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CHAPTER ONE
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Anne had a strong focus on her phone, her attention completely taken by whatever was on the screen. The phone call went unanswered, as it had many times before. Frustrated, she ended the call. 

As Kandi made her way to her SUV, Anne gave her a friendly greeting of “Good Morning.” After Kandi had made her way into the vehicle and shut the door, Anne put the vehicle in drive. “Hey, over the past few days, I’ve been attempting to get in contact with Hope yet I’m still waiting to hear back. Have you been in touch with her and heard anything from her?”

“No, but she’s probably preoccupied with all the things she’s doing. You should have come to the mushroom class she held at the Herbal Shoppe. It was so interesting! I am counting down the days until I can go out into nature to learn the art of distinguishing and recognizing mushrooms. They’re going to hold a foray next month, I think. You should come with me.” 

“Um, maybe.” Anne’s mind was distracted as she drove toward Main Street, her gaze shifting to the left side of the road. “What’s with the holdup? Hey, instead of taking the main road, why don’t we travel along the back road to get to Polly’s place? What has caused the recent surge of traffic in the mornings lately?” 

Kandi replied, “Well, for one thing, you barely ever head out in the mornings. And second, with so many people now being able to work remotely, plenty of individuals have moved away from Denver and the other big cities and have ended up here.”

Anne let out an exasperated sigh that showed her current state of frustration. “All I can do is hope and pray that they will make their way back soon. We certainly don’t need these newcomers here.”

Kandi couldn’t help but giggle as she remarked, “Of course, it’s easier said than done—although it doesn’t really apply to you since you yourself are a transplant!”

“I don’t think I should be included in that count.” Anne gave a knowing wink before engaging her turn signal and then began to turn left down the street towards Polly’s Pet Shop.

“What are you getting from Polly again?”

“Some new toys for Mouser and the supplement he needs. I want him to stay around and healthy for a long time now that he’s getting older. He’s seemed a little out of sorts lately. I took him for a check-up at the vets, but his vitals are all good, so he has no health issues to speak of. But I thought some new toys could be nice.”

“Who knew you’d be so wrapped around his little paw?”

“Guilty as charged.” Anne let out a heavy sigh. “So much for bypassing the traffic. It looks like everyone else had the same plan of steering away from main street.”

Kandi leaned her head closer to the right of the front window, as she squinted past the truck stopped in front of them. This morning she had spent some time styling her hair, which was full and wavy, into two braids. The braid in her hair had been done in a rush, leaving a strand of hair that had fallen over her left eye and cheek.  

Anne cracked open the window of the car to let in some of the refreshing air that was typical of Colorado, and while she waited for the line of vehicles in front of her to move, she glanced up at the sky. The sky was filled with fluffy white clouds that drifted on the air. Along with the soft breeze, the remnants of a light rain from earlier in the morning had left dew on the plants and ground, filling the air with the fresh scent of wet grass. 

Anne took a deep breath and sighed with contentment. “Ah, that smell is wonderful. I love mountain air.”

Kandi murmured her agreement but asking, “Do you ever reuse plastic baggies, because they’re still in good condition?”

With a slight tapping of her fingers on the wheel, Anne waited for the truck in front of her to move aside so the other car could pass. “Yes. If it was not too much of a mess, I may just decide to wash them out. Why do you ask?”

“Do you think that they, like, do that with body bags?” 

Anne was taken aback with surprise and gasped out the word, “What?” She took a moment before continuing. “Kandi, sometimes I don’t know how your mind works. Why in the world are you thinking about that?” 

The truck in front of her rapidly turned onto the street, bypassing the car heading in their direction in the other lane. With the truck moving out of the way, it left the road ahead of her completely unobstructed. 

Pointing in the direction ahead, Kandi said, “Look!” 

About halfway down the street, just before the hilltop, two strong men were carefully placing a black body bag into the coroner’s vehicle. 

“Oh, my word.” 

A car’s horn honked behind her, forcing her mind back on the road. “Geez, everyone’s in a hurry these days.”

With Anne steering off the road, Kandi craned her neck to take in the scene before turning her gaze back to the front. “That’s a terrible way to start your day, huh?”

“No kidding?” Anne asked skeptically.

“It makes you stop and think, doesn’t it? I mean, look at you.”

Anne made a face, her brows knitting together in confusion. “What are you trying to say? Why are you looking at me?”

Kandi responded nonchalantly, shrugging her shoulders, and making a downward motion with her hand. “Like...you’re in a declining phase now, right?”

“Excuse me? I’m in a ‘declining’ phase. Seriously? Forties are not even close to a declining phase. In fact, I know people in their sixties and seventies who could out hike you and me because they’re physically fit.” She huffed. 

“No, I know that. I’m just saying you’re on your way to fifty, and then next thing you know, eighty.” 

“You know that’s everyone. Even you youngsters in your twenties. The thing is growing older is a gift lots of people don’t get to experience. I appreciate every year God gives me on this earth. All that aside, I should not have brought you along today. You aren’t doing much to boost my morning morale.” 

“Ah, you know you love me.” She angled her head in her usual gesture, her latest earrings gleaming in the morning light and jingling softly. 

“I do love you. But stop calling me old. I’m far from being old.” Anne applied pressure to her brakes as the vehicles ahead began to reduce their speed. “Come on, people. What’s the hold-up?” 

“See, that’s what an old person would say.” A grin spread across Kandi’s face. 

“I’m going to throttle you.” 

“Not until after breakfast, okay? Speaking of breakfast, you got anything in here to snack on?” 

“No, I don’t have any before breakfast snacks on hand. Sorry,” Anne said. She observed Kandi’s face and noticed that her cheekbones, which were usually very prominent, had become less defined since she married Stewart. Nothing unusual about that, though. Anne was in the same predicament since Carson had become part of her life. Her recent gain in weight could be attributed to her lack of exercise in the winter months. Once she got back into gardening and working outside, she should be able to get back into shape and drop the extra weight. 

Anne couldn’t help but smile as her mind dwelled on Carson and the pleasant thoughts he brought. Even though they were so different, they somehow made it work. She noticed a vacant parking space in front of Polly’s store and switched on the signal light on her right-hand side in order to stop and park her car.

Polly’s was located on the well-known Market Street in Carolan Springs, alongside many other shops. People had established their stores inside of large, Victorian style homes, living on the upper floors while their businesses were conducted below. Nowadays, there are plenty of places to pick up treats for your pets, find stylish clothing and home décor, get a new hairstyle, and enjoy some unique café fare. After they grabbed what they needed from Polly’s, Anne and Kandi were planning to head down the street to one of the newest places. The French Bistro was a short walk down the street from Polly’s, and Anne and Kandi had planned to head there after picking up their items from her. 

“I love how Polly decorates her house all year long.” Kandi grinned at the house now decorated in bunny ears and whiskers. 

Polly had decorated the house at Halloween and Christmas, but as she saw it grabbed attention for her shop, she’d continued adding to the theme throughout the year. 

“Yes, it’s fun. But too much work. Though I’m sure it’s great for advertising.” Anne checked her rearview mirror before exiting the vehicle, slamming the door behind her. 

Kandi joined her on the sidewalk, and they made their way up the steps where Polly’s newest addition, a rescued Maine Coon cat, sunned himself on the porch’s wide railing. 

“Hello, Max.” 

In response, the large, fluffy cat meowed and tilted his head back to receive some ear scratches. “He appears to be in a happy mood today.” Anne said.

Kandi replied, “It’s hard to tell what cats are thinking.”

“Actually, I think it’s pretty easy. Feed me. Pet me. Get away from me.” Anne stroked his back for a moment before dropping her hand.

Finally, with a shake of his head as if to signify that he had had enough, he began to groom his paw. Anne opened the screen door wide and motioned for Kandi to go in first. 

A bell designed in the shape of a bird was above the door and it chimed. It emitted a who-who like an owl. Anne peered up at it. That’s an innovative concept. 

Polly yelled from the back room. “Be there in a minute!” 

Anne called back. “Take your time. I’ve come to retrieve my package. We can explore until you’re ready.” 

Kandi went to the section that had bird treats. “I may grab a few of these seed packets for my girls.” 

Kandi was talking about the chickens she had in her backyard that kept growing in numbers. Due to the increase in the price of eggs, she had been making a good profit by selling eggs to those around her. Not that Kandi needed the money. She’d come into a substantial inheritance, so she never need worry about money again. And yet, it hadn’t changed her and much of it had been placed into funds that would grow for retirement, along with some giving she’d allotted to many charities close to Kandi’s heart. 

Wiping her hands on a dishtowel, Polly made her way out of the back area. “Apologies for the wait. I’ve adopted a few more animals and had to finish cleaning up the bowls used for breakfast.”

“If you keep going like this, you’ll have a zoo in no time.” Anne quipped. 

“I’m merely helping a friend who’s on vacation. I don’t believe I’ll be adding any more pets to my family.”

Anne laughed. “Do you remember saying something about this before you acquired Max?”

With a chuckle, Polly remarked, “That’s certainly the truth, but I don’t have to take him for a walk like I do my sweet dogs. Even better, his meowing is quite effective, often luring people up onto the porch, and then it’s only a few more steps until they can start perusing and buying. I should call this place Max’s. Anyway—” 

She made her way to a counter that had shelving that went all the way up to the highest point of the ceiling. A ladder that had been constructed to be used for traveling along the length of shelving was fastened at the end. “I’m sorry for the delay in getting this in before now. And would like to express my  apologies for it.” Her cheeks flushed with color as she exclaimed, “I’m frustrated with constantly reordering the same items! It’s starting to cut into my profit big time now. I even have had to go through the process of canceling the delivery to my door, which is an additional step on my part.” 

“What do you mean?” Anne took the box Polly handed down to her.

“Porch Pirates!” Polly huffed.

“Porch what?”

“It’s people who steal packages from porches and doorsteps, commonly referred to as ‘porch pirates’ ”. 

Kandi joined them. “I heard of it in bigger cities or suburbs, but not here.” 

“You’re right. We never had this issue in Carolan Springs, but unfortunately it’s becoming increasingly more common. I’ve talked to quite a few business owners and almost all have been hit at one time or another. Sorry, I shouldn’t have spouted off like I did. It’s just so frustrating.”

“No need to apologize. I’d be upset too. I wonder if they’re only going after businesses or if they’re hitting people’s homes as well.” Anne replied. 

“Not sure, but what I know is that it’s gotten worse. A lot of business owners have complained, and we even  called and sent emails to the police. But they’re sneaky. No one has seen them. Often porch pirates will follow behind trucks and then grab the packages, but this one tends to know when things are showing up. We think it could be someone local.” 

“But we’ve never had, like, this problem before.” Kandi said.

Anne huffed. “Transplants.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kandi rolled her eyes. “Oh gosh, not again with the same old thing...” 

Polly chimed in. “All I know is enough is enough. It’s got to stop. We used to be where we could leave our doors unlocked and everyone was friendly.” 

“I guess you could, like, put up a camera.” Kandi said. 

Polly’s eyes narrowed, and she pursed her lips, clarifying that she was not pleased with the suggestion. She then gave a firm shake of her head, emphasizing her disagreement. “It’s so depressing. I moved out of the city so I wouldn’t have to deal with this. Or to feel the need to put up security cameras.” 

“So, you don’t have a camera?” Anne asked. 

“Nope. So far I’ve refused, but I may have to give up my pride and get one. There has been an increase in people putting up surveillance cameras, though. Who knows? Maybe I can work it so I can also have a Max cam at the same time, though why anyone would want to watch a cat on a video is beyond me.” 

Kandi laughed, “You can’t be serious. People make all kinds of money with their animals—especially cats with shorts or reels, and meme’s—” 

Polly held up her hand. “I’ll stop you right there. I’m one of those strange old fuddy duddy’s who doesn’t do social media or any of that.” 

Kandi responded. “I could help you with that.” 

“Sorry, but my budget comprises paying for the upkeep on this place, feeding my menagerie, and, if I’m lucky, being able to put money in savings for the slower months in the winter.” 

Kandi was talking animatedly, her face beaming with expectation. “You wouldn’t have to pay me, but I’ve been thinking about starting my own online business and you could be my guinea pig. If you like it, and it brings in business, you could give me a recommendation. What d ’ya say?” 

Polly shrugged. “Hmm. Let me think about it.” 

“I think I’ve figured it out,” Kandi suddenly exclaimed in an outburst. 

Anne pivoted in Kandi’s direction, her face filled with curiosity, “What is it you’ve figured out?” 

“I bet I know who’s behind the thefts.”

Anne stood still with her arms crossed over her chest, patiently awaiting Kandi’s next words. “Okay. Who is it?” 

“The security companies. Think about it. Stuff gets taken. To discover who’s responsible, it’s necessary to install cameras. Then, no more thefts.” 

Polly and Anne’s eyes met before they burst out in laughter. “Kandi, I, well, I just don’t know what to say.” 

Kandi crossed her arms. “It could be.” 

“Yes, but I’m willing to bet that they don’t do that.” 

Polly chimed in. “Well, if they could, I bet the security people would love that idea. Kind of like the broken window theory.” 

“The what?” Kandi asked.

“Never mind. Anyway, I will think about what you’ve said. On the social media thing. Now, Anne, your total is thirty-two fifty-five.” As Anne dug into her purse, Kandi shuffled off to look at something else that had caught her eye. 

Polly took the card Anne handed her. “That kiddo sure has a different way of looking at the world.” 

“You have no idea. Today she wondered if they re-use body bags.” 

“Hmm. I’ve never thought about it. Do they? Oh, crud. Now I’m going to be wondering about that too. You all better find out and let me know!” 

“Will do, Polly. Oh, and round up the total for the rescue to thirty-five.” 

“Great. Thanks.” 

“How’s the new rescue doing?” 

Polly swiped Anne’s card in the machine before handing it back to her. “Pretty good. We have a quick turnaround for most animals. Hey, doesn’t Mouser need a friend?” 

Anne took her card and stuck it back into her wallet. “Absolutely not.” 

Kandi had returned, her arms laden with items. She faced Anne. “But think of poor Mouser, all alone.” 

“Mouser is fine.” Anne hoisted her purse over her shoulder and waited while Kandi paid for her items. 

“Polly?” 

“Yes?” 

“We saw that someone died this morning over on the Bells. Have you heard anything about who it was or anything else?” 

“Ah, this explains the body bag question.” Polly took the items from Kandi. “Sorry, no, but my mornings start early, and I haven’t even had a chance to finish my now cold coffee.” She used her hand to brush her bangs out of her eyes delicately. “Where are you two off to now?” 

“We’re going to try out the new French bistro at the end of the next block. Sounds like it’s good from what I’ve been hearing.” 

“It is. The quiche is a great option, however, I find the omelet with asparagus and gruyere cheese to be delicious.” 

“That sounds wonderful.” Anne said. 

“It is. You can choose from a croissant or baguette slice, rosemary potatoes, or a salad, as well as a small cup of fresh fruit from the current season. The desserts and pastries you can get to go are absolutely mouth-watering and I could talk about them for hours. If I don’t start limiting myself from going there almost daily, I’m going to have to do a lot more hikes in order to keep my pants fitting.” 

Kandi’s stomach growled. 

Anne laughed, “I think that’s our cue to head off. Thanks again, Polly, and sorry to hear about the porch pirate. Hopefully, they’ll be caught soon. Oh, I have my car parked out front. Should I move it?” 

Polly shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I opened up more space in the back for parking and there’s always room on the street.” 

“Okay, thanks. See you later.” Anne waved as they exited onto the porch, where they said their goodbyes to Max before taking the steps down onto the sidewalk.

Anne unlocked her vehicle, putting the package in the backseat’s floorboard. Kandi added her items as well. With their packages safely tucked away, they strolled along the large sidewalk, recently added by the city that made this area even more inviting. Trees along the street were budding out with flowers and leaves. If a late spring storm didn’t come in and knock off the blooms, the street would have a beautiful display. As they walked down the street, Anne noted that many of the stores still showed the Closed sign in their doors or windows, often opening later in the day and staying open later. During the summers and over the Christmas holidays, stores also stayed open on Thursday evenings to allow for more shopping after people got off work. 

They strolled down the sidewalk to the lovely little bistro, once a rock building that housed a hotel and bar. The owners had done a wonderful job of bringing a touch of France to the site with shutters added to the windows and ironwork to the adjoining walled garden and outdoor dining area. As they made their way to the new café, the air filled with the scents of baking bread and pastries. Walking up to the entrance, the scents of brewing coffee and fresh bread wafted from within, drawing them inside. “Oh, this is making my stomach rumble with all these good smells.” 

Anne nodded, “Me too. Let’s hope it tastes as well as it smells.” 

They walked up to the blond hostess named Suzette, who greeted them with a “Bonjour. Welcome to the French Bistro. Two?” 

“Yes, please.” Anne replied. 

She waited as the elegant young woman looked at the chart on her hostess stand. “Would you like to sit inside or outside?” 

While the walk over had been nice, they were both wearing jackets. “What do you think, Kandi? It could be a bit chilly outside.” 

“No, madam. There is a large fireplace out there and we also have heaters situated around the edges. The walls keep the heat trapped in there and with the umbrellas down, the light also provides a warm sun trap. But if you prefer inside—” 

“I’m game if you are.” Kandi replied. 

“Okay, if nothing else, we can keep our jackets on.” Anne followed the woman, who was dressed in a blue shift with matching ballet flats. Scanning the interior as they made their way past booths and tables, they were led through doors that brought them out onto a sunny flagstone area. 

“Ladies, enjoy your meal.” Suzette beckoned them to the table as they were greeted by a server with a towel over his arm. 

“Bonjour. I am Maitre d’hotel.” He spoke French so quickly that the pair had difficulty understanding exactly what he had said. Anne was grateful when he switched over to English. “Would you prefer sparkling or plain?” He gestured to their water goblets.

Anne responded. “Sparkling, please.” 

“Sure, I guess.” Kandi cast her gaze around the restaurant, noting the other diners. 

After the server had poured their water, he handed them menus and then directed their attention to the board over on the wall of the building with specials of the day. It was written in French but still easy to understand. 

After he left, Kandi whispered to Anne. “He’s pretty hunky, huh?” 

“I hadn’t noticed.” 

Kandi made a face. “Then you have to be dead. That guy is drop dead gorgeous.” 

“Okay, maybe he’s a bit handsome.” She grinned. 

Kandi glanced around. “I’m seeing dollar signs here. Pretty fancy for, like, breakfast.” 

“I don’t think Polly would have recommended it if it was outrageous on pricing. Plus, it’s nice to see a service like this for a change. Sometimes it feels like they’re doing you a favor by waiting on you. Now, what are you going to have? My treat.” 

“Oh, in that case—” Kandi winked and opened her menu.

They perused the list of options, but both decided to go with Polly’s suggestion of the Gruyere omelet. Kandi pulled out her phone. “I’m wondering who that was this morning.” 
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