
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	A KIWI BEFORE DYING

	A Working Stiffs Mystery

	Book 8

	Wendy Delaney

	 


Contents

	 

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-One

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	Chapter Thirty-Five

	Chapter Thirty-Six

	Chapter Thirty-Seven

	Dedication

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author

	More by this Author

	 


 

	Chapter One

	 

	“I STILL SAY she should have made the effort to be here,” my grandmother grumbled, sticking her nose in an herb basket hanging near the register while I pulled out a credit card to pay for our Mother’s Day brunch.

	Gaylene Havens, the owner of the tea room with the adjoining garden center that Gram was eager to explore, shot her a nervous glance. “Is everything okay?”

	Since it wasn’t yet noon and my actress mother didn’t “do” mornings, I wasn’t surprised when she suggested that Gram and I stop by for coffee on our way home from Havens Berry Farm.

	Marietta also didn’t “do” the smell of farm country and would have been bored to tears with the Mother’s Day sale Gram wanted to take advantage of, so everything about today’s brunch at a table for two had been perfectly okay from my point of view.

	“Unfortunately, my mother wasn’t able to join us,” I said while Gram scoffed.

	I pointed at the blueberry scones in the glass display case behind the register. “But I’m sure she’d like a scone.”

	“Then she should have come with us to order one herself.” Gram gave the bakery case a dismissive wave as she made tracks for a planter of lemon balm and mint.

	“Better make it three scones.” The more chewing we did at my mother’s house, the less talking we’d have to do. If we combined quality pastry bliss with another caffeine fix, a good time should be had by all.

	Maybe. If I was very, very lucky.

	“You’ve got it,” Gaylene said with a knowing smile as she rang me up. “Family dynamics can be complicated at times.”

	I handed her my card. “You have no idea.”

	Gaylene’s gaze hardened as her adult son, Killian, clomped past me in heavy work boots and proceeded to clear the table Gram and I had just vacated with teacup-rattling gusto.

	“Don’t I?” Gaylene grimaced at the clatter of spoons striking her fine china. “Killian?”

	The forty-year-old hunk in the backward baseball cap and dirty jeans bristled, looking more like a gangster gardener than a busboy. “What?”

	His petite mother schooled her features as if she had just shifted into a cautious neutral to avoid making a scene in front of the seven remaining customers in her tiny cafe. “Maybe you should help your father for a while. With the plant sale, I’m sure he could use another pair of hands.”

	Killian vented a breath of annoyance. “Whatever you say.”

	Like a storm cloud, he rumbled back to the kitchen with what I hoped would be minimal breakage, and I settled up at the register.

	“You’ll have to excuse him,” Gaylene said, grabbing a white bakery bag for the scones. “He’s been going through a rough patch.”

	In my family, “rough patch” was the term used for every time my mother returned home after a divorce, so I understood the context.

	But since the news of Killian’s divorce hit the local gossip circuit last summer and promptly morphed into Port Merritt’s top story when his ex hooked up with his best friend, it was a safe bet that this particular patch had cut deep.

	“I hadn’t realized that Killian was back in town,” I said as Gaylene handed me the bakery bag. And I couldn’t imagine why he would want to return home now, three months after his ex-wife’s wedding.

	“Just for a little while. Until…” Censoring herself, she averted her gaze. “He knows how busy we are this time of year.”

	“Uh-huh.” Since the berry farm’s busy season wouldn’t start until July, I didn’t have to be the county prosecutor’s body language expert to see that Gaylene didn’t want to disclose whatever was really going on.

	Returning my credit card, she flashed me a brittle smile. “Lovely to see you again, Charmaine. Be sure to remind your grandmother to visit our greenhouse. Tomatoes are half off today.”

	I recognized a polite dismissal when I heard one. And Gram needed no reminder as I discovered when I followed the path of stepping stones and found her pulling a vintage red wagon down the center of the plastic-covered greenhouse.

	“Oh, good. Char, help me decide.” Gram pointed at the two tomato plants in front of her. “The Early Girl or the Moskvich? Rory was telling me that his customers raved about their Moskvich harvest last summer.”

	Rory Havens took a break from watering the fuchsia baskets hanging near the entrance to give me a friendly wink. “And not just because I’ve got ten plants sitting here in need of good homes, and not very many buyers today.”

	Maybe because the farm supply store next door had a similar sale going on with eye-catching signs along the road to advertise it.

	“I say get them both,” I said, loading both pots onto the wagon. “Then you’ll know which one to buy when we come back next Mother’s Day.”

	“Ooh, a date for next year.” Gram grinned. “How can I say no to that proposition?”

	“Great. So are we ready to go?” Not that I was trying to rush her, but if we didn’t leave soon, I could count on Marietta sending me a pouty text about being left all alone on Mother’s Day.

	And no one liked a pouty Marietta. Least of all me.

	“What’s over here?” Gram asked, walking toward a long row of herb flats.

	Mr. Havens set down his hose and followed her down the brick paver walkway with the wagon. “Marjoram, oregano, chervil. You name it. We got it.”

	Gram turned to me. “I think I may need another wagon.”

	And since she’d be shopping for a while longer, I needed to call my mother to let her know that it would be another hour before we arrived. “No problem. Where are they?”

	Mr. Havens waved me away. “Don’t trouble yourself. Killian can bring you one. That’s what kids are for—to fetch stuff, right?”

	That felt like my cue to fetch the car that I’d had to park up the road when we first arrived to this popular Sunday brunch destination. “Absolutely. Take your time, Gram. While he gets you another wagon, I’m going to bring the car around.” And call Mom.

	“Sounds like a plan,” she said, her eyes glazed like a kid’s in a candy shop.

	Searching my tote for my cell phone as I exited the greenhouse, I almost ran into Mr. Havens.

	“Killian!” he called out repeatedly while a dog barked in the distance. “I swear that boy has trouble remembering that I’m paying him to actually do some work around here.”

	“Maybe he’s in the kitchen.” At least that was where Killian was when I saw him last. “If I see him I’ll let him know he’s needed back here.”

	But I didn’t catch a glimpse of anyone but Gaylene and a few lingering customers on my way out through the garden center.

	Outside, where a three-foot paddlewheel water feature mimicked a babbling brook, I looked up to soak in the warmth of the sun on what felt like a lovely preview of summer. Especially welcome after an almost solid week of misty rain, it helped Port Merritt live up to its sunny, blue sky reputation.

	“Perfect.” At least it would have been sans the neighborhood dog barking bloody murder about something.

	For the sake of the dog and his owner, I hoped it was nothing more calamitous than a squirrel with the gumption to drink out of his doggy bowl. And I refocused my attention on the things that were great about today.

	I had made the wonderful woman who raised me happy by bringing her to one of her favorite gardening destinations.

	I had a dinner date scheduled with Steve, the man I loved.

	And I had a bag of yummy scones swinging from my hand. Not much of a gift for the mother who excelled at having the best of everything, but maybe one of those fuchsia baskets would put a smile on her beautiful face. Plus, the price was right—way less than what it would cost me if I showed up with just the bag of carbohydrates that was mainly for me.

	So scones and a fuchsia basket. “Yep, perfect,” I said to myself as I crossed the berry farm parking lot to the deserted two-lane road.

	Well, perfect except for the incessant barking that was sounding more like a distress call with every step I took. Making it impossible to ignore, because now there seemed to be a growing sense of urgency. And I knew in my bones that something was very wrong.

	At first I thought there might be something going on at the barn-like veterinary clinic across the way. But judging by the increasing volume, I was closing in on the dog in trouble.

	Was he next door on the farm supply grounds? Maybe tied up and managed to get himself into a terrible tangle while someone was shopping? Or worse, hit by a car and begging for rescue?

	Shielding my eyes, I looked past the last few rows of raspberries but didn’t have a clear view of anything beyond the copse of trees on the berry farm side of the property line.

	With the mounting dread that I didn’t have a minute to lose, I picked up my pace to the Subaru that I’d parked in a patch of weeds near the post and rail fence that bordered the Constantine Farm Supply property. Tossing the bakery bag and my tote on to the passenger seat, I took off in a run down a long, dirt drive, pebbles skittering under my sandals.

	Halfway down the drive, with a grove of mature Douglas firs on my left and a red storage barn on my right, I had a clear shot of what appeared to be a renovated farmhouse. White two-story with forest green shutters maybe sixty feet back from the barn. A barking dog that I could hear but not see, and a new-model black pickup parked out front, but no sign that its owner was coming to the pup’s rescue any time soon.

	Then I saw movement and my heart tried to pound its way out of my chest.

	It was a man stepping off the porch that wrapped around the south side of the house—a man wearing a backward baseball cap.

	He moved quickly, like he didn’t belong there.

	No wonder the dog was anxiously sounding the intruder alert.

	My pulse pounding in my ears, I ducked behind the trunk of a giant cedar tree and cursed the fact that I had left my cell phone in the car.

	What do I do? Go back and get it? Run next door and get Mr. Havens while I called 911?

	No matter what, I was going to have to make a run for it, so I snuck a peek to see if the coast was clear.

	Wait a minute. Is that…?

	Not only did I recognize the guy, the canine alarm that had lured me back here was no longer blaring.

	Instead, judging by the tail-wagging, it appeared that man and beast knew one another very well. And the man who had looked like a gangster just minutes earlier was smiling.

	I didn’t think I had ever seen Killian smile before. It looked good on him. But it made me feel like a dope, hiding behind a tree, so I stepped out and gave him a wave. “Is everything okay? I heard the barking and—”

	“Everything’s fine,” he muttered, his face turning to stone while the shaggy mutt at the end of the leash in Killian’s hand danced with excitement.

	If everything was so fine, why had we both come to this dog’s rescue? “What’s going on?”

	“Nothing.”

	I didn’t believe that for a second. “So everything’s okay back here?”

	“Yeah. Nothing you need to concern yourself with,” Killian said, leading the dog toward the fence that separated this property from his father’s berry farm.

	It sure hadn’t sounded that way to me. In fact, the way he was acting made me wonder what he’d been up to. “Your father’s looking for you.”

	Passing the message along didn’t earn me so much as a grunt of a response. But with Killian and the much happier dog disappearing behind the fence, I figured my civic duty had been fulfilled, and I returned to my original mission of retrieving the car.

	When I went back inside to look for my grandmother, I spotted Mr. Havens standing by the entrance of the greenhouse.

	He glared at Killian while the dog barked his own displeasure from the sprinkler pole his leash was looped around. “I guess I don’t have to ask where you’ve been.”

	With his square jaw set, Killian clamped his mouth shut and stepped around his father.

	“You had to pick today to do this,” Mr. Havens said to his son’s back.

	“Leave it alone, Dad.”

	Mr. Havens turned to me after Killian rounded the corner. “Sorry about that. We usually have better manners around here.”

	I forced a smile. “No worries.” Whatever was going on was none of my business.

	Even though I was dying to know.

	After Mr. Havens excused himself to help some customers at the garden center register, I spent the next ten minutes trying to coax my grandmother to join them with her two red wagons of herbs and veggies.

	“I guess you’re right. I’ve had enough fun for one day,” Gram finally relented, following me out of the greenhouse.

	That’s when we heard the scream.

	She turned to me, her eyes wide behind her silver-framed trifocals. “What the heck was that?”

	I didn’t know, but it came from the direction of that farmhouse, and probably had everything to do with a barking dog.


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	A SECOND WHITE-and-green Chimacam County sheriff’s SUV arrived at the farmhouse with lights flashing an hour later. The deputy parked next to Steve, the cop I had called after enough tearful accusations were hurled between screams for me to discern that the bloody body of Trevor Constantine had been discovered by his wife.

	Killian’s ex-wife.

	The same Killian I had witnessed skulking around their house.

	Based on the quick survey I had done of the Constantine Farm Supply employees and customers assembled in the back corner of the three-acre property, I was the only one who had seen anything around the probable time of the murder. Making me the only one of us who would be expected to testify if this came to trial.

	Thinking about the charges that might be filed by my boss, the Chimacam County Prosecutor/Coroner, I swallowed the growing lump in my throat. Because she wouldn’t be the least bit pleased when she found out that the investigating officers had to interview her assistant.

	And I had thought that the only thing I had to worry about today was being chewed out by a sulky mother for arriving late.

	After almost two years of assisting with death investigations, at least I knew most of the players and what to expect from the next couple of hours.

	Since Deputy Barnhart, first on the scene, didn’t seem interested in talking to me beyond instructing me to not leave, I texted Marietta to let her know that a work thing had come up but I’d make it over there when I could.

	Sort of true. The deputy coroner on duty this weekend would have been called by the sheriff, making my department officially involved. This would also add one more person to the list of those here who were less than thrilled to see me waiting to make a statement.

	But topping the list had to be Killian Havens, shooting me a death stare from the weed-choked lawn, where he was sitting twenty feet away from me with the dog.

	The only one who seemed oblivious to my presence was Amity Constantine, the wife of the victim, who had spent most of the last ten minutes sobbing into the broad shoulder of one of the guys Gram knew from the farm supply store.

	While Deputy Barnhart inserted himself as a human shield between Amity and her ex-husband, Barnhart’s partner thumbed for Killian to follow him toward the dog run at the rear of the house.

	Amity stiffened as they passed. “Where are you going? Are you arresting him?”

	Barnhart extended his hand like a traffic cop. “My partner’s just going to ask him a few questions.”

	“I want him arrested!” Amity lunged, chunks of her pink-streaked blond hair the only part of her to achieve forward momentum when the deputy restrained her. “He killed my husband!”

	“Please, ma’am. I know this is difficult, but—”

	“He did it.” Weeping, Amity pounded Barnhart’s chest. “I know he did!”

	After screaming a string of obscenities at Killian, Amity folded like soggy toast in Barnhart’s arms, and he eased her to his SUV, where she collapsed into the passenger seat. Then he gave the Port Merritt Police detective standing next to me a look of entreaty.

	All of us knew this was outside of Steve’s jurisdiction, but since everyone there with a badge was waiting for the sheriff’s detective to arrive, I wasn’t surprised when Steve draped his arm around my shoulder and steered me toward the tree I had hid behind earlier.

	But that didn’t mean I had to enjoy the non-verbal directive to stand back while Deputy Barnhart cordoned off the scene with yellow tape. “What are you doing?”

	Steve pulled me tight into his warmth. “You know exactly what I’m doing. And since you’re just waiting to be interviewed as a witness, and nothing more,” he emphasized as if I needed the reminder, “you can wait here. Better yet, go back to the tea room and keep your grandmother company until they call you.”

	Not a chance. “The nice officer over there told me not to leave, remember?”

	Steve blew out a breath. “You would be two minutes away, and I’m sure your granny would appreciate—”

	“You giving her a ride home? I’m sure she would.” Which was why I called him in the first place. “Plus, Gaylene has more important things to do right now than babysit my grandmother.” Namely, find her son a good lawyer, because he was going to need one.

	Steve’s dark eyes narrowed. “You promise to stay out of the way until your name is called?”

	I squinted, trying to mirror his glare. “You mean like a good girl?”

	“You know exactly what I mean.”

	“Uh-huh. I’ll cling to this tree and not speak until spoken to.”

	“As much as I’d like to stick around and see that, I’ll trust you to be on your best behavior.” He planted a kiss on my lips. “It’s okay if you want to be a bad girl after dinner, though.”

	“I’ll take that under advisement,” I said, trying to play it cool while my girl parts tingled with anticipation.

	After waving good-bye to Steve, I killed a little time by taking a few photos of the growing crowd gathering on the front lawn. Not that I’d be interviewing any of them later, but I thought someone from my office might want to.

	I was in the process of capturing a shot of the porch when I noticed a teenage girl standing on the other side of the back post and rail fence.

	It seemed I wasn’t the only one who noticed her, because the dog bounded toward her, his tail wagging with doggy joy when she reached through the fence to pet him.

	So, you’re friends, huh?

	“Where were you when he was calling out for help earlier?” I muttered, lowering my cell phone when a frowning Deputy Barnhart came into sharp focus.

	I had expected to be on the receiving end of some grief, but that didn’t happen. Probably because Criminal Prosecutor Shondra Alexander, serving as this weekend’s on-call deputy coroner, was pulling her white Mercedes into the spot Steve had vacated minutes earlier.

	Popping the rear hatch of her SUV, she grabbed the black duffle everyone in my office referred to as the “bag of death” and then scanned the crowd like she wanted to shoot someone.

	“It’s not bad enough that I didn’t get to spend Mother’s Day with my sweet boy who served me breakfast in bed,” Shondra said, training her glare on me as she approached. “I’m informed that one of the 911 calls came from you.”

	At six feet tall with the body mass index of a long-distance runner, this former cop from Texas turned heads by her sheer physical presence everywhere she went.

	Today was no exception. Because it felt like everyone who had staked out a patch of grass near the house was watching, waiting for Shondra to stomp on me like an unwelcome ant at a picnic.

	“I happened to be in the area when the woman who lives here started screaming. And it became obvious really fast that a call needed to be made.”

	Mainly because Amity Constantine had cried out the magic word: murder.

	Shondra narrowed her russet eyes. “Please tell me that’s the extent of your involvement here.”

	If only I could. “I’m sort of a witness to her ex-husband being on the property around the possible time of the…” I didn’t want to say “murder” or anything else that would make it sound like I’d inserted myself into what was about to become an official investigation. “Of whatever took place here. Because I was next door with my grandmother, and there was a barking dog, and I only came over because I thought he was hurt or something.”

	Uttering an expletive, Shondra started marching toward the house. “I really didn’t need this today.”

	I had to run to keep up with her long strides. “I didn’t go inside or touch anything.”

	“Thank the Lord for small mercies.” She stopped in front of the crime scene tape and pointed back at the tree that had become my Constantine property hangout. “Wait over there and don’t talk to anyone unless I’m with you. Understood?”

	Like Steve, but in a much less pleasurable way, she couldn’t have made herself more clear. “Yes, ma’am.”

	Shondra shifted her glare to the unmarked county vehicle pulling up next to her Mercedes. “About dang time,” she muttered as Detective Jim Pearson climbed out.

	He surveyed the scene much like she had moments earlier and then sauntered toward us with his own crime scene investigation duffle. “Sorry if I kept you waiting. The kids and I were visiting their grandmother. You know…Mother’s Day.”

	“Yeah. I know.” Shondra gave me a look as if I bore some responsibility for ruining their afternoon and then lifted the yellow tape that stretched from Barnhart’s vehicle to the kennel at the rear of the house. “Shall we?” she said to the detective while Amity and a balding jock who had an arm around her shoulder looked on.

	I took that as my cue to resume hugging my tree. I then spent the next thirty-six minutes avoiding the stares of the curious onlookers while fielding calls from the mother who wanted to know what was keeping me.

	Just as I was about to ‘fess up and tell Marietta why I wouldn’t be able to leave anytime soon, Shondra stepped off the porch and took off the blue nylon booties covering her sneakers.

	“Let me call you back.” Hoping I wouldn’t get busted for using my phone, I dropped it into my tote and stood at attention as she headed for her car. “How’d it go in there?”

	“As you might expect when you have a dead guy with a knife in his chest lying on a bloody kitchen floor. Oh, and a cat that decided to walk through our crime scene.”

	“Kitty prints?”

	She nodded. “Everywhere. There was some food on a cutting board so that probably attracted her. Probably where the knife came from too.”

	“No human prints?” I asked, thinking about the work boots that I had watched Detective Pearson take from Killian and slip into an evidence bag while Shondra processed the scene.

	“Nothing obvious. It’s Pearson’s case now, so he gets the honor of looking for ‘em.”

	“So it’s definitely a criminal case.”

	“With that knife sticking out of the victim?” Shondra’s full lips twisted into a humorless smile. “Definitely.”

	I fell into step with her. “Now what?”

	“Pearson will take your statement in a few minutes,” Shondra said, opening the rear hatch and tossing in the duffle.

	“A few minutes?” I looked over at the detective leading the newly widowed woman with the pink hair to a lawn chair, where she collapsed and buried her face in her hands.

	Following my gaze, Shondra heaved a sigh. “Maybe more than a few.”


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	MY MOTHER DROPPED her scone to one of the fancy dessert plates she had set out on her dining room table. “It’s certainly not the freshest pastry I’ve ever had.”

	“Want me to pop it into the microwave for a few seconds? That would revive it.” If only I could nuke away the steady stream of griping she had been dishing out since my arrival.

	Marietta broke off a bite-sized chunk and then inspected her fingers as if she’d chipped a nail from the effort. “It’s fine.”

	It wasn’t fine. Nothing about today had been fine.

	A man had been killed.

	It appeared that I was the only witness who saw someone on the property around the time of the murder.

	And my mother was still fuming about being left alone for most of the day.

	“I already said I’m sorry.” And I knew there was nothing else I could say to make up for ruining the Mother’s Day tea she’d prepared for Gram and me. “If I could have come earlier, I would have.”

	Marietta didn’t look up from the crumbs she was rearranging on her plate. “I know.”

	“At least Gram was able to enjoy those pretty cucumber sandwiches you made.”

	She shrugged. “They looked a lot better four hours ago. Now they’re dry.”

	“No, they’re still good.” I plucked a wedge from the serving platter at the center of the table and took a bite. The bread was stale and the limp cucumber slice she’d cut too thin had no crunch, but I didn’t want to make this crappy day worse by reminding the beautiful creature next to me about her lack of culinary skills. “But if you want to save any of these for Barry, we should probably put them in something airtight.”

	Barry was Mr. Ferris, my old high school biology teacher, who had taken a big leap of faith last year by becoming Marietta’s fourth husband—probably the most impractical thing the lovestruck sap had ever done.

	Despite my misgivings about my mother rushing into another marriage and moving back to Port Merritt, I had never seen her so happy.

	Not so much with me at the moment, and there was little I could do to salvage the day beyond making the effort to rescue a few finger sandwiches.

	But when I pushed away from the table to find a storage container, my mother placed her hand on mine. “Don’t bother. I know when something is past its prime.”

	She wouldn’t meet my gaze, so I knew we weren’t talking about the sandwiches. “Did something happen that I don’t know about?”

	“I didn’t get the part.” She flashed me a tight-lipped smile. “They wanted to go another direction.”

	“That can mean anything.”

	“Younger, Charmaine. It means younger.”

	“Maybe.” Probably.

	My fifty-seven-year-old mother frowned as much as her latest Botox injection would allow. “My agent said as much when he called.”

	“What did he say exactly?”

	“He said the casting director was an idiot and that I should enjoy my Mother’s Day. You know, all the right things to cushion the blow without saying much of anything. The story of my life today.” She shot me a frosty glare. “No one’s telling me much of anything.”

	And that was the way it needed to stay. “If you’re referring to—”

	“Your grandmother said something happened near where you had brunch—something bad. That’s the work thing that you texted me about, right? But she refused to say anything else.”

	Thank you, Gram.

	I wasn’t supposed to discuss the murder and had asked my grandmother to keep a lid on everything she’d heard so that when the news hit the local gossip circuit we wouldn’t be quoted as anyone’s news source. “There isn’t—”

	“You two always keep me out of the loop, and I must say that I resent being excluded, especially today of all days.”

	“Then maybe you should have accepted my brunch invitation.”

	“You sound like my mother.”

	I shrugged. “Well? It’s true.”

	Marietta folded her arms under her double Ds. “And you know very well that I fast until noon.”

	Slept until noon was more like it.

	This conversation was getting me nowhere I wanted to go, and I had a hot date with a hot cop that I needed to get ready for.

	I made a show of picking up my cell phone. “Oh, look at the time. I should—”

	“You just got here.” She snatched the phone from my hand as if she were taking away a favorite toy. “What you should do is talk to your mother.”

	So much for making a clean getaway.

	Staring out the picture window in her dining room, I focused on an azalea bush in brilliant pink bloom while racking my brain for a safe subject to discuss. “Did Gram tell you about the tomato plants she bought? If those babies all ripen at the same time, she’s gonna have tomatoes coming out of her ears.”

	“Fascinating. So tell me.” Marietta set my phone down and leaned in. “What the heck happened that kept you busy all day?”

	“Nothing that I can talk about.”

	She sucked in a breath. “Because someone died.”

	Crap. I nodded.

	“And not from natural causes, I assume.”

	“Uh…all I can tell you is that a body was discovered and I couldn’t leave.”

	“Because you’re some sort of death investigator?” Her eyes widened. “I didn’t think you had the kind of job where you have to look at dead bodies.”

	“I don’t. I just had to stay and wait for the people who do have that job to show up.”

	“Whatever for?”

	“Because they wanted to talk to me.” I stole my phone back. “Now can we drop this, please, because I have to go.”

	“You know what this reminds me of,” she said with a dreamy look in her green eyes. “The episode of Peachtree Girls where I was working undercover and discovered the dead body in the pool. Totally blew my cover when I testified at the trial. I did enjoy those scenes with Davy what’s-his-name who guest-starred as our victim. Lovely man. Smelled delightful.”

	I had no desire to reminisce about her old TV show. “I’m sure he made an excellent dead guy, but—”

	“Oh, mah!” Marietta exclaimed, slipping back into the southern accent she had used on her Atlanta-based show. “I just put two and two together. You’re the one who discovered the body!”

	“Nope, and there was no pool.”

	“Well, you were there and must have seen something. That’s why they wanted to talk to you, right?”

	“I really can’t get into it.”

	“Because you’re a witness.” She pointed a tapered index finger at me. “That’s why you had to stay. You saw something!”

	Crap. Crap. Crap.

	I got to my feet. “I can not talk about this and would appreciate you not repeating a word of this to anyone else.”

	“Repeating what? You barely told me anything.”

	“There’s a good reason for that, and it has everything to do with me wanting to keep my job. That’s why this conversation can’t go any further.”

	“Fine.” My mother gave me a three-fingered salute like a good Girl Scout. “I promise I won’t say anything. Although I’m sure it will come out eventually. You know how it is around here. No one can keep a secret.”

	Especially about something this juicy.

	“Then again, if no one else saw you there, you shouldn’t have anything to worry about, right?” she asked, watching as I cleared the table.

	“I wasn’t the only one there.”

	“Oh. Then, sugar, you’re doomed. ’Cause this is going to spread like wildfire.”

	That was what I was afraid of.



	




	 

	Chapter Four

	 

	“YOU SURE YOU wouldn’t rather go to Port Townsend?” Steve asked, raising his voice to be heard over the Def Leppard classic blasting our eardrums as we stepped into Eddie’s Place. “Since you got dressed up, I thought white tablecloths and a little less volume might be in order.”

	I batted my freshly mascaraed eyelashes while a cacophony of rumbling balls and scattering pins in the adjoining eight-lane bowling alley thundered behind us. “Why? Because you want to woo me with sparkling conversation?”

	“Uh-huh.” He scanned the crowd occupying most of the tavern’s tables, offered a chin salute to a cop buddy raising a glass, and then Steve zeroed in on the closest flat screen with the baseball game he had been watching at my house.

	“That’s what I thought.” Taking his hand, I led Steve to our usual seats at the end of the polished oak bar, where he could watch the rest of the game. “I want to wish Rox a happy Mother’s Day.” And find out if she had heard any news about the murder.

	Roxanne and Eddie Fiske were two of our best friends since childhood. Since giving birth seven months ago, Rox had been on a limited work schedule here at the red brick warehouse they had converted into one of Port Merritt’s favorite eateries. I often filled in for her behind the bar on the weekends, which worked out great for her and the baby, and earned me tips for gas money, but had cut our time to hang out to a minimum. So I was happy to see her emerge from the kitchen with a couple of pizzas.

	But if Rox was the one delivering pizza orders during the dinner rush, that typically meant that someone hadn’t shown up for work.

	“Hey,” I called out when she raced by without acknowledging my presence. “Are you by yourself out here?”

	She cut me a withering glance that told me everything I needed to know.

	“That’s not good,” Steve said, his breath warm on my ear as we took our seats.

	While waiting for Rox to finish filling a pitcher of beer for a guy in a red and white bowling league shirt, I looked around for Eddie.

	No Eddie. No bar waitress either, adding to today’s “not good” factor.

	“Where is everyone?” I asked a flush-faced Rox when she slapped a couple of coasters in front of us.

	“Eddie’s working on a pesky pin-setter. Vince took the day off to visit his mom. Carlos is in the kitchen pumping out orders as fast as he can, and I, your favorite bartender, am at your service.”

	“And where’s Libby?” The server I had worked with last weekend.

	Rox narrowed her cocoa brown eyes. “Libby quit. No notice. Showed up a couple of hours ago to announce that she was moving to Seattle with some guy and then walked out the door.”

	This day just kept getting better and better. “You should have called me. I would have helped out.”

	“I figured you had enough on your plate.” She leaned in. “You know, because of what happened to Trevor Constantine.”

	Yep, she’d definitely heard the latest news.

	Arching an accusatory eyebrow, Steve turned to me.

	“Knock it off with the eyebrow thing, because she didn’t hear it from me,” I protested.

	Rox glanced over at one of the more senior regulars taking a seat near the register. “Leah mentioned it when she picked up a big order for the family.”

	The name sounded vaguely familiar. Did I remember her from high school? “Leah?”

	“A cousin, I think. Worked with Trevor and said she saw you talking to the police.” Rox thumbed toward the other end of the bar. “You’ll have to tell me all about it after I deal with a few thirsty customers. You two want the usual?”

	I nodded and after Steve rattled off the name of one of the drafts on tap, he slid off the barstool. “I know you know this, but you really don’t have to tell her all about it.”

	“I have no intention to.” Because I didn’t want to become a bigger part of this story than I already was.

	He kissed my cheek. “Good girl. I’m going to see if Eddie needs a hand. Order whatever kind of pizza you want as long as it’s a large with sausage and pepperoni.”

	In other words, his favorite combo with the extra cheese I’d be adding so that it could also be my favorite.

	“So what happened out there?” Rox asked when she delivered our drink order a minute later. “Leah made it sound like trouble had been brewing between Killian and Trevor for a long time. You know…because of Amity. Sort of a ‘two dogs and one bone’ thing.”

	Yeah? Then Leah knew more about what led up to the murder than I did.

	“I have no idea. I was there only because I took my grandmother to brunch at the berry farm. Which reminds me…” I pulled a large white envelope from my tote and slid it across the counter. “With everything going on today it may not feel very happy, but happy Mother’s Day.”

	Her face split into a grin. “Awww, thank you. I’ve been so busy here I almost forgot about it.”

	I sipped the glass of chardonnay she’d brought me while she opened the card.

	“I love this picture,” Rox said, referring to the image on the front of a young mom with big hair and a baby in her arms. “It reminds me of my mother.”

	“I thought it might.” Since that was who I had thought of when I spotted the card at the drug store yesterday.

	Rox sucked in a breath. “My mother! I forgot that I was supposed to pick up Alex at six so that my sister could take her out to dinner. What time is it?”

	I checked the time on my phone. “Almost six. If you hurry, you can make it.”

	“Not until Eddie takes over here.” She winced. “I hate to ask, but would you find Eddie and—”

	“No need. I’ve got this,” I said, coming around to the other side of the bar.

	“Are you sure?” She looked at the black wrap dress I’d thrown on for tonight’s date. “I don’t want to ruin your evening.”

	I shooed her away. “Go. Pick up your kid and enjoy the rest of your Mother’s Day.”
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