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	Chapter One

	 

	“ARE YOU SURE you want to do this?”

	I looked down the length of the five-foot loveseat Steve and I were lugging up a second flight of stairs to my new apartment. Since I had just signed a six-month lease on the place, it seemed a little late for him to ask that question.

	“I can’t mooch off my grandmother forever.” I’d been living with her in Port Merritt, Washington, ever since the ink dried on my divorce papers seven months ago.

	Even though Gram had said I could stay with her as long as I needed to get back on my feet, she and I both knew it was past time for me to leave the nest. And since that nest was located across the street from the childhood friend who had become more than a sex buddy during that time, some physical distance between us wouldn’t be a bad thing.

	Not that he and I were having problems. Aside from the fact that Detective Steve Sixkiller had been keeping some late hours working on something he wouldn’t talk to me about, things had been going okay, and I wanted it to stay that way. Having a bedroom window that afforded me the perfect vantage point to track his comings and goings made me feel like a spy, like I had his house staked out.

	Take last night – I should not have known that Steve didn’t get home until after midnight. Of course, the most honest man I knew had told me the truth when he canceled our dinner date because of a case he was working on. It didn’t matter that the same thing had happened twice last week. I understood that as the only detective on the Port Merritt police force his work schedule was often beyond his control. I could only change what was within my control, and as of today that was where I called home.

	He frowned.

	“Trust me,” I said, huffing and puffing up the last few steps to the third floor. “It’s…the right decision. Sure, the complex has seen better days…but it’s close to the office.” No more than a five-minute commute to the courthouse, where I worked as an assistant to the Chimacam County Prosecutor/Coroner. “And the price was right.”

	“Charmaine, I’m not debating your decision to get out on your own.” Steve knitted his brow as we angled the loveseat out of the stairwell. “Just your choice in furniture.”

	“So this has a couple of little stains. It’s in pretty good shape considering I bought it at a garage sale.” Unlike me. My heart was pounding as if I’d just run a mile, and despite the cool February afternoon, sweat beaded on my upper lip.

	“It stinks like a litter box.”

	“It just needs some TLC.”

	“You obviously haven’t smelled this end. It’s going to need a lot more than that.”

	Heaving a sigh, I led the way to the end of the hall, where we set the loveseat down outside apartment number 306.

	“You might want to leave it out here,” he said as I unlocked the door.

	I pointed for him to pick up his end. “A lot of good it will do me in the hallway.”

	“Okay, you’re the one who has to live with it.”

	A minute later, I was sitting on my new loveseat in the middle of my otherwise empty apartment. Smiling at Steve, I patted the seat next to me.

	He slowly shook his head. “Not a chance. Not until you change that litter box.”

	“Come on. It can’t be that bad.”

	“Get your nose down there and smell it.”

	Sniffing the floral chintz like a dog looking for a good spot to mark his territory, the strong odor of ammonia assailed my nostrils. “Eeeew!”

	“Told you.”

	I glared at Steve. Him being right, as per usual, wasn’t the least bit helpful.

	“So, what do you want to do?” he asked.

	Since I’d grown up with an incontinent cat I figured that my grandmother could help me answer that question. In the meantime, I opened the slider to the covered balcony that faced a two-story apartment complex across the street. “It will have to air out on the balcony until I can get it cleaned.”

	Steve’s eyes turned to the sky after we dragged the loveseat onto the balcony. “Doesn’t look like rain, but you might want to cover it with a plastic tarp.”

	That sounded like something he’d have in his garage. “Maybe you can find one for me.”

	“Maybe I can.” He slipped his arm around my waist. “What’s it worth to you?”

	“Dinner. At your place unless you want to eat sitting on the floor.”

	“I was thinking about something in a more prone position.”

	“Well, I do have a bed that will be delivered later this afternoon.”

	Steve didn’t respond, verbally or physically. The last time I had experienced such a lack of interest in a nooner I’d been married to a man who was cheating on me with his sous chef.

	I knew that wasn’t anything close to the case with Steve, but something across the street had definitely claimed his undivided attention. “What? Did you see something over there?”

	“Nope, just looking at your view.”

	I didn’t bother calling Steve on his evasion of the truth. It had pretty much been an unspoken rule between us even before I participated in the university deception detection study that confirmed the human lie detector label I acquired back in junior high.

	I can tell when you’re lying, but I won’t sweat the small stuff.

	That didn’t mean I wasn’t curious about what was behind his evasive answer, but before I could ask what was so fascinating about the salmon-pink apartment complex across the way, his cell phone rang.

	“Hey, Jim,” he said, stepping back inside the apartment.

	I followed him, closing the balcony door behind me. My goal hadn’t been to eavesdrop as much as to shield myself from the cold breeze blowing in from Merritt Bay. But there wasn’t much talking going on. Quite the contrary.

	Finally, Steve said, “Okay, thanks for letting me know.” Pocketing his cell phone, he turned to me. “We need to bring up the boxes in the truck, and then I’m going to have to leave.”

	“Something wrong?” I already knew the answer, but I had to ask.

	His jaw line tightened. “Yeah.”

	As far as I knew there was no Jim on the fourteen-person Port Merritt Police force. “Having to do with a case you’re working on?”

	“A missing person.”

	“From here?”

	Steve slowly nodded, a grim set to his mouth.

	Holy smokes! “Someone I know?”

	He blew out a breath. “You’ll hear about it soon enough. Emmy Lee Barstow.”

	My heart skipped a beat. “Emmy Lee’s missing?”

	“Not anymore.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	After my new mattress set was delivered, I drove over to my grandmother’s house to clean out my bedroom closet.

	Gram looked up from the paperback novel she was reading as I entered the living room. “Where’s Stevie? I thought he was helping you move.”

	“He was, but he got a call and had to go to work.” At least that’s where I assumed he had gone since his truck wasn’t parked in his driveway. It also wasn’t parked on Marigold Street, in front of Vernon Barstow’s house. Not that I took any pride in my pesky habit of tracking Steve’s whereabouts, but since the Barstow house was located just three short blocks from my apartment building, it had been too quick and easy a detour for me to resist.

	Gram clucked her tongue. “Poor boy. I think he works longer hours than anyone I know.”

	It certainly seemed like that had been the case lately.

	“What’s your plan for supper?” she asked.

	I had thought I’d be cooking for Steve and me, but with the news about Emmy Lee all bets were off. “No plans.”

	“I have leftover pot roast from the other night. Plenty for two. Maybe even three if Stevie gets home in time to join us.”

	“I’ll text him.”

	Almost an hour later, Steve showed up on my grandmother’s doorstep. “Got your message.” He gave me a peck on the lips and headed for the kitchen. “Am I too late?”

	Gram brightened. “Just in time. And I made enough mashed potatoes for a small army, so I hope you’re hungry.”

	“For your pot roast? Always.”

	“Take a seat. I’m sure you’re tired after your busy day,” Gram said, shooing him into the dining room.

	Steve shot me an inquiring look. “My busy day?”

	With three ceramic dinner plates in hand, I followed him to the table. “The only thing I said was that you had to go to work.”

	“And let’s keep it that way.”

	I set a plate in front of him. “Is Emmy Lee…”

	Averting his gaze, Steve solemnly shook his head.

	Criminy. “Vernon knows?”

	“I told him, then drove him to the scene.”

	Scene? As in murder scene? “Where—”

	“Not now,” he said under his breath, pasting a smile on his face as Gram carried in a vat of gravy and announced that supper was ready.

	After eating in relative silence, Gram settled in front of her television to watch the news while I finished with the dishes.

	Steve tossed back the last of the coffee I had brewed for him, no doubt for the long night ahead of him. “I should get going.”

	I closed the distance between us, brushing my fingers against his as I took his cup. “Can you tell me what happened to her?”

	“Chow Mein, you know better than to ask,” he said, using the nickname he’d given me back in the third grade.

	“But—”

	“You know I can’t talk about it.”

	He headed for the front door with me hot on his heels.

	“Because there will be an investigation into her death?”

	“You can have a conversation with your boss about that. What I can do is get that tarp I promised you.” He opened the door and a boom thundered in the distance. “Sounds like you’re gonna need it.”

	As if on cue fat raindrops pelted Steve as he dashed across the street.

	“Swell.” Not only was I going to have to wait until I went to work on Monday to find out what happened to Emmy Lee Barstow, I would be heading home to a wet and stinky loveseat. “Just swell.”


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	IT WAS A safe bet that on Monday morning my office would be buzzing with the news about Emmy Lee Barstow’s death. I didn’t want to miss a minute of that buzz, so after fortifying myself with some caffeine, I threw myself together and rushed up the well-worn marble steps of the Chimacam County Courthouse around seven-thirty.

	Stepping onto the gold and black tile spanning the third-floor hallway, I noticed the sheriff’s deputy posted outside Judge Witten’s courtroom glance at the ancient brass clock mounted above the front door. Stone-faced he gave me a subtle thumbs-up.

	Yes, I’m capable of arriving to work early on rare occasion. I waved. “Good morning to you, too.”

	I pushed open the oak door on the right and headed down a short, threadbare hallway. As usual, Patsy Faraday, the legal assistant sitting outside Chimacam County Prosecutor Frankie Rickard’s office like a sentry at her post, was efficiently clicking at her computer keyboard.

	Her cool gaze shifted to me as I slowed to see if my boss was at her desk. “You’re here early.”

	“I heard about what happened.” Mainly because I took a break from unpacking boxes to take Gram to church, where we sat next to the mother of the hotel maid who had discovered Emmy Lee Barstow’s body.

	According to her daughter, an empty pill bottle had been found next to the bed, suggesting suicide.

	I didn’t need Steve or Frankie to clue me in on what would happen next. After almost six months of working as one of Frankie’s deputy coroners, I knew the drill. An investigation would be launched to determine the cause of death.

	“Thought that it might become a busy day,” I said, catching a glimpse of Frankie meeting with one of the criminal prosecutors in her office.

	Such a meeting wasn’t an unusual occurrence and didn’t especially pique my interest this morning. “Has Karla come in yet?”

	Karla Tate had been the county’s death investigation coordinator for the majority of the last ten years. One of the first things I learned after Frankie hired me was that nothing happened on a coroner’s case without it first passing Karla’s desk. Then, when some legwork was required, I’d get involved.

	That was my thing—information gathering. Since I specialized in deception detection, she trusted me to conduct the majority of the interviews—the departmental grunt work needed when a relatively healthy person died outside of a doctor’s care. I’d then give my findings to Karla, she’d provide Frankie a report with our conclusions, and Frankie, the elected official who pulled double duty as the Chimacam County prosecutor and coroner, would then make the call as to cause of death.

	I’d only worked a handful of official investigations, but this was a chain of command that I understood very well. And it had been made crystal clear that I was to stick to making the coffee and doing the filing until Karla or one of the senior staffers instructed me otherwise.

	“She called in sick.” Patsy’s lips curled into a hint of a smirk. “I think you’ll be working with Shondra today.”

	Deputy Criminal Prosecutor Shondra Alexander was the six-foot-tall black woman stepping out of Frankie’s office.

	A former policewoman from Texas who joined the department after the first of the year, Shondra had impressed me as someone who was smart, driven, and disarmingly funny. But there was nothing disarming in the way her russet eyes were trained on me like twin laser cannons.

	I immediately regretted coming into work early.

	“Come with me,” Shondra said as she passed me, a blue file folder swinging from her hand.

	Blue was the color used in the office to distinguish coroner’s cases from criminal cases. I didn’t need to guess whose particulars were listed inside the folder.

	Laboring to keep pace with Shondra’s long strides, I followed her to her office, where she shut the door behind me.

	After taking a seat behind her cluttered desk she gestured toward an upholstered chair. “Have a seat, Charmaine.”

	Shondra drew in a breath and slowly released it while giving me a once-over. “I understand that you might know Emmy Lee Barstow.”

	“I knew her.” Mainly from having waited tables over the years at my great-uncle Duke’s cafe.

	“You’ve heard the news.”

	I nodded.

	“It’s always difficult when you know the deceased,” Shondra said, her tone softening. “But will you be able to compartmentalize your emotions and assist with the investigation into her death?”

	I wasn’t sure why she was asking me this. Karla certainly wouldn’t have. It was a given in a town the size of Port Merritt that at least one of us would have known the subject of our investigation. “It won’t be a problem.”

	“Good, because Karla Tate won’t be in today, and I have to be in front of Judge Witten in two hours. You know the expression about stuff rolling downhill?”

	She didn’t wait for an answer. “I had a sick kid when I got called out to the scene Saturday. Now I’ve also got a sick and cranky husband at home. While I knew I’d have to fill in as a deputy coroner now and again, and I’m willing to take point on this death investigation, what I don’t have time for today is hand-holding. Got it?”

	She couldn’t have made herself more clear. “Got it.”

	“Then let’s get started.” Shondra opened the file folder on the desk in front of her. “Emmy Lee Barstow. Forty-nine. Found in cabin number eight of the Crooked Lake Resort on State Route 17 at approximately twelve-ten, Saturday afternoon. As the deputy coroner on call I got notification from the sheriff’s deputy on scene around one.”

	Around the same time that Steve got the call that his missing person had been found.

	“Rigor was well-established throughout the body when I got there forty-five minutes later, so time of death occurred sometime Friday night after seven forty-eight, when the subject texted her husband an ‘I’m sorry’ message, or early Saturday morning. No sign of struggle. Some cash and credit cards in her wallet. Empty pill bottle found next to the body. No pharmacy label on the pill bottle so possible black market drugs. One pill recovered from the floor, imprint code indicating Oxycodone. Also an almost empty fifth of tequila—all taken as evidence by Detective Jim Pearson, who processed the scene.”

	Black market drugs? Tequila? Health-conscious Emmy Lee Barstow? I’d never even seen her drink a cup of coffee.

	“A patrolman found the subject’s car in the Chan’s House parking lot on 11th, but no one inside ever saw her, so it looks like she may have hooked up with someone there. The resort manager, Anita Stivek, said she rented the room to a white male in his thirties who drove a black SUV and paid with cash.” Shondra puckered her full lips. “Bogus name and address. No license plate. No distinguishing features—just a ball cap and blue jeans.”

	That could describe half the men I knew.

	“The maid who found her didn’t see the guy or the car. Said there was no SUV in the lot when she got to work at nine. And the only other guest staying in those cabins said he never saw the guy, but he thought the SUV was fairly new and navy blue, so we’re not even agreeing on the color.”

	Shondra slapped the file folder on the desk in front of me. “This has pictures from Saturday and my notes. Should be enough there for you to prepare a preliminary report after you get a statement from the husband.”

	I reached for the blue folder. “You didn’t mention speaking to him.”

	“He showed up a half hour after I did. Was pretty broken up. Kept saying that ‘she wouldn’t do this.’ Had to be restrained by your boyfriend.”

	I inwardly cringed whenever someone used that word to describe Steve. At thirty-four, it seemed too high school-ish, too starry-eyed. I may have had stars in my eyes when I got married eight years ago, but as my grandfather used to tell me, experience was a good teacher, and I knew better now.

	I also knew that it wouldn’t be wise to mention that I was aware that Steve had been there with Vernon. “I’m sure Mr. Barstow was in shock.”

	“That was my take but get his statement. Talk to her friends. Maybe there were problems at home.”

	In other words dig up some dirt. “Okay.”

	I could almost smell the nasty “stuff” heading my way.

	“So, you got this?” Shondra asked, her gaze fixed on her computer monitor. “’Cause I have to get ready for court.”

	“I got it.” I pushed out of my seat but paused at the door when I realized that she hadn’t said anything about an autopsy. “Do you want me to call Dr. Zuniga?”

	Henry Zuniga was the semi-retired forensic pathologist based in Seattle that Chimacam and two other rural counties on the peninsula contracted with.

	“Patsy already made the call. The autopsy’s scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”

	“Okay.” Things were moving quickly on the death of Emmy Lee Barstow.

	“So, I’ll need that file back with your report by the end of the day.”

	The end of the day!

	I was wrong. A stinky pile of poo wasn’t heading my way. It was already here.

	 

	* * *

	 

	After brewing a pot of coffee, I sucked down a cup at my desk while I combed through Emmy Lee’s file. There wasn’t much there that Shondra’s debrief hadn’t covered. Mainly four disturbing pictures of a nude and disheveled Emmy Lee that I’d never be able to unsee. The witness accounts were concise; Shondra’s descriptions of the scene in clear block print almost clinical. In fact, the three handwritten pages torn from a spiral notebook read a lot like a textbook. Observation after observation, with the notable exception of the line written in one of the margins: Probable suicide.

	Suicide? The vivacious Emmy Lee Barstow? I’d never seen her without a smile on her face. But could I say that I truly knew her? Based on what I’d just read, the answer was a resounding no.

	I slipped the file folder into my tote bag. It was time to get some answers from the person who would have known Emmy Lee the best.


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	I PARKED IN front of one of the two pine trees that bordered the Barstow’s front yard. Fumbling with my umbrella to shield myself from the band of rain showers passing over the peninsula, I noticed something at the base of the tree. A foot-tall red door had been affixed to it, along with a set of creamy white shutters, miniature versions of the ones hanging on the house. In front of the red door stood a garden gnome holding a welcome sign.

	If I hadn’t come to pry into the personal life of a grieving husband, I might have thought the homey little scene was cute. But that’s exactly why I was here, and there was nothing cute about the raindrops rolling down the garden gnome’s fat cheeks like tears.

	Two more gnomes in red pointy hats were reclining under a sprawling rhododendron near the driveway. Several more appeared to be taking cover under a Japanese maple by the front steps. The biggest one of the bunch had his hat pulled over his eyes like he was napping or couldn’t bear to see what would happen next. Couldn’t say that I blamed him.

	I knocked and seconds later a petite woman with short salt and pepper hair came to the door. She’d gained a few pounds since the last time I’d seen her, but there was no mistaking that this was Joanne Barstow.

	Vernon’s mother peered through a pair of wire-framed glasses as if she had come to the same conclusion about me.

	“Charmaine, what brings you here?” She shook her head. “If it’s about an order that you had with Emmy Lee, I’m afraid—”

	“It’s not.” My actress mother, whose spendy lifestyle depended upon the income from the Glorious Organics cosmetics infomercials she starred in, would shun me if she found out I was supporting the competition. Even if I did prefer the lip gloss I’d purchased from Emmy Lee when she’d first become a Pink—what the regional sales ladies repping the cheaper knockoff brand called themselves. Pink also happened to be the only color I’d seen Emmy Lee wear over the course of the last ten years.

	“I’m sorry to intrude during what I know is a difficult time, but I need to speak with Vernon.”

	His mother widened her stance, using her body to fill the doorway like a pint-sized human shield. “Why?”

	Slightly hunched over in a plaid flannel shirt and baggy sweatpants, Vernon shuffled up behind her. “It’s okay, Mom.” He looked down at me with bloodshot eyes. “Can I help you with something?”

	Even though he knew who I was, I held up the laminated badge with the county seal that identified me as a deputy coroner. I’d found that it frequently helped set the tone of the conversation to follow. “I’m sorry, but I need to ask you some questions. Is there somewhere we could talk?”

	Blowing out a weary breath, Vernon turned and shuffled toward the rear of the house.

	Mrs. Barstow stepped back to let me in, and I followed her son to a dimly lit kitchen with white appliances and a hardwood floor in need of refinishing. Pretty eyelet lace curtains covered the window over a sink that had seen better days. The feminine white lace reminded me of Emmy Lee. So did the fleur-de-lis seat cushion that Vernon was easing himself onto at the dining set in the corner.

	An almost-full mug of coffee sat in front of him. By the stink of the black sludge cooking in the carafe on the laminate counter, I guessed it was hours old.

	Leaning back in his seat, Vernon barely seemed to be aware of me when I took the chair opposite him.

	As I pulled a notebook and pen from my tote, his mother entered the kitchen. “Would you like some coffee? I could make some fresh.”

	“We don’t need any coffee, Mom,” Vernon said in a low voice, wincing as if every word hurt.

	She flipped the switch on the coffeemaker, putting it out of its misery. Shooting her son a worried glance, it appeared that she wished she could do the same for him. “I’ll leave you two to talk.”

	He looked across the table at me, his light blue eyes glassy, slightly unfocused. “Don’t have to ask what you want to talk about.”

	“No, but first of all let me say that I’m very sorry for your loss.”

	With pain etching a path across his brow, he slowly nodded. “Everybody’s sorry.”

	My eyes burned with the threat of tears. A sympathetic lump of emotion hardened in my throat, making my voice crack when I said, “I’m going to ask you some questions about Friday. The information you provide will be used as part of the investigation into Emmy Lee’s death.”

	Biting his upper lip, he gave me another nod.

	“Let’s start with the last time you saw or talked to your wife.”

	“It was after we had lunch, so it would have been close to one. She left the house to run some errands.”

	“You were home in the middle of the day?” I knew that Vernon Barstow had been an independent contractor for the last several years, but I figured he’d at least work until mid-afternoon, when his kid got out of school.

	“Back surgery before the holidays. Still recuperating.”

	That explained why he walked like he was one hundred and five. “So, you two had probably been spending a lot of time together.”

	“Maybe too much.”

	“Sorry, but were you having problems?”

	He choked out a bitter laugh. “No, she constantly hovered when I first came home from the hospital. Insisted on playing nurse. Would hardly leave my side the first week.”

	This didn’t sound like a marriage in trouble.

	At least not yet. “Was she home all day Friday until she left to run some errands?”

	“Yes.”

	“Any idea where she was going?”

	“To deliver orders to a couple of her clients.”

	“I thought all the orders were delivered by mail.” I remembered the postage had cost almost as much as my tube of lip gloss.

	Vernon averted his gaze. “She has some friends she hand-delivers to.”

	Who were no doubt stocking their makeup treasure troves with a lot more product than I had any intention of acquiring. “Do you have access to her records? I’d like to follow up with everyone Emmy Lee planned to see on Friday.”

	“The names should be over there.” He aimed a thumb over his shoulder at the whiteboard attached to the refrigerator door like a giant magnet. “She was a big fan of to-do lists.”

	Pulling out my cell phone, I got up and snapped a photo of the whiteboard. Two names were listed on the left-hand side under the heading of DELIVERIES: Helen Locklear and Irene Rutherford, both local ladies in their seventies. Emmy Lee seemed to use the right-hand side of the board as a shopping list: Milk, bread, cereal, beer.

	Proudly displayed above the whiteboard was a recent school photo of a blond pre-teen who looked like a toothy version of her mom. It wasn’t a stretch to guess who the milk and cereal were for, but I was curious about the beer, especially since a bottle of alcohol was found in the hotel room. “The beer on the list is for…?”

	“Me. Helps me relax so I can sleep. At least it used to.”

	His self-medicating wasn’t any of my business. However, his wife’s drinking habits needed to be included in my report.

	“Did Emmy Lee drink?” I asked, returning to the table.

	“Didn’t touch the stuff.”

	“Ever? It’s my understanding that a bottle of tequila was found near her…” I didn’t want to say body. “In the hotel room.”

	“It wasn’t hers. She didn’t drink.”

	“What about pills? There was a bottle—”

	“No! She never would have…” He swallowed hard, almost choking on the words.

	“Okay. That’s good to know.” But that didn’t mean that she hadn’t been doing some self-medicating of her own to cope with some private pain. “So, tell me, how did she seem before she left Friday?”

	His eyes narrowed. “She wasn’t suicidal if that’s what you’re asking.”

	I didn’t doubt that Vernon had just told me the truth as he knew it, but I thought of that I’m sorry text Emmy Lee sent and wondered what secrets she might have been keeping from him. “Did she seem troubled? Preoccupied? Anything out of the ordinary?”

	“No, nothing. We had lunch like usual, then about twenty minutes later she grabbed her day-timer, the orders for delivery, and…she kissed me goodbye,” he said, his breath hitching.

	I jotted a note about the day-timer to remind myself to ask Shondra if she’d found it at the scene. “No calls from your wife after she left?”

	He shook his head.

	“No messages that she might be home late?”

	“Nothing. So, when she wasn’t back by the time Lorelei gets home from school I knew something was wrong. I called Em’s cell for hours. Kept going to voice mail.” Vernon scrubbed the graying stubble on his cheeks. “I should’ve called the cops sooner. Instead, I called everyone I knew who might have seen her. Her best friend Katelyn – everyone I could think of.”

	“Did anybody…?”

	“No one saw her after she left Irene Rutherford’s house.”

	“You talked to Mrs. Rutherford?” The last I’d heard, she had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.

	“The housekeeper. Said she didn’t stay long after dropping off Irene’s order. That seems to be the last time anyone saw Em…alive.”

	His voice cracking on the last word, Vernon squeezed his eyes shut. Whether it was to push back tears or push away the image of his dead wife, I knew both would be tough. I also took this as my cue to wrap things up before this broken man reached the end of his emotional rope.

	I made a note to speak with the housekeeper. Her friend, Katelyn, too. “Katelyn Quinn, right?” I’d seen her with Emmy Lee a few times at Duke’s.

	“Right. But Katelyn hadn’t heard from Em. No one had.”

	“Actually, I was told that you received a text from her. According to her cell phone it was sent at seven forty-eight.”

	“I got a text.” Tears spilled over his sparse lashes. “But no one’s gonna convince me that it was from her.”

	It wasn’t my job to help this man come to terms with his wife’s suicide. I just needed to get to the truth about Emmy Lee’s state of mind, as best as her husband could tell me.

	“I know this is difficult,” I said as gently as I could. “But in the last few weeks were there any times when Emmy Lee was late coming home? Maybe mentioned spending time with a friend?”

	Vernon wiped his eyes with his shirtsleeve. “A male friend, you mean. I told you before. Things between us were fine. I’ve been a little laid up, but…we were okay.”

	I sensed that he was holding something back. “So, nothing in her behavior seemed different in the last few weeks?”

	He pounded the table with a clenched fist. “No!”

	I didn’t believe him for a second.

	I had a feeling that another suggestion about Emmy Lee cheating on him might end up with that fist coming closer to my face, so I knew it was time to ease off the gas.

	“Did she mention having problems with any of her customers?” I asked.

	He shook his head.

	“Any issues that she might have been having with Corporate?”

	“No, nothing.”

	I had only one question left on the form in front of me. “Did your wife have life insurance?”

	“No. And there was no rich uncle who’d left her a million bucks. If there were…” He clamped his lips together, censoring himself. “Well, she wouldn’t have been working as hard as she did.”

	I suspected that Vernon’s bank balance might be in worse shape than mine. This probably wasn’t the kind of dirt that Shondra wanted, but if Emmy Lee had been worried about their finances, maybe she had reached a tipping point.

	“Vernon, is there anything else that you’d like included in my report?”

	“Yeah. I know what this looks like, but there’s no way she would allow herself to be found dead that way.”

	That way? “You mean in the nude?”

	“As modest as she was, there’s absolutely no way.”

	That sounded more like the Emmy Lee I knew, although everything I’d heard this morning made me realize how little I’d known about what was going on beneath her pretty exterior.

	“But it’s not just that.” Grimacing, he leaned in. “You saw her—the way she was found, right?”

	“Just pictures taken as evidence.”

	“Take a good look at her face.”

	I’d already seen as much as I’d wanted to and then some.

	“Look at the black streaks under her eyes. The pink smear at her lips, making her look like a damned clown!”

	I hadn’t seen many dead people. Thankfully, hardly any in person. Not one of them had looked their lifelike best, but none of them had left as chilling an impression as Emmy Lee.

	“Charmaine, somebody did this to my wife. Somebody who didn’t know her like I do. Didn’t understand how proud she was. Because if she were going to commit suicide, she would have fixed her makeup, put on something pretty, and gone out looking good.”


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	AFTER DASHING TO my car, I cranked up the heat and tried to ignore the rain pattering the windshield.

	Ordinarily I loved the sound of rain. But while I sat with Emmy Lee Barstow’s file open in my lap the falling rain sounded like a thousand tiny fingers beating an impatient rhythm against my windshield. It served as a less than subtle cue that it was time for me to go and work on that report.

	I didn’t need the universe to offer me any reminders of my task at hand. I knew I’d have to answer to a six-foot, pissed-off deputy prosecutor if I didn’t deliver before she left for the day. But I had a more immediate problem because I had taken Vernon’s advice.

	Now I couldn’t stop staring at the close-up of Emmy Lee’s face.

	Along with a pink lipstick smear that extended half her mouth into a gruesome Joker’s smirk, a scatter-shot of freckles peeked out between several horizontal swaths of streaky foundation.

	I didn’t see any red marks or bruises to indicate physical violence, but some violence had certainly been done to Emmy Lee’s typical mask of picture-perfect makeup.

	Inky trails of mascara and eyeliner at her temples made it appear as if she had been lying down when the tears started flowing. Okay, so that might explain the lack of vertical stripes on her cheeks, but why the creamy horizontal swaths?

	I studied a wider shot that showed the liquor bottle on the bed next to her. It was impossible to tell from the picture, but if the rim of the bottle was coated with a layer of foundation, I could almost envision it being used to hoe those streaky rows.

	Why the heck she would have done that to herself, I couldn’t imagine. It seemed so out of character for Emmy Lee, but if she had been agonizing over some drama with the guy in the ball cap, what did I know?

	The only thing I knew for sure was that she had been with that man after she was last seen at Irene Rutherford’s house, and now she was dead.

	As much as I wanted to believe Vernon when he insisted that nothing had changed recently in Emmy Lee’s behavior, I couldn’t.

	Something had changed—something he didn’t want to talk about.

	I opened my notebook and circled Katelyn Quinn’s name. Maybe Emmy Lee had confided that something to her best friend.

	Suddenly, I heard tapping at the passenger window and practically jumped out of my skin. Not that I had expected to see a life-sized garden gnome glaring through the window at me, but I hadn’t expected Joanne Barstow either.

	With fingers tingling with adrenaline I tucked her daughter-in-law’s file away in my tote bag. No point in increasing Joanne’s misery index by giving her an opportunity to see those pictures.

	After I reached across the console to open the door, I noticed she wasn’t wearing anything to shield herself from the rain. “Get in before you get soaked.”

	“Never mind that,” she said, sliding onto the seat next to me. “I wanted to catch you before you left. Did Vernon mention some things going missing?”

	I shook my head.

	She puckered. “I knew he wouldn’t.”

	“What’s missing?”

	“It’s going to sound a little strange, but as most everyone around here knows, Em had a love for garden gnomes.”

	“I saw several of the little guys in the front yard.”

	“There were some bigger ones—a set of four jolly Santa lookalikes that she featured when she decorated the house for Christmas.”

	I remembered seeing them front and center with a string of festive lights. “Maybe they were put away with the rest of the Christmas decorations.”

	 “She didn’t put these away.”

	Fine. “What makes you so sure that they’ve gone missing?”

	“They were out front Friday morning, when Lorelei left for school, but were gone by the time she got home.”

	“Your granddaughter told you this?”

	She nodded. “That night, when I came over to stay with her while Vernon searched for Em. Lorelei walked right by them every day so I have no reason to doubt her.”

	Neither did I, but missing Santa gnomes seemed more like a prank than something to be seriously concerned about. “There could be a reasonable explanation. Did you ask your son about it?”

	“He won’t discuss it. Says it’s unimportant. But I think he’s wrong. Yard statues just don’t walk away. They were taken, and on the same day that Emmy Lee was taken from us.”

	She had a point. If Emmy Lee didn’t go willingly with the ball cap guy, the timing of the disappearances was beyond weird.

	Joanne Barstow leveled her gaze at me, her blue eyes cold as ice. “Are you going to tell me that the two aren’t connected?”

	I wasn’t even going to try.

	 

	* * *

	 

	I had no time this morning to spin my wheels on a possible gnome-napping. It didn’t matter that my gut was screaming at my rational mind that the odds of the Santas and Emmy Lee going missing on the same day had to be astronomical. I’d be in for an epic ass-chewing if I didn’t maintain my focus on the nice lady who had been found dead in that hotel room, so I headed to the south end of town to find out what her best friend could tell me.
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