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      When I decided to write a cozy mystery series, I adhered to all the main rules (light investigations, minimal violence or foul language, no sexual content, murder happens off-screen, protagonist is an amateur sleuth, and set in a quiet, small town). Some authors push the boundaries with variations, and in the Braxton Campus Mysteries, I followed the same route… just differently. Kellan, my protagonist, is a thirtyish single father, whereas traditionally a woman is the main character. Children aren't often seen in most series, but Kellan's family is important to the story. Kellan is also witty and snarky, but intended in a lovable and charming way, just like his eccentric grandmother, Nana D. Both are friendly, happy, and eager to help others, and they have a sarcastic or sassy way of interacting and building relationships… hopefully adding to the humor and tone of the books.

      Cozy mysteries are different from hard-boiled investigations, thrillers, and suspense novels; the side stories, surrounding town, and background characters are equally important to building a vibrant world in which readers can escape. I hope you enjoy my alternative take on this classic sub-genre.
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      I've never been comfortable flying. My suspicious nature assumed the magic suspending airplanes in the sky would cease to exist at some master planner's whim. Listening to the whirr of a jet propeller change speeds—or experiencing those jolting, mysterious pockets of rough air—equaled imminent death in an aluminum contraption destined for trouble. I spent the entire flight with my jaw clenched, hands clutching the armrests, and eyes glued to the seatback in front of me, impatiently hoping the diligent crypt keeper didn't claim another victim. Despite my uncanny knack for grasping anything mechanical and Nana D always calling me brilliant, I was entirely too doubtful of this mode of transportation. My gut promised I'd be safer plummeting over Niagara Falls naked and in a barrel.

      After landing at the Buffalo Niagara International Airport on a miserable mid-February afternoon, I rented a Jeep to trek another ninety miles south into Pennsylvania. Several inches of densely packed snow and veiled black ice covered the only highway leading to my secluded childhood hometown. Braxton, one of four charming villages surrounded by the Wharton Mountains and the Saddlebrooke National Forest, felt impenetrable from outside forces.

      As I changed lanes to avoid a slippery patch, my sister's number lit up the cell screen. I paused Maroon 5 on my Spotify playlist, clicked accept, and moaned. “Remind me why I'm here again?”

      “Guilt? Love? Boredom?” Eleanor chuckled.

      “Stupidity?” Craving something of substance to squelch the angry noises radiating from my stomach, I grabbed a chocolate chip cookie from a bag on the passenger seat. The extra-tall, salted caramel mocha—free, courtesy of a pretty red-haired barista who'd shamelessly flirted with me—wouldn't suffice on its own. “Please save me from this torture!”

      “Not gonna happen, Kellan. You should've heard Mom when I suggested you might not make it. 'He's always inventing excuses not to return home more often. This family needs him here!' Don't worry! I calmed her down,” shouted Eleanor over several dishes and glasses clanging in the background.

      “Did she already forget I was here at Christmas?” Another cookie found its way into my mouth. I was powerless to desserts—also known as my kryptonite—hence why I'd always thought they should be a major food group. “Two trips home within six weeks is one too many by my count.”

      “How did our darling siblings invent acceptable excuses to skip the biggest social event of the season?” Eleanor said.

      “I gave up competing with them years ago. It's easy to get away with things when they're not disappointing our parents like the rest of us.”

      “Hey! Don't take me down because you can't escape the awkward middle-child syndrome.” Eleanor placed me on hold to deal with a customer complaint.

      My younger sister unhappily turned thirty last month, given she still hadn't met the right man. She also insisted she wasn't morphing into our mother, despite every hour of every day steamrolling those figments of her imagination into oblivion. Truth be told, Eleanor was the spitting image of Violet Ayrwick, and everyone saw it but them. Twinsies, as Nana D always taunted with the cutest lilt to her voice. Eleanor would definitely be at our father's retirement party, as there wasn't a snowball's chance in you-know-where of me going to that boondoggle by myself. The man of the hour had been the president of Braxton College for the last eight years, but upon turning sixty-five, Wesley Ayrwick stepped down from the coveted role.

      Eleanor jumped back on the line. “Was Emma okay with you visiting by yourself this time?”

      “Yeah, she's staying with Francesca's parents. I couldn't sign her out of school again, but we'll Facetime every day I'm gone.”

      “You're an amazing father. I don't know how you do it on your own,” Eleanor replied. “So, who's the woman you plan to meet while gracing us with your presence this weekend?”

      “Abby Monroe completed a bunch of research for my boss, Derek,” I said, cursing the slimy, party-going executive producer of our award-winning television show, Dark Reality. Upon informing Derek that I needed to return home for a family obligation, he generously suggested adding extra days to relax before everything exploded at the network, then assigned me to interview his latest source. “Ever heard the name?”

      “Sounds familiar, but I can't place it,” Eleanor replied in between yelling orders to the cook and urging him to hurry. “What's your next storyline?”

      Dark Reality, an exposé-style show adding splashy drama to real-life crimes, aired weekly episodes full of cliffhangers like reality television and soap operas. The first season highlighted two serial killers, Jack the Ripper and The Human Vampire, causing it to top the charts as a series debut. “I've got season two's massive show bible to read this weekend… ghost-hunting and witch-burning in seventeenth-century American culture. I really need to get a new job. Or kill my boss.”

      “Prison stripes wouldn't look good on you.” Eleanor teased me frequently.

      “Don't forget, I'm too handsome.”

      “I'm not gonna touch that one. Let Nana D weigh in before I crush you for saying something so pathetic. Maybe Abby will be normal?”

      “With my luck, she'll be another bitter, scorned victim rightfully intent on justice for whatever colossal trauma Derek's inflicted,” I replied with a sigh. “I vote she's another loose cannon.”

      “When are you gonna interrogate her?”

      I'd meant to schedule a lunch to get the basic lowdown on Abby, but I barely made the flight cutoff at the gate in the last-minute rigmarole. “Hopefully tomorrow, if she isn't too far away. Derek confirmed she lives in central Pennsylvania. He has no concept of space or distance.”

      “It's getting busy here. Gotta go. Can't make dinner tonight, but I'll see you tomorrow. Don't commit any murders until we chat again. Hugs and kisses.”

      “Only if you don't poison any patrons.” I disconnected the phone, begging the gods to transport me back to Los Angeles. I couldn't take the stress anymore and devoured the last two remaining cookies. Given my obsession with desserts, the gym had never not been an option. Exercise happened daily unless I was sick or on vacation, which this trip didn't count as. There would be no beaches, cabanas, or mojitos. Therefore, I wouldn't enjoy myself.

      I navigated the winding highway drive with the heater set to die-from-sauna max and the wiper blades on maniacal passive-aggressive mode to keep the windshield clear of heavy sleet and snow. It was the dead of winter, and my entire body shivered—not a good thing when my feet needed to brake for deer or elk. Yes, they were common in these parts. No, I hadn't hit any. Yet.

      No time like the present to suggest a meeting to Abby. When she answered, I wasn't surprised at her naivety regarding my boss's underhanded approach.

      “Derek said nothing about meeting anyone else. You got a last name, Kellan?” Abby whined after I'd already explained who I was in the first minute of the call.

      “Ayrwick. I'm Kellan Ayrwick, an assistant director on the second season of Dark Reality. I thought we could review the research you prepared and discuss your experience working in the television industry.”

      A few seconds of silence lingered. “Ayrwick? As in… well… don't a few work at Braxton?”

      I was momentarily stunned how a groupie girl would know anything about Braxton. Then I speculated she currently attended the college or previously went to school with one of my siblings. “Let's have lunch tomorrow. One o'clock?”

      “Not really. I wasn't prepared to chat this weekend. I thought I'd fly out to Derek in the next few days. The timing is off.”

      “Can't we meet for a brief introduction?” Derek sure knew how to pick the dramatic ones. I could picture her twirling her hair and blinking her empty eyes despite not knowing what she looked like.

      “I'm in the middle of an exclusive exposé about a crime in Wharton County. Might be something to pitch to Derek for… well, it's too early to say anything.” Her voice went limp. She'd probably forgotten how to use the phone or accidentally muted me.

      “Is this what you proposed to him for a future season of Dark Reality? I'm more interested in true crimes and investigative reporting. Maybe I could help with this scoop.” Once I realized she was in the same county as me, I tried all angles to snare a meeting.

      “Are you Wesley's son? He's got a whole slew of kids.”

      My mouth dropped two inches. Nana D would've counted the flies as they swarmed in, given how long it remained open. Who was this girl? “I don't see how that's relevant, but yes, he's my father. Do you attend Braxton, Abby?”

      “Attend Braxton? No, you've got a few things to learn if we're going to work together.” She laughed hysterically, reaching full-on snort level.

      “Great, so we can meet tomorrow?” The woman's tone annoyed me, but perhaps I'd misjudged her based on Derek's normal taste in women. “Even thirty minutes to build a working relationship. Are you familiar with the Pick-Me-Up Diner?” Eleanor ran the joint, so I'd have an excuse to step away if Abby became too much to handle. My sister could arrange for a waiter to dump a bowl of soup on Abby, then lock her in the bathroom while I escaped. There was nothing more I disliked than foolish, clueless, or vapid people. I'd had enough of them while dating my way through a sorority years ago. If I ran into one more LA valley girl, I'd let Francesca's family, the Castiglianos, take control of the situation. Scratch that, I never said those words out loud.

      “No, sorry. I'm gonna be tied up, investigating all the nonsense going on around here. I'll see you on campus tomorrow night.”

      I shook my head in frustration and confusion. I clearly heard her stifling an obnoxious laugh again. If she weren't a student, why would she be on campus? “What do you mean tomorrow night?”

      “The party celebrating your father's retirement.”

      Derek would owe me big-time for this ordeal. If he didn't watch himself, I'd give her his real cell number and not the fake one he initially dispensed.

      “How do you know my—” A harsh tone beeped when she disconnected.

      I continued on the main road into the heart of Braxton, tooting the horn as I passed Danby Landing, Nana D's organic orchard and farm. I was especially close with Nana D, also known as my grandmother, Seraphina, who'd turn seventy-five later this year. She kept threatening to bend our town's councilman, Marcus Stanton, over her lap, slap his bottom silly, and teach the ninny how things ought to be done in a modern world. It's my second job to keep her in check after the incident where she was supposedly locked up in jail overnight. Lacking any official records, she could continue to deny it, but I knew better given I was the one who had to convince Sheriff Montague to release Nana D. I hoped never again to spar toe-to-toe with our county's ever-so-charming head law enforcer, even if it's necessary to save Nana D from prison. I felt certain that had been a onetime card I could play.

      The sun disappeared as I parked the Jeep at my parents' house and scampered toward the trunk to get my bags. Given the temperature had slipped to the single digits, and the icy snow wildly pelted my body, I hurried to the front door. Unfortunately, fate opted for revenge over some past indiscretion and struck back with the vengeance of a thousand plagues. Before long, I skated across a sheet of ice like an awkward ballerina wearing clown shoes and fell flat on my back.

      I snapped a selfie while laughing on the frosty ground, to let Nana D know I'd arrived in Braxton. She loved getting pictures and witnessing me make a fool of myself. I couldn't decipher her reply, given my glasses had fogged over, and my vision was equivalent to Mr. Magoo's. I searched for a piece of a flannel shirt untouched by the falling sleet or the embarrassing crash to the ground and wiped them dry. A glance at the picture I'd sent caused the most absurd guffaw to erupt from my throat. My usually clean-cut dark-blond hair was littered with leaves, and the four days of stubble on my cheeks and chin was blanketed in mounds of snow. I dusted myself off and rushed under the protection of a covered porch to read her text.

      
        
        Nana D: Is that a dirty wet mop on your head? You're dressed like a hooligan. Put on a coat. It's cold out. I miss you!

        Me: Thanks, Captain Obvious. I fell on the walkway. You think I'm normally this much of a disaster?

        Nana D: And you're supposed to be the brilliant one? Have you given up on life, or did it give up on you?

        Me: Keep it up, and I won't visit this weekend. You're supposed to be a sweet grandma.

        Nana D: If that's what you want, go down to the old folks' home and rent yourself a little biddy. Maybe you two can share some smashed peas, green Jell-O, and a tasty glass of Ovaltine. I'll even pay.

      

      

      After ignoring Nana D's sass, I ran a pair of chilled hands through my hair and entered the foyer. Though the original shell of the house was a wood-framed cabin, my parents had added many rooms, including a west and an east wing bookending the massive structure. The ceilings were vaulted at least twelve feet high and covered in endless cedar planks with knots in all the right places. A pretty hunter-green paint coated three of the walls where the entranceway opened into a gigantic living room. It was anchored by a flagstone fireplace and adorned with hand-crafted antique furniture my parents had traveled all over the state to procure. My father was passionate about keeping the authenticity of a traditional log cabin while my mom required all the modern conveniences. If only the Property Brothers could see the results of their combined styles. Eleanor and I referred to it as the Royal Chic-Shack.

      I dropped my bags to the floor and called out, “Anyone home?” My body jumped as the door to my father's study creaked open, and his head popped through the crack. Perhaps I had the paranormal and occult on my mind, knowing Dark Reality's next season was unfortunately in my foreseeable future.

      “It's just me. Welcome back,” replied my father, waiting for me to approach the study. “Your mother's still at Braxton, closing on the final admissions list for the prospective class.”

      “How's the jolly retiree doing?” I strolled down the hall toward him.

      “I'm not retired yet,” my father countered with a sneer. “I finished writing my speech for the party tomorrow evening. Interested in an early preview?”

      Saying no would make me a bad son. Eleanor and I had promised one another at Christmas we'd try harder. I really wanted to be a bad son today—just kidding! “Sure, it must be exciting. You've had a bountiful career, Dad. It's undoubtedly the perfect example of oratory excellence.” He loved when I stretched my vocabulary skills to align with his. I shuddered thinking about the spelling bees of long ago.

      “Yes, I believe it is.” My father squinted his eyes and scratched at his chin. No doubt he was judging my borderline unkempt appearance. I'd forgotten to shave and taken that classic nose-dive on the ground. Sometimes I preferred the messy look. Apparently, so did that airport barista!

      I ambled to his desk, studying the frown lines forming around his lips. “Everything okay, Dad? You look a little peaked.”

      “Yes… a few things on my mind. Nothing to trouble you with, Kellan.” He nodded and shook my hand—standard, male Ayrwick greeting. At six feet, my father stood only three inches taller than me, but the dominant Ayrwick genes made him look gargantuan. Lanky and wiry, he hadn't worked out a day in his life, but he also never needed to. His metabolism was more active than a thoroughbred, and he ate only the healthiest of foods. I was lucky enough to inherit the recessive Danby genes, but more on those cruel legacies another time.

      “I'm a good listener, Dad. Tell me what's going on.” I felt his bony hand pull away and watched his body settle into the worn, mustard-yellow leather chair in front of the bookcase. It was his only possession my mother hadn't yet replaced—purely because he'd threatened divorce. “It's been a while since we've talked.”

      My father stared out the window. I waited for his right eyebrow to twitch, signaling the onslaught of a battle, but the high arch never came. “We're having some problems at Braxton with a blogster. A bunch of articles or post-its, whatever you call them these days… trash is what I'd like to say.” He closed his eyes and leaned back into the chair. “This isn't the way I pictured my pre-retirement weeks.”

      I stifled a laugh, hoping not to drive another decisive wedge between us. He'd opened up a little more than usual, and it didn't matter if he used the wrong terms to explain whatever fake news propaganda had developed at Braxton. “What's the blogger saying?”

      “Someone has an ax to grind about the way I've supported parts of the college. He claims I'm favoring the athletics department by giving them more money this term.” My father crossed his legs and cupped his hands together. His navy-blue corduroys and brown loafers seemed out of place.

      Was he taking retirement seriously? I'd normally seen him in suits, or occasionally a pair of Dockers and a short-sleeve polo when he'd meet friends at the country club for a round of golf. I hoped it didn't mean he'd be wearing jeans soon. The shock of suddenly embraced normalcy might bury me in an early grave before that doomed airplane.

      “Is the blogger going after you specifically or Braxton administration in general?”

      My father quickly typed a few words on the iPad's keypad and handed the device to me. “That's the third message in two weeks. The links for the rest are at the bottom.”

      It's unlike my father to worry about this type of nonsense, but he'd become more sensitive about people's opinions as he grew older. It seemed the opposite of what I thought ordinarily happened as one aged. Nana D was the first to spill whatever was on her mind or laugh when others said anything negative about her. She almost delighted in their criticisms of her behavior. I couldn't wait to get old and say anything I want the way she did!

      I scrolled through the recent post. The explicit focus on my father alarmed me the most.

      
        
        Wesley Ayrwick, in his archaic and selfish ways, has struck another blow in eradicating the true purpose for Braxton's existence. His continued support for a failing athletics department while neglecting the proper education of our beloved student population has made it impossible for me to stand down. A recent six-figure donation was carelessly handed over to Grey Sports Complex for improving the technology infrastructure of the athletic facility, returfing the baseball field, and securing a modern bus for the players traveling to opposing teams. At the same time, the communications, humanities, and music departments suffer with minimal software programs, deteriorating equipment, and lack of innovative venue spaces for live performances. When asked about the decision to split the anonymous donation ninety percent to ten percent in favor of the athletics teams, President Ayrwick claimed they'd been waiting longer and were in danger of not being able to compete in the upcoming sports season. This is the third occurrence of his favoritism in the last two months, which clearly explains why the petition to remove Ayrwick from office sooner than the end of this semester is gaining momentum. Let's hope we can say goodbye to this crooked figurehead before Braxton's ship has sailed too far adrift from its proper course. Retirement must already be on the old coot's brain, or perhaps he's just one of the worst presidents we've ever had. My fondest wish is for Wesley Ayrwick's memory to be buried and long forgotten by the end of this term.

      

      

      “What do you make of it?” he hesitantly asked.

      A quick perusal of the earlier posts revealed similar sentiments, all fixated on my father for some perceived sense of unfair balance with the generous donations bestowed upon Braxton. The last line read like a death threat, but that might've been my imagination running wild since learning the startling truth about the Castigliano side of my family. “Who's the anonymous donor? Are you responsible for choosing where to allocate the funds?”

      My father wrinkled his nose and raised his eyebrow. “No, you know better. When it's anonymous, even I'm not supposed to know. Sometimes the benefactor has a specific request on where to distribute the money. I can offer my insight and suggestions, but the Board of Trustees and its budget committee ultimately decide where the funds go.”

      “I meant you have some influence.” I stepped into the hallway to drop off my keys and wallet on a nearby bench. “Should it have gone to the athletics department?”

      My father's scowl indicated his annoyance over my lack of unconditional support. “Yes. While I agree the purpose of a college education is to prepare for life in the real world, to study and learn a trade or a skill, it's also about developing interpersonal relationships and opening one's eyes and mind to more than amassing facts.” He crossed to the window, shaking his head back and forth, clearly distracted by something. “Sports build camaraderie, teamwork, and friendships. It provides opportunities for the college and the town to unite in support of their students. Leads to a stronger foundation and future.”

      I couldn't argue with his logic and pondered the past as I kicked off my shoes. “You've put that rather well. I believe you, Dad. Not to change topics, but I had a question about Abby Monroe. She mentioned attending—”

      He never heard me as the door to his study slammed shut. I'd been home for ten minutes and already stuck my foot in my mouth. Between our off-the-charts intelligence and arrogant, stubborn streaks, neither of us could back down nor develop a normal relationship. I'd never learn how to bond with the indomitable Wesley Ayrwick. At least I could count on my quick wit and devilishly handsome face to make things seem better!

      I dragged the luggage to my old bedroom, which my mother had once fretted over, harboring some foolish notion I might move back home. Did she really think a thirty-two-year-old would want to sleep in a room still wallpapered with Jurassic Park and Terminator paraphernalia? Before settling in to digest Derek's show materials, I scurried downstairs for a light meal. The incident in the study had left me zero desire to eat dinner with my parents. I'd just turned the corner when I heard my father's voice on the house phone.

      “Yes, I read the latest post. I'm aware of our predicament, but we've already discussed it. Terminating the employee isn't an option.”

      It seemed the posts were causing major troubles, but my father had previously acted like he didn't know who was behind the blog.

      “I understand, but I've no intention of revealing this secret. I'm only keeping quiet because of the benefit to Braxton. If they discover the truth, we'll figure out the best solution. For now, I can handle a little hot water. You need to calm down,” my father advised.

      It sounded like the blogger was telling the truth about underhanded chicanery. Was my father involved in a potentially illegal or unethical situation?

      “You should've thought about it before taking a foolish approach to… now wait a minute… no, you listen to me… don't threaten me, or it'll be the last thing you do,” he shouted angrily.

      When he hung up, I ducked into the kitchen. Between the elusive Abby Monroe's connections to Braxton, the ruthless blogger publicly denouncing my father, and the hostile call I'd just overheard, this weekend might turn out more eventful than expected.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      When I stirred on Saturday morning, thick paste coated the insides of my mouth. The room was dark, and a low-rattling noise emanated from the far corner. I sat straight up in bed, smacked my head into a wood beam, and freaked out that I'd gone blind and a possum had snuck into the walls. I soon determined the obnoxious sound was the hissing of the radiators delivering much-needed warmth to the room.

      Once the initial shock of my surroundings wore off, I stretched and grunted at the crunch in my lower spine from sleeping on the firmest mattress known to man. Between jet lag from the red-eye and the time difference, I'd dozed off early but woken up several times throughout the night. I checked my phone only to learn it was a few minutes shy of noon. That's also when I saw a message from my father chastising me for not bringing Emma home. Based on the timestamp, it'd come in the previous night shortly after I'd overheard his argument. Did he know I'd been listening outside his office?

      Wesley Ayrwick was not a frequent complainer, and if he elected to vent, it was only on important topics. The last time I'd pressed him for thoughts on something vital, he revealed how much he'd disliked my wife, Francesca. This had occurred when I asked for his help to plan her funeral after she'd been hit by a drunk driver in West Hollywood two years ago. Francesca and I had left her parents' house on Thanksgiving in separate cars, as she'd been staying with them while I was working on an out-of-town film project. I'd always be thankful Francesca's mother, Cecilia Castigliano, had strapped Emma into my car's safety seat that night. Thinking about the alternative scenario consistently brought me to tears. I wasn't anywhere ready to talk about losing my wife at such a young age, nor being a single parent, so let's allow that to sleep longer.

      After brushing my teeth, I called to check on Emma, but she was swimming in the neighbor's pool. Her grandparents would contact me as soon as she returned home. I'd only been away for twenty-four hours, yet it felt as if a part of me was lost whenever we were apart. The connection felt fuzzy, as though the distance prevented me from truly knowing whether my six-year-old daughter was okay. I'd give up a lot of desserts to swing her in my arms right now. Or watch her dance to some silly cartoon on her iPad. My heart melted at the pure innocence of her smile.

      Before summoning the courage to start the day, I tossed on some clothes and descended the staircase two steps at a time. Walking around the house in only my snug black boxer briefs wasn't an option. I trotted into the kitchen and brewed a pot of coffee, noticing my mother preparing lunch. I still needed to ferret out the detailed agenda for tonight's retirement party.

      “How's the best mother in the world doing?” I embraced her the way only a son could remind his momma she's loved. Her shoulder-length auburn hair was pinned back with the jade butterfly clip Eleanor had given her for Christmas, and her face looked like she'd started applying makeup on one side but had forgotten the other half. I'd bet money on today's slipshod appearance resulting from something Nana D had done.

      “Oh, Kellan! I wanted to come home early last night, but… the rehearsal for the party… talking to the planner about the seating chart… a near disaster. Do you know she had Nana D sitting next to Councilman Stanton at a table in the back row? I've told that planner ten times if I told her once… Marcus will make an important speech and needs to sit at the main table with your father. Nana D can't be anywhere near him based on their last public argument when she called him a—”

      I interrupted before my mother prattled on for hours, bless her soul. “Got it. Makes total sense. You did the right thing, but I thought Nana D declined your invitation?” I suddenly remembered reading a text before falling asleep where Nana D clarified she'd rather spend an afternoon with her mouth crammed full of lemon wedges, her fingers pricked by a thousand tiny needles, and her feet glued inside a bumblebee's nest than attend another Braxton event for my father. “And what's with the crazy portrait-of-a-lady-with-two-faces look?” I cocked my head to the side, reached for the fruit bowl at the end of the island, and stepped a few inches away, certain she'd swat at me for that comment.

      My mother, somewhere in her mid-fifties, had feverishly obsessed over her appearance for as long as I could remember. Despite my father telling her she's beautiful, or how he had to prevent all his friends from hitting on her, she put herself down. Even when my father explained how all his golf buddies called him a cradle robber because of my parents' ten-year age gap, she still went on a two-week hunt around the world for the latest wrinkle prevention products and anti-aging miracle cures.

      “Whaaat? That woman is gonna be the death of me. She called while I was putting on my face and wanted to know if your father had changed his mind about retiring. She'd heard some rumor about his real intentions, then asked who wrote the scathing blog post. Any idea what she's talking about?” She ducked into the half-bath and applied a colorful powder to her right eyelid.

      “We'll chat when you're done. Beauty first,” I quipped, changing the topic and preparing a sandwich. “So, Nana D's not going? That's gonna make this party a lot less interesting.”

      My mother's lack of awareness surrounding the blog posts surprised me. She read everything about Braxton she could get her hands on—it was important to know what's being written about her college to prepare for questions from prospective or current students. Then again, she could've been craftily testing me to see what I knew and wasn't confessing. Often the little charade of trickery we played in the Ayrwick family got complicated—somewhere between a game of Who's on First? and Russian Roulette.

      My mother smacked her lips together like a blowfish. “What did you say, Kellan?”

      “Nothing. I'm glad to be home.” Eleanor would have to agree that I'm being such a good son.

      She retreated into the bathroom while I devoured the sandwich. When she reappeared, her face sparkled. Eleanor better watch herself, or people might ask questions like who's the older sister between the pair of them. Maybe I'd even start that rumor. It'd been an ice age since I stung Eleanor with a perfect zinger.

      “What's the plan for tonight?” I blurted out while swallowing the last crumb of my sandwich.

      “We'll greet early arrivals for the five o'clock cocktail hour. Then we present your father with a service award, and a few folks make speeches between six and seven. They'll serve dinner between seven and eight. Everyone can mingle afterward for an hour before it ends.” She collected her breath, then popped a strawberry in her mouth. “I need to take lunch to your father. Please get there early. He wants to introduce you to people.”

      “Eleanor and I plan to arrive exactly at five. Cross one less worry off your list.” I had to motivate her sometimes, or she'd fret over the tiniest things. “We'll be on our best behavior.”

      My mother kissed my cheek before ascending the stairs to deliver my father's meal. “I'll always worry about my children. Even Gabriel, despite not hearing from him for over seven years. Hugs and kisses!”

      As she exited, I caught my reflection in the window and rolled my eyes at her lipstick marks. If I survived the night, I'd exact revenge on Nana D for avoiding it all. I sent her a text to remind her she'd promised to bake me a cherry pie for brunch tomorrow. There was no better dessert, especially the way Nana D prepared them with the cherries on top and the crust only on the bottom. She'd attach little pastry donuts on the side, so we could pull them off and dip them into the cherry filling. Mmm, delicious. Don't get me started on pie.

      
        
        Nana D: Arrive by 10. Have fun without me tonight. Please piss off your father for me.

      

      

      Wow! She had it in for him. I returned to my bedroom and dove into the show bible sitting on the night table. The next page was Abby's email to Derek from a week earlier. It read:

      
        
        I'm so glad you selected me to provide the research on Dark Reality's next season. I received the contract and will send back a signed copy next week. When do we meet again? I had so much fun drinking cocktails with you last month. You're adorable in that recent picture you sent from Tahiti.

        I have tons to share re the birth of witch covens in Pennsylvania and the Beguiling Curse of 1689. Should I book a flight to Hollywood soon? Will the network cover first-class tickets? This is the beginning of a lasting partnership. I've also stumbled upon something controversial going on in my hometown. It's worthy of a future season for our TV show, but I've got more research to do. I'll keep you posted.

        How come I keep getting your voicemail? Can you please try to reach me tonight? I'll be home waiting for you to respond. In case you need my cell number, it's…

      

      

      Derek had gotten himself into trouble again. Ever the talented rascal, Derek was known for dumping his crazy groupies on colleagues and getting everyone else to do his job for him. The last girl he'd assured a walk-on part on the set of Dark Reality hopped a series of red-carpet ropes during a season-one screening party, claiming Derek had promised her a front-row seat. When security called him over, my boss looked her right in the eyes and said, “Never met this woman. Kick her out.” I was there. I saw the confusion plastered on her face. I also noticed him blink twice, then his lip quivered. Derek had a tell I'd pegged from the first day we met.

      Between yesterday's call and this email, a decisive picture of Abby Monroe popped into my head—twenty-six, blonde, hourglass shape, perky, and bubbly. She hadn't even known Derek blew her off and put me in the middle of this explosive atom bomb. I scrolled through the call log for Derek's number and patiently waited to connect. What was I walking into with Abby Monroe? Although I'd done most of the work on the first season, my name wasn't listed in the credits, nor were my contributions recognized by anyone at the network. Since I was way more experienced and intelligent—or maybe the better word was talented—than Derek, I'd learn everything I needed to earn my own award and escape his drama.

      “Wussup? You should see the waves at this hour. Primo!” shouted Derek.

      I'd forgotten he was in Hawaii and quickly converted the time before realizing the sun was just rising over countless breathtaking beaches. For some reason, I'd been gifted with the ability to retain way too much useless knowledge. “Oh, I hope I'm not waking you up.”

      “I haven't gone to bed yet, Kel-baby. We're about to rent surfboards. You should be here, man.”

      Any traces of guilt I had about rousing him from a blissful slumber disappeared, knowing he's the one who'd sent me on this foolish diversion. “No can do, Derek. Trying to pin down your source is proving to be difficult. How is Abby Monroe connected to Braxton?”

      The waves intensely crashed against the sand as he mumbled about paying for rental surfboards. Someday I'd learn to extricate myself from these situations, but until then, it was best not to get on his nasty side. The last time we'd had creative differences, he hired my replacement to trail me all day, threatening to cut me loose if I didn't acknowledge his authority.

      “She's a piece of work, ain't she? Never would have guessed Abby looked like that. You meet her yet? Thanks for dealing with this one, Kel-baby.” He ignored the question about Braxton.

      “It's Kellan.” I'd told him before not to call me Kel-baby. It reminded me of a high school girlfriend who'd forced me to watch every episode of Saved by the Bell one summer, trying to perfect her acting skills. I'd had enough of the Kelly Kelly Duo and never again would someone mistakenly call me Kel or Kelly as a nickname. “What's Abby look like? Is this another awful Tinder date I should know about?”

      “Dude, I'm innocent, I swear. She's hot for an older babe. And it's about time you got some—”

      “Stop right there. My personal life is off limits,” I said, knowing he irritated the most patient of people. “How much do you know about Abby?”

      “I was going to say attention. You're acting holier-than-thou lately, and it's time you took off that faulty halo and engaged in some fun. Seriously, man. Let loose and take some risks while the network's paying for your trip. I gotta jet. My date's getting antsy, and these waves are fierce.”

      “Wait! Answer my question about Abby.”

      “I barely know her. We met at a conference in New York City last month. I gave her my number and email address. Didn't you read the show bible with all the open questions? Abby needs to fill in those blanks. I'm counting on you, Kel-baby. Later.”

      “You mean you gave her your fake number, right?” Various methods of revenge formulated in my head. I wanted to remind Derek-baby what people said about payback, but halfway through my witty comeback, he hung up.

      Derek was the second person since I'd arrived in Braxton who'd chosen that route. Was I doing something wrong? What happened to proper manners? There were rules. One person initiated a goodbye sequence, and the other held it up to share remaining thoughts. There's an awkward moment how to end the call, and then you both said goodbye at the same time before the actual disconnect. Either I was getting old, or other people were getting crazier. I mentally added it to the list of things to ask Nana D the next time I saw her. Despite her age, she had all the answers about the new etiquette system of my generation's people.

      Hoping to shake off the conversation and alleviate the knots in my back, I went for an hour-long run in Braxton's fresh mountain air. Many parts of the town—topping out at about three-thousand citizens—offered natural, untouched beauty everyone had protected for three hundred years. Shortly before Pennsylvania had become a state, my ancestors developed the sheltered land where the Finnulia River emptied into Crilly Lake at the base of the Wharton Mountains. Though the landscape was intoxicating, I had little time left before the party. I returned home, showered, and dressed for the event.

      Promptly at four thirty, I stood outside Memorial Library, assuming Eleanor would be late. Inevitably, there would be some crisis at the diner—a lost car key or a last-minute wardrobe change. It's lucky my sister's saving grace had always been she's the most intelligent, loyal, and caring person in my life. If not, her constant tardiness and indecisiveness would drive me batty and send me running in the opposite direction.

      The Paddington family originally erected Memorial Library. A fire damaged the first floor in the late 1960s during a Vietnam War protest that had gone off the deep end. The powers-that-be in charge of the campus at the time had rebelled against old-world charm and preserving history. The result was a cheap repair of the antiquated structure and an institutional, utilitarian-looking addition reminding everyone of a grammar school cafeteria gone wrong. It needed to be demolished and redesigned more than our town's government.

      While waiting for Eleanor, a woman on a cell phone wandered past me. She was explaining how she'd already finished marking the exam and was on her way to enter the results in her grade book. It sounded like an unhappy student was trying to change the professor's mind about his or her grade. The last line I caught before she was out of range made me laugh, thinking about how far someone would go to demand a better mark. “Yes, come to my office at eight thirty. But trust me, you won't alter my decision. Nada. Zilch. You're killing me with this persistent pressure and the multiple diversion tactics,” she chastised.

      My gaze switched to several students milling in and out of Memorial Library, surprising me how popular it was on a Saturday evening. Although I'd been a decent student during my time at Braxton, I had reserved weekends for fraternity parties, off-campus troublemaking excursions, and strenuous visits with my family. Saturday nights at a library were uncool a decade ago. It seemed much had changed.

      I considered following a student inside to gander at the dreary interior décor, but stopped when two snowballs slammed into my shoulder. Not one to back down from a challenge, I ducked to the ground to gather a handful of snow and steadied myself to throw a powerful curveball. Had an immature student taken advantage of my distraction, or was the professor using me to express her frustration with the caller?

      “So, he can clean himself up for the proper occasion,” taunted my sister, throwing another snowball. “I'd have placed a bet you'd wear the usual jeans and a gray t-shirt tonight.”

      Nope, my expensive black suit and herringbone topcoat looked quite dapper. I rolled both eyes in her direction several times with enough emphasis that they almost got stuck on the final lap. “Funny! I'd have placed a bet you wouldn't be here until five thirty, so you could tell Mom it was my fault we were late.”

      Eleanor meandered over and gave me the biggest hug I'd received since the last time I was in town. “I miss you so much. Why do you leave me here in this boring arctic tundra alone with our parents? Can't you work from Braxton part of… oh, fine, I'll stop. The stars are telling me not to pester you anymore tonight.”

      I agreed about the arctic part. I'd never get used to it, especially after gazing at palm trees and listening to ocean waves in Los Angeles. When we separated, I scanned her shocking and brilliant transformation. Her curly, dirty-blond hair was pinned to one side of her head with a bright crimson bow matching the color of her dress. She wore heels, which I hardly ever saw her in for two reasons—one, she was a tad clumsy, and two, she claimed it made her tower over potential male suitors. We were the same height, but in the sparkling Christian Louboutin stilettos she'd chosen, I couldn't reach her on the tips of my toes.

      I only knew the brand and type of shoes because Francesca had trained me well. We spent many Sunday afternoons window shopping up and down Rodeo Drive, guessing the prices of everything she loved but for which she refused to pay full cost. Despite being raised with money, my wife had loved a good bargain.

      “You could always move to the West Coast if you can't hack it here.” I smiled at how grown-up my baby sister looked in her red-sequined gown. She possessed a unique fashion sense, imposing her own spin on each outfit. Today, it was the dark-gray sash worn across her hips. Eleanor had always been sensitive about inheriting the Danby bone structure and found ways to either accentuate or hide it—whichever improved her look, depending on the garb and the position of the moon that day. She was a fanatic about horoscopes, astrology, and numerology. “Or consult that crystal ball of yours to see what's in store for your future.”

      “Oh, shut your trap door. Someday we'll live closer together. The cards have already decided so. Tell me, who do you think will be there tonight besides the usual stuffy colleagues and friends? I've had a premonition about something dark happening. Not sure who's in trouble, but someone's aura is dust!”

      As she said her last line, thunder struck in the nearby Wharton Mountains. We both jumped. Our eyes bulged with indeterminate shock. “Yeah, let's get to the party before you invoke some sort of ancient curse on us. You've got the worst luck lately.”
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      Eleanor grabbed my hand, leading us toward Braxton's main entrance gate. As we walked, I summarized the incendiary blog posts and our father's mysterious phone conversation.

      “I hope the blogger does nothing to embarrass Dad tonight,” Eleanor said.

      “He can take care of himself.” We agreed not to confront him since it wasn't our business.

      Braxton's campus was spread out across two parts of town and connected by a charming, antique cable car service covering the one-mile distance in between. The trendy transportation system functioned like an airport trolley between terminals—leaving North Campus every thirty minutes to make the return trip back and forth to South Campus. When the weather cooperated, it was a brisk fifteen-minute walk to reach either end. Quaint shops, the occasional college bar, and student rental housing lined the streets.

      “Even though most of the primary academic buildings and student dorms are on North Campus, I've always found South Campus more idyllic.” Besides hosting the executive offices and the campus coffeehouse, The Big Beanery, South Campus also housed the music, humanities, and communications departments. Paddington's Play House and Stanton Concert Hall were the big entertainment attractions keeping me from being bored as a student.

      “True. I'm looking forward to seeing Mom's artisanal handiwork. She thought it would be a fun twist to rearrange all the tables in Stanton Concert Hall to face the center of the room. Even brought in a temporary dance floor and a raised platform for the speeches.” As the cable car arrived, Eleanor filled me in on her exciting day at the Pick-Me-Up Diner. Braxton's baseball team had caused a big ruckus at their impromptu lunch. “It was odd when the cheerleading squad showed up too. They should've been discussing strategies to win the opening game.”

      “Aww, were you jealous? Did it stop you from flirting with the players?” I was on fire today.

      “Bite me, Kellan. Even Coach Oliver couldn't control them when he handed out the team's newest college jackets. The burgundy and navy-blue colors looked like a cool design.”

      I quipped, “We both know the real reason the team's onset annoyed you is because cash-limited students are notorious for leaving no tips.”

      When all the passengers disembarked, Eleanor and I squeezed into a two-seater near the back plastered with characters from Marvel comics. Each year, the graduating class presented a gift to the college to redesign the cable car as their outgoing mark on Braxton.

      “Bring back any memories, gladiator-man?” asked Eleanor.

      I'm ashamed to admit my class had chosen a Spartan theme since the movie 300 had just hit theaters. At the unveiling ceremony, they forced me to wear an extremely short, body-hugging tunic while wielding a plastic shield and spear. I'd almost died of embarrassment when the fabric split open as I kneeled for a picture. I hadn't looked as handsome back then as I did now. Yep, you gotta get used to this humor!

      We arrived at Stanton Concert Hall, aptly named for Lavinia Stanton, an elderly spinster ancestor of Marcus Stanton's who'd left her entire life savings to Braxton in the early twentieth century. A lippy security attendant greeted me, snapped my picture, and typed in a few commands on a keypad. Thirty seconds later, he returned a badge with a bunch of codes and symbols.

      “Can you make the machine explode when you create Eleanor's ID?” I asked the attendant, who unfortunately didn't find me hilarious. The process completed flawlessly.

      The guest list topped out at two hundred colleagues, family members, and friends. I skimmed the expanse of the room with a fleeting thought that I could pick out Abby, but no one matched the imagined description.

      My mother had outdone herself. She transformed the hall into a full-on party atmosphere complete with authentic, old-fashioned lampposts retrofitted as conversation tables where we could eat endless amounts of hors d'oeuvres; ornate beverage carts rolled around by penguin-clad waiters serving a fizzy blue cocktail; and a fine mist spraying jasmine from the ceiling. Eleanor went in search of our parents while I tested the aqua concoction. A bit tart for me, but I saw the appeal.

      While mingling, I caught up with my former art professor and shook hands with Councilman Marcus Stanton—his palm was so clammy I'd never wipe off the pungent pool of sweat. The handshake was also too weak for a real politician. No wonder Nana D had it in for him.

      When an incoming text vibrated, I hoped it was Abby, but it was from my daughter, Emma. She was back from the neighbors and wanted to tell me she missed me and loved me. I sent a video of a papa bear cuddling with his baby bear—our way of sharing a hug when we weren't in the same place together. She was intelligent and intuitive for her age and loved our quirky relationship. Six going on sixteen!

      Before putting away the phone, I texted my father's assistant. Lorraine Candito had served as my father's right-hand woman for twenty years, including following him from his prior position at Woodland College across the river. I was certain she was the only reason I'd gotten birthday cards or frequent packages from my father. My mother was too busy and had her own way of showing how much she cared, but Lorraine was like a favorite aunt you could always count on. My phone buzzed with her response:

      
        
        Let's connect after dinner. Need to get your gift. I left it on my desk.

      

      

      Curiosity brewed, then I remembered something from Christmastime. She'd probably bought me a present with the new Braxton logo. I texted back a confirmation and caught sight of my father approaching from the dance floor.

      “Let me introduce you to someone, Kellan,” he began. A woman with short, spiky gray hair followed nearby. Her natural black shade had faded and rather than dye it, she'd accepted the graceful aging process. I commended her. If my hair color ever began to change, I'd be the first in line at the salon. I could be a bit vain about these things. Although her hair was striking, her pursed lips and icy stare stole my attention's focus.

      I reached my hand to her, hoping the councilman's sweat had dissipated, or she'd be in for her own unpleasant shock. “Pleased to meet you… Mrs…. Miss…?”

      My father continued talking when she failed to engage. “This is Dr. Myriam Castle. She's a professor in our communications department and has been at Braxton for… what, three years now?”

      As she nodded, the temperature of the air between us distinctly dropped. It wasn't just the crisp, stark power suit molded against her thin frame. The deep and pointed collar of her pink dress shirt covered her entire neck and had a small opal and silver broach clasped over the top button. The lines on the shoulders, sleeves, and pant legs were as sharp as a knife blade, but the sensible black pumps convinced me she was a no-nonsense gal.

      “Yes, three at the beginning of this last term. Are you enjoying the party the college has so thoughtfully thrown? It must have cost quite a small fortune to put on this show, but you are beloved around here for your… generosity,” she replied with a tartness one only experienced when tasting something exorbitantly sour. “Men's evil manners live in brass; their virtues we write in water.”

      I glanced from her to my father, anticipating an insightful and punishing retort. She'd quoted Shakespeare's Henry VIII in her petulant dig about virtues. Could she be the blogger? The acerbic tone of her words matched the profile of the anonymous villain.

      “Oh, Myriam, ever the clever one. I'd love to chat, but I must prepare for my speech. I hope you'll have a splendid time despite it coming so unnaturally to you,” my father replied.

      As he walked away, a snicker formed on his lips. Maybe I would have some fun at this party. “I see you have quite the banter. I trust it's in good humor.”

      “Wesley Ayrwick and I have an understanding. He is aware of my contributions to the college. I am aware he'll be replaced imminently.” As a server passed, Dr. Castle dropped her empty glass on a tray and grabbed a fresh one. “So, how do you know our fine president? Do you work at the college?”

      Ah, she didn't know I was his son. I thought I'd leave out that fact to see what else I might learn. “I can't remember when we first met. Years ago, but it's all a little fuzzy. To answer your last question… no, I live in Los Angeles and am back in Braxton for a few days.” I considered my options for extending the conversation about her opinions of my father, then realized I should take advantage of my opportunities. I had little time left before the speeches started. “Dr. Castle, are you familiar with Abby Monroe?”

      My new friend cleared her throat and slid her glasses down the bridge of her nose. “My night keeps improving. Is that why you've attended this party? A guest of Monroe's?”

      “On the contrary. I've never met the woman. Might you point her out?” I could tell Dr. Myriam Castle was an expressive woman. All her gestures were over-exaggerated, and her words offered two, maybe even three levels to them. “If you know what she looks like, that is.”

      “I've had the unwelcome privilege to meet Monroe many times. I'm not one to push my opinions on other people, Mister…?”

      She hoped I'd fill in my surname, but it was more fun leaving her with the short end of the stick. “Oh, but I'd love to hear your thoughts. Please, feel comfortable sharing whatever's on your mind.” I noticed a moment where Dr. Castle considered my words, then saw my father step to the podium.

      “Monroe thinks the world of herself and has made it clear to everyone at Braxton how she got her job. An intelligent, savvy young man should easily recognize the elevator does not go all the way to the top floor in that woman's head.” As she pivoted to leave, the boom of the microphone resounded.

      I found it funny the way she called the woman Monroe. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Dr. Castle. I look forward to chatting again soon, but we need to gather around the center floor.” I extended my hand in the stage's direction and watched her head lift higher and her nose wrinkle as though something odorous wafted by.

      “Trust me. Stay clear of her. While you're in town, also be careful not to associate too closely with the Ayrwicks. They might be on top right now, but it won't be for long, I'm confident.”

      I shrugged and stepped in the opposite direction. Wait until I told Eleanor and Nana D all about Dr. Myriam Castle. Would they know any gossip about the woman? I needed to find out what this feud was all about. I sent a text to Abby asking when we could meet. She confirmed quickly, suggesting nine in the foyer, when the party ended.

      My father's speech was better than I'd expected, as was Councilman Stanton's brief but remarkable words. Perhaps I could overlook the flimsy handshake if his verbal skills were a strong counterbalance. Dinner was relatively tasty—chicken cordon bleu, rice pilaf, and steamed asparagus. I saw a vegetarian dish at a few tables too. Kudos to my mother for remembering other people's needs and preferences. Ever since she'd developed a shellfish allergy, she became much more attentive to food choices.

      I'd already sampled one fizzy blue drink and one glass of champagne earlier and was now standing near a portable bar cart, contemplating a third, when my sister approached. “Guess whom I ran into?” she sang in an awkward, jovial tone. “Don't turn around. I'll give you three chances.”

      I thought I'd met everyone at the party given how often I introduced myself in the last few hours, except of course for Abby, the one person I wanted to come across. Could my luck be changing? “Ummm… The Queen? Meryl Streep?” She's my favorite actress. A guy could dream, right? “Pink?” I had a crush on her for years, yet it was highly unlikely she'd show up for a retirement party. Now that I'd exhausted my three guesses, the silly game could end, and I could turn around.

      “Wrong! It's Maggie Roarke. You remember her, right?” Eleanor teased while hopping up and down like an overzealous Easter bunny.

      The room stood still, and I was transported back a decade. Even the song playing in the background felt like I'd leaped through time and was sitting on a giant comfy couch at The Big Beanery, listening to Michael Bublé croon while Maggie and I sipped cappuccinos and ate biscotti. I hadn't seen my best friend and former girlfriend since we'd broken up at our college graduation. “Maggie, I can't believe I didn't notice you earlier. You look… you look….” I wanted to say fantastic and gorgeous, but after ten years, it didn't seem appropriate.

      “I look marvelous, Kellan. It's okay, you can say it.” Her luscious straight brown hair was pulled back across one shoulder. There was a radiant shine making her more attractive today than when we were in our early twenties. She looked confident and decisive, traits she'd always envied but struggled to find in the past. “You're as handsome as ever.”

      When I leaned in to embrace her, instinct took over. I kissed her cheek, and my body flooded with an unusual yet familiar warmth. Alabaster skin shined, and deep brown eyes peered back at me, almost making her look like a frozen statue or an elegant piece of porcelain. “I'm sorry. It was a surprise to see you. A welcome surprise.”

      Eleanor chimed in, sensing she should give us a moment alone. “Oh, there's Mom. I've been looking for her. I'll be back.” As she stepped away, a quick pinch at my waist confirmed she'd planned the setup. Retaliation for my earlier comments about her crystal ball search for the future. Score one for Eleanor tonight. At least she joined the playing field.

      “I agree,” Maggie replied. “You must be so excited your father is retiring. Will your mother leave next? They should travel the world after working so hard for Braxton. I'll miss seeing them.”

      Maggie and I had separated when we attended different graduate schools. We tried to maintain a friendship, but we were both secretly upset with the other for not trying to make a long-distance relationship work. We'd emailed that summer, yet once she left for Boston, all communication stopped. It suddenly occurred to me what she'd said about missing my parents. “Great seeing you, but what brings you to the party, Maggie?”

      “Oh, you don't know? I started working at Braxton this semester as the new head librarian. I moved back from Boston after the job fell into my lap. Do you remember Mrs. O'Malley?” Maggie announced it was too loud near the rest of the crowd, so we stepped to the far corner.

      Mrs. O'Malley had been the head librarian for over thirty years when we'd attended Braxton—a fixture who knew everything and everyone on campus. She'd once caught Maggie and I making out behind the ancient microfiche machine and rather than scold us for getting intimate in a public place, she embarrassed us for picking the oldest piece of equipment in the building as our romantic hiding place. She told us even she had the intelligence to take Mr. Nickels, the cable car's engineer, to the downstairs reference section where no one had ever gone. Imagine a sixty-something lovesick woman shaking her finger at two college seniors over that.

      “I haven't thought about her in forever. I guess she retired.” I wasn't a granny chaser, but I'd felt a weird attraction to Mrs. O'Malley after she'd told us about her illicit affair.

      “Last fall. I'd gotten the strangest call. We'd kept in touch over the years, and she wanted me to know about her plans to leave Braxton. Mrs. O'Malley was the primary reason I earned my advanced degrees in library studies. She invited me back to talk about the changes happening at Memorial Library, then had me meet with your father to discuss the position. Three weeks later, I gave notice to my job in Boston.”

      I couldn't believe how much Maggie had changed. Gone was the little mouse I used to know and adore. I always wondered what would've happened if Maggie and I had decided differently that day.

      “That's awesome. I'm thrilled and also a trifle shocked my father never mentioned it.”

      “Or your mother. She and I meet for coffee when I can take a break from the library, or when she needs to get away from prospective students pressuring her for an acceptance decision.” Maggie brushed several bangs from her soft and stunning features. “You know nothing about our weekly walk from South to North Campus along Millionaire's Mile?”

      Behind the main road between campuses were larger estates where families like the Stantons, Greys, and Paddingtons lived. We had nicknamed it Millionaire's Mile long ago, and it was a key attraction in Braxton for visitors and new students who wanted to learn about the history of the town's wealth.

      I shook my head. “I'll find out later. Now that I know you're back in Braxton, let's grab a coffee. I'll be in town for a week, maybe more.” We chatted about the last decade, and I discovered her husband had tragically died of a brain aneurysm several years ago. My heart broke for her at having to go through the devastating loss of a spouse, but it was also a moment where our connection flourished like when we'd dated in college. It was in that instant I felt a sense of security about the future, as though reestablishing a friendship with Maggie might help me move forward.

      I glanced toward the hall's entrance, where my father's assistant dashed into the room. Even at this distance, something looked off. Lorraine's blue dress was slightly askew, and her eyes darted erratically. She was clearly agitated and looking for someone. In the distraction, I failed to hear Maggie's response.

      “Kellan, where did you go?” Maggie tapped my shoulder. “I'd love to meet at The Big Beanery to catch up on life post-college. Emma sounds delightful.”

      My gaze returned to Maggie. “We should do it. Definitely,” I countered and rattled off my cell phone number. “Do you know my father's assistant, Lorraine?”

      “Yes, such a sweet woman. I wonder if she's retiring now that your father will leave Braxton this semester.”

      It hadn't occurred to me, nor could I remember my father saying anything. “She's walking this way and looks quite unraveled. I hope the food's not making people sick.”

      Maggie and I turned toward the entrance and waited for her arrival. I spoke first. “Lorraine, it's so wonderful to see you. Everything okay?”

      “Your father… dead body….” Lorraine struggled to respond, then slumped to the floor.
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      While I reached for Lorraine's left arm, Maggie propped her against a table. “What's wrong? Are you ill?” I worried she was having a stroke or heart attack. She looked practically catatonic.

      “I'm afraid your father… have you seennn hhhim?” Her breathing labored, and a look of terror possessed her face. Though her skin was usually quite pale, she looked nearly translucent.

      What did she mean by a dead body? She'd aged ten years in those moments. I pulled out my phone and pressed the button to dial his cell. “What's going on, Lorraine?” Maggie briefly slipped away and returned with a glass of water. People had begun to leave the party. My phone verified it was exactly nine o'clock. The call went to voicemail. I didn't leave a message, as I had no idea what to say.

      “I saw… ummm… someone needs to… check on… now!” She pointed out the window and covered her mouth. Exaggerated expressions produced unfortunate wrinkles on her forehead. “I'm sorry… such a shock.”

      “What?” I grew fearful over what she might have seen. “Did something happen to my father?”

      Maggie rubbed Lorraine's back to comfort the panicked woman. “Talk to us.”

      Lorraine finished drinking her water. “I went back to the office to get your Christmas present. It was so lovely, and… but then I….”

      I nodded. “That was thoughtful, thank you. But surely that's not what has you so upset.” I had no clue what caused her to approach hyperventilation mode. “What about my father?”

      “I couldn't find him, that's why I came to you. Went to the back door… closer to my desk… working there temporarily… finish all the construction.” Lorraine paused and let out a deep breath. Her hazel eyes shifted and filled with wild anxiety. “I got the key to unlock it… saw it was partially open.”

      I wasn't sure what she'd meant by temporarily working elsewhere, but I didn't want to interrupt her baffling train of thought. “Okay. Did you go inside?”

      “No, I couldn't. I tried to push the door open… wouldn't budge. It only moved an inch… crack wasn't wide enough to stick my head through. That's when I ran around to the front of the building… used the main entrance.”

      “Keep talking, tell us everything.” Maggie's gaze went broad with confusion.

      Lorraine composed herself. “I walked through the hallway to the back of the building. I thought I could open the other door leading into the stairwell from the inside, but it wouldn't move either. Something was sitting on the platform, preventing both doors from opening.”

      “Right. It's such a tight space. Two people can't open the doors at the same time since they both open inward,” Maggie responded. “Then what?”

      Lorraine explained she'd gone up to the second floor to look down the stairwell and see what was on the other side of the doors. While she painfully told us everything—probably suffering from shock over what she'd seen—I wondered why my father had left the party. Had he gone to meet someone? Why wasn't he picking up my calls? Was there really a dead body?

      “Somebody fell down the stairs. I could see blood. I thinkkk they hit their head. Might be deaddd,” Lorraine stuttered with a wicked shiver.

      Maggie stifled a scream. Her body twitched from the tension. She'd been leaning against me as we comforted Lorraine. “Who was it?”

      Lorraine's eyes opened wider. “I was too afraid to go down. Will you checkkk the building next door?”

      Maggie offered to stay and take care of Lorraine while I went to the other building. My stomach sank in fear something horrific had happened to my father.

      “No, I have to come with you,” Lorraine murmured. “I locked the front door after I left. I… I… didn't know what to do and just came running over here.”

      Lorraine had either drank too many fizzy blue concoctions or was imagining things in the dark, but intuition told me something real had genuinely frightened her. The three of us left the retirement party and scrambled toward the temporary office space. Meeting Abby would have to wait. I encouraged the ladies to run faster, eager to see what had happened to my father or someone else.

      “I'm going as fast as I can,” Lorraine noted.

      Heaviness settled in my chest, and a sharp pain jabbed my gut. Please don't be my father. I wasn't ready for him to get sick or die. When Maggie, Lorraine, and I arrived at the building, it became clear she'd been referring to Diamond Hall, where I'd spent many hours attending literature, art, and media lectures. It hadn't occurred to me when Lorraine said the building next door she'd meant literally next door to Stanton Concert Hall. My father's normal executive office building was farther away near the cable car station. Was the threatening call I'd overheard the previous night that serious?

      Diamond Hall, an old colonial-style mansion, had been converted into a series of classrooms and departmental offices a few decades earlier. A limestone facade mined from local Betscha quarries in the 1870s covered all three stories of the impressive building. The well-manicured primary entrance contained a winding slate path, burgundy shutters adorning large, crisscross lattice windows, and giant rhododendron bushes growing in the front gardens. On the first floor were four large classrooms, each capable of seating at least thirty students, two single bathrooms, and a small supply closet. In the front entrance was a staircase set between two center walls taking visitors to the upper floors, and in the back was another small staircase—previously a servant's access passage—allowing professors direct access to their offices without having to go through the main classroom area.

      “Show me exactly where you saw a body, Lorraine,” I directed with increasing trepidation in my voice. “We should call 9-1-1, but I'd like to verify what you saw before we—”

      “It's a body. I know what I saw, Kellan,” Lorraine interjected with a much calmer voice than when she'd first informed us. “Follow me.”

      We ran up to the second floor where ten or twelve oddly shaped offices—typically the center of many vocal professors arguing about who deserved the biggest space—resided. While there was no staircase accessing the third floor from the back side of the building, a narrow one in the front led to a cozy library and common area for students working on a group project or a professor holding a special lecture session. Based on what Lorraine had told me on the walk over, my father recently commandeered the third floor during the renovations on his office. Since the top floor was only large enough for his furniture, given the peaks of the slanted roof and the built-in library shelves, Lorraine sat in a central open section on the second floor between the two staircases.

      My stomach twisted in agony. There was a good chance my father could be at the bottom of the stairwell. All three of us crossed through the second floor past Lorraine's desk and looked at the swinging door to the back stairwell. “Did you leave it open?”

      She shook her head. “I thought I'd closed it. Maybe I ran out and didn't pay attention. The body is inside. Step into the vestibule and look down to the right.”

      I'd seen a few dead bodies in the past. It had never bothered me until they called me to the morgue to verify Francesca's identity on Thanksgiving. I still remember the fear moments before they lifted the sheet. I ultimately couldn't do it and stepped out of the silent and frigid room, grateful to my father-in-law for taking on the responsibility. I had to be brave and determine if Lorraine were losing her mind or if there was any truth to what she'd seen. I tiptoed into the vestibule with my eyes closed, turned to the right, and felt my composure fade. I slanted my head at the angle I thought would align with the bottom platform and opened my eyes.

      The way the body laid on the floor all tangled up was the most horrid part. Two legs were folded under the person's upper half, and his or her head was trapped between twisted hands and arms. That's when I breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn't my father. It was the woman I'd seen outside the library on the phone while waiting for my sister.

      I'd been quiet for too long, prompting Maggie to screech, “What's going on, Kellan?”

      I peeked my head around the corner of the wall and observed a shaky Maggie and Lorraine holding hands. “Yes, someone's down there. I can't tell if she's breathing.”

      “Please go check, Kellan. She could be hurt,” begged Lorraine while puttering with several pieces of costume jewelry on her wrist.

      I shuffled down the steps. Something told me the victim was a goner. When I reached the platform, there wasn't a lot of room to move around, but I stretched my nervous hand to the woman's neck.

      “Is she alive? Should I call 9-1-1?” Maggie asked.

      “No, she's dead. There's no pulse, but we need to call them, anyway.”

      Lorraine yelled back at me. “I'm on my way down. I'm well enough to assist.”

      Maggie dialed the emergency line and explained the situation on speakerphone. When Lorraine reached the last step and stood a few inches from me, she grabbed my elbow. “Can you turn her head? I think I recognize her.”

      “Not a good idea. If she's just unconscious, we could cause spinal damage.” This wasn't the night I'd expected. I wanted something livelier than a boring retirement party where I listened to dull speeches and met my father's insipid friends and colleagues—not dealing with a dead body.

      Lorraine leaned forward over my shoulders. I cautioned her to avoid the patch of blood on the stairs. The woman must have smacked her skull hard when she fell, to cause it to bleed like that. Just as I thought Lorraine was going to back away, she gasped. “Oh, my word! I know her.”

      I wasn't in the mood to comfort someone else over death right now, especially if they were friendly with the person. I merely wanted to give a statement and locate Eleanor. “Ummm… who is she, Lorraine?”

      “Abby Monroe,” squealed Lorraine with a series of “It can't be, it can't be” wails.

      Maggie bellowed to us from the top of the stairwell. “The ambulance is on its way. The cops are coming too. I should call Connor.”

      When I first heard the name, my immediate thought shifted to my other former best friend and fraternity brother, Connor Hawkins. He and I had stopped chatting around the time we'd all graduated ten years ago too. “Hold up, Maggie. Lorraine thinks she knows who this is.” Tonight was becoming way too creepy.

      “I couldn't tell from way up top, but I saw her at the party earlier wearing this same outfit. Dean Terry remarked how well that sapphire blue empire-cut blouse matched her eyes. And that skirt… Abby always wears pencil skirts.” Lorraine nervously pulled at her blond curls.

      “Are you sure? I've been looking for Abby Monroe all evening,” I said.

      Lorraine wobbled her head. Based on the peculiar expression on her pale face, my news had confused her. “Why were you meeting her? Maybe we should wait for the cops upstairs. I feel a little weird standing so close to… you know… ummm—”

      “The body?” I tossed both hands in the air. Things were not going well since I'd returned home to Braxton. “I'll explain another time why I was meeting her.” As we both climbed the stairs to the second floor, Lorraine awkwardly grinned back at me.

      When we arrived, Maggie rested her hand against her forehead. “Connor will be here any minute. He'd just gotten to the retirement party to wish your father well.”

      “Ummm… Connor who?” Given the number of times I'd been surprised already that night with Maggie returning to Braxton, finding Abby at the bottom of a stairwell, and meeting the peculiar Myriam Castle, I had an inkling Maggie's Connor would be our Connor from years ago.

      “Connor Hawkins. Don't you remember anyone, Kellan?” shot her somewhat sassy response. The drama of finding a dead body was causing everyone to be irritable and short-tempered.

      “Did I hear my name?” boomed a deep voice across the hall. A darker-skinned man a few inches taller than me walked past the central admin area and hugged Maggie. They whispered something and shared an intimate connection.

      Yep, it was the same Connor. But it was also an extraordinarily different Connor. This Connor obviously spent his day working out at the gym or popping steroids. “Is that really you?” I asked in puzzlement, looking from him to the stairwell hiding Abby's lifeless body.

      “Kellan, what are you doing here?” He wrinkled his brow and jolted his head sideways.

      “Well, yeah, it seems kind of obvious being that it's my father's retirement party.” I hadn't meant to sound like a jerk, but I was a bit off-kilter given everything happening that evening.

      “I know… I meant at Diamond Hall,” Connor said authoritatively.

      A desperate sense of loss surrounded me. Connor, Maggie, and I had been inseparable all throughout college. When Maggie and I had broken up, he took her side and told me how stupid I was to let her go. What had happened to him after Braxton?

      I responded, “Lorraine found the body and sought help. I was the nearest person she could find.” Visions of Francesca's last moments plagued me. I couldn't think straight.

      Connor moved uncomfortably in his light tan suit and striped Braxton tie, but it was a powerful offset to his cocoa-touched skin. His mother was from the Caribbean, and his father was a South African sailor on leave from the navy when they'd met. Connor had inherited the best features from both and was always considered charming and gorgeous by the girls who melted anytime they heard his accent. Back in school, he'd been in decent shape, but he could now pass for a twin to Adonis. “I can't believe you're here. And Abby is there. How did…?”

      Maggie tapped her foot. “Although I'm sure you boys can't wait to catch up, maybe Braxton's crack security team could do a quick check on the body randomly hanging out at the bottom of the stairs?”

      “It's Abby Monroe, the chair of the communications department,” Lorraine insisted.

      “I'll go check. Are you sure she's already dead?” Connor added with a pointed stare.

      I nodded. “Pretty certain. You're a security guard now?”

      “No, he's your father's head of security for the college. Do you not know about that either?” sniped Maggie. The shock was overwhelming all of us.

      I swallowed my tongue and pride. My parents had some explaining to do. “Let's not get into that right now. Did she trip over something and hit her head?” Nobody responded. As Connor descended the steps, I turned to Lorraine. “Are you okay? Did you know Abby well?”

      Before she could respond, two people strutted across the second-floor office space. A familiar, mid-thirties blonde in a pair of dark jeans, an ill-fitting tweed coat, and standard-issue beat-walking shoes announced, “I'm Sheriff Montague. There's been a report of someone falling down a flight of stairs?” She turned to her colleague, a male cop with a crew cut, an enormous nose that must have been broken several times, and a pair of furry earmuffs. “This is Officer Flatman.”

      “I'm down in the stairwell, Sheriff Montague,” shouted Connor.

      While the two newest arrivals followed Connor's voice to the body, I thought about what Abby's death would mean to Derek's plans for the second season of Dark Reality. I should have called him right away, but I had no information other than she'd died. I also tried to reach my father, but he didn't pick up again. I called my mother.

      “Kellan, I've been looking for you for nearly an hour. Please don't tell me you left already,” my mother said in a shrill voice. She should have been an actress instead of Braxton's admissions director.

      “No, I'm… outside. Is Dad around? I need to talk with him about something… important.” I didn't want to alarm my mother, given how easily agitated she'd become since my arrival.

      “I was looking for him myself, but he got pulled into an urgent meeting and said he'd find me at some point tonight. You know your father, even in near-retirement, he still feels obligated to remain a workaholic.”

      I mumbled something to my mom, making it sound like I agreed with her, and told her I'd be back to the party as soon as possible. I turned to Maggie and Lorraine to verify what they were doing. Lorraine chatted on the phone with someone, but I couldn't determine his or her identity. Something about urgently returning a call that evening to discuss what she'd found.

      Maggie sat on a guest chair opposite Lorraine's desk and fiddled with her earlobes. She'd always played with them when nervous or worried about something life changing. “It's awful to know she fell down the stairs, and no one was here to help her. I hope she didn't experience any pain.”

      I was about to reach out and wrap my arms around Maggie when Connor bounded into the room. “Okay, so Sheriff Montague asked me to tell you three not to leave. She has some questions about the order of events tonight, but she's still finishing a cursory review of the body. It's definitely Abby Monroe. I saw her leaving Stanton Concert Hall about a quarter after eight while I was doing my nightly walk through campus.”

      Lorraine perked up after finishing her call. “Is she really… dead?” A trail of mascara stained her cheek.

      Connor nodded. “Yes, Mrs. Candito. The coroner will be here in a few minutes, but she's been dead for under an hour. I've seen this type of thing before.”

      Connor's response made me curious what he'd been up to the last ten years. What was going on between him and Maggie? My concentration broke when Lorraine burst into tears. Maggie comforted her.

      Connor strode toward me. I didn't know whether to grab his fingers using our secret fraternity greeting or hover there in silence. I was grateful when he made the first move—a typical handshake, no double tuck and punch like the old days. “What a way to reconnect tonight, huh?”

      “Yeah, feels like a nightmare. Over a professor falling down a flight of steps and dying.”

      Connor rubbed his temple. “Tragic, but it's far worse. She didn't just fall down the steps.”

      I thought I'd misheard my former best friend, but his panicked expression revealed I hadn't. “What do you mean? How can it be any worse than death?”

      “It wasn't an accident.” Connor stared at me, deliberating what he should and shouldn't reveal.

      My eyes popped open like a deer caught in headlights. “Did she try to kill herself?” Though I felt both stupid and silly about the question, I barely knew anything about the woman. Anyone who hooked up with Derek was slightly off her rocker.

      “No, that's not what I mean. Sheriff Montague wouldn't want me to say this, but the blood on the ground came from a deep gash behind Abby's ear. There were some metal flakes mixed throughout her hair in the middle of the wound.”

      “Wouldn't that be from when she hit the steps?” I scanned the room, filling with edginess over being around another dead body.

      “Nope. She had a giant egg on the front of her head where she hit the steps. The wound on the back of her scalp was a much harder blow. Plus, there's nothing on the stairs or the floor that has any metal. It's all solid marble. We're looking at a murder tonight, Kellan.”
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      “Maybe your old man snapped his lid and killed that mischievous woman?” Nana D said as I scooped a forkful of cherry pie between my drooling lips. Given the cops had kept me on campus until two in the morning, I'd gotten minimal sleep. I was surprised to make it to Danby Landing on time.

      “My father, Braxton's presidential killer! Wharton County News at eleven,” I spat out between bites with a boisterous chuckle. Nana D's had it in for my father for as long as I can remember, but she's equally free with the barbs against my mother, her own daughter. “You're not supposed to know it was murder. I don't think Sheriff Montague wants that released.”

      “Listen here! I've got my finger on the pulse of this town. I knew before you it was murder,” taunted my five-foot-tall nana while dropping another piece of pie on my plate. “Eat up.”

      “How's that possible?” Was she about to tell me she was psychic like Eleanor? All we needed was two of them in the family. Maybe they could get their own show like the Long Island Medium.

      “I've got my ways. All part of my master plan. Keep up on the news, stay connected to hear all the gossip, and find out what's happening around town.” Nana D slurped her coffee while fastening her nearly three-foot-long braid to the top of her head. She waffled between wearing her red tresses loose and tying them in a braid around the crown of her noggin—as she called it—depending on her activities for the day. It had to be dyed, but Eleanor's best guess was a henna rinse.

      “Why did you call her a mischievous woman?” I recalled the conversation I'd overheard about a student's grades when Abby had been inches away from me the previous night.

      “I never much cared for that tart. Sneaky type. Hassled with me over the price of a bushel of apples. I'm certain she filled her pockets with three extra grannies at the farmer's market last weekend.”

      “What else can you tell me about her?” I asked after updating Nana D on my reasons for trying to meet the late professor. “Anything bad enough for someone to want to murder her?”

      Nana D loved her gossip and gave as good as she got when unearthing everyone's secrets. I didn't know how she did it or whom she bribed, but if there were information to be found, Nana D was the first in line. She's like the Mata Hari of the Americas, and I was even certain she knew the dance. Nana D had pushed her boundaries ever since my mother pressured her into semi-retirement from running Danby Landing on her own. In its heyday, the farm was the most productive, income-generating business in the entire county, but as the industry changed and the maintenance costs doubled, she sold off parts to a real estate company who built Willow Trees, a senior citizen's residential complex. With the new freedom, she'd taken on the role of community watchdog, ensuring she kept everyone in line. I swear she carried a stun gun just to watch people dance for her own pleasure sometimes.

      “Murder's a funny thing, Kellan. Sometimes it's premeditated, but there's also the spur-of-the-moment killing when you can't control your emotions. I thought about murdering Grandpop a few times. Run him down with the tractor or stab him with the pitchfork while baling hay. Always too much of a mess to clean up, so I let him live.” She snatched a piece of crust off the pie and dipped it into the cherry filling. “Mmm, I've surpassed myself again.”

      She'd never really thought about killing Grandpop. They'd been sweethearts since they'd fallen in love at thirteen at a drive-in movie theater. “That was kind of you not to kill him. I'd have missed spending all those summers with Grandpop if you offed him before he died of that heart attack.”

      “I miss that delicious man every day. The things he could do to my body just by winking at me. Did I ever tell you about the time he—”

      “Stop, Nana D. I don't want to hear about it.” I dropped my fork and covered my ears before they bled uncontrollably. “What about Abby?”

      “That's what's wrong with you kids today… always so politically correct and sensitive about making love. Lost your emotions.” Nana D washed our plates in the corner sink of her quaint kitchen.

      “Focus, Nana D. I'm curious what you know about Abby or who might want her dead.”

      Nana D wrinkled her nose and squinted her eyes. “She was the type to piss off the dangerous people in this world by asking too many questions. Someone pushed her down the stairs to shut her up.”

      “I don't know how you know these things, but I trust your instincts,” I consented, then grabbed a dish towel and began drying.

      I filled her in on the events at the party before stumbling across Abby Monroe in the stairwell. Nana D planned to start a petition to have the councilman removed from office because of his sweaty hands. She'd try anything to get Marcus Stanton out of office ever since he'd served her with a summons for improper waste removal at the farm. Nana D might have dumped a bucket filled with manure from her tractor's front-loader over the fence into his backyard last year, claiming the machine had malfunctioned. Unfortunately, it occurred during his family's Labor Day barbecue, and they'd been standing on the other side of the fence when it happened. I'm still unsure how or why their war ever started. “I've got to head downtown to the Wharton County Sheriff's Office to sign some statements. What are your plans today, Nana D? Harassing Councilman Stanton? Prank calling Ms. Paddington again?”

      Nana D stuck out her tongue and made childish noises. “Didn't I tell you I started teaching music lessons again? Gotta fetch my old clarinet before she gets here.” Nana D wrapped foil around the pie and placed it on the shelf in the refrigerator. “Keeps me young spending time with the college kids.”

      “Really? No, you hadn't mentioned it. I was thinking about teaching Emma to play the clarinet. She loves music and seems agile with her fingers. Maybe she'll follow in your footsteps.”

      “Well, you never could play worth a darn, could ya?” Nana D slapped my cheek until it hurt. “Talent might have skipped a few generations, but you sure got Grandpop's good looks. You probably drive all the girls crazy too.” Nana D and Grandpop used to hold concerts at Danby Landing, entertaining the visitors and employees each weekend. Grandpop played the piano and guitar while Nana D sang and played the clarinet. She'd given it all up when he died, informing everyone it was their thing to do together and all good things end, eventually.

      “Maybe so,” I replied as the doorbell rang. “Want me to get that?”

      “Yes, please, that would be Bridget. Go introduce yourself while I get the clarinet and make a call about a meeting I have later today,” Nana D replied, winking and smirking.

      “What are you up to now?” I narrowed my eyes and leaned my head in her direction. “More trouble?” I pictured news reporters showing up at my father's door and asking why he killed one of his professors, or a fake college student calling my mother to tell her he'd fallen in love with her and would do anything to attend Braxton. Nana D played way too many jokes on them in the past.

      “Go get the door. Make yourself useful and quit being a party-pooper, love.” Nana D disappeared down the hallway while I scurried through the living room and opened the front door.

      Standing on the porch was a girl harboring an odd expression on her face—a cross between dumbstruck confusion and a pouty, angry elf. Not that I'd ever seen a real-life elf, but her ears were pointy, and she had these big, bright eyes that seemed to glow. I was afraid she might change shapes in front of me. “Hello,” I said curtly and cautiously.

      “You're not Seraphina,” questioned the elf. “Am I too early again?”

      I shrugged as I didn't know what time she was supposed to be here. She wore striped red and white leggings and an oversized green parka. Granted, it was freezing outside, but the outfit truly reminded me of the Elf-on-a-Shelf appearing every Christmas in the Castigliano mansion for my daughter, Emma. I wanted to ask why the elf couldn't use magic to answer her own question, but since I didn't know her, it might sound a tad obnoxious of me. Was she a good or a bad elf? I had enough crazy juju already and didn't need the vengeance of a nasty imp. Given Nana D expected someone for music lessons, there was a decent chance she was Bridget. “Not that I know. Come on in.”

      The elf stepped through the entryway and waited for me to say something else. “Ummm… so…?”

      “Are you here for the Vespa driving lessons?” Perhaps I'd inherited too much of Nana D's wit. “We're bandaging up the last student, but don't worry… we put the bobcat back in its cage.”

      “If that's humor, I feel bad for you.” The elf removed her coat. “I'm Bridget. Who are you?”

      Bridget was a petite girl who seemed capable of holding her own. Besides her elf outfit, she had chestnut brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, emerald green eyes, and minimal makeup. It dawned on me this might be another romantic setup. Nana D had tried to match me up with a traveling horse groomer over the Christmas break until we learned not only had the woman already been married, but she was wanted in two other states for bigamy.

      “Are you for real or is this part of Nana D's hoax?” I had to know if I was about to be played by my clever grandmother. It might've been early enough to convince Bridget, the elf, to join my team.

      Bridget hung her coat on the rack, pushed past me into the living room, and dropped her backpack on the coffee table. “You're weird. You must be Kellan. Seraphina told me about you at last week's lesson.”

      So, the elf was smarter than she dressed. “Yes, I guess you must be normal if she's told you about me. How long have you been playing the clarinet?”

      “I'm twenty-one. Started when I was nine. I'm sure you're capable of doing the math.” As she sat on the couch across from me, she pulled out a couple of reeds and several sheets of music. “Are you gonna listen in and harass me today? Cause I didn't sign up for a super judgy audience.”

      I shook my head. I had places to be and needed to update Derek about Abby. With the retirement party over and no more source for season two, I could head back to Los Angeles early. Although the crime buff inside me wanted to do my own investigation into Abby's murder, it was secondary to escaping my parents. “Nope. Just visiting my nana. I'm leaving soon.”

      “So, I see you've met,” Nana D announced, holding the clarinet behind us. “Behaving yourself, Kellan?”

      I feigned a look of shock. “Of course, I always do.”

      Nana D glanced at Bridget, who responded, “He's been a perfect gentleman. I can see the resemblance between you two. He's got your humor and your nose. Like a little button.” Bridget nervously laughed and reached for her bag.

      “Well, I need to make a few calls, Nana D. I'll check in with you later. Anything with your afternoon meetings that I need to prepare for?” I questioned with a growing angst and curiosity.

      “Not at all, dear. I'm not up to anything, at least nothing that your mother should worry about.”

      “Or Dad? I've heard he's a bit shaken about the… issue… from last night.” I suddenly remembered I wasn't supposed to talk about it, per Sheriff Montague.

      “Nothing for him to fret over either. Now skedaddle, please. I've got more important people to spend my time with.” Nana D shoved me out the door before I could say goodbye to Bridget.

      I drove to the sheriff's office and signed my official statement. In Wharton County, there was one sheriff and a few detectives to cover all the towns, including Braxton. Local police in each town ensured smaller crimes were addressed and minor ordinances were obeyed while the sheriff's office handled major crimes, specifically murder and grand larceny. The sheriff was out on an interview, but Officer Flatman who'd been on campus the night before was glad to assist. Stepping away from his desk, I saw a notation on a post-it about contact with an Alton Monroe. Next of kin? Something to follow up on.

      Eleanor lured me over by offering to prepare an amazing meal. Ten minutes later, I sat at a corner booth at the Pick-Me-Up Diner and devoured my ham and cheese egg white omelet with avocado on the side. I needed something healthy to offset the two pieces of pie I'd already eaten for breakfast. Gone from last night was the relaxed sister who'd rocked a gorgeous dress, and in its place was a serious worker-bee in a pair of stained khakis, Keds, and a faded black polo shirt. Her hair was still pinned up, but she hardly had any makeup on today. Working in a diner would prevent a clean and spiffy appearance.

      “Mom and Dad were meeting with Braxton's public relations director about the accident. Dad told me a bit about Abby. Poor woman, I can't believe she fell down the steps and died.”

      “Did Dad know her well?” I considered revealing what Connor had shared about it not being an accident. Bad enough Nana D had figured it out, I couldn't let it slip again.

      “She'd been the chair of the communications department for many years, but they didn't get along well. After a few months, Dad decided she didn't properly represent Braxton. By then, they'd already granted tenure, which meant he had no simple way to get rid of Abby,” Eleanor said.

      A server cleared the plates, impressing her boss by wiping the table, asking how everything tasted, and suggesting different dessert options. I declined, knowing I'd already have to run twice as long that afternoon.

      “What's the latest word on the over-achieving end of our family?” I asked Eleanor, who kept in contact with our older siblings much more than I did.

      “Eh, Penelope seems happy, though there are days I wonder if she might not be looking for an excuse to have an early mid-life crisis,” Eleanor replied.

      “She has her hands full with the kids. But she loves it all, and I can't imagine she'd have given up any part of her life.” I secretly knew Penelope was hoping to buy a larger stake in her real estate firm. “What about your brother?”

      “Hampton's your brother too, no matter how much you two fight,” she replied. “And with Gabriel refusing to talk to any of us, we can't ignore him.”

      “Yep, I should behave more brotherly to the Hampster.” Don't even ask why I call him that, as it's been his nickname forever. Hampton, four years older than me, was a lawyer in Tulsa and married to an oil heiress who never let him go anywhere.

      “He's coming to town soon to share news,” Eleanor said. “I bet his wife's pregnant again.”

      I cringed at the thought of four kids under the age of six. “Speaking of Dad, did Mom say where he disappeared to last night? I tried to contact him. He never answered his phone.” It was odd that he didn't even text me back, but I figured he got caught up in controlling the release of any information to the media. “Connor thought—”

      “No, I left shortly after the party ended.” Eleanor looked peculiar when her face flushed a deeper shade of red. Did she know something she wasn't telling me?

      “I see. How about Connor working at Braxton? I was surprised to hear about that.”

      Eleanor shuffled across the booth. “Yeah, big changes, huh? Well, I need to check on a couple of things in the kitchen, which means you need to jet. I'll call you later. Hugs and kisses.”

      We said our goodbyes, which felt a little awkward given how abruptly she hightailed it out of the booth. I texted Maggie to see if she wanted to meet for dinner, but she had plans already. Instead, she suggested I stop by Memorial Library the next day. I confirmed, then bit the bullet to call Derek.

      Astonishingly, he answered on the first ring. “How's the research going?”

      “Not so well. There's been an incident,” I said, angst rising inside my body. I couldn't tell him she'd been murdered, but it suddenly crossed my mind that he'd pawned her off on me. Could things have gone sour between them, and he was somehow involved in her death?

      “Do tell. You know I'm counting on you to help put this background material to bed, so we can start this project as soon as possible, right?” replied Derek.

      “Abby died last night.” I pondered what kind of response I'd receive to my news. Would he be nervous? Relieved? Cool and collected?

      Derek laughed hysterically. “That's a great one, Kel-baby. First time I've heard that excuse to get out of a work assignment. Awesome way to make me laugh, dude.”

      Not a reaction I'd considered. “Seriously, ummm… appears she fell down a flight of steps.”

      “Wait, you're not joking, are you?” he replied.

      “No.”

      “That's insane. Didn't you talk to her yesterday?” He stopped laughing and listened to me.

      “We were supposed to meet last night, but then I stumbled upon her dead body with a friend of mine on campus.” I updated Derek about Abby working as a professor at the college, what Myriam Castle and Nana D had said about her, and the little I'd learned from visiting the sheriff's office that morning.

      “Do whatever you can to get her research notes. I texted her earlier to give them to you.” Derek didn't seem too phased about her death, but he also thought I'd have access to her personal things. “I guess I won't be getting a reply, huh?” He laughed again, but this time with a more sinister tone.

      “And exactly how am I supposed to do that?” Perhaps I should ask him where he was last night.

      “You're the wannabe investigative reporter, Kel-baby. Break into her office or tell the cops she left something behind for you about a project you were working on together. I need this to be your top priority. We have to film season two as soon as possible, dude.”

      Derek was the typical sleaze who made me doubt my career working in Hollywood over the last few months. “Listen, I know this is important. I'll see what I can do. I guess I'll be coming back to Los Angeles sooner than we planned.”

      Derek was unusually silent on the phone before finally responding. “Why don't you stick around for her funeral? Meet her contacts and find out who else she worked with. Take advantage of the situation. Get the scoop on her death too. Builds a good side story for the show. Research professor falls to her death while working on Dark Reality. Think of the ratings, Kel-baby!”

      His last comment lit the proverbial fire under me to finish my time with him as quickly as possible. “Yeah, good plan. What hotel are you staying at? I'm thinking about visiting Hawaii next month.” I had no intention of going to the tropical islands, but how much did I know about this man outside of work? Was he really where he said he was?

      “Royal something, can't recall. Good chatting. Gotta run. Get that scoop. Your job depends on it!”

      Before I responded, Derek hung up on me. What an idiot! I needed to quit, but I was close to getting my name on the credits for a full season, and this would be the exact bonus to staking a claim to my own show in the future. It wouldn't be difficult to check if Abby had any notes in her office. Attending the funeral with my family was a good show of faith.

      Since Maggie was on my agenda the following day, I'd add in visiting Lorraine. She'd have information on Abby's funeral arrangements. I also wanted to touch base with Connor to determine what he'd been up to for the last ten years. Ever since Francesca's death, I'd pushed away all our friends in Los Angeles and spent my free time with Emma. I hadn't truly connected with a group of guys since my days in the fraternity. Abby's death reminded me too much of the lost man I'd become when my wife died two years ago. While in town, I could reconnect with some old buddies and solve a crime!
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      After my five-mile run later that afternoon, I found my father sitting in his office drinking a glass of Macallan scotch and watching the sunset over the Wharton Mountains. It looked like the bottle I'd given him at Christmas was at least half empty, which meant for once he'd enjoyed one of my holiday gifts. I declined his offer since scotch after a run never settled well in my stomach. I was also starving and needed to eat something before I passed out. “Maybe next time. I'm gonna heat some party leftovers for dinner. Are you hungry?”

      “I had an early meal with your mother before she went back to the campus. The final deadline is this week for notifying students who've been accepted for the next term. Not that I'll be the one welcoming them to Braxton,” he replied in a somber tone while swallowing a mouthful of liquor. I could hear the melancholy oozing through the burn of the scotch.

      It hadn't occurred to my overworked and distracted brain he'd be sad to retire. If I'd worked tirelessly for forty years, sitting on my rear end doing nothing for a few months would be a welcome change. “That's the problem with this younger generation. Can't put in a full day's work without complaining,” Nana D would likely chastise. “Chin up, Dad. You've got a lot to look forward to after the big day. The new president will want you to stick around to help settle in, right?”

      He nodded. I waited for him to keep talking, but the scotch and the silence in the room overtook the possibility of him leading our conversation. “Any traction with the search for a new head honcho?”

      “The Board finished all the interviews and asked me to meet with the final two candidates again this week. I'm not at liberty to provide details, but they've been considering internal and external options. I'm partial to one candidate. We're doing separate group panels with them both tomorrow before we make the final decision.” He swung the chair away from the window and narrowed his eyes. “How long are you planning on staying this time, Kellan?”

      I'd been theorizing when he'd ask that question. He'd suggested a few times over the Christmas break it'd be beneficial for Emma to be around both sets of grandparents. I thought for a moment he'd discovered my late wife's dirty family secrets, but if that were true, he'd not yet revealed it to me. “I'm trying to figure that out. I have work that might keep me here for the rest of the week.”

      “I see.” He clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

      “So, I was trying to get hold of you last night after finding Abby's body at Diamond Hall.”

      My father cleared his throat. “The ringer was off, so I could enjoy the party in peace. I didn't realize you'd been desperately trying to find me,” he replied in a bitter tone, pouring another scotch and opening his laptop.

      Ouch! I wasn't sure what I'd said to deserve his scathing retort, but I'd obviously hit a nerve. “I wasn't desperate. Just curious about who killed Abby Monroe.”

      My father dismissed me through a combination of shrugging, lifting his eyebrows, and ignoring me as he typed away on the computer. I wanted to find out where he was and whom he'd threatened on the phone the night I arrived, but I took my cue and ate dinner in the kitchen by myself. Should I abandon the investigation or jump in deeper to protect someone I knew?
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      I'd fallen asleep in bed the night before while surfing the internet and reading the show bible for a second time, but at least I'd been able to ascertain several interesting facts about the late professor, or Monroe, as Myriam Castle referred to her. I'd researched that churlish woman too.

      Abby had spent most of her life specializing in broadcasting and media studies, following a similar post-undergraduate degree path as me. As near as I could figure, Abby was at least fifteen years older than me. Although I'd made it to Hollywood, she'd worked in the academic world her entire adult career, hopping from college to college until settling at Braxton nearly ten years ago. She started right after I'd graduated and was promoted to chairman of the communications department when the incumbent retired. At Braxton, the communications department included media and broadcasting, literature, theater, writing, public relations, and art majors. Abby taught three courses this semester—Intro to Film, History of Television Production, and Broadcast Writing.

      It surprised me to discover Myriam Castle was one of the professors who worked for Abby in the communications department. Her specialty was literature and theater productions, which made sense given her exaggerated facial expressions at the retirement party. On paper, Dr. Castle was clearly more qualified to be running the department, but Abby had been put in the role before Dr. Castle joined Braxton. No wonder there was tension between the women. It would be an interesting discussion with my father when he graciously stepped off his high horse and spoke to me again.

      I'd also found a website where Abby referred to co-authoring articles in a widely published journal with her husband, Alton Monroe. The news filled in a blank from a scrap of paper I'd seen on Officer Flatman's desk at the sheriff's office. Could Alton be someone to provide a copy of Abby's Dark Reality notes? I cross-checked the names with online directories and located an address on the north side of the county. I made a note to swing by while on campus meeting Lorraine and Maggie later that day.

      I braved the near-freezing temperature and dodged a few icicles dropping off the roofline as I hopped in the Jeep. Twenty minutes later, I found a lucky parking spot down the street from the Braxton Campus Security (BCS) office.

      The last time I'd been there was after a rival fraternity, the Omega Delta Omicrons, complained we were having a loud party our senior year. I'd spent forty-five minutes trying to convince the previous security director not to report us to Fern Terry, the Dean of Student Affairs, but he wouldn't budge. I'd left his office after a few less-than-kind words that evening and found myself with a slap on the wrist the following morning when Dean Terry told me my childish word choices had disappointed her. Was she one of the two final candidates vying for Braxton's presidency? Maybe I should stop by the administration office to check if she still worked on campus. I hadn't seen her at the party, yet I assumed she would've shown up if she was employed at Braxton.

      As I walked up the cobblestone pathway, I considered what kind of security director Connor would be. He was always the goody-two-shoes who cautioned not to let the fraternity get into trouble, but he'd protect me from taking the fall on my own when we'd been caught doing something wrong. Not that any wrongdoings happened often, but Connor was a dependable and honorable guy. In theory, it made sense that he went into security work, yet I had trouble imagining him sitting on the opposite side of college administration.

      I stepped into the foyer of the single-story security building and gave it the once-over. Little had changed, possibly a coat of fresh paint and a series of new digital cameras and computer systems. Connor stepped out of his office, no longer looking uncomfortable in a tan suit and Braxton tie; now he busted out of his sports coat and jeans. “Kellan, I didn't expect to see you today. What's going on?”

      “Got time for a cup of coffee? My treat.” I hoped he'd take me up on the offer. When he nodded and told a student worker to call him promptly with any issues, I realized Connor had become an admirable and responsible adult.

      He suggested The Big Beanery on South Campus. I was more than happy to visit our old stomping grounds. The car ride took less than five minutes because he was in a BCS vehicle, and everyone stopped to let him through the streets first. Must be good to have that kind of power—even come in handy one day if I needed his help.

      When we arrived, Connor grabbed a table while I ordered two black coffees. I'd wanted creamer in mine, or even a cappuccino, but when he mumbled something about too much sugar, I followed suit and pulled up a chair across from him. “So, working in security at Braxton. That's quite a leap from what we used to do on campus ten years ago, huh?”

      His laugh was hearty and deep. “Ten years is a long time. People mature. You've done some changing yourself. Seems like you even frequent the gym now.”

      “Well, no competing with you, man. You look like a brick wall!” I assumed he could throw me across the room. Not that I'd do anything to encourage it, but I'd be glad to have him on my side in any bar fight or street brawl. I had an urge to call him Double-O-Seven.

      “I've always wondered what happened to you. We sort of lost touch, huh?” he asked after taking a giant sip of his coffee. His eyes continually scanned the room behind me as if he were looking for someone. It's probably a normal thing for the head of security to always check out his surroundings. “Gotta admit, it pissed me off when you left town that summer. I know you went off to grad school, but you were my best friend back then.”

      “Yeah, I felt bad about it. Life has this funny way of making decisions you don't understand at the time. When I look back, I had some growing up to do, didn't I?” I suspected Connor carried a grudge over the past. I might have a harder time trying to reestablish a friendship than expected.

      A few students waved at him. It looked like a girl was trying to flirt. If he noticed, he ignored her. We reminisced about our last decade. Connor had spent a year living in Anguilla with his mother's family to rebuild after a series of devastating hurricanes took its toll on the people living on nearby islands. He'd also worked as a police officer in Philadelphia for several years, then left the force after dealing with too many violent gang fights and deaths. It was a year ago when he'd heard about the opening at Braxton.

      “Married, kids?”

      “A daughter.” I always hated that question. It's never easy telling someone you lost your wife to a drunk driver. They inevitably felt uncomfortable about asking, then you felt weird for delivering the awful news. No one should feel bad except the idiot who stepped into his car after drinking a six-pack and thinking he was totally fine to drive. To this day, they hadn't caught the hit-and-run driver.

      We covered more basics. He was still single, dated on and off through the years, but nothing serious. I got the distinct impression when Maggie came up that he'd been smitten with her since she'd returned from Boston. While I was in no frame of mind to consider anything more than rebuilding a friendship with Maggie, somehow the thought of her being with someone else didn't sit well. I changed the topic to Abby's death.

      “I'm not sure I'd have the latest. Murder is the authority of Wharton County. Sheriff Montague's been in contact to discuss protocol, but we haven't established all the boundaries.” Connor confirmed they were still searching for signs of a struggle other than the gash in Abby's head.

      “True. I just meant how were you handling it from Braxton's perspective.” I signaled to the young waitress clearing a table nearby that we wanted two more cups of coffee. If Connor would share any information, I knew from experience, he needed caffeine.

      “Sheriff Montague wants everyone to think it was an accident. Braxton's public relations department was quite pleased to take that approach.” Connor slurped the remnants of his coffee.

      “Murder won't help the upcoming admissions cycle,” I said with a laugh. “Did you know her?”

      “Met at a few college functions. She stopped in to discuss things from time to time. Abby had it in her head that because I was from the Caribbean, my family practiced voodoo. She wanted me to hook her up with my shaman. What a kook! I don't even know what a shaman is.”

      The waitress dropped off the coffee refills and asked, “Who do you think will end up leading Saturday's big game, Director Hawkins? Striker our man? Or is Jordan gonna overtake him?”

      I'd not been sure which sport they were talking about until remembering Eleanor's story at the Pick-Me-Up Diner about the baseball team. “Those the two choices for pitcher?” I tossed out my question, though her gaze barely left Connor's lips.

      Connor replied, “Yep. Striker was last season's star, but his teammate, Jordan, suddenly jumped into the race based on his new curveball in the pre-season games. It's a close match.”

      When I went to hand her a ten-dollar bill, she waved me off. “Nah, we don't charge Director Hawkins. He checks on us from time to time to make sure we're doing okay.” She backed away, nearly tripping over her own feet because she couldn't peel her focus off Connor.

      “Someone thinks you're cute, huh?”

      “Drop it, Kellan. She's a kid.”

      “I know. Seems like you're king of the hill around here these days. I'm happy for you.”

      “Yeah, I didn't ask for it. Just doing my job. I should head back soon. You need a lift?”

      I declined. I planned to find Abby's house, and the access road to her neighborhood was closer to South Campus. “Before you go, do you think there's any chance I could look in Abby's office? It sounds funny, but I was supposed to meet her about some information for my boss, and I didn't get to before she died. We think it's somewhere buried on her desk.” I felt awful asking for a favor from Connor after all these years, but I wasn't doing anything overtly wrong. Abby did the research for us, so we were getting back something owed to the network. I couldn't convince myself I wasn't stretching my justification, especially since the contract had never been signed.

      “I don't have a problem as long as Sheriff Montague clears it. She might want an officer to be present.” Connor stood, then smiled as someone walked to the table. “Speak of the devil.”

      “Devil? Something you care to explain, Connor?” Sheriff Montague's arms were crossed against her chest with the look of a woman ready to pounce. Whether it was to kiss or chastise him, I couldn't tell. Based on appearance, she was only two or three years older than us.

      Connor excused himself, indicating I could fill in the blanks. As I pointed a hand to the open seat across from me, Sheriff Montague sat and said, “That is one fine man there.”

      I spat out a mouthful of coffee, then apologized and made excuses about it being too hot. “What Connor meant, Sheriff Montague, is I need to collect some papers from Abby's office regarding a project we were working on together. May I get in there?”

      The sheriff had only moved to Braxton two years ago. I never got to know her. Did she remember me from the one time I bailed out Nana D? It didn't seem like she'd made the connection, but I'd think someone in her position as county sheriff wouldn't forget too many faces, especially not one associated with the frequently vocal Seraphina Danby. I got my answer rather quickly, after soaking up the spilled coffee and stopping myself from commenting on her motorcycle helmet hair.

      “Your family might have some control in Braxton, Little Ayrwick, but let me assure you, I won't be pressured into any special circumstances or favors. I've got a murder investigation to lead, and I will run down anyone who gets in my way.” When she finished, she stared at me like I might be dinner that night. I wasn't sure whether to wet my pants or put up a fight.

      “You don't mince words, sheriff. I'm sorry if I came across the wrong way. When it became clear this wasn't just an accident, I worried it might have something to do with research Abby Monroe was handling on my television show, Dark Reality. Are you familiar with it?”

      Surprisingly, that loosened her attitude. “That's your show? I watched the whole first season. My girlfriends and I can't get enough of it!” she replied in a syrupy tone as her eyes bulged wider.

      Wow, I'd lucked out in that department. If I played my cards right, I could make an ally out of Sheriff Montague. “Yeah, definitely, I could get you a couple of tickets—”

      “Cut the beeswax, Little Ayrwick. I don't watch the show. I've got better things to do than burn my eyes to their core from reality TV garbage. No offense since that's your thing.”

      Ouch, did I misjudge that one! “You got me there,” I replied with my tail between my legs. “Seriously, I'll help the investigation however I can. Do you have any suspects?”

      “A few. I'm not here to give you a tough time. I'll take all the help I can get, but you're a private citizen. We're not usually in the business of giving out that kind of information.” She cupped her hands together and cracked both sets of knuckles, considering my offer as she stood. “We're focusing on a few people who had the means and the opportunity. We're still searching for the motive. I'm meeting with a witness who overheard a fight between Lorraine Candito and the victim.”

      I couldn't hold back my shock. “Lorraine? She wouldn't hurt a fly. I've known her for years, and I can vouch for her. Gentler than a Girl Scout or a newborn puppy. She might nibble from time to time, but there must be some misunderstanding.”

      Sheriff Montague shook her head vigorously. “A student worker Connor met this morning claimed to overhear the words 'over your dead body' coming from Lorraine Candito's lips.”

      I'd been certain the fear on Lorraine's face was genuine. Could it have been guilt? “I'm meeting with Lorraine this afternoon. I can ask her about it if you'd like a second opinion.”

      “Leave the investigation to us, Little Ayrwick. I'll be in touch about access to Abby Monroe's office. Have yourself a good day.” She adjusted one of her sleeves, glared at me a second time with laser eyes to ensure I got the message, then idled toward the counter to order something to go. Her sturdy gait and minimalist approach to dressing or wearing any makeup clearly showed she'd cared little about her appearance. Would it be wrong of me to ask Eleanor to give her a makeover in the hopes she'd win Connor's affection? I could think of no one else better to put a smile on the sheriff's face.

      I wanted to warn Lorraine, but it wouldn't put me in good standing with the sheriff. It seemed most advantageous to give April Montague time to meet with the student worker and Lorraine before I dug any further. I'd pissed off enough people since returning to Braxton. It was time to let my spectacular curb appeal charm the rest before I found myself on the wrong side of town and living in a doghouse. In ten years, I'd foolishly forgotten what went on in a remote village.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Abby's house was only a twenty-minute walk if I stuck to the path along the waterfront. Although still mighty cold, any snow on the ground had melted away, and since I wasn't likely to get to a gym that afternoon, the extra cardio was more than welcome. When I arrived at her street, I made a right and ambled past the first few houses before finally finding one with a number. Most of the homes in the immediate vicinity were three-bedroom ranches on small parcels with fenced-in front and backyards for children and dogs to play, less any worry about balls rolling into the street or wild animals roaming in from the mountains. The occasional bobcat had been sighted years ago, but as the area became more urbanized, the wildlife retreated further into the Wharton Mountains.

      Abby's place was the second to last one on the left, a charming brick-fronted home with green shutters and a white door. As I neared the entrance, a four-door blue sedan crept down the driveway. I dropped to the ground to make it look like I'd been tying my boot laces. The driver reached into the mailbox, rifled through a few envelopes and a magazine, then took off down the street. He'd left the mail in the box. Had he been in the house?

      I placed him in his mid-to-late forties, balding, and toying with facial hair. It was mostly grown in, a mixture of brown and gray surrounding his mouth and chin. Perhaps the goatee was making a comeback, or maybe he was hoping to lead the pack. Brother? Roommate? Could this be the husband, Alton? I hadn't seen a picture of Abby's spouse, but I'd gotten a good visual while this man was checking the mail.

      If the Dark Reality notes weren't at her office, it was possible they'd be at her home. It wasn't like I was the kind of guy who'd break into the place to find them. Sheriff Montague would undoubtedly haul me to jail just for her laughs and revenge. When I was certain the blue sedan turned the corner, I stood and casually brushed off my pants. I was about to check for anything of interest in the backyard when someone startled me.

      “May I help you?” asked a heavyset woman in a raspy voice and a peach-colored house dress. It was a little cold to be outside without a coat, but more power to her for being brave.

      My eyes darted to the piece of mail in her hand, and I attempted to read the name. Even with my glasses, I could only decipher a few letters. “You must be Mrs. Ackerman, the neighbor my friend Abby talks about all the time.”

      She pulled back, slightly confused, then smiled. “Abby talks about me? How sweet of her! It's Mrs. Ackerton, handsome. And who might you be?” She pursed her lips and straightened her shoulders.

      Wow! I was grateful for my quick thinking and stroke of luck. “Oh, I'm Justin. We work together at the college. I was just stopping by to check the mail for her while she's away.”

      Mrs. Ackerton shook her head and made a tsk-tsk sound with her tongue. “That explains why I haven't seen her lately. It worried me, especially when I saw that police car here yesterday. There wasn't a robbery, was there?” Mrs. Ackerton closed the lid on her mailbox and adjusted a hair curler. “Sorry, I'm not all fancied up for you at the moment.”

      “No robberies I've been told about.” It seemed she wasn't aware Abby had died over the weekend, but she was awake enough to flirt with me. “I saw a car drive away while I was fixing my laces and thought maybe I'd missed her or her husband,” I replied, ignoring the broccoli in her teeth.

      “No, her husband don't live here no more. Noticed the car a few times, but I'm not sure I've ever gotten a good look at the person to say that's who's been sleeping here. If I see Abby, I'll mention you stopped by, Justin.” She reached out her hand and grabbed my bicep. “I love a strong man.”

      “Do you think he was a friend of Abby's?” I asked, fishing for information. “She didn't tell me anyone else would stop by while she was away. I kinda thought I was the only—”

      “Oh, I don't know if it was anything romantic. Don't reckon I'll ever understand relationships these days. I suppose playing the field is part of the game, eh? I hope she wasn't stepping out on you, Justin.” She elbowed me a few times before heading back up her walkway.

      Did she think I'd date someone like Abby? We said our goodbyes, and I began my excursion back to campus to meet with Lorraine. Along the path, I thought about whether Abby's death was a lover's quarrel gone wrong. Had her husband found out she was having an affair, or did her boyfriend get angry she wouldn't leave her husband? That's when I realized I still didn't know the exact cause of death. Connor had told me about the gash on her head, but it couldn't have been from hitting the steps. There was some other object that had knocked her out first. Maybe I could convince the sheriff to tell me what they'd discovered onsite.

      Before I knew it, I found myself about to ascend the front entrance of Diamond Hall. My mother was exiting the building and waved at me.

      “Hey, Mom. Fancy seeing you here. Were you visiting Dad?” I asked, noting how cute it was they'd still spend part of their day together on campus. She'd miss him when he retired.

      “I thought Lorraine could tell me where he was, so I could surprise him for lunch, but apparently Sheriff Montague asked him to return to the precinct again. They have a lot of questions about his relationship with Abby Monroe.”

      “Did you ever find out where he went at the end of the retirement party?” I hoped she could fill in the information my father had conveniently left out.

      My mother paused before offering an awkward, non-committal answer. “You know your father. He doesn't think to tell me where he goes. I'm worried about him lately. Something's not quite settled.”

      “What do you mean? Something to do with his retirement?” I thought about the phone call too.

      “Well, not exactly,” she replied, visibly drained and in need of a break. “He and Abby didn't have the best of relations. Your father tried unsuccessfully to remove her as department chair. I'm afraid Sheriff Montague thinks your father has something to do with her death.” After glancing upward to the building's side windows, she covered her mouth as if she'd been shocked to say something out loud about the incident.

      “Dad's hard to take sometimes, but he'd never hurt someone physically. He's more a master of verbal insults.” I thought about his behavior the last few days. He'd become more strange, pensive, and closed-off despite my first chat with him. “Did Sheriff Montague accuse him of something, or are you reading between the lines?”

      “Talk to him, Kellan. I can't make sense of it.” My mother tilted her head to the side and began welling.

      “Oh, don't cry, Mom. Everything will be okay.” I pulled her in for a hug and patted her back. It was a rare moment to see my mother collapse.

      “You were supposed to meet Abby, right? You could do a little investigating. See what she'd been doing recently or find someone else that detective could harass.”

      “April Montague is not a detective, Mom. She's the Wharton County sheriff. I'm sure she knows how to do her job. Asking Dad more questions could simply be to help find other suspects,” I said, uncertain whether I believed my own words. Sheriff Montague had it out for my family in the past.

      “Please, Kellan. I ask little of you. I know I keep begging you to come back home, but the least you could do while you're here is poke around. Isn't that what you do for a living? Research? Figure out what happened in a crime and then write a show all about it?”

      While it was a cursory explanation of my job, she had a point. “Sure, I'll see what I can learn by asking some questions… starting with Lorraine. I'm on my way to see her. Was she particularly busy?”

      My mother shivered from the wind. “Yes, a little frazzled. I got the impression she knew something but wasn't comfortable telling me just now. I'm sure you can get her to talk. Lorraine always had a soft spot for you.”

      “Is there anything you remember about the night of the party that might identify whom Abby was meeting at Diamond Hall?” She'd delayed chatting with me until nine, I presumed to give her time for her mysterious eight thirty meeting about a student's grades.

      “I don't know if it has anything to do with Abby's death, but I saw someone walking around the side of the building. I'd stepped outside to find your father when I noticed Coach Oliver.”

      It was the second time I'd heard that name. “Who's Coach Oliver?”

      “Our athletic director. He oversees the school's sports teams, practice fields, venues, and Grey Sports Complex, our main athletic facility. He's a nice guy, but that man seems a little obsessed with winning all the games rather than keeping the students focused on their studies.”

      “What time did you see him?”

      My mother tapped her foot against the concrete steps. I could see the wheels turning inside her head as she thought about the night's events. “About eight thirty. I waved to him, but he was on his phone. He seemed distracted. I'm certain he planned to stop by the party, but he never showed up.”

      “Point out exactly where you saw him,” I instructed her. She noted the far corner near the oak tree and bench on the narrow path toward Glass Hall. Coach Oliver had been near the back entrance of Diamond Hall, where the lighting was dim.

      “Surely, you don't think he had anything to do with Abby's death, do you?” A grim expression overtook my mother's face while she moaned in an overstated fashion.

      “I'm not certain. The woman I was supposed to meet with is dead. You're worried the sheriff assumes it involves Dad. Now you tell me you saw someone near where Abby died under mysterious circumstances. Did you inform Sheriff Montague?”

      A blank and disconnected look told me she hadn't. “No, I didn't think to. Should I call her?”

      I shook my head. There didn't seem to be any reason to share the news. I'd see if it were anything important before putting another family member in front of the persistent sheriff. Upon recovering from her worries, my mother walked toward the cable car to return to North Campus.

      Exactly what I needed, another reason to put myself in the line of fire with the sheriff. I grew curious whether coach Oliver had authored the blog post or was the call I'd overheard in my father's study.

      I climbed the steps and entered Diamond Hall. A string of yellow plastic tape blocked the entrance to the second-floor staircase. A sign indicated all classes were moved to Memorial Library. Lorraine called to me from the other side of the hallway. “Kellan, I'm over here.”

      Lorraine explained Sheriff Montague had quarantined the second and third floors for the balance of the week. Although they'd removed Abby's body and the cleaning crew had finished sanitizing the stairwell, the sheriff didn't want anyone in the building's top two floors while they searched for evidence. No students were allowed except a few workers who helped Lorraine with the daily administration in the communications department.

      “So, there's no news yet?”

      Lorraine leaned in and whispered, “Sheriff Montague is going through Abby's office. They're not telling me anything. It's awful.”

      I guessed I wouldn't be offered the chance to see Abby's belongings. I didn't expect the sheriff to take me up on my proposal, despite it making things much easier. “What's being said to students?”

      “Full cooperation with local law enforcement to understand how Abby Monroe tragically fell to her death. We're expediting the investigation, and the building is off-limits until next weekend.” Lorraine advised that she was given office space on the second floor of Diamond Hall because the communications department's office manager had gone on maternity leave earlier that year. Rather than fill the vacancy for the three months Siobhan would be away, Lorraine was asked to support my father and the professors since she'd temporarily be working in Diamond Hall. Knowing my father's impending retirement meant less work, Lorraine had agreed to handle the additional responsibilities and work from Siobhan's desk.

      “I'm sorry you got stuck with all that. Holding up okay with the sheriff?” I asked.

      “I've never found a dead body before. I'm so glad you were there to help me, Kellan. I haven't been able to sleep much.” Her hands clasped together while rubbing her palms with nervous fingers.

      “Lorraine, someone mentioned overhearing a conversation you had recently with Abby. Something about you issuing a veiled threat against her. I'm not entirely sure what that meant, but I wanted to ask you directly.”

      Lorraine sighed loudly. “Foolish of me. It was nothing. Honestly, the student worker simply misunderstood what I'd said.”

      “What do you mean?” I had to extract the explanation from her.

      “I guess you'll find out, anyway. It wasn't common knowledge, but I knew Abby Monroe outside of Braxton. We were disagreeing about something… personal. It had nothing to do with her death. I could never hurt anyone.” She glanced to the side and fiddled with a few papers.

      “Does Sheriff Montague think you did something to Abby?” My mother seemed to be under the impression my father was a suspect. Could Lorraine be one too? “How did you know Abby?”

      “My brother, Alton, had served her with divorce papers, but she wouldn't sign them for an entire year. Abby was a vindictive woman.”

      Lorraine filled me in on their history. Abby and Alton had been married for five years when he'd gotten fed up with her selfish attitude. He tried to mend the relationship, and even Lorraine had talked to Abby about the issues. In the end, Alton determined it was best to split up. The argument Lorraine had with Abby the prior week was about the divorce. Abby had threatened to ask for a larger amount of alimony if Alton wouldn't give her the rights to an upcoming book they'd planned to co-author.

      “Someone overheard me saying 'It'll be over your dead body that I let you take anything else away from Alton.' But I didn't mean it literally, Kellan. You've got to help me figure out what happened to Abby.” Her hollow cheeks flushed, and she slammed her head against the desk.

      There was something in the tone of Lorraine's voice, the imminent fear over what would happen if the cops couldn't find Abby's actual killer. She might always be suspected of the crime. As far as I knew, she had no children or a husband. Someone needed to protect her from any accusations cast in her direction. “I don't know the specific time Abby died, but surely Sheriff Montague understands you only slipped away from the party for a few minutes to stop by the office.”

      “Someone killed Abby between a quarter after eight and a quarter to nine. She'd only been dead a brief time when I'd first found her body. I can't find anyone who saw me at the party after eight o'clock.”

      “It'll be harder to prove you didn't do it, that's true. Do you know what they're hunting for upstairs?” The murder weapon had to be part of the search. I really wanted to know what it was.

      “An officer said they'd swept the whole place but couldn't find anything. I still don't understand what they're looking for. I thought someone pushed her down the stairs.”

      Lorraine wasn't aware the gash on the back of Abby's head had come from a brutal blow. Either she was playing dumb or genuinely didn't know someone had hit Abby before she fell. I didn't think it was my responsibility to tell her, so I changed topics. “Is your brother holding up well enough?”

      “Alton's my half-brother, we only share a mother. That's why we have different last names. I haven't been able to get in touch with him. He left last week for a remote research trip. No cell connection,” Lorraine replied, dabbing her swollen eyes with a tissue. “I'm not sure he knows Abby is dead.”

      If Alton was away, then he couldn't be responsible for Abby's death. The sheriff would check his alibi, to be certain. The guy near Abby's house popped back into my head. “Was Abby seeing anyone new recently? If she was divorcing Alton, maybe there was a new man in the picture.”

      Lorraine shook her head. “I didn't keep tabs on her love life. Alton didn't care either, he just wanted out. They tried maintaining a friendship, but she was too egotistical.”

      I told Lorraine to think positively and cooperate as much as possible with the sheriff during the investigation. The truth had to come out at some point, and Sheriff Montague would realize Lorraine had nothing to do with Abby's death. I couldn't picture her as the killer. Unfortunately, that meant the sheriff might still suspect my father.

      I checked the time and realized I still hadn't visited Maggie or eaten lunch. After stopping at the campus cafeteria, I would head to Memorial Library. I needed to learn what Maggie knew about the athletic director, theorizing she could figure out a way to introduce me to Coach Oliver.
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      I caught the cable car back to North Campus. Students shared pics and tweets on their phone, arguing about which pitcher should start that Saturday. I'd been a baseball freak for years, but living in Los Angeles was difficult for a Phillies fan. Eventually, I'd given up quarreling over baseball and instead picked up football as my sport of choice. As the cable car pulled in, a light bulb went off in my head about how I could introduce myself to Coach Oliver.

      I exited the cable car and took the shortest path to the cafeteria in the student union building. Lunch was winding down, so I got in and out quickly with two chicken salad croissants and a bag of salt and vinegar potato chips, Maggie's favorite.

      No one at the library's reception desk stopped me from entering the building. Student workers busily studied or looked up naughty things on the reference computers. I made a right at the history section and found Maggie sitting behind her desk in the corner office. She smiled and pointed at the adjacent chair. The décor was truly in need of an update.

      “I brought snacks, if you're hungry?”

      “You're a savior! The staff meeting ran longer than expected, and I forgot to bring lunch. Please tell me those are potato chips?”

      “It'll cost you,” I said with a beaming smile. “My fees have gone up since senior year.”

      “I've never forgotten your silly games, Kellan. You always knew how to make me relax when the day had worn me out.” She shifted a few books to the side of her desk and cleared a place for us to eat. “What's the price today? Study guides for an exam? Write an essay for you?”

      “Inflation, baby. We're looking at a hundred-dollar bottle of champagne, or at the very least, an advanced copy of the latest Follett novel. I know you have connections as a librarian.”

      “As if I'd share it with you before I read it. I hardly think a bag of salt and vinegar potato chips is worth that much effort.” Her eyes twinkled at me, and for a moment, I thought she caught me staring at her.

      “True, I jumped the shark with that request, didn't I? Okay, today's a freebie, but next time, watch out. I won't be as easy with you.”

      We chatted about her new role at Memorial Library. She'd throw a magnificent costume ball later that semester for residents of Braxton, to receive more donations for the renovations. Although her predecessor was a fantastic librarian, Mrs. O'Malley hadn't embraced the technology curve as much as she should have. The college severely lacked access to the latest library hardware and software.

      As we finished eating, Maggie surprised me by bringing up Abby's death. “Connor tells me they're announcing later today that they're close to identifying the killer. I guess they must reveal it was murder at that point, huh?”

      I don't know whether I was more concerned they might apprehend someone I knew, or that Maggie had further demonstrated how close she and Connor had become in the last few weeks. “Really? I talked to him this morning. He mentioned nothing about an arrest.”

      “He called a few minutes ago. I'm glad we connected this year,” she said with a rising glow.

      A student worker popped in to ask if he could leave fifteen minutes early for an unplanned baseball practice. Maggie let him go and wished him luck on Saturday's game.

      “So, what exactly are you and Connor these days?” Better to know than feel like I'd been left in the dark.

      Maggie coughed and took a big swig of water. “Connor and… ummm… we are… well, what makes you ask, Kellan?” I'd seen that look on her face before, although in the past it was much more innocent.

      “Yeah, I mean, you both lost touch like we did. Are you friends again? Are you colleagues who chat from time to time? You know what I mean.” I didn't want to ask outright. I'd been clear enough with an open-ended question, but Maggie wasn't sure or didn't feel comfortable discussing it.

      “I'd say we're friends. Good friends. He's been a big comfort since I returned. Connor's helped me figure out how to move on without my husband anymore.” Maggie fiddled with the books on the desk, then stood. “I should get back to work. I'm so glad you came by today.”

      Ouch! I was being kicked out again, but Maggie's directness impressed me. “We must do this again soon. I should get going too. I need to swing by Grey Sports Complex to talk with Coach Oliver.”

      Maggie shifted her head sideways. “What's that about?”

      “My mother thought I should meet him. That's all,” I lied. Not that I didn't trust Maggie, but I wasn't sure it would amount to anything given the awkward moments we'd just shared. “What do you think of him?”

      “He's a solid coach. Loves his job, but not a big supporter of the whole educational purpose for student enrollment at Braxton. That's why I let that pitcher leave early. If Jordan showed up late, Coach Oliver would penalize him in front of the entire team.”

      “That's cruel.” No wonder I stayed away from playing sports back in college. I wouldn't have accepted it and gotten myself into trouble. I had a minor issue with authority figures in my teens and early twenties—the downside of being too clever for your own good.

      “A bit, but he's trying to instill some discipline in the team. They had a rough year, and he wants to get a few of them into the minor or major leagues after graduation.”

      “I don't agree with his approach, but perhaps his heart's in the right place,” I said.

      “Listen, Kellan, it'd be nice to have dinner before you leave town. Call me when you have a free night?” When she grabbed my hand, a shock ran through my system.

      I smiled my biggest smile since arriving back in Braxton. “Definitely. I'll call you soon, Maggie.”

      “I never could resist those baby blue eyes of yours.” she said with a wink, giving me the shivers.

      Ten minutes later, I stood outside Grey Sports Complex, a giant series of three-story buildings connected by a common, central entranceway. Above the front reception doors on the second floor, an enclosed courtyard with a ten-foot-tall statue of the college's founder, Heathcliff Braxton, loomed larger than life. Although you could see the top of the statue from the ground, the peaceful garden surrounding it—used by students in the spring and fall for outdoor physical education lectures—was only accessible from the second floor.

      I rehearsed my planned conversation with Coach Oliver. I'm a professional, I can do this, I convinced myself while entering reception. There were two couches and a table, three doors besides the one I came in, and a television screen on the wall showing various camera positions throughout the building. I saw the baseball field, a swimming pool, what appeared to either be a tennis or volleyball court—the camera had a weird angle—and the fitness center. I looked around the reception area to determine where to go, but someone stopped me in my tracks. “May I help you?”

      I heard the voice but couldn't find the corresponding body. I searched all around me in the small room, but I was alone. “Ummm… I'd love to introduce myself, but where exactly are you?”

      “Please state your name and whom you are here to see.”

      Someone was way ruder than she needed to be. “Kellan Ayrwick. I am here to see Coach Oliver. Seriously, where are you hiding?”

      “Notifying Coach Oliver. Please hold.” The girl wasn't anywhere in the room, leading me to question my sanity.

      Annoyed she wouldn't reveal herself, I tried all three of the doors. They were locked. Two minutes later, the middle door opened. After I walked twenty feet down the hall, another voice said, “May I help you?”

      Oh, not this again. I was about to use some foul language, but then it occurred to me I heard a male voice this time. Maybe he could help me find Coach Oliver. When I reached the steps, a familiar man approached—the same guy in the blue sedan outside Abby Monroe's house. All my worlds were colliding in that one moment.

      After the initial shock wore off, my entire plan to meet the athletic director flew out the window. I tried the first approach I could think of. “There was a voice that spoke to me in reception. I'm not crazy, or at least I don't think I am, but I told the girl I was looking for Coach Oliver.”

      The man laughed and extended his hand. “You've come to the right place. That would be me.”

      Luck must be on my side today, but that only connected a few of the dots for me. “Oh, terrific. Then I'm heading in the right direction. I'm Kellan Ayrwick. Could you explain what happened back there?”

      “Ah, we're testing out some technology. Rather than pay a student to sit out front all day and check identification cards for who can enter the building, we've installed new facial recognition software. It didn't know who you were, so the system asked you to identify yourself. When I heard you state your name, I released the door to let you in.” Coach Oliver told me to follow him to the third floor.

      I remembered the blogger had mentioned something about technology for the athletics department. “Is this for sports teams? I saw something similar at my father's party the other night.”

      Coach Oliver responded, “Ah, you're their son. Your mother volunteered to use it to track entry at the retirement party. We're eventually hoping to use it around the college but initially at the sports games to help with access control and improved security.”

      While what he said made sense, I still didn't grasp fully how it functioned. “So, does that mean I was speaking to some robot or computer back in reception?”

      “Yes, a camera snaps a photo when someone enters the building. We match it against the system to grant access. Eventually, we'll record your movement throughout the facility, but for now, the facial recognition software is only installed in the reception area.” We'd reached the third floor, and he made a left down the hall. “Our new fitness center is down the other hall to the right.”

      “What else have you installed so far?”

      “We have one camera near the fitness center and several around Grey Field. They're currently fitting voice-activated controls for the lighting on the third floor in my office and nearby conference room. Just the minimum until we finish testing it next week. The system isn't yet fully functional.”

      “Cool stuff,” I replied, unconvinced of its potential value on campus. “Braxton seems like such a small school to need all these advanced systems.”

      “It's a way to move toward the twenty-first century. We need to look like we're at the front of the curve if we want the right people to notice us,” he replied hesitantly and breathing more heavily.

      “Happy with it?” I wondered who was expected to notice them. Potential students?

      “Everyone forgets their identification cards. Facial recognition has helped our operations, although a few people have gotten in without proper access. We're working out the kinks. I only use the system's features for tracking player performance and interacting with potential team sponsors and sports management companies.”

      “How did you get the financial support for such an expensive technology?” I became the blogger taking aim at anyone supporting the athletics department.

      “Not sure. I guess the Board of Trustees ultimately found the funds.” Coach Oliver started sweating once we reached his office. Was it the two flights of stairs or the questions about the money?

      “Those anonymous donations must have helped with the improvements to the playing fields.” While Coach Oliver considered my words, the bags under his eyes indicated he hadn't slept in a few nights.

      “No clue who donated the money, nor can I say much about the security side of it. Our security director can fill you in on that. How can I help today?” He absentmindedly scratched his balding head.

      Oh, true. I had a reason to meet him before I'd realized he was the same guy I'd seen at Abby's place. “I'm in town for a few days and sorely missing the gym, but there aren't any true fitness centers in the area. Could I use the college's facilities while I'm in Braxton? I wouldn't ask but—”

      “Ah, yes, that would be totally fine. Your parents are good people, I'd do anything to help them. Your father's a big supporter of the athletics department. I'll add access to your identification card and account, so you can use the fitness center. We're open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.” He pulled out his phone and typed a few commands while leading me toward the fitness center down the hall. “Are you attending our opening game this Saturday? Expecting a full crowd.” The excitement in his words leaped from his mouth. For someone who potentially killed Abby or just lost his friend, it was curious. Either he was a great actor or something else was going on behind the scenes in this mystery.

      “I heard about a big rivalry between two pitchers. What was it, Striker and Jimmy?” I kept my tone simple, looking disinterested and as though I were making normal conversation.

      “Jordan Ballantine, last year's relief pitcher. I used to bring him in, in the seventh or eighth inning whenever Striker tired out or gave up too many hits. I spent a lot of time with Jordan over the summer. His new curveball came out of nowhere. That kid might come close to a hundred miles per hour. He's got a chance of making the major leagues, but Striker's the current top dog.”

      “Sounds like a healthy competition. Decided who will start?”

      “Got one more practice this week, then I'll make a big announcement on Friday at the pep rally,” Coach Oliver replied, noting he had to finish working on a few things. “Come by the fitness center anytime. Top-notch facility here, just bought a few new pieces of equipment that'll work wonders for those delts of yours.” He slapped the back of my shoulder with heavy force.

      I couldn't let him go that easily. “I appreciate it. My mom thought you'd be able to help. She was upset over missing you at the party. Thought she saw you walking that night, but you were looking the other way or something. I guess you never made it, huh?”

      Coach Oliver startled like a fox caught in the henhouse. “Saw me? Really? Hmmm… I got to the party and met your sister, Eleanor, in the lobby… on her way out.”

      I let him squirm. When he didn't seem to recall or offer anything further, I triggered his memory. “I think she said you might have been right outside Diamond Hall.”

      “Ah, yeah,” Coach Oliver said with a slightly higher pitch to his voice. “I just remembered. I was late dropping off the schedule for the upcoming week. President Ayrwick, I mean your father, likes a hand-delivered copy of the weekly sporting event schedule each Friday, so he can plan accordingly. I ran into his assistant, and she offered to drop it off for me.”

      Lorraine hadn't mentioned this to me, which seemed odd. Surely, Coach Oliver wouldn't lie about something I could easily disprove. I didn't want to alienate him, so I nodded and smoothed over the conversation. Maybe he'd admit to knowing Abby. “Oh, that makes sense. My father is particular about his schedule. Such a shame about what happened to that professor.”

      “Definitely. It's always hard to hear someone's died, but to know they had an accident at such a young age, that's worse. She had a lot of life left in her.”

      Given he opened the door, I stepped further inside. “I take it you knew her well?”

      “No, I wouldn't say that. I bumped into her occasionally. She'd attended an event or two. Staff functions. That's all I remember. I need to run, Kellan. I hope you'll join us for the game on Saturday.”

      “Thanks again,” I said as he scampered down the hallway. I'd made him edgy and caught him in at least one, maybe two lies. I poked my head in the fitness center and quickly determined the newer machines had cost major money. I had to agree with the blogger that something was unusual about the anonymous donations and their distribution to Grey Sports Complex.

      I texted Nana D to ask if she wanted company.

      
        
        Nana D: I'm busy. I've got a life. Unlike some people. Hugs and kisses.

        Me: Why don't we schedule a meal?

        Nana D: Go find a cow to tip or a pile of bricks to rearrange if you're bored. Or call Bridget.

        Me: Perhaps you're pushing things a little too quickly?

        Nana D: Don't ignore me. Move on at some point. I say that with love. Yes, to brunch soon.

      

      

      Was everyone sarcastic? And why did Nana D feel the need to keep setting me up with weird women? How about a normal one for a change… like Maggie… wait, was I even ready to date again?
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      On Tuesday, I woke early and pushed myself to visit Grey Sports Complex for my first workout in five days. Jordan, the student employee who worked at Memorial Library—and Striker's new competition—ran on a treadmill. A pretty blonde raced furiously on the stationary bicycle. When I walked past both, I heard Jordan call out, “You're gonna beat your record, hot stuff!” She smiled at him, and they both focused on their workouts.

      Rather than address a specific body part or group, I tested several of the new machines and acclimated to the equipment. Although I wouldn't stay in Braxton long, it would be helpful to take advantage of the opportunity.

      When I arrived home, I scarfed down an early lunch—chocolate whey protein shake with almond milk, peanut butter, strawberries, and flaxseed. 'Don't knock it til you try it,' I remembered the juice-maker telling me back at my home gym. Ever since that introduction, it'd become my new standard lunch on workout days. I unlocked my iPad, opened the FaceTime app, and contacted my daughter. As expected, she accepted the call without her grandmother's help and waved hello to me.

      “Hello, my precious girl. Good morning to you.”

      “Daddy! Where are you?” Although Emma knew how to hold the device properly, so the camera caught her face, she couldn't stop from bouncing up and down on the couch in excitement.

      “Slow down, baby. I'm gonna get seasick.”

      “Sorry. But if you bounced too, maybe we'd both look like we were super still.”

      I found little fault with her logic about not getting seasick. Maybe she was onto something. “What did you eat for breakfast?” I noticed blueberry stains on her lips. She loved to eat fruit and didn't seem to care for desserts. I often questioned if she were truly my daughter.

      “Bear Berries. Ummm… Grandma said we could go to the zoo. They have a new baby giraffe.”

      Emma was in her obsessed-with-animals phase and wanted to go to the zoo every weekend. I suggested other sites like the planetarium or the beach, but nothing had taken the zoo's place in months. At some point, you had to give in if you wanted to maintain your sanity as a parent.

      I told Emma about Nana D playing the clarinet years ago. She asked to take lessons after the next zoo trip. When her cartoons came on, she tossed the iPad to her grandmother. Cecilia waved hello and asked when I'd be back. Not another person adding to my list of aggravations.

      While Francesca's parents were fantastic grandparents, they were horrendous in-laws. Were they still in-laws if I wasn't married to their daughter anymore? My point—they were amazing to Emma when Francesca died. But a few months after the burial, once life somehow got normal again—as normal as it could be for a thirty-year-old widower with a four-year-old daughter—I started seeing unfortunate changes. Vincenzo and Cecilia Castigliano showed up uninvited at my house with a request to keep Emma overnight, claiming they missed their daughter and wanted to feel close to her. One afternoon, Happy Tots Day Care called to say Emma's grandparents wanted to sign her out for the afternoon. I tried to keep an open mind about the Castigliano behavioral changes, but on the one-year anniversary of Francesca's death, Vincenzo snuck into my office to inform me he and Cecilia had decided it would be better if Emma moved in with them. I'd always known Vincenzo brokered shady business deals, but I never knew the extent until that night when Francesca's sister revealed their father was part of a Los Angeles mob. I started asking around, and a colleague pointed out the Castigliano family weren't just part of a Los Angeles mob. They were the main family who ran the Los Angeles mob.

      Although I was non-confrontational, I needed their help since I was a single parent and wasn't planning to move back to Pennsylvania. I made it clear Emma was never to be placed in any dangerous situations given the family business. Vincenzo had shrugged and grunted, then said, “I don't know what you talk about. We run a lovely import-export business. Very quiet and safe.” We'd come to an agreement, but if they ever stepped out of line, I wouldn't be afraid to do something more drastic.

      After I hung up, I dropped my head to the counter and closed my eyes. I was weary and needed a moment of silence. Too bad that wouldn't happen.

      “Good afternoon, Kellan. It's about time you woke up,” my father commented as he stood over me with a glass of water and a plate full of scattered whole wheat toast crumbs.

      “I've been up since at least eight. Don't forget that's like five to me with the time difference. I haven't yet adjusted.” I wish I knew whether he was serious or simply enjoyed pushing my buttons.

      “You're young enough it shouldn't matter. At your age, I already had—”

      “What are you doing home, anyway?” I couldn't compare our lives anymore. He'd always win. “Has retirement already begun?”

      “As your mother and Lorraine told you yesterday, I can't return to my office until the sheriff finishes searching the building. It's easier to get most of my work done at home in the mornings, then go on campus for meetings in the afternoon. I won't be using the temporary office anymore and asked the facilities department to put my furniture in storage until they complete the renovations.”

      “Does Lorraine report everything she tells me back to you?” I'd have to be careful how much I spoke my mind in front of her. “She's concerned about what Sheriff Montague wants from you.”

      “Nothing you need to worry about, Kellan. The sheriff and I are on good terms with this whole debacle. I'm confident they'll do the right thing soon,” he replied. “While you're here, I need to speak with you about something.”

      Oh, great. If he asked how long I'd be staying again, I'd pack my bags that afternoon and hop the next flight no matter the cost or location, even if Derek fired me. Speaking of Derek, I owed him a status update. “What's on your mind? I have some questions for you too, Dad.”

      “Go ahead. You first.” My father perched on a stool at the kitchen island and glared at me.

      “Where did you go the night of the retirement party? Mom's worried about you. Something's weird around here.” I didn't want to bring up the call I'd overheard yet.

      “Well, since you've put that so eloquently, Kellan, I was doing my job. Not all of us have the freedom to come and go or choose what projects we work on. I had an impromptu conversation with the Board of Trustees about something urgent near the end of their meeting.”

      “They meet on Saturday night. Who does that?”

      “If you must know, they were discussing their final recommendations on the new president before the panel interviews. Their meeting was held after they all stopped by my party.” He turned his hands over, so both palms faced upwards, then pulled them back to his body and crossed them in his lap.

      I had the sudden urge to mock him. I didn't, as it wouldn't win me any favors. “Anything new from the blogger? I couldn't remember the site name to check myself.”

      “Yes, there was another post on Sunday talking about the opulence of my retirement party.” His color faded as he spoke, making me debate if he were more human than I'd given him credit for. “Your mother and I paid for that party out of our pockets. The Board wanted to cover all costs, but we insisted they'd already bought me a wonderful going away present.” He handed me his phone to read the post:

      
        
        If you weren't in attendance at Saturday night's grand ceremony, you missed a soirée fit for royalty. Between the exotic scents and rare foods dripping in excess, I found everyone's admiration for Wesley Ayrwick to be so sickening, I couldn't force myself to stay exceptionally long. I'd hoped to share photos, but a security attendant who treated us like criminals stopped any camera or video recordings. Are we supposed to bow to our king? He should've spoken less about the baseball team's new uniforms and more about the questionable source of the anonymous donations frivolously spent in all the wrong places. Stop by Grey Sports Complex to test the ridiculous new systems that were integrated into our curiously modernized athletic facility. I managed to overhear quite a conversation about an upcoming special visitor to campus, and a well-known community citizen might shake in their boots once I reveal what's been going on behind our backs. Look for my next post to disclose all the details of these shady shenanigans.

      

      

      When I asked my father if there was any truth to the post, he changed the subject. He noted how students found the blogger to be a funny distraction but gave his or her messages little consideration. I recalled the conversation where Myriam accused him of spending the college's money in ways he shouldn't have. He'd let her believe Braxton covered the costs of the party and never attempted to defend himself. Was he learning how to be less combative with other people, just not me? “Do you think Myriam Castle is leading this crusade against you?”

      “Doubtful. Myriam and I spar from time to time, and she doesn't particularly like me, but she's not someone to hide behind her words. She directly indicts me of wrongdoing.”

      He had a good point about why she'd blog under an anonymous name yet accuse him of similar things in a public setting, where anyone could have overheard the conversation. “What about the new technology at Grey Sports Complex? How did that get funded?”

      “I don't know all the details going on behind the scenes at Braxton. The Board of Trustees decided. You should touch base with Councilman Stanton. He's on the Board,” he replied. “That all?”

      Nana D would be a perfect person to grill the councilman. Since I couldn't bring up the mysterious phone call, I jumped to other topics. “Why didn't you tell me that Maggie and Connor were working at Braxton? I was just here in December, and you could have said something. Or picked up the phone.”

      “I didn't think it was important. You haven't mentioned either in a decade. I'd assumed you lost touch and cared little about what had happened to them. You've never been one to rehash the past.”

      Ouch. The digs were back in full force. “That's a little unfair, Dad. I may have lost touch, but Mom's having weekly coffee dates with Maggie. Connor works as your director of security.”

      “I thought you'd be happy I hired your friends. Some might call that nepotism.”

      Why did he always know what to say to shut me up? And why did I always feel like I was five years old around him? Since throwing a tantrum wasn't an option, I reined in my frustrations and leapt into the big topic. “Who do you think murdered Abby Monroe?”

      “That's a matter for Sheriff Montague. I can tell you that neither I nor Lorraine had anything to do with it. What the sheriff does next, I don't know, but hopefully, she listens to me on the topic.”

      “Which means… what?” Seriously, did everyone have this much trouble with their parents?

      “We had a complicated relationship. I liked Abby as a person, but she wasn't qualified for her position. The Board of Trustees was too worried about potential lawsuits if we tried to fire her. Instead, we kept her power in check,” he said while crossing his arms and scowling. “I have it on good authority she'd been job hunting before Saturday's incident. The woman made enemies and was going through a nasty divorce. The sheriff plans to investigate those angles and put an end to this entire affair. Can I now discuss what I wanted to talk to you about?”

      Abby was the person my father had been talking about failing to terminate on the call I'd overheard. I considered all his news and rationalized he had a solid theory about the investigation. “Yes, go ahead, Dad. I'm listening.” I assumed it had something to do with Emma or my mother.

      “Abby's death has left a hole in the communications department. There's only one other professor with experience in media studies, but she's covering Abby's administrative responsibilities for Dean Mulligan. We don't have anyone who can teach her classes for a few weeks until we find a suitable replacement.” He paused to see if I had any reactions. If I remembered correctly, Dean Mulligan, Abby's boss, oversaw all the academic departments.

      I suspected where he was going with the conversation but wanted him to ask me directly, before I put my foot in my mouth. “I imagine it's quite a predicament. You've solved bigger problems before.”

      “True, I most certainly have. I'm also supposed to announce the new president next week, transition my responsibilities, help the sheriff and Connor minimize the impact of this tragedy on the rest of the campus, and accept all these changes in my life. I'm not getting any younger, Kellan, and although it may seem like I can do everything all at once, I cannot.”

      Wow. I didn't think I'd ever hear my father admit a potential weakness. “You're strong and persistent.”

      “While that may be true, it's time to let someone else step into that role for this family. As a starting point, I'd like you to takeover Abby's classes until Dean Mulligan can decide how to handle potential reorganization of the department and hire her replacement.”

      After a fifteen-second void occupied all notions of life inside my head, I found the courage to respond. “I can appreciate your faith in me, Dad, and I'm honestly touched you would—”

      “I'm not done. Just let me get this out,” he replied, retreating from the counter toward the back window. “You're tired of everyone asking how long you plan to stay or when you'll move back. You've mentioned missing your friends. Your mother wants to spend more time with Emma. As do I. You've kept yourself distant from this family for a reason, and I've let this go on long enough.”

      “Dad, please don't say any more. I don't want to have this conversation.” I knew where he was going. He'd tried this once before. We had a horrible fight when I left Christmas night two years ago, after accusing him of driving away all his children.

      “Kellan, I'm not saying you're right or wrong. I'm saying you've done it your way ever since Francesca died. I wasn't there for you when it happened. I admitted I never cared much for her. But she was your wife, and Emma's mother, and I should have been a better father.” He rested his hand on my shoulder. I hadn't even heard him walk toward me in those few confidence-shaking seconds. “All I'm asking from you, is three weeks to a month.”

      I told my father I needed the rest of the week to think about his proposal and would let him know my decision on the weekend. I abandoned him in the kitchen and raced out to the garage. I didn't know whom to turn to at that moment, but his words hit way too close to my heart.

      I spent the rest of the day driving around Braxton and reminiscing about all the great times I had in the past with college friends and family, including when Francesca and Emma came home with me on a few trips. Taking the temporary job meant risking any opportunity I had of getting my own television show, to escape Derek and achieve something I'd been dreaming about for years. I had a lot more thinking to do before I could make any definitive decisions.

      No longer interested in worsening my mood by talking to the sheriff, I pushed that task off until the following day. I also needed to let Connor know Coach Oliver had lied to me about how well he knew Abby. Regardless of their relationship, he'd been going through her mail when I was standing in the driveway. If he was lying to me, he was lying to the sheriff too. I first needed to get some sleep, then I'd deal with all the concerns tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 10


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      When Wednesday descended, I felt stronger and more alive. Going to the fitness center the prior day helped motivate me. I returned in the hopes I could work off some frustration and anger. It was even quieter than it'd been the day before. Only one other person was working on chest exercises, as if the weight amounted to nothing more than a pillow.

      I approached the lat machine to his right, adjusted the seat height, and chose the amount of weight I hoped I could handle. I was about to get started when the other guy called out to me.

      “Hey, would you mind spotting me on the bench press? No one's been in here all morning.” He wore a baseball cap and a long-sleeve college jersey with the number three.

      I wasn't sure I could lift the same amount of weight he could, but I'd try. “No problem. Are you on the baseball team?” I took his grunt while lifting for a yes, then asked more questions in between sets.

      His dark hair was clipped short, and he hadn't shaved in a few days. “Yep, name's Craig Magee, but everyone calls me Striker. I'm the team's pitcher. You a student here?”

      The famous Striker. Did he know who was pitching in the game on Saturday? Coach Oliver said he wouldn't reveal the decision until Friday to the public. “Me? Former student, but thanks for the ego boost, man.” I enjoyed knowing I could sometimes still pass for my twenties. “I'm Kellan. I've heard a bit about you before. What does the three stand for?”

      “Number of pitches it takes for me to knock down all the batters. Three strikes in a row and they're always out,” he said with a huge grin.

      “Clever. Ready for Saturday's game?”

      “That's why I'm here today. Final pre-season practice tomorrow and then the coach decides the starting lineup.” Additional reps failed to wind him.

      “I'm sure all the extra focus will be helpful,” I replied as Striker finished his third set, increasing the weight by ten each time. I would soon reach my limit on how much I could spot, but I didn't want to stop his momentum. I could push myself to hold more if necessary.

      “Yep. I think I've got this in the bag, but it's not just the upcoming practice. I'm waiting on a few grades to confirm I'll be allowed to play. Dean Mulligan put me on academic probation and threatened to take away my scholarship because my GPA dropped below a 3.0 at the end of last semester.”

      “How do you plan to fix that?” I asked, recalling the conversation Abby had with someone on her phone in front of Memorial Library. Was she talking about meeting Striker that night at eight thirty?

      “I was right on the border, but the dean said I could play as long as I kept up a 'B+' all semester long. Waiting on two grades from my biology class and Professor Monroe.”

      “Isn't Monroe the professor who had an accident last weekend?” I played dumb to see what else he'd reveal. I hadn't realized my coming to the fitness center would be an enlightening connection this morning. Kudos to me for doing the right thing. Nana D was right—I was brilliant.

      “Yep,” he replied before wiping himself off with a towel. “I'm confident I did well on a biology paper. I should know this morning. We haven't heard if Professor Monroe turned in the grades before… well, you know.” He made a BOOM sound and dropped his head to the side.

      I was dealing with someone just as mature as I'd once been. “Do you think Professor Monroe gave you a passing grade?”

      “Doubt it. She didn't like me very much last semester. She's the one who failed me. That's why I'm back in her Intro to Film class again this semester. It fills one of my elective courses and unfortunately was the only other one that matched my schedule between baseball, my job, and other classes.” Striker tagged me in to do my own set of chest presses.

      “If you need any help with the class, I could tutor you. I was a communications major here a few years ago, and I'm well-versed in the broadcast curriculum.”

      “Seriously, you'd help? I barely know you.” His friendliness and smile were contagious.

      “You seem like a good guy. Besides, I met Coach Oliver yesterday. He's counting on you to take the team to the championship this year, even get you to the majors.” I didn't want to inflate Striker's hopes, but he might have the scoop on Coach Oliver and Abby. Or he could have been the person who knocked Abby on her head and pushed her down the stairs.

      When we finished working out, I handed him my cell number and advised him I'd be around for a few days. He mentioned he'd let me know after he found out his latest grade.

      “Was Coach Oliver friendly with Professor Monroe? I wondered if he tried to talk with her about getting you some help with the class.” It seemed unusual that those two had some sort of relationship while one of the star baseball students was stuck in the middle. I also remembered my mother mentioning changes to the policy of fraternization between certain departments, citing a scandal a year ago involving a staff member accused of harassing someone. Was Coach Oliver to blame back then?

      “Wouldn't know. I tried to stay away from Professor Monroe as much as possible. Coach Oliver told me he'd help however he could, but I don't know if he did anything once she failed me last semester.” Striker drank some water from the fountain, then wiped the bench with a wet towel. “I'm gonna hit the showers. Got class in thirty minutes. Thanks for spotting today.”

      “No worries. Good luck, Striker.”

      After he left, I finished my workout and reflected on our conversation. Had Sheriff Montague learned the same information and decided how the Jenga puzzle mysteriously collapsed in murder?

      When I pulled out my phone to call her, I saw a new email from Derek with the name of the hotel and a copy of his check-in registration. He'd checked out the day before, which meant he was back in Los Angeles. I dialed the number for registration and pretended to be him inquiring about my final bill. While I listened to a lovely but ironic minute-long version of Michael Jackson's Smooth Criminal, I walked to the locker room to change into a towel before showering. The clerk came back on the line and confirmed the purchases I'd made in the room last Saturday and Sunday, as well as the additional damage fee for the state I'd left the room in. She mentioned it was the first time they'd ever had to replace a mattress due to guest misuse. “Oops, my bad,” I said, trying to sound like Derek but feeling a sense of fake guilt for something he'd done.

      Unless Derek had sent someone to Hawaii in his place, enabling him to show up in Braxton, he likely hadn't killed Abby. I felt better knowing I didn't work for a murderer, but I still had to call the creep. After showering and noticing the marked improvement in my muscle definition, I pinged him on FaceTime, so I could see if his tell gave him away. Just to put the final check mark on his alibi, I asked if he knew any good mattress stores, claiming I was in the market to find a new one.

      “Dude, I don't know but call and ask that hotel. Somehow my date and I broke the springs. They had the audacity to charge me an extra fee!” He didn't blink, nor did his lip quiver. He had told the truth.

      With the alibi now confirmed and my stomach near revolt, I updated him on Abby's death formally being considered a murder. He responded, “Kel-baby, you've got quite a story. We could reposition season two to focus on her murder. Find out everything. This is your top priority. Do whatever you have to do.”

      “Yep, I'm on it.” This time I hung up on him, feeling a sense of pride and accomplishment. Now I had many compelling reasons to say involved in the case.

      I called the precinct to verify Sheriff Montague was in her office, but Officer Flatman told me she'd driven to Braxton to meet with Connor. Perfect, I could talk to them both after I stopped off at The Big Beanery to pick up a bribe—I meant thoughtful and kind gesture.

      Twenty minutes later, I parked in the guest lot and dashed to the BCS Office. When I arrived, I saw the frown forming on Sheriff Montague's face from the outside walkway.

      “Good afternoon,” I announced through the screen door and entered the foyer. “I thought I'd visit my old friend, Connor. Fancy running into you here.” I set the three coffees and donuts on the counter. “I have an extra cup if you're interested, sheriff.”

      “Little Ayrwick, you're pushing me… Flatman already texted that you were looking for me. What do you want?” She had the classic annoyed detective appearance again—hands on her hips, tweed blazer too tight across her back and pushing her shoulders up in the air, lips pursed, and frankly, that same look Nana D got when she'd consumed too many prunes.

      “You might want to hear a few things I learned this week. Maybe you could give me an update on access to Abby's office or on anything happening with the case?” I stepped back in case she swung at me, but either she held out for one giant wallop, or she was considering my offer.

      “Something tells me you won't go away until I entertain whatever you feel the hernia-popping need to divulge. If you have helpful information to share, maybe I'll feel obliged to return the favor. What's got those purple lacy panties crawling halfway up your—”

      Connor spit out his coffee this time. “Dude, she's got your number. You better watch yourself.”

      His interruption had at least stopped her from finishing her thoughts. As much as her attitude annoyed me, I enjoyed being abused in a humorous sort of way. Little did she know I once had to wear a pair of purple lacy panties after losing a bet with Connor during our junior year. Could April Montague and I be friends in some alternate universe? When I thought about having to look at that dreadful tweed blazer over drinks or at a football game, I had the obvious answer. I stopped myself from retching.

      “I went to Abby's house to see if she had a roommate or husband that might let me in to check, but when I got there….” I reiterated everything I'd learned to date. “It might have been a coincidence, or the meeting the night of Abby's murder might have changed times. Just felt it my responsibility to share the news.”

      Sheriff Montague smirked. “Not bad for an inexperienced, nosy pain in the butt. You discovered a few things my detectives haven't come up with yet. They'll suffer, thanks. We knew about her neighbor and that Abby was seen around with someone, but not about it being Coach Oliver. I appreciate the academic tips, but we're already looking into her cell records. Next time… one, don't dillydally before telling me, and two, stay out of my case. You've been warned not to interfere.”

      “Wait a minute! I have it on good authority you've nearly completed your search of Abby's office, yet there's been no phone call telling me when and where to show up.” What could she do with Connor standing there as a witness?

      “All accurate information except I didn't promise you. I said I'd take it under advisement. And I did. I also chose to follow proper protocol. Something with which you have difficulty.” She manhandled two of the donuts and the remaining cup of coffee, enabling me to confirm she wore no wedding ring. “Thanks for the snacks, Little Ayrwick. I'll be in touch if I need additional assistance from Seraphina Danby's errand boy and savior, or if I learn which of you two won the award for Braxton's latest interfering washerwoman who likes to gab.” She turned to Connor. “I know you have no control over him, and I direct none of this at you. I value your help as Braxton's security director.”

      I ignored the huge grin on Connor's face. He clearly hadn't picked up on the sheriff's crush. Nana D and I did not deserve that comment about gabbing. “Wait, didn't you say you'd share something as long as I provided useful information? Come on, Connor, you heard it too? How about the murder weapon? Any clues yet?”

      I swear little hearts shot out from the sheriff's eyes in Connor's direction. “You kinda said that,” he replied. “But I could have heard it wrong.”

      “Boys, and I mean boys for one of you, this is not a game we're playing. Let me wash, rinse, and repeat for those of you who own stock in all the hair gel companies. Murder is not a game. I can appreciate that you want to do your part. I don't think you have any ill intentions, Little Ayrwick. I need to protect the evidence and paper trails in the case, so we can clearly put our criminal behind bars. Keep your dirty paws to yourself. I'll only ask nicely once.”

      I nodded since she had a good point. “I'm not looking to receive any special favors this time. Maybe you could keep me in the loop. I'll immediately share anything I learn and stay out of your way. Honest!”

      “We're still running tests to identify the shape and size of the murder weapon. I haven't given you access to Abby Monroe's office because I haven't been cleared to do so. I need approval from her next of kin and from Braxton staff. I just finished chatting with your father. I'm meeting momentarily with the other.” She saluted us both and headed to the door. “Expect a call tomorrow, Little Ayrwick.”

      As she left, I turned to hit Connor in the shoulder with as much power as I could muster after having been deflated and emasculated by Sheriff Montague. “You could have stood up for me, dude.”

      Connor laughed. “I work with that woman all the time. I don't want to be on her nasty side.”

      “Oh, is there another side of her you want to be on?” I teased, forgetting how diesel he'd gotten and how easily I could end up on the floor from one punch. I'd never learn my lessons, would I?

      “I'll ignore that. But I'll also point out you missed a key revelation there, Deputy Clueless. Besides her not liking your hair, pretty boy.” The sheriff's comment was obviously meant for me given I had the long and wavy curls. Connor's buzz cut seemed off limits to her.

      I shook my head. What clue did I miss? “I'm not sure what you… oooh!” If the sheriff was meeting with Abby's next of kin, then Alton Monroe had been located. “The husband's back in town!”

      “Always the first one to figure it out, eh, Kellan? Listen, I need to finish some work before I meet up with Maggie. Take it easy, man,” Connor replied while shoving a donut in his mouth.

      He disappeared into his office, leaving me standing alone and disgruntled. What was he meeting Maggie for? I reached into the bag to grab a donut, but there were none left. “Bollocks! You got the better of me too many times today, Connor. Don't make me start a war.”

      I spent the rest of Wednesday working on urgent items that Derek needed me to handle for Dark Reality. Promo schedules, contract negotiations with supporting actors, and script edits to introduce Abby Monroe into season two's scope. Although we didn't have a full story, he wanted to show the updated plan to his boss at the network. I quickly pulled together revised outlines and some taglines, feeling a little unnerved about using Abby's death as a marketing ploy.
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      With my immediate deadlines addressed, I went for a run Thursday morning and intentionally stopped at the Pick-Me-Up Diner to touch base with Eleanor. As I entered, Eustacia Paddington grabbed my arm and shook her head wildly. “You gotta do something about that wicked grandmother of yours, Kellan. She's outta control!” Wisps of gray hair shot out in all directions underneath a furry blue hat three-sizes too big on her frail and wrinkled head.

      Eustacia Paddington had gone to high school with my nana. They'd been frenemies ever since. Whatever Ms. Paddington did, my nana had to go one step further in their quest to annoy one another. On the last count, Nana D rallied six volunteers to rotate weeks for shoveling snow at Willow Trees, a nearby senior citizen's community where Eustacia Paddington resided. Somehow all the volunteers were under the impression they could drop the mounds of shoveled snow on the corner lot. Eustacia's lot. Which Nana D had told everyone was empty for the winter while the tenant was in Florida. But she wasn't away, which meant Ms. Paddington couldn't get out of her home for a week.

      I wasn't looking forward to hearing the latest battle. “Good to see you, Ms. Paddington. That color blue makes your eyes shine. How are you doing?”

      “I know when I'm being worked. Don't even try the you-catch-more-with-honey-than-vinegar game with me. Your nana is the fly in this flaming puddle of hemorrhoid ointment, sonny.” She stomped her wooden cane on the ground and caused a picture frame to fall off the wall. “She's trying to steal Lindsey Endicott. Everyone at Willow Trees knows we've been dating for months. You tell her—”

      “I don't think she's trying to steal him away from you, Ms. Paddington. Nana D seems hardly interested in dating,” I began, but was interrupted before I could finish my thoughts. Could Nana D really be putting herself on the market again? After that last debacle with Eustacia Paddington's brother, Nana D pitched such a fit I thought she was going to take a vow of chastity and join the nunnery.

      “That woman is out to get me. You tell her not to start something she won't be able to finish!” As she left, all I could see was the blurry image of her giant pink parka waving in the parking lot like one of those tall, inflatable tube machines people put outside stores when holding sales and trying to capture shopper's attention. She looked like Gumby's ancient grandmother in need of an oxygen boost.

      “You know Nana D probably flirted with him.” Eleanor pushed the cash drawer shut. “She was in here earlier talking about pulling the wool over someone's eyes.”

      My sister was right. I didn't doubt it, but I couldn't let Eustacia know I was on to my nana's tricks. “Speaking of sly ones, what's up with you avoiding me yesterday?”

      Eleanor lifted the countertop and passed through to the main waiting area. At least she'd swapped out the condiment-stained outfit from two days ago with a clean pair of pants and a brighter top. “Just busy. You take everything so personally sometimes, Kellan. If I didn't know better, I'd think my big brother got his wee feelings hurt.” She kissed my cheek and placed two menus back in the cubby on the entrance wall while humming a tune from some psychic medium show.

      I rolled my eyes at her. “What do your Tarot cards say?”

      “Touché,” she teased. “I'm sorry I ran off the other day. It's been a busy few weeks. Everyone's a little jumpy with the professor's death.” Eleanor had a habit of shutting down whenever something was bothering her instead of opening up to me or anyone else. I assumed my mother had said or done something to annoy her again. Twinsies gone rogue!

      “Tell me about it. I've been home for less than a week, and everything's changed.” I followed her to the back office. “Hey, have you noticed anything going on between Connor and Maggie? I'm not sure if I picked up a weird vibe or if—”

      “No, why?” she replied abruptly.

      “I think she's seen him twice already since I've been home. Whenever I notice them together, they're making googly eyes—” I couldn't finish my thoughts again. People enjoyed interrupting me. Did I need to be more assertive?

      “I'm sure they're just being friendly since they both work together at Braxton now.” As she sat in her office chair, the phone rang, and I listened to her argue with a supplier about a late delivery.

      Eleanor had squashed my theory about anything going on between Connor and Maggie. Still, I asked myself, why did I care? I had more pressing things to worry about. I scanned for email on my phone, but nothing from Derek. I was flipping through my calendar when Eleanor hung up.

      “There's nothing between them. I'm sure of it,” she replied. “Sorry about that, I'm having trouble with a supplier.”

      Something told me there was more going on than Eleanor was willing to reveal at that point. Since I wasn't ready to get into it with her, I dropped the Maggie and Connor discussion. “Maybe you could swap suppliers. Perhaps the place Mom used to help with Dad's party could provide an alternative option.”

      “I'm capable of figuring it out on my own, Kellan. Did you need something or were you just swinging by to perform today's good deed?” She rose, giving me the distinct impression it was time for me to leave. All the color had drained from her face.

      “Well, I guess I should go,” I replied, leaning in to offer a comforting hug. “I love you, Eleanor, and when you want to talk, I'll drop everything for you.” I exited her office and headed to the Jeep. Before I started the engine, she texted me.

      
        
        Eleanor: I'm sorry. Let's get dinner Saturday, and we'll talk.

      

      

      I knew something was up, and now I needed to be patient until she revealed the source of her grief. When I arrived at Diamond Hall, things were no longer cordoned off, yet a sign still indicated classes were held elsewhere. I climbed the stairs, assuming someone might stop me but making it all the way to the second floor with no interruption. I called out on my way to Abby's office. “Hello, anyone there?” Was Sheriff Montague inside? I wasn't prepared for a battle of well-timed quips and her brutal one-liners.

      A mid-forties, curly blond with a recent sunburn stood behind the desk. He was dressed casually and didn't appear to be a member of the Braxton police force. “Good afternoon. May I help you?”

      “Kellan Ayrwick. I'm reviewing Professor Monroe's classes. I thought I'd drop by to see if….” I should have prepared better. I couldn't waltz into the office and rifle through drawers without questions being asked. Worrying about the sheriff had thrown me off my game.

      “Oh, Kellan. I'm supposed to call you this afternoon. It's good to meet you. I'm Alton Monroe.” He gestured at me to join him. “Sheriff Montague mentioned you wanted a quick peek at Abby's files.”

      So, this was the soon-to-be ex-husband and Lorraine's half-brother. I saw a slight resemblance between Lorraine and Alton, in their pinned-back ears, hair color, and narrow jawlines. He didn't look dangerous. I supposed I retained little worry over being alone with him in Abby's office. I was grateful I could finally poke around Abby's things, despite Sheriff Montague failing to notify me herself. I shook his hand and leaned against the doorframe. “I appreciate it. I believe you just got in from out of town, somewhere visiting…?” I paused, hoping he'd fill in the blank.

      “A remote village near the border of Alaska and Russia. I go on occasional nature treks for an online magazine to write about animals going extinct.” He prattled on about some bird whose population had been slowly declining in the last decade, allowing me a chance to scan the office.

      As the department head, Abby had occupied one of the bigger offices on the floor. Two small wooden chairs sat across from an enormous mahogany desk. I idled near one of them, and what I assumed was Alton Monroe's briefcase borrowed the other one. Dozens of bookshelves lined the walls. On the open wall space were Abby's diplomas, confirming the schools I'd seen in her profile during my research. A few scattered papers cluttered the desk, the garbage pail had recently been emptied, and what looked like a grade book sat on the corner table near a reading lamp. Striker would love to get his hands on that. I was curious if he'd found out his grade and would be cleared to play in Saturday's game. The room was organized but devoid of any actual personality other than books. Abby liked a plain workspace.

      It suddenly dawned on me Alton had stopped talking. I hoped he hadn't asked me a question as I'd lost interest in his story while scanning the room. Not that I didn't care about the plight of the short-tailed albatross, but I had more immediate problems to solve. “Very interesting. Sounds like a good trip. I heard you didn't have any wireless access. Hearing the news about your wife must have been a shock.”

      “Soon-to-be ex-wife,” he replied smugly. “Although, that's not important anymore. Abby and I were trying to salvage a friendship, but I'm afraid things went south many months ago.”

      “I wasn't aware. So sorry to hear,” I fibbed again. I wasn't in the habit of lying, but if it procured fresh information out of a potential source, I could comfortably blur the lines. Mostly, I was an honest and direct guy. Ask Eleanor. “They'll hold her funeral early next week. I expect I'll see you there?”

      “Abby had no other family. I feel obligated to attend, perhaps a final goodbye.”

      “I imagine so. That's good of you.” I paused, hoping he'd volunteer more information. In past interviews, it always seemed people of his nature were uncomfortable with silence, suddenly sharing things they might not normally say until the solitude nudged them over the edge.

      “Sheriff Montague mentioned you wanted to look for some papers. I've been here for twenty minutes doing the same thing. She was planning to sign over a few rights, but her death might change the divorce, huh?” It was said too matter-of-factly for my taste. Alton noted that he'd found the grade book trapped between the desk and the wall. I assumed it'd either fallen there accidentally or been knocked down during a struggle at the eight thirty meeting.

      “Have you figured out what happens to her assets? Did she leave a will?” I wasn't sure he'd answer, but there weren't any reasons not to inquire.

      “Not that I'm aware of. I changed mine a year ago when we separated. As I said, she had no other family. I suppose that means it all comes to me… if she even had anything of value.” Alton lifted the papers on her desk, then pointed to the far table. “There are also a few course materials. Your father mentioned you may need those.”

      Had my father already told strangers that I would take over Abby's classes, even though I hadn't given him a decision? My harried brow must have clued in Alton.

      “He and I briefly met when I borrowed the key from his assistant. Your father also expressed his condolences. He mentioned you might stop by for the coursework.”

      A voice coming up the stairs startled us. When I turned around, Lorraine walked through the hallway toward me. “Kellan, it's wonderful to see you. Did my brother leave already?”

      “No, he's right inside.” I stepped sideways to allow Lorraine access.

      Alton's cheeks reddened when he realized I knew about his connection to Lorraine. I grew curious how solid his alibi was and mentally noted ways to follow up. Abby's sudden death provided too many valuable gains for him.

      “Are you about ready to head out?” she asked her brother, then turned to me. “Alton and I have a few things to talk about, Kellan. I'm thinking about getting a lawyer. Sheriff Montague keeps returning with more questions about the night of the accident.” She nibbled on her lip in frustration.

      “She's covering all her bases. I'm looking into a few angles myself. I gave the sheriff some useful information earlier about Abby's connection to others on campus.”

      Lorraine attempted to smile. “Oh, that's good news. I hope they figure this out soon. It's draining your father. Poor Alton can't move forward on her estate. I'd like to be out of the line of fire.” She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. “We should get going, Alton.”

      After Alton and Lorraine trotted off, I searched Abby's office. The book on her corner table was her current grade keeper. Subjecting myself to Dr. Castle's presence to decipher it offered little comfort or warm, fuzzy feelings. Out damn spot, dearest Lady Macbeth.

      All I found of potential interest in the drawer was an oddly shaped key, the unsigned contract between Derek and Abby, and the folders with Dark Reality's research notes. Derek would finally get what he was looking for. I packed them in an empty box I found in the corner, then perused several titles on the bookshelves. Mostly theater, media, and academic books stood out. Abby was also undeniably a fan of reality television shows and the paranormal.

      When a large book with a red cover and no title or author captured my interest, I pulled it off the shelf. Though partially hollow, it had something hidden inside. Given the sheer volume of books, checking everything on the shelves couldn't have been part of the sheriff's sweep. Was Sheriff Montague not as skilled as Braxton needed her to be? I enjoyed thinking about how to best use the mistake against her in the future. Would her failure be my win? Time to put that sheriff in checkmate!

      A locked, leather-bound journal lurked beneath the fake red book cover. I grabbed the key I'd found in the drawer and matched it up. The lock opened, and I suddenly had access to Abby Monroe's personal thoughts. Could I invade her privacy? I permitted myself to scan the pages for any current entries. When I found a few, I dropped the journal in the storage box, deciding to ponder how comfortable I'd feel crossing such a line. I added her grade book and several printed copies of her current class syllabi to the box too. I had some reading to do that evening. How much would I learn about Abby's secret or not-so-secret life?

      Prior to heading home, I connected my phone to the hands-free device in the Jeep and dialed Nana D. She picked up after the second ring. “Where've you been the last few days? I thought you'd have come by for more pie or to talk about Bridget Colton.”

      So, the elf had a last name. Nana D bringing her up again definitely concerned me this was a setup. “I ran into your bestie this morning. Ms. Paddington had some interesting information to share with me. It's time you and I had afternoon tea.” I was sure she could hear the sarcasm dripping from my words, but then again, she'd ignore it even if she had.

      “Pish! That woman speaks nonsense. She's worse than her brother, and after what he did to me, I have no time for those Paddingtons anymore. Troublemakers, I'm telling you,” she chided. “I can't do tea today… maybe tomorrow? Why don't you come over around three? I should be home from the farmer's market and ready to hear some gossip.”

      “No, Nana D. I don't have any gossip. It's your turn to share.” I had to be stern with her, otherwise she'd cross the line every time.

      “What's that? Sorry, fuzzy connection,” she replied, squawking loudly. I distinctly heard her making static sounds before she stopped to hack up what sounded like a hairball in the middle of her routine.

      “Fine. I'll come by tomorrow.” I played along with her charade, then asked if she knew anything about Marcus Stanton's role on the Board of Trustees. “What might you know about the anonymous donations to Braxton and who authorized all the new spending in the athletics department?”

      “I'm meeting with Councilman Stanton tomorrow. I'll see what I can find out. We've got a few things to settle, and that man's gonna listen to me this time if it's the last thing I do.” She harrumphed in the background before drinking a swig of something that caused her to shout, “That did the trick!”

      “What does he need to listen to you about?” I raised the heat in the Jeep.

      “Stanton's using Wharton County funds in all the wrong places. I intend to prove he's clueless.”

      I was surprised at how up to speed Nana D was on things going on with the county's fiduciary decisions. Then again, she always was sharp with insignificant details. “I wonder if Stanton has any kids at Braxton,” I asked, suddenly remembering they would probably be about that age. “I didn't know he was on the Board of Trustees until Dad told me.”

      “Yep, that star pitcher, Craig Magee. You've probably heard of Striker. Can't wait to see the game on Saturday. This town needs a boost.”

      “Wait, what did you say about Striker? They have different last names.” I was confused.

      “Striker is his stepson. He married Striker's mother years ago when the kid was young. She died from cancer around the same time Francesca died. Good woman too.”

      “You need someone to go with you on Saturday?” I wondered whether the councilman had been Abby's eight thirty discussion that night. I'd need to recall when he'd left the party, but it was probably at the same time as my father for that impromptu board meeting.

      Nana D and I confirmed our plans for tea the next day. She also noted she'd get back to me on the game as she might attend with someone else, but she wouldn't say whom. I suspected Nana's potential alternative date would not thrill Eustacia if his name was Lindsey Endicott.

      I drove the long way to my parents' house and considered my next steps. I needed to go through Abby's papers and journal. Not that it was a fair thing to read her personal thoughts. I could either give them to Sheriff Montague, or I could casually check a few pages to verify whether any reason existed to share them. I wouldn't hide vital clues, but it wasn't fair to waste taxpayer money by forcing the sheriff to read the journal if it amounted to nothing, right?
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