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	Chapter One

	 

	MY LIFE OF crime began at seven twenty-eight this morning.

	Nothing hard-core. But judging from the steely-eyed gaze Chimacam County Prosecutor, Francine “Frankie” Rickard, was leveling at me, I knew some hard time could be in my immediate future.

	“What the heck are you doing?” she asked as I entered her third-floor office in the stately courthouse overlooking the Port Merritt waterfront.

	She’d asked the question du jour—what I’d been asking myself ever since I hijacked her Friday morning doughnut order.

	I’d been a good girl, never before prone to vigilante acts against pastry. But after a year without a regular paycheck, I was done with playing it safe.

	I needed to make the most of this golden opportunity for some one-on-one time with my potential employer, so I shot Frankie my best smile and set the Duke’s Cafe bakery box on the corner of her oak desk. “Special delivery!”

	Leaning back in her desk chair, she squinted at me over her wireframe bifocals. “Duke has you making deliveries now?” she asked, a wary glint in her slate-blue eyes.

	In the last two decades, the population of the former mill boom town of Port Merritt, Washington, had dwindled to a tight-knit community of just over five thousand. Like Frankie, most everyone who frequented the waterfront was well-acquainted with my great-uncle, the Duke—Darrell Duquette, owner of Duke’s Cafe, the best breakfast and burger joint in town.

	The fact that Duke had me around this summer for cheap, temporary labor was supposed to be working in this delivery girl’s favor. Instead, I felt like I’d been caught with a sticky-fingered hand in the tip jar. 

	“Deliveries, waiting tables. I’m just filling in wherever I’m needed until I can find something full-time,” I said, hoping she’d take the bait I was dangling in front of her.

	Despite the August sunshine filtering through the arched window behind her, haloing her upswept auburn-gray hair, sixty-year-old Frankie didn’t look the least bit angelic as she crossed her arms. “Well, I have to admit I’m disappointed, Charmaine. Since I could use someone with your ability in this office, I’d hoped to entice you to work for me.”

	My ability had earned me a local reputation that had been following me around like a chain-rattling ghost ever since Heather Beckett labeled me as a freak back in sixth grade. If it could also pay off in the form of a steady salary, I wasn’t too proud to do a little rattling of my own.

	“You did. I submitted an application for the open position you told me about last week,” I said, trying to ignore the telltale quirk of irritation pulling at Frankie’s lips.

	After completing the online application process, I’d spent the next ten days jumping at every ring of my cell phone like I was once again a teenager in need of a prom date. Much like seventeen years earlier, when Frankie called to ask me to babysit that Saturday night, my phone had rung just once about a job.

	The offer had come from an old classmate who managed the Roadkill Grill, home of the You kill it—We grill it T-shirt that all the line cooks wore.

	“Free T-shirts!” he said as if this were a coveted job perk that every thirty-four-year-old woman should have her sights set on.

	Seriously, if I’m ever that desperate to save money on my wardrobe, I want someone to shoot me.

	I met Frankie’s gaze, my heart pounding with anticipation. “But since I never heard anything back about the job…”

	She puckered, accentuating the fine lines surrounding her frosted lips. “No one called you for an interview?”

	I shook my head.

	Frankie pushed back from her desk, rising to a height almost eye level to my five foot six with the aid of her high-heeled pumps. “Come with me.”

	I followed her past the cluttered desks of two watchful assistants clicking on computer keyboards to a smaller office four doors down a threadbare hallway, where Ben Santiago sat in front of a laptop dwarfed by his massive mahogany desk.

	“Ben,” Frankie said as she and I stood in the doorway. “May we interrupt you?”

	It was obvious from the cordial smile that didn’t reach his hooded dark eyes that the Deputy Criminal Prosecuting Attorney thought we already had.

	Ben Santiago’s gaze tightened when it landed on me, making me regret opting for the ponytail instead of taking an extra ten minutes with my blow dryer to tame my raggedy brown mop of curls. At least my white chambray shirt was clean. If you didn’t count the smear of egg yolk on my right sleeve.

	He removed his horn-rimmed glasses and pointed with them at the two black leather captain’s chairs facing his desk. “Please.”

	The leather chairs appeared to be cheap and utilitarian, like they’d been ordered out of a discount office supply catalog along with the bank of black file cabinets to his right. Aside from the red tones in his desk, the worn rust-brown carpet, and the windowless eggshell-white wall featuring two sepia-tinted street scenes of Port Merritt in its late nineteenth-century heyday, the monochrome office looked as warm and inviting as a loaf of five-day-old white bread.

	And that included an unsmiling, fiftyish Ben Santiago—a burly, onyx-haired fireplug in an off-the-rack suit.

	Frankie sat in the chair to my left. “Have you met Charmaine Digby?”

	Standing a couple of inches taller than me, he reached across his desk and shook my hand with a warm grip, projecting professionalism blended with a dollop of guarded disinterest. “Not officially.”

	I’d served this guy lunch at Duke’s at least a dozen times in the last couple of months while I filled in for one of the waitresses on maternity leave. He took his coffee black, preferred ranch dressing with his fries, and wanted his double beef bacon cheeseburgers served without a side order of conversation, so I wasn’t surprised to hear I hadn’t made the grade of official acquaintance.

	“Charmaine is interested in the level one assistant position we have open,” Frankie said.

	Especially since it was the only employment nibble I’d had in the last nine weeks that didn’t require me to have Rocky Raccoon roadkill stretched over my C-cups.

	Unfortunately, although Ben Santiago smiled and nodded, the crinkle of annoyance etched between his thick eyebrows suggested that I should ring my buddy to give him my shirt size.

	“She’s the one I was telling you about, but it appears she was never called for an interview.” Frankie dismissively flicked a wrist. “Probably because of some clerical error.”

	Ben’s mouth flatlined for a fraction of a second.

	Clerical error, my ass. Clearly, some barrel-chested prosecuting attorney with a receding hairline hadn’t deemed me worthy of a phone call.

	“Since you’ve been conducting the interviews, I thought you could take this opportunity to chat with her,” Frankie stated, making it abundantly apparent that an answer of no wasn’t advisable.

	“Sure. I’d be happy to.” Ben sounded as enthusiastic as my then-husband the last time I suggested we head up to the Pacific Northwest and spend the holidays with my grandmother.

	“I’ll sit in on this if you don’t mind.” Frankie smiled, folding her slender arms and sending her deputy prosecutor the none-too-subtle message that she didn’t care what he thought. “Just to expedite the process.”

	With the tug of displeasure at the edge of his lips betraying his emotion like a tell in a poker game, Ben turned his attention to me, his pinstriped tie rising and falling with each deep breath he took.

	“Charmaine, I’m sure you’re busy and need to get back to work, so what do you say we get right to it?”

	Obviously, Frankie wasn’t the only one who wanted to do some expediting.

	“Since I haven’t seen your resume…” He glanced at Frankie like he wanted to convince her of that fact, making it ring less true. “Tell me about your work history, Charmaine, aside from being a waitress.”

	“Most recently I worked as a process server for a private investigator in San Mateo, California.”

	The PI was the father of a friend I met at culinary school. She and I had both worked in four-star restaurant pressure cookers—probably why she thought I could handle the door-to-door verbal abuse, usually inflicted by irate soon-to-be-ex-spouses, pissed at being served with notices to appear. But it had its upside. I got to exchange being yelled at by the resident kitchen czar for a daily dose of California sunshine while I waited for my divorce to become final.

	“I did research and ran background checks,” I said, making sure that I hit some of the key duties of the level one assistant job description, “and I served as the assistant office manager.” Which meant that I was the low man on the totem pole in charge of picking up the PI’s dry-cleaning, but at least I had a title.

	“And before that?” Ben asked, sounding like a food critic with zippo interest in the menu I’d just offered him.

	“I co-managed an Italian bistro in San Francisco. Supervised the kitchen, handled the payroll.”

	Actually, I collected the staff’s timecards and handed them over to my former mother-in-law, who wouldn’t let me touch her computer. But to get myself into an office at the courthouse, I figured a sprig of creative garnish could only help my cause.

	A flicker of disdain at the corner of his pursed mouth signaled that I was wasting his time. No doubt because I’d served him a double beef bacon cheeseburger last week.

	“Before that, I was a pastry chef for ten years,” I volunteered to cut to the chase.

	Blowing out a breath, he stared at his boss as if she were forcing him to eat his vegetables.

	“She has other skills, Ben,” Frankie stated. “One in particular that could come in very handy around here.”

	The Criminal Prosecuting Attorney shot me a fake smile. “I’m sure you do.”

	I hadn’t had this kind of confidence boost since my husband won a top chef contest on TV, then came home to announce that he was trimming the fat in his life—namely me.

	Frankie peered at me over her bifocals. “You’d better show him.”

	“Okay.” It wasn’t the first time someone had trotted me out as if I were their trick poodle, but I could guarantee this guy wasn’t going to like the show.

	I scooted my chair closer to sit directly across from Ben Santiago, and he scowled like I was invading his space.

	“Is this going to take long?” he asked Frankie. “I’m due in court in ten minutes.”

	Doubtful. Until now he’d shown no indication that he was in a hurry. No surreptitious glances at his wristwatch. Nothing.

	“Sorry, Mr. Santiago, but I think the truth is that you just want me out of here.”

	Getting into a man’s face and calling him a liar is a lot like poking a bear—often not good for the one doing the poking. Since I didn’t want the grizzly behind the desk to toss me out of his office, I thought it best not to use too sharp a stick.

	His tie slowly rose and fell while a crease between his brows punctuated his thoughts.

	“I see that I’m right about when you’re needed in court,” I said.

	“I’ll mention that to the judge when I see him.”

	“When? In an hour or two?” I was guessing, taking a wild swing with my stick.

	His eyes narrowed into a squint worthy of Dirty Harry.

	Bingo. “Right again, huh?”

	“I see what you’re trying to do, but trust me, I don’t have time for games.”

	“Really? You seemed to be playing one earlier when you said that you hadn’t seen my resume.”

	His tie stopped moving. “I—”

	“Lied to me. You saw that I lacked the depth of experience you’re looking for, and you didn’t want to waste any more time on me. Would you like to tell me I’m wrong?”

	His lips thinned. “You’re awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

	Not lately. But I still had faith in my BS barometer. “I’m only telling you how I’m reading you.”

	He tapped a thick index finger several beats against the surface of his desk. “Listen, I appreciate that you have…some skills,” he said with a headshake that told me otherwise. “And this is nothing personal, but—”

	“Nope. Sorry. I think it’s very personal and has a lot to do with the fact that I’m the one who’s been taking your lunch orders at Duke’s.”

	“That has nothing to do with this.”

	“Sure.”

	His mouth quirked. “Okay, maybe it has a little bit to do with it. A waitress isn’t exactly a natural fit for someone working in this office.”

	I couldn’t disagree with him. “But I’m a natural at identifying deceit. I’ve sat through hundreds of interviews and correctly interpreted thousands of flashes of expression in two university studies to prove it.”

	I’d participated in the deception detection studies as a favor to my former sister-in-law, who was working on her doctoral thesis in clinical psychology, but the results validated Heather Beckett’s claim. Compared to the perceptive abilities of the average person, I really was a bit of a freak.

	Ben’s eyebrows arched with interest. “That may be true,” he said. “But—”

	“I’m a hard worker and a quick study.” I would have added that only one percent of the population had my level of deception detection accuracy, but I didn’t want to sound like a used car salesman trying to make a hard sell. “I might fit in better than you think.”

	The look he gave his boss told me that he still wasn’t sold.

	“You already know how I feel about this,” Frankie said. “But as head of the Criminal Division, your team would also work with her, so it needs to be a joint decision.”

	He leaned back, his desk chair creaking under his weight as his gaze swept over me.

	I placed my hand over the yolk stain on my sleeve. “I’m good at what I do, Mr. Santiago.” Despite all appearances to the contrary.

	The pinstripes on his chest rose and fell. “Call me Ben. And we’ll see about how good you are.”

	Not the most enthusiastic job offer I’d ever received, but every fiber in my being was singing a hallelujah chorus.

	He looked at Frankie. “Thirty-day trial?”

	“Fine,” she agreed without hesitation.

	Ben shrugged. “Then it looks like you just found yourself a new assistant.”


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	THREE DAYS LATER, energized to start my new job, I bounded up the well-worn marble stairs of the Chimacam County Courthouse. By the time I made it to the third-floor landing, I had a stitch in my side and I needed oxygen. Pitiful. Since when couldn’t I handle a few stairs?

	I only had to look down for the answer. Since I had eaten my way through a divorce.

	The patty melts and pie happy hour at Duke’s had to go. And no more double helpings of mashed potatoes and gravy at my grandmother’s house.

	“Stairs. Every day,” I huffed. It was barely eight o’clock and I already had a diet and exercise program. Sort of. My hips and thighs would thank me later, after they stopped screaming.

	Gold and black tile spanned the third-floor hallway, the geometric pattern interrupted by a wooden bench and three yellow vinyl upholstered chairs that looked like refugees from a garage sale. Gleaming wainscoting accented walls the color of vanilla pudding.

	Breathing in the slightly musty scent of the nineteenth-century courthouse, I noticed a sheriff’s deputy watching me from a desk opposite the stairs.

	I smiled.

	He didn’t.

	Maybe Chimacam County’s version of a security system wasn’t supposed to fraternize with the help.

	Heavy oak doors with department names etched in the glass identified each county office in the four-story, red brick building. The prosecutor’s office was no exception.

	Inside, two mismatched vintage desks littered with paper and stacks of file folders stood side by side. An African violet with electric blue blooms, catching filtered sunshine from a narrow window, sat atop a tan metal file cabinet with two drawers open and chock-full like an over-stuffed cannoli. Apparently, no one around here believed in going paperless.

	Using her shoulder to press the telephone receiver to her ear, the middle-aged, honey-haired receptionist waved me in after I told her my name. “See Patsy,” she whispered.

	I figured Frankie had arranged for me to get the fifty-cent tour of the courthouse. It was probably best to be polite and not mention that I had toured the historical landmark back in the fifth grade.

	I made a left and headed down a short hallway, where Patsy Faraday, Frankie’s legal assistant, stood by her desk with her gaze set on me like a sentry training her rifle on an approaching enemy.

	Her black slacks hugged a pair of tree trunk thighs, emphasizing a panty line that her plus-sized paisley print tunic couldn’t disguise. I knew from the gossip pipeline at Duke’s that Patsy’s husband had cheated on her for most of their twenty-year marriage. Like me, she appeared to have landed on her feet after her recent divorce, holding a fork in her hand.

	Patsy flashed me a tepid smile. “Good morning. Frankie’s going to be a little late, but she asked me to show you around.”

	Since we had another hour before the ferry from Seattle arrived and dozens of sun-seeking tourists caravanned toward the historic Old Town district in their RVs, I knew Frankie wouldn’t be late because of the usual mid-morning backup on Highway 19. “Is everything okay?”

	Patsy jutted her pointy chin at me. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”

	She knew plenty. It just wasn’t for me to know.

	Patsy grabbed a thin red binder from her desk. “If you’ll follow me,” she said, leading the way down the hall. “Most of the attorneys aren’t in yet, so we’ll start with the lunchroom.”

	I watched her plaited hair sweep across her back like a pendulum, keeping rhythm with the sway of her rounded hips. The tawny color had probably come from a bottle she’d purchased at Clark’s Pharmacy, but the gray roots were all Patsy’s.

	At the lunchroom doorway, she flipped a light switch, illuminating a coffee machine cooking the sludge in its pot. “You should check in here periodically. Not everyone thinks to make a fresh pot when they take the last cup. Coffee and filters are in there.” Patsy pointed at the metal cabinet next to a dark brown mini-refrigerator, leaving no doubt which assistant she expected to make the coffee.

	She switched off the light and I followed her down the hall to an office bullpen of five legal assistants where Patsy systematically introduced me to each woman.

	Their ages probably ranged from early thirties to late fifties. I already knew the oldest lady—Karla Tate, a two-pack-a-day smoker who lived on G Street down the hill from my grandmother. The other four I knew by sight from having served them lunch at Duke’s. Based on Patsy’s speed-dating approach to today’s introductions I could only hope there wouldn’t be a who’s who quiz later.

	“And here we are…your desk,” Patsy said as she and I made our way to the windowless rear wall, where four black filing cabinets shared the dreary space with a scarred walnut desk, an empty pencil cup, and a spindly philodendron languishing in the corner.

	If this concluded the tour, my desk certainly looked like it was at the end of the line.

	Patsy handed me the red binder. “You’ll find your computer login in here, plus a manual on navigating the network. When there’s time tomorrow, I’ll schedule you for some training.”

	“I’ll probably have time today.” Considering that I didn’t even have any pencils to sharpen, a lot of time.

	Her pale lips disappeared for a split second. “Maybe.”

	That looked more like a no way. Patsy definitely knew something she didn’t want to share.

	She aimed her chin at me again. “If there’s nothing else you need, Frankie will call when she’s ready for you.”

	“What should I do in the meantime?”

	“Make coffee.”

	Swell.

	Fifteen minutes later, while the coffee machine gurgled, laboring to spit out its last few drops, I stood at the lunchroom window and considered cleaning out the refrigerator until I saw Frankie’s Volvo roll into the parking lot. Happy to give the fridge a reprieve, I found a ceramic mug in the cabinet, filled it with some fresh brew and headed down the hall to find out what was going on.

	“Charmaine,” Frankie said, standing at the doorway of her office. “What good timing.”

	For both of us.

	I lifted the mug in my hand. “Coffee?”

	Her lips curled into a pleasant smile, but the tension in her jaw made it look forced. “You must have been reading my mind.” She gestured toward her desk with her briefcase. “Come in. I’d like to talk to you about something.”

	As I stepped into her office, she asked Patsy, “Do you have Trudy’s file ready?”

	Trudy? The only Trudy I knew was Trudy Bergeson, the Port Merritt library Story Lady of my youth and one of my great-aunt Alice’s oldest friends. Since Trudy had been in the county hospital with pneumonia for most of the last week, it couldn’t be a good thing if my favorite story teller had a file.

	Carrying the blue folder Patsy handed her, Frankie set her briefcase on the two-drawer file cabinet to her right and eased into her desk chair. “Have a seat,” she said as I placed the steaming mug in front of her.

	I took the closest of the two Georgian high back chairs facing her.

	Frankie took a sip of coffee. “I know you’ve hardly had a chance to settle in, but I have something I’d like you to do.”

	I was fine with ending this morning’s tour of KP duty, but I had a sinking feeling about the contents of that blue folder.

	Setting the mug aside, Frankie folded her hands, her gaze soft as warm butter. “Trudy Bergeson died at the hospital early this morning.”

	My sinking feeling hit bottom.

	Any breaking news of a birth, death, engagement, or divorce always made a beeline to Duke’s Cafe. Aunt Alice had to have already heard about Trudy.

	“And one of the doctors on duty has some concerns,” Frankie added.

	Concerns? About how Trudy died? Most everyone in town knew that she’d been in failing health ever since her stroke last year.

	Even though I was well aware that Frankie had recently been elected to a third term as the Prosecutor/Coroner of rural Chimacam County, this made no sense. Why would a doctor contact her about the death of a frail seventy-seven-year-old woman?

	“Dr. Cardinale called early this morning.” Frankie handed me the folder. “These are my notes. I’d like you to go with Karla and get a statement from him.”

	I knew Frankie wanted me to sit in on witness interviews and be an emotional barometer for the prosecution, but after we left Ben’s office on Friday, she had talked about me shadowing a couple of the legal assistants in the office for the first week. Maybe observe the criminal case that was supposed to start jury selection tomorrow.

	Obviously, with the call about Trudy’s death, the plan had changed.

	“The statement is just a formality,” Frankie said as if she could sense the nervous knots in my gut twisting themselves into pretzel rolls, “but it will be a good chance for you to jump in and get your feet wet. If the two of you head to the hospital soon, you can probably catch the doctor before he leaves for the day.”

	To avoid embarrassing myself during my first interview, I scanned Frankie’s notes. At the bottom of the page, three letters were followed by a question mark. “C-O-D?”

	“Cause of death, which will remain unknown until we hear back from the forensic pathologist.”

	“A pathologist. Like a medical examiner?”

	“Exactly, and he’ll be doing the autopsy that Dr. Cardinale requested.” She leveled her gaze at me. “Of course, nothing about any of this will be shared with anyone outside this office.”

	Like anything juicy could be kept quiet within earshot of Duke’s. I nodded anyway, then started for the door.

	“One more thing,” Frankie said, stopping me in my tracks. “Go downstairs and get sworn in before you leave.”

	“Huh?”


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	“I’M HERE TO be sworn in,” I said to the Julia Child lookalike in the county clerk’s office on the second floor.

	She leaned against the counter, the name placard at the bank teller-style window identifying her as Gloria. “And what might you need to be sworn in for, honey?”

	“It seems that I just became a deputy coroner.” I tried to not choke on the words coming out of my mouth.

	When I’d handed Frankie’s notes over to Karla, she explained that deputizing me simply meant that I could speak with the doctor as an official representative of Frankie’s office. No more, no less.

	Since my skill set required working with people who were still breathing, I was totally counting on that no more part.

	Gloria’s unpainted lips pulled back into a lopsided grin. “Weren’t you the one who sold me a cinnamon roll last Thursday?”

	“That would be me.”

	“Interesting career path.”

	“Tell me about it.” I just prayed that path wouldn’t lead to me wearing my breakfast on my shoes before the day was over.

	She grabbed a form from behind the counter and slid it toward me. “Fill this out.”

	Fifteen minutes later, Gloria handed me a laminated badge with the county seal that looked about as official as my library card.

	“That’s it?”

	“That’s it, hon.” She patted me on the hand. “Try not to lose it or do anything to get the county sued.”

	Nice. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

	Since I had to make a side trip to the county clerk’s office and Karla needed to get a registered letter out in today’s mail, we had agreed to meet up at the hospital. Figuring she had a ten-minute head start on me, I dashed to the parking lot, slid behind the wheel of my ex-husband’s Jaguar, and put the pedal to the metal to blast up to Chimacam Memorial at the crest of the hill on 6th.

	Don’t get the wrong idea about the Jag. I got it as part of the divorce settlement. I needed a car and Chris was motivated to supply the wheels to fast-track me out of his life. Considering how much he’d loved the sleek, silver XJ6 he’d been driving when we met at culinary school, I was more than a little suspicious that he’d been so willing to part with it. Turned out for good reason—it overheated on my way back home to my grandmother’s house and cost me over a thousand bucks in repairs before I’d even made it out of California. The mechanic told me that for another grand he could fix the Jag’s oil leak and have her purring like a kitten.

	As long as the temperamental beast didn’t cough up a hairball, I could live with feeding it a quart of oil every couple of weeks. Especially since that was all I could afford until I saw my first paycheck. Then I was going to unload it before it bled my bank account dry, and buy a car that wouldn’t make me feel like my ex had played me for a sucker.

	When I entered the hospital lobby, I didn’t see Karla so I went to the information desk. “Where can I find Dr. Cardinale?” I asked the twenty-something who’d had her pierced nose buried in a romance novel when I served her a grilled cheese sandwich last Wednesday.

	She popped her chewing gum. “Do you have an appointment?”

	This seemed like an opportunity to see what my newly acquired plastic could do for me, so I pulled out my badge. “I just need to speak with him.”

	She squinted at the badge, an uptick at the corner of her high gloss lips signaling her amusement. “You’re a deputy coroner now?”

	I might have been given the county stamp of officialdom, but that obviously didn’t mean squat to anyone who’d seen me at Duke’s last week.

	I pasted a smile on my face. “Yeah, I got a promotion. So, is Dr. Cardinale around?”

	“Maybe. Take the elevator to the second floor and ask at the nurse’s station.”

	When the elevator door opened, my cell phone rang—a local number but I didn’t recognize it.

	“I have a problem,” Karla said without identifying herself. She didn’t have to. I’d have known her throaty smoker’s voice anywhere.

	I also recognized the sounds of street noise and walked to a window overlooking the hospital parking lot. “Where are you?” I asked, looking for her.

	“Third and Main. A tourist in the mother of all Winnebagos rear-ended me. I’m waiting for the cops to arrive.”

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine, but my car’s not. Are you at the hospital?”

	“Yes, do you want—”

	“Good. This will take a while, so I want you to meet with Dr. Cardinale and take his statement.”

	Me? “Are you sure we shouldn’t wait and—”

	“There’s nothing to it,” she said over the rumble of a passing truck. “Just ask him the five W’s—who, what, when, where, and find out why he called to report a suspicious death. That should get him talking. Your job is to take good notes, then I’ll follow up with him later to fill in any blanks.”

	“Okay.” That sounded easy enough.

	“Gotta go. A patrol car is pulling up. I’ll catch up with you in a couple of hours.” Click.

	I dropped my cell phone into my tote and then sucked in a shaky breath as I started down the hallway.

	A woman in her mid-thirties dressed in a pink Winnie the Pooh tunic looked up at me from a computer monitor at the nurses’ station. Her face broke into a smile as I approached. “Char?”

	“Hi…” Drawing a blank, I sneaked a glance at her hospital badge. “Laurel.”

	“It’s Laurel Seeger now,” she said, flashing an emerald-cut diamond ring.

	I remembered a Laurel from high school. She’d been two years ahead of me, a Goth type with long, stringy black hair and thick glasses. This Laurel’s hair complemented her oval face in soft brown curls. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you without your glasses.”

	“Yeah, I got that a lot when I moved back to town last year.” She leaned back in her desk chair, her gaze settling on my hips. “But you haven’t changed a bit.”

	Liar.

	After a minute of obligatory chitchat about our families, I brought up the subject of the funeral both our grandmothers would soon be attending. “I heard the sad news about Trudy.”

	Laurel shook her head, a smile frozen on her lips. A little off, but Laurel had always been half a bubble off plumb, so I didn’t make too much out of it. “Such a shame. She was supposed to go home today.”

	Really. I hadn’t seen that tidbit of information in Frankie’s notes.

	I leaned closer, resting my elbows on the counter. “What happened?”

	“You should probably talk to Dr. Cardinale,” Laurel said, her gaze fixed on the hunk and a half walking our direction.

	Solid with spiky hair the color of espresso and an olive complexion paying homage to his Italian surname, Dr. Cardinale stood a few inches taller than me, making him around five foot ten. He wore black high-tops, faded blue jeans, and had dark stubble that could give a girl some serious whisker burn. The front of his white lab coat was stained with dark smears I prayed had nothing to do with Trudy.

	“Can I help you?” he asked, the tension in his square jaw betraying his wariness.

	“I’m Charmaine Digby.” I showed him my badge which drew a nod, then his whiskey brown eyes shifted toward two women in green scrubs waiting for the elevator. I knew I needed to get him out of the hallway for both our sakes. “Is there someplace we could talk privately?”

	His chiseled lips drew back, giving me the impression that he’d done all the talking he wanted to today.

	“Just for a few minutes,” I added with an easy smile.

	After a nod, he led me down the hall to the doctor’s lounge, where I sank my butt into an aqua blue vinyl chair.

	“I’ve been asked to follow up with you about the call you made to the county coroner,” I said, catching a whiff of deodorant soap as he took the chair opposite me.

	He rested his toned, tan forearms on his thighs and steepled his fingers. “I already told her everything I know.”

	“I’m sure you did.” But now you need to tell me. “This will just take a few minutes.”

	I pulled out a notebook and a pen from my tote bag, then noticed a GQ magazine on the table between us. I recognized the popular actor on the cover as one of my mother’s former boyfriends. Tilting my head I scanned the text to the right of his perfectly straight, bright white teeth. Not that I was interested in anything he had to say—as long as the article didn’t mention anyone I knew.

	“You can take it home with you if you’re a fan,” Dr. Cardinale said.

	I covered the magazine with my tote. “I’m not.”

	For the last twenty years, I’d made a point of avoiding my actress mother’s boy toys in person and in the media. Really, the less I knew about the guys boinking my mom, the better for all of us.

	I opened my notebook to a clean page. “Shall we begin?”

	Taking a deep breath, Dr. Cardinale leaned back and crossed his legs.

	I mirrored his posture—something that I’d seen my divorce attorney do during our first meeting. When I asked him about it, he sheepishly confessed that it was a technique he used to help establish a rapport with new clients.

	Since my first interview could use all the help it could get, I also shot the doctor a friendly smile. Mainly to help me relax, but if it could do the same for him, all the better.

	The corners of his lips curled, then he lowered his gaze, lingering at my breasts. I was struck with an immediate sense of curiosity mixed with male awareness, like he wanted to know what I was hiding under my oversized cotton pullover. A nanosecond later, his eyes were fixed back on mine.

	The extra zip in my pulse confirmed that rapport had definitely been established, so I diverted my focus to the task at hand and the first of the five W’s—who.

	“What is your full name, Doctor?”

	“Kyle Edward Cardinale,” he said, spelling his last name.

	“Address and phone number?”

	I scribbled down the local post office box address and cell phone number he provided.

	“And you live in town?”

	“On my boat. Slip 51.”

	That explained the tan. Since he lived at the marina, I’d wager that meant he was single.

	“Married?” Probably not a question Karla would have asked him, but I wanted to know that I was right.

	“No.”

	Knew it. “And your job title here is…”

	“It’s not much of a title, but I’m an attending.”

	Which meant he was probably close to my age.

	He tried to stifle a yawn and failed.

	“Long day?”

	“They all are.” He swiped at the waist-high brown smear on his lab coat, then glanced up at me. “I was slimed by a four-year-old who decided to finger-paint me with chocolate pudding.”

	I breathed a sigh of relief and hoped that my gag reflex got the message.

	As pleasant as it might be to chat about the artwork on his lab coat, I knew I needed to move on to the next W—what.

	“So, Doctor, I understand you called the coroner about Trudy Bergeson’s death early this morning,” I said, hoping he’d swing at the slow pitch I’d just served up.

	He nodded, tight-lipped. “That’s right.”

	Which told me nothing except that he didn’t want to play.

	“Because she took a sudden turn for the worse?” I asked, prodding for more than a two-word confirmation of what I already knew.

	A frown line etched a path between his dark brows as if I had poked a sore spot. “Not exactly. She just coded.”

	My hospital jargon was limited to old episodes of ER. “Which means you get a page and rush to her room, right?”

	“Basically.”

	“Who paged you?” I asked in case Karla needed to interview one of the nurses or another doctor.

	“A nurse. Cindy Tobias.”

	I knew Cindy from having worked with her at Duke’s the summer after my junior year of high school. Smart, warm-hearted, skilled at telling little fibs to make people feel better. I wasn’t at all surprised when she became a nurse.

	“And what time was this?” I asked, mentally crossing off another W from my list.

	Dr. Cardinale propped his feet up on the table between us. “Around three forty-five.”

	“Then what happened?”

	“She asphyxiated.”

	Unblinking, his eyes were fixed on his high-tops. By the intensity of his gaze I sensed he’d just replayed the scene in his head.

	I’d also played it in my own mind. It wasn’t the way I wanted to envision my favorite story lady, and I swallowed the lump threatening to clog my throat. “She died?”

	He nodded.

	“Anyone else there?”

	He shook his head. “Just Cindy and me.”

	“Then what happened?”

	“I called her primary care doctor.”

	Before calling Trudy’s husband? That struck me as odd, especially since his words were accompanied with a hard edge of disdain. “Who was…?”

	“Warren Straitham.”

	The name came as no surprise, despite the fact that the doctor who had delivered me had to be pushing seventy. Most of the local gray hairs preferred good old Doc Straitham to the new kids in town, and all the senior citizens in my family were no exception.

	“I advised his service to let him know about Mrs. Bergeson and he arrived about ten minutes later,” Dr. Cardinale said.

	I looked up from my notebook. “That’s pretty darn quick.”

	Folding his arms over his chest, Dr. Cardinale shrugged, a tight, little sneer of contempt dimpling his cheek.

	Warren Straitham lived in the hills, a couple miles south of Port Merritt. Once the phone message was relayed to him, there was no way he could have rolled out of bed and driven to the hospital that quickly.

	Clearly, the attending doctor had some strong opinions concerning Trudy’s primary care physician, but I’d seen nothing to indicate that Dr. Cardinale had lied to me.

	I jotted a question mark next to my notes about the ten-minute arrival time. “After Dr. Straitham got here, what happened?”

	“I briefed him on the situation and told him he’d better call Norm Bergeson.” Shifting in his seat like he wanted to make a break for the nearest exit, Dr. Cardinale scrubbed his face, hiding it from my view. “And that’s about it.”

	I didn’t believe that for a minute. He was holding something back.

	“Just one more question, Dr. Cardinale.” Maybe two. “Why did you call the coroner to ask for an autopsy?”

	He blew out a breath. “With Mrs. Bergeson’s heart and history of stroke, she didn’t have long, maybe a year, but…” He slowly shook his head. “According to her chart the asphyxiation doesn’t fit.”

	I had no idea what that meant, so that made my next question a no-brainer. “For someone in her condition who is also battling pneumonia, would asphyxiation be considered unusual?”

	He frowned. “Not necessarily.”

	Since I’d just met the man, I couldn’t tell if the tension I saw in his piercing stare meant that he was pissed off or if he was just concentrating. I suspected some of both.

	He raked a hand through his hair, making it look even more perfectly unkempt. “I don’t think this is an isolated incident.”

	“Which means what exactly?”

	“It may be part of a pattern.”

	“A pattern in which other people have died this way?”

	He slowly nodded.

	I sat at the edge of my seat. “How many people?”

	“At least two in the last year.”

	“Holy cow,” I muttered, my hand shaking as I tried to capture his exact words. “Who?”

	“I don’t know if I should—”

	“Dr. Cardinale, I’m here to take your statement as follow-up to the call you made to the county coroner’s office.” I may not have known how to act like a deputy coroner, but I could darned well sound like one. “Trust me, you should name names.”

	He cast a quick glance at the door. “Bernadette Neary and Howard Jeppesen.”

	Port Merritt was a small town, so I half-expected to recognize the names. But he had just sucker-punched me by naming two friends of my grandmother’s.

	“They were also Straitham’s patients,” he said, landing another punch.

	So was I for the first twenty years of my life.

	“Are you accusing Dr. Straitham—”

	“I’m just saying that it’s too coincidental. And I don’t believe in coincidences.”

	Neither did I.


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	IT WAS ALMOST ten-thirty when I pulled out of the hospital parking lot. Duke’s was sure to be buzzing with the news about Trudy, so I thought I’d stop for some coffee on my way back to the courthouse. Not that I needed the caffeine. My body was already pumping with enough adrenaline to catapult me into next week. But since my great-aunt and uncle lived four blocks from Chimacam Memorial and could have driven past Dr. Straitham coming up the hill on 6th Street early this morning, I wanted to find out if they had seen anything that could confirm the doctor’s arrival time.

	After I cruised by a new three-story apartment complex for seniors where a block of century-old, clapboard row houses built for the mill workers had stood last year, I turned left onto Main Street and angled into a parking spot in front of the Shabby Apple, an antique store a half block from Duke’s Cafe.

	The silver bell over the door signaled my arrival at the 1950s-era diner. If I inched close enough to the wall, the big mouth bass mounted next to Aunt Alice’s fish tank would chime in with a tinny rendition of “Don't Worry, Be Happy”—my great-uncle’s idea of cheap entertainment.

	Wish I could take advice from a plastic fish, but it wasn’t a don’t worry kind of day.

	All but two of the eight booths hugging the buttermilk yellow walls sat empty. Occupying the scarred round table in the corner were four Gray Ladies, members of an early morning exercise group decked out in matching heather gray sweatshirts with their first names stitched on the front like pre-Disney Channel Mouseketeers. They always stopped in for pastry and gossip after their class at the senior center up the street. No doubt Trudy’s death would be the featured topic of conversation of this morning’s coffee klatch.
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