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This had to be a record.

What the heck happened? How did I end up in this mess? For crying out loud, I just moved here. Tell you what, let’s do a recap, shall we? In less than twenty-four hours I had managed to alienate family members I never knew I had, run afoul of the local cops, AND land my sorry rear end in jail accused of—you’ll love this—theft and murder. Oh, I mustn’t forget that my name is now on a set of adoption papers making me the legal guardian and owner of... 

You know what? I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me start from the beginning.

My name is Zachary Anderson. Zack to my friends. I’m forty-three, six feet tall, have brown hair (with more gray than I care to admit), blue eyes, and I’m reasonably built (especially for someone my age). How? I have a date with my elliptical five nights a week, which I have learned I really shouldn’t miss.

Why would you care about how I look? The short answer is, you don’t. So why bother telling you? Because it’s my story and it helps set the scene. I could go into details, but you really don’t care to hear about that. Besides, I have a nasty habit of veering off topic. I’ll try to keep it under control.

As I was saying, I try to keep myself in good shape. Not only for myself, but for Samantha as well. At least, I used to.

My darling Samantha. We had been childhood sweethearts. We married right out of high school, much to our family’s chagrin. My own mother decided the marriage would never last, seeing how both Samantha and I were incredibly strong willed. Over twenty years later our marriage was still going strong. We lasted well past our family's expectations and then some. Nobody gave us a chance, but we made it. Siblings, friends, even my own parents’ marriages crumbled in front of our eyes. Not us. Our love for each other was special. Unique. 

Six months ago, in less time than it takes to say ‘I told you so’, Samantha’s SUV unexpectedly swerved into oncoming traffic and collided head-on with a semi, effectively ending the utopia we had created together. The stink of it was no one could find a reason why. Had Samantha lost control of her car? Had she suffered some type of medical trauma? A seizure, maybe? The investigators were beside themselves trying to figure out what had happened. It was the only logical explanation, they said. The problem with that line of thinking was Samantha had been in perfect health. 

Before you suggest mechanical problems, I know it wasn’t her SUV. I had just bought her that car two months prior to the accident. It had been running perfectly. Had the detectives been able to examine it, they would have backed me up on that. However, there hadn’t been anything recognizable left after the collision.

Yes, the wreck was that bad. Thankfully, I was told Samantha had been killed instantly. More than likely she never knew what had hit her.

With a heavy heart I packed up our house and sold it, along with ninety-five percent of the contents, just as soon as I was able to function again. I had to get out of there. Everything reminded me of Samantha, and the last thing I wanted to do was fall back into a funk. I needed a change of scenery. I had planned on finding a quiet corner of the desert to bury myself in my work when ...

Oh. I should mention what I do. I’m a self-employed writer. A storyteller. Before I tell you what kind, however, I should warn you that you’ll probably be surprised. Really. When I tell you, don’t laugh, and don’t judge me. 

I’m a romance writer. I, uh, discovered I have a knack for writing them, the real steamy kind. Before you jump to any conclusions, I'm not the typical back room writer of dirty books. I am a legitimate author just trying to make a living, so get your mind out of the gutter. These are genuine, R-rated stories that appeal to men just as much as they appeal to women. I know. Much to my dismay I’ve had just as many male fans write to me as I’ve had female fans.

I learned that romance readers were voracious and snapped up anything that had an attractive, scantily clad couple on the cover. They’d preorder the next book in the series before even finishing the one they were presently reading. That was the type of market I wanted as my readers.

It’s not something I’m proud of, but the pay is good. So good that it enables me to stay self-employed and set my own hours. I just don’t volunteer any specifics about my profession. The last thing I want to admit is that behind a computer, I’m known as Chastity Wadsworth.

I can’t have it known that a guy, and a boring, normal guy such as myself, was the person behind that outlandish pseudonym. So that’s why I chose an exotic nom de plume to pen all my romance novels. The steamier the overall image, the more sales they tend to make. 

I said, no laughing.

Ah. I can just hear you now. You’re wondering what Samantha thought of this unusual profession. Would you be surprised to learn she thought it was hysterical? She encouraged me to make the books just as steamy as they could be without pushing them into mainstream erotica. 

Trust me, guys, when you’re an author, and your wife suggests making your novels as sensual as they could be, it can only be a good thing. Our lives were perfect. Until that damn day when ...

Sorry. See what I did there? I saw the tangent coming and veered back on track. You’re welcome. 

Back to the story. I was feeling depressed. I lacked motivation. Inspiration. My novels reflected that. As a result, for the first time ever, my sales began to drop. After a few months I had become desperate to reverse the worrying trend. The problem was, I knew what was dragging me down. Samantha’s death. However, that wasn’t something I could quickly bounce back from. I challenge you to lose a spouse and see how great you feel about it.

Thankfully, that’s when news came that would forever change my life. Whether or not it’s for the best has yet to be determined.

I received a letter from some attorney I didn’t know, living in a city I’ve never heard of, telling me that due to Samantha’s death, I had become the sole beneficiary of a large estate that included a private winery in southwestern Oregon. I had to ask the attorney if he had the right guy. As far as I was aware, neither Samantha nor I had any ties to the Pacific Northwest.

As it turns out, I was wrong. You’ll soon see that I’m wrong quite often. Anyway, my wife had a great aunt living up there, and as fortune would have it, the old lady had passed away. Great Aunt Bonnie had left her estate not to her kids, which is what I would have expected, but to us. Specifically, the two of us. I had thought the request was odd, but the attorney assured me he had his facts straight. Apparently, Aunt Bonnie had been adamant. Samantha and I were specifically named as the only two she wanted to leave her estate to. Why? I don’t know. I suppose I’ll never know. Unfortunately, thanks to Samantha’s accident, I was it.

So I had a choice to make. After months of sluggish book sales, with numerous reviewers telling me I had lost my unique edge, I could either try to reinvent myself in the deserts of Phoenix, or I could pull up stakes and move north for a complete change of scenery. With no ties left in Arizona, and no desire to be constantly reminded of my wife’s tragic demise, the decision was an easy one. I moved.

If I had known then what I know now, I would have reconsidered my decision to move to the Pacific Northwest. 

* * *
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My first day as an Oregonian started as you would have expected. It was raining. It was raining when I crossed into Oregon, and it has been pretty much raining ever since with only brief patches of sunshine. Grumbling, I checked the forecast. Guess what? There was a one-hundred-percent chance it was going to rain tonight, tomorrow, and for the next ten days. Guess I should’ve checked the Weather Channel to see what I was getting myself into. Apparently, there’s a reason why the Pacific Northwest stays so green. The amount of rainfall Oregon receives is in no way exaggerated.

Thankfully I didn’t have to lift a finger to move my stuff. Not only did I not bring much with me—the attorney had indicated that the house I had inherited was fully furnished—but I had also hired movers. I had a great time sitting on my rear playing traffic cop for a bunch of guys that were bigger than me.

Oh, yeah. I guess I should have mentioned this, as if you couldn’t figure it out based on my chosen profession. I’m lazy. I could afford the movers, so why not have someone else do all the work? I’ll bet the company never had to haul such a small load across that many states before. 

Hey, I’m paying your bill. You may put that box over there, please.

I hadn’t even had a chance to go through the sprawling house yet, let alone unpack the small stack of boxes the men had deposited in one of the bedrooms, when my day started to turn for the worst. Everything happened so fast. The attorney had met me at the house at the same time the movers had arrived. He had me sign a stack of paperwork and then dropped a ring of keys into my hand. Thirty minutes later, I was telling the guys where to put all my crap. 

I had just watched the moving van drive away when the phone rang. Answering it gave me a welcome surprise. It was the last voice I had ever expected to hear in Pomme Valley, Oregon.

“Zack! What’s up, bro? Is it really you? Did you really move to Pomme Valley?”

“Who is this?” 

“It’s Harry!”

“Harry? Harry Watt? I’ll be damned. You’re kidding! You’re in Pomme Valley, too? What are the odds the two of us would end up in the same dinky town?”

Harrison Watt had been a classmate of mine during my second set of high school years. I guess I should explain. No, I didn’t flunk out and repeat any years. I had attended school in the same school district from second grade all the way through the tenth. However, as luck would have it, I had been forced to move away and therefore attend a new high school for my junior and senior years. Harry had been part of the group of friends I had hung out with after the move. What the hell he was doing all the way over here, in the same Podunk little town that I had moved to, was beyond me. As long as I had him on the phone, I guess I should ask a few questions, huh?

“How long have you been living out here, Harry?”

“Five years now. I love it out here.”

“How did you even know I was here? I literally just watched the movers drive their truck away. I haven’t unpacked or anything. How’d you get my number?”

“First rule of living in a small town. Get used to the fact that everyone knows everything about you.”

“Well, that’s ... unsettling. What in the world possessed you to move out here, Harry?”

“I might ask you the same question, pal. As for me, I’m a respectable part of the community now. Can you believe it?”

Absolutely not. Harry was the biggest troublemaker I had ever met. Stolen street signs, borrowing cars without permission, petty theft, you name it, he did it. In fact, now that I think about it, not once did I ever hear about him landing in jail or even getting questioned by the police. I had always assumed he had some sort of inside connection at the police department. Turns out I was right. You’ll find out how in just a little bit.

“Not in a million years, pal.”

“You ought to stop by so we can catch up. We can grab a bite to eat. Whataya say?”

“Sure. Just remember I’m new to town and haven’t a clue where everything is yet. Where would you like to meet?”

“Why don’t you stop by my office?”

“You say that as though I know where you are.”

“I’m on the corner of Main and 5th.”

“How about some directions?”

“Get with the times! Don’t you have a smartphone? Tell it to give you directions.”

I had a smartphone, only it was smarter than I was. I missed my old flip phone.

“No problem. I’ll find you. I want to check out the town anyway.”

“You weren’t kidding, were you? Is this your first day here? You’re going to love this town. See you in, what, an hour?”

My sense of direction was terrible. I needed some time to check out the area.

“Why don’t we make it noon? I’ve got to open an account at the bank, set up the utilities, pray that this town has a faster internet connection than dial-up, and run a few other errands. It’ll give me some time.”

“Sounds great, pal. I’ll have Julie meet us there. She has her lunch hour at noon.”

“Julie?”

“Yeah, my wife. Didn’t I tell you I was married?”

“You? You’re kidding! I seem to recall you swearing off relationships after Tami Bowen dumped you.”

“Ah. Tami. I had forgotten about her. Just do me a favor. When you meet Julie? Try not to bring up anything that might make me look bad. My wife hasn’t even touched the tip of the iceberg when it comes to my youth.”

Lunch was starting to look up.

“Sure thing.” I crossed my fingers. Harry had embarrassed me on more than one occasion. I smelled payback. “Whatever you say.”

While I’m hopelessly navigating through this quaint little town, looking for City Hall, a grocery store, a pizza joint, and several other businesses that were on my ‘must find’ list, I should tell you what the internet taught me about Pomme Valley. Or PV, as the locals call it. 

Less than 3,000 people call PV home. I have to admit that when I saw those numbers after I Googled the city, I almost spewed my drink all over my laptop. It’s a small city. A very small city. I’ll even go so far as to say that it’s a really freakin’ small town. There were only two traffic lights in the entire town. I know. I counted ‘em. Hell, there were more than twice that number of lights just getting from my old house to the gas station back in Phoenix. 

Main Street consisted of a neat row of shops on either side of the street. Cute, artsy-fartsy shops were offering any number of bizarre trinkets, woven rugs and blankets, and strange sculptures being passed off as art. In fact, as I drove by the small shop with the bright purple door, I swore I could see crime scene tape forming an ‘X’ over the door. I chalked it up to some artists wanting to express themselves. Hippies, all of ’em. 

I parked my Jeep in a parking lot off of Oregon Street and stepped out into the fresh cool air. The street name had me turning back to see if my eyes were playing tricks on me. Oregon Street? Really? Yep. I had read that right. Not very original, guys.

I figured that if this small town were to have a pizza joint and—please, God—a Chinese restaurant, then I should find them somewhere on this street. Main Street was the busiest road in town and after driving around for a few minutes, I could see why. The clouds had parted, allowing the sun to peek through for a while. As a result, tourists had poured out of nearby buildings and flocked the sidewalks in droves. Senior citizens adorned in Hawaiian shirts, khaki shorts, and sandals (most were wearing socks—if my fashion sense ever stoops to that level you have my permission to shoot me) were wandering up and down the sidewalks. Where had they come from? Look at all of them! They could have only come from ...

A large tour bus suddenly appeared and pulled up to an open curb. It blared its horn once and the doors opened. Thank God. It was time for the fashion-challenged to go home. 

A new stream of visitors poured out of the bus. Within moments I was fighting a losing battle, trying to swim upstream in a sea of people moving in the opposite direction, anxious to get where they’re going before it started raining again. Fed up with the massive amounts of tourists, I ducked into the closest shop.

My stomach growled as my nose reported in; it had approved of my choice of businesses. I had just stepped into some type of coffee shop. While not a fan of coffee, my nose easily picked up the scents of pastries, baked goods, and something that smelled like homemade soup. I glanced at the sign on the window. Wired Coffee & Café. Cute. If I bought something then I could hang out in here to see if the mass of people subsided. I winced as I caught a whiff of freshly brewed coffee. I could only hope they offered coffee-free drinks.

“What can I get for you today?” a bright, perky girl asked. Her smile brought out her dimples, which gave her a girl-next-door look. She also looked to be no older than sixteen.

“Do you sell soda here?”

The young girl blinked at me a few times before her head swiveled to look at a point behind me. I turned to look and saw one of those new-fangled soda machines that could produce hundreds, if not thousands, of flavor varieties. I really shouldn’t order anything else since I would be grabbing lunch with Harry, but those bagels looked fresh and appealing. A snack certainly wouldn’t hurt anything. 

“Roger that. I’ll have a large soda, please. Hmm, you know what? That pumpkin bagel looks good. I’ll take that, too.”

The teen smiled. “Of course. What kind of cream cheese would you like? We have mixed berry, chive and onion, salmon, and honey.”

“Salmon? Seriously?”

The girl reached under the counter and grabbed a plastic container. She pulled the lid off, revealing a mass of whipped pink goo inside. She reached for a spatula and was ready to dip it in the nasty looking mess when I finally regained my wits.

“Whoa. Wait. No salmon. I didn’t even know they made that flavor.”

The girl replaced the tub and looked expectantly at me, spatula held at the ready.

“Um, don’t you have plain?”

The girl seemed confused.

“Plain? Sure, I guess. I don’t get many requests for that. Let me look.”

As soon as she finished slathering on a layer of cream cheese that had to be an inch thick, the girl rang me up, handed me an empty cup and a small paper plate with my bagel. I made my selection from the complicated soda machine and sat down at the nearest empty table. 

Don’t judge. I know what you’re thinking. I happen to like bagels with cream cheese, washed down with a cool, refreshing soda. I never said I was a health nut. 

“Sure are a lot of ’em out there,” a voice commented from my right. 

I turned to see a guy younger than me wearing wire rim glasses, a blue long-sleeved, button-down shirt, jeans, and black sneakers. Some type of tablet was sitting on a magazine directly in front of him. He was casually sitting at the table next to me drinking some type of coffee-laden drink that probably had six different names to it judging by the number of letters the girl had written on the cup.

“I’ll say. Listen, what’s the deal? I saw a bus outside dropping them off. What’s going on?”

Just then we both heard what sounded like a semi-truck releasing the pressure in its air brakes. Shocked, I turned to inspect the surroundings. The stranger studied me as though I was the one responsible, which I wasn’t. That’s when I heard a chorus of giggles coming from behind me. The stranger and I turned to see a table full of red-faced women. They were all wearing identical purple floppy hats. 

“Yikes,” I mumbled. “Lay off the bran, ladies.”

The stranger slapped a hand over his face and quickly faced forward. He looked at me and grinned.

“Are you visiting?”

“Actually, no. I just moved here earlier today. I haven’t even finished unpacking yet.”

The guy nodded. “Ah. You’d be the one who moved into the Davies place. You’re the new owner of Lentari Cellars, aren’t you?”

“Lentari Cellars?”

“Seriously? You didn’t know?”

I frowned.

“I haven’t had time to go through the papers the attorney gave me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

The guy held out a hand.

“Spencer Woodson. You can call me Woody. Everyone does.”

I shook Woody’s hand.

“Zack Anderson. Nice to meet you, Woody. How did you know I just moved here?”

“This is a small town. We get lots of visitors but few regulars. When Ms. Davies died earlier this year everyone wondered what would happen to the winery and her estate. Everyone assumed that there’d be a big auction and the estate would be broken up. I guess we were all wrong.”

“Sorry, there won’t be any auctions,” I confirmed. “Ms. Davies was my late wife’s great aunt, so that makes her family. I wouldn’t feel comfortable selling her things.”

“Did you know the estate came with its own winery?”

“I knew about the winery,” I admitted. “However, I had never heard what it was called. Lentari Cellars. Has a nice ring to it.”

“They produced the best Syrah I have ever tasted,” Woody told me, with a grin.

“What the hell is shurraw?”

“Syrah. It’s a type of red wine oftentimes made with black berries or black currants.”

“You know a lot about wine,” I said.

“Everyone in town does,” Woody said, taking another sip from his cup. “Pomme Valley may be known for our apple farms but coming in a close second would be our wines. Let me guess. You’re not a wine lover.”

“I can’t stand it,” I admitted.

“You moved to the wrong place, my friend,” Woody said. “Don’t you see all those people out there? They’re here for the annual wine tasting festival. Free booze. Why do you think they were all bused in?” 

“They’re all here to drink wine?” I asked, amazed. 

Wine. Ugh. Why’d it have to be wine? I can’t stand the stuff. I’d rather drink a huge glass of prune juice, and don’t get me started with that nasty crap.

“You really don’t like wine?” Woody asked, taking a long sip from his tall paper cup. Clearly my non-wine drinking kind is in the minority here.

“Not at all.”

“Yet you moved here knowing you had inherited a winery.”

“I didn’t know the whole town was a bunch of connoisseurs,” I protested.

Woody grinned. “Not all of us are. So, are you going to sell it?”

“What? The winery? Why, do you want to buy it?”

“Not me, no thanks. I already have a business. I own and operate Toy Closet just down the street.”

“You sell toys?”

“Think of it like a hobby shop. I stock model trains, rocket engines, and even some old D&D stuff.”

“D&D?”

“Yeah, you know. Dungeons & Dragons. My parents played it when they were kids.”

Jesus. I had played it when I was a kid. That meant I’m old enough to be this kid’s father. How depressing was that?

“So, um, are there people who still play?”

Woody nodded. “There are entire communities out there that live and breathe D&D. If they’re willing to buy then I’m willing to stock.”

“Wait. Are you telling me that there are people in Pomme Valley who actually play D&D?”

“Of course. I’m Dungeon Master of our local chapter. If you ever want to get involved, let me know. I’ll get you a seat at our next game.”

When pigs fly, pal.

“Yeah, okay. Thanks. I’ll let you know.”

“Did you hear all those sirens earlier?”

My ears perked up. Sirens? I hadn’t heard any sirens, had I? 

“No. What happened?”

“Poor Zora.”

I took a sip of my raspberry lemon-lime vanilla soda and glanced once more at the passing crowds.

“Who’s Zora?”

“Zora Lumen owns 4th Street Gallery. She’s a little strange, like not all lights are on upstairs, if you know what I mean.”

Sure I did. There are people like that everywhere. Every family had at least one pear in the apple barrel. Come to think of it, mine had two.

“Yeah, I know what you mean. What about her?”

“Her place was robbed and her assistant was killed!”

“What? Here? You’re kidding! That’s the last thing I would expect to happen around these parts. Wait. Does her gallery have a purple door?”

Woody nodded. “Yep. A very garish purple door, if you ask me. Then again, no one really understands Zora’s style.” He shook his head, pushed his thin silver glasses up the bridge of his nose, and scratched at his goatee. “This is the first murder PV has seen in over fifty years!”

“When did this happen?” I wanted to know. Had it been today? Last night? What was stolen? I guess I should be asking my new friend those questions, right? “You said her place was robbed. Any idea what was taken?”

Woody nodded. “They’re calling it PV’s crime of the century. Emelie Vång’s newest, most dazzling object d’art was in the gallery and it was stolen. Maybe you’ve heard of it. It’s called Bengál.”

Great. He’s talking about art. There’s a subject that I know next to nothing about. Someone must have really wanted to... Wait. Emelie Vång? I stand corrected. I had heard of her. She’s the Swedish glass artist that’s taken the world by storm this past year. I’ve even seen a couple of her pieces. Weird, abstract blobs of glass with intense swirls of color nestled within its heart. Wow. Listen to me, huh? For a second there I sounded like I knew what the hell I was talking about.

But, I shouldn’t lose focus. Back to the problem at hand. Did you hear what Woody had said? Someone had been murdered there. Leave it to me to bring a piece of Phoenix’s violence to Small Town, USA. 

So, some piece of glass was stolen. Why? How long had it been here? Better yet, why would a world-famous artist have ties with a local art gallery here in Nowhereville, Oregon? Had this Bengál thing been on display? Why hadn’t it been stored more securely?

It didn’t add up. 

“You okay?” Woody asked as he tipped back his cup to finish off his drink.

Whoops. I was caught zoning. Again. 

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. This Bengal thing that was stolen...”

“Bengál,” Woody interrupted, once more adding emphasis on the second syllable.

“Whatever. What’s it look like? How big is it?”

“It’s a tiger.”

I let out a snort.

“Thanks, Captain Obvious. Can you give me anything more than that?”

In response, Woody pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a couple of times, and then handed it to me. There, on the screen, was a picture of Bengál. It was an ugly thing. Not one of Ms. Vång’s better works, if you ask me. 

Conveniently enough, someone had laid a yardstick next to the glass sculpture in the picture. It was 38 inches long and about 20 inches high at its highest point. The tiger was in a crouch, as though it was ready to pounce on some hapless prey. The body was mostly clear, as though I was looking at pure water, but I could also see that some coloring had been added, giving it a faint purplish hue. The tiger’s front legs, however, were a slightly different color. Instead of purple I could see an orange-reddish coloring. Like burnt cinnamon.

I snorted derisively. Burnt cinnamon? Where had that come from?

The tiger’s rear legs were faint blue. I couldn’t see any black stripes anywhere, but I did see how the surface of the sculpture was wavy, rippled. It definitely gave the tiger the appearance of having stripes without having any black color anywhere on the piece.

The more I stared at the piece, the more it grew on me.

“Wonderful, isn’t it?” Woody asked. “I didn’t like it at first but the more I see it, the more I like it. I just wish whoever took it would put it back.”

Woody took his phone back, swiped his finger across the screen, and returned it to me. A new image appeared. This was a close up of the tiger’s head. The first thing I noticed was the tiger only had one eye. The other eye, the one that was there, looked an awful lot like a ruby, leading me to believe the other eye had been pried loose and stolen. 

“You’re wondering about the eye, right?” Woody asked. “Everyone does. Ms. Vång insists the tiger has the other eye squeezed shut.”

“She insists?” I repeated, frowning. “You’re saying you’ve talked to her?”

“Of course. She visits PV often.”

“Why? Does she live here?”

Woody shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s supposed to be Swedish so I would have assumed she lives in Sweden. As far as PV is concerned, everyone has speculated on Emelie’s connection, and how she knows Zora, but no one really knows.”

The owner of Toy Closet pushed back from his table and gathered his things, namely the tablet and the magazine.

“Back to the salt mines. Wish me luck. Hey, if you really are going to sell Lentari Cellars, I know several people that would probably be interested.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

I didn’t know what to make of that. Someone wanted the winery? The analytical portion of my brain made a mental note to research old Aunt Bonnie’s winery to see if there was some hidden value somewhere I didn’t know about. I watched Woody leave and decided I should be on my way, too.

I found the bank, opened all the necessary accounts, and found out from the teller that the city’s utilities were all handled by City Hall. Naturally it was on the other side of town. I guess I shouldn’t complain. I probably could have walked there. In fact, you know what? Judging by the number of people milling about and crossing the street wherever they felt like it, it’d probably be safer if I didn’t drive. Besides, it was time to find Harry’s office. This was a small town. I should be able to find it without any problems. 

Wait. His office? What did he do, anyway? Had he said? I shook my head. I couldn’t remember. Oh, well. Guess I’ll find out soon enough.

“Excuse me,” I said as I put my ID and all other necessary cards back into my wallet, “but do you have any idea where I might find the offices of Harry Watt?”

The teller blinked at me a few times.

“Harry Watt? Dr. Harrison Watt, the vet?”

I’m sure my eyebrows just shot up.

“Doctor? Harry? You’re kidding.”

“He’s been the only veterinarian in town for several years now, ever since Doctor Ruckman retired.”

Harry was a doctor? Unbelievable. Apparently, the teller must have sensed my skepticism.

“He’s a very good vet. Do you know Doctor Watt?”

“I do. He’s an old friend from high school.”

“Oh! He told me about his twenty-five-year reunion coming up. You must be so excited!”

Age jokes. Why do I always get hit with the age jokes? I don’t look that old, do I? Punk teeny bopper.

“Dr. Watt’s clinic is just down the street on the right. It’s on the corner of Main and 5th. That road right out there is 3rd. It’s two blocks over.”

I thanked the snarky teller and waded my way back into the throng of people milling about outside. I longingly looked back in the direction of where I had parked my Jeep and briefly considered going back for it. Just then the traffic light at the corner turned green and a whole mess of people hurried across. In both directions. There were so many people that they didn’t fit within the painted lines on the crosswalk and therefore spilled over. 

I wasn’t about to try and drive in this chaos. I’d just have to suck it up and walk.

I found myself outside the building at the corner of 5th St. and Main just before noon. I looked at the single story professional office that sat on the corner. It had a large chain link fence—my first clue that I should never have stepped foot through that accursed door—wrapped around the perimeter of the property and then I saw several more sections of fence further dividing up the yard. Each narrow section had strips of grass, a small house, and a large water bowl.

Again, I know you’ve figured out what you’re looking at, but for me, sadly, it took a little while. I glanced at the outdoor kennels and didn’t think anything of it. He was the vet, wasn’t he? Maybe he wanted to provide the recovering dogs a place to enjoy the fresh air. Outside. 

Yeah, you’re right. I was stupid. Not one of my better days.

I gazed at the sign, which read Watt’s Vet Clinic & Animal Shelter. I shook my head in amazement. It was true. Harry was a vet. No matter what his credentials were, there was no way I was calling him ‘Doc’. My poor brain was already short circuiting just thinking about Harry in his new role. In a white doctor’s coat. 

I strode into the clinic and immediately looked around. While clean in appearance, there was no mistaking the telltale smell of a strong disinfectant. I can only imagine that something bad must’ve just happened in here. Thankfully, it had already been cleaned up. But, that didn’t stop me from automatically checking the bottom of my shoes.

Good. Nothing there.

“Good afternoon,” a woman cheerfully told me. “How can I help you today?”

She was about my age, tall (for a woman—about five-foot-nine), and had short brown hair. 

“I’m looking for Harry Watt,” I announced.

“Of course. You must be the friend of his he told us about. Are you Zack?”

I nodded. “Guilty as charged.”

“He told me to send you back to his office. It’s right through that door there and it’ll be at the end of the hall. It’ll be the only door you see.”

“Perfect. Thanks.”

I opened the door and froze in my tracks. My mind flashed back to the “Animal Rescue” part of Harry’s sign and groaned. That sneaky jerk. The back part of Harry’s clinic was where he kenneled all the dogs waiting to be adopted. The dogs were all lined up, in perfect military precision, as if they were in the middle of an inspection. They were sitting in straight lines on either side of the aisle and were staring straight at me.

Okay, I don’t know about you, but it’s been my understanding that most people will actively avoid visiting the pound, or any type of place where they adopt animals, because one look at the helpless dogs staring—imploring—at you to look into their eyes will melt even the coldest hearts imaginable. If I looked at any of these dogs, then I just knew I’d end up adopting one of them. It’s in my nature. I’ve always liked dogs, only I’ve never owned one. So, I needed to walk forward, keep my head down, and ignore everything around me.

I could smell the dogs, and I had to admit, Harry ran a clean clinic. I couldn’t smell any traces of dog poo back there, but I could smell the dogs themselves. While not really offensive, I could tell that several of them could use a bath.

A collar jingled alarmingly close. Another dog yipped excitedly. I almost looked up at that one. My eyes narrowed to slits. I was practically squinting. I was almost to the door! One quick turn of the knob and I’d be home free!

Movement in my peripheral vision attracted my attention. I could tell that a dog had just appeared and was now watching me. Don’t ask me how I knew, I just did. I could feel those two canine eyeballs boring through the back of my skull. 

Then I heard it. An unmistakable sigh, and it had come from the dog that had just appeared. Once more the rules flashed through my mind:

1. Don’t move your eyes from the floor. 

2. Don’t make eye contact. 

3. Under no circumstances should you ever, EVER pet the dog.

Break the rules and presto, you’ll find yourself with a new roommate. Well, I didn’t need a dog and I didn’t want a dog, so it’s eyes on the floor for me. However, that sigh had sounded so human! It spoke volumes. That sigh said the poor fellow wanted a permanent home and had resigned himself to never having one.

I couldn’t help it. The move was automatic; reflexive. I looked.

The owner of that sigh was a breed of dog I had only seen on dog shows, not that I watched many dog shows. It was a short, squat little fellow with an elongated body, short, stumpy legs, and no tail. The ears were small, erect, and tapered to a rounded point. The fur was thick and luxurious, but not long, and consisted of a beautiful mix of black, orange, and white.

Beautiful? Did I just call a dog beautiful? Dang! No. No. I will not like you, dog. Keep your charms to yourself, do you hear me?

So what kind of breed was he, I wondered. I know I’ve seen pictures of them before. But from where? 

A picture of the Queen of England flashed through my brain. The Queen! This was her favorite breed of dog. Now I knew what this little fellow was: a corgi.

The corgi approached the other side of the chain link fence, plopped his rump down onto the concrete floor, looked up at me, and lifted a foreleg in greeting. Before I knew what I was doing, I had squatted down and was holding a hand up to the fence. A warm, wet tongue flicked once across my open palm. 

I groaned. I was in trouble. The corgi had dark brown eyes with gold flecks in them and had locked both those eyes directly onto mine. For several seconds neither of us moved a muscle. Finally, when I ended up blinking, the dog rose to its feet and panted at me, looking for all the world like he was smiling. Then I heard a chuckle. I looked up to see Harry grinning at me from his open doorway.

My friend had definitely aged, as I’m sure I had in his eyes. He had an unmistakable paunch, which I’m guessing was brought on by one too many beers. He had thinning hair and was sporting a full beard. He was also holding a clipboard with a set of papers on it.

“No.”

“An excellent choice, pal. You and he are going to be the best of friends.”

“Harry, no. I don’t need a dog.”

“But he needs a human. He’s picked you.”

“I don’t know anything about caring for a dog! Are you kidding me? You can’t do this to me, Harry.”

“It’s easy,” my friend assured me. “Feed him, take him on walks, and make sure he has plenty of fresh, clean water. That’s it.”

“There’s more to caring for a dog than that, pal,” I mumbled as I started filling out the necessary adoption forms.

I handed the clipboard back to Harry, who gave them a quick once over. He unclipped a leash from a whole row of them hanging nearby and opened the corgi’s kennel. As soon as the dog was secured, Harry turned to me and held out the end of the leash, as though he was presenting me keys to the city.

“Zack, meet Sherlock. Sherlock, meet your new daddy.”
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I took the leash and looked down at my new ward. Sherlock, for his part, had to bend his neck up at almost a ninety-degree angle so he could look all the way up at me. I leaned down to give the dog a quick pat on his head. As if that one act cemented the deal, Sherlock pulled on his leash, clearly anxious to get out of jail.

“Ready for some lunch?” Harry companionably asked as he followed me back to the clinic’s lobby. Sherlock’s doggy toenails clicked loudly across the concrete floor.

“You just suckered me into adopting a dog. Where are we supposed to go for lunch? I can’t just leave him in my car.”

Harry smiled. He took off his white doctor’s coat and draped it over the front counter as he walked by.

“Good for you. You’re already well on your way to becoming a good dog owner. Never leave your pet unattended in a vehicle.”

I stared at Harry, wondering what his life experiences must have been like in order to pull him away from a life destined to land him behind bars. He had transformed himself from a dedicated loser to a responsible veterinarian who was now praising me for caring about Sherlock’s well-being.

“Back in an hour, Laura,” Harry called back to his receptionist. He held the door open for the two of us. “As for lunch, you’d be surprised. This whole town is very pet friendly. I thought we could go to Casa de Joe’s.”

“Casa de Joe’s? Dude, tell me you made that up.”

We exited the clinic and stepped out into the bright autumn day. Sherlock came to a stop as the two of us stopped by the side of the street.

“I kid you not, pal,” Harry laughed, sounding more like the person I knew from school. “They have the best Mexican food in town. Where’d you park?”

I pointed back toward the other side of town.

“Down thataway. I’ve been walking everywhere. There’s too many people crossing the street wherever they feel like it to risk driving.”

Harry nodded knowingly.

“Right. I forgot about the wine festival. It’s the start of Oscar’s night for small wineries around here.”

“Huh?” I asked, confused.

“The wine festival is a chance for the local wineries to compete for awards, recognition, that kind of thing,” Harry explained.

I whistled. “How many could there be in one small town? There can’t be that many, can there?”

Harry grinned. “Guess.”

“Five.”

“Higher.”

“Ten?”

“Higher.”

“Fifteen? Come on, man. There’s no way.”

“Try twenty-four.”

“I never imagined such a small town could have that many.”

“You’d be surprised,” Harry said. “You don’t have to own a vineyard to be considered a winery. Many wineries buy their grapes from local farmers. I know quite a few people who have converted their basements into micro-wineries.” He pointed at a pastel blue mini-van. “That baby is mine, right there.”

I snorted with disbelief, “A minivan? Why not get a truck to haul around your dogs? I assume that’s what you have, right?”

Harry slid open the passenger door and indicated the passenger seats. There was a child’s seat strapped to one of the chairs.

“You’re kidding.”

Harry smiled wildly at me.

“Nope! I got two kids, man. How about you?”

“Samantha and I didn’t have any kids,” I quietly answered. A dull ache formed in my chest.

A very uncharacteristic Harry zeroed in on my somber mood and was instantly apologetic. 

“I’m sorry, bro. What happened?”

“I’ll tell you at lunch. Speaking of which,” I added, desperate to change the subject, “how is it that the restaurants here don’t mind dogs?”

“Because most the restaurants on Main Street have open terraces. The rules are more lax there. As long as you stay outside the restaurant, owners will allow you to have your dog on the patio. It’s the new hip thing. They’re calling those terraces ‘pet friendly’. You’re going to have to help him in,” Harry added, looking down at Sherlock, who was looking up at the van and waiting patiently for a ‘paw’ up.

I leaned down to pick up my dog. Sherlock squirmed in my arms, almost causing me to drop him. As I secured my grip on the wiggling corgi, Sherlock managed to twist completely around. Suddenly his head was even with mine. I saw his jaws open. The tongue came out, and I knew what was coming.

The corgi planted a single doggie kiss, right across my face. It must have been Sherlock’s way of thanking me for springing him out of jail. I set the appreciative dog in the back of Harry’s van and slid the passenger door shut. I climbed into the passenger seat while wiping doggie drool from my face.

“He sure has taken to you,” Harry observed. “Sherlock has been kinda standoffish and I was beginning to wonder if he’d ever get adopted. Then you come to town and make a corgi’s dream come true.”

“I still don’t know about this,” I told my friend as he pulled out into traffic. “I’ve never had to care for a dog before. What’s he eat? How much should I feed him? Where does he sleep? Is he potty trained?”

“All very good questions,” Harry said. “I’ll write you a list of notes at lunch that’ll cover everything you need to do to properly care for him, okay?”

I had just pulled the seatbelt across my lap and clicked it into place when Harry pulled off Main Street and into the parking lot at Casa de Joe’s. We had driven all of one block. I left my hand on my seat belt and stared at Harry.

“Seriously? You drove here when we could have just walked? You know what? I’m pretty sure I’ve already walked by here today. Twice.”

“You’re not going to want to walk when you leave here,” Harry pointed out. “Besides, I’ll drive you and Sherlock back to your car. Think of your dog. Look how short his legs are. A normal walk for you will be a marathon for him.”

We exited the van (Sherlock waited patiently to be picked up and set down on the pavement). We walked straight to the open terrace, selected a table, and sat down. Sherlock laid down obediently by my feet, which amazed Harry.

“Are you sure you’ve never owned a dog before?”

I nodded my head. “Positive.”

“He sure seems to like you. Look at that. He’s protecting you. That’s a very encouraging sign, pal.”

“I still feel like I was set up.”

Harry shrugged. “That’s because you were. It’s my responsibility to make sure all the dogs that come to my clinic find their forever homes. Sherlock was adopted once before but was given back several days later. I can’t tell you what that does to a dog’s spirit.”

“Why?” I prompted. “Why was he given back?”

“Incompatibility. Sherlock didn’t take to the lady of the house. She didn’t like dogs to begin with, but to have Sherlock ignore and disobey her was the final straw, I’m afraid.”

“That’s too bad.”

“It worked out for the best. He has you now.”

An attractive woman, whom I’m guessing was in her late thirties, approached. Harry’s face broke out into a grin and he quickly stood. He put an arm around the woman’s shoulders and turned to me.

“Zack, this is my wife, Julie. Julie, this is Zack. Do you remember him?”

The woman nodded and smiled at me.

“I sure do. It’s a pleasure to see you again, Zack! Welcome to our neck of the woods.”

Again? I had met her before? Seeing the look of confusion on my face, Harry intervened.

“She graduated from the same high school that we did, only a few years later.”

I still didn’t remember who this person was. Then again, our old high school in Phoenix had over 1,400 students attending classes. There’s no way I could have known them all.

“It’s okay if you can’t remember,” Julie warmly told me. “It was a long time ago.”

We all took our seats as the waitress arrived to take our drink order. She left two bowls of tortilla chips and several types of salsa after we placed our orders.

“So did you two get married right out of school?” I asked, curious to see if Harry had followed in my steps.

“No,” Harry said. “I should have paid more attention to this pretty girl when we were all students, that’s for sure. Turns out Julie’s father was the local sheriff. On those rare occasions where we had run-ins with the police, Julie here made certain my name stayed out of it.”

I stared incredulously at Harry’s wife.

“You? You’re the reason Harry stayed out of trouble? How did you pull that off?”

Julie beamed at me. 

“I had the biggest crush on Harry in high school. As for my father, well, it was easy. I had my dad wrapped around my little finger when I was young. What can I say? I was, and still am, a daddy’s girl. I will admit that there were several times when I had to beg and plead with him to leave poor Harry alone, but in the end, it worked out fine.”

I looked at my friend with a look of bewilderment on my face.

“You told me she didn’t know about any of the things you did in high school. Obviously, she does. I can’t believe you told her about that night at the bowling alley, where we all snuck into the stri—"

“Ose-clay your outh-may!” Harry cried, practically leaping out of his chair and interrupting me mid-sentence. His face had turned beet red and beads of sweat had started forming on his head.

Julie winked at me and smiled conspiratorially at her husband.

“I eak-spay ig-pay atin-lay, oo-tay, ear-day.” Julie reached for a chip and dunked it in the bowl of dark red salsa. She smiled again at me. “I think you and I are going to be good friends, Zack. So are you married? Have any kids?”

My face told Julie everything she needed to know before I could even open my mouth. She instantly laid a hand over mine and dropped her voice.

“I’m so sorry. What happened? Can you tell us?”

“This is a subject I don’t like talking about ’cause it still hurts, but yeah, I can. Give me a minute.” I sighed and took a long swig of my soda. The waitress walked by and, without breaking stride snatched my glass. “You probably knew her, Harry. Samantha Masters. Do you remember her?”

Harry’s face lit up. 

“Sure, I remember her. Cute short thing that played the flute in the marching band, right? Didn’t you go out with her a few times?”

Julie groaned. She moved her hand from mine and placed it over Harry’s. And dug in.

“Ouch! Jules, what’d you do that for?”

“Haven’t you figured it out yet? He married his high school sweetheart, am I right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.”

Julie kept her talons firmly embedded in her husband’s hand and smiled at me.

“Would you please continue?”

“Sam and I married right out of school. We were together for so long that I honestly don’t remember what my life was like before her. Anyway, six months ago she was struck head-on in a collision with a semi. She died instantly.”

I heard a whine and looked down at my feet. Sherlock had awoken from his nap and jumped up to put his two front feet on my lap. Wow, that dog had a long body.

“Why don’t you pick him up?” Harry quietly suggested.

“What? Why?”

“Dogs can sense when their humans are in distress. He knows you’re feeling sad. He wants to help.”

“You’re telling me dogs can sense moods?”

“Oh, yeah,” Julie agreed. “My family had a yellow Lab when I was little that always knew when I was feeling sad. She would never leave my side.”

I shrugged, hooked my hands under each of Sherlock’s squat muscular front legs, and lifted him to my lap. The dog promptly snugged up against my chest and whimpered. He stretched his neck up to lick the underside of my chin.

“I cannot believe this is the same dog,” Harry breathed, amazed.

I must have been a sight. Me, a grown man, pining for my dead wife, and cradling a snuggling corgi to my chest. Sitting across the table was an old friend that I realize I didn’t know that well anymore and that friend’s wife, whom I didn’t know at all. 

I looked down at the corgi. I didn’t know what type of magic Sherlock used on me but, dang it, I did start to feel better. Coincidence? 

“So after the funeral,” I continued, giving Sherlock a couple of scratches behind his ears, “I tried to put my life back together there in Phoenix, but just couldn’t do it. Everything reminded me of her.”

“You needed a change of scenery,” Julie guessed.

“I did, yes. Right about that time I was notified that Samantha had a great aunt who had passed away, leaving the two of us her estate”

“Lentari Cellars!” Julie exclaimed. “That’s right! You’re the new owner! They make the best Gewürztraminer.”

The waitress reappeared and presto, my glass of soda was back.

“I heard something similar earlier today,” I admitted, grabbing my glass to take another long drink. “Something called ‘Syrah’, whatever that is.”

Julie nodded. “They do make a great Syrah there, too.”

“Clearly everybody knows more about wine than I do,” I admitted. “I can’t stand the stuff.”

“But you own a winery now,” Harry pointed out. “If you’re going to keep the winery then you’d better start learning.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll see. So what do you do for work, Julie? Harry hasn’t said.”

“Harry hasn’t said a lot of things,” she quipped, giving her husband a cryptic smile. “I’m a dispatcher for the PVPD.”

“Oh, really? That’s very cool. Do you know anything about the murder that happened here?”

Julie leaned forward.

“I should say so. I’m the one who dispatched the crime scene investigators out to the gallery and had to listen as they reported in.”

“Can you tell us anything about it?” I pressed, curious.

Just then the waitress reappeared and set out plates of food. She also set a large carafe of soda down in front of me since she had noticed that I had all but drained my glass for the second time. I looked around the table. Julie had ordered some type of burrito, Harry had a set of three enormous enchiladas set before him, and I had ordered a traditional tostada. Just for the record, there was no way in hell I was going to be able to finish this thing off. They must have used an entire head of lettuce for my order and somehow found a tortilla the size of a man-hole cover to set it on. 

“I can tell you the investigation is ongoing,” Julie continued once the waitress left. “We’ve been given a number of leads so far, only most haven’t panned out.”

“And those that have?” Harry asked, around a mouthful of chicken enchilada.

“They say it was an inside job,” Julie quietly told us as she sliced another piece off her gargantuan burrito. “The tiger hasn’t turned up yet and there are no signs of forced entry, either.”

“What about the person who was murdered?” I asked. “Could that be the insider? I think I heard somewhere that the assistant was the one who was killed.”

“Right,” Julie confirmed, nodding. “Her name was Debra Jacobs. My own personal opinion is that she wasn’t the insider, provided this was an inside job.”

“Are you sure about that?” Harry asked, lowering his voice. “If anyone had the temperament to try and pull something like this off then I’d definitely say it would be her.”

Julie nodded. “Yes, I’m sure. Zora was the only friend Debra had.”

“Was she that unsociable?” I said. “Surely there’s a reason in there somewhere.”

Harry leaned forward and lowered his voice even further.

“Man, that lady was insanely mean. I swear she went out of her way to be as rude as possible.”

“She definitely enjoyed creating drama in other people’s lives,” Julie confirmed. “Put a knife in her hands and she’d stab you in the back with it and not think twice about it.”

“Uh, you mean that figuratively, right?” I stammered, concerned.

Julie nodded. “Yes. Of course. Debra was no murderer and she’s no thief. I’ll agree she was quite the bitch, but she wasn’t a criminal. I once watched her march a lady back to the cashier stand at the supermarket because she overheard how the customer hadn’t been charged for a yogurt.”

“Wow,” I whistled.

“You made that up,” Harry accused. My friend was silent for a moment and then suddenly slapped the table, causing Julie and me to jump in our seats. “Hah! I’ve got it. There are mirrors in Zora’s gallery, aren’t there?”

“Mirrors?” Julie repeated as she turned to her husband with a confused look on her face. “What has that got to do with anything?”

“I’ll wager she passed by one of them, caught a glimpse of her reflection, and turned herself to stone.”

I snorted as Julie giggled. She reached across the table to smack Harry on the arm.

“She was shot, you dork. Besides, don’t speak about the dead like that. It’s rude.”

Harry held up his hands in surrender. “Yeah, well, you laughed.”

“You said most leads hadn’t panned out,” I said to Julie, eager to learn more about the crime. “Have there been any that did?”

Julie nodded. “Just one, I’m afraid.”

She then gave me an unsettling look. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I demanded. “You can’t possibly think I had anything to do with this. I wasn’t even in town when this happened! At least I don’t think I was. Besides, I’ve never stepped foot inside that gallery.”

Harry looked at his wife with concern in his eyes.

“Babe, where are you going with this? Zack didn’t do anything. He doesn’t have any part of this.”

Julie leaned forward again. Both Harry and I did the same.

“From what I hear, the detectives found a couple of clues at the gallery. Clues that point to you, Zack.”

“This is nuts,” I sputtered, growing angry. “What kind of numbnuts does PV have on its force, anyway? No offense to you, Julie.”

“What could they have possibly found, Jules?” Harry wanted to know. “Zack hasn’t been in town long enough to leave any traces of anything lying around.”

“They wouldn’t tell me any specifics,” Julie said, dabbing the corner of her mouth with her napkin, “only that they were looking into all possibilities. The last I heard was that they had one working theory, and I’m sure I heard your name in the same sentence, Zack. I’m sorry.”

“How would you people even know my name?” I demanded. “I first stepped foot in Pomme Valley earlier today! It’s not like there was an official announcement in the paper, right?”

Both Harry and Julie were silent. I swore softly to myself.

“Tell me they didn’t.”

“Last week,” Harry admitted, grinning sheepishly. “There was an article talking about Lentari Cellars and the new owner. You. There wasn’t much to tell other than you were moving to town and would be here soon.”

“Who told the paper about me?” I demanded, bewildered. “I certainly didn’t authorize it.”

“Our recycling guy only comes once every two weeks,” Julie said. “I’m sure we still have our copy of the paper. I’ll get it for you. You definitely bring up a good point.”

A shadow fell over our table. Sherlock woofed a warning. I looked up to see an older woman decked out in formal business attire. She was wearing a dark gray overcoat (it had to be seventy outside in the sun!), matching gray skirt, and gray pumps with thick two inch heels. Her silver hair was pulled up into a tight bun and she was wearing dark sunglasses. The woman scowled as she stared down her nose at the three of us.

“Which one of you is Mr. Zachary Anderson?”

I instantly, and I do mean instantly, disliked this woman. She found my it’s-time-to-be-a-jerk button in less than three seconds and expertly pushed it. It had to be a record.

“Well, it’s certainly not her,” I remarked, hooking a thumb in Julie’s direction. “And it’s not him,” I added, pointing down at Sherlock.

“Just answer the question,” the woman snapped. “Are you Mr. Anderson?”

I was reminded of a line from a very popular sci-fi movie. If there had been a female agent in the Matrix, it would have certainly been this woman. I suppressed a smile as I imagined her ducking bullets in slo-mo.

“I am. And you are?”

“Mrs. Abigail Lawson.”

My eyes narrowed and I frowned. Even though I had never met this woman before, her name wasn’t unfamiliar to me. Several years ago I had spent a lot of time working on our family trees. Samantha and I, that is. This lady was on Great Aunt Bonnie’s side of the tree, I was sure of it.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Lawson,” I coolly replied, refusing to stand. “What can I do for you?”

Abigail Lawson pulled out a wad of papers from her oversized purse and thrust them at me.

“You can sign these for me. Right now. Here’s a pen.”

I refused the pen and continued to stare at the woman, all without taking the proffered papers.

“What are these for?”

“Transfer of ownership for Lentari Cellars and the rest of my late mother’s estate. It should never have been left to you. It should have gone to me. Clearly my mother wasn’t in her right mind. You’d be helping me rectify that mistake by signing them. Be quick about it. I wish to leave this tiresome little town just as soon as possible.”

Harry was pissed. I saw him open his mouth to say something when I cut him off.

“That won’t be necessary, Mrs. Lawson. I plan on keeping the winery and the estate. Thank you so much for your more than generous offer.”

“I wasn’t offering to buy it,” Abigail snapped, still holding the papers out to me. “You’re going to do the right thing and sign everything over to its rightful owners. That’s me, now sign it.”

That’s it. Patience just flew right out the window. In fact, I’m pretty sure it just crashed through the window in order to get away from me as fast as it could.

“The estate, and everything on it, was left to me and my wife.” I slowly stood, prompting Harry and Julie to do the same. Sherlock woofed another warning. I was also pleased to see Abigail take a step back. After all, I was six feet tall and she was barely five feet four inches, even with her heels. Plus, I had to have a good hundred pounds on her. Well, let’s make that seventy-five. “That makes me the rightful heir. With that being said, I am going to honor my late wife by keeping the inheritance. Her inheritance. I feel that it would be important to her. Do you get that, Mrs. Lawson? Does that compute? I don’t know why your mother left everything to Samantha and me, but she did. My wife is gone, lady. For some reason fate led me here. I’m not going anywhere.”

Abigail’s eyes shot daggers at me. The papers she was holding were forcibly rammed back into her purse and she stormed off. I glanced down at Sherlock and patted his head affectionately.

“Good boy. I was about ready to sic you on her.”

Sherlock wagged the stump of his tail and looked back in the direction where Abigail had stormed off. The corgi turned to me and settled back to the ground, content to keep me in his sights. Harry whistled.

“That was intense. Do you know her?”

“I’ve heard of her, only through the family tree I worked on for Samantha’s side, but I have never met her before. I’m sorry you guys had to see that.”

Julie patted my shoulder.

“Don’t be. She was a bitch. Anyone could see that. You know what? I think we all could use a margarita.”

I laughed. I hadn’t realized how much I missed being in the company of friends. Ever since Samantha’s death I ...

Whoops. Veered again.

“Don’t you two have to go back to work?” I asked my new friends, grateful that I had someone to talk to here in town. 

Julie nodded. “You’re right. It probably wouldn’t be good for my career if I showed back up at the station with a buzz.”

Harry clapped a hand on my other shoulder.

“Tell you what, pal. Once Julie and I are done why don’t we pick up a pizza and head over to your place? We can help you unpack and show you around. Julie and I have been out to the estate a couple of times and probably know it better than you.”

I sat back in my chair and smiled. 

“You know what, guys? That sounds like a plan. I apprecia—”

“Mr. Zack Anderson?” a gruff male voice interrupted from behind me. 

I watched Harry stiffen with surprise. Julie gave a little gasp and clutched her husband’s hand. I groaned. Now what? Had Abigail returned with reinforcements?

“Yes?” I asked, turning around.

Two uniformed policemen were standing on the other side of the terrace wall, staring straight at me. Great. That nasty hag must have made a beeline straight for the cops.

“We need you to come with us.”

“Is this about that damn lady?” I scowled and rose to my feet. Sherlock started growling. “Look, I might have lost my cool there for a bit, but there was no harm done. Sherlock, easy. They’re just asking questions.”

One of the cops pulled out a small notebook and made a few notes.

“So you’re saying the two of you had an altercation? Were there any witnesses?”

Julie rose from her position next to Harry and approached the two officers.

“Dave. Mike. Would either of you care to tell me what’s going on?”

Both officers gave a visible start as they recognized Julie.

“Jules,” one of them acknowledged. “We didn’t notice you there. Do you know Mr. Anderson?”

“He’s a friend. He and my husband went to school together. What’s going on?”

“We need to take Mr. Anderson downtown. We have some questions for him.”

“Questions about what?” I wanted to know.

“Questions about the murder of Ms. Jacobs. You claim the two of you had an altercation. We’d like to get everything on record, if you don’t mind.”

My mouth fell open as I gawped like a love-struck teenager.

“Excuse me? I’ve never met her. I was referring to Abigail Lawson. You know, the grumpy old crone that was just standing here?”

The policeman with the notebook made another few notes.

“So you’re saying that you physically assaulted another woman?”

“I did no such thing!” I protested. “I never assaulted anyone!”

This definitely wasn’t going well. Being new to town I kinda figured the cops would be calling on me at some point to ask about the poor woman who was killed. They always seem to point the finger at the new guy. I just never imagined that they’d be incompetent morons. I was certain Ms. Lawson, the grumpy old hag, had somehow convinced those two policemen I was guilty of some heinous crime. Speaking of which...

“Are you accusing me of a crime?”

“That remains to be seen,” the other officer said, breaking his silence. “There are things that must be explained. Take it easy. You’re not being charged with a crime. Not yet, anyway. Now, would you please come with us?”

Could this day get any worse? I looked down at Sherlock, who chose that time to look up at me.

“Look, I just adopted a dog. Can I at least take him home first?”

“Do you have someone there to watch over him?” Harry asked, concerned. “You don’t want to leave a new dog alone in a house by himself. Trust me. I could take him back to his kennel at my office but that’d break his heart. I can’t do that to the poor boy.”

“Just take the dog with you,” Dave, the first cop, suggested. “The captain loves dogs.”

I looked at my two friends.

“We’re still on for tonight, right?”

Harry nodded. “I hope so, pal.”

Julie squeezed my hand reassuringly. 

“Everything is going to be fine. We’ll see you tonight.”

Everything was not going to be fine. In fact, in less than an hour I would be in a jail cell with a dozen inmates. Charged with murder.

Three

––––––––
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I was unceremoniously escorted to the same building I had been in earlier that day when I set up the utilities for my new house. Apparently, City Hall was on the southern side of the building while the Pomme Valley Police Department occupied the northern half. 

I might as well have been cuffed. I had Officer Mike walking directly behind me, with one of his hands on the small of my back. I guess he thought I wouldn’t make a break for it if I knew he was back there. Dave led our procession straight past the big front desk with the obligatory bored-looking cop, opened one of the three doors behind the front desk, and led me into a large, featureless room with a great big mirror on one wall. 

I squinted at the large mirror, convinced I’d be able to see someone peering intently at me on the other side. I gave up and looked at the table. Three chairs. One on my side and two on the other.

“Have a seat, Mr. Anderson,” Dave said. “Someone will be with you shortly.”

I pulled the chair out, saw that the cushion had been partially ripped off, and promptly exchanged it for one of the other two on the flip side of the table. I glanced once at the mirror and sank down onto my chair. I crossed my legs and slouched. If they thought they were going to play some type of mind game with me in here by keeping me waiting, then they were in for a rude awakening. Unlike some, solitude was never something that bothered me. Hell, I’ve waited for over an hour on hold with a big-name computer manufacturer just to get them to troubleshoot a $10 faulty mouse that they were obligated to fix. 

Fifteen minutes later the door opened and two men entered. One had solid gray hair, was shorter than I, but probably outweighed me by a good forty pounds. He was wearing a blue suit with a police badge prominently displayed where most people would put a handkerchief. The second man was younger, about my age I’d guess. He was wearing a brown suit that also had a badge hooked to his pocket. Brown Suit was carrying a cardboard box with a file sitting in plain sight on top of the box. 

“What’s this all about?” I demanded, as soon as the two men had taken their seats. “Would either of you care to clue me in?”

The box was placed on the table and the file was placed to the side. The younger man opened the file he had brought in with him and made a point of reading some notes on the first page. The older man looked down at Sherlock and smiled. He had to be the captain. He held his hand out and waited for Sherlock to wander over to give it a cursory sniff.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Anderson,” the younger man said. The tone of his voice suggested his afternoon had been anything but good. “My name is Detective Vance Samuelson. This is Captain Jason Nelson. Thank you for agreeing to meet with us.”

“Like I had a choice,” I responded, folding my arms across my chest and leaning back in my chair. “You people have a helluva way to welcome new residents to this city.”

Detective Samuelson tapped the folder again and nodded.

“That’s right. We see here that you just moved to town. How are you finding things so far?”

I made a point of deliberately glancing around the unremarkable room I was in. I looked over at the huge one-way glass mirror on the wall I was facing. 

“Rather shitty, thanks for asking. How’s your day going for you?”

Samuelson looked up from the file.

“You’re not having a good day, Mr. Anderson?”

I silently studied the detective for a few moments, trying to get a feel for the man. Was he trying to show me he had a sense of humor? Was it sarcasm? I turned to the captain.

“Can you tell me why I’m here? Am I being charged with a crime?”

The captain, who had been petting Sherlock, finally looked up at me. His smile melted into a frown.

“Are you familiar with 4th Street Gallery?”

“Not really. Remember the part about me just moving to town?”

“Mm-hmm. Answer the question, please.”

“I’ve heard of it. I know I drove past it, but I’ve never been in it.”

“Mm-hmm. Have you ever met Ms. Zora Lumen?” the captain continued.

Detective Samuelson was scribbling notes like crazy.

“No.”

“What about her assistant, Ms. Debra Jacobs?” Samuelson asked, looking up briefly at me as he spoke.

“No.”

“Have you heard of Emelie Vång?” the detective continued.

I nodded. “Most people with access to the internet have.”

“What about Bengál?” Samuelson prompted.

“Not until earlier today,” I admitted. I immediately saw both the captain and the detective share a look. I decided I should offer a better explanation or else I was going to find myself with new living arrangements for the next twenty years or so. “I had heard of her work, but have never seen any in person. I had no idea that tiger thing was here in town. I noticed the crime scene tape on the purple door so I asked someone about it earlier. That’s when he told me about what had happened and what had been stolen. He showed me a pic of it on his cell phone.”

“You said you just moved to town today, correct?” Samuelson asked, checking his notes.

“Right.”

“Do you make friends easily?” the captain asked. His face was impassive, neither smiling nor frowning.

“Yeah, sure. What’s that got to do with anything?”

I watched Detective Samuelson scribble more notes on his notepad. After a few seconds of silence, I fidgeted in my chair.

“Do you want to know what I ordered at the coffee shop? How about where I went after I finished my bagel? How about a complete list of every place I’ve been today, would that help?”

Samuelson looked up and nodded.

“Actually, it would.”

“Not until you start sharing some info with me, pal,” I insisted. “I’ve been answering your questions. Willingly. Now it’s time for me to ask a few. What’s happened? What have you found that made you bring me in? I can assure you that I have nothing to do with whatever happened at that gallery.”

Detective Samuelson looked at the captain for his approval. Captain Nelson gave a slight nod of his head. Samuelson removed the lid of the box and reached inside, removing something encased in a heavy clear plastic bag. The word “evidence” was clearly visible across the front of it. He studied the item for a few moments before handing it to me.

“What do you make of this?” the detective asked.

I looked at the thing in the bag. There was no mistaking what it was. 

“Looks like a gun.”

“That is a model 627 Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum Special,” Detective Samuelson informed me. “It can hold eight bullets. Would you be surprised to learn that only seven are presently in the chamber? It has been fired once.”

“That is our murder weapon,” Captain Nelson smugly announced.

They were baiting me. I wasn’t gonna fall for it.

“Good for you. I’m glad you found it. What does this have to do with me?”

“You’re telling us you’ve never seen this gun before?” Detective Samuelson demanded, growing agitated.

I looked the detective straight in his eyes and didn’t flinch.

“I’ve never seen it before in my life. Why do you ask?”

“Would it surprise you to learn it was registered to a Mrs. Bonnie Davies?” the captain nonchalantly asked me.

My eyebrows shot up. Aunt Bonnie had a gun? 

“It would. This is the first I’ve heard of it. I really didn’t know anything about her.”

“You inherited all her things, isn’t that right?” the detective asked, consulting another page inside the file. “You do realize that anything Ms. Davies owned now belongs to you, don’t you?”

Speechless, I glanced down at the gun in my hands. Son of a bitch! They were trying to pin this on me! Don’t they have ways to find out if I fired this thing? What was it, something about residue? I smiled. All those episodes of C.S.I. finally paid off. I looked back at the captain and held out my hands.

“If you think I fired that thing, when I didn’t even know my wife’s great aunt had it, then test me. Run one of those GSR tests. Or I can save you some time and simply tell you what you won’t find any on my hands. Gunshot residue, that is. That’ll prove to you I didn’t fire that thing. Not only that, you won’t find my prints on it, either.”

“Don’t you worry about the GSR test,” Detective Samuelson assured me. “We’ll be conducting that next. Do you have any idea where we found this gun?”

“I have spent less than an hour in my newly inherited house since I’ve moved here. I haven’t a clue, pal.”

“In your home.”

“What? When were you in my home?”

“Earlier today.”

Captain Nelson held out a hand for the file. Once the detective had passed it over, the captain slid a sheet out and showed it to me. There it was, in black and white. A search warrant. And it even had my name on it. 

“Can I ask you where you found it?”

Detective Samuelson flashed a smug smile at me.

“You can ask but I don’t have to answer.”

“What about time of death?” I exclaimed, growing panicky. Sherlock decided he didn’t like either of the two strangers and began growling at them. “When did that poor lady die at the gallery?”

“We won’t know until an autopsy is done, but our Medical Examiner says it was between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m. last night.”

My smile returned. Thankfully the captain noticed and instantly frowned.

“Do you want to know what I was doing at that time last night?” Naturally, there was no answer but I kept on going anyway. “Good, I’m glad you asked. I was sound asleep. At a hotel. In Ashland. I have the receipt for the room back in my Jeep. Why don’t you give them a call? They can back me up.”

Captain Nelson angrily reached into the box to pull out Exhibit B. This time it was a much smaller plastic bag. I could see some type of green substance in it. The bag was passed to me.

“What is this?” I asked, genuinely puzzled.

“That is a broken wine seal,” the detective answered, waiting to see how I was going to react to this damning piece of evidence. 

The problem was, I didn’t know what I was looking at. It looked like broken pieces of plastic. This was a wine seal? Wines have seals? 

“Don’t play dumb with me,” the captain angrily insisted. “That’s the seal of Lentari Cellars. You can see the griffin right there.”

“Man, I didn’t even know what the winery was called until earlier today,” I told the two cops. “I heard from two different people that the winery made some great wine. That would suggest that lots of people drink it, so anyone could have dropped that, dontcha think?”

Another plastic bag was produced. This one was large, even larger than the first bag. It had a collection of pamphlets, flyers, and even a hefty hardcover book in it. I caught sight of a familiar name: Emelie Vång.

“We found this in your house,” Detective Samuelson proudly announced. “Explain that.”

I looked at the materials in the bag. All of them were about the “sensational Swedish phenomenon” and her wonderful pieces of glass. I looked up at the detective.

“I would say that Aunt Bonnie was a fan. Come on, guys. This is all circumstantial. You’re grasping at straws. I’m not the one you’re looking for.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” the captain assured me. “We saved the best for last.”

I sighed loudly. Sherlock perked up his ears and stared at me.

“Fine. You have something else. Hit me with your best shot.”

The final evidence baggie was produced. It contained a small spiral bound notebook with a dark blue cover. 

“We found this buried in your desk,” Detective Samuelson gravely said. “If you didn’t kill Ms. Jacobs then you clearly know who did. And you know who took the tiger. You will start cooperating and you will start now.”

I looked at the notebook with skepticism written all over my face.

“You found a notebook. Big whoop. What’s that got to do with me?”

“Why don’t you open it and find out?” Captain Nelson suggested.

I slid the evidence baggie with the notebook over to me, unsealed the bag, and tipped it upside down, careful not to physically touch it. I then liberated the pen Detective Samuelson was using to flip open the notebook. My heart missed a beat, and my stomach sank, as I saw what was within. I swallowed nervously.

In handwriting that looked a lot like mine were notes. Notes about the gallery, about the gallery’s security, about back alleyways. There were notes about timetables, equipment lists—ropes, pulleys, night-vision goggles, etc.—and notes about the tiger itself. It was like a burglar’s shopping list.

I cursed silently. It looked as though I had researched how much the tiger was worth, where I might be able to go in order to sell it, and possible places to hide it.

“This isn’t mine,” I promised, looking up. “This may look like my handwriting, but it isn’t. Get an expert in here. You’ll see. I’ve never seen this before in my life.”

“Suddenly you’re a lot more cooperative,” Captain Nelson observed. 

“Only because you people think I did this. I didn’t kill Debra Jacobs. I didn’t steal that damn tiger thing. For heaven’s sake, I just moved here!”

“You can drop the pretense,” the captain snapped. “We found your prints on that book.”

“What?! How?” I demanded. “I’ve never seen this book before. I’ve never touched it. I’m being set up!”

“I should also inform you that we are going through your phone and bank records right now,” Detective Samuelson said. “Are you sure you don’t want to come clean before we find what we’re looking for?”

“I have nothing to hide,” I told the two cops. “You can look as long as you want. You’re not going to find a damn thing on me. Why? BECAUSE I DIDN’T DO IT!!” I shouted. “Run your tests. Do a background check on me. You’re the ones who will be apologizing to me once all of this is said and done.”

There was a knock at the door.

“Enter,” the captain barked.

The door opened, admitting a skinny young guy in his late teens. He ventured into the room only far enough to be within arm’s reach of the captain. The teenager held out a bundle of papers and waited for Captain Nelson to take them.

“Thank you, Thomas.”

Captain Nelson skimmed the pages, grunted once, and then wordlessly handed them to Detective Samuelson. As one, both cops turned to stare at me.

“What?” I asked, growing even more nervous than I already was. “What do you have there?”

The captain held up the first bundle of papers.

“This is a copy of your bank statements, going back three months. Would you care to explain why there are not one, or two, but three large deposits into your bank account?”

Say what? Three large deposits into my account? Oh. Duh. I know what he’s looking at.

“Insurance payoffs,” I told the captain. “My wife died in a car accident. Between our own personal insurance and my wife’s employer, there were a number of life insurance policies.”

“Is it usual to have more than one policy for just one person?” Captain Nelson asked, not missing a beat.

“Normally, no,” I admitted. “It started with the main policy I purchased for the two of us. Then we were talked into switching to another insurance company, only I never closed out the first policy. It was such a trivial amount each month that I kept it going. Then my wife took a job that also offered life insurance. Trust me, no one thought anything would happen to us.”

The second bundle was plopped down on the table.

“These are phone records,” Samuelson explained. “We pulled records from both the land line as well as your wireless carrier. Know what we found?”

“I have no idea what went on with the house phone,” I began as I picked up the phone report, “as I’ve only used it once earlier today to answer a call from my friend. As for my cell, it’s going to show some activity, sure. However, unfortunately for you, you’ll see that I haven’t called any local numbers at all.”

“Your cell phone doesn’t interest me,” Captain Nelson exclaimed. He slid the three-page copy of my cell phone bill out of the way and instead slid the land line report over. “The house line is another matter. They don’t match up, Mr. Anderson.”

I nodded. “Of course they don’t. They’re two separate phone lines. What’s your point?”

“Your cell phone showed no suspicious activity,” Samuelson reported, “but your land line had several numbers in its recent history. Local numbers.”

“When did Aunt Bonnie die?” I asked. “It was, like, three months ago, wasn’t it?” Both cops nodded. “What calls were made and when?”

The captain consulted his notes.

“Four. Two last night and two from earlier today.”

“From my house? But I didn’t get in until this morning!” I protested.

“What time?” Samuelson asked.

“About 9:15 a.m. What time was the first call?”

“A call came through at 7:30 p.m. last night, from a blocked ID.”

“Clearly it wasn’t for me!” I sputtered. “I hadn’t arrived by that time. I was still on the road!”

“So you say,” the captain said. “Do you have any witnesses? Did you stop anywhere in town?”

I thought back to the events of yesterday. Had it really been less than twenty-four hours since I had arrived in town? I hadn’t stopped for gas or a bite to eat. I had been driving close to twenty hours straight. I had been anxious to start my new life as quickly as possible so I kept my stops infrequent. However, I ran out of steam around Ashland and stopped for the night. 

I shook my head. “Aside from the hotel in Ashland, no. But all you have to do is pull the GPS from my phone. You’ll see that I was nowhere close to the house at that time.”

“So if you didn’t murder Ms. Jacobs, then who did?” Detective Samuelson snapped. “Obviously someone did. I personally think that someone is you! Either that or you’re involved with the person who did murder Ms. Jacobs. What do you think, captain? Do we have enough to book him?”

Captain Nelson grunted once, regarded me for a few seconds, and then nodded. He rose from the table and left without a word. Two uniformed officers appeared in the door.

“Zachary Anderson, you are under arrest for the murder of Ms. Debra Jacobs.”

The two officers arrived at my side, bodily lifted me from my chair, and turned me around. Sherlock growled as menacingly as he could, but coming from a corgi, it wasn’t that threatening. Cuffs were slapped on my wrists while Detective Samuelson began his spiel. 

“You have the right to remain silent and refuse to answer any questions. If you give up that right then anything you say can be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to have an attorney present. If you can’t afford an attorney then one can be appointed ...”

I stared down at Sherlock, who again chose that time to look up at me. His head cocked to the side. I was pretty sure the little corgi was ready to bite a few ankles on my behalf, but I certainly didn’t want anything to happen to him because of me.

“What’s going to happen to Sherlock?” I asked as the detective finished reading me my rights. 

“Who would you like to call to come get him?” Detective Samuelson asked.

“Let me guess. That’d be my one and only phone call, wouldn’t it?”

Samuelson gave me a smug smile, but didn’t say anything. 

“I’ll keep him with me. And I’d like to make my phone call, please.” 

I had just thought of who I was going to call. For the first time in what felt like a long time, I smiled.

* * *
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“Sheridan residence, this is Molly. How can I help you?”

I hesitated. The voice sounded young, maybe early teens. I hoped I didn’t have to explain who I was or why I was calling.

“Hello there. I’m hoping to speak to Mary Sheridan. Is she available?”

“She’s out back. Just a second, please.”

I heard the clunk as the phone was set down. Then I heard a sliding door open and a shout that was easily heard without my having to hold the phone up to my ear.

“Mom! You have a phone call!”

Several seconds of silence passed.

“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask. Just hurry. I’m expecting a call!”

I suppressed a smile. 

An older female voice appeared on the line.

“Hello? Who is this?”

“Mary? Hello. This is Zachary Anderson.”

“Who?”

“Zachary Anderson. The author. We met in person in Dallas last year at the only book signing I have ever done. It was for an alien sci-fi thriller I had released, but it didn’t do that well. I admitted to you I typically wrote in, uh, another genre. Do you remember me now?”

“Oh! Mr. Anderson! How good of you to call! I didn’t realize you kept my number!”

“I’m sorry. I hope you don’t think it was creepy of me to do so, but whenever I come across someone that has a unique set of skills I might find useful, then I will keep their contact info handy.”

“My unique skills? What do I ... wait. Do you have need of a lawyer?”

I sighed heavily.

“Yes, I do. I’m in a pickle, Mary. I could definitely use some legal advice.”

“What’s going on?”

“I’ve been arrested, charged with murder.”

“What?! Did you ... you know ... are you guilty?”

“Absolutely not!”

“And you used your only phone call to call me? How sweet!”

Holy crap on a cracker. She couldn’t possibly be flirting with me, could she?

“Mary, focus. Can you help me?”

“Tell me you want to hire me. For the record.”

I took a deep breath.

“Mary, I’d like to officially retain your services as a lawyer.”

“Excellent. I am on the case. Would you please put the closest police officer on the phone?”

“I’d love to.” I smiled as I looked over at Detective Samuelson. I handed him the phone. “She’d like to talk to you.”

Understandably, trying to get someone sprung from jail isn’t a quick process. All in all, it took over six hours for Mary to work her magic. I don’t know how she did it, and I don’t want to know. All I can tell you is that every cop I encountered on my way out of the police station was scowling at me. No doubt I’ve been assigned a police ‘tail’ until this matter has been resolved. No one liked being called ‘inept’ in any line of work. Even though I hadn’t been privy to what Mary had said to the cops, I’m sure it wasn’t good.

Mary had even told me that she was willing to waive her fee as long as I based a character on her in my next book. Ordinarily I tend to avoid creating characters based on real life people, so I was slow to agree to Mary’s request. However, all it took for me to agree was to hear what her fee was to handle this case for me: $25,000. Did you catch that? Twenty-five grand just to make sure my sorry ass stayed out of jail. So yeah, a little show of thanks was in order for Mary’s good deed.

I collected my personables, as the deputy behind the desk had called them, and walked my dog out of the police station with my head held high. Sherlock promptly pulled me to the closest tree and did his business. Thankfully, I didn’t need to find a baggie. 

Also, as luck would have it, City Hall was on the same side of town as the parking lot where my Jeep was. Ten minutes later Sherlock had his head out the passenger window, spraying doggie saliva all over the glass. I didn’t mind. I was so glad to get out of jail that I probably could have sideswiped a tree with the Jeep and not cared.

Well, maybe a little.

I looked over at the newest member of my family. Sherlock had grown bored of the open window and had curled up on the seat. He was sitting in such a way that he was able to watch me without lifting his head. 

I reached over to give him a scratch behind his ears. The corgi’s tongue flopped out of his mouth and he panted contentedly. Dogs. I don’t know if I can do this. I’m not set up to care for a dog. I don’t have any dog food at home. For that matter, I don’t have any human food, either. I never found the grocery store today, let alone did any shopping. 

It was evening, and the sun was about to set. The clock on my dash said it was almost seven. I certainly hoped the offer of a free pizza dinner was still open. A quick call to Harry confirmed that it was.

“How on earth did you ever get out?” Harry wanted to know. “Julie made some discreet inquiries and found out that you’re the owner of the murder weapon, they have your prints on a notebook outlining the theft of that glass tiger, and that you couldn’t explain any of it.”

“I’ll tell you all about it when you come over. Uh, you and Julie can still come, right? I haven’t eaten anything yet and I’m pretty sure there isn’t any food in the house. If there is, I wouldn’t touch it with a ten foot pole.”

“You bet, pal. We have the neighbor’s daughter watch the kids all the time. As soon as she gets over here, we’ll pick up the pizza and head over.”

“One other request, Harry.”

“Absolutely. What do you need?”

“Dog food. Poor Sherlock has got to be hungry. He hasn’t eaten anything, either, and I know there’s nothing at the house for him.”

“I already have a complimentary bag of food in the van,” Harry assured me. “They’ll be no canine mutinies tonight.”

Fifteen minutes later I pulled into the drive of my new home. As I parked in front of the detached three-car garage, I yet again felt the familiar pang of loss deep within my chest. Samantha. She would have loved this house. She’s always had an affinity for houses with front porches. This one certainly fit the bill.

She and I used to...

I angrily shook my head. Sam was gone. There’s nothing I could do about that. I had to live in the present, not the past. I had to take care of myself.

Sherlock gave a small yip, drawing my attention. He was staring up at me with an expectant look.

“Are you a mind reader now, sport? Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you, too. I may not know what the hell I’m doing, but I’ll give it my best effort, okay?”

Sherlock seemed satisfied with that and pulled on his leash, eager to explore his new surroundings.

The best way to describe Great Aunt Bonnie’s house would be to call it a country farmhouse. As I previously mentioned, the house had a large wrap-around front porch. The house wasn’t huge, not by today’s standards, but for a single person the 3,100 square feet, spread across two floors, was more than enough. 

As I walked up the steps to the front door, I paused. I retraced my steps and looked back at the house. There, under the ground level first floor was a clear separation of building materials. There was a gradual slope near the western side of the house, revealing what I thought was a brick foundation. However, upon closer examination, I could see several narrow windows peeking out from the overgrown shrubs bordering the house. 

This house had a basement! Cool! I wonder what I’d find in there. As long as it wasn’t Aunt Bonnie, then I’d be fine. Harry was right. I really didn’t have any idea what the house contained.

What I knew about the house was what I had picked up from the attorney who had handled Aunt Bonnie’s estate. The main floor was larger than the second. There were four total bedrooms, with the master bedroom on the ground floor and three bedrooms up on the second story. The house had two full bathrooms, one on each floor, and a smaller half bathroom right off the kitchen, which is an odd place to locate a toilet, if you ask me. 

Whatever. I didn’t pay for it.

Sherlock and I entered through the front door. I immediately stooped down to unclip his leash. The inquisitive corgi turned to look up at me with an incredulous look on his furry face. Apparently, he couldn’t believe I was turning him loose inside a strange house.

“This is your house, too, pal. Might as well become familiar with it.”

Sherlock instantly veered right and began sniffing along the ground. I followed from a discreet distance. After all, I really hadn’t had a chance to explore the house and didn’t want him getting into anything he shouldn’t. 

We hit the formal dining room first. There was a large, dusty oak table with six chairs placed around it. The cushions were orange, the same shade of orange shag carpeting you’ve probably seen before in an elderly relative’s house when you were growing up. It wasn’t a pretty color. Wonder if I could reupholster those?

The dining room opened into the main family room, which could easily become my favorite room in the house. It stretched up to the second floor and had vaulted ceilings that were close to twenty-five feet high. It was huge. Too bad it had severely outdated furniture. An old blue and white couch patterned with a floral print was set in front of an honest-to-goodness wood fireplace. There was something else I hadn’t noticed before: no televisions anywhere. 

I vowed to rectify that deficiency the very next day, even if it meant I had to drive to nearby Medford, which was over twenty miles away. Sherlock jumped up on the couch, sniffed once at a cushion, and immediately jumped down.

I nodded and added one couch to the list.

Sherlock wandered back to the dining room and then turned left, emerging into the kitchen. This room wasn’t nearly as outdated. I could tell someone had done some remodeling in here within the last five years or so. A couple of appliances could stand to be replaced, but as long as they worked, they would do for now.

The kitchen had a small island, which is where the sink was located. It was a white ceramic double sink, complete with a garbage disposal. A flick of the switch confirmed it worked, only it didn’t sound too healthy to me. Sherlock barked once, not in surprise but with an annoyed edge. He hadn’t barked at the disposal, but at me.

The little snot had an attitude. I slowly grinned. Good. I like that in a dog. 

Continuing with his inspection, Sherlock moved into the ... you know, I don’t know what to call it. It’s a small sitting area off of the kitchen where another dining table had been set up. This table wasn’t as nice as the other, so I’ll call this a breakfast nook and the other room can be the formal dining room.

Samantha would be rolling with laughter if she could see me struggling to come up with the proper names for these individual rooms. She knew full well I couldn’t care less about this type of stuff. 

My thoughts trailed off as Sherlock approached a closed door in the kitchen and growled. The hairs on the back of my neck stood straight up. My eyes had widened to the size of saucers and I desperately glanced around the kitchen for something to use as a weapon.

“What do you smell, boy?” I quietly asked the dog. 

Sherlock growled and refused to move. Uh, oh. Was there someone else in this house besides the two of us? Hadn’t the detective said that several calls were made from here while I was away? I added ‘change the locks’ to my list of things to accomplish tomorrow.

I caught sight of a knife block on the counter. I grabbed the biggest handle I could see and pulled the knife out of the block. It was an eight-inch cleaver. What the hell Aunt Bonnie was doing with a knife like this was beyond me but right now, I didn’t argue. I was about to go Psycho on someone. I gripped the doorknob and looked over at Sherlock, who still hadn’t moved and hadn’t stopped growling.

“Are you ready?”

Apparently, are you ready was corgi-speak for lose your freakin’ mind. He began barking like crazy and bouncing up and down, but only on his front two legs. He’d inch forward, bark like mad at the door, and then his sense of self-preservation would kick in and he’d run to the other side of the kitchen island. 

“Thanks, pal,” I grumbled, as I steeled myself to open the door. “All I ask is if there’s a person in there, bite him any place you can reach. Okay?”

Sherlock’s look of derision had me laughing. I yanked open the door, brandishing my meat cleaver, and prepared for the worst. Nothing. It was a utility room. A surprisingly new front-load, high efficiency washer and dryer met my gaze.

I turned, fully intent on scolding Sherlock, when I noticed he was still growling. Confused, I looked back in the room. What was he growling at? I spotted a laundry basket on the ground with a few pieces of clothing still in it. 

“That? Do you smell the clothes? They’re Aunt Bonnie’s. At least I hope they are.”

A thought occurred to me. What if they weren’t? Could they belong to whomever was in here earlier today? If so, what kind of stupid dumbass would take off a shirt, or jacket, and leave it in the laundry basket?

I saw a broom leaning up against the dryer and used its handle to poke the basket. Now, before I describe what happened next, it’s imperative you understand my frame of mind at this point in time. I had just had one of the most stressful days of my life. I had spent a good chunk of the day in jail. I was angry, hungry, and tired, and clearly not thinking straight. 

Remember that.

Something small, gray, and furry leapt out of the basket and streaked across the ground. I’m ashamed to say that I screamed like a little girl, jumped up on the dryer, and began swinging the broom through the air much like Conan wielding his broadsword. Sherlock barked once, signaling he was in pursuit. 

Of course, it was a mouse. Look, I’m a dude. I’m not afraid of mice, but when you’re not expecting anything to come leaping out at you, the sight of something unknown coming straight at you would be enough to send chills down the spine of even the bravest of souls. At least no one but Sherlock had seen me losing my cool over a tiny rodent.

“Have we caught you at a bad time?” Harry’s voice asked from the kitchen doorway. His right hand was wrapped around a large bag of dog food slung over his right shoulder while a six pack of beer was in the other. From the way he was grinning at me I could tell he had witnessed the whole thing.

I hastily jumped down from the dryer and tried to reclaim my shattered dignity. Or what was left of it.

“When you tell this story, and I know you will, try to remember that I had a really bad day today.”

“What’s going on?” Julie asked as she came in the door. She was carrying a bag of groceries and a gallon of milk. She brushed by me and began putting things away in the kitchen.

“Oh, nothing,” Harry called back to her, a smile forming on his face. “Zack was just showing me how high he can jump.”

“Bite me, dude.”

Julie looked quizzically at me and then at her husband. She shrugged and headed toward the kitchen. She plopped everything down on the counters and began unloading her bags. Bread, milk, peanut butter, Milk Bones, and several other essentials were laid out for all to see.

“Thanks, guys. I really appreciate what you’re doing for me. Do you, er, know where everything goes, Julie?”

“Do you?” Julie countered as she slid the milk in the fridge. Thankfully the old Maytag was running, cold, and completely empty. 

“No,” I admitted.

“Then you should have no worries. Where would you like the bread?”

I got the distinct impression that she was mothering me, as though I didn’t know how to care for myself. Then I realized that for all intents and purposes, I was standing in a stranger’s house with no idea where anything was.

“I got you some laundry detergent,” Julie added. “Something tells me you’ll want to wash everything before you use them.”

“Before I use what?” I wanted to know.

“Sheets, towels, linens, etc.”

I looked at Harry.

“She thought of everything.”

Julie pulled two large bowls she had just found from a cupboard in the kitchen island and filled one with water. Harry filled the other with dog food and both were set down on the floor for Sherlock.

Once the corgi was busy crunching through his kibble, we all took seats at the breakfast nook. The pizza was fantastic. They had brought two pizzas. I don’t know where they got them, nor did I care. At least there was a pizza joint in town and that’s all that mattered. As for the pizza itself, one was a meat lover’s and the other was a Hawaiian. 

We talked for hours sitting at that table. I recounted everything that had happened to me today, starting with meeting the attorney at the front door and ending with my triumphant release from jail. The only part I left out were the specifics of my profession. Harry had already caught me screaming like a girl. I didn’t want him to know that I let people think I was one when it came to writing books.

Harry, in turn, told me about his life and how he had ended up in PV and what it had taken in order to break him out of the reckless behavior he was known for. Turns out it was a car accident. A bad one. It had almost killed him and that, apparently, was enough of a reality check to break him of his bad habits. He and Julie rekindled their romance, she talked him into going to school, and the rest is history.
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