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CHAPTER ONE

 


"I don't imagine a raccoon would turn down
peanut butter, but do you really think his little hands could open
the jar?"

I looked at my boxer dog, Vince, who
listened intently with his head cocked to one side. His chocolate
eyes shifted to the taxidermy raccoon who had a literal death grip
on a jar of Jif and back to me, then he whined, wiggled his butt,
and poked a squirrel paddling a tiny canoe with his nose.

"Oh, you like that one better?" I laughed
and reached down to play with one of his velvety ears. "You do have
a thing for squirrels, don't you?"

And there were plenty of squirrels for him
here, inside the house and out. On top of a tall table in the
upstairs hall of my Aunt Edna's house was an assortment of things
that should not exist in this world. Instead of a crazy cat lady
with a dozen cats, my late Grandma Ethel had an unusual hobby that
resulted in a weird menagerie of the dead. My mom and Aunt Edna had
started the process of paring down the collection, but there was
still an impressive amount spread throughout the house.

Aunt Edna appeared at my elbow. She
straightened grandma's final creation, a Frankenstein-esque
creation that she'd named "Bundeersquirrella" (head and ears of a
bunny, tiny antlers, and a squirrel's tail poking out the back of a
blue ballgown, topped off with a tiny crown).

"I miss her," she sighed.

I pursed my lips and put an arm around her.
"I know. Me too." I studied her for a moment. She wore leggings,
wool clogs, and an oversized buttoned-up shirt so, if it hadn't
been for her pixie cut hair being gray, she could have been
confused for a middle school girl rather than the feisty
septuagenarian she was.

Aunt Edna was my favorite aunt. Granted, she
was my only aunt, but even if I'd had a baker's dozen of them,
she'd still be my favorite. Our bond was forged in grease and
melded in engine oil: she was the one who'd taught me how to fix
cars (and tractors, and lawn mowers—anything with an engine) from
when I was old enough to lift a wrench. Besides our mutual love of
crapped-out engines was our status as military veterans, Aunt Edna
having been a member of the Women's Army Corps, or WAC, during the
Vietnam War.

She straightened, smiled, and patted my hand
on her arm. "The room okay for you two?" She jacked her thumb over
her shoulder at the guest room, where my Army issue duffle bag lay
at the foot of the bed. Vince's ginormous doggie couch took up half
the floor at one side.

"Sure thing. You know how it is, any bed is
a great bed."

She nodded then turned to the stairs. "Okay,
Nug. I'm gonna set the table. Your folks will be here soon."

I was her "little lug nut," or Nug for
short.

I watched her move down the stairs, a little
slower than the last time I'd seen her. It had only been about six
months since my grandma's funeral, but in my line of work—an
officer in the United States Army—being away for months or even
years had made the aging of my loved ones painfully obvious. Being
assigned far away and often deployed was what I had needed to do
for my career, but at times like this, I wondered if the tradeoff
had been worth it in the end. I would find out soon enough. I'd
recently retired after twenty-four years in the Army, and, though I
hadn't made any solid plans on where I wanted to go or what I
wanted to do, I was pretty sure New Oslo, Idaho, was not the
where. I had the whole world open to me now, no Army to tell me
where to go and when, so why would I come back to this tiny town? I
could go anywhere.

But I had agreed to visit for a while, until
I figured out my next step, and a little visit never killed anyone,
right?

I stepped into the bathroom to splash water
on my face. Drying off with a towel that had been in this house
since the moon landing, I tried to convince myself the new lines
around my eyes were from fatigue from the long drive from Fort
Carson in Colorado.

I pulled out the scrunchie that held up my
pile of chestnut hair and finger-combed it and weaved it into a
braid that hung to my shoulder blades. That would be more
acceptable for my prim mother. I headed down the narrow staircase
with Vince close on my heels, and as my foot hit the hardwood of
the first floor, the front door opened, and my parents walked
in.

"Tessa!" My mother snatched me into her thin
arms.

My dad stood awkwardly by her, a covered
dish in his hands. Once Mom stopped strangling me with her soft
arms, he leaned in over my shoulder for a quick kiss to my cheek
before moving on to the dining room. He wore the typical farmer
outfit of worn jeans and a faded button up plaid-print shirt. He
probably had dozens of those shirts. He clearly saw no reason to
dress up for dinner.

Mom finally pushed me back and swiped the
tears off her cheeks before rearranging my braid to the front of my
shoulder and flicking invisible lint off my flannel shirt. She wore
slacks and a twin set in a light blue that complemented her silver
hair, and I blushed as she took in my faded jeans, decades-old
Birkenstock sandals, and concert T-shirt under the flannel. But she
smiled.

"We've missed you, Teresa Jane. It's nice to
see you healthy again. You were a right mess before." She turned my
left arm so the inside was facing toward her and pushed the
rolled-up sleeve farther. "And I see you got another tattoo. What's
it mean?"

I glanced at semper memento written
in script on my inner arm. "Always remember."

She smiled, even though it looked like she'd
bit a lemon. "That's very nice, dear."

Aunt Edna joined us and gave my arm a quick
glance. "You've got me outnumbered, Nug. How many does this
make?"

I smiled at her. "Seven. I outnumbered you
five tattoos ago."

We went together to both get our first
matching ones—crossed wrenches with the words, "We can do it," à la
Rosie the Riveter. It was in part a homage to my grandmother, who
was a Rosie in WWII, as well as being our mechanic badge of honor.
We'd gotten them long enough ago that tattoos hadn't been the norm,
especially for anyone over fifty (minus your typical motorcycle
gang member, which I will neither confirm nor deny Aunt Edna's
membership in).

"Well, I guess I've got some catching up to
do." She patted my shoulder then turned to my mom. "I was thinking
you wouldn't be here for another half hour, Agnes. I guess you
closed the HOG early?"

Mom nodded. "I don't like to close early,
especially on a Monday, but I did as soon as Tessa texted she'd
arrived."

The Harridan Old General Store, referred to
as the HOG by locals and tourists alike, was the family business
and sold everything anyone would ever be looking for, and a few
things they weren't. The old-style convenience store was built by
my great-grandfather in the early 1900s and an attached mechanic
garage had been added in the thirties.

She raised her eyebrows. "You still haven't
found your cell phone? I texted you."

I looked between the two sisters. "Did you
try calling it?"

Mom nodded. "We tried that once she admitted
she lost it."

Aunt Edna scowled. "I didn't lose it. I just
don't know where it is." She shrugged, apparently not seeing a
problem with her statement, and glanced at her watch. "It'll turn
up. I lived seventy-five years without one of those things. I ain't
gonna die or nothin'." She turned toward the front door." The pot
roast ain't done yet, but I guess we can sit and visit before
dinner."

Mom muttered something about losing
unattached heads as we followed Aunt Edna out to the porch. The two
of them sat in rockers, and Dad and I stood on the lawn and watched
Vince tear around the yard in big circles, getting rid of all the
manic energy left over from our days on the road.

"He sure is a crazy one." Dad paused long
enough that I knew what was coming next. "How're you doing?"

"I'm doing good, Dad." I looked at him.
"Really. You all can take off the kiddie gloves." I tipped my head
toward the porch. "And how are they? Since Grandma passed?"

His gaze stayed trained on Vince, who had
slowed his frantic circles and now weaved around sniffing
everything possessing a smell. "They're doing okay. Good
overall…just a few bumps here and there."

"Really? Like what?"

Dad either didn't hear me or ignored me.
Instead, he leaned down, slapped his leg, and called to his
granddog.

"I hear the oven buzzer." The wooden screen
door banged behind Aunt Edna as she went to answer its call.

My dad climbed the stairs. He looked good.
Maybe a little more stooped, with a few more creases on his face
than last time, but good overall.

The house looked fine too, with its cheery
yellow paint and white trim, dormers, and wraparound porch
railings. Maybe a few bits of cracked or peeling paint on the sides
of the big, boring-looking square house—American Four-square houses
were commonly called "Prairie Boxes"—showed the previous lively
colors the Harridan family had painted it. In the summertime, the
wildflowers and tended beds made it even more cheery, but now in
early October their colorful displays had closed up for the
year.

We headed inside to dinner, passing through
the living room. I paused to inspect a taxidermized standing gray
wolf with a sheepskin casually tossed over him.

"What's with the sheepskin?" I asked.

Mom rolled her eyes to the heavens. "Your
aunt's humor at work. We found the sheepskin cleaning out Grandma's
closet."

Aunt Edna banged over, her clogs loud on the
wooden floor. She stood, arms crossed, and glared at the wolf in
question. "A 'wolf in sheep's clothing,' you know. We should beware
of people not being what they seem. Not a bad thing to keep in the
back of your mind. And I thought it was funny." She pointed me to
the table. "Sit."

"Yes, ma'am." I mock saluted and moved to my
usual chair facing the picture window where I looked out onto a
field almost ready for its second haying. Mom and Aunt Edna flanked
me, and Dad took the chair by his wife.

We weren't a family that wasted much time
when it came to food, so it was a few minutes before anyone
spoke.

"That's a real good point, Edna," Dad made a
vague gesture with his fork. "Especially these last couple
months."

The conversation from the other room had
already floated out of my mind, so I stopped, fork halfway to my
mouth, while I tried to decipher what he was talking about.

"True," Mom nodded, the knot of hair at the
back of her head wobbling dangerously as she agreed with him. "Very
true, Frank."

Aunt Edna grunted her agreement, but kept
shoveling potatoes.

Perplexed, I set my fork down and reached
for my glass. "What are you talking about?"

Dad had taken a bite, so he nodded toward
the living room, and I followed his gaze. The wolf.

"You've had problems with a wolf in sheep's
clothing?"

Mom tittered. "Not literally a wolf,
dear."

Aunt Edna rolled her eyes. "I'm sure she
knows not literally, Agnes." She looked at me. "Yes, we've been
having issues with a shyster. He'll go away eventually." She stuck
a chunk of meat in her mouth. "Karma," she mumbled around the meat.
"It'll get 'em. Always does."

"I'm listening," I took another bite of
roast.

Dad shook his head and waved his napkin.
"It's nothing to worry about. It's a crock."

Mom had stopped eating and now pushed her
plate away. "It's total hogwash."

I looked around the table at the three of
them. They were all glaring everywhere but at each other or me.

"Let's change the subject, shall we?" Mom's
pinched smile was aimed at me. "How was your drive?"

I looked around at all of them for a moment
longer before shrugging. "Fine. Had the expected end result."

Mom nodded, her gaze on her napkin. I could
tell she was searching desperately for a real change of
subject.

It took a while, but she finally found one.
"Oh!" she burst out. "There's a cowboy poetry gathering this
Friday. We were planning on going." She looked at me
expectantly.

"Okay. I'll go. What exactly is cowboy
poetry?"

"Not like Robert Frost in a cowboy hat or
anything. More like the stories and songs cowboys shared around the
campfires," Aunt Edna explained. "They're real nice."

"It's at the High Octane. Remember that
place?" Mom asked.

"Yeah. It's the old gas station, right? Some
folks bought it and made it into a café?"

"That's the place," Mom said. "Nice folks,
despite not being from here."

I shook my head at my plate and smiled.
Those folks had lived here a decade or more but would always be
considered "the Californians."

Dad surveyed the table and announced it was
"high time for pie." We all helped clear the table—I noticed no one
told me to sit, you're a guest, and I didn't want to pick
apart what that meant—and reset it with a warm apple pie, a tub of
vanilla ice cream, and a block of cheddar cheese. A slice of
cheddar cheese on my apple pie was my favorite, but I was in an ice
cream mood tonight.

Shortly after dinner, Mom and Dad announced
they needed to get home to feed the animals. Aunt Edna and I walked
them to the edge of the porch and watched as they pulled away, the
car shrieking the whole way, causing both of us to cringe.

"Fan belt," I laughed. "And I bet she won't
let you touch it."

"So stubborn," Aunt Edna fussed. "Frank has
no problem with free mechanic services, but your mom…good heavens.
She must think I'm keeping tally."

"I'm sure it's not a matter of trust. She
just doesn't want to feel like she's taking advantage."

Aunt Edna scoffed. "She's been a pain in the
tukus since Mama died. Acting like she's the boss at the HOG, but
she ain't the boss of me. Mama left the HOG to us equally, period.
I help her out in the store sometimes if she needs me, but…" Aunt
Edna shot me a glance. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't vent to you about
her. How about we go take a look at what I'm working on right now?
A 1966 Ford Mustang."

We headed for the barn, which, for the last
two decades or so, was reserved for her classic car restoration
side hustle-slash-hobby. She considered herself to be like those
folks who flipped houses but didn't want to call it "flipping
cars." Who would buy it, she'd said, if they thought it meant it
had been literally flipped?

The last time I'd been in here was when I
came home on leave after my fiancé was killed in Iraq. We'd worked
almost around the clock restoring a 1948 Chevy 3100. As we rebuilt
the truck's engine, we also rebuilt me. The only reminder of that
time was an old Army cot against the far back wall, complete with
an uber-itchy old-style OD "olive drab" green woolen blanket.

Aunt Edna caught me looking at it. "I'm not
going to ask you how you're doing."

"I appreciate that." I walked my fingers
along the rusted carcass of the Mustang. "I don't know if I ever
really thanked you. You were the only one who knew how to help
me."

"Oh, you helped yourself. I didn't do
nothin' but give you a project." She waved me off. "You're a woman
of action. You needed a task to work on, a goal. Not to sit around
and talk about feelings." She drew the word out and added a
snobby accent.

I laughed, but it was true. I loved that
feeling when you turned the key of a previously cranky vehicle and
heard the engine roar to life. It was a mystery to solve—you had to
search and test to find the problem, and once you found it, you
then had to figure out the solution. See that leak? No more leak.
Simple. I liked that.

We talked over some general points of the
Mustang refurbishment when the long drive, combined with pot roast
and pie, hit me like a ton of bricks. As we walked back to the
house, I paused to stare at the plethora of stars stretching across
the sky like grains of sand on a beach.

"That never fails to take my breath away," I
pointed. "You can't see anything close to that many stars anywhere
else."

Aunt Edna linked her arm with mine, and I
leaned into her.

"I've missed you, Aunt Edna."

"I've missed you too, Nug. I'm glad you're
here."

We headed to bed, where I dreamed of
sheepskin-wearing wolves preying on peanut butter–covered
raccoons.


CHAPTER TWO

 


The next morning, I was up with the sun.

I blew over the surface of my coffee, steam
forming in the cool October air. I kept an eye on Vince as he did
his business, making a mental note where to do pick-up duty later,
when the screen door creaked behind me.

"Mornin', Nug." Aunt Edna joined me at the
porch railing, looking summery in her wildflower print leggings.
"How'd you sleep?"

"All right. You?"

"Good." She took a long draw from her mug
then eyeballed me. "You still get up early."

I laughed. "Hard habit to break. Plus, I
can't stay lying in bed. It makes my back hurt."

"You're only forty-two! But I hear you." Her
eyes narrowed as she focused on something in the field across the
road. "You might want to call your pup in."

I followed her line of sight to see what
motivated her suggestion.

"Vince. Come!" I called to him with my
I've-got-a-treat-for-ya voice. If he picked up on any sense of
urgency, he'd play games with me as boxers were known to do.

He ran toward us, clearing the four steps to
the porch in one bound. Aunt Edna held the door for him while
grabbing a pair of binoculars off the table right inside the door.
She handed them to me.

Not that I needed them. The wildlife she had
spotted was over a quarter mile away but big enough to recognize as
a bull moose. He was moving left to right across the field in front
of us.

"It's rutting season, right?" I raised the
binoculars to my face anyway.

"Sure enough. That's why I said to get Vince
in. They're both mean as a snake and dumb as a rock when they're
horny."

And an amazing sight, regardless of hormone
level. I watched in awe as the bull, the Shaquille O'Neal of the
deer world, wandered across a field and back into the wood line. I
had read males averaged one thousand pounds and ten feet to the top
of their antlers, so roughly the size of your average
SUV—without his head and antlers.

"We call him Magnus," Edna added.

"Magnus the Moose." Sounded like a
reasonable name.

"Yup. Want some eggs?"

While she made eggs, I made toast and noted
she called my parents on the antique avocado-green rotary phone
hanging on the kitchen wall to let them know Magnus was on the way
toward their property. She also let them know she had to pick up a
part in Moscow before heading to New Oslo, asking if there was
anything they needed.

Funny behavior for someone fed up with her
micromanaging older sister.

At eight thirty, we headed for Aunt Edna's
work truck, a slightly rusty 1972 Ford F100 that she bought after
her tour in Vietnam. She tossed me the key chain with a Joe Vandal,
the Viking mascot of the nearby University of Idaho, and gestured
me to the left side of the truck. With Vince between us on the
bench seat, I pulled out on the graveled Harridan Road leading to
the state route that would take us to Moscow, home of the
university and Aunt Edna's favorite parts store.

We talked with the ease you had with someone
who, even after not seeing them for a while, it was like you were
never apart. I had called her and my parents on an alternate-week
schedule, and we never ran out of things to talk about.

"So, tell me about this shyster, Aunt Edna."
I glanced over at her as she massaged Vince's ears, his
fawn-and-black head in her lap.

"Oh, you know. One of those guys who wants
respect without working for it. You know the kind."

I did.

"On one hand you have Jeff Eriksson, who
makes his living as a jack-of-all-trades. Works for me in the
garage when I need him, in the HOG, shifts at the café, and driving
a combine during harvesting time for his brother. I've got him
coming out to rototill the garden next week, and I know he'll show
on the appointed day and do the job. I don't even need to worry
about being home." She looked at me for confirmation that I
understood. "Well, this guy, I'd have to stand over him to make
sure he did the job, let alone not break—or steal—my
rototiller."

"Okay. I know what you mean. I've had both
types as soldiers." I raised a hand in question off the wheel. "But
what problem is he causing?"

Aunt Edna looked out the side window. "His
grandma was friends with your grandma. He thinks, for whatever
reason, that gives him some right to something he don't have a
right to. Mama wouldn't have done that to us." She huffed out a
breath. "He wants a free handout."

After a quick stop at the parts store, I
pulled the truck into the parking lot of a strip mall that had a
phone shop.

"It's on me." I hopped out of the truck and
cajoled her into the store. "You can't be without a phone. At least
for emergencies."

She put up halfhearted resistance but seemed
excited to have a brand-new smartphone she could play solitaire on.
I gave her a few tips while adding the family numbers in her
contacts. Then we got back on the road. Business was usually slow
at the garage, so we'd have plenty of time for smartphone lessons
later.

We tooled along through the rolling hills
typical of the Palouse region on our way back past the Harridan
Road turnoff and on to New Oslo. We passed crop fields dotted with
copses for another fifteen minutes before we started down into a
wooded valley. We passed Smitty's (the bar hadn't changed a bit,
with its Andy Capp character on the sign) and directly after, the
town limit marked with the population sign (Pop. 852). A
fancier sign welcomed us to New Oslo, named by the predominantly
Scandinavian residents in the mid-1800s. Up the hill on the left
was the high school where I toiled as a teen and on our right was
the lumberyard. Route 8 was Main Street, so I followed it through
town, passing three blocks of attached storefront two-story
buildings on the right and, on the left, separate buildings that
housed businesses. Very little had changed from when I lived here
over twenty years ago.

I did notice some new storefronts,
though.

"'Cheese and Thank You'," I pointed. "Lemme
guess. Cheese?"

"Yes, smarty pants. The Olafson family—do
you remember we used to go out and get cheese curds and such from
their farm?"

I nodded.

"He opened a store there with his daughters.
Good cheese, and they make a damn fine pie."

"And what's the one next to it? Something
about 'quiet'?"

"A yoga studio, if you can believe it.
Called A Piece of Quiet." Aunt Edna looked out her side window as
we drove past. "Nice gal runs it. Not sure how much business she
gets out here."

I made a mental note to check it out later.
"Mr. Sherwood still run the hardware store?"

"Yup." Aunt Edna frowned. "He's looking to
retire. Talking about selling. We're all a little worried about
that."

"Why?" I asked, genuinely confused.

"New Oslo needs that store here. Your mom
and I discussed taking it on, or at least taking on his inventory,
adding on to the garage, but…" She raised a hand in a gesture of
I-don't-know.

By now we were almost to our destination,
the last lot on the left. The HOG was a true old General Store. Old
signs, and a few new ones, advertised the wares, a vintage Drink
Coca-Cola sign vying for customers against a giant bottle
cap–shaped Dr. Pepper sign and Fresh Eggs next to a Live
Bait sign with an overly-happy, and apparently oblivious, worm
sitting on a hook and smiling at us. Inside you could find
everything from toothpaste and milk to birdseed and the Farmers'
Almanacs—everything the townspeople and surrounding rural families
needed on a day-to-day basis. If more was needed, a trip to the
Walmart or the WinCo in Moscow would be in order.

The garage attached off to the right side of
the general store had just one bay, with a sliding door, which was
closed. An antique gas pump and a few old signs decorated the
exterior, staying with the somewhat whimsical "old timey" feel, but
inside was all business and considerably updated for a town this
size. This garage was where Aunt Edna had learned auto repair from
her father, as well as where they'd taught me a few things. Aunt
Edna joined the WAC in order to learn more, only to find out the
hard way they weren't quite ready for female mechanics. Twenty-five
years later, those barriers busted, I requested to go into the
Ordnance Corps, which was responsible for vehicle maintenance,
among other things.

"We should pop in to say hi to your mom."
Aunt Edna led the way. "She'll let us know if anyone came by for
the garage."

Mom was perched behind the front counter,
squinting at the tiny window on her digital camera. She hopped down
to squeeze me and to give Vince a biscuit. "How'd you sleep?" She
peered at me from her position, bent over patting his head.

"Good. And you?"

She nodded. "Good. And I got a couple of
good shots of Magnus when he wandered by. People love my cards, and
the moose ones are good sellers." She gestured to the rotating rack
of cards featuring her wildlife photos.

"I know, Mom," I slowly turned the rack to
look at them. "You seem to have found a calling."

"I say she should enter them in the county
fair, but she can't enter them and sell them as cards at the same
time." Aunt Edna pointed out a card with periwinkle bachelor
buttons on it. "Love this one."

Aunt Edna showed Mom her new phone, and they
twittered over it like schoolgirls. "Maybe I'll get that Facechat
Summer is always doin'. She'd love that, don't you think?"

I doubted my niece, my sister Tru's girl,
would be thrilled if her great-aunt showed up on Snapchat, or
FaceTime, whichever Aunt Edna meant, but I didn't say it.

We headed back out into the sunshine,
holding the door for Vince and waiting while he pottied on the only
clump of grass in front of the building.

I still had her keys so found the correct
one and stuck it in the lock, only to have the door lurch
forward.

"It's not locked." I looked back at Aunt
Edna.

Aunt Edna frowned. "That can't…" she trailed
off when I pushed the door open a little. "Jeff doesn't usually
forget to lock it. He knows how much my tools are worth."

I stuck my head into the dark garage to call
out to see if anyone was there when the smell hit me. Not believing
it, I sniffed, hoping for nothing but oil and lingering exhaust.
But there was also an additional metallic smell. An organic one,
not a normal engine-related one. It was a smell that made visions
flash before my eyes, things I didn't want to see or think about
from my time overseas. I slumped against the doorjamb, hand over my
face, trying to breathe deeply and push those memories away.

Why would there be blood in here?

Aunt Edna's voice, sounded faint, asking me
what was wrong. She pushed the door open farther to come to my
side.

And she froze. "What's that smell?"

Our gazes locked for what seemed like hours.
I saw the moment she recognized it too, pulled from the recesses of
her life experiences as a farmer's daughter.

She reached in front of me to where the
light switch was and gave it a flick.

I was surprised to see a car in the bay.
Even more surprising were the feet sticking out from under the
vehicle at an atypical angle, diagonal under the car. Why is
someone working on a car in the dark?

I turned halfway and told Vince to sit and
stay. He did as he was told but cocked his head to the side as if
asking why. Then Aunt Edna and I inched into the room.

It was your average garage, with its painted
gray floor, rolling tool cabinets, and an office encased in glass
in the back. A small, very informal waiting area, with a single
metal folding chair and a basket with decades-old magazines filled
some space outside the office.

"Hello?" I called out, but there was no
answer.

The legs were hanging off the end of a
creeper, the wheeled pad used to slide under cars. I squatted, my
knees complaining, but couldn't see anything past the knees.

Taking hold of Aunt Edna's hand, we moved
around the feet toward the front of the car, where we stopped and
stared at the ground.

"Oh Lordie," Aunt Edna gasped. A twelve-inch
adjustable wrench lay in a pool of blood on the otherwise spotless
bay floor.

Still clinging together, we bent at the
waist to look farther under the car. Cursing under her breath, Aunt
Edna straightened quickly, pulling me with her.

"Let's go call the police." I put my arm
around her. Once we were back out in the sunshine, I pulled the
door shut then slid my cell out of my jeans pocket. I started to
dial then stopped to look at Aunt Edna slumped against the side
wall, ashen. "Do you know who that is? Or rather, was?"

Aunt Edna stared off in the distance, not
seeming to hear me, horror etched on her face. Finally, she mumbled
something, and I leaned toward her to hear. "It's the wolf."


CHAPTER THREE

 


"I froze when I smelled it." I rubbed my
temples, but it didn't ease the pressure in my head. I sat on the
bench on the front porch of the HOG, my best friend, Petunia
"Freddie" Fredrickson, sitting next to me. Not only had we grown up
together, but we had served together in the Army for a few years
before she returned home.

Freddie nodded sympathetically. "I get it."
And I knew that she did. She waited a beat. "So…what time did you
get home?"

"Are you asking as my best friend or as the
deputy?"

Freddie was a sheriff's deputy, her office
here in New Oslo. "Both." She hooked her thumb and gestured toward
her shoulder, discreetly pointing at the other end of the porch.
"Better than him asking, isn't it?"

I refused to look at the sheriff who stood
talking with Aunt Edna. And I didn't disagree with Freddie.

"Around seventeen hundred, seventeen thirty.
I went straight out to Grandma's house. My folks came over for
dinner. Mom closed the HOG early. This is the first time I've been
here in New Oslo." I paused and looked at my watch. "We got here
about an hour ago now."

She nodded and made a note. "Five p.m. And,
to reiterate, you don't know the victim, Mr. Toat?"

"No. Never seen him before. Who is he?"

"Auggie Toat. His family is from the
Paradise Valley area. His grandma worked for your mom and grandma
for a few years." She looked toward the sheriff again. "That's the
only connection I see between him and the HOG."

"So, no clue why or what Auggie Toat is
doing here? Besides being dead."

Freddie pursed her lips and took off her
hat, wracking her fingers through her short hair. Her sandy blonde
was shot through with gray. I figured now wasn't the time to tease
her about it.

"He's a freelance worker, if you will"—she
shrugged—"though that doesn't answer why he is here, in the
garage. Or dead." She shook her head. "I don't recall seeing him
doing work for your family before. Hopefully your mom and aunt can
shed some light on why he was here specifically."

I looked out over the parking lot as I
rubbed Vince's ears. "What kind of name is Auggie, anyway?"

"Short for Augustus." She gestured toward
the garage. "The doorjamb looked fine, not like someone broke in.
You said the door was unlocked?"

"Yes, which is odd. Aunt Edna was clearly
surprised. We're diligent about locking up since there are
thousands of dollars' worth of tools in there."

After finding the body, I'd texted Freddie
in lieu of calling 9-1-1. Then Aunt Edna and I went into the HOG to
tell Mom.

"It's that guy," Aunt Edna had crinkled her
nose. She accepted a bottle of water from Mom. "Auggie Toat."

"Oh no! Auggie?" Mom had moaned. "That's
really bad. Really, really bad." Her coloring was green, but
she held her own.

I didn't mention my mom's comment to
Freddie. Why is it "really, really" bad instead of just
"regular" bad?

Freddie had arrived within minutes of my
text, not to mention on foot. The NOPD was cattycorner across the
street from the HOG and consisted of her and Sergeant Robert White
Jr. After a perfunctory look at the scene, she called the county
sheriff, who was based in nearby Moscow, the county seat.

Sheriff Joseph Eriksson arrived about twenty
minutes later, around the same time Sergeant White finished
practically wrapping the building in crime scene tape. The tall,
imposing, Viking-like man pretended I was invisible. Which was par
for the course of the last twenty years and made things even more
awkward than they needed to be.

Freddie called me back into the moment. "Are
they, Edna and your parents, had they been behaving…normally?"

I stared at her. "Freddie. You know them.
You practically grew up at my house."

She shrugged sheepishly. "Yeah, but you know
I have to ask."

"No," I growled. "I don't know. And I
shouldn't have to remind you they recently lost their mother. How
normal are they supposed to be behaving?" I crossed my arms,
glaring.

Sergeant White reappeared from around the
corner and gestured to the sheriff. Eriksson left the porch to join
him in the gravel lot. White leaned in and showed him something,
and while I couldn't see Eriksson's face, his shoulders stiffened.
He turned to Freddie and gestured her over. The three of them
stood, heads together for a moment. Then Eriksson returned to Aunt
Edna. I strained to hear what was being said.

"Edna, how many keys do you have to the
garage?" the sheriff asked Aunt Edna.

"There are three. One on Agnes's set, one on
mine, and your brother Jeff has the third, the spare. Jeff works
here sometimes, you know, and I gave them to him the day before
yesterday to close up last night. That key is the spare and usually
hangs on a hook in the garage. Jeff should still have it." She
craned her neck to look at him. "Why?"

He ignored her question. "No plain, unmarked
key on a string?"

She shook her head. "The spare usually hangs
on the pegboard and has a little Lego mechanic on it. And like I
said, Jeff should have it now."

The sheriff held up a bag that contained a
key on a string. "So this isn't yours?"

Aunt Edna peered at it. "No, never seen that
before."

"It fits the lock on the garage door."
Sheriff Eriksson waited a moment, maybe for a response or maybe
just for effect. Then he continued. "What about a phone? Do you
have one?" At that question, I marched across the porch. "What's
this about?"

The sheriff didn't even turn his head to
acknowledge me.

Aunt Edna took a deep breath. "I have one of
those flip phones. I think I might have left it here at the garage
a couple days ago. Did you find it?"

The sheriff's face was unreadable. "No, just
noticed there was no landline phone."

"No phone at all? There's one on the
wall."

"Not anymore." He shook his head. "Where
were you last night?"

"Now, Joe, listen to me…" Aunt Edna started,
but I intervened.

"Look, I'm going to take these two home now.
This has been a rough day already." I glared at Freddie since the
sheriff wouldn't look at me. "They're not gonna run off anywhere if
you have more questions."

Tires crunching gravel punctuated the end of
the conversation as the coroner and crime scene vans from Moscow
pulled into the lot.

Freddie and Eriksson exchanged a look.

"Go on then," the sheriff said to Aunt Edna.
"We'll be in touch."

I hooked my arm through Aunt Edna's, and we
headed to Mom's car where she was waiting with Vince.

Freddie followed us but, before she could
say anything, I turned on her. "No more questions!"

She recoiled then put her hands on her hips.
"I was going to say I'll let you know when you can open the HOG
again. The garage will need to stay closed longer. I'll let you
know when you can reopen. And"—she turned to Aunt Edna—"we need to
know whose car that is so we can let them know it's
inaccessible."

"It's the Browns'. They have another vehicle
plus their farm truck, so it should be okay."

"Thank you," Freddie said. "I'll see you in
the morning."

I glared at her back as she walked away.
Nice to be home!

"Teresa Jane Treslow, you get in this car
right now," Mom said in that voice. All three names.
Yikes.

"Yeah, of course, Mom. I'm coming. Do you
want me to drive?"

She agreed, and with the sisters in the back
and Vince in the front, I pulled out toward home, the fan belt
screaming. I got chewed out for being rude to the "lawpeoples"
before I honked the horn in frustration. We were outside town now,
so it wouldn't bother anyone. The horn startled Mom into
silence.

"Do you not understand the situation? The
questions they were asking you?" I glared into the rearview mirror.
"You"—I pointed at each one of them in the mirror—"are suspects to
a murder."

"Murder? Don't be ridiculous," Mom
sputtered. "They don't think we did anything. And who says it's
murder?"

"Well, most people don't hit themselves in
the head with wrenches, Agnes," Aunt Edna said dryly.

"Suicide, maybe?" Mom lifted her shoulders
in a shrug. "It could happen."

"Mom, stop! They obviously found a key to
the garage and Aunt Edna's phone with that man. They asked you what
you were doing yesterday and when you had seen him last!" I lifted
one hand off the wheel in an irritated wave. "And do you really
think Joe Eriksson is going to think his brother Jeff had anything
to do with it?"

The sisters were silent. I glanced over at
Vince, who stared straight ahead, probably afraid he was the one
being yelled at. "And what was that, Mom, about it being 'really,
really bad' it was Auggie? Isn't it bad regardless?"

Aunt Edna sat forward suddenly. "It is bad.
That man was trying to steal our businesses from us. A month or so
ago, Auggie came by and informed us his father had passed and he'd
been going through papers. His grandmother, LuAnne, had already
passed and left everything to her son, who in turn left it to
Auggie." She chopped the air with the side of her hand to show the
succession. "Auggie said he found paperwork that LuAnne owned a
share of the store and garage. He believes we owe him her share,
including back earnings. For the last half decade. Which there's no
way we can afford. We'd have lost it all."

I gasped. "LuAnne had a share of the
store?"

Mom lifted her hands. "We can't find any
paperwork that says that. He swears it's on file at the county
courthouse. Dad was going to look into it further if he brought it
up again."

"But even if she did, and there's paperwork,
wouldn't it be null if LuAnne died before Grandma?" I asked.

Both threw up their hands.

Thoughts flew through my brain, but I waited
until I found the right way to say it. "Did either of you mention
that to Joe Eriksson or Freddie?"

I could see them in the rearview mirror as
they exchanged glances. That would be a "no."

I sighed. "I understand not wanting to make
yourself look like you had a motive, but by not telling them, it'll
make you look more suspicious when they find out."
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