of her own. At least no one could say she had skulked into town. I didn’t like being portrayed as the thrift version of candleshops in the area, but so far I hadn’t been able to do anything about it. The Founder’s Day Celebration was my chance to make a statement of my own, and I wasn’t about to let it slip by.

“Do you honestly think it will help our sales here enough to matter?” Eve asked.

“It will increase our profile locally, since New Conover’s not that far away, and I’d say that’s pretty important. You told me when I first came to At Wick’s End that you and Belle used to do these street fairs all the time.”

“It was always more your Great-Aunt’s desire than mine.”

It was pretty obvious the direction our conversation was taking, and there was no way I was going to endure an entire day at the fair listening to her litany of complaints. Inspiration suddenly struck. “Eve, you don’t have to go. You can keep the store open while I’m there.”

“You can’t run a booth by yourself, Harrison.”

There was no way I was giving in that easily. “I’ll get Heather to watch it for me if I need to step away for a minute or two. We’re setting up side by side.” Heather Bane ran The New Age, her self-described serenity shop filled with things like crystals and personal pyramids. Heather’s place was right next door to my candleshop at River’s Edge, and she was participating in the fair as well.

Eve huffed once, then said, “I don’t suppose there’s any way to talk you out of this, is there? Very well, if you insist, I’ll help you do it correctly.”

“You know, I think this way is actually better,” I said. “We might even make a profit if you stay here and keep the shop open.” If Eve was waiting for me to tell her I couldn’t do it without her, she was going to be disappointed. Over the past few months I’d gotten pretty good with the basics of candlemaking, and there weren’t many questions at the shop I couldn’t answer on my own, not that I was ready to run the place without her. Eve taught several of our classes at night, and I was the first to admit she handled group sessions better than I did. Still, my income for the store through teaching exceeded hers, and would continue to do so as long as I had my star student, Mrs. Jorgenson, a rich dilettante who had suddenly taken a passionate fancy to candlemaking. Together, we’d explored one-on-one basic candlemaking techniques for rolled candles and dipped ones as well. We’d touched briefly on pouring candles, but Mrs. Jorgenson had recently told me she’d like to get back to that technique before we got into gel candles, and with what she was paying me for private lessons, she could certainly dictate our schedule if she wanted to. It was almost a crime to charge her so much for something I enjoyed doing, but I had to constantly remind myself that I was in business to make money.

From her expression, it was pretty obvious that Eve was wavering, so I decided to end our discussion. “Then it’s settled. You keep At Wick’s End open for our regular customers during the fair, and I’ll see what I can do about getting some new ones.”

Before Eve could protest any more, the bell over the front door jingled and Pearly Gray, retired psychologist and current handyman to all of River’s Edge, said, “Harrison, I need a moment of your time if you can spare it.”

A smooth escape was exactly what I needed. As I walked over to him, I asked, “What can I do for you, Pearly?”

He frowned, then said, “I hate to do this to you right now, but I need a break from my duties.”

Pearly hadn’t taken a day off since I’d inherited the River’s Edge complex, and I had no idea what arrangements for vacation he’d made with Belle. “How much time do you need? We could probably spare you for a week or two if we had to.”

He looked startled by the offer. “Goodness no, it’s nothing like that. I just need tomorrow off. I have to help a friend.” He said the last with his gaze downcast, and I wondered what kind of help he’d be supplying, but it was none of my business.

“That would be fine,” I said.

“Thank you, Harrison.” Pearly grabbed my hand in both of his and shook it vigorously. After he was gone, I realized that he was much more enthusiastic with his thanks than he’d needed to be. What was Pearly up to?

No matter. I really didn’t have time to delve into my handyman’s private life. I had a table display to prepare for the event, just one more task I’d never attempted before in my life. There was one thing I could say about running At Wick’s End: just when I thought I had a handle on things, something new popped up to show me just how wrong I was.

I’d finally gotten Eve to accept the idea of the Founder’s Day table by asking her opinions on my display plans, and I thought I had her won over when a frown shadowed her face.

“What is it now?” I asked. “Have you thought of another objection to the idea?”

“It’s not that. Look who’s coming in.”

I turned to see Becka Lane, my onetime girlfriend, rush inside At Wick’s End. Her lustrous blonde hair—usually perfect in appearance—was tousled, and one edge of her blouse was coming out of her short skirt’s waistband. My sarcastic comment died in my throat when I saw her face, though. There was a look of pure, raw fear in her eyes that startled me with its intensity.

“Becka, what is it? What’s wrong?”

She rushed toward me, then glanced back at the door. “That man...he’s back. He’s after me. Harrison, you’ll protect me, won’t you?”

“Protect you from what?” I looked out the bay window in front of the shop, but I couldn’t see anyone nearby. “Becka, there’s nobody out there. What are you talking about?”

She nearly screamed. “Go look for yourself. I’m telling you, he’s out there.”

I picked up a large wrought-iron candle stand by the door and walked out of the shop, scanning the parking lot and walkway in front of the complex. Aside from an elderly couple looking in the windows of the new antique shop and a group of young women going into The Pot Shot pottery, there was no one around.

As I came back inside, Becka grabbed my shoulder. “Did you see him? Did you?”

“Nobody’s out there,” I said.

“Harrison, he must have ducked into one of the shops. I’ve never seen his face; he always hides in the shadows. I’m telling you, he was there a minute ago.”

I led her to the office in back, offered her my chair, then took Eve’s regular seat. “You need to take a deep breath and tell me what’s been happening.” Becka wasn’t my favorite ex-girlfriend, not after I’d learned about her argument with my late Great-Aunt Belle just before she’d died, but we’d meant something to each other once, and I couldn’t turn my back on that. It would have probably been easier to help a stranger, someone I had no history with, but regardless of what had gone on before between us, I couldn’t abandon her now.

“It started last week,” she said softly. “At first I thought it was just my imagination, but I kept getting this creepy feeling that I was being watched, you know? He’s not going to be content just shadowing me, I realize that now. He’s trying to engage me in something, but I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Are you saying he’s done something more direct?” I asked.

“Harrison, I’m not imagining this. I wouldn’t. He’s stalking me, I know it.”

“Take it easy, I believe you.”

After she hesitated a second, she added, “It’s getting worse.” I could see her shiver slightly as she continued. “Today when I got back to my car from grocery shopping, there was a note on my windshield that said, i need to see more of you, printed out in big block letters.”

“What did you do?”

“I panicked,” she said. “Normally I’m not afraid of anything or anybody, but this is really creeping me out. I tore the note up and drove straight here. He must have followed me.”

“You came to me?” I couldn’t believe Becka was willing to admit she needed me for anything.

“Harrison, we may have had our problems in the past, but you’re the one person in the world I know I can always count on.”

Becka prided herself on her independence, so I knew what that statement must have cost her. “The first thing we need to do is call the sheriff.”

“Do you honestly think he’ll be able to help me?”

“Truthfully, I’m not sure what he can do at this point, but we still need to let him know what’s going on.”

She snapped, “What’s it going to take, an all-out attack from the man? I can’t stand feeling this way, but I won’t let the police think I’m a fool, either. Forget it.”

I stood and leaned against the wall. “I just don’t know what else I can do. I’m here if you need me, you know that.”

She stood and put a hand on my shoulder. “Believe me, I know that, Harrison. Honestly, I feel better just telling you about it.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to phone the police? I’d be glad to make the call for you.”

She shook her head. “No, not until I’ve got something to show them. It was foolish of me to tear up that note, I realize that now.” She hesitated a moment, then added, “Do you know what I’m going to do? The next time I see him, I’m going to turn around and confront him.”

It was a lousy idea, but I couldn’t say it that openly. “Do you honestly think that’s the best course of action to take?”

“Don’t worry about me, Harrison, I’ll be fine. I’m betting once he knows I’m not afraid of him anymore, he’ll run away like a scared little boy.” She opened her purse and pulled out a red cylinder. “Besides, I’ve got this Mace for protection if he tries anything.”

“At least let me walk you to your car.”

She nodded. “I’d appreciate that.”

Eve was trying her best not to let on that she’d been eavesdropping when Becka and I walked toward the front door. “I’ll just be a minute,” I told her.

“Take your time,” Eve said, though her gaze never left my ex-girlfriend.

I walked Becka to her car, all the while searching the parking lot and shops for her stalker. No one matching her vague description was in sight, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t lurking somewhere nearby. Becka unlocked her car and got in, but not before she searched the backseat. She started the engine, locked the doors, then rolled down her window. “Thanks, Harrison.”

“I didn’t do anything,” I said with a grin.

“You were here for me when I needed you,” she said simply.

Before she drove off, I said, “Be careful. Becka, I’m not happy about leaving it like this. You really should let the police know what’s going on.”

“If he does anything else, I will. I promise.”

I had an uneasy feeling as I watched Becka drive off. If anything happened to her now, I’d feel partially responsible. I decided to call the sheriff when I got back inside despite her objections.

Eve asked, “What was that all about?”

“Becka believes somebody’s after her. Why don’t you listen while I call the sheriff? It’ll be easier to get the details that way.” I got Sheriff Morton on the telephone and told him everything Becka had told me. Eve’s eyes grew wide at the description of the stalking, but it had little effect on the sheriff. A man named Coburn had been the sheriff when I’d first inherited River’s Edge, but he’d been voted out of office just after I’d discovered who had murdered Belle. Morton was a little better, but not by much.

When I was finished, he said, “It could be stalking, or it could be that your girlfriend’s got an overactive imagination.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” I said automatically. “I admit that Becka’s had a flair for the dramatic in the past, but I’d still feel better if you talked to her. You didn’t see her face when she came into the shop.”

Morton hesitated, then said, “Give me her name and address.” After I did, he said, “Tell you what, I’ll have a black-and-white unit check on her later. That’s the best I can do.”

“I’ll take it. Thanks, Sheriff.”

“No problem.”

After I hung up, Eve said, “Well, she certainly had every reason to be upset, didn’t she?”

“I can’t imagine her coming to me for protection,” I said. While I was an inch shy of six feet tall, I was a good fifteen pounds overweight. Besides, I hadn’t been in a real fight since the fifth grade. I couldn’t imagine being anyone’s guardian.

“Come now, Harrison, it’s obvious the woman has faith in your ability to protect her.”

“I don’t know why she’d think that.”

“Perhaps you’re all she has,” Eve said simply.

“If that’s true, then she’s got more problems than someone stalking her.” I was worried about Becka, but there was nothing I could do about her situation. She’d call if she needed me—there was no doubt in my mind about that—so I tried to put her out of my mind and get back to the business of running my candleshop. Still, I was uneasy every time I heard the telephone ring, wondering if it might be her, in some kind of trouble I might not be able to fix.
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The appointed day for the festival came soon enough. I’d spoken with Becka a few times since the sheriff had checked on her, but she’d had no more encounters with the stranger since that day at River’s Edge. Maybe he’d followed her home and had seen her talking to the police, or maybe seeing me armed with a candle stand had been enough to scare him off. Whatever the reason, Becka appeared to be safe.

The late-fall weather for the Founder’s Day Celebration in New Conover was perfect as an unseasonably warm breeze brushed away the touches of winter’s impending cold. Far too late in the season to be called Indian summer, the warmth was no less welcome, especially to those of us who were slated to be out in it all day. Our part of North Carolina could have six inches of snow one week, then temperatures could soar into the seventies the next, and by sheer luck, the event organizers had scheduled the celebration during a day more fit for spring than winter.

Even at 7 a.m., I found myself sweating as I unloaded my truck in the early dawn. I’d come to think of the Ford that way, though I’d inherited it, along with nearly all the rest of my worldly goods, from Belle. I just wished she could be there with me right now, the two of us working side by side.

I was setting up near the old County Courthouse, now operated as a museum dedicated to the area’s past. The two-hundred-year-old granite building was draped in bunting and decorated with dozens of flags for the festivities. New Conover was the county seat, located twenty minutes from Micah’s Ridge.

“Hey, are you going to daydream all morning, or are you going to help me with my stuff?” I was glad that Heather Bane and I had decided to set up together. I didn’t feel quite so vulnerable with a friendly face nearby. Heather’s long blonde hair was pulled back in its standard pony tail, and she wore a tie-dyed T-shirt with her jeans.

I slid her table off the truck bed and said, “I was just thinking about Belle.”

“She would have loved this, Harrison,” Heather said as we set her table on its folding legs.

“Eve wasn’t sure my presence here would be worth the effort and cost,” I said. “I’m starting to wonder if she was right. Are you worried about making anything more than what you paid for the display fee?”

Heather laughed. “Don’t get cold feet now. We’ll both do fine. I’ve got Mrs. Quimby and Esmeralda watching the store and Eve’s keeping your candleshop open, so we’ll make out all right.” Mrs. Quimby was Heather’s lone part-time employee, while Esmeralda was her cat and erstwhile queen of The New Age.

I finished transferring the boxes in the truck bed to our tables, then said, “Watch our stuff, would you? I’ve got to go park in the vendor lot.”

I had to walk three blocks back to our tables after I moved the truck, but it was a glorious morning, and I didn’t mind the stroll. I love early morning; it’s my favorite time of day, before the whole world’s awake and bustling around. As I passed table after table, I watched the crews set up, most of them obviously seasoned in preparing their displays. I still didn’t know exactly how I was going to arrange my space, but there would be time, since the festivities didn’t officially open until 9 a.m. I was nearly back to my booth when I ran into Gretel Barnett, the femme candlemaker herself.

“Hi, Gretel. I didn’t know you were going to be here,” I said, trying to hide my displeasure at her presence.

In a voice that rang out over the nearby sounds of folks setting up, she proclaimed, “It’s a free country, Harrison. I could hardly stand by and watch you steal all my customers from me, now could I?”

“How in the world can you accuse me of stealing anything? You’re the one encroaching on my territory.” My voice tends to get louder when I’m excited or angry, and I noticed that a few nearby vendors were watching us intently. So be it. I wasn’t sure what had brought out this new belligerent attitude of hers, but I wasn’t going to let her get away with it.

She retorted, “This is the land of democracy, the American way. Surely you’re not against America.” Gretel nearly shouted her last words, and we were getting more and more attention.

Fighting to keep my voice calmer than I felt, I said, “I won’t give you the satisfaction of making me lose my temper in public. This didn’t have to be personal, but you’re making it that way.”

“I’m going to bury you,” she said, not softening her voice at all. “You and your sad little candle store.”

As she stalked off, I felt my face redden. I was still steaming as I approached my table.

Heather asked, “What was that all about?”

“You heard?”

“Everyone here heard you two. Did she just accuse you of being un-American?”

“I thought we were going to have a friendly little competition between candleshops, but I guess I was wrong. Now it’s personal.”

“Harrison, you need to try to get along with her.”

A lecture was the last thing I needed at the moment. “Heather, I don’t need you as my conscience. I wasn’t the one who started this.”

We didn’t share more than half a dozen words after that, each left to our own thoughts. What in the world had brought out that kind of attack from Gretel? She’d been abrupt when she’d come into my shop before, but she hadn’t been insulting.

As I worked on my display, I couldn’t help wondering what had set her off. She’d been open only a week, but I was already seeing a sharp drop in my sales. It hadn’t really surprised me. Gretel had the wisdom of her franchise to back her up and help her keep from making some of the mistakes that had nearly ruined me.

I’d been wondering if she was going to wipe out my business, and then she actually had the nerve to make her declaration to the world that she was going to bury me! If I lost it all, it wasn’t going to be without a fight. I was determined to prove her wrong, no matter what it took. If that meant extending my hours and deepening my discounts, I could get by on less if I had to. At least I had all of River’s Edge to help defray my expenses, while she had only her stand-alone shop. I just wish I knew what kind of cash reserves she had. Buying the franchise couldn’t have been cheap, and I knew their support only went so far.

Starting Monday morning, I was going to plan an assault on Flickering Lights that would drive one of us out of business; I just hoped it wasn’t At Wick’s End. I loved my candleshop too much to just let it sink quietly into oblivion.

But if a fight was what Gretel Barnett wanted, then she was going to get one.

I laid out my display, including a free giveaway drawing for one of Eve’s most ornately carved candles. It was a work of art, though she hadn’t liked it when I’d said that, and I was hoping we could get enough names and addresses with the entry forms to start a newsletter for At Wick’s End. It was an idea I’d picked up from my research on making small businesses grow, and I was willing to try just about anything. Another article had said that if you could get the kids interested in your crafts, a lot of times the parents followed, so I also laid out some sheets of lavender beeswax that had been damaged in our storeroom. They weren’t good enough to sell, since one edge of the delicate sheets had been crushed in storage, but I’d trimmed the bad parts away with a pizza crust cutter, and they’d be perfect for kids to play with.

Heather watched my progress, then said, “If you need more space, I can give you a corner of my table.”

“Is it too much?”

“No, I’m starting to wish I’d done more myself. It looks like you’ve done your homework on self-promoting.”

“Let’s just see if it works.”

I finished displaying the candles and inexpensive kits I’d brought along to sell, and finally I was ready. Ten feet away, I noticed Gretel was watching me from her table, but I wasn’t about to say a word or acknowledge her presence again if I could help it. My signs were all homemade—and they looked it—but hers sported a professional appearance that was just too sleek to be her own work. There were carefully crafted displays that showed some of the simplest steps to making candles, and even I had to admit they were very well done. It wasn’t a fair fight since she had a franchise’s expertise to draw from, but that didn’t really matter to me anymore. I was ready for her. She’d thrown the gauntlet down, and if she was having second thoughts about taking me on, she was going to have to make the first move at brokering some kind of peace between us.

Gretel appeared to start my way once or twice before changing her mind and backtracking to her spot. She was either going to start Round Two of our fight, or she was coming over to apologize, but as the gates opened and people started coming in, she frowned and settled into her seat. Though she was new to the area, somehow Gretel had finessed a prime spot for her display, and I wondered if she’d paid off the organizers. Her table was five feet away from the Civil War cannon that adorned the grounds, a great attraction for the visitors coming in. I’d heard that the Founder’s Day committee had wanted to drape the cannon in bunting too, but the Sons of the South had put their collective feet down. That cannon was a relic from history, they’d argued, a captured trophy from a Yankee ship, won with the spilled blood of their ancestors, not some prop for the show. I was near the granite steps, and I could see the old courthouse bell on the other side of the lawn from where I stood. It had been at the county seat since the mid-1800s, serving the early citizens of New Conover, and then retired and covered by a stone hutch. The cannon and bell were the two best-known artifacts in the entire town.

The flow of visitors picked up considerably, and I didn’t have time to worry about Gretel Barnett anymore. Before long I had a great many lookers, a handful of buyers, and a good start on my mailing list. I was also starving, since I’d forgotten all about breakfast in my haste to get set up in time.

During a lull, I said, “Heather, are you hungry?”

“No, I always eat a big breakfast before I do these fairs. There’s barely time to turn around during the day.”

“That was smart of you,” I said.

She studied me a second, then said, “Harrison, I’ll watch your table if you want to go grab a quick bite.”

“I hate to ask you to do that,” I said, determined to suffer through my mistake.

“Hey, we’re covering for each other here, remember? You go now and you can watch my table when I grab lunch for us later. It will be really busy then.”

“Busier than now?”

She scanned the crowds. “Just wait. On a day like today, folks are itching for a reason to get outside. We’re going to make some money, my friend, just wait and see.”

A burst of firecrackers suddenly went off twenty feet from us, and I could see more streamers dancing in the air. The noise had started the moment Founder’s Day opened, and if the pyrotechnics kept up, I was in for a major headache before it was time to wrap up and go home.

“I’d better go now, then,” I said. “Do you want anything? How about some aspirin?”

“No, I’m fine. To be honest with you, I kind of like the noise. It makes me feel alive.”

I cut through the back way toward the concession area rather than fight the crowd. It was roped off for the vendors only, and I was glad to have the shortcut. Gretel didn’t even notice as I passed within three feet of her table. She was busy selling an expensive candlemaking kit to a woman with frosted hair piled high on her head in a beehive. We sold the same kits ourselves at our shop, but not for as much as she was charging. I kicked myself for not bringing more of the high-dollar items, too, but I’d only had so much room on my table with my giveaway and kids area. As I walked to the concession area, I nearly tripped over a clown perched on the courthouse steps. Dressed in full makeup and costume, he looked more at home at the celebration than I did. Maybe Eve had been right. I probably should have stayed home.

I grabbed a sausage-and-egg biscuit and an orange juice from one of the food vendors and nearly knocked Pearly down as I turned around to head back to my table.

“I didn’t know you were coming to the festivities,” I said.

Pearly said, “A man has to do something with his time off. Harrison, there’s something I need to discuss with you.”

“Walk with me back to my table and we can talk along the way,” I said. I didn’t want to leave Heather alone for too long.

He glanced toward my spot, then shook his head. “I’d rather not, if you don’t mind. We could go over to the courthouse steps away from the crowd, though.”

“Pearly, I’d love to be able to do that, but Heather’s watching my table for me, and I can’t leave her alone. Is it something that can wait?”

“I suppose so,” he said reluctantly.

“Good. We’ll talk about it first thing Monday morning then.”

I started back toward my table, wolfing down the biscuit as I walked. I’d probably get indigestion from the fast meal on my feet, but I didn’t have much choice. I tossed the wrapper and empty carton of juice into a trash can near the cannon, wiped my hands on my bandana, then ran my hand around the inside rim of the pitted metal of the empty barrel for good luck before I walked back to my vending spot amid the noise of firecrackers exploding all around me.

While I was still fifteen feet away from my table, I noticed a commotion out of the corner of my eye and turned just in time to see Gretel crumple to the ground, knocking her display down in the process.

At first I thought she’d had a heart attack, but as I raced closer, I saw a blood stain blossom on the back of her dress.

During one of the constant fireworks bursts, someone had taken the opportunity to kill my chief competition.

Before I could take it all in, a woman in her mid-forties pointed right at me and screamed, “He shot her. That’s the man who shot her.”
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“I didn’t shoot her,” I protested, feeling my legs weaken with the accusation.

The woman was not to be deterred, though. She screamed hysterically, “He threw the gun into that trash can! I saw him do it!”

Sheriff Morton, the law enforcement chief for the entire county, was beside me in a heartbeat. His ruddy complexion and brown hair were in sharp contrast to his predecessor’s washed-out appearance, but I couldn’t count either of the men as friends. “Harrison, what’s she talking about?”

“She’s nuts, Sheriff, I didn’t do it.”

He looked toward Gretel’s motionless form and commanded, “Wait right here. I’ll straighten this out.” While Morton went to check on Gretel, my accuser stood there just staring at me, a few steps in front of the other onlookers.

I started toward the sheriff to see if there was anything I could do to help when the woman yelled, “He’s trying to get away. Somebody stop him!”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said heatedly. “I’m just going to check on Gretel.”

Morton growled over his shoulder at me, “Get back where you were. Now.”

I retreated back to my spot, feeling a hundred pairs of eyes focused on me. The crowd had already marked me as the shooter based on one nearsighted woman’s accusation.

Heather hurried up beside me. “Harrison, what happened? Did you see it?”

“I was just coming back when she fell over. I thought she was having a heart attack at first. Then I saw the blood. This lunatic,” I paused, pointing at my accuser, “thinks I shot her.”

“Nonsense. Surely the sheriff will see that.” I looked at Gretel just as the EMS crew was loading her into the back of an ambulance. There was an oxygen mask over her face, and they were moving with extreme urgency. At least she was still alive; that was something.

Morton rejoined me, and Heather took a step back. Evidently not far enough, though.

The sheriff said, “Hadn’t you better get back to your table?”

“I think I’m needed here,” Heather said stubbornly.

“Don’t worry. If we need you, we’ll let you know,” Morton said.

After Heather reluctantly left, Morton asked, “Now what’s this nonsense about you shooting Gretel Barnett?”

“I don’t have a clue. That woman over there is either blind or she’s insane, if you ask me.”

Morton shook his head. “Stay. I’ll be right back.”

He had a whispered conversation with my accuser, and I saw her pointing at me again and again. Finally Morton started back in my direction. He brushed past me though and upended the trash can behind where I stood.

“What are you looking for?” I asked him.

“She claims she saw you shoot the victim, then throw the gun in here.” As he rooted through the trash with a gloved hand, I said, “I threw away my orange juice container, not a gun. She’s delusional.”

Morton, in a softer voice, said, “Well, she also happens to be Wanda Klein. She’s married to Hank Klein.”

“The newspaper editor?” I asked.

“He’s more than that; he’s the publisher and owner of The Gunpowder Gazette, Harrison.”
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