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Chapter One
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When my boyfriend first suggested a romantic weekend away I jumped at the chance. Between me running my busy small-town café, the Jitterbug Junction,  and Rob’s hectic life as a veterinary surgeon, we don’t get a lot of time to spend together just the two of us. The promise of a mini-break was certainly appealing, and after making sure my cafe - and my cat, Snuffy - were in safe hands I was counting down the hours before he came to pick me up and whisk me away. I just didn’t think he had a camping trip in mind.

“It’s not that I’m anti-fresh air,” I hiss into my phone as I wait for Rob to finish paying for gas on our way out of Silver Brook. 

“You’re just anti- too much of it.” On the other end of the line my best friend, Silver Brook police officer Kate Kelly, is unsuccessfully stifling her laughter and I can just imagine how much fun she is going to have telling this story to her own boyfriend later.

“I was expecting champagne! Rose petals! Romance!” I moan, thinking of all the clothes I packed to bring away with me, and then remember the only outfit I included that is vaguely outdoor-appropriate. “I’m going to freeze to death!”

“Snuggled up under a blanket with your cute boyfriend on hand to keep you warm?” 

Brodie, one of Rob’s twin boxer dogs, chooses this moment to let out a volley of barking from his crate behind me and I hear Kate dissolve into giggles.

“Stop laughing.” I love Rob’s two dogs almost as much as I love my cat, but at the moment I think Snuffy has the best of the deal. He’s going to be doted on by Rob’s sister all weekend, and Brodie and Bella are going to enjoy every minute of our outdoor adventure. I’m just not so sure I will.

“You’re going to have a great time,” Kate reassures me, between hiccups of laughter. “And I think it’s nice that you’re getting involved in some of Rob’s interests.”

“It’d be nice if he got involved in some of mine,” I mutter, more to myself than to Kate.

“Like sticking your nose into murder investigations that don’t concern you?” 

Kate is an active member of Silver Brook’s overworked and underappreciated police force and we’ve had more than one or two run-ins where the law is concerned. Can I help it if I have a river of untapped talent where solving mysteries is concerned? And it has certainly been helpful having Rob on-side to help with that from time to time. I wince, thinking of more than one occasion that could have ended up very badly for me if he hadn’t been there. I suppose embracing the great outdoors is a reasonable price to pay for having him save my life before now.

“Well, I’m sure you can both do with a break from Silver Brook,” Kate says when I don’t reply. “And it’s important for couples to share interests.”

“Whatever happened to opposites attract?” I grumble, wishing just for once that my boyfriend wasn’t quite so hale and hearty. I glance down at hips that were built more for sitting than hiking and sigh.

“Successful couples need to have something in common,” Kate says, and I hear a strange note in her voice that makes me think she’s talking from experience. She and Jeremy - another old friend of mine - have had an on-again, off-again relationship for almost as long as I’ve known either of them. Lately, it seems like they’ve finally sorted out their issues and settled into a life of coupled-up bliss. At least, I thought so. Something about Kate’s comments put me on edge, and I immediately put my own concerns to the side. I press the phone closer to my ear, trying to work out how to probe without being too nosy.

“Are you and Jeremy...?”

“We’re fine.” Kate’s response is a little snappy and she seems to hear it too, because the next time she speaks her voice is syrupy smooth. “Anyway, this isn’t about me and Jeremy. It’s about you and Rob. I think you should stop overthinking it and just enjoy this time together. Wait and see if your camping trip doesn’t bring all the romance you need.” I sense her trying to change the subject. “I hear the weather is going to be really nice this weekend.”

I eye the dark clouds circling overhead, but before I can come up with a proper reply I catch sight of Rob making his way back to the car from the gas station kiosk. The dogs spot him too, and soon I have two excitable boxers to compete with.

“I’d better go,” I shout down the phone, unable to hear Kate’s reply. “I’ll let you know how we get on.” Privately, I think it’ll be a miracle if all four of us - Rob, me, Brodie, and Bella - survive the weekend unscathed.

***
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“HERE WE ARE!”

The road Rob drives us down grows less well-maintained with every mile we pass, and at some point he steers us off it altogether, his truck bouncing across a dirt track that swiftly peters out into woodland. I’m pretty much convinced we’re in the middle of nowhere until I spot a white, weather-beaten sign peeking out from the midst of a clutch of overgrown trees.

Cartwright’s Cozy Campground.

Welcome!

“Oh!” 

“You didn’t think we were going to just throw up a tent in the middle of nowhere, did you?” Rob grins at me and I reserve the right to inform him that sign or no sign, this campground is pretty much the definition of middle of nowhere. He rolls the truck to a slow stop and angles his rearview mirror to better see the dogs. “What do you say, guys? Shall we show Merry why we like this place so much?”

The dogs catch the tone of Rob’s voice even if they don’t understand his words and they let out a joyful volley of barks that makes him laugh. I have just enough time to plaster a smile onto my own face when he looks at me. To be honest, it isn’t that much of a challenge. Camping out in the vast green wilderness might not be my idea of a good time, but it clearly is to Rob, and who am I to object to something that makes him this happy?

“Let me guess,” I begin, trying to put my misgivings aside and approaching the weekend with a more open mind. “You bring all your girlfriends here.”

“Not all of them.” Rob feigns consideration. “Only the ones that I’m getting kind of serious about.” He leans across the car and kisses me and the last of my doubts disappear. Great outdoors or not, I’ve got a great guy beside me. I remember what Kate said about snuggling under the stars with Rob next to me and decide I’m going to enjoy the next few days. Even if it kills me. The dogs’ barking is getting more frantic and eventually, Rob and I pull apart and I reach for my door handle.

“Right. So are we going to explore this place or what?”

There’s a scramble of laughter, yelps, and lots of barking before Rob and me and the dogs are all out of the car and solidly, safely on the ground, but we only make it a few steps beyond the sign when I hear a sound that freezes me where I stand.

Gunshot.

“What was that?”

It happens again, and I see Rob’s smile momentarily slip before he shakes off his concern.

“Just a hunter, probably.” He shifts his dog leash into one hand and reaches for mine with his free one. “Come on, let’s go ask Glenda.”

“Glenda?” I barely have time to ask who that is when a tiny, five-foot tornado with greying hair pulled up in a tufty ponytail comes marching towards us.

“Rob! Hello! And how are you gorgeous pair?” She drops to her knees, oblivious to the mud, and holds her arms open to the dogs who are both straining on their leashes to go to her. Rob laughs, bending down and unclipping one. I follow him, and soon both boxers barrel towards the older woman and try to lick her to death. “Ok, ok!” She laughs, finally getting back to her feet and making a show of brushing off lint and fixing her hair. She catches sight of me and her smile widens. “And who’s this?”

“Meredith Gray,” I say, offering her my hand. She pulls me into a full-body embrace that very nearly squeezes the breath out of me.

“It’s about time Rob brought a nice girl out here! I’m so happy to finally meet you, dearie. What a cute couple you make! And you are going to have such a great weekend out here getting back to nature. Come on, I’ll help you get set up. You’ll want your usual pitch?”

“Ah, actually, Glenda...”

“Somewhere a little more private?” Her grey eyes sparkle. “I have just the place in mind. Come on, it’s not far. You can send Rob back for your things, dear.” Glenda slips an arm through mine and tugs me along next to her. “Let’s you and I get acquainted.” The dogs scamper off ahead of us as if they already know the way, and I crane my neck back to look at Rob who is stifling a laugh behind us as my new best friend begins an in-depth inquisition.

“Rob tells me you run a cafe, Meredith, so I am going to have to pick your brains on a few details. I want to build something like that here, as part of my planned renovations for the site. Something a little upmarket, try to catch those city slickers looking to get back to nature for a weekend a couple of times a year. I’m thinking more glamping than camping if you know what I mean...”

There’s another gunshot and I flinch, which is enough to re-direct Glenda mid-flow.

“And that certainly isn’t going to help my plan! I can’t believe he has ignored me yet again. It’s all very well financially contributing to things around here but that racket doesn’t contribute anything but irritation!” She glances at me. “And making my poor customers fear for their lives!” She turns abruptly and begins walking in another direction, apparently forgetting that our arms are still linked and I’m getting dragged along with her. “Don’t worry, dear. Temporary detour. This is completely unacceptable, and I told Hank so. He promised he understood, and yet here we are!” The gunshot sounds again, louder this time and Glenda sees red. “I’m going to murder that man!”
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Chapter Two
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“Hank!”

Glenda’s voice is shrill and her shout is so loud that I’m pretty sure the stout, balding man in front of her can hear us coming a mile away. He has the sense to lower his shotgun at least, before turning to greet her with a wave. 

“Afternoon, Ms. C!”

“Mrs!” she squawks and I hang back, instinctively drawing level with Rob, and each of us taking hold of one of his dogs by the collar. If Glenda and shotgun-guy are about to come to blows, I certainly don’t want to see either of the pups caught up in the middle of it. Come to think of it, I’m not sure I want Rob and me caught up in the middle of it, either!
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