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	Chapter One

	 

	“Say cheese and give me a big smile for the camera.” I snickered at my silliness and pressed the shutter release on my trusty Olympus. Though I knew there would be no red eyes, bunny ears over the head, or outrageous mugging, I checked the photo and snapped three more frames of my subject. “Looking good, sweet sixteen.” I stole onto the next-door-neighbor’s property and took a few photos of 16 Clover Lane’s side yard.

	A male cardinal popped out from between the blooms of the various-colored petunias along the side of the house and strutted onto the grass. It stopped in a streak of sunshine and pecked at the ground.

	Another popular line used by photographers slipped from my lips. “Watch the birdie,” and I took a photo of the handsome poser. I pulled my camera’s lens cap from the back pocket of my jeans and clipped it onto the Olympus. “This should do it,” I said, finishing the job of photographing the house inside and out for a portfolio of photos that Brooke would place in the real estate listing.

	I slung the camera strap over my shoulder, wiped trickles of perspiration from the back of my neck, and gave thanks that the weather, often a photographer’s nemesis, hadn’t spoiled the shoot. Though the day started with platinum-gray clouds that threatened to release a downpour on my hometown of Garland, by noon, the skies had cleared and bestowed a radiant day upon our northeast corner of Orange County, NY.

	Mother Nature had supplied ample light to show off the beautiful features of the house and grounds. Sixteen Clover’s cheerful daffodil color would charm prospective buyers, its backyard would provide a sanctuary for its new owner after a long day at work, and its interior would be a warm gathering space for family and friends. I delighted in the beauty and tranquility around me, two qualities Brooke’s realtor might use to describe the gem that had been the home of Brooke’s great-aunt for decades.

	Sharp barks and growls ruined the moment and scared the bejeebs out of me. Two German shepherds charged toward me, spittle dripping from their mouths.

	I hustled into 16 Clover’s side yard and gave the pair a cheerful greeting. “Hi, good dogs.”

	The muscular duo barked and strutted back and forth a few yards from me. I guessed the wire of an invisible dog fence lay somewhere in the ground between us. A descriptive line flashed in my head. No need for security alarm. Fierce, sharp-toothed guard dogs live feet away! I doubted the intimidating shepherds would be featured in the realtor’s listing. The teen who owned the dogs was mowing the grass on the other side of his house. How soon will he get over here and call off this fearsome twosome?

	I took a few backward steps, my objective to reach the kitchen door before the dogs decided pouncing on the stranger would be fun and worth the beeps and shocks their special collars would emit when they breeched the no-crossing zone.

	“Don’t worry, Robyn. Chief and Major won’t bite.”

	Though pleasant and reassuring, the voice startled me. With the barking and my fixation on not concluding the photo session on a tragic note, I hadn’t heard Brooke Gibson come up behind me.

	“The neighbor put in one of those invisible fences a month ago to keep these guys out of my yard. You liked sniffing around my patio, didn’t you?” Brooke cooed to the dogs. “You guys better behave when people come look at the house. I won’t be happy if you scare away potential buyers.”

	The woofs ceased, and tail wagging commenced. One of the pooches walked over to the row of arborvitae that separated the neighbors’ backyards. He gave a sniff to the tree on the end, lifted his leg, and relieved himself.

	Brooke clicked her tongue. “You’re lucky those are your trees, Chief. You’d be carted off to dog jail if they were mine.”

	His avoidance of canine prison elicited a woof from Chief. He and Major sniffed over the ground, an investigation that took them deep into their own yard.

	Brooke walked into 16 Clover’s backyard and stopped a few feet away from the arborvitae. She gestured toward the shed in the near corner. “Can you spruce up the shed? Give it a digital fresh coat of paint?”

	I regarded the wooden structure’s faded forest-green exterior. “No. That would be misleading. Besides, the shed’s condition won’t dissuade anyone interested in the house. The new owner might even remove or replace it.”

	“Frank said the same thing. He and I had a debate about whether to paint it. I thought we should, but Frank said it would just be extra work and money that won’t add to the selling price. I don’t know. I spent a lot of money and time on this house. I planted all the flowers and had the hardwood floors refinished. I haven’t had the time to paint, but maybe I should do the shed. I want everything to be perfect.”

	“Forget the shed. I’d say mission accomplished.”

	“Maybe. I really don’t need another project on my plate. I mean, I’m honored Aunt Olive trusted me to be her executrix, but it’s been madness planning the wedding and handling her estate.” Brooke and her cousin had inherited 16 Clover Lane a few months earlier after their great-aunt Olive passed away, three weeks before Frank proposed to Brooke. “I have so much to do. You don’t have a metal detector, do you?”

	The request amused me. “No. Sorry.”      

	“I have to rent one so I can locate the pins that were put in to mark the corners of the property. I don’t know where my yard ends and the Wheelers’ begins, and I want to be able to tell the realtor. I have to start packing up my condo. Figure out what gifts to give the wedding party—”

	I interrupted before she gave me a five-minute recital of her to-do list. “Have you considered cutting the madness in half by not selling the house? Buy out Jessica’s share and start your married life here?”

	Brooke pulled a comical sour expression. “This house is too small. I couldn’t live with a man with only one full bathroom. It’s old, too. It was built in nineteen sixty-two and has been showing its age for a while. Frank bought a house last year that’s bigger and has plenty of space for him to have his man cave and me a lady lair.”

	We’d become immersed in our conversation and hadn’t noticed the sound of the lawn mower had grown closer until the noise almost drowned out Brooke’s remark. We turned and spotted the neighbor bearing down on us with his push mower. The lean, long-legged kid, distracted by the music coming out of his earbuds, wasn’t mindful of obstacles in his path.

	Brooke yelled and waved her arms at the kid. “Davey! Watch where you’re going!”

	The sandy-haired teen stopped, shut off the mower, and pulled the buds from his ears. “What’s up?” He rubbed his hands over his black T-shirt and shoved them into the pockets of his khaki cargo shorts.

	“You almost hit us. Be careful.”

	“Sorry.” Davey dipped his head in embarrassment.

	Brooke had a final warning for him. “Stop daydreaming, and pay attention.”

	“Yes ma’am.” Davey restarted the mower and continued along 16 Clover’s side of the arborvitae. He made a sharp right turn at the row’s end and disappeared into his yard.

	Brooke, twenty-seven years young, scowled at the teen’s back and started for her back door.

	“One of your students?”

	“No. Davey attends Sacred Heart, but he’s got the same attention span some of my kids have.” Brooke taught math at Garland High School. “I do love my students and am proud they all passed my classes. Summer break is here!” She pumped her fist in celebration of the end of another school year, which would officially conclude with a commencement ceremony the next evening.

	“Outstanding. Congratulations.”

	Brooke held the kitchen’s screen door open for me. “I guess you’ll be busy this summer taking senior portraits of some of them.”

	“Yeah. I already have a few booked. I expect I’ll get more calls after July Fourth.”

	“Your sister always puts the word out to juniors the last week of school, and I’ve told a number of my students how awesome you are.” Brooke laughed. “I like saying my accountant took my engagement photos and my photographer does my taxes.”

	“Please keep spreading the word. When I did your taxes in March, you mentioned you had started working two or three shifts a week at the Town Tavern—”

	“Because I have a wedding to pay for!” Brooke gave her arm a “victory” pump.

	“Are you picking up more shifts now that it’s summer, or are you keeping your schedule light?” Brooke had earned extra cash the last few summers by waitressing at the local restaurant.

	“I’m doing the usual number of summer shifts. I’ve been doing Sunday brunches and Wednesday and Friday nights, but I’m adding Sunday and Thursday nights starting this weekend, but only until mid-July. Then my waitressing days will be over forever, and the countdown to the wedding begins.”

	Brooke pulled her phone from her shorts’ pocket, tapped her finger on the screen, and swiped it across the screen a few times. The movement made the pear-shaped diamond ring on her left hand catch the streak of sunlight coming through the garden window and produced a brief twinkle. 

	“You have to see my gowns. I had the final fitting on Monday.”

	“Gowns? Plural?”

	“Don’t have a heart attack, boomer.”

	“Hey! I’m not a baby boomer. I’m a proud member of Generation X.”

	“Whatever. You’re still two decades older than me.” Brooke winked. “I’m teasing. You’re forty-six, right? That’s the new thirty. You should know that all us millennial brides are buying two gowns now—one for the ceremony and one for the reception. I can afford two dresses, so don’t worry. Besides, I’m only getting married once.”

	I withheld a snarky remark about pop culture’s silly “new” age assignments. “You’re right. You should have everything you want on your wedding day.” It wasn’t my place to lecture Brooke on how to spend her money, though the expense of two dresses she’d wear a few hours and then put into storage seemed extravagant to my conservative sensibilities. Though she was a client of both my accounting and photography businesses, I also considered Brooke my friend. I wouldn’t spoil her excitement with my middle-aged caution.

	Brooke handed me the phone. “I’m wearing this for the ceremony.”

	On the screen was a photo of Brooke in a gown that fit her like a second skin.

	“You’re gorgeous. The dress is spectacular.”

	“It’s perfect.” Brooke’s tiger-brown eyes flashed with delight. “There are more photos, plus a few of my reception dress.”

	I studied the photo of Brooke in her bridal-white gown with a sweetheart neckline, figure-hugging mermaid silhouette, and three-foot train. Then I glanced at three additional photos of her in the dress before I landed on a shot of her in a halter-style dress with a fitted bodice and flowing skirt.

	“Very pretty. Looks comfortable for dancing the night away.”

	“Frank and I’ve had two dance lessons so far. We have a few more sessions. Judi still has to teach us the fox trot for our first dance as husband and wife. It’ll be amazing. I can’t decide how I want to have my hair. Loose like this,” Brooke fluffed her golden-blonde locks, which fell an inch below her shoulders, “or up in a bun.” She gathered her hair up and held it behind her head for a moment. “My mom says a bun, to show my face, but I like it down. So does Frank. Maybe I’ll do up for the ceremony and down for the reception.”

	Brooke went on to share more details of her big day, from the reception venue to the dinner menu, to the color scheme and floral arrangements, and then she showed me a photo of her cousin and two future sisters-in-law in their bridesmaids’ gowns. When she finished, she gave me an abashed look. 

	“You’re not offended I didn’t hire you to be the official photographer, are you? You didn’t think I’d ask you because you took our engagement photo, did you?”

	I gave an honest response. “Not at all. I’ve never shot a wedding professionally. I’d have to start with a few casual backyard ceremonies before I could take off the training wheels and work a formal affair.”

	“I wouldn’t mind, though, if you brought your camera and took lots of candid pictures.” Brooke gave her remark a sly twist.

	“So I have to work for my prime rib dinner and vanilla chiffon cake?” I gave an exaggerated sigh to make sure Brooke knew I was teasing. “I guess I don’t mind. It’ll be a good excuse to get up if you stick me at the bad table.”

	“Ha ha. No bad tables at my wedding. Unless you think sitting with your sister and brother-in-law is terrible.”

	“Not at all.” I volleyed one more tease. “I’ll hardly be at the table—with all the candid photos I’ll be snapping.”

	Brooke gave her hand a dismissive wave and took the phone from me. “How soon can I see the photos? I need to get this house on the market.”

	It was Tuesday afternoon; we were both busy the next few days, so I suggested we meet Saturday morning.

	“Perfect. Let’s meet here, and bring your camera in case I want some more shots. You won’t squawk if I want the photos touched up, will you, Ms. Cavanagh? You won’t say it’s misleading?”

	“Only if you want the paint color of the house changed. You won’t quibble over a drooping petunia, will you?”

	“If it’s obvious.” Brooke smirked and ducked into the hall.

	We were almost at the front door when it swung open, and Jessica King, Brooke’s cousin, bounded into the house. “Hi, Robyn. Are you done taking the photos or just starting?”

	“Finished. Have you started your summer break?”

	“Yep. All my little sweeties were promoted to the second grade last Friday. So many tears on the last day. Theirs and mine.” Jessica’s eyes, which were more innocent fawn than Brooke’s tiger confident, grew misty.

	Brooke brushed past Jessica to get to the door. “No one cried on my last day of school.”

	Jessica stepped into the living room. “I’m sure they were all crying on the inside.”

	I thanked Brooke again, slipped out the front door, and started down the front path to the road. Brooke’s and Jessica’s voices carried through the pair of open casement windows in the living room.

	“You moved everything. Where’s the cabinet where Aunt Olive kept the liquor?” There was a hint of whine in Jessica’s voice.

	I guffawed at the remark. Five o’clock was an hour and a half away, but why not start happy hour a little early?

	“I cleared out the clutter for the photos and for showing the house. Buyers need to be able to picture their furniture in the space.” Brooke’s response was delivered in an authoritative tone.

	“I thought you wanted to keep everything the way Aunt Olive had it?”

	“I changed my mind. There was too much in the room.”

	Davey was still at work in the next yard. I spotted the dogs on the deck. One of them met my gaze and barked. The other dog raised himself so his front paws rested on the railing. He barked and dropped to all fours and paced across the deck’s wood planks.

	When I reached my car, which I’d parked across the street so it wouldn’t be in the photos, I took a final glance over Brooke and Jessica’s great-aunt’s house. It was a charming home with much to recommend itself, despite its age and size. It would make a fine home for a single person or a young couple who didn’t mind sharing a bathroom and didn’t need caves and lairs.

	“Clover Lane today, maybe an estate overlooking the Hudson River, tomorrow.” I imagined the photo shoot:  a best-selling novelist standing on her home’s manicured lawn, the historic river in the background. I colored in a few details, entertained the fantasy of a high-profile photography job for a moment more, and got in the car. “Don’t worry, sweet sixteen. You’ll always have a special place in my heart.” 

	I laughed and drove away from 16 Clover Lane.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I didn’t venture beyond my backyard on Friday until dinnertime, when I went into town to pick up a pizza for that night’s dinner plus a few more meals. I met Jessica on the way into Andretta’s and chatted with her over the busy pizzeria’s din while we awaited service.

	“Going to a party?” I gestured at her ensemble of black chino pants and a cotton blouse with a pastel floral print.

	“Nope. Just got off work at Schmidt’s. I’m taking dinner home for my parents and me.”

	“You work at Schmidt’s?” A long-established Garland shop, Schmidt’s sold clocks and crafts imported from Europe.

	“Part-time. I work Saturdays during the school year and Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays in the summer, plus extra time when needed.”

	“Wow. You and Brooke are such hard workers. No one can say you became teachers to have the summers off.”

	Jessica offered a satisfied smile. “I guess it’s in the Gibson blood. I’ve been meaning to ask you—do you think we can meet soon and talk about my financial situation? I’d like to buy a home, and I have a lot of questions. Like how much of a down payment and mortgage I can afford. Taxes. Those sorts of questions.” Jessica’s fingers worried at the tip of the braid that held her tawny hair, and an anxious look filled her gentle gaze.

	“Have you talked with a financial planner?”

	“No. Brooke’s said many times what a great accountant you are. I figured you’d be a good adviser.”

	I noted Jessica’s shyness and guessed she was more comfortable discussing her money with someone she knew rather than with a stranger. “I’d be happy to talk with you. It’s smart to put together a financial strategy. Not everyone plans before they buy a home. Later, they discover they’re in over their heads.”

	“I don’t want that to happen. I’ve tried hard to save, but I’ve got the usual debt.”

	We chatted for a minute or two about mundane things until Jessica’s pizza was pulled from the oven, boxed, and sliced. My pie was ready moments later. We walked out together and along Hudson Road to our cars.

	Jessica slowed in front of Yoon’s Antiques and moved closer to look in the shop window. “Mr. Yoon has the most beautiful antiques. If only I had the money to buy them.”

	I lingered for a moment in front of the shop until the pizza’s aroma tempted me to eat my dinner right there on the sidewalk. I bid Jessica a good night and walked a few yards up Hudson to my car. I took one final glance at the antique shop. Jessica remained outside Yoon’s, her gaze fixed on the treasures beyond the window.

	What does she think of Brooke’s grand wedding plans? While I waited for traffic to pass so I could pull from the parking space, I considered the contrast between the cousins. Brooke was spending thousands of dollars on her wedding, and Jessica’s dream of owning a home was hampered by loans and life’s various expenses. Does she look at Brooke’s two wedding gowns and shake her head at the extravagance?

	“How is Brooke paying for it all?” I wondered aloud. I knew she also had student loans and monthly car payments.

	Brooke could be splitting the cost with Frank. Or she put it all on her credit cards and will worry about the debt later.

	I tossed aside the nosy thoughts. My work week was done; I wouldn’t play forensic accountant on how she had paid for her wedding.

	
 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	I awoke Saturday to a day already filled with sunshine and topped by a calm sky dotted with white clouds. My dog, Yogi, a two-year-old mix of border collie and Shetland sheepdog, whom I adopted from the local animal shelter, shook himself awake the second my feet touched my bedroom’s hardwood floor. After I showered and ate breakfast, I hooked Yogi’s leash on his collar, and we charged outside for round one of our daily exercise. My house on Lyons Lane was a half-mile from Hudson Road; the short distance made my hometown’s main thoroughfare a common destination for my dog and me.

	My house’s proximity to Garland’s business district was a convenience for my accounting career too. Many of the shop owners on Hudson Road were clients; I could use a pedometer to measure my business travel. Well, almost all my mileage. I had several clients in neighboring towns and kept track of the distance I traveled when I visited them, but the mileage and amount I could deduct for the expense was negligible.

	Self-employment meant every day was a delightful combination of Work from Home/Take Your Dog to Work/Casual Dress Day. Apart from the professional attire I wore to client meetings, my dress code was casual:  shorts or jeans, sneakers or slippers, sweatshirts or T-shirts. Since I’d made the dramatic shift in my career six years earlier, I enjoyed a better quality of life.

	After I graduated from college, I worked for a public accounting firm in Manhattan for three years, followed by fifteen years in a publishing house’s business department. On good days, the sixty-mile bus ride from Orange County to Manhattan took ninety minutes. I left home at six every morning and usually didn’t get home in the evening until after seven. Life was a tiring grind. I could have moved closer to the city, to one of its five boroughs or a suburb, but I didn’t want to move away from my family and Garland. After months of consideration and planning, I finally made the decision to be my own boss, make my own hours, eat lunch every day at my kitchen table, and take a nap in the middle of the day if I darned well pleased. Six years in and I didn’t have one regret.

	When Yogi and I reached Hudson Road, we stopped on the corner for a water break. I took a couple of sips from my water bottle and Yogi a few laps from the collapsible bowl I carried for his refreshment.

	I gazed down Garland’s “main drag.” The town had undergone a revitalization a short time before I’d made my career change. The reinvention began when NYC residents, attracted by Garland’s perch on the Hudson River, hiking trails, and semi-rural nature, bought small, affordable houses in the area for weekend and holiday visits, though some purchased larger homes, moved to Garland, and made the daily commute that had been the bane of my existence. In what seemed like the blink of an eye, new shops opened to serve our new fellow Garlandites:  coffee shops, restaurants, antique sellers, a community art gallery, an independent bookstore, a small inn, and three bed-and-breakfast establishments.

	Some long-time residents didn’t appreciate the town’s growth and new appeal, but I liked it. Yes, several of the new business owners were my clients, so I benefited financially from Garland’s success. I also enjoyed the bustle and energy of the new kids in town. They offered a taste of what I’d left behind when I vacated my Manhattan career; it was a small, yet satisfying bite.

	Not only did I have accounting clients along Hudson Road, but the street’s buildings and landscaping inspired me and had helped develop my photographic eye. On my computer, I had dozens of photos of Hudson Road and other Garland locales, divided into folders according to season. My hometown proved the perfect photo subject.

	Yogi and I walked down Hudson and were passing the Chase bank when the door swung open and a man rushed out. He and I collided, and the impact’s force almost knocked me into and over Yogi.

	The man grabbed my elbow and steadied me. “I’m sorry.” The goateed guy ran his fingers through his dark hair and slicked back the locks that swept over his forehead. He shoved the wallet in his hand into the back pocket of his jeans and hustled down the sidewalk and around the corner.

	I reached down and patted Yogi’s flank. “Someone’s off to the races this morning.”

	 

	Yogi and I arrived at 16 Clover Lane a couple of minutes before 10:30. Brooke’s Ford Focus was parked in the carport.

	Brooke didn’t respond to the first ring of the doorbell. I pressed the button again and waited a few seconds. The front door was open several inches, so I called to Brooke through the screen door. When she still didn’t answer, I assumed she was either in the bathroom or the backyard. I opened the screen door and entered the house, Yogi at my heels. The door to the powder room was open, and Brooke wasn’t in any of the first-floor rooms.

	“Brooke! It’s Robyn.” I yelled up the staircase opposite the front door. I listened for a few seconds then headed into the kitchen. “Let’s go out back.”

	The mystery deepened when I didn’t find Brooke on the patio. More possibilities ran through my mind. Brooke could be on a stroll around the block or in a neighbor’s house for a quick visit.

	I called Brooke’s cell; when it went to voice mail, I ended the call without leaving a message. I’d text her, but before I started the message, a breeze blew open the shed door. The creaky door closed with a soft thud; then, another puff of wind urged it open again.

	I spotted a can of paint on the ground outside the shed. “I should’ve known Brooke would fix the shed.”

	Curious about the paint color Brooke had selected, I crossed the yard and bent over the paint can. I thought Brooke might have selected sunny yellow to match the house, but she had purchased a dark green shade. New paint brushes and a drip pan lay on the grass next to the can. Did she plan to enlist me to help with the shed’s facelift?

	The shed’s door creaked open and closed a third time. I moved to secure the door shut, but first I peeked inside and experienced an adrenaline rush like I’d never had. Fighting a growing sense of panic, I wrapped a length of the leash around my hand and pulled Yogi away from the supine form on the shed’s floor.

	I took a second look at the still figure, clad in cut-off jeans and a white tank top. “Brooke!” Brooke’s mouth was open, and her eyes stared at the roof. Her nose was bloodied, and scratch marks stretched from her shoulders to her wrists. Her collarbone jutted out at a sickening angle.

	I pushed back the door and told Yogi to lie down, making him a makeshift door stop. He obeyed and watched me check Brooke for a pulse and breath.

	It was a futile attempt, I knew, but a necessary one.

	I stepped into the doorway and called 9-1-1, my glance fixed on the steel-blade shovel on the ground next to Brooke’s body. A sour taste of my breakfast rose in my throat. I swallowed hard and said a silent prayer I wouldn’t puke and contaminate the crime scene.

	“Come on, Yogi.”

	We walked to the front of the house and waited at the end of the driveway for the police and paramedics.

	
 

	 

	 

	Chapter Four

	 

	I sat on the short stone wall alongside the patio, the police having declared the table and chairs off limits until the furniture had been dusted for fingerprints. I stroked Yogi’s soft fur and watched members of Garland’s police force and ambulance corps troop around the yard and in and out of the house. Though my sweet dog soothed my nerves, the shock of my horrible discovery had not yet worn off. My hands trembled, my legs felt like they were made of jelly, and an ache had settled in my stomach. The probing questions, first from Detective Eileen Murphy and then a sheriff’s deputy, had exacerbated my agitation. The pair were inside now, probably comparing their notes of my account.

	I observed the activity around me and marveled at how serene the backyard had been minutes earlier. I kissed Yogi’s crown, murmuring “Not the morning I thought we’d have.”

	He reciprocated with an affectionate lick across my cheek.

	Eileen emerged from the house. “You can leave now, Robyn.”

	“I’m not a suspect?” My question was blunt but not bold.

	Eileen had been my classmate through twelve years of Catholic school; together, we survived strict nuns, plaid uniforms, and the tuna cheese casserole served on Lenten Fridays in Sacred Heart High School’s cafeteria. We received excellent preparation for college. Murder, not so much. For me, anyway.

	“Of course not. However, don’t let this guy leave town.” Eileen leaned over and rubbed Yogi’s head. “Are you okay to drive?” The mirth that had flashed in her gray eyes transformed into a compassionate look.

	“Yeah.”

	Something caught Eileen’s attention; I followed her gaze and saw a man dressed in black trousers and a short-sleeved cotton shirt come into the yard. “There’s the medical examiner. Remember to come down to the station this afternoon to sign your statement.” She pulled her sunglasses from where they rested atop her pixie-cut auburn hair and slid them on her nose.

	“I will.”

	Eileen and the man exchanged nods, and she walked with him to the shed. I stood, made sure my legs were steady, and gave Yogi’s leash a gentle tug. “Let’s go, buddy.”

	Several police vehicles and an ambulance filled the street in front of the house. Glad my car wasn’t blocked in, I hurried to make my getaway.

	A woman’s voice called from the house across the street. “Is everything okay?”

	I shaded my eyes from the sun’s glare with my hand and spotted two women on the porch. While they hurried down the steps, Yogi and I crossed the street. I met the women halfway down the path between the driveway and the house.

	“Is Brooke all right?” the older of the two, who appeared to be in her seventies, asked.

	I wished I had on my sunglasses to cover the sudden pool of tears in my eyes. “No.” I paused to steady my voice. “Brooke died this morning.”

	The women displayed the universal signs of shock:  gasps, a hand pressed against a cheek, exclamations of sorrow.

	“That can’t be true!” the younger woman, a petite brunette who looked to be in her forties, cried. “You’re sure she’s dead?”

	“Yes. I’m sorry to say I’m certain.”

	The woman was apologetic. “A stupid question.”

	“Not at all. I don’t want to believe it, either.”

	“What happened?” The sun glinted off the older woman’s blonde hair and highlighted its silver streaks.

	“The police don’t yet know.”

	“Was it a natural death or…?”

	The brunette filled in my loss for words. “Brooke was murdered?”

	My nod inspired a collective invocation to heaven. “Did either of you notice if Brooke had any visitors this morning?”

	Both shook their heads.

	“I was in my garden from seven thirty to around ten.” The older woman gestured toward her backyard.

	The brunette’s eyes glistened with tears. “My family lives next door to Olive’s house. Well, Brooke and Jessica’s house. My son left for his job at Gessner’s before seven, and I went out around eight-thirty to run errands. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. I got back around ten-fifteen. My husband took the dogs to the dog park and ran his own errands. Richie should be home soon.”

	“Any unusual noises? Loud voices? Did you hear anything?”

	Again, the pair responded in the negative.

	“How did you know Brooke?” the brunette asked.

	In turns, we introduced ourselves, and I told them of my photography assignment.

	Trudy, the older woman, clicked her tongue. “This is tragic. Another loss in the family so soon after Olive’s passing.”

	“Heartbreaking.” Dee, the brunette, wiped a tear from her cheek. “Brooke was getting married next month.” She looked over to her driveway, where a man was climbing out of a blue SUV. “Richie!”

	Richie opened the rear door of the SUV, and Chief and Major jumped onto the driveway. He grabbed the leashes attached to the dogs’ collars and, with several puzzled looks at the police cruisers parked in the street, joined us across the street.

	I tightened my hold on Yogi’s lead and pulled him against my leg so he wouldn’t do what collies were famous for: nip at human and animal ankles and heels. When Richie and the shepherds reached us, the three dogs sniffed each other, but there were no growls or snarls, no teeth bared, no taste-testing of the paws or other body parts.

	“What’s going on, Dee?”

	“Brooke was killed in Olive’s backyard.”

	Richie let out an expletive. Though a typical curse word, Richie’s soft utterance did hold a sympathetic tone. He dragged his fingers through his thinning, fair hair and then scratched at the stubble on his unshaven face. A blue T-shirt that bore the logo of a local craft beer pub covered his wiry frame.

	Dee quizzed him. “What time did you go out? Did you see anyone over at the house? Anyone strange in the neighborhood?”

	“No. I didn’t see anyone. I left soon after you did. What happened to her?” Richie moved his gaze from his wife to me. “Who are you?”

	“This is Brooke’s friend, Robyn Cavanagh. She found Brooke.”

	“Did you see Brooke before you left?” I asked Richie.

	“No.”

	“Was her car in the driveway?”

	“I don’t know. You can’t see the carport from our driveway.” Richie gestured across the street to Olive’s carport, which was on the opposite side of 16 Clover from the Wheelers’ house.

	Clover Lane curved and became Magnolia Street a few yards from the foot of Olive’s graveled driveway; a wide band of trees separated her house from the nearest neighbor on Magnolia.

	A police officer emerged from Olive’s house and crossed Clover Lane. “I suppose this officer wants to ask you some questions.” I thanked the group and, to avoid the policeman, walked down the lawn rather than the driveway.

	Yogi was in my car’s back seat and I was about to climb into the driver’s seat when one of Eileen’s plainclothes colleagues walked through Brooke’s side yard, a camera in his hand.

	I looked at the backpack holding my camera and photography equipment and felt an ache in my stomach. With my Olympus, I had photographed a charming home and the engagement photos of a beautiful young woman. The detective had just filled a memory card with shots of the same person and setting, but of a darker scene and mood. I much preferred the hopefulness and serenity in my photos to the violence and despair in his frames.

	
 

	 

	 

	Chapter Five

	 

	A fresh sense of the sanctuary my cornflower-blue Craftsman-style home provided filled me the moment I pulled into my driveway. The two hours I’d been away felt like days, and all I wanted to do was collapse on the couch and sleep away the afternoon.

	Instead, I gave Yogi a fresh bowl of water and two Milk Bone biscuits. It had been an unsettling morning for him too.

	I knelt on the cool linoleum floor, stroked one of the streaks of caramel-colored fur in his white coat, and looked into my sweet dog’s brown eyes. “If you need to talk about it, buddy, I’m here.”

	Yogi gave a soft woof, put a paw on my knee, and licked my cheek. To translate from the canine:  “Ditto.”

	The woof did it. I pressed my cheek on the soft fur of Yogi’s head and sobbed for several minutes, pouring out my sorrow over Brooke’s death and horror over how her life had been ended.

	Yogi stirred, licked my wet cheeks, and gave me a worried look.

	Ahh . . . the consolation of a dog! “Sorry, buddy.” I scratched Yogi’s tear-soaked fur. “Will you call Meredith for me?”

	I stood up with a groan. I don’t relish being the bearer of bad news; relating the news of a death is an even tougher task for me to accomplish.

	I gathered my courage, poured a glass of 7-UP, brought it into the TV room, and called my older sister Meredith. Meredith, a biology teacher at Garland High, had handed out my business card and sang my praises to all her colleagues when I started my accounting business and recommended me to Brooke when she joined the faculty.

	“Hey, Robyn.” Meredith’s greeting was accompanied by the familiar crack of a ball and baseball bat making contact. It was the soundtrack of a typical weekend for my sister, the mother of two sons and one daughter. Athletes, all.

	“Where are you today?”

	“Nanuet.” Meredith gave the name of a town thirty miles south in neighboring Rockland County. “We’re winning. Two to one.”

	“I hate to spoil the day, but I have horrible news.” My voice trembled and I bit my lip to ward off another round of tears. “Brooke Gibson was killed this morning. I found her in the shed behind her great-aunt’s house.”

	Meredith was quiet for several seconds. A female voice filled the silence with a cranky “She was safe!” followed by a disgusted “You need your eyes examined!”

	“What were you doing at her aunt’s house?” Meredith asked.

	I explained that I had taken photos of the home for the real estate listing. “I had an appointment with Brooke this morning to show her the photos.”

	Another short silence. “What happened?”

	“I think someone beat her with a shovel. It was on the ground beside her.”

	Meredith uttered a few exclamations of horror and fretted over how I was.

	“I’m okay. The shock’s wearing off.”

	“Have you told Mom and Dad?”

	“No. I’ll tell them tonight. You’re coming to dinner, right?”

	Meredith said she would, checked again if I was all right, then ended the call. The last thing I heard from her end was an insult aimed at the umpire from the grumpy woman.

	“Great example for the kids,” I muttered.

	Meredith often told me stories of parents who demanded a grade changed or some other special treatment for a son or daughter. Brooke must have had her share of impatient, imperious parents. Could a poor grade on the year’s final report card have driven an unhinged parent to murder?

	I made a tuna sandwich and ate it outside at my picnic table while I looked on my laptop at the portfolio of photographs I’d taken for Brooke and Frank’s engagement portrait and Save-the-Date cards.

	Brooke had called me the morning after Frank’s proposal, which took place the Friday before Valentine’s Day, and put me on high alert for a photo session. Brooke wanted a shot of them outside after a fresh snowfall. “While the snow is still pristine white and hasn’t melted off the tree branches.”

	We had taken photos in several locations:  Brooke and Frank in the middle of a quiet section of Hudson Road, in Frank’s backyard, and on Garland High’s football field. For their official photo, they chose a portrait taken at dusk in Firemen’s Memorial Park. Snow-encrusted trees surrounded them. They looked like they were the only two people on the planet.

	The photo shoot fulfilled every expectation I had hoped my second career behind a camera would give me.

	After the glow of the honeymoon phase of my self-employment had worn off, I realized my desire for change wasn’t based solely on fatigue and restlessness. Something was still missing, a yearning not fulfilled by the spreadsheets of my daily life. I took up a walking routine, spent more time with my family, and rediscovered the joy of reading after years of being too tired to do anything when I got home at night.
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