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CHAPTER ONE

"I don't imagine a raccoon would turn down peanut butter, but do you really think his little hands could open the jar?" 

I looked at my boxer dog, Vince, who listened intently with his head cocked to one side. His chocolate eyes shifted to the taxidermy raccoon who had a literal death grip on a jar of Jif and back to me, then he whined, wiggled his butt, and poked a squirrel paddling a tiny canoe with his nose.

"Oh, you like that one better?" I laughed and reached down to play with one of his velvety ears. "You do have a thing for squirrels, don't you?"

And there were plenty of squirrels for him here, inside the house and out. On top of a tall table in the upstairs hall of my Aunt Edna's house was an assortment of things that should not exist in this world. Instead of a crazy cat lady with a dozen cats, my late Grandma Ethel had an unusual hobby that resulted in a weird menagerie of the dead. My mom and Aunt Edna had started the process of paring down the collection, but there was still an impressive amount spread throughout the house.

Aunt Edna appeared at my elbow. She straightened grandma's final creation, a Frankenstein-esque creation that she'd named "Bundeersquirrella" (head and ears of a bunny, tiny antlers, and a squirrel's tail poking out the back of a blue ballgown, topped off with a tiny crown).

"I miss her," she sighed. 

I pursed my lips and put an arm around her. "I know. Me too." I studied her for a moment. She wore leggings, wool clogs, and an oversized buttoned-up shirt so, if it hadn't been for her pixie cut hair being gray, she could have been confused for a middle school girl rather than the feisty septuagenarian she was.

Aunt Edna was my favorite aunt. Granted, she was my only aunt, but even if I'd had a baker's dozen of them, she'd still be my favorite. Our bond was forged in grease and melded in engine oil: she was the one who'd taught me how to fix cars (and tractors, and lawn mowers—anything with an engine) from when I was old enough to lift a wrench. Besides our mutual love of crapped-out engines was our status as military veterans, Aunt Edna having been a member of the Women's Army Corps, or WAC, during the Vietnam War.

She straightened, smiled, and patted my hand on her arm. "The room okay for you two?" She jacked her thumb over her shoulder at the guest room, where my Army issue duffle bag lay at the foot of the bed. Vince's ginormous doggie couch took up half the floor at one side.

"Sure thing. You know how it is, any bed is a great bed."

She nodded then turned to the stairs. "Okay, Nug. I'm gonna set the table. Your folks will be here soon." 

I was her "little lug nut," or Nug for short.

I watched her move down the stairs, a little slower than the last time I'd seen her. It had only been about six months since my grandma's funeral, but in my line of work—an officer in the United States Army—being away for months or even years had made the aging of my loved ones painfully obvious. Being assigned far away and often deployed was what I had needed to do for my career, but at times like this, I wondered if the tradeoff had been worth it in the end. I would find out soon enough. I'd recently retired after twenty-four years in the Army, and, though I hadn't made any solid plans on where I wanted to go or what I wanted to do, I was pretty sure New Oslo, Idaho, was not the where. I had the whole world open to me now, no Army to tell me where to go and when, so why would I come back to this tiny town? I could go anywhere.

But I had agreed to visit for a while, until I figured out my next step, and a little visit never killed anyone, right? 

I stepped into the bathroom to splash water on my face. Drying off with a towel that had been in this house since the moon landing, I tried to convince myself the new lines around my eyes were from fatigue from the long drive from Fort Carson in Colorado. 

I pulled out the scrunchie that held up my pile of chestnut hair and finger-combed it and weaved it into a braid that hung to my shoulder blades. That would be more acceptable for my prim mother. I headed down the narrow staircase with Vince close on my heels, and as my foot hit the hardwood of the first floor, the front door opened, and my parents walked in. 

"Tessa!" My mother snatched me into her thin arms. 

My dad stood awkwardly by her, a covered dish in his hands. Once Mom stopped strangling me with her soft arms, he leaned in over my shoulder for a quick kiss to my cheek before moving on to the dining room. He wore the typical farmer outfit of worn jeans and a faded button up plaid-print shirt. He probably had dozens of those shirts. He clearly saw no reason to dress up for dinner.

Mom finally pushed me back and swiped the tears off her cheeks before rearranging my braid to the front of my shoulder and flicking invisible lint off my flannel shirt. She wore slacks and a twin set in a light blue that complemented her silver hair, and I blushed as she took in my faded jeans, decades-old Birkenstock sandals, and concert T-shirt under the flannel. But she smiled. 

"We've missed you, Teresa Jane. It's nice to see you healthy again. You were a right mess before." She turned my left arm so the inside was facing toward her and pushed the rolled-up sleeve farther. "And I see you got another tattoo. What's it mean?"

I glanced at semper memento written in script on my inner arm. "Always remember."

She smiled, even though it looked like she'd bit a lemon. "That's very nice, dear."

Aunt Edna joined us and gave my arm a quick glance. "You've got me outnumbered, Nug. How many does this make?"

I smiled at her. "Seven. I outnumbered you five tattoos ago." 

We went together to both get our first matching ones—crossed wrenches with the words, "We can do it," à la Rosie the Riveter. It was in part a homage to my grandmother, who was a Rosie in WWII, as well as being our mechanic badge of honor. We'd gotten them long enough ago that tattoos hadn't been the norm, especially for anyone over fifty (minus your typical motorcycle gang member, which I will neither confirm nor deny Aunt Edna's membership in).

"Well, I guess I've got some catching up to do." She patted my shoulder then turned to my mom. "I was thinking you wouldn't be here for another half hour, Agnes. I guess you closed the HOG early?"

Mom nodded. "I don't like to close early, especially on a Monday, but I did as soon as Tessa texted she'd arrived." 

The Harridan Old General Store, referred to as the HOG by locals and tourists alike, was the family business and sold everything anyone would ever be looking for, and a few things they weren't. The old-style convenience store was built by my great-grandfather in the early 1900s and an attached mechanic garage had been added in the thirties. 

She raised her eyebrows. "You still haven't found your cell phone? I texted you."

I looked between the two sisters. "Did you try calling it?"

Mom nodded. "We tried that once she admitted she lost it."

Aunt Edna scowled. "I didn't lose it. I just don't know where it is." She shrugged, apparently not seeing a problem with her statement, and glanced at her watch. "It'll turn up. I lived seventy-five years without one of those things. I ain't gonna die or nothin'." She turned toward the front door." The pot roast ain't done yet, but I guess we can sit and visit before dinner."

Mom muttered something about losing unattached heads as we followed Aunt Edna out to the porch. The two of them sat in rockers, and Dad and I stood on the lawn and watched Vince tear around the yard in big circles, getting rid of all the manic energy left over from our days on the road. 

"He sure is a crazy one." Dad paused long enough that I knew what was coming next. "How're you doing?"

"I'm doing good, Dad." I looked at him. "Really. You all can take off the kiddie gloves." I tipped my head toward the porch. "And how are they? Since Grandma passed?"

His gaze stayed trained on Vince, who had slowed his frantic circles and now weaved around sniffing everything possessing a smell. "They're doing okay. Good overall...just a few bumps here and there."

"Really? Like what?"

Dad either didn't hear me or ignored me. Instead, he leaned down, slapped his leg, and called to his granddog. 

"I hear the oven buzzer." The wooden screen door banged behind Aunt Edna as she went to answer its call.

My dad climbed the stairs. He looked good. Maybe a little more stooped, with a few more creases on his face than last time, but good overall. 

The house looked fine too, with its cheery yellow paint and white trim, dormers, and wraparound porch railings. Maybe a few bits of cracked or peeling paint on the sides of the big, boring-looking square house—American Four-square houses were commonly called "Prairie Boxes"—showed the previous lively colors the Harridan family had painted it. In the summertime, the wildflowers and tended beds made it even more cheery, but now in early October their colorful displays had closed up for the year. 

We headed inside to dinner, passing through the living room. I paused to inspect a taxidermized standing gray wolf with a sheepskin casually tossed over him.

"What's with the sheepskin?" I asked.

Mom rolled her eyes to the heavens. "Your aunt's humor at work. We found the sheepskin cleaning out Grandma's closet."

Aunt Edna banged over, her clogs loud on the wooden floor. She stood, arms crossed, and glared at the wolf in question. "A 'wolf in sheep's clothing,' you know. We should beware of people not being what they seem. Not a bad thing to keep in the back of your mind. And I thought it was funny." She pointed me to the table. "Sit."

"Yes, ma'am." I mock saluted and moved to my usual chair facing the picture window where I looked out onto a field almost ready for its second haying. Mom and Aunt Edna flanked me, and Dad took the chair by his wife.

We weren't a family that wasted much time when it came to food, so it was a few minutes before anyone spoke.

"That's a real good point, Edna," Dad made a vague gesture with his fork. "Especially these last couple months."

The conversation from the other room had already floated out of my mind, so I stopped, fork halfway to my mouth, while I tried to decipher what he was talking about. 

"True," Mom nodded, the knot of hair at the back of her head wobbling dangerously as she agreed with him. "Very true, Frank."

Aunt Edna grunted her agreement, but kept shoveling potatoes. 

Perplexed, I set my fork down and reached for my glass. "What are you talking about?"

Dad had taken a bite, so he nodded toward the living room, and I followed his gaze. The wolf. 

"You've had problems with a wolf in sheep's clothing?"

Mom tittered. "Not literally a wolf, dear."

Aunt Edna rolled her eyes. "I'm sure she knows not literally, Agnes." She looked at me. "Yes, we've been having issues with a shyster. He'll go away eventually." She stuck a chunk of meat in her mouth. "Karma," she mumbled around the meat. "It'll get 'em. Always does."

"I'm listening," I took another bite of roast.

Dad shook his head and waved his napkin. "It's nothing to worry about. It's a crock."

Mom had stopped eating and now pushed her plate away. "It's total hogwash."

I looked around the table at the three of them. They were all glaring everywhere but at each other or me. 

"Let's change the subject, shall we?" Mom's pinched smile was aimed at me. "How was your drive?"

I looked around at all of them for a moment longer before shrugging. "Fine. Had the expected end result."

Mom nodded, her gaze on her napkin. I could tell she was searching desperately for a real change of subject. 

It took a while, but she finally found one. "Oh!" she burst out. "There's a cowboy poetry gathering this Friday. We were planning on going." She looked at me expectantly.

"Okay. I'll go. What exactly is cowboy poetry?"

"Not like Robert Frost in a cowboy hat or anything. More like the stories and songs cowboys shared around the campfires," Aunt Edna explained. "They're real nice."

"It's at the High Octane. Remember that place?" Mom asked.

"Yeah. It's the old gas station, right? Some folks bought it and made it into a café?"

"That's the place," Mom said. "Nice folks, despite not being from here."

I shook my head at my plate and smiled. Those folks had lived here a decade or more but would always be considered "the Californians."

Dad surveyed the table and announced it was "high time for pie." We all helped clear the table—I noticed no one told me to sit, you're a guest, and I didn't want to pick apart what that meant—and reset it with a warm apple pie, a tub of vanilla ice cream, and a block of cheddar cheese. A slice of cheddar cheese on my apple pie was my favorite, but I was in an ice cream mood tonight. 

Shortly after dinner, Mom and Dad announced they needed to get home to feed the animals. Aunt Edna and I walked them to the edge of the porch and watched as they pulled away, the car shrieking the whole way, causing both of us to cringe.

"Fan belt," I laughed. "And I bet she won't let you touch it."

"So stubborn," Aunt Edna fussed. "Frank has no problem with free mechanic services, but your mom...good heavens. She must think I'm keeping tally."

"I'm sure it's not a matter of trust. She just doesn't want to feel like she's taking advantage." 

Aunt Edna scoffed. "She's been a pain in the tukus since Mama died. Acting like she's the boss at the HOG, but she ain't the boss of me. Mama left the HOG to us equally, period. I help her out in the store sometimes if she needs me, but..." Aunt Edna shot me a glance. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't vent to you about her. How about we go take a look at what I'm working on right now? A 1966 Ford Mustang." 

We headed for the barn, which, for the last two decades or so, was reserved for her classic car restoration side hustle-slash-hobby. She considered herself to be like those folks who flipped houses but didn't want to call it "flipping cars." Who would buy it, she'd said, if they thought it meant it had been literally flipped?

The last time I'd been in here was when I came home on leave after my fiancé was killed in Iraq. We'd worked almost around the clock restoring a 1948 Chevy 3100. As we rebuilt the truck's engine, we also rebuilt me. The only reminder of that time was an old Army cot against the far back wall, complete with an uber-itchy old-style OD "olive drab" green woolen blanket.

Aunt Edna caught me looking at it. "I'm not going to ask you how you're doing."

"I appreciate that." I walked my fingers along the rusted carcass of the Mustang. "I don't know if I ever really thanked you. You were the only one who knew how to help me."

"Oh, you helped yourself. I didn't do nothin' but give you a project." She waved me off. "You're a woman of action. You needed a task to work on, a goal. Not to sit around and talk about feelings." She drew the word out and added a snobby accent.

I laughed, but it was true. I loved that feeling when you turned the key of a previously cranky vehicle and heard the engine roar to life. It was a mystery to solve—you had to search and test to find the problem, and once you found it, you then had to figure out the solution. See that leak? No more leak. Simple. I liked that. 

We talked over some general points of the Mustang refurbishment when the long drive, combined with pot roast and pie, hit me like a ton of bricks. As we walked back to the house, I paused to stare at the plethora of stars stretching across the sky like grains of sand on a beach. 

"That never fails to take my breath away," I pointed. "You can't see anything close to that many stars anywhere else."

Aunt Edna linked her arm with mine, and I leaned into her. 

"I've missed you, Aunt Edna."

"I've missed you too, Nug. I'm glad you're here."

We headed to bed, where I dreamed of sheepskin-wearing wolves preying on peanut butter–covered raccoons. 



CHAPTER TWO

The next morning, I was up with the sun. 

I blew over the surface of my coffee, steam forming in the cool October air. I kept an eye on Vince as he did his business, making a mental note where to do pick-up duty later, when the screen door creaked behind me.

"Mornin', Nug." Aunt Edna joined me at the porch railing, looking summery in her wildflower print leggings. "How'd you sleep?"

"All right. You?"

"Good." She took a long draw from her mug then eyeballed me. "You still get up early."

I laughed. "Hard habit to break. Plus, I can't stay lying in bed. It makes my back hurt."

"You're only forty-two! But I hear you." Her eyes narrowed as she focused on something in the field across the road. "You might want to call your pup in."

I followed her line of sight to see what motivated her suggestion.

"Vince. Come!" I called to him with my I've-got-a-treat-for-ya voice. If he picked up on any sense of urgency, he'd play games with me as boxers were known to do.

He ran toward us, clearing the four steps to the porch in one bound. Aunt Edna held the door for him while grabbing a pair of binoculars off the table right inside the door. She handed them to me.

Not that I needed them. The wildlife she had spotted was over a quarter mile away but big enough to recognize as a bull moose. He was moving left to right across the field in front of us.

"It's rutting season, right?" I raised the binoculars to my face anyway.

"Sure enough. That's why I said to get Vince in. They're both mean as a snake and dumb as a rock when they're horny."

And an amazing sight, regardless of hormone level. I watched in awe as the bull, the Shaquille O'Neal of the deer world, wandered across a field and back into the wood line. I had read males averaged one thousand pounds and ten feet to the top of their antlers, so roughly the size of your average SUV—without his head and antlers.

"We call him Magnus," Edna added.

"Magnus the Moose." Sounded like a reasonable name.

"Yup. Want some eggs?"

While she made eggs, I made toast and noted she called my parents on the antique avocado-green rotary phone hanging on the kitchen wall to let them know Magnus was on the way toward their property. She also let them know she had to pick up a part in Moscow before heading to New Oslo, asking if there was anything they needed.

Funny behavior for someone fed up with her micromanaging older sister.

At eight thirty, we headed for Aunt Edna's work truck, a slightly rusty 1972 Ford F100 that she bought after her tour in Vietnam. She tossed me the key chain with a Joe Vandal, the Viking mascot of the nearby University of Idaho, and gestured me to the left side of the truck. With Vince between us on the bench seat, I pulled out on the graveled Harridan Road leading to the state route that would take us to Moscow, home of the university and Aunt Edna's favorite parts store. 

We talked with the ease you had with someone who, even after not seeing them for a while, it was like you were never apart. I had called her and my parents on an alternate-week schedule, and we never ran out of things to talk about.

"So, tell me about this shyster, Aunt Edna." I glanced over at her as she massaged Vince's ears, his fawn-and-black head in her lap.

"Oh, you know. One of those guys who wants respect without working for it. You know the kind."

I did. 

"On one hand you have Jeff Eriksson, who makes his living as a jack-of-all-trades. Works for me in the garage when I need him, in the HOG, shifts at the café, and driving a combine during harvesting time for his brother. I've got him coming out to rototill the garden next week, and I know he'll show on the appointed day and do the job. I don't even need to worry about being home." She looked at me for confirmation that I understood. "Well, this guy, I'd have to stand over him to make sure he did the job, let alone not break—or steal—my rototiller." 

"Okay. I know what you mean. I've had both types as soldiers." I raised a hand in question off the wheel. "But what problem is he causing?"

Aunt Edna looked out the side window. "His grandma was friends with your grandma. He thinks, for whatever reason, that gives him some right to something he don't have a right to. Mama wouldn't have done that to us." She huffed out a breath. "He wants a free handout."

After a quick stop at the parts store, I pulled the truck into the parking lot of a strip mall that had a phone shop. 

"It's on me." I hopped out of the truck and cajoled her into the store. "You can't be without a phone. At least for emergencies."

She put up halfhearted resistance but seemed excited to have a brand-new smartphone she could play solitaire on. I gave her a few tips while adding the family numbers in her contacts. Then we got back on the road. Business was usually slow at the garage, so we'd have plenty of time for smartphone lessons later.

We tooled along through the rolling hills typical of the Palouse region on our way back past the Harridan Road turnoff and on to New Oslo. We passed crop fields dotted with copses for another fifteen minutes before we started down into a wooded valley. We passed Smitty's (the bar hadn't changed a bit, with its Andy Capp character on the sign) and directly after, the town limit marked with the population sign (Pop. 852). A fancier sign welcomed us to New Oslo, named by the predominantly Scandinavian residents in the mid-1800s. Up the hill on the left was the high school where I toiled as a teen and on our right was the lumberyard. Route 8 was Main Street, so I followed it through town, passing three blocks of attached storefront two-story buildings on the right and, on the left, separate buildings that housed businesses. Very little had changed from when I lived here over twenty years ago. 

I did notice some new storefronts, though. 

"'Cheese and Thank You'," I pointed. "Lemme guess. Cheese?"

"Yes, smarty pants. The Olafson family—do you remember we used to go out and get cheese curds and such from their farm?"

I nodded.

"He opened a store there with his daughters. Good cheese, and they make a damn fine pie."

"And what's the one next to it? Something about 'quiet'?"

"A yoga studio, if you can believe it. Called A Piece of Quiet." Aunt Edna looked out her side window as we drove past. "Nice gal runs it. Not sure how much business she gets out here."

I made a mental note to check it out later. "Mr. Sherwood still run the hardware store?"

"Yup." Aunt Edna frowned. "He's looking to retire. Talking about selling. We're all a little worried about that."

"Why?" I asked, genuinely confused.

"New Oslo needs that store here. Your mom and I discussed taking it on, or at least taking on his inventory, adding on to the garage, but..." She raised a hand in a gesture of I-don't-know.

By now we were almost to our destination, the last lot on the left. The HOG was a true old General Store. Old signs, and a few new ones, advertised the wares, a vintage Drink Coca-Cola sign vying for customers against a giant bottle cap–shaped Dr. Pepper sign and Fresh Eggs next to a Live Bait sign with an overly-happy, and apparently oblivious, worm sitting on a hook and smiling at us. Inside you could find everything from toothpaste and milk to birdseed and the Farmers' Almanacs—everything the townspeople and surrounding rural families needed on a day-to-day basis. If more was needed, a trip to the Walmart or the WinCo in Moscow would be in order.

The garage attached off to the right side of the general store had just one bay, with a sliding door, which was closed. An antique gas pump and a few old signs decorated the exterior, staying with the somewhat whimsical "old timey" feel, but inside was all business and considerably updated for a town this size. This garage was where Aunt Edna had learned auto repair from her father, as well as where they'd taught me a few things. Aunt Edna joined the WAC in order to learn more, only to find out the hard way they weren't quite ready for female mechanics. Twenty-five years later, those barriers busted, I requested to go into the Ordnance Corps, which was responsible for vehicle maintenance, among other things.

"We should pop in to say hi to your mom." Aunt Edna led the way. "She'll let us know if anyone came by for the garage."

Mom was perched behind the front counter, squinting at the tiny window on her digital camera. She hopped down to squeeze me and to give Vince a biscuit. "How'd you sleep?" She peered at me from her position, bent over patting his head.

"Good. And you?"

She nodded. "Good. And I got a couple of good shots of Magnus when he wandered by. People love my cards, and the moose ones are good sellers." She gestured to the rotating rack of cards featuring her wildlife photos.

"I know, Mom," I slowly turned the rack to look at them. "You seem to have found a calling."

"I say she should enter them in the county fair, but she can't enter them and sell them as cards at the same time." Aunt Edna pointed out a card with periwinkle bachelor buttons on it. "Love this one."

Aunt Edna showed Mom her new phone, and they twittered over it like schoolgirls. "Maybe I'll get that Facechat Summer is always doin'. She'd love that, don't you think?"

I doubted my niece, my sister Tru's girl, would be thrilled if her great-aunt showed up on Snapchat, or FaceTime, whichever Aunt Edna meant, but I didn't say it.

We headed back out into the sunshine, holding the door for Vince and waiting while he pottied on the only clump of grass in front of the building.

I still had her keys so found the correct one and stuck it in the lock, only to have the door lurch forward. 

"It's not locked." I looked back at Aunt Edna. 

Aunt Edna frowned. "That can't..." she trailed off when I pushed the door open a little. "Jeff doesn't usually forget to lock it. He knows how much my tools are worth."

I stuck my head into the dark garage to call out to see if anyone was there when the smell hit me. Not believing it, I sniffed, hoping for nothing but oil and lingering exhaust. But there was also an additional metallic smell. An organic one, not a normal engine-related one. It was a smell that made visions flash before my eyes, things I didn't want to see or think about from my time overseas. I slumped against the doorjamb, hand over my face, trying to breathe deeply and push those memories away. 

Why would there be blood in here? 

Aunt Edna's voice, sounded faint, asking me what was wrong. She pushed the door open farther to come to my side.

And she froze. "What's that smell?"

Our gazes locked for what seemed like hours. I saw the moment she recognized it too, pulled from the recesses of her life experiences as a farmer's daughter.

She reached in front of me to where the light switch was and gave it a flick. 

I was surprised to see a car in the bay. Even more surprising were the feet sticking out from under the vehicle at an atypical angle, diagonal under the car. Why is someone working on a car in the dark?

I turned halfway and told Vince to sit and stay. He did as he was told but cocked his head to the side as if asking why. Then Aunt Edna and I inched into the room. 

It was your average garage, with its painted gray floor, rolling tool cabinets, and an office encased in glass in the back. A small, very informal waiting area, with a single metal folding chair and a basket with decades-old magazines filled some space outside the office. 

"Hello?" I called out, but there was no answer. 

The legs were hanging off the end of a creeper, the wheeled pad used to slide under cars. I squatted, my knees complaining, but couldn't see anything past the knees. 

Taking hold of Aunt Edna's hand, we moved around the feet toward the front of the car, where we stopped and stared at the ground. 

"Oh Lordie," Aunt Edna gasped. A twelve-inch adjustable wrench lay in a pool of blood on the otherwise spotless bay floor.

Still clinging together, we bent at the waist to look farther under the car. Cursing under her breath, Aunt Edna straightened quickly, pulling me with her.

"Let's go call the police." I put my arm around her. Once we were back out in the sunshine, I pulled the door shut then slid my cell out of my jeans pocket. I started to dial then stopped to look at Aunt Edna slumped against the side wall, ashen. "Do you know who that is? Or rather, was?" 

Aunt Edna stared off in the distance, not seeming to hear me, horror etched on her face. Finally, she mumbled something, and I leaned toward her to hear. "It's the wolf."



CHAPTER THREE

"I froze when I smelled it." I rubbed my temples, but it didn't ease the pressure in my head. I sat on the bench on the front porch of the HOG, my best friend, Petunia "Freddie" Fredrickson, sitting next to me. Not only had we grown up together, but we had served together in the Army for a few years before she returned home.

Freddie nodded sympathetically. "I get it." And I knew that she did. She waited a beat. "So...what time did you get home?" 

"Are you asking as my best friend or as the deputy?" 

Freddie was a sheriff's deputy, her office here in New Oslo. "Both." She hooked her thumb and gestured toward her shoulder, discreetly pointing at the other end of the porch. "Better than him asking, isn't it?"

I refused to look at the sheriff who stood talking with Aunt Edna. And I didn't disagree with Freddie.

"Around seventeen hundred, seventeen thirty. I went straight out to Grandma's house. My folks came over for dinner. Mom closed the HOG early. This is the first time I've been here in New Oslo." I paused and looked at my watch. "We got here about an hour ago now." 

She nodded and made a note. "Five p.m. And, to reiterate, you don't know the victim, Mr. Toat?"

"No. Never seen him before. Who is he?" 

"Auggie Toat. His family is from the Paradise Valley area. His grandma worked for your mom and grandma for a few years." She looked toward the sheriff again. "That's the only connection I see between him and the HOG."

"So, no clue why or what Auggie Toat is doing here? Besides being dead." 

Freddie pursed her lips and took off her hat, wracking her fingers through her short hair. Her sandy blonde was shot through with gray. I figured now wasn't the time to tease her about it. 

"He's a freelance worker, if you will"—she shrugged—"though that doesn't answer why he is here, in the garage. Or dead." She shook her head. "I don't recall seeing him doing work for your family before. Hopefully your mom and aunt can shed some light on why he was here specifically."

I looked out over the parking lot as I rubbed Vince's ears. "What kind of name is Auggie, anyway?"

"Short for Augustus." She gestured toward the garage. "The doorjamb looked fine, not like someone broke in. You said the door was unlocked?"

"Yes, which is odd. Aunt Edna was clearly surprised. We're diligent about locking up since there are thousands of dollars' worth of tools in there."

After finding the body, I'd texted Freddie in lieu of calling 9-1-1. Then Aunt Edna and I went into the HOG to tell Mom.

"It's that guy," Aunt Edna had crinkled her nose. She accepted a bottle of water from Mom. "Auggie Toat."

"Oh no! Auggie?" Mom had moaned. "That's really bad. Really, really bad." Her coloring was green, but she held her own. 

I didn't mention my mom's comment to Freddie. Why is it "really, really" bad instead of just "regular" bad? 

Freddie had arrived within minutes of my text, not to mention on foot. The NOPD was cattycorner across the street from the HOG and consisted of her and Sergeant Robert White Jr. After a perfunctory look at the scene, she called the county sheriff, who was based in nearby Moscow, the county seat.

Sheriff Joseph Eriksson arrived about twenty minutes later, around the same time Sergeant White finished practically wrapping the building in crime scene tape. The tall, imposing, Viking-like man pretended I was invisible. Which was par for the course of the last twenty years and made things even more awkward than they needed to be.

Freddie called me back into the moment. "Are they, Edna and your parents, had they been behaving...normally?"

I stared at her. "Freddie. You know them. You practically grew up at my house."

She shrugged sheepishly. "Yeah, but you know I have to ask."

"No," I growled. "I don't know. And I shouldn't have to remind you they recently lost their mother. How normal are they supposed to be behaving?" I crossed my arms, glaring. 

Sergeant White reappeared from around the corner and gestured to the sheriff. Eriksson left the porch to join him in the gravel lot. White leaned in and showed him something, and while I couldn't see Eriksson's face, his shoulders stiffened. He turned to Freddie and gestured her over. The three of them stood, heads together for a moment. Then Eriksson returned to Aunt Edna. I strained to hear what was being said.

"Edna, how many keys do you have to the garage?" the sheriff asked Aunt Edna.

"There are three. One on Agnes's set, one on mine, and your brother Jeff has the third, the spare. Jeff works here sometimes, you know, and I gave them to him the day before yesterday to close up last night. That key is the spare and usually hangs on a hook in the garage. Jeff should still have it." She craned her neck to look at him. "Why?"

He ignored her question. "No plain, unmarked key on a string?"

She shook her head. "The spare usually hangs on the pegboard and has a little Lego mechanic on it. And like I said, Jeff should have it now."

The sheriff held up a bag that contained a key on a string. "So this isn't yours?"

Aunt Edna peered at it. "No, never seen that before."

"It fits the lock on the garage door." Sheriff Eriksson waited a moment, maybe for a response or maybe just for effect. Then he continued. "What about a phone? Do you have one?" At that question, I marched across the porch. "What's this about?"

The sheriff didn't even turn his head to acknowledge me.

Aunt Edna took a deep breath. "I have one of those flip phones. I think I might have left it here at the garage a couple days ago. Did you find it?"

The sheriff's face was unreadable. "No, just noticed there was no landline phone."

"No phone at all? There's one on the wall."

"Not anymore." He shook his head. "Where were you last night?"

"Now, Joe, listen to me..." Aunt Edna started, but I intervened. 

"Look, I'm going to take these two home now. This has been a rough day already." I glared at Freddie since the sheriff wouldn't look at me. "They're not gonna run off anywhere if you have more questions."

Tires crunching gravel punctuated the end of the conversation as the coroner and crime scene vans from Moscow pulled into the lot. 

Freddie and Eriksson exchanged a look.

"Go on then," the sheriff said to Aunt Edna. "We'll be in touch."

I hooked my arm through Aunt Edna's, and we headed to Mom's car where she was waiting with Vince.

Freddie followed us but, before she could say anything, I turned on her. "No more questions!"

She recoiled then put her hands on her hips. "I was going to say I'll let you know when you can open the HOG again. The garage will need to stay closed longer. I'll let you know when you can reopen. And"—she turned to Aunt Edna—"we need to know whose car that is so we can let them know it's inaccessible."

"It's the Browns'. They have another vehicle plus their farm truck, so it should be okay."

"Thank you," Freddie said. "I'll see you in the morning."

I glared at her back as she walked away. Nice to be home!

"Teresa Jane Treslow, you get in this car right now," Mom said in that voice. All three names. Yikes.

"Yeah, of course, Mom. I'm coming. Do you want me to drive?"

She agreed, and with the sisters in the back and Vince in the front, I pulled out toward home, the fan belt screaming. I got chewed out for being rude to the "lawpeoples" before I honked the horn in frustration. We were outside town now, so it wouldn't bother anyone. The horn startled Mom into silence.

"Do you not understand the situation? The questions they were asking you?" I glared into the rearview mirror. "You"—I pointed at each one of them in the mirror—"are suspects to a murder."

"Murder? Don't be ridiculous," Mom sputtered. "They don't think we did anything. And who says it's murder?"

"Well, most people don't hit themselves in the head with wrenches, Agnes," Aunt Edna said dryly. 

"Suicide, maybe?" Mom lifted her shoulders in a shrug. "It could happen."

"Mom, stop! They obviously found a key to the garage and Aunt Edna's phone with that man. They asked you what you were doing yesterday and when you had seen him last!" I lifted one hand off the wheel in an irritated wave. "And do you really think Joe Eriksson is going to think his brother Jeff had anything to do with it?"

The sisters were silent. I glanced over at Vince, who stared straight ahead, probably afraid he was the one being yelled at. "And what was that, Mom, about it being 'really, really bad' it was Auggie? Isn't it bad regardless?"

Aunt Edna sat forward suddenly. "It is bad. That man was trying to steal our businesses from us. A month or so ago, Auggie came by and informed us his father had passed and he'd been going through papers. His grandmother, LuAnne, had already passed and left everything to her son, who in turn left it to Auggie." She chopped the air with the side of her hand to show the succession. "Auggie said he found paperwork that LuAnne owned a share of the store and garage. He believes we owe him her share, including back earnings. For the last half decade. Which there's no way we can afford. We'd have lost it all."

I gasped. "LuAnne had a share of the store?"

Mom lifted her hands. "We can't find any paperwork that says that. He swears it's on file at the county courthouse. Dad was going to look into it further if he brought it up again."

"But even if she did, and there's paperwork, wouldn't it be null if LuAnne died before Grandma?" I asked.

Both threw up their hands. 

Thoughts flew through my brain, but I waited until I found the right way to say it. "Did either of you mention that to Joe Eriksson or Freddie?"

I could see them in the rearview mirror as they exchanged glances. That would be a "no."

I sighed. "I understand not wanting to make yourself look like you had a motive, but by not telling them, it'll make you look more suspicious when they find out."

Aunt Edna sat back again. "They're not going to find out. Who's going to tell them?"

Mom agreed. "He was full of hot air. He said he was going to get a lawyer to look at the document he found, but I doubt he could afford one even if a document existed. And no way it would be legal anyway." She shook her head stubbornly. "No way."

I released the lip I was biting. "I suppose you went through Grandma's papers?"

They both looked out their side windows. No again.

"Well, let's look through her papers then. Make sure there's no truth to his claim."

"You do that"— Mom threw me a scowl—"and if you find anything, we burn it."

Aunt Edna nodded her agreement. 

"What? Wait," I stuttered. "What good would that do if it's on file at the courthouse? Getting rid of one piece of paper doesn't make every copy go away, and the police could easily get one from the courthouse. Which would give them proof for a motive."

Aunt Edna jetted forward again. "Nug. It. Does. Not. Exist. It doesn't matter what he said. It's just not true. Mama wouldn't have done that to us."

I pursed my lips shut and didn't say another word.

Dad was waiting anxiously on the porch, but I gave him a quick wave as I pulled away after dropping Mom off. 

Back at Grandma's house, Aunt Edna stomped off to the barn while I let myself in. I made a second cup of coffee before settling at Grandma's big desk to dig around in piles of random paper. 

The desk was in the library, perhaps my favorite room in the house. Bookshelves had been built in along the walls and held a ton of not only books, but also more taxidermy, mostly birds. The third wall held the desk and, right by the door, the crowning glory of the Harridan taxidermy collection, Jameson. Jameson was a six-foot black bear my great-grandfather had shot here on the property. Grandma had added her own special touch, of course, so now he wore a monocle and a tweed newsboy cap at a jaunty angle. 

The desk itself was a gorgeous roll-top, but the contents were a mess. Aunt Edna wasn't exactly the most organized, if it wasn't a tool set. Those were carefully arranged in size order and kept clean and straight. And Grandma hadn't been known for her filing system either, which consisted of a few labeled manila folders in hanging folders but mostly a "to file" pile that filled the medium-size drawer of the desk. Not to mention scrolls of random papers stuck in all the cubies. I made a stack of things they didn't need to keep (phone bills from 1997) and a stack of things to make files for (land and water deeds), but I found nothing relating to the store and giving a share to anyone else. 

Several hours and cups of coffee later, I'd straightened the new piles, rolled the lid of the desk down to hide the new mess, and went to find Aunt Edna. She was elbow deep in the Mustang engine. Here, she was organized. Once she took a piece out, she placed it on top of flattened cardboard boxes that ran the length of the bay. After she scrubbed the parts clean, or disassembled them further, each part was placed on a specific side and even at a specific angle sometimes. Only once had I messed with her cleaned, unassembled parts, and it was an event I never forgot. Aunt Edna had a very even temper, especially with me as a child. It was the first and only time I ever heard her yell. Needless to say, I never rearranged her parts again. 

She spotted me watching her and straightened with a groan, gesturing to the cot in the back. We sat, her letting out a gust of air when her backside made contact. She wiped her fingers on an ever-present grease rag.

"I didn't kill that kid." She looked over at me. "You've gotta believe me."

"I never for a moment thought you did." I looked her straight in the eyes. "You would have cleaned and hung up the wrench again." I winked.

She chuckled. "True. But I don't think Jeff did either. He's a good kid." She turned away, adding, "He would have hung up the wrench too."

"Okay." I raised my hands in surrender. "But who then? And why in your garage, with your tool?"

She sighed, looking at the dusty boards of the hayloft above our heads. "I've been thinking about that. Who else might know about what Auggie Toat was saying about Mama's will?"

I raised my hands in a shrug. "Who knows. If he was running his mouth, a lot of people may have known. But why does that matter?"

"It's motive, just like that piece of paper that may or may not exist."

I considered this, my stomach sinking. "Yes, I suppose it could be"—I tapped my chin—"so you have motive, and it was on your property, with your equipment."

Aunt Edna looked at me, her pale blue eyes sad. "Yup. There's no other explanation. I think I'm being framed, Nug."



CHAPTER FOUR

"What was the last name you said again?" I held a pencil poised above my notebook. Aunt Edna and I were in the kitchen, preparing dinner as we prepared a list of people who could want to frame her for murder.

"Princeton Proudfoot." Aunt Edna was picking the silk off a fresh cob of corn and dropping the strands into a bucket on the floor.

"And why is he one of our persons of interest?" I scribbled his name.

"He's a grumpy old goat with a stick up his butt." Aunt Edna pursed her lips and looked at me. "I guess that's a bit lacking in motive." She set the cleaned cob in a pot and picked up the next ear of corn to shuck.

I looked at her, my left eyebrow arched. "Ya think?" 

We shared a smile. 

"Okay, so this is a list of people who could have it out for you. Next we need to think of people who might have had it out for Auggie."

"Well, there's Jessie St. John." Aunt Edna grasped the corn husk, violently tearing it off. This might be therapeutic for her, the way she was ripping those cobs apart.

"Oh, I remember her. Still a piece of work?" I shook my head as I wrote her name down. She was a few years ahead of me in school. "How does she relate to Auggie?"

"Ex-girlfriend. Not sure how things went down, but I heard it wasn't a great breakup. Least she didn't marry that one." Aunt Edna snickered. "He wasn't rich enough, I guess." She finished cleaning up the cob and snapped off the remaining stem. She peered into the pot. "You want one cob or two?"

"One is fine." I finished writing and looked up. "Who else?"

Aunt Edna tipped her head to the side. "There are a few people who were upset about his work ethic. But none I can think that would be mad enough to kill over. Maybe we should be trying to figure why someone killed him instead of who?" 

I set the pencil down and picked up my cell phone. I poked at it a moment. "Well, Google says the most common motives for murder are greed, lust, or power."

"That's not helpful," Aunt Edna laughed. "He didn't have much to steal, wasn't a looker, and had no power."

"Aunt Edna! Geesh!" 

"Sorry," Aunt Edna shrugged. "Just telling it as I see it."

She came and leaned over my shoulder, looking at what I had written so far. There wasn't much. First, a timeline, as we knew it, which was pretty vague, then the suspects. I had written Toat family? first. Now I added the word Motive followed by a question mark.

"We don't have a lot on here." She sighed. "We're going to need to do some digging."

I pursed my lips and picked up some errant corn silk to run through my fingers. "We should probably leave this to the professionals."

Aunt Edna sat at the table next to me. "Yes, we should. But we aren't going to, are we?"

Vince sprang up from the floor next to me and trotted to the front door. I leaned forward to look down the hall and at the same time heard the buzz of a motor as an ATV approached. Both Aunt Edna and my parents housed one, and my dad maintained a trail off the main road for trips between the houses. Whenever I needed a giggle, I pictured my grandma tearing down the path on a four-wheeler. 

After the motor and a perfunctory knock on the door, my dad pulled it open and held it for my mom. Vince wiggle-danced wildly for them, earning coos.

"We brought chicken and vegetables," Mom said as a hello to the humans. "One of those one-pan deals. Ready to pop in the oven. Just need a pan."

Aunt Edna nodded. "Sounds good." 

Mom peered into the pot on the counter. "Oh good. Corn on the cob."

Mom set the oven to preheat and dug in the cabinet for a roasting pan. "I do hope you've called Deputy Frederickson to apologize." She raised an eyebrow at me as she dumped the contents of her travel container onto the pan. "You and Freddie have been friends for way too long to be so hard on her." Her multitasking impressed me, as always. Whipping up a meal while laying a guilt trip on me. That took skill.

"Not yet, Mom. I will."

Her eyebrows threatened her hairline. "You better." Her gaze fell to my notebook. "What's this?"

Aunt Edna carried the pot of corn over to the sink and started to fill it with water. "We were trying to think who might want to—one, make me look guilty and—two, want to do away with Auggie. And maybe there'll be someone on both lists. Voila! Murderer."

Mom frowned but said nothing.

Dad joined us at the table. "Have you figured out how or why he was in the garage?"

Aunt Edna shook her head. "I hadn't thought of him as a thief, but if he wasn't there to steal, I don't have a clue."

Dad was silent for a moment. "I see him as an opportunistic 'borrower' maybe, but not a break-in-type thief." 

"Saw," reminded Mom, and Dad frowned. "And you need to talk to Jeff Eriksson. See what he knows. Did he leave the door unlocked after he finished working, or see anyone lurking around before leaving?"

"Unfortunately, Auggie Toat might have been casing the joint for his future aspirations of owning the place." Aunt Edna put the corn on the stovetop and returned to the table.

"You read too much spy stuff," Mom groused. "Casing the joint?"

"Then what's your theory, Miss Romance Reader?" Aunt Edna rolled her eyes. "Star-crossed lovers?" She snorted. "I doubt this had anything to do with love and everything to do with greed."

"What if it was a robbery and he had a partner who was in on it but decided he didn't want to share?" Mom glared at Aunt Edna, who had always given her a hard time about reading "mushy lovey dovey" books. 

I guess some things hadn't changed.

"Was it a robbery, though?" Dad asked.

Aunt Edna drummed her fingers on the table. "I didn't see anything obvious missing but didn't get a chance to really take a look. Or if the storeroom was unlocked. Did you?"

I shook my head. "No, I didn't check the storeroom, or notice anything missin'. The red tool cabinets were there."

Aunt Edna nodded. "Yeah, me too. And I imagine we would have noticed if the storeroom door was broken."

"The main door wasn't broken?" Dad frowned. 

We both shook our heads. "Freddie made a point of mentioning it. And there were all those questions about the keys. Joe showed us one on a string."

"Well, call Freddie. If she can't tell if anything is missing, maybe she can have Edna look. Supervised, of course." She tipped her head at me. "And you can apologize."

"Yes, Mother." I took my cell phone out to the porch. I perched on the hanging swing and dialed her number. 

"Yes?" Freddie answered.

"Um, hey, Freddie. We were wondering if anything was obviously missing from the garage, anything stolen? And...I'm sorry I snapped at you."

Freddie's pause stretched out a few moments. "I didn't notice, but it's not like I go in there daily. Now that the body has been removed, I think it would be okay to have Edna come in and take a look. We need to give her the list of things they took away as evidence anyway. Are you all eating dinner now?"

"We're getting ready to. Why don't you come on out? You can eat with us. Then Aunt Edna can go look in the garage."

She agreed, gruffly tacked on an "it's okay, I know you're under stress and didn't mean to snap at me." She hung up.

I hurried inside to shuck another cob of corn for the pot.

When I entered, the dynamic of the kitchen had changed. I looked from face to face as I reached for a cob from a bin. "What happened? Why does Dad look like Vince when I scold him?"

"Do you know what your father said?" Mom groused.

"No, I sure don't, Mom. That's why I asked."

"He said we don't need to be concerned with being murder suspects!" Aunt Edna's arms were tightly crossed. 

I looked at Dad, who gave me a tiny who-knew shrug. 

"He said—" Mom started.

"I did not say." Dad held up his hands. "I maybe implied..."

"Uh-oh. Did you say they couldn't have murdered Auggie because they're women?" I was flabbergasted. In this household, it was a cardinal sin to think being a woman stopped us from anything.

"No! I only said..." Dad broke off again.

"He said we're too old to have killed someone!" Aunt Edna roared then snatched up a rolling pin from its rack on the wall. "You want to see if you're right?"

"Whoa, whoa," I laughed, taking the rolling pin from her hands. "Freddie's on her way here. You don't want to be seen trying to whack your brother-in-law."

The two women continued to glare at Dad, who bristled now that he was out of harm's way. 

"I didn't mean it as an insult! I meant it as an...alibi!" 

"Not helping, Dad." I plucked a can of peanuts off the pantry shelf. "Here, put these in your mouth so you don't say anything else." 

He frowned at me but pulled the plastic lid off, plucked out some nuts, and silenced himself.

Aunt Edna set another place at the table. 

"I went through Grandma's desk today." I gestured toward the roll top in the other room. "I didn't find anything remotely like a change to her will. Or the will itself. Or even any kind of note or contract about gifting shares."

"We have a copy of her will at our house," my mom assured me. "I can bring it in the morning if you want."

I studied Mom. "If there was any truth to it, why would Grandma have given LuAnne shares?"

Mom sighed and exchanged a look with Aunt Edna, who crossed her arms and looked away. "We do remember Mama being worried about LuAnne's son putting her in a nursing home. LuAnne wanted to be able to live on her own still, be able to support herself. But Mama never said anything else about it. Next thing we knew, LuAnne was gone."

Vince popped up and ran to the door. He wasn't much of a barker, but it was enough to alert us to Freddie's arrival.

After greeting Vince, she gave me a hug. "Welcome home." 

We had been friends since birth, pretty much. A lot of my firsts had been instigated by her, and vice versa—first drink, first sneaking out, first enlistment. And yes, while we got into trouble together, she was also my motivation to do well. We held each other up to higher standards than other friends. She was there for me in my rough patches, and me for hers. 

We went to basic training together, though in different platoons, and our first duty station was shared. After our initial assignments, we got orders for different posts. After her initial and secondary commitments were up, she ended her service in order to finish her degree and become a police officer. I finished my degree while still in and attended Officer Candidate School, OCS, after which I was commissioned as a second lieutenant. 

"I think Edna should run for commander of the VFW post," Freddie told me. New Oslo had a Veterans of Foreign Wars outpost right there in town.

"No, no. I'd never be elected," Aunt Edna waved her off. "The old coots want a combat veteran."

"You're still a veteran of a foreign war," Dad pointed out.

I suspected he might have been trying to make up for before.

"Sure, but not combat. And, like 'the boys' like to point out, I was technically a volunteer, since women weren't drafted." Aunt Edna shrugged. She might act nonchalant, but this was the type of thing that got under her skin. And mine.

"That makes no sense," I sputtered. "I was a volunteer, for over twenty years. Our military is completely volunteer now. The draft ended in 1973. Plus"—I stabbed a piece of chicken a little more violently than necessary—"it means you offered to go instead of being told to go."

Aunt Edna was watching me closely. "You know I don't like talking about the war, Nug. Let's leave it alone." 

Aunt Edna had served a year's tour as a communication specialist in South Vietnam in 1971. I understood her not wanting to discuss—I wasn't into talking about my war experiences either—so I dropped it. 

"So, Freddie, anything you can tell us about the crime?" Mom beat me to a change of subject.

Freddie frowned. "You know I can't discuss it with you."

After a short silence, Dad must have decided to risk his neck by bringing up what he said before. "Well...you don't suspect Agnes or Edna of anything, right? I mean...they're...um, not your typical murderer, right?"

Freddie shook her head. "Definitely not typical, but we can't rule them out at the moment. It happened on their property." 

Mom scowled at her, and Freddie raised her eyebrows.

"Is there anything you'd like to share?" Freddie asked her.

I willed her with every fiber of my being not to look away when she answered.

Mom looked away. "No."

Sigh. 

"I honestly have no idea why he was in my garage," Aunt Edna added. "I don't usually see him around." She looked Freddie straight in the eyes. "Since he lived over in Paradise Valley, not in New Oslo."

Freddie looked at her for a moment then nodded. "Me neither."

I started to clear the table, and Freddie stood to help.

"No, no, Freddie, you're a guest." Mom took the plate from her and handed it to me. "Sit."

Freddie smiled. "We should probably get going anyway." She smirked at me. She knew what I was thinking about their clarification of her being a guest but not me. 

As Freddie followed Aunt Edna out the front door, I leaned in close to Dad. "Who drew up the will?"

"George Eriksson."

Joe's older brother. Of the five Eriksson boys, the oldest, John Jr. ran the family farm. Then George was a lawyer, Joe was the sheriff, and James owned a custom furniture store in Moscow. The baby of the family, Jeff, was the man of many talents who worked in the garage at times, and had the spare key. 

"That's convenient," I grumbled. 

Dad looked at me, surprised. "They would never! They're good men."

Mom nodded in agreement. "They don't all hate you, Tessa. You only crushed Joe Eriksson's heart." 



CHAPTER FIVE

Freddie was fine with us driving separately, so Aunt Edna, Vince, and I followed her official car into town in my Jeep. Topless cars were convenient when you didn't really want to talk. I didn't think about it being an early October evening, though.

"Maybe getting a little cold with the top down?" shouted Aunt Edna over the rush of air. "I mean, it's beautiful, but it's gonna be chilly on the way back."

I nodded and reached behind me for a lap blanket I kept in the back and handed it to her. "I'll put the top on tomorrow. Promise."

She spread the blanket over her legs then went back to watching the passing fields.

A few minutes later, we pulled up and parked by the HOG. I unhooked Vince's seat belt in the back and let him jump down before I turned to the building. The official vehicles were gone, but the caution tape remained. 

"I'll just take Edna." Freddie approached from across the street. She unlocked the door and held the band of tape for Aunt Edna to pass under, and they disappeared inside. 

I decided now was as good a time as any to put the Jeep top back on, so I returned to it and opened the back storage area. After a few minutes of juggling the tarp, I realized Vince wasn't at my heels anymore. 

"Vince?" I walked back toward the building. I was worried he had pushed the door open and joined them inside, so I was relieved when I saw his stubby-tailed behind sticking out from the bushes and stacks of stuff behind the garage. He wiggled when he saw me, but folds creased his forehead, and his eyes looked worried. 

"What did you find?" 

He was sniffing the inside of a tall metal trash can, which looked like it had been used as a small burn barrel. That was unusual. I didn't think burn barrels were allowed in town limits, and Aunt Edna certainly wasn't a rule breaker. 

Maybe a murderer, though.

I shook that thought away, angry it even popped into my head.

But what if Aunt Edna did kill Toat? She was angry at the suggestion of her mother sharing the inheritance, but was she angry enough to make the problem go away? 

She did have a bit of a temper sometimes. Especially with people she felt didn't try to do their best. 

"Stop it!" I told myself out loud, and Vince shrunk away from me. 

Boxers were a very sensitive breed. 

"What's he doing?" A deep voice made the blood quicken in my veins, unbidden. Then dread took over.

I turned. "Nothing. I...wasn't talking to him."

Sheriff Joe Eriksson's eyebrows rose. "Were you talking to me then?" His beefy arms were crossed, and his blond head was tipped to one side. 

"No," I scoffed. "Of course not. I didn't even know you were there." 

His raised-eyebrow look didn't change.

"I was talking to a...squirrel." I gestured lamely toward the trees.

His eyebrows went farther toward his hairline, but he didn't take his green eyes from mine.

Thank the heavens Freddie and Aunt Edna took that moment to exit the garage.

"Oh, Joe, good to see you. Edna pointed out a few missing things." Freddie held up her notebook, but her face held a smidgeon of skepticism.

"What's missing?" Joe reached for the notebook as he walked toward them. "Miss Harridan." He nodded to Aunt Edna. 

As he studied the list, I took the opportunity to give him a once-over. He had grown into a handsome man. Not that he wasn't handsome as a kid—my goodness he was—but now he was a M-A-N man. He kept his blond hair short, and his full beard had a touch of silver threading through it that wasn't unattractive by any means. He clearly took care of himself, evidenced by his broad shoulders tapering down to his narrow waist. My gaze traveled to his face, and my breath caught when I realized he was looking at me with a miniscule arch to one of his eyebrows and the faintest hint of a smirk. Dangit!

Then he shifted his attention to Aunt Edna. "That's all?"

She nodded. "That's all I noticed. None of the tools, minus the one particular wrench, which is a godsend. The box set was still locked and the parts supply closet, too."

"That's good." He looked the list over again. "Cleaning rags—that makes sense. The murderer wiped everything down since we didn't find any unexpected fingerprints." He looked up again. "The landline phone, which I noticed too. Perhaps taken so he couldn't call for help. But a coffee mug? How are you sure there's a missing mug?"

Aunt Edna gestured at me. "It was the one Tessa brought me from Germany. Says Beste Tante."

"Oh, no! That's gone! What a bummer," I plastered an overly dramatic frown on my face. 

The two police officers looked at me.

"It means 'best aunt' and well, she is the best! Well, only, but still best!" I beamed at her. "I can't replace it too easily. Her or the mug." I gave a short, "nonchalant" laugh, hoping to cover my rambling. Where's a hole in the ground to sink into when you need one?

Freddie made a grim face and Joe nodded while Aunt Edna stared at me with a hint of a smile. She was laughing at me on the inside. I was sure of it.

"So, Joe, you wanted to talk to me?" Aunt Edna turned to the sheriff. "Do you want to talk now?"

"Sure," he nodded. "Why don't we go over to the station so we can sit? After you." He gestured at the station across the street. 

Freddie helped me finish putting the top back on the Jeep. Then we put Vince inside and he curled up immediately for a nap. We decided to get coffee and a dessert, and I followed Freddie across the street and down the block until she stopped in front of Cheese and Thank You and pulled the door open, holding it for me. We had about a half hour before they closed.

"Cheese-flavored coffee?" I slipped past. 

She laughed. "No, regular coffee, nothing fancy. But great pastries. Plus, nothing else is open now."

A girl in a drab, baggy dress with a thick dirty blonde braid over her shoulder stared glumly at us from behind the counter. The glass case to the left featured a dizzying array of cheeses and, to the right, a similar case had a mouthwatering assortment of cookies, pastries, and pies. Freddie placed her order, and the girl gave a limp-wristed, lazy wave toward a mug tree next to the cash register and turned to get a plate for the pastry, all without a peep. Then she turned to me. I was amazed at how blue her eyes were. 

"Their scones are great. You should really try one," Freddie suggested. 

So I did.

The girl dropped my raspberry scone onto a plate and gestured at the tree mug the same way she had for Freddie then murmured the price. 

"I'll get it," I told Freddie, so she turned to the coffee bar while I paid.

"Cute shop you have here." I handed the cash over.

The girl muttered something I didn't catch. She dug around in the cash register drawer a bit longer than necessary then poured a fistful of coins into my waiting hand. "Sorry, no ones."

Or quarters, apparently. I stared at the mound of small denomination coins. "Okay." I funneled them into my jeans pocket and followed Freddie's trail to the coffee bar and then a table by the front window.

"Odd gal," I whispered to Freddie as I sat down. 

Freddie shrugged. "One of the Olafson girls. Katy."

I looked around the little shop. It was very sterile looking with clean lines and a lot of white. Large quilts hung on both side walls, giving the space its only color, and the 1920s-style tin ceiling was painted white. The tables and chairs were plain wood, and other than the quilts, the rest of the place was stainless steel or white. Not a lot of ambience. I also noticed Katy had followed me around to the front of her counter and was now wiping the pastry case window.

We talked easily for a few minutes, getting caught up on my travels, before I brought up the murder. I thought I had found a great way to start.

"So, out of curiosity, will Aunt Edna ever get the wrench back?"

"Not sure. If it's the murder weapon, probably not."

I stared at her. "What do you mean? It might not be the murder weapon?"

She shrugged. "It didn't seem to us the wound was bad enough to have actually killed him. We have to wait for the autopsy results."

"Gosh, really? There was a lot of blood." I picked at my scone. It was delicious, but now the red splotches in the dough turned my stomach. 

"Head wounds bleed a lot."

"Yeah, I know. I guess. But it would mean he was whacked when still alive if there was that much blood, right?" 

Freddie's attention was caught by something over my shoulder, so I turned. Katy was now at the coffee bar, wiping it down in slow motion. 

I lowered my voice. "How long does an autopsy take?"

"A few days. It depends on how many autopsies the coroner over at Gritman Hospital has before him. I doubt many, though, so it should be just a day or two." Gritman Hospital in Moscow was the biggest in the county and just happened to be where I was born.

"So you asked for an autopsy because the wound looked superficial?" 

She shook her head. "Unattended death."

"Ah." I took a sip of my coffee, keeping my face neutral. "If the wrench didn't kill him, I guess that's good for Aunt Edna. Since it's her wrench. But even if it was, she's in her seventies. Not exactly an age where you can swing for the fences."

Freddie stared at me. "Or not so good, since she's probably the most fit seventy-year-old I've ever seen. Which is saying a lot in a rural community."

Not the response I wanted to hear. I grimaced and took another sip of my coffee and stared into the mug. It was pretty good. I mean, I'd had worse. 

Freddie watched me with a smirk. "Reminiscing about Army coffee?" 

"No," I laughed. "I was actually thinking this was much better."

Freddie nodded. "Better than what we have at the station, too. Sergeant White thinks coffee should be chunky. Better than brown water, though." She leaned forward conspiratorially. "High Octane's is even better." She nodded across the street. "But they close at two."

I smiled. "So, how's Mr. Flower doing?" With a given name of Petunia, Freddie had kept her maiden name when she married John Flower. I didn't blame her one bit. "And the kids?"

She beamed as she poked at the crumbs on her plate. "They're all doing great."

"They go to school here, or in Moscow?" She lived halfway between the two towns on a nice piece of land. 

"Here. I couldn't not let them have the experience of a graduating class of two dozen, could I?" 

We both laughed. Our graduating class had been large at thirty-two; nowadays the entire senior high school, grades ninth to twelfth, had around seventy-five students. 

"What are the popular names nowadays?"

"Well, Jake is one of eight in the school this year and Abby one of six. You'd think people would have noticed when they were naming them. Especially considering the generation having them!"

We liked to joke in our own graduating class, our parents had run out of names. We'd solved it in our own ways, as kids did, but, unlike the three Melissas (Missy, Mel, and Mo) and the two Jennifers (Jenny and Jenn), the two Heathers refused to agree on nicknames. Even after marrying, everyone who knew them in school still called them by the initial of their maiden names. The boys, a multitude of Michaels, Jeffs, and Matthews, got nicknames like Boogie, Mooner, and Spitty (Spitty outgrew the speech impediment but not the nickname).

The bell over the door chimed and a tall, bearded man walked in. He was a spitting image of Paul Bunyan, complete with a red flannel lumberjack shirt, and I tried not to stare. When I turned back around, Freddie was laughing at me. 

"What?" I raised my hands in a who-me? gesture. 

"You're staring with lust in your eyes!"

"No, I'm not!" I laughed but turned to look again. "Who is he?"

I wasn't the only one who noticed him. Katy had transformed in his presence. A smile lit her face, and her eyes sparkled. She played with her braid as they spoke, her head tilted and her eyelashes fluttering like a cartoon. Geesh.

"It's Jeff," Freddie whispered.

"Which one? Wait...Jeff Eriksson?" I gasped and he turned his head at his name, smiled, then turned back to the counter. "That's baby Jeffy?" I whispered. "He's so..."

He stepped up next to our table, carrying a small paper bag, and nodded to us. "Freddie, I got your message, but you weren't at your office." He glanced at me, curious. Then recognition lit his eyes, and he flushed. "Tessa? Good to see you."

I nodded mutely, but Freddie spoke. "I'll head back in a minute. I'm giving Joe a chance to talk to Edna."

He nodded. "This is all so crazy. I can't believe it!" He glanced around. "I shouldn't talk about it here, I guess, but I can promise you I know nothing about it. I'll go on down to your office now and wait with Bob, er, Sergeant White." 

Once he was outside the plate glass window, I looked again. "His hair is brown now?"

Freddie laughed. "Black sheep of the family, literally. He's a great guy. Can't fathom him having anything to do with the murder."

The girl from the counter had put back on her bored, unsmiling persona and decided to take this time to come clean the outside of the window we were sitting next to. She glared at the glass like she hated it and scrubbed so hard it squeaked.

Or she was glaring through the glass. At us.

Freddie and I exchanged a look then beat feet out of the place. After we passed the girl, I looked back to see her staring after us. 

"Dude, she's creepy."

Freddie shook her head. "I think maybe a little slow, but harmless. She just wanted to close up shop."

"She was plenty happy to see Jeff."

We walked down the sidewalk, passing the Historical Society and attached antique/thrift store. We stopped at the corner for a moment for a car to pass. Based on the proximity of the NOPD across the street ahead of us and the old church across Main Street to our left, it had the nickname "Saints and Sinners Corner," which was made further appropriate when George Eriksson opened his law office on a third corner. Whether he serviced saints or sinners remained to be seen, but I wasn't about to make any judgments since the fourth establishment of the intersection was the HOG.

Freddie pulled open the heavy door of the police station and gestured at the old, repurposed church pew along the wall where Jeff Eriksson was already sitting. "Wait here."

Behind the high wooden counter was, naturally, one of the last people I wanted to deal with. We'd managed to avoid each other earlier, but there was no avoiding him now. Sergeant Robert George Washington White III and I weren't exactly friends. In third grade I learned a bobwhite was a type of quail, and I'd christened my classmate—his father—Bob White II, "quail boy." It caught on, and when he had a son, he was promoted to "Quail Man" while Bob White III became "Quail Boy." In addition to the unwanted moniker, his father also passed his dislike of me to his son. 

"Oh look, it's GI Jane." Sergeant White aka Quail Boy heckled. 

"Shuddup, Quail Boy."

Sergeant White's eyes narrowed to slits but, before he could retort, Freddie appeared from the hall behind him. 

Her light eyebrows crept down her face as she stared at the back of Sgt. White's head, probably waiting to see if he was going to respond. Finally, she looked at Jeff and gestured with her chin. "Come on back."

As he passed out of sight, Aunt Edna appeared. "Let's go home." She looked and sounded exhausted. And old.



CHAPTER SIX

Aunt Edna didn't say anything until we were back in the Jeep. "Did you get anything out of Freddie?"

"Get anything?" I laughed. "What are we, spies?"

"Well, yes." Holding the chicken bar with her hand, she twisted to look at me. "I'll tell you what I know if you tell me what you know."

"They don't think the wrench killed him. They're doing an autopsy."

Aunt Edna waved her left hand in the air. "Obviously. What else?"

I thought over the conversation again. "Nothing."

"Gotta do better than that, Nug." She shook her head. "We gotta stay on top of stuff. Keep an eye on these folks. Especially with Sheriff Eriksson, whose heart you broke, and Quail Boy, who can't stand you, in there with the evidence."

"Aunt Edna, they're professionals."

"Uh-huh. But I trust Freddie to do a good job, but she can't control everything." She waved her hand again. "But anyway, they gave me a list of things they confiscated. Why would they need my Point-of-Sale iPad? How am I supposed to do my books?"

"Maybe they thought the killer used it? Or they want to look at your recent clients." I shrugged. "I'm more confused about the Beste Tante mug. When's the last time you saw it?"

"I use it all the time. Every day. And I hope I didn't forget it in the HOG or at High Octane. I take it with me to save them a cup."

"Do you ever go to the cheese place?" I asked. 

We crested a hill and flew down the other side.

"Yeah, sometimes. The Olafsons are good people. Why?"

"Freddie and I got a coffee while we were waiting. The girl working there was kind of weird." I flicked my right turn indicator on and slowed for the turn onto Harridan.

"She's quiet. Big conservative family." Aunt Edna gave me a side glance. "That doesn't make her weird."

"No, no. I didn't mean that," I clarified. "She behaved oddly." I listened to the gravel pinging off the undercarriage of the Jeep. It was oddly comforting; a sound I didn't realize I had missed.

A few minutes later, we pulled into the drive, and I parked in front of one of the closed doors of the old garage. We sat for a moment. The truck we had worked on together was on the other side of the wooden door.

Aunt Edna apparently read my mind. "Do you want to see it?"

I shook my head. "I'm not ready yet."

I "released the hound" so he could go potty and run around a little before bed. We stood on the porch, keeping an eye on him as he ran around and sniffed at everything. Watching him sometimes made me feel a little melancholy, as he was named "Vince" after the Vicenza Air Base in Italy, near Venice, where my fiancé had proposed. We had gotten the dog shortly after returning to the States, and a few months later, my fiancé was killed.

"What did you find out?" I asked her.

"So, Jeff was supposed to have locked up at six. But based on whatever science, they've narrowed the time of the murder further to between nine or ten and midnight or one in the morning."

"Did anyone see Jeff locking up or leaving?"

She shook her head. "Not that I know of."

"So maybe he didn't." I whistled to Vince. "Maybe he stayed and was surprised by Auggie or something."

Aunt Edna shook her head again. "Nope. He was sitting at his mother's dining room table with his brothers at six thirty on the nose."

"Maybe he went back." I pulled open the screen door, and we went in. 

Aunt Edna kicked off her shoes at the door and slipped on her house clogs. I followed suit, minus the clogs, and followed her down the hall to the kitchen in my stocking feet.

Aunt Edna got a glass of water and sat heavily at the table. 

I leaned against the farmhouse sink and studied her. "What aren't you telling me? Your talk with Joe went okay, right?"

Aunt Edna took a long drink and set the glass down, carefully rotating it a few times while she considered her answer.

"I'm not off the hook." She looked at me. "He said I'm a person of interest. So are Agnes and Frank."

I felt like I'd been kicked in the stomach. "What?" I gasped. 

"Evidence," she shrugged. 

"What evidence?"

"Dunno." She lifted her hands but looked me in the eyes. "And we have no alibis."

"Are you kidding me?" I rushed forward and slammed my palms on the table, hard. "I'm your alibi!"

Aunt Edna watched me calmly. "And I'm yours."

"What is Joe Eriksson's problem?! Why could he think this about you? About any of you!" I banged my hands onto the tabletop again, this time in fists, then stomped out of the room, throwing the wooden front screen door back so hard it bounced right open again. 

I never knew when people said they "saw red" that it was literal. I was so angry I couldn't even see my hand in front of me. I thundered down the stairs and out onto the lawn. 

Was this my payback for my past sins?

Damn you, Joe Eriksson.

I sat on the edge of the lawn, where it started down into a slope, and stared at nothing, thoughts churning through my mind. 

Joe Eriksson. 

When I made a list of places I thought about moving to, I made a pro and con for each. On my con list for New Oslo I had written "certain people," but that pretty much referred to him. He hadn't seemed any happier to see me than I was to see him. Perhaps even less.

I could still picture his contorted face when he confronted me as I put my bag in the car all those years ago.

"What do you mean, you told me. You didn't tell me!" he shouted. 

I threw my hands up in frustration. "I told you we went and signed the papers. Freddie and I have been talking about it for months. It's even in our yearbook, Joe! Did you think I was joking about the whole thing?"

He shrugged and whined, pain etched in his voice. "What about me?" He sounded like a little boy who was getting his favorite toy stomped on.

"I never said we need to break up." I poked him in the chest with a finger. "You'll be able to visit me on parents' weekend in basic training, and when I know where I'll be stationed, you can find somewhere close for school..."

"But will you be stationed here?" he sneered.

"No. Of course not." I stared at him in disbelief. "There are no Army posts here. Closest is Fort Lewis over near Seattle. It will only be a couple of years I'll be gone, if you can't part with stupid New Oslo. It doesn't mean we have to break up. People do long distance all the time..."

"I don't," he barked. "If you leave, we're done. It's on you."

My parents and sister had been watching from the porch, and Dad came down the steps. 

"We need to go get Freddie now." He refused to look at Joe, who he generally liked, or at least I thought he had. "You'll be late for your flight." He opened the driver's side door and started to get in.

"Mr. Treslow," Joe whined, "will you talk some sense into her?"

Dad straightened slowly as he stepped back out and turned to Joe. "Young man, you're being a horse's ass." 

Joe had sputtered, but Dad held up a hand to silence him. My mouth dropped open, and my little sister gasped from up on the porch. This was very foul language for my gentle soul of a father.

"She made a decision and signed a contract to serve her country," Dad continued. "And honestly, I'm disappointed you didn't do the same." He was silent a moment, probably to let that shot soak in. "She's going to make something of herself. If you love her, you'll support her dreams, not try to hold her back." He turned to get into the car but again stopped, focusing on a faraway hill. "Besides, if she doesn't show up, they'll come to get her with cuffs." Then he got into the car and stonily faced the windshield, both hands on the wheel. 

I took a step toward Joe with outstretched arms. "Come to my basic training graduation and see how it goes..."

He took a step backward, his eyes blazing. He stomped to his car and the wheels of his Camaro threw up gravel as he spun them to get away. To get away from me. The dust his wheels kicked up got farther and farther away until it completely disappeared. A part of me floated away with that dust cloud, and I honestly wasn't sure if I was relieved or sad.

I'd sent Joe letters every chance I could during the first three weeks of basic training. He never once sent one to me. I didn't bother sending him the address when I went for my advanced training at Fort Lee, Virginia, and stopped asking after him in letters home. They very kindly did the same in letters to me.

After a while the pain stopped. I dated a few men, none seriously, then finally met Danny. He'd been so worth the previous pain and the wait that I never even thought about Joe anymore.

Back in the present, I sighed and flopped back onto the lawn and stared at the millions of stars. I didn't want to think about Danny any more than I wanted to think about Joe.

The cold dew seeped into my shirt as I tried to relax my body and mind. Using the breathing techniques a counselor had taught me to deal with stress, I inhaled slowly and deeply. After holding it a few moments, I let it out until my lungs were empty. Then I tried tensing and releasing different muscle groups. The tension drained out a little, but not before I became lightheaded from the deep breathing. 

I heard a jingle and craned my head back. Vince stood over me, his droopy jowls hanging down and threatening to slime me. 

Aunt Edna was behind him, jingling a key at me. "Maybe a good time to check out that sexy truck." She held out the key.

I climbed to my feet. "Are you coming with me?"

"Do you want me to? Or do you need some time on your own?" 

I thought about it for a moment. "Yes, come with me."

Together we walked toward the old garage, me realizing too late I was still in my socks. The gravel wasn't too bad, so I kept on. When we got to the side door, she opened it and flicked on the light, the trio of bare bulbs thankfully weak. 

The walls and shelves of the garage held a jumble of rusty junk. In the first of the two car spaces was the ancient, museum-worthy tractor Aunt Edna managed to keep alive. She'd taught me about diesel engines with this old thing. I smiled at the memories and stopped, laying a hand on the engine cover and whispering a greeting to it. Vince sniffed at it, probably wondering why I petted it and not him. Then I followed Aunt Edna around the tractor to the second space. 

It was gorgeous. The 1948 Chevy 3100 pickup truck was practically glowing, its rounded, protruding wheel wells gleaming. I made a slow circle around it, admiring the detailing in purple on the shining turquoise. Aunt Edna had put white-wall tires on it, including the spare mounted behind the driver's side door. The front grill's five horizontal lines were shiny chrome, as were the front and back bumpers. The word Chevrolet was in white on the tailgate. It had a historic vehicle license plate that read 1L 48CHEV in a holder made to look like mini wrenches. Idaho license plates included the county the car was registered in code. The 1L referred to the first county that started with the letter L, Latah County. I used to know all forty-four of them, but had found over the years that some knowledge fell out the back of my head when I stuffed new information in.

The truck door squawked when I opened it, but it was nothing a little grease wouldn't fix. I hopped up onto the bench seat and behind the steering wheel and laughed, tapping the turquoise fuzzy dice hanging from the rearview mirror. It was even more amazing than I could have imagined. I knew it was operational—I had made it run, after all—but hadn't seen the facelift.

I looked at my watery-eyed reflection in the mirror and knew I'd be keeping this old truck in my new life. My Jeep might have to find a new owner, which shouldn't be hard with two college towns nearby.

Aunt Edna had climbed in on the passenger side and bounced on the seat, smiling. "I told you it was too sexy to sell."

I smiled. "There just might be a Jeep on the market now."

"Want to take it for a spin?"

I shook my head. "No. I'll wait till tomorrow. I'm a little worn out."

"Beating up a kitchen table will do that to a gal."

I pursed my lips. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be so..."

Aunt Edna waved a hand at me. "No worries. I know you're worried for us. But you don't need to be. It will all come to light, and everything will be fine."

I sighed. I wished I had her confidence. 

Patting the characteristically large steering wheel, I climbed back out of the truck and slammed the door shut. I followed Aunt Edna back out the door and across the driveway. She was talking about how she wanted to tear down the old garage and its attached chicken coop and have a pole barn built, one with enough space for all our vehicles and the tractor and its attachments. I realized she was saying our vehicles, and that worry raised its head again: What are they going to say when I leave?



CHAPTER SEVEN

The next morning I was up before the sun again after tossing and turning the night away. I finally gave in and got up and dressed for an early morning run. Vince immediately got excited when he saw me pull out my running socks, his fawn-colored body wiggling so much I wondered for the millionth time if the dog even possessed a spine. Since his toenails made such a racket on the wood floor, I hurried us both out to the porch.

I stood on the porch, rotating my hips then knees then ankles, like we'd always done before PT (physical training) sessions when I was on active duty. When I was young, I thought it was ridiculous, but as I aged I saw the purpose behind it. Gotta warm up those old joints!

I leashed Vince since I was going to run along the road and cars wouldn't expect us, plus I had no idea how he'd react to any wildlife we might see. I'd rather not find out the hard way. Still rotating my shoulders and arms, I walked to the end of the driveway and took a right. I broke into a run, and Vince enthusiastically matched my pace. Running, especially in nature and not on a treadmill, always helped me clear my head and keep the stress in. It was especially fitting that my T-shirt read The Outdoors is my Gym.

We ran along the edge of the road, occasionally disturbing small creatures and sending them scurrying in the tall grass in the ditch along the road. I positioned us so Vince's paws would be hitting the more compacted gravel where vehicle tires usually traveled, which left me with the more uneven gravel along the edge. At times it felt like I was running on a sandy beach. Only one car passed in ten minutes, but the road must have been oiled recently anyway, as not much dust rolled up onto us when it passed.

At one mile or so there was a T intersection, where Harridan Road met with Little Bear Ridge Road. If I turned left, I could follow the winding road up and down and around the hilly fields for miles, but if I turned right, the Treslow homestead and the home I grew up in was about two miles down. From there, I could run around the edge of the fields to the trail in the strip of wooded area that would lead me back to the house. Vince and I hung a right to go to my old home.

Approaching my childhood home, I saw my parents sitting on the front porch, enjoying the view of the sunrise over the wheat fields with their coffee. I ran toward them to say good morning.

"Good morning, sweetheart." My dad reached a hand out to Vince and was swarmed with puppy kisses. "Somethin' wrong with your car?"

"No," I laughed. "Some people run for fun."

"You don't have to run for work anymore, so it must be fun." Dad shook his head. 

"You're going to need a knee replacement in a few years," Mom added.

I sighed. It was a common statement. Instead of explaining yet again the muscles I earned from running supported the joints, I bent to touch my toes, getting an earful of dog saliva from Vince. 

"What are you up to this morning?" Mom smiled over her coffee at me. "Besides ruining your knees?"

I rolled my eyes before I straightened. "I didn't sleep well, so I thought I'd get up and get a good start. I'm going to put on some serious weight with all this good food y'all have been stuffing me with."

Dad took a break from massaging Vince's ears to pat his stomach. "You'll be in good company."

Hearing a goat's bleat from the barn, I turned and shaded my eyes to look at it. "Oh, wow. Did you get the barn resided?"

Dad shook his head. "Just repainted."

"It looks great." I wondered if they had told me before.

"The youngest Eriksson boy did it." Mom smiled. "You know Jeff."

"I can't believe he's still here," I said. Open mouth, insert foot.

They both looked surprised. 

"Of course," Mom stared at me. "They all are. Where would he have gone?"

Oh, of course, how could people ever leave New Oslo? I couldn't wait to get out of here when I was young and tended to think people who never left had missed out. Apparently, not the case though. Everyone I saw seemed happy to have stayed, and some came back after traipsing out into the world. Like Aunt Edna. And Freddie. And others even moved here from other places and stayed.

I decided to move the conversation on. "Aunt Edna mentioned wanting to get the old garage torn down and have a pole barn put up." 

Dad nodded. "I'd recommend having someone go through all that stuff in there. Some junk could go for a good price to folks who like old crap."

I smiled. "True. There are whole TV shows about it."

"Have you talked to Aunt Edna yet this morning?" Mom asked. 

"No." I stretched my arms up and leaned from side to side. "She wasn't up yet. But she said last night she was still considered a suspect. That none of us have alibis. The sheriff told her not to go on any trips." 

"Like she ever does," Mom laughed. "Downside of running a small business."

"We got a call from Quail Boy telling us the same thing. He seemed real happy to get to tell us." Dad frowned. 

"Well"—I grabbed one of my feet in my hand and stretched my quadricep—"Aunt Edna doesn't seem too worried. Besides, you two are each other's alibis, right?" 

"We were talking about that. Dad was in the barn, and I was sewing until after he went to bed, and your dad sleeps like the dead. Neither of us can really vouch for each other." Mom looked away over the fields, her brow worried.

I frowned. "Now that is what you don't want to tell them." I switched legs. "And what about the key? How did Auggie Toat and his murderer get in?"

Mom frowned. "Edna kept the spare just hanging there. Anyone could have taken it and made a copy."

I frowned. "Where?"

"On the pegboard."

"No," I clarified. "Where would they get a copy made?"

"Oh." Mom flapped a hand. "At Sherwood's Hardware store. Or Walmart in Moscow."

I made a mental note to ask Mr. Sherwood about that.

"I think they need to ask Jeff Eriksson about that instead of focusing on Edna." Dad looked over at Mom. "You said the garage was still open when you left."

"They did talk to him. He was there when Aunt Edna and I left last night." I shook off the feeling of unease. "They'll surely have a lot of other evidence. I don't think we need to worry."

Mom sipped her coffee. "I hope so." She reached over and patted Dad's leg. "As long as they don't hear about the supposed will thing."

I stopped stretching. "Don't you think we should tell them? So they don't think we're hiding something?" I realized belatedly I hadn't asked Aunt Edna about that. 

"Why would we offer more ammo, as you'd say?" Mom asked.

"To look not guilty." Dad nodded at me, and I got the feeling I'd stepped into a point of contention between them. 

To get out of the awkward situation, I announced I'd better run home now. 

"You don't want a ride?" Mom seemed surprised.

"Leave her be. She likes to run," Dad admonished her. "It's good stress relief."

As I stepped onto the ground from the stairs, I heard Mom say behind me, "What does she have to be stressed about now?"

*   *   *
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Vince and I ran home along a ridge, at the edge of a field and then cut down through the stand of trees and brush. We met a rafter of turkeys, which fascinated Vince until one big Tom fluffed himself up. I followed the path made by my father for the four-wheelers. He kept it mowed and stray branches trimmed back.

The trail came out onto Grandma's property behind the barn, and as I rounded the corner, I was surprised to see Aunt Edna coming out of the barn.

"There you are. Good run?" she asked.

I slowed to a stop. "Yeah. Felt good." I leaned down to unclip Vince from the leash. "Were you working already?"

Aunt Edna shook her head. "No, I was eyeballing the stalls on the right to see if making one of 'em into a chicken coop would work all right." She gestured with her coffee cup toward the old garage and current coop. "I need something to keep me busy while the shop is closed."

"It sounds like a good project. How many chickens do you have in there?"

"A dozen hens. One rooster."

"What do you do with all the eggs?" A chicken could lay one egg a day.

"I sell them in town a couple times a week. Usually to the café folks. I think all their eggs are from local farms." She gestured toward the coop, so I followed her there.

Vince stood outside and stared at the chickens while we went in to gather eggs. Since we didn't have the usual basket, I held out my shirt for the still-warm eggs.

"Do you want to help with the project, or do you have something else in mind?"

"I'll help. Do you have everything we need already?"

She stopped on the cracked sidewalk. "We can probably clean up and reuse the nesting boxes, but I think new perches are advisable. So we need some large dowels."

"Would Sherwood have those?" No ulterior motive here...

"Yeah, he should." 

Once we were in the kitchen, she pulled out a reusable egg carton from the cabinet that read Harridan's Butt Nuggets on the side. 

I laughed. "Did you make this?"

"No, a gal in town did. She also had one that said something about 'wicked chickens lay deviled eggs,' but your grandma thought this one was funnier."

Aunt Edna chuckled. "Maybe you can drop these at the café for me too."

After I had a coffee and showered, I headed for the beautiful turquoise pickup. Since I didn't have the seat belt for Vince and wasn't too keen on him sitting on the white bench seat, I left him with Aunt Edna. They stood out on the lawn as I turned the key and grinned from ear to ear at the powerful roar of the engine. It literally gave me shivers of joy.

The smile plastered on my face faded the farther I drove though, thinking about the conundrum my family was in. Should they come forward about the supposed will change? Would it make them look more suspicious or would they look more suspicious for not saying anything?

I pulled up to the curb in front of Sherwood's Hardware store, part of me worried about parking along the road and part of me wanting to show off the truck. I'd got a few admiring stares on the drive in, and it swelled me with pride. No wonder Aunt Edna loved refurbishing old cars. They were head turners.

Here came another turned head now, a dark-haired man in a silver Jeep. His brakes squealed as he slowed to look at the truck. Then he turned left and parked by High Octane as I got out and walked up to the hardware store.

I pushed open the wooden door with the glass window, Sherwood's Hardware stenciled in antique green and gold. Mr. Sherwood was sitting on his stool behind the counter like he'd been waiting for me to come along. 

Behind him, stacked wooden bins holding different sizes of nails, screws, nuts, and bolts for bulk purchase, and the store's aisles held all kinds of treasures. I loved this store and could spend hours investigating all the cool tools and doo-dads the shelves held.

"Hi, Mr. Sherwood, how are you?" 

He was a sweet old man and always provided interesting conversation, even as a teen in high school when I worked for him.

"Tessa!" His face lit up. "How're you? You know you can call me Forest now. You don't have to be so formal. 'Less you want me to call you Lieutenant Colonel Treslow?" His bushy eyebrows rose, waiting for an answer.

I smiled. "I'll try, but old habits are hard to break."

"What brings you in?"

"Dowels." I looked around. "Aunt Edna wants to redo the chicken coop and needs a good size for the perches."

He nodded. "Follow me." He led me to an aisle where dowels of all thicknesses were organized in standing racks. "This 'en is a good size for chickens. How many?"

"Oh geesh, she didn't say. But if I'm moving the nesting boxes to a stall in the barn, I suppose the perches are for the corners. Unless you have a real long dowel. Let me text her to make sure." I typed out a text and shrugged. "Not sure how long till she'll answer. I'm not sure she's figured out how to work her new phone yet."

"How 'bout a cup of joe then? I just brewed a pot."

"Sure." I followed him back to his tiny break room. 

He handed me a Sherwood's Hardware mug with screws and nails painted on the inside bottom and gestured at the coffee maker. He stood watching me while I made up my cup.

"Bit of a mess with that Auggie guy in Edna's garage, eh?"

I nodded and lifted the cup to my lips to blow across it. He gestured back out to the shop, and I followed him back to the counter, where he pulled out a second stool for me to sit on. 

"I don't think for a second Edna did it."

I sighed. "Someone needs to tell Joe Eriksson that."

Mr. Sherwood's ancient face creased into a smile. "He'll figure it out."

I gestured with my cup to the other end of the counter where a rack of keys hung. "You know anything about her garage key being copied?"

He shook his head. "Last time I made a copy was sixteen years ago."

My eyebrows shot up. "You remember that?" Small towns, man. Small towns.

"Freddie already stopped in to ask this morning. But one of my workers made a copy of a key last Friday but didn't log who or what the key was for."

I leaned forward a little. "Did you ask him?"

"Her. And no, not yet. She's a kid from the high school." He gestured toward the high school with his mug. "In class now."

Dang.

"You told Freddie though, right?"

He nodded. "Of course. The student's her cousin, so she'll know soon enough."

The bell on the front door tinkled at the same time as my phone made the Aunt Edna text noise—vroom. I looked down to read the text before noticing who had come into the store. Oh good. Two birds with one stone.

"Hey, Jeff, what can I do you for?" Mr. Sherwood asked the Paul Bunyan–like man.

"Hey, Mr. Sherwood. Tessa." Jeff Eriksson nodded at me. "I need some more sandpaper. I'll go grab it."

I waved my phone in the air as I hopped off the stool. "Aunt Edna said two." To be exact, she'd texted: 2 GOOD. "I'll go grab them."

The dowels just happened to be in the same aisle as the sandpaper. 

I nodded to Jeff as I pulled out the dowels. "Fancy seeing you again so soon."

"Small towns," he smiled at me. Wow, what a smile. But he had the same green eyes all the brothers had.

As I tried furiously not to flush, he turned back to the sandpaper shelves.

"So...I know Edna didn't kill Auggie. But neither did I."

I turned to face him again. He continued studying the sandpaper.

"Do you know anything that can help her?" I asked, hopeful.

He turned his head slowly to face me. "No, unfortunately, everything I know makes it worse for her." He looked away quickly, like someone who was guilty of something he didn't want to admit to. "Other than character reference and my opinion, of course."

Oh no.

"Jeff, what did you tell Freddie?"

He turned to me, head down, as he scratched his ear. I had a flash of a little boy tattling on his big brother. I waited, dread filling my stomach.

"Edna was real mad one day after Auggie came in. She said he was trying to steal the HOG. That he had some 'legal garbage' and was threatening to use it."

My heart sank lower than my knees. I asked if he knew what the "legal garbage" was.

"Something about your grandma's will."



CHAPTER EIGHT

I was so flustered I almost forgot to pay for the dowels. Mr. Sherwood watched me closely with his old gray eyes as I tried to hold it together. Jeff tried to apologize until I gave him a look usually reserved for my soldiers when they screwed up bad.

I threw the dowels in the back of the truck and got in, slamming the door good and hard. I was ignoring the fact that both of the men stood inside the store watching me, probably swapping stories about vets with behavioral problems. 

Okay, so I got a little angry sometimes. Who wouldn't? And in this situation, I felt somewhat to blame. If I hadn't broken Joe's heart all those years ago, would this not be happening? 

I pulled out my phone to text Aunt Edna but wrote and rewrote the message several times before I decided to let it be. It would be better to talk to her in person.

And just like that, she drove past in her old work truck with HOG Garage with a pink cartoon pig flexing its bicep like Rosie the Riveter painted on the door. I watched her, two blocks away, park in her usual spot then start toward the NOPD. I quickly dialed Aunt Edna.

Aunt Edna pulled her new phone out of her jacket pocket and held it out at arm's length, staring at it. Finally, she poked at it but held it out in front of her. I could hear her voice faintly, and clearly. She couldn't hear me very well.

She turned and looked down the street toward me, mouth moving, empty hand lifted. I pointed at my phone then my head and lifted my phone to my ear again. Then pointed at her. She got the gist of what I was trying to tell her and held her phone to her ear. 

"I thought you just talked at the phone," she flapped her spare hand around. "That's what I see people in the grocery store do all the time."

"Only if it's on speaker, Aunt Edna." I tried to remember patience. 

"Oh." 

"So," I repeated, now that she could hear me. "Jeff told them you were upset with Auggie about some legal thing dealing with Grandma's will." 

She looked down the street at me and held up a hand. "That's what I figured, Nug. Freddie called and asked me to stop in but didn't elaborate. I called your mom to bring the copy of the will over."

"Do you want me to come in with you?" I couldn't see her face clearly at this distance but saw her shake her head.

"No, it's okay. I'll explain and be out in a few minutes." She waved and ended the call. 

I sat in the truck for a few minutes after she disappeared into the station. What now? And was she afraid to have me in there due to my outbursts?

I noticed the eggs sitting there on the seat and remembered I had another chore to do before I could escape town. Maybe I'd get something to eat while I was there.

I got out of the truck, moving much slower than when I had gotten in, the adrenaline rush from my freak-out over. I had to wait for a logging truck with a row of cars behind it to pass before I could cross the street to the High Octane Café.

There were a few cars parked outside the repurposed gas station, including the silver Jeep with the squeaky brakes. They were parked along the side in regular parking, while underneath the overhang where the pumps used to be, were black metal tables and chairs for outdoor seating. The front of the small building was glass with posters about community events displayed, including one for this Friday's Cowboy Poetry. I pushed my way through the doorway and was pleased to hear the door chime sounded exactly like the ding-ding that sounded when you pulled up at gas stations back in the day. 

There were a couple of tables inside, only one of which was occupied though by two women who were overtly ogling the man standing at the counter talking to the couple behind it. I could see why they'd stare and giggle at him. He was very good looking—then again, his brakes needed to be replaced. 

Everyone stopped what they were doing to look at me when I entered.

"Can I help you, hon?" The woman behind the counter had long, wavy blonde hair and could easily be a shampoo ad model. 

The man next to her was apparently her rival for that hair ad, his long and blond as well, very surfer-esque. The good-looking/crappy-brakes man was the opposite of them, his short hair was dark, as were his eyes. He had a fashionable five-o'clock shadow, and he watched with interest as I approached.

"Yeah, hi...I'm Tessa Treslow. Edna Harridan's niece. She asked me to drop off these eggs to you." I held them up. 

"Oh, great! Our butt nuggets! Wasn't sure we'd be getting any today, with all the fuss over there." Miss Amazing Hair reached across the counter for the egg container. She turned and disappeared into the back with them.

"Do you want something while you're here?" Surfer Dude asked. "Did Edna mention our arrangement with her?"

"Arrangement?" The vertical crease between my eyes deepened. 

"Yes, like a tab at a bar. The eggs versus food and drinks. So, whatever you need is on the tab." He smiled, showing me he had awfully nice teeth, too.

I lifted a shoulder. "I'll have a London Fog then."

The man nodded and disappeared behind the espresso machine. "Is two percent milk okay?"

"Sure."

I could feel crappy-brakes man staring at me, so finally I turned and looked him full in the face with my best whadda-you-lookin'-at scowl. He returned the look with a how-you-doin' sort of eyebrow raise that made my blood boil.

"So, what's a London Fog?" He flashed me a smile. He had nice teeth too.

I looked away from him, barely holding back an eye roll. "An Earl Grey Tea latte." 

"Ah." 

"With a little vanilla syrup," Surfer Dude added as he handed over a double-cupped drink with a tea tag hanging out from under the compostable lid. "Let it steep a bit, of course. I put it in a to-go in case you need...to go."

Miss Gorgeous Hair reappeared. "Would you like anything to eat?"

"No. I'm good." 

"I recommend their breakfast sandwiches," Mr. Crappy Brakes offered with a smile.

I couldn't give a flying fig. "M'kay."

"I'm Nick. I know your aunt."

I blew out a breath and drew in another deep one, slowly. "Okay." Did he want a prize or something? In a town this small, it wasn't exactly shocking that he knows her, and obviously that I was her niece. But I kept my snark to myself.

He turned toward the couple behind the counter for a moment. "Um...okay."

"The noise your Jeep makes is your brake indicator."

"I'm aware," he said slowly. "Edna has mentioned it just a few times." He chuckled and everyone, even the women at the table, joined in.

I shot a sideways glance at him. He was still watching my every move like some creeper.

Miss Amber Waves of Hair apparently read body language better than he did. "Hey, Mr. Hunt, what time does class start this morning?"

The man immediately straightened and looked at his wrist. "Oh crap!" He started for the door. "Thanks! And nice to meet you, Tessa."

I refused to look until I heard his brakes squeal after he backed up then shifted into drive. I cringed and looked out the window as the silver Jeep zoomed away.

The blonde woman laughed. "You made the teacher tardy for class."

I looked back at her. "I did?"

She smiled. "Oh yes. He's been wanting to meet you for some time now. Edna talks about you all the time." She exchanged a smile with Surfer Dude. "I think he was waiting around hoping you'd come in." She nodded her chin at my truck across the street.

Ew. "He seemed a bit stare-y. And his brakes need to be replaced."

They both laughed. 

"Yup, definitely Edna's niece," Surfer Dude said.

"We're the Bimbeaus." The shampoo model gestured between her and her husband. "Lindsey and Sean."

My eyes must have widened because they both laughed. 

"It's spelled B-I-M-B-E-A-U, not B-I-M-B-O, even though we're both blonds," Sean smiled. "And Nick's not a bad guy. Edna always says great things about you and always mentions to him how you're both veterans."

"Nick? The teacher is a veteran?" I almost added "He doesn't look old enough" before I realized what that said about me.

"Yeah. Nick Hunt. He teaches math at NOHS. And he's single." Lindsey sung out that last horrible word like it was the best thing ever.

Sean looked to the ceiling then shot me an apologetic look. "Anyway."

"Oh yes." Lindsey leaned forward and lowered her voice to a near whisper. "How's Edna doing? After finding Auggie?"

"She's doing okay."

"It wasn't exactly a shock when we heard. About Auggie I mean, not that he was in Edna's shop." She looked at her husband. "Though we did see him lurking around, didn't we, Sean?"

He nodded. "More than once, actually. Poking around after they were closed. Pacing back and forth across the lot." He pointed over his shoulder. "We live up there on the hill."

"Pacing?" I asked. "What do you mean?"

"Like he was measuring," Lindsey whispered conspiratorially.

Like he thought he was making plans? "Did you mention this to the police?" 

They shared a look and she nodded. "The deputy came asking if we saw anything Monday night."

"Did you?" 

They both shook their gorgeous hair. 

"We close at two and are usually around until four or so, but it was our anniversary. We were in Pullman for dinner. When we come home from that direction, we turn off Route 8 back there," she pointed toward the lumberyard at the other end of town, "so we weren't ever back down this way." Lindsey frowned. "Wish we could have been more helpful."

"Happy Anniversary," I said. "So did you know Auggie?"

"Yeah, of course," Lindsey made a face. "He was...an interesting guy."

"He never gave us trouble." Sean shook his head. "Other than hitting on Lindsey."

Lindsey leaned in again. "We did see him get into it with Nick once."

"About what?"

She shook her head. "I don't know. They were outside. Just raised voices, nothing exciting. Auggie isn't dumb enough to take a swing at a combat vet, especially one without a leg." Sean shook his head. "I have a baseball bat behind the counter here if anything like that goes down on my property."

"He's an amputee?"

They both nodded. 

"I'd be more worried about PTSD, you know, pissing off a veteran who could snap at any moment," Lindsey blurted. Then she froze. "I mean..."

Sean shook his head and said quietly, "I'm sure she knew what you mean, Linds."

Thank goodness the door made its ding-ding to announce a new customer. 

Unfortunately, it was Joe Eriksson.

"Lindsey, Sean." The sheriff nodded to them then focused those vivid green eyes on me. "Tessa."

I gave him a short nod back as I edged for the door.

"It was nice to meet you, Tessa!" Lindsey called. "Thanks for the eggs."

I waved before I pushed the door open. I had to wait a moment before I could cross the road to the truck, so, by the time I reached it, Joe had come out and called across the road to me. Reluctantly, I turned and waited for him to cross to me.

"I'd like you to come in." He gestured down the street to the NOPD. 

I raised my eyebrows.

"For an interview," he clarified.

"Do I need a lawyer?" I crossed my arms. "Does Aunt Edna?"

He ran a hand across his beard. "You're welcome to one, as is she. But I do need to speak with you."

"Here is fine," I growled.

He sighed and pulled off his uniform hat, rubbed his forehead with his arm, then replaced his hat. "Did Agnes or Edna mention looking into selling the store and garage? Or your grandma's house?" 

I recoiled. "No. They would have mentioned that." I stared at him with narrowed eyes. "Does someone say they did? A real estate agent or something?"

He shook his head. "Our local agent hadn't heard from them." He cast his eyes around for a moment. "Susan, George's wife, is an agent." His distaste for his sister-in-law seemed evident on his face, but he left it at that.

"Ah." I grinned. "And I hear George is a lawyer now."

Joe nodded and gestured toward the law office down the block.

"So you guys are all Law and Order now. That's funny. Considering some of the stuff you all got up to in your youth."

The sheriff didn't seem amused. He rubbed his blond beard with his hand again and crossed his arms. "You're avoiding the question."

"What? No. I said no, they never mentioned that." I frowned. "Why would they be assuming I was moving back if they were planning on selling?"

He tipped his head. "Are you moving back?"

"No! I don't know. I'm not planning on it." I lifted my hands. "They think I am."

He continued to look at me with his head tipped.

"Why do you care, Joe? You've made how you feel pretty clear with your silence for the past twenty years."

He chose to ignore that. "What do you know about this whole will amendment thing?"

"That it's not true. Or at least they don't believe it is. And if they didn't believe it, wouldn't that then be a complete absence of motive?" I waved my arm around enough for a splash of my London Fog to come flying out. "It doesn't add up. It makes no sense. You know her. You know she could never do anything like this."

The sheriff stiffened but kept his face neutral. "People do inexplicable things all the time, Tessa." His green eyes were hard, and the pause hung in the air accusingly. 

I took a turn ignoring a comment. "But what about motive? She has none. You can't believe the story that some shyster created and was spreading around."

He shrugged. "She's withholding something, and I'm going to figure out what it is."

"You know she didn't do this. You know her." Heat rose in my face. I needed to stop talking before I said something I'd regret.

"My job is to investigate all leads. I have to follow the evidence."

"Then do that. What about that Nick guy? They were seen arguing. Or Jailbait Jessie, his ex-girlfriend? Or, God forbid, your brother, who was the last in the garage!"

"You don't know anything about this, Tessa. There's evidence directly pointing at Edna. Stay out of it." Joe leaned in toward me, his eyes narrowed. 

"Then stop wasting time and money focusing on my family. Do your job!" 

"What exactly do you think I'm doing?"

"Looking for revenge for what happened between us." Whoops, I said it.

The sheriff, the man who at one point I thought I was going to spend my life with, glared at me. "If that's what you really think of my ability to be a professional..." He seemed to be at a loss for words. He shook his head then, just like old times, turned his back on me.



CHAPTER NINE

A throat cleared beside us, letting us both know our argument was very much in public. I guess the sidewalk in front of the hardware store was not very private. 

"Sheriff?" 

Joe swung around on Sergeant White so quickly the man flinched. "What?!"

"Mrs. Treslow has brought over the original documents you needed to see."

Joe took a deep breath and nodded then stalked off toward the police station without a glance back. 

Sergeant White looked at me a second. "Making a scene by arguing with the authorities in the middle of the street doesn't exactly help your cause." Quail Boy was surprisingly kind and gentle in how he said it. "Why don't you go for a walk around the block and come back. Your aunt and mom should be out in a few minutes."

As he walked away, little stars pinged in front of my eyes. I turned in a circle to see if he was accurate about the "making a scene" and unfortunately, it appeared he was. There were faces in almost every window, including all the occupants of the High Octane Café, and two old men sitting on the bench in front of the Historical Society were leaning forward and gawking. My body flushed and sweat began to pour off me. I staggered a few steps toward my truck when a figure stepped out on the sidewalk a few storefronts down behind it. A tiny, dark-haired person waved me toward her, and when I was close enough, she put an arm around me and led me a few feet down the sidewalk and into a shop.

"Sit." The woman took my to-go cup from High Octane and set it on a side table. I sank back into a cool leather chair while she disappeared into the back then reappeared with a glass of water. "Drink."

I drank the water, holding the glass with both shaking hands. I would feel horrible if I dropped and broke her glass. Finally, I looked at her. She was a petite Asian woman, with a turquoise streak that almost matched my truck half hidden in her bobbed hair. She was younger than me, maybe late twenties or thirties. 

"I'm June." She cast her gaze around for a second. "I like your truck. Especially the color." She absently touched her hair in the vicinity of the turquoise streak.

I nodded my thanks, my throat and mouth still cottony. 

She nodded back then swung her arm around to encompass the room we were in. "Welcome to the Book Nook."

I looked around. There were definitely books here. Shelves lined the walls and short two-sided shelves with rollers, the kind you usually saw in a library, were positioned around the room. There were several chairs with side tables. The décor here was the bare exposed brick like in the cheese shop, but the tin ceiling was the color and luminosity of tin foil. 

June's eyes shifted around then she straightened. "Would you like some tea?" Her gaze fell to my takeaway cup. "I see you already had some, but maybe a calming chamomile this time?"

I took a deep breath. "So, you must have seen that?"

She shrugged. "I see a woman under stress." She patted my knee and disappeared again.

I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. I really screwed that conversation up big-time. Why am I so quick to anger?

My phone buzzed, but I ignored it. Anyone who knew me well knew not to call. I wasn't a phone talker and texting, for me, was the best thing since sliced bread. Then it dinged, so I pulled it out and took a look. It was Freddie, asking if I was okay. I slid the phone back into my pocket as June reappeared, carrying two flowery teacups on saucers.

"Honey vanilla chamomile." 

"Thank you." I took a sip. She had cooled it enough to drink, but my shaking hands made the teacup rattle on the saucer, so I braced it on my knee. 

We sat in companionable silence until she whispered, "I miss your grandma."

I looked over at her, surprised. 

"She was my first patron. The first to give me a chance. And she donated a lot of books."

"Grandma did like reading." I looked around. "Is this a bookstore?"

"No, more like a library. The county won't fund one here, doesn't think it would be supported in a town this small. So, I'm an unofficial, unfunded one." She sipped her tea. "At least until I can prove it's worth funding."

I looked around. "How can you afford to run it without pay?"

"I still get paid for my actual work—I run the Bookmobile for the library in this area. I own the whole space." She pointed at the ceiling, "I live upstairs. And most of these," she gestured around again, "are donations."

"Hmm," I took another sip of my tea and closed my eyes, my tense neck loosening up a bit. 

"I heard they're questioning Edna about Auggie's death."

I nodded but didn't look at her. 

"Must be pretty stressful."

I nodded again.

"He wasn't all bad, you know."

I looked at her. "Who? Auggie?"

She nodded. "He helped me start up this place. Did a lot of work with zero pay." She gestured at the shelves along the wall. "Built all those for me. Free of charge."

I stared at her. "Why would he do that?"

She shrugged. "He wanted to help me get a library set up and funded in a larger building. His idea was the old train station, but I think it's too big."

"But...why?" I was flummoxed. 

She tipped her head and raised a thin shoulder. "He loved books."

I studied her. "That's all?"

She frowned. "It was reason enough."

"Were you two..." I held up two fingers and paddled them.

She laughed. "Um...no. Definitely not. It wasn't like that."

"You sure?"

"Yes. He's not my type. And he likes blondes anyway." She pushed a strand of her dark hair behind her ear.

"Jessie St. John?" I took another sip to feign nonchalance. "He dated her?"

She shrugged as she stood. "There are a lot of blondes, and he seemed to like them all." 

I didn't detect any jealousy, just facts. As she disappeared into the back room, the front door opened, and Freddie walked in. 

"There you are. You all right?"

I nodded. "I can breathe again."

She frowned, pulled her hat off, and sat on the chair June had vacated. "Panic attack?"

I shook my head. "Angry. Really, really angry."

She nodded and looked out the window.

"So was the will helpful?" I asked. "I heard Mom brought it in."

She looked back to me. "It doesn't say anything about LuAnne, if that's what you mean. We're looking into whether or not the county courthouse has an amendment filed."

I sipped the last of my calming tea. "June painted a different picture of Auggie. Said he helped her set up this place."

"People aren't one-dimensional, Tessa. We all have other sides to us. You know that."

"My family painted him as a good for nothin' who wanted pay without work. But he did a whole lot of work without being paid here." I gestured around us.

"He had his moments, apparently," she shrugged. 

"He must have realized if he had the HOG there would be a lot of work involved. The place doesn't run itself." I stretched my legs out in front of me, feeling the muscles that were sore from days in a car versus my run this morning.

"Unless he was hoping to have some kind of ownership then sell it back to them. Or have some kind of back pay. Or even blackmail of sorts." She raised her eyebrows. "Now that I can see happening." She paused and glanced toward the back of the room, where June reentered. "All off the record, of course," she added quietly. 

"Well"—I stood—"thank you, June. For the tea and the calming influence."

"Anytime," she smiled. "And can you let your mom know the book she asked for came? I sent an email, but I don't think she checks often."

Freddie and I stepped out onto the sidewalk. 

"Nice truck," she winked as she fitted her uniform hat back on her head.

"Freddie"—I held out a hand to stop her from leaving—"can you tell me anything else off the record?"

Freddie frowned at the sidewalk for a few moments. "Well, I have some advice. Don't be hollering peoples' names as potential suspects out on the street unless you have something to back it up. For one, just don't holler regardless." She winked. "For two, you could get your butt sued for slander. Three, there's a distinct lack of evidence in this case, period. All there is so far is circumstantial and hearsay. So..." She gave me a meaningful look then turned. "Talk to you later," she said over her shoulder and lifted an arm.

She knew I would need to meddle, and I was pretty sure she just gave me the go-ahead. 

*   *   *
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When I arrived back at Grandma's house, Aunt Edna was rocking listlessly in the chair on the porch. I pulled the dowels out of the bed of the truck and carried them with me to the porch. Then I set them to the side of the stairs before continuing to a chair. 

"Jeff will be here shortly. I hired him to pull off and move the nesting boxes."

I gaped at her. "I can do it! You didn't need to ask him." I sat in the opposite chair, crossing my arms and preparing to get a good pout in.

Aunt Edna finally smiled. "I know, Nug. But peppering you with questions while you work would be pointless, don't you think?"

I laughed. "You're devious, aren't you?"

"Well, they can't seem to get anywhere, so we're going to have to Rosie the Riveter do it!" She raised an arm and flexed her bicep, which was in admirable shape.

"So, what are you going to ask him?" I sat forward.

She nodded to the road. "I guess you'll have to wait and see."

A Ford F150 from the early 2000s pulled into the drive and parked. Jeff got out and ambled toward us. He pulled off his dirty, misshaped baseball cap when he got to the porch and nodded to us. "Miss Harridan. Miss Treslow. Shall we get started?"

I grabbed the dowels and the three of us walked toward the old garage and chicken coop. "Why are you moving them?" 

Aunt Edna explained her plan to build a pole barn as she threw open the front of the garage. "It leaks quite a bit. No idea how long ago it was built, but it looked old when I was a girl. The coop was added on maybe forty years ago. When we still had cows out in the barn."

Jeff's eyes grew wide when they zeroed in on the jumble of junk along the walls. "What are you going to do with all this?"
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