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Chapter One
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	Purchase drawer organizers

	Research and retain a reliable yard service (ask neighbors?)

	Visit the library and obtain a library card

	Explore nearby parks

	Figure out garbage collection days (ask neighbors?)

	Purchase a welcome mat for the front door

	Join a fitness class 

	Schedule a meet-and-greet with homeowner association president

	Attend the Maple Hills picnic



Samantha looked down at her list, tapping the paper with her favorite pen. 

Her husband, Chad, gave her a rueful smile. “Why don’t you take a few minutes of downtime, Sam? You’ve been working like crazy the last three days.” He gestured around their house, where the movers had just delivered the boxes and furniture several days earlier. “You’ve unpacked an entire house, and set everything up.”

Samantha said, “Hey, you’ve been helpful, yourself.”

Chad snorted. “You gave me a box cutter and pointed out several boxes of plates and crystal. All I did was unpack them and put them into the cabinets you wanted them in.”

Sam knew the fact of the matter was that she’d wanted to unpack everything herself. Chad was excellent at many things. But organizing their belongings in a new house would never be his strong suit. “I tell you what you can help me with. Actually, it would be a huge help.”

Chad looked at her doubtfully. He absently pushed back the lock of brown hair that had fallen into his eyes. Sam thought, considering him as objectively as she could, he was practically as youthful-looking as he’d been when she’d met him in college, although he was in his thirties. He looked as if he could be a returning fraternity brother at an alumni night. Preppy as usual, he wore a crisp, button-down Oxford shirt, khaki chinos, and classic loafers. Dressed as he was, the busywork she assigned him shouldn’t get his hands dirty. That ruled out half the things she needed to get done.

Then she got it. “It would be a huge help if you ran to the store for me.”

Chad brightened at this prospect. Perhaps he also imagined unpleasant and potentially messy scenarios. “The store? Sure. But didn’t you go there yesterday?”

“Oh, I’m at the store nearly every day at this stage. But yesterday, I went out for shelf paper. Now I need food for the picnic this afternoon.”

Chad’s face fell comically. “The picnic? The Maple Hills one?” Maple Hills was a pleasant subdivision in the North Carolina mountain town of Sunset Ridge. Sunset Ridge was perched on top of a series of rolling hills and offered beautiful panoramic views of the surrounding peaks. It had a real mix of homes and residents. A few of the homes were mountain estates, similar to Sam and Chad’s house. Others were small log cabins and large lodges. The town was a year-round residence for many, but others in warmer states came to escape the summer heat. 

Sam nodded, adding a few quick items to the picnic-related list. 

Chad said, “I’d totally forgotten about that. I guess we need to make an appearance.”

It was spoken as more of a question. Sam said, “Oh, definitely. Everyone will be curious about the new neighbors, of course. It’s the perfect way to meet other people in Maple Hills. And a great way to connect.”

“I’ll never remember anyone’s name,” said Chad ruefully. “You remember what happened in Charlotte at that neighborhood party?”

Sam did. She’d thought it was very unsporting for their Charlotte neighbor to pretend to be someone completely different just because Chad had mistaken them for someone else. 

“I’ll make a cheat sheet after the picnic is over, with notes on appearances and names so you can memorize them.”

Chad said dryly, “And quiz me over breakfast.”

“Naturally.” Sam tapped her pencil against her list again. “We’re bringing deviled eggs and deli sandwiches. I’ll order them from the store to make it easier. Then you only have to pick them up.”

“Got it.” He stretched, glancing around at the house. “This place was an empty shell a couple of days ago. You’ve really worked some magic in here.”

“It helps that I’m not a perfectionist. Perfectionism really slows people down.”

Chad tilted his head to one side, his hair flopping into his face again. “You seem like a perfectionist to me. You jumped right in and unpacked for eight hours a day.”

“No, that’s really not being a perfectionist. That’s just being Type-A. I wanted to get it done because I hate seeing boxes everywhere. A perfectionist would have probably moved items several times to find them the ideal spot. And a perfectionist would never have hung all the pictures on the walls in a single afternoon.”

“I see,” said Chad thoughtfully. He glanced around their sunroom, which stretched the entire length of the back of the house. The walls were dotted with various oil paintings and prints. “I did notice one of the pictures might be slightly off-kilter compared to the others.”

“True. But it’s on the wall. I didn’t use a leveler or a measuring tape. I eyeballed them and put them up.” She opened her laptop, single-minded again, and pulled up the grocery store’s website. There, she ordered five sub sandwiches of various types and a container of deviled eggs. “They say the order will be ready in an hour.”

Chad gave her a jaunty salute, grinning. “Got it.”

“Thanks. That’s a big help.”

Chad watched his wife as she ran a hand absently through her dark-brown hair. “I still have the feeling you should put your feet up for a while, but I know better. You’re crackling with energy.”

“I’ll try to read for a little while after I finish making these lists.” 

“What’s our agenda for the picnic?” asked Chad.

Sam glanced up, looking innocent. “Agenda? What do you mean?” 

“You usually have a plan for even the most innocent of gatherings. What’s your ulterior motive for the neighborhood picnic?” 

Sam quirked a brow at him. “You’re making me sound like some sort of criminal mastermind.”

“Nope. Just somebody who thinks ahead.” 

“Well, my thoughts right now are centered on the subs and deviled eggs. Pretty innocent stuff. But I do want us to meet as many people as we can and sort of get the scoop on the neighborhood. Find out who are the power players, for instance.” Sam gave him a wink to show she was kidding. Sort of.

A smile tugged at Chad’s lips. “Power players in the Maple Hills subdivision?” 

“Sure, there are. I’m sure Maple Hills is like any other innocuous-seeming place. It’s basically a microcosm of a city. You’ll have the nosy neighbor, the HOA president desperate to cling to power, the super-nice neighbors who would give you the shirts off their backs. I’d like to know who all those people are, and more.”

“I’m sensing there might be a political run in your future,” said Chad with a smile. “But then, you were HOA president in Charlotte.” He looked at her. “You enjoyed it, I think?” 

Sam nodded. “I did, actually. But I don’t want to be too pushy about it. They might have just voted in their officers. I can always wait to run until later.”

A few hours went by, with Chad going to the store and Sam making lists and regularly knocking items off of them. She arranged the sandwiches Chad bought on a pretty plate, stacking them for height and visual interest. Then Sam wrote the type of sandwich on tiny toothpick flags and stuck them into the bread. 

“Do I look all right?” asked Chad shortly before it was time to leave.

“You’ll do,” said Sam with a teasing look. 

“And you look amazing, as always.” Chad’s voice was earnest. 

Sam snorted. “Well, I’ll do. We don’t want to go over-the-top for a neighborhood picnic.” It was warm outside, especially for September. She was wearing a knit, dark olive midi-length wrap dress, which set off her dark hair and complemented her slender form. But Sam’s mind ran more to the practical—she hadn’t wanted to sweat while meeting her new neighbors. And since they were walking to the picnic, keeping comfortable was key.

Chad carefully carried the tote bag of food as they strolled down the street toward the large pond at the center of the subdivision. As they approached, they saw thirty or more people gathered on the shores of the pond, under the firs providing relief from the sun. 

“Where do we start?” asked Chad, looking uncharacteristically overwhelmed by the number of new neighbors milling around.

“I’m going to make a quick lap around,” said Sam. “Could you set out the food on that picnic table?” 

Chad did and was immediately absorbed into a small group of men who launched into a conversation involving home renovations, tools, and work. 

Having done some research prior to the picnic, Sam knew who the homeowner association president was and had even found a picture of him online. George Turner was exactly the person she wanted to speak with. He was standing by himself, frowning as his gaze flicked around the gathering. She moved with some determination in his direction, wanting to ask about neighborhood activities and the general mood of Maple Hills. But George, seeing her coming, swiftly pivoted and engaged himself with a group of men. Sam blinked. Maybe he was shy about meeting new people?

Sam decided to drop back and punt. She glanced around the gathering, then strode up to an older woman with a dissatisfied expression on her face. Often, these types of women were the ones who knew everything that went on in a place. They were up on local gossip. And they offered completely unsolicited opinions on everything. 

Sam extended her hand to the woman, smiling brightly. “Hi. I’m Samantha Prescott, but most people call me Sam. My husband and I just moved into the neighborhood.”

The woman gave the proffered hand a sideways glance. “Sorry, I don’t shake hands. Too many random germs and infections out there.”

Sam quickly withdrew her hand, unable to stop herself from reflexively wiping her hand on her dress. 

The woman primly stated, “I’m Nora Snodwick. I saw the moving vans, so I know you’re living in the Terrys’ old house. I live right down the street from you in number 52.”

Sam could tell by the woman’s tone that their moving vans had somehow represented some sort of burden. She gave her the bright smile again. “Were the vans loud?” 

Nora appeared to be delighted to launch into the various failings of the moving company. “One of the men whistled tunes while he unloaded the truck. He had quite a piercing whistle. Then there was the music that they played during their lunch break. Very, very loud and quite objectionable music.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that,” said Sam.

“You didn’t notice it yourself?” asked Nora, her tone faintly disbelieving. 

Sam had been a lot more focused on ensuring the boxes made it into the correct rooms, finding the boxes marked vital that contained items she and Chad would need later in the day, and then taking her box cutter and releasing the vital items from their cardboard coverings. “I heard music, but I’ll admit it sounded cheerful to me.” Ready to change the subject from her moving company, Sam said in an admiring way, “You seem like someone who might really have your finger on the pulse of the neighborhood.”

This made Nora puff up a bit with pride. “I suppose I do, yes. Let’s just say that I’m observant.”

“I’m guessing you’re the star member of the neighborhood watch program.”

Nora made a face, although her face had already been so bitter that it was hard to tell the difference.

“There’s no neighborhood watch program here,” she said with a sniff. “I’ve lobbied for it, but you know how it is here in Maple Hills.”

Sam waited politely for the realization to hit Nora that Sam likely didn’t know how things were in Maple Hills, having just moved in. When that realization didn’t sink in, she said, “No, I really don’t. I’d love some insights into the subdivision from a real insider.”

Being called an insider clearly pleased Nora. She straightened up a bit. “Well, George Turner is the homeowner association president.” She leaned in closer to Sam. “I strongly suspect that there’s something illegal going on with the votes. Everyone I talk to swears they won’t vote for George to lead the HOA and yet he somehow always stays in power.” Nora’s venomous gaze settled on George, who was currently speaking with Chad, the rest of the group of men having wandered off to other conversations. At any rate, Sam supposed Nora was glowering at George and not at Sam’s husband. 

“That’s George?” asked Sam, nodding toward an attractive man in his late-fifties with rather cold eyes and a confident air. Naturally, she knew exactly who he was, but it was nice to both have confirmation and make Nora feel as if she were helpfully filling her in. 

“That’s him,” said Nora, her voice dripping with animosity. “No one likes him.” 

Just to be a contrarian, Chad tipped his head back, laughing with enthusiasm at some witticism George made. Nora’s eyes narrowed at Chad, as if suddenly suspecting he was very dim-witted. 

Sam said, “It sounds like the HOA needs some fresh blood, then. At least in terms of the president.” And, perhaps, someone a bit friendlier. It now sounded as if George hadn’t been shy when he avoided her. It was decidedly more of a brush-off. 

“Yes,” said Nora sourly. “I’ve run for HOA president several times with no success. I’m positive the votes are being manipulated. The problem with George is that as soon as he knows you want any sort of architectural review on your house, he’ll shut it down. Good luck if you want to build a fence or a deck on your property.”

It sounded as if Nora could go on all day about George’s iniquities. Sam, however, wanted more of an overview. She had the feeling Nora would be delighted to give her an in-depth opinion of the HOA any time Sam dropped by her house for a visit. 

“How about the rest of the neighbors?” Sam asked lightly. It was why she chose Nora, with her dissatisfied expression, as the person she spoke with first. Most people, knowing she was new to the neighborhood, would have given her a very wholesome version of Maple Hills. That was decidedly what Sam didn’t want.

Nora sniffed again. “A bunch of oddballs.”

Sam glanced around the assembly. None of her new neighbors seemed to fit that designation. She saw a couple of smiling couples with young children running around their feet. There were neighbors, old and young. A few had brought their fur babies with them. Although Sam did notice a woman in her thirties with jet-black hair and a somewhat fragile appearance hanging back. She stood on the fringe of the picnic, near the pond, with an anxious expression on her face. 

“That’s one of the oddballs there,” said Nora uncharitably. “Goes by Pris. Surely that’s not the woman’s real name. Must be a nickname. No one’s mother saddles them with the name of Pris! But that’s neither here nor there.”

“Is Pris new to the neighborhood, too?” Sam figured that not everyone would jump into a crowd of unfamiliar faces as enthusiastically as she and Chad had done. 

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But she’s been here for at least a year, maybe two. Pris rarely comes to these things, probably because she won’t open her mouth the whole time she’s here.” 

To Sam’s alarm, Nora started pointing her finger, indicating various neighbors. “The Smiths don’t roll their garbage containers from the street for days. The Browns are horrible pet owners who never bring their dog into the house. The Callahans keep their grass too long and have weeds growing out of their driveway.” Nora continued reciting the various flaws of most of the people at the picnic. 

But Sam was barely listening now. She was far more interested in the pale woman with auburn hair and athletic build who was having a furtive conversation with the problematic HOA president, George Turner, while Chad stood by, looking for other people to speak with. Then George said something to her, and she shrank away from him quickly.

Sam quickly gave Nora a warm smile. “You’ve been so helpful. I’d better grab something to eat and catch up with Chad.”

Nora nodded, already drawing back and surveying the picnic as if deciding which victim to single out for her next conversation. She finally settled on a group of older women who looked decidedly displeased at her arrival.

The tables of food weren’t far from the woman and George’s conversation. Sam filled a plate with food while monitoring the two of them. George reached out a hand, and she shrank back from it. George walked away, looking satisfied. The woman’s eyes filled with tears. A tall man now speaking with Chad was staring grimly at the woman. The woman’s husband, maybe?

Samantha joined a group of young mothers, to see what their impressions of Maple Hills were and how they differed from Nora’s. She suspected the opinions would vary quite a bit and would involve glossing over any issues. A few minutes later, though, she found the mothers appeared more interested in Sam and Chad and the large house they’d moved into than divulging anything interesting about themselves or the subdivision. 

Sam was about to excuse herself politely and find another group when she heard a call for help. Turning around, she saw George Turner, the HOA president, on the ground. 
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She sprinted over there. “Someone call 911,” she barked as everyone stared in horror at George’s unconscious figure. Chad quickly took out his phone to make the call. 

“Is there a healthcare worker here?” she called out loudly. Everyone silently shook their heads, but many stared at a young man who was frozen in place. 

George’s breath was uneven and wheezing. Sam checked to make sure he wasn’t choking and adjusted his position to keep his airway as clear as possible. It didn’t seem to do any good. She spotted a bracelet on his wrist and turned it so that she could read it. The bracelet stated he was allergic to almonds. As George started turning blue, and his breathing became more labored, she said, “Can somebody help me look for an EpiPen? He might be having an allergic reaction.”

Chad was still on the phone with the dispatcher. One of the young moms joined Sam in patting down George’s pockets, looking for the EpiPen. 

The young man who’d been frozen, moved closer. “I’ll grab the EpiPen from his house.” He took off running, presumably in the direction of George’s home.

“You think he’s in anaphylactic shock?” asked another of the women Sam had spoken with.

“He could be,” said Sam, giving up her search for an EpiPen.

“This is his plate,” she said, pointing to a paper plate next to George that had somehow fallen face-up. It appeared to be covered with a grainy salad.

Nora’s gruff voice came from behind Sam. “He was allergic to almonds.”

“Move the plate away from him,” said Sam sharply. Then, to George, she said in a calm, reassuring voice, “You’re okay. Help is on the way. Just hang on.” She wasn’t at all sure George could hear her. 

“Is anyone certified in CPR?” Sam called out.

Another of the young mothers came over. “I just took the course.”

“Then you’ll be better than I am. It’s been years,” said Sam. She reached for George’s pulse, which felt faint. “He’s still breathing, but it’s getting harder and harder for him.” In the distance, she could hear a fire engine’s siren signaling its approach.

The young mom started CPR as the fire truck pulled to the side of the road near the picnic. The firemen took over the CPR as everyone gave them room.

An ambulance arrived ten or fifteen minutes later, although it felt like hours. The EMTs quickly assessed him, then gave George epinephrine. “Breathe, George,” coaxed one of the EMTs.

But George apparently couldn’t. The paramedic and EMTs exchanged glances. Minutes later, the paramedic pulled a white sheet over George, spreading it gently over his face. 

The picnic, naturally, broke up soon after. Solemn neighbors were about to collect their serving plates when blue lights indicated the arrival of the Sunset Ridge police force. The officers quickly moved in and asked everyone to leave their plates where they were. 

An officer introduced himself to everyone as Detective Warren Watson. He was a tall man in early middle age with cropped dark hair. “What I’d like to do,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument, “is to speak with everybody before they leave. We’re going to take witness reports close to the road, away from the scene. Those of you with children will go first.” 

It ended up being a fairly orderly process. The young moms and dads gave statements first.

“What’s going on?” Chad murmured to Samantha. “I thought people were saying it was a food allergy.”

Sam had been staring thoughtfully back at the picnic tables. “The police must need to check it all out. Just in case.”

Nora appeared like a wizened gnome at Sam’s elbow, making her jump. She was surveying the scene with some satisfaction. “This doesn’t surprise me at all.”

Chad quirked an eyebrow at Sam before saying in a genial tone, “It doesn’t?” 

“Not a bit.” Nora frowned at Chad and grudgingly introduced herself. Chad gamely did the same. The formalities completed, Nora continued. “Nope. George was the kind of guy who everybody wanted to bump off.”

Chad seemed relieved that someone might have information about the incident. “You think he was murdered?” 

Nora gave him a disappointed look, as if her suspicions of his dimness had been confirmed. “Naturally.” She waved a hand toward the police cars, which still had their blue lights going. 

“But why do you think that?” asked Chad curiously. “Wasn’t it some sort of allergic reaction? More of a terrible accident? Maybe the police are simply doing their duty by checking it out.” 

Sam said quietly, “Because George brought his own food.”

Nora turned sharply toward her, looking surprised, then grudgingly respectful. “That is correct,” she said. “George always brought his own meals to neighborhood gatherings.” 

“But no EpiPen?” asked Sam.

Nora shrugged. “He clearly didn’t think that was important, if he was eating food he prepared himself.”

Chad gave a low whistle, looking grim. “So someone doctored his food. With . . . what was it he was allergic to?” 

“Almonds.”

Chad frowned. “Just almonds? Not peanuts or cashews?”

Nora gave him an annoyed look, as if he was being deliberately obtuse. “Just almonds. Sometimes people have allergies to only one kind of nut.”

Sam had stopped listening to Nora and was gazing back toward the picnic tables again. Someone had gotten close enough to George Turner to put almonds on his plate. With thirty or more people around. And Nora, if memory served, had been one of them. 

“What was he eating?” asked Sam. “It seems like he’d have been able to notice almonds in most foods.”

Chad said, “Yeah, but people aren’t looking at their food at a party. At least, I’m not. I’m looking at the people I’m talking with.”

“Good point,” said Sam. “But still, it would have been risky. The whole thing was risky—putting nuts in his meal with people around, then trusting George wouldn’t see them and dump his plate in the trash.”

“I have no idea what George was eating,” said Nora.

“I know what he was eating,” said Chad with a shrug. “It looked like some type of grain salad. Not rice. What’s that other grain that people like in salads?” 

“Quinoa,” said Sam absently. 

“That’s it,” said Chad. “Anyway, he seemed like a really interesting guy. He was telling me what he did for a living and stuff like that. Maybe he got too close to someone else’s almond meal. You know? You hear about kids with peanut allergies, and the whole class can’t eat peanut butter if the student is that sensitive.”

Nora’s expression showed that her opinion of Chad’s intelligence hadn’t improved. “I think it’s a lot more likely that someone put almonds in his quinoa salad, don’t you?” 

“Who would want to kill George?” Chad asked, reasonably. “He seemed great.”

Sam hadn’t gotten that impression at all. But Chad often did look at life and people on the sunny side. Still, Sam wondered if maybe she’d made a snap judgment about George after his dismissal of her. 

“You didn’t know him,” snapped Nora. “He was the kind of person who became more annoying as you became better acquainted.”

Sam said, “Who found him the most annoying?” 

“Everyone he came across,” said Nora with yet another sniff. 

Sam decided maybe she hadn’t made a snap judgment on George after all.

“Specifically? It might be especially important so we can see if they’re in attendance today,” said Sam. “In fact, let’s do this.” She took her phone from the pocket of her dress and subtly took several pictures, documenting all the attendees. 

Nora gave Sam that look of grudging respect again. “Well, there’s George’s son, of course. Mark? Marcus? Whatever. I know they got on each other’s nerves all the time.”

“You were friendly with George?” asked Chad, sounding surprised.

“Of course not!” barked Nora. “You haven’t been paying attention.”

Chad looked chastened. “It’s just that I thought you must know George well if you were aware of his family dynamics.”

“Not a bit. I simply happen to have lived next door to the man. It’s impossible to avoid hearing arguments when they happen outside and right next to my house.” Nora apparently didn’t want to appear nosy.

“Which one is Marcus or Mark?” asked Sam.

“It’s Marcus—I just remembered his name. I suppose he’ll be calling a funeral home. He’s not here now, but I saw him earlier. Even said hello. You try to be friendly at these things. Anyway, George’s son and he were like oil and water. The two of them bickered all the time.”

“But Marcus attended the picnic,” said Sam, frowning. “Why would he come? Does he live in the neighborhood?” 

“Certainly not,” said Nora. “Why would he want to live near a family member he doesn’t get along with?” 

It was a fair question. But it still didn’t explain why Marcus, a non-resident, would attend a neighborhood picnic with a man he actively disliked. 

Nora added, “His dad probably wanted him to come to the picnic to help him bring food or a chair or something. George was always asking Marcus to come over to lug things around or help with trimming his bushes or some such.”

Chad said, “I’m surprised Marcus would help, considering he didn’t like his dad much.”

“Maybe he didn’t like his dad, but he might have liked his dad’s money. George had plenty of it. It could be that Marcus wanted to stay enough on George’s good side so he wouldn’t get written out of the will.” Nora looked pleased at having come up with this idea. 

“Marcus needed money?” asked Chad.

Nora scowled at him. “He’s a doctor.”

“So Marcus doesn’t need money,” said Chad wryly. 

“Maybe he does,” Sam said. “He couldn’t be very old, if he’s George’s son. In his early thirties, maybe? He could have a lot of school loan debt to pay off.” She smiled at Nora. “I knew you were an insider.”

Nora puffed up a bit at the compliment. 

Chad said, “Isn’t it a little odd that Marcus didn’t rush to help with the medical treatment of his father? Not that it was likely to do any good, I’m afraid.”

Nora said, “That’s exactly what I’m telling you. He wanted his father to croak.”

Sam said mildly, “I was more under the impression that he was frozen in horror. Or in shock.”

“Whatever,” said Nora airily. “Marcus isn’t the only person with a tough relationship with George. There’s also that woman right there.” 

Nora, who obviously wasn’t shy about pointing, gestured to an attractive woman in her late-fifties with golden-brown hair. The woman was currently being interviewed by the police and seemed flushed and flustered.

“That’s Julia Harper. She’s had a long-standing feud with George. I’ll certainly be filling the police in on that. I doubt anyone else will think of it.”

Sam was about to press Nora for more information when a police officer strode up and indicated that he wanted to speak with Nora. Instead of looking the slightest bit dismayed, Nora seemed delighted. She gave Chad and Sam a quick wave and left with the police officer.

Before the two of them could comment on what they’d heard, another officer joined them to get statements.

Chad said, “Is this a suspicious death, officer?” 

The officer gave him an inscrutable look. “This is routine. I’d like to start with getting your information.”

They duly gave him their names and address. The policeman quirked an eyebrow. “Chad Fuller and Samantha Prescott? You’re a couple?” 

“We’re married,” said Sam. “I didn’t take Chad’s name for professional reasons.”

“Okay. How well did you know George Turner?” asked the police officer. He had a suspicious look in his eyes as he looked at them. Fortunately, Sam had spotted that same expression on his face when he spoke to others. Otherwise, she’d be feeling quite paranoid by this point.

Chad quickly said, “We don’t know anyone well. We moved to Maple Hills subdivision a few days ago. We were at the picnic primarily to meet everyone.”

The policeman lifted an eyebrow. “You seemed chummy with the older woman you were speaking with.”

Chad managed to look guilty even when he was completely innocent. He flushed. “We just met her. We were talking to her to pass the time until we gave our statement.”

The officer reluctantly accepted this. He made a note on his notepad, and Chad gave Sam an anxious look. 
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