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Chapter one



“Dahlings, I’m ba-a-ack!” announced the blonde woman in a throaty voice. 

When she appeared, Pamela, the director of the Roadrunner, our co-op art gallery, had just called our semi-annual meeting to order.

As the member artists turned toward the door of our meeting room to see who had spoken, Frank, one of our board members, rushed to her and gave her a big hug. By the time they’d untangled, every other man in the room had gathered around her to make the same move.

It didn’t escape my notice that none of the women had done the same. In fact, many of them had distinctly sour expressions on their faces. Obviously, they knew who she was, but I didn’t have a clue. I’d joined the Roadrunner about a year and a half earlier, shortly after I’d moved to Lonesome Valley to pursue a career as a full-time artist after my husband had divorced me so that he’d be free to marry a young woman barely older than our college-age daughter Emma, so our visitor must have been from before my time.

I turned to my friend Susan, who was sitting at the table next to me.

“Who is she?”

“Monique d’Albert. She used to be a member here. When she married, she moved to Palm Springs, and, as far as I know, nobody here has heard from her since, until today. Maybe she’s visiting. I sure hope she’s not moving back.”

Susan glanced at the interloper with distaste.

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, just look. Every man she comes into contact with goes ga-ga, and she plays it to the hilt. Evidently, no man is immune to her charms. That’s how she wound up married to a ninety-year-old multi-millionaire.”

“A gold-digger, huh?”

“Exactly. I will give her this, though. She’s an excellent artist. In fact, she’s fairly well known for her pastels.”

“Members! Please! Let’s come to order now and get down to business,” Pamela said, banging her gavel for emphasis. “We have a short list of agenda items, which won’t take long to cover.”

By this point, Frank had found Monique a chair in the front of the room. Solicitously, he pulled it out from beneath a table and made sure that she was seated comfortably.

Pamela glanced pointedly at Frank.

“Go ahead, Pamela. Don’t mind me. I’ll just grab a cup of coffee for Monique.”

He headed for the back of the room, where a large coffee urn had been set up. His actions earned him a glare from his wife Valerie, and when he returned to his seat next to her after delivering a Styrofoam cup of coffee to Monique, Valerie turned her back on him. Considering the couple had been married only a few months, although they’d known each other for years, I wasn’t too surprised by Valerie’s reaction.

In the meantime, Pamela ignored his suggestion, waiting until Frank was seated before she began. By this time, everyone had quieted down, and she didn’t need to raise her voice to be heard.

“Before we get to our first order of business, I’d like to welcome our former member back to the Roadrunner. Are you in town visiting, Monique?”

“Oh, no! I’m back to stay. Unfortunately, my husband passed away last month, and I just couldn’t bear to stay in our home in Palm Springs without him.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that, Monique,” Pamela said pensively. I knew she was thinking about her own husband who’d died three months earlier. It was bad enough that Pamela had lost Rich, but the way she’d lost him was horrible, too. He’d been murdered, and now his killer was awaiting trial in the county jail.

Carrie, the red-haired jewelry artist who was sitting next to Monique, leaned over and whispered something to her. Monique nodded.

“Thank you, Pamela,” she said simply, “and I’m awfully sorry to hear about Rich. He was such a nice guy.”

When a shadow passed over Pamela’s face, I surmised that Monique had probably flirted with Rich when she’d been a member of the Roadrunner previously. Although our gallery director probably didn’t especially appreciate Monique’s comment, she politely acknowledged it before Monique piped up again.

“Since I’ll be moving back here to Lonesome Valley, I’d like to renew my membership in the Roadrunner.”  

“Yes, of course, since you were a member in good standing when you left, reinstatement is automatic, but I’m afraid we don’t have space in the gallery right now.”

“She can have mine,” Chip immediately volunteered. “I’ll be working on some murals for the Downtown Merchants’ Association for the next few months, anyway.”

I had a feeling that if Chip hadn’t offered to give up his space, one of the other men would have. Although Susan’s nephew Chip was a talented artist, he didn’t seem to be able to find a path forward in his art career, perhaps because he often lacked follow-through and he worked at his father’s pizza parlor to make ends meet. Giving up his wall space probably wasn’t as big a deal for him as it would have been for some of the other artists because he often didn’t fill his space, anyway.

Well aware of Chip’s propensities, Pamela agreed to the arrangement and then began to talk about the first agenda item, a Saturday class in pumpkin painting for elementary school students. Although I had no teaching experience whatsoever, I’d agreed to help with the class. I understood that I’d be giving a short demo and then circulating to help any kids who had questions, so it wasn’t as though I’d really be teaching. Valerie and Frank, both high school art teachers, would be leading the class. Despite that, I felt a bit nervous about my demo, probably because the idea of public speaking had always terrified me.

As Pamela continued to tick off items on the meeting agenda, Chip caught Monique’s eye and winked at her. She smiled at him, and, encouraged, he proceeded to wiggle his eyebrows and cross his eyes, eliciting giggles from Monique and a frown from Pamela.

After that, Chip grabbed his copy of the agenda and didn’t look back up until Pamela declared the meeting adjourned. Instead of rushing to Monique as the rest of the men did, Chip hung back and spoke to Pamela. They were friends, and I suspected he regretted his actions if they’d caused Pamela any grief, although what he did was entirely in character for him since he was quite the flirt himself, as Pamela well knew from past experience.

Susan and I followed the other members into the gallery, where Monique was holding court with the men. When Valerie tugged at her husband’s elbow in an effort to get his attention, he barely glanced at her before turning back to Monique.

Valerie tapped Frank’s arm once more and announced that she was leaving, and he could find his own way home. That got his attention, but Valerie was already out the door before he could stop her. By this time, everyone was staring at Frank, but he shrugged and pasted a weak smile on his face.

Meanwhile, Pamela had emerged from the meeting room.

“Monique, let’s go back to my office, and we can get your paperwork filled out now.”

“Great!” Monique turned to her fans and said, “Au revoir, mes amis.”

“Huh? What did she just say?” Lonnie asked.

“Did you forget your high school French?” Heather, his wife, asked.

“I never learned it in the first place. I flunked French, remember?”

Heather just laughed. It was pretty clear that she did remember.

“She said ‘goodbye, my friends.’”

“Oh, OK. How come she didn’t say it in English?”

“She comes from the French aristocracy, doesn’t she?” Frank asked. “I think she may be a duchess or something.”

Susan smirked at this assertion. “Sure she is,” she whispered to me, “and I’m the queen of England.”

The crowd began to disperse, although a few members hung around for a while, chatting.

Pamela and Monique came back into the gallery about five minutes later. The contrast between the two women couldn’t have been more noticeable. Tiny Pamela stood less than five feet tall, and she wore a beige pantsuit that was a bit too loose on her. I’d never understood why she preferred to wear beige, tan, or brown because those hues weren’t very flattering on her. Monique, on the other hand, was probably at least eight inches taller than Pamela, and she stood out in a Chanel suit, the latest from Paris, if I didn’t miss my guess. I was sure I’d seen the exact same black and white tweed suit in the September issue of Vogue. My dear friend and next-door neighbor Belle had a subscription, and the current issue was always sitting on her coffee table. Besides her designer suit, Monique carried a burgundy Lady Dior handbag and sported a large pink topaz ring, set in white gold or perhaps platinum, on her right hand, but her left hand was devoid of jewelry with no wedding or engagement ring in sight. Her ensemble had obviously cost a small fortune, but that shouldn’t have come as a surprise since her husband had been quite wealthy. Now, I supposed, Monique was the wealthy one.

“Why do you think Monique wants to come back to the Roadrunner?” I asked Susan. “She’s definitely no starving artist.”

“I don’t know. It does seem a little odd. To tell you the truth, she seemed to be really happy to be leaving Lonesome Valley two years ago. I remember that, at the time, one of the members told her she’d have to be sure to come back to see us sometime, and she said she didn’t think that was ever going to happen.”

A tapping at the Roadrunner’s front door caught our attention. The gallery closed at five, but since all the lights were on, it was obvious that people were inside. The gray-haired woman outside continued to knock on the door, even after Frank shook his head and mouthed “we’re closed.” Finally, Chip opened the door a crack to give her the message up close and personal, but when she stuck her foot in the door, Chip stepped back and she barged into the gallery.

Her unexpected move had caught Chip off guard, and he stared at her in surprise.

“Sorry about that, son,” she said.

Now that I could see her more clearly, her wrinkled face made me think that she was probably in her late sixties, perhaps older.

“I’m looking for Monique Dee Albert,” she announced.

“It’s pronounced Doll Bear,” Monique, who’d just come back into the gallery with Pamela, informed her. “Monique Doll Bear,” she repeated.

“Whatever,” the woman said dismissively. “I’m an investigator, and I have some questions for you.”

“Let’s see some identification,” Frank demanded.

The woman pulled a wallet out of the pocket of her jeans jacket as Frank approached her. When he came closer, she snatched it away. “No you don’t,” she told him. “I’ll show it to Ms. Dee Albert.”

“Doll Bear,” Monique corrected with a sigh. She peered at the identification card and burst out laughing.

“You’re not a detective!”

“Never said I was. I’m a private investigator.”

“I have no intention of talking to you.”

“Wouldn’t you like to clear your name?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you do, honey, and pretty soon all these good people will know, too.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Just stating a fact, Ms. Dee Albert.”

“I think it’s time you left,” Frank said, unsuccessfully attempting to take the PI’s arm so that he could guide her to the door.

“You heard the man,” Chip said. “Get lost!”

“OK, OK. I’m going, but you haven’t heard the last of me, Ms. Dee Albert. I’ll be watching your every move.” With that, she turned and exited the Roadrunner.

Frank and Chip immediately rushed to Monique, but she assured them that she was fine. Nobody dared ask her what the private investigator had been referring to.

“I think I’ll be getting back to my cousin’s house now. She’ll be expecting me,” Monique said.

“Let me drive you,” Chip offered.

“Well, isn’t that sweet of you, Chip, but I have my ride here,” she said, reaching into her designer bag and plucking out her keys.

“Well, the least I can do is walk you to your car, then.” Chip offered her his arm, and she clung to it as they left the gallery.

“Wait up!” Frank called. “I’ll come with you.”








  
  
Chapter two



I headed home to less drama. My golden retriever Laddie was waiting for me by the kitchen door, and Mona Lisa, my persnickety calico cat, even showed up to welcome me home. While Laddie bounced up and down, his tail twirling in the air, Mona Lisa executed a figure eight by winding around my ankles. Laddie didn’t leave my side as I deposited my keys in the little china bowl on the kitchen counter, but Mona Lisa scampered off to lie beside my daughter Emma, who was sitting on the couch reading a textbook. 

My six-hundred-square-foot house was small, but cozy. Emma was staying with me since she’d transferred from college in California to Northern Arizona University. With two people and two pets, it could be a tight fit at times, but we managed.

It helped that my attached art studio was the same size as the house, so I had plenty of room there for my paintings, and since it had a separate outside door, the space worked perfectly as a stop on Lonesome Valley’s weekly studio tour, which took place every Friday, except for a couple of months in the winter.

“Hi, Mom, how was the meeting?” Emma asked, setting her book aside.

“Livelier than usual.” I told Emma about Monique’s arrival, how all the men had reacted to her, and that Valerie had left Frank to find his own way home.

“I don’t blame her,” Emma said. “If Matt ever pulled something like that, I’d be furious, too.”

Emma had been dating her boyfriend Matt for several months now. They’d met at the feed store where Matt was assistant manager. Belle’s husband Dennis managed the store, and it was thanks to him that Emma had been able to work there part-time whenever she had a break from college. Now that she’d transferred to NAU, she worked in the store twenty or thirty hours a week, but Matt, who was also attending NAU, continued to work full-time, putting in forty or fifty hours most weeks.

“You’re not going out with Matt tonight?”

“No, I have to study for a history test.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

Emma had always been serious about her studies, and she was a good student.

“I hope so. I’ll be glad when it’s over, anyway.”

Leaving Emma to her studies, I went outside with Laddie and stood on the patio while he wandered around the backyard for a while, and then we went to bed.   

It seemed as though I’d just fallen asleep when my affable retriever began nudging my arm with his nose. I glanced at the bedside clock and saw that it was already six o’clock. Laddie wanted to go for his morning walk.

I groaned and rolled out of bed, but, by the time I’d dressed, I was wide awake. Emma was restoring the hide-a-bed to its sofa position when I went to the kitchen to get Laddie’s leash. Since my small home had only one bedroom, I’d offered to subdivide the studio so that Emma could have her own room when she decided to stay with me while attending NAU, but she insisted on sleeping on the hide-a-bed.

“Good luck with your test,” I said, as she pulled on her jacket and grabbed her backpack.

“Thanks, Mom.” She parted the curtain and looked outside. “Here’s Matt now. Gotta go. I’ll see you later.”

Mona Lisa emitted a plaintive meow and leaped to the top of her kitty tree. She favored Emma over Laddie and me, and she wasted no time turning her back on us.

Unconcerned with his feline roommate’s snub, Laddie pranced impatiently until I brought out his collar and leash, and then he stood still while I put them on him. Without further ado, we were out the door and on our way to the nearby park where we usually walked in the morning. Our walk turned out to be uneventful.

When we returned home, Mona Lisa was waiting at the door and wasted no time pouncing on my feet. I got the message: she wanted breakfast, and she wanted it now.

“Sorry, Mona Lisa,” I told her. “You’re going to have to wait a while.”

I knew she’d understood exactly what I’d said when she turned in a huff and launched herself to the top of her kitty tree.

Laddie put his paw on my leg and looked up at me.

“Here you go, Laddie,” I said, taking off his collar and leash.

While my golden boy flopped down on the floor, I stepped into the kitchen, trying to decide whether I’d start my morning with tea or coffee. Tea had been my go-to morning drink for years, but lately I’d favored coffee more often than not. I’d developed a taste for coffee drinks since I almost always had one from the Coffee Klatsch next door to the Roadrunner when I did my required floor duty. All members worked two days a month in the gallery. When possible, I opted to work four half days. This morning happened to be one of those half days. Since I’d be at the gallery from nine to one and I’d undoubtedly be enjoying a mocha, I decided on tea to start the day.

After I’d had a couple of cups and my golden boy had cooled down from our walk, I fed Laddie and Mona Lisa and fixed myself a bowl of cereal. I had plenty of time before I had to get ready to go to the Roadrunner, and I puttered around, checking email on my cell phone while watching the morning news on television.

Distracted as I was by multi-tasking, I almost missed seeing Monique’s face plastered on the screen. According to the announcer, Monique and her late husband’s daughter were in a bitter feud over the multi-millionaire’s estate. After the death of famous industrialist Edward McCall, Monique had produced a will naming her sole heir, cutting McCall’s daughter out of any inheritance. McCall’s lawyer had had a different will, which didn’t include Monique. Now each woman would be seeking to have the court decide in her favor.

I was tempted to call Susan to tell her what I’d just heard, but since she was also scheduled to work in the gallery, I decided to wait to talk to her later. As I showered and dressed, I wondered whether we’d be seeing any more of Monique, now that her problems had been plastered all over the national news.

My question was answered soon after I arrived at the gallery. Pamela had just unlocked the door for Susan and me when Monique pulled up and parked in front of the gallery. She gave us a cheerful wave before opening her trunk and struggling to pull a large box out.

“Hold up, Monique!” Chip shouted from across the street. “I’ll get that for you.”

He jogged over and lifted the box while Monique closed the trunk.

“Thank you soooo much, Chip!” she said, batting her eyes.

“No problem at all,” he replied.

I couldn’t help noticing that Pamela rolled her eyes at the exchange, but she didn’t hang around to watch the pair. Susan set up the cash register while I did some light dusting to prepare the gallery for opening and Pamela retreated to her office.

In the meantime, Chip removed his paintings from his designated area on the back wall while Monique looked on, all the while engaging him in flirtatious banter, which wasn’t difficult because flirting came as naturally as breathing to Chip.

When I finished dusting, I unlocked the gallery door, although there were no potential customers waiting outside and I anticipated a fairly quiet morning.

When Chip began hauling his paintings upstairs to his studio, Monique walked around the gallery looking at other members’ displays. She didn’t make a move to unpack her box or come over to the cash wrap to chat with Susan and me.

After dashing up the stairs with his paintings and back down several times, Chip finally finished his task and joined Monique in the back area of the gallery. He was barely out of breath. If I’d run up and down the stairs as he had, I’d have been panting for sure, and that’s assuming I’d have the stamina to keep it up. Of course, he was twenty-six to my fifty-one, so that probably helped.

While Susan re-arranged some jewelry in the glass display case next to the cash register, I peeked in the back to see what was going on. While Monique stood back, Chip took her paintings out of the box and set them against the wall. Then, Monique directed him on their placement as he hung each painting.

My curiosity got the better of me, and I joined them to look at Monique’s work. Each piece was a small pastel, exquisitely framed under glass. Although oil painting was my specialty and I’d never worked in pastels except briefly during college studio art classes, I could appreciate and admire her talent.

“Monique, what a beautiful display! Your artwork’s fantastic.”

“Oh, do you really think so?”

“Of course.”

“So do I,” Chip piped up. “It’s amazing!”

“You’re so sweet,” Monique said softly, gazing up at Chip. Then, she reached over and touched my arm. “You, too, honey.”

Just then the little bell on the gallery door tinkled, alerting us to the arrival of a potential customer. I walked around the partition that partially obscured the back area of the gallery so that I could greet the new arrival, but Susan beat me to it.

Wearing a jeans jacket over a print dress and sporting Western boots, the thirty-something woman had a storm-cloud look on her face.

“May I help you?” Susan asked.

“I’m looking for Monique d’Albert,” she announced. “Is she here?”

“Yes, in the back. Just around the partition there,” Susan told her.

“Thanks.”     

Susan and I exchanged a glance as the woman walked purposefully to the back of the gallery. I still hadn’t had a chance to ask Susan whether or not she’d heard this morning’s news report about Monique, especially since I didn’t want to take a chance on Monique’s overhearing our conversation.

“Hi, Faye, I didn’t know you planned to come to the gallery this morning,” Monique said. “I’d like you to meet Chip. He’s been terribly helpful, arranging all my artwork. Chip, this is my cousin Faye.”

Chip grinned and stuck his hand out to shake Faye’s, but she ignored him.

“Just what do you think you’re doing, cozying up to Grant?” she demanded. “He was practically slobbering all over you at breakfast this morning.”

“Why, whatever do you mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean. You haven’t changed a bit! I don’t know what I was thinking—agreeing to let you stay with us, but I want you to leave. Work your wiles on somebody else’s husband or on this guy here. I don’t care! Just leave Grant alone! He’s my husband!”

Faye turned and stalked out of the Roadrunner, and we all stood there in stunned silence. However, Faye wasn’t done yet. After a few seconds, she returned with a suitcase and flung it inside.

Horrified, Monique ran to the bag that her cousin had just unceremoniously dumped on the gallery floor and put her arms around it.

“Oh, no! My Louis Vuitton!”








  
  
Chapter three



Cradling her “baby,” Monique wrapped her arms around the suitcase. After several seconds, she paused to examine it closely. 

“I don’t think there’s any damage,” Chip assured her, as he stooped to look at the bag. Extending his hand, he helped her up.

“Faye’s always been so hateful to me, and I’ve never done a thing to deserve it,” she murmured. “Now, I need to find someplace else to stay.”

“Problem solved,” Chip told her. “You can stay right here.”

Monique looked at him in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You can stay in the apartment upstairs. It’s on loan to me, but I’m not living there. I only use the second-floor studio across the hall from the apartment.”

“Really?” Monique asked breathlessly.

“Really,” Chip assured her. “I can take your suitcase upstairs right now.”

An awkward silence ensued while Chip carried Monique’s bag to the second-floor apartment.

Pamela had heard the commotion and joined us in the gallery, but Monique avoided looking our way, as she dug in her purse and came up with her car keys.

As soon as Chip returned, Monique dangled her keys and told him that she had a few more things in the trunk.

“Say no more. I’ll bring everything in,” Chip said, taking her keys.

We all waited as he ran upstairs with two more pieces of Louis Vuitton luggage and bounced back down, taking the steps two at a time.

“All set.”

“Chip, you’re such a lifesaver,” Monique cooed, taking his arm.

“You’ve had a tough morning already, and it’s only just past nine. Let’s go next door for coffee.”

“All right, sugar.”

As they exited the Roadrunner, Chip turned toward us with a silly grin on his face and winked.

“Oh, brother,” Susan sighed. “I hope my nephew knows what he’s doing.”

“I’m not crazy about her living upstairs,” Pamela said, “but the apartment’s his, and he can do what he likes with it, so I can’t prevent him from letting Monique stay there. I guess I’ll have to provide her with a key to the gallery. I just hope she’s not careless about locking the door.”

“I wonder why she took Chip up on his offer,” Susan said. “Surely she can afford to stay at the Lonesome Valley Resort.”

“Didn’t she used to date Brooks? Maybe she doesn’t want to see him,” Pamela replied.

Brooks Miller, the manager of the Resort, was a failed artist who’d once had his own gallery not far from the Roadrunner, but he’d closed it in favor of opening a gallery at the Resort, where he featured famous artists. He was also a very wealthy man. It was rumored that his family was the richest in the entire state.

“Maybe that’s it,” Susan agreed.

“Or maybe she can’t afford to stay there,” I said before reporting what I’d heard on the morning news.

We couldn’t discuss Monique’s situation any further because a couple with two small children came into the gallery. While Pamela showed them around, Susan and I tried to keep the kids occupied in the meeting room by showing them how to draw faces on some tiny pumpkins.

When their parents were ready to leave, we gave the kids their pumpkins to take home with them.

“Oh, how cute!” their mother exclaimed, as they held their painted pumpkins up to show her.

“Let me pay for those,” their father said, reaching for his wallet.

“No need,” Pamela told him. “They’re on the house, and thank you for your purchase.”

The man held a small paper bag in his hand. I waited until the couple and their children left the gallery before I asked Pamela what they had bought.

“One of Monique’s pastels.”

“That was quick,” Susan said. “They haven’t been hanging there more than a few minutes.”

“Yes, I think she’ll do very well here again. Her artwork was always very popular,” Pamela said. “Unfortunately, trouble seems to follow her wherever she goes, and she brings some of it on herself.”

“I doubt that her legal problems will be resolved anytime soon. The fight over her late husband’s estate could take years to resolve,” I observed.

Our gossip session was interrupted when another visitor came into the gallery, this time not a customer, but one of our members.

“Hi, Carrie.” Pamela did a double take. “You’ve cut your hair! It looks great.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Yes, I do.”

“It’s very flattering,” I said.

“I agree,” Susan added. “That short, wavy style suits you perfectly.”

Carrie smiled. “I really wasn’t sure about it, but I think I like it, too.”

Carrie had kept her auburn hair long ever since I’d first met her. Judging by its length, I knew that she’d let it grow for years. Unfortunately, she was a bit plump, and her long tresses had had the effect of emphasizing her extra pounds; whereas her new style showcased her face, rather than her figure.

“I rearranged the jewelry display because some of your pieces sold, and the top shelf was looking a little empty,” Susan told Carrie.

“Thanks, Susan. I brought a few more necklaces and a couple of display busts we can put on top of the counter if it’s all right with you, Pamela.”

“That sounds fine. Let’s see what you’ve made.”

We gathered around the counter while Carrie unbagged her turquoise jewelry and showed it to us.

“The stones are from the Kingman turquoise mine. I usually go there to source a couple of times a year.”

“Beautiful,” I said as I lifted one of the necklaces and put it on a display bust that Carrie placed on the top of the counter. “Someone will be very happy to buy this.” What I didn’t say was that I was tempted to buy it myself, but I needed to stick to my budget. Just as I felt I couldn’t afford to buy my own paintings, the same caveat applied to most of the other members’ artwork.

“Thanks, Amanda. By the way, I wanted to ask you and Susan if you’ve decided what you’re going to wear for my costume party.”

“Costume party?”

We turned just as the tinkling bell signaled someone’s arrival—in this case, Monique’s.

“Costume party!” she repeated. “Count me in!”








  
  
Chapter four



“Hello, Monique,” Carrie greeted her. “Of course, you’re invited. The party’s this Saturday night at seven at my house. I sent invitations to all the members of the Roadrunner, but that was before you came back to town and rejoined us.” 

“Ooh, marvelous!” She turned to Chip, who had followed her into the Roadrunner. “You’ll go with me, won’t you, Chip?” Without waiting for him to answer, she declared, “I’d just love to have a handsome date for the party.”

“Sure, my pleasure,” Chip replied with a wide grin.

“This will be such fun! Now, I need to decide on a costume.”

Pamela, who’d been observing their interaction, turned and walked back to her office, leaving the rest of us to discuss the upcoming event. I knew Pamela wasn’t planning on attending. Since her husband’s death, she’d put in long hours at the gallery and hadn’t done much painting, although she’d resumed holding open studio as a stop on Lonesome Valley’s weekly art studio tour a few weeks after Rich’s death. It didn’t help that his business had been in crisis at the time, and Pamela was still dealing with his company’s ongoing problems. The members of the Roadrunner were trying their best to support her, but we couldn’t solve her problems or even buoy her spirits most days. She and Chip were friends, and he was usually sensitive to her feelings, but Monique’s arrival had his full attention now, and he didn’t pay any attention when Pamela left the room.

We all noticed when Lieutenant Belmont showed up at the Roadrunner’s door, though. As soon as she saw the grumpy detective, Susan ducked behind the counter, grabbing a large binder from the drawer below and pretending to study it.

I couldn’t help observing that the lieutenant wore a nicely tailored sports coat and coordinating tie, rather than his usual ill-fitting, rumpled suit. Maybe he was turning over a new leaf; he’d certainly never bothered to make an effort where his appearance was concerned before now.  

“Is Mrs. Smith in?” he asked Carrie.

“Yes, she’s in her office,” Carrie said. “Would you like me to take you back?”

“I know the way,” he said.

He hadn’t spoken a word to me although normally he would have made some sarcastic comment. The lieutenant and I had a bit of a checkered history. He’d given me a hard time during some of his cases, but we’d also worked together in a couple of instances, and I believed he had a grudging respect for me, despite his usual rudeness. On the other hand, Susan despised the man because he’d arrested her for a murder someone else had committed and she’d spent a horrible night in the local jail before being released the following day. It was no wonder she was avoiding him now.

The lieutenant nodded to me and went on back to Pamela’s office. Her door was open, and he didn’t close it behind him when he went in. We could hear their voices in quiet discussion, but we couldn’t make out what they said.

“Who was that guy?” Monique asked.

“Nobody you want to know,” Chip told her. “He’s a police detective and a nasty dude.”

Monique frowned for an instant before pasting on her happy face again. “Let’s go up to the apartment, and I’ll find my extra set of keys,” Chip suggested, and the two wasted no time going upstairs.

In the meantime, Susan slipped into the meeting room to avoid seeing Lieutenant Belmont, leaving Carrie and me alone in the gallery.

“What do you suppose he’s doing here?” Carrie asked.

“No idea. Possibly something about the upcoming trial.”

“I guess. Have you decided on your costume for the party yet?”

“Yes. My friend Belle’s making it for me. I can’t sew a stitch, but she’s an expert. She came up with the idea.”

“Is it going to be a surprise?”

“No, not really. It’s a Victorian bathing suit. Believe me, it doesn’t look anything like what you’d see on a beach today.”

“I can imagine.”

“I’m pretty much going to be covered head to toe. The Victorians liked to wear lots of clothing! Belle remembered seeing a Folkwear pattern for it. She volunteered to sew the costume for me, and I thought it might be cute, so I ordered it. I’m supposed to have a fitting this afternoon.”

“I can’t wait to see it. Is your boyfriend going to match?”

“No. He said he wanted to wear something simple. We came up with the idea for a lumberjack costume. All he has to do is wear a flannel red plaid shirt, jeans, and work shoes. I bought him a rubber ax for a prop.”

Carrie laughed. “What fun!”

I was about to ask Carrie what she planned to wear to her party, but the lieutenant was coming out of Pamela’s office, so we paused.

“Was that Monique d’Albert I saw earlier?” he asked me. There wasn’t even a snarl in his voice.

When I told him that he was right, he murmured, “hmm, interesting” and left the Roadrunner without another word.








