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Dedication


As always, to Patty and Emily. My reasons why.
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Prologue
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For a man named Joy, there was clearly none left in his lifeless body. Lying on the floor near the tub—one arm outstretched before him—he clutched a scented bar of soap in his left hand. It wasn’t Dove or Lifebuoy or Dial, but a handcrafted cleanser, wrapped with the label, Where There’s Soap, which was made in the shop that abutted his jewelry store’s property. Though it is true that more accidents happen in the bathroom than any other room in the house, this was no accident. Someone had clubbed him from behind with the iron bar from a towel rack and then left him for dead.

After the attack, Joy had only a little life remaining—not enough to call for help or even to linger more than a few moments—so he had to act quickly while he still could. He grabbed the only thing within reach that might help name his killer, if only the police were smart enough to discover the clue he was leaving behind. 
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Chapter 1
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I had to slam on my Miata’s brakes to keep from plowing through a chain-link fence as I started to pull into the back parking lot of my family’s soap factory and boutique, Where There’s Soap. I wasn’t being reckless or driving impaired; that fence hadn’t been there when I’d left the night before. I somehow managed to stop before I rammed into the thing, but just barely. As I shut off the engine, I tried to slow my pounding heart. What kind of foolishness was this? Then I saw the sign wired to the eight-foot-high fence. It told me everything I needed to know. Earnest Joy was at it again, only this time he’d gone too far.

My name is Benjamin Perkins, and my family and I run the largest custom soapmaking production line and boutique in our part of North Carolina. My three sisters teach most of the classes and handle the customers in front, while my three brothers run the production line in back. Our mother oversees us all, with our grandfather popping in every now and then to add his opinions to the mix. That leaves me the hardest job of all, in my opinion. At thirty-three, I’m the family and business troubleshooter. Whenever there’s a problem, it’s up to me to fix it. And believe me, there’s always a problem. Most folks are surprised when they find out a guy like me—six feet tall and 180 pounds—is a soap-maker by trade, but it’s the family business, and like it or not, I’m usually right in the middle of everything going on at Where There’s Soap. When I’m not trying to keep our little world safe and sane, I teach a few soapmaking classes in the classroom up front and even help my brothers on the production line now and then. As the eldest of seven children, I stepped into my father’s role the day he died, and I haven’t had a quiet moment to myself since.

It appeared that today wasn’t going to offer any tranquility either.

I tested the fence and found that it was solid, its posts buried in the ancient blacktop surface of our lot. I left the Miata where it was and started off on foot toward the source of our trouble. In all honesty, I was too angry to drive, and Earnest Joy’s jewelry store was close by, situated on land that abutted ours. I took the sidewalk, never even thinking of cutting across the grassy lawn between us. Earnest wouldn’t have allowed it before, but now there was an even bigger reason besides him and his fence. His son Andrew—a young man who had never shown a real interest in anything in his life—had suddenly decided he wanted, more than anything else in the world, to become a master gardener, converting every square inch of green into growing something. As I looked over his straggly crops, I realized that passion and excellence don’t always go hand in hand. It appeared that as soon as Andrew dug up a bit of dirt, he haphazardly threw a handful of seeds into the ground and then started on a new section. I had to give him credit for one thing. He’d plowed into the hobby with a zeal that amazed me.

I wasn’t the least bit surprised to find Earnest Joy waiting for me near the door inside his handcrafted jewelry store when I walked up, though I could see from the sign that he wasn’t due to open for another hour and a half. No doubt he’d been there since dawn, eagerly anticipating another clash with me and my family. I liked to think the Perkins clan had a ‘live and let live’ approach to life, but when it came to our back door neighbor, I’m afraid our best intentions faltered now and then. Earnest certainly didn’t make it any easier on us, constantly goading and prodding us with backhanded compliments and disdainful looks. Most of the time it felt like his motivation for aggravation was pure sport alone, but this time he’d crossed the line. He’d elevated our conflict from a brush war to an all-out attack.

Before I could say a word, I noticed that another man was in the shop with him, lurking near the back with his chair balanced on its back two legs, though with his bulk, I thought it was a precarious way to sit. I’d seen him around town—Harper’s Landing wasn’t all that big a place—but as far as I knew, our paths had never crossed before. He sat there staring at me, his pale moon face smiling with a picket fence grin. I shook my head—dismissing his presence—and turned to Earnest Joy. If he wanted an audience, that was fine with me.

“Have you completely lost your mind?” I asked, fighting to keep my voice below a bellowing rage.

Joy said snidely, “Perkins, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” His gaze stayed on the ledger he was pretending to study as he spoke, but I could see a smile start to blossom on his face. “I’m not open to the public right now,” he added, then he gestured to his friend. “This is a private meeting we’re having right now, isn’t it, Ralph?”

The other man, testing the seams of his flannel shirt and canvas pants with his immensity, said smugly, “That’s right, no visitors allowed.”

“You can’t be serious,” I said as I stared at Joy, fighting to keep my temper in check. Earnest was a heavyset man, though he looked absolutely lithe compared to his friend Ralph. Joy sported a hairline that retreated farther than the French Army and a scowl that appeared to be permanently attached to his less-than-handsome mug.

“If you can’t be civil, I’ll call the law on you. Try me and see.”

He meant it, too. We’d been adversaries since I was a kid, when one of my errant pitches to a brother had the misfortune of crossing his property line while he was out patrolling the grounds. He’d gleefully confiscated our ball, refusing to give it back no matter how much we’d pled, and I’d had an intense dislike for the man ever since.

My first reaction at the moment was to scream at him about the fence he’d put up and marked as Joy Property, but I knew that was his wildest desire. So, instead of shouting, I took a few dozen deep breaths and looked around his shop until I could say something below the decibel level of an angry chainsaw. Earnest, along with his son and daughter’s help on occasion, ran a shop stocked with jewelry they made themselves. While I’d never cared for Earnest Joy, even I had to admit that he had a delicate touch with silver and gold, marrying them to precious and semiprecious stones with an artisan’s skill and a master’s touch. There were pieces that incorporated gold and silver coins in their design, and some that sparkled with small diamonds and emeralds. No doubt his shop would have been better suited in a city bigger than our small town, but from the look of prosperity around the place, it appeared that he managed to do just fine in Harper’s Landing.

I was still trying to keep my temper when Earnest looked up from his ledger and stared directly at me, no doubt wondering if I’d suddenly been struck mute. “If you’ve got something to say, spit it out, boy. I don’t have all morning. I know there’s got to be some reason you’re here so early.”

I suddenly realized that if I waited until my blood pressure retreated to a normal level, I’d be standing there for the rest of my life. Keeping my voice as calm as I could, I said, “You know why I’m here. We need to talk about that fence. What were you thinking when you had it put up? Were you drunk?”

That brought a wicked little smile to his face. “I decided to finally lay claim to what’s rightfully mine. Your family has been squatting on my property long enough. I own every inch of the land that runs right to the back edge of your building. Just be glad it didn’t touch the place itself, or I’d have that old rattrap torn down to the ground, at least as much of it that stood on my land.”

“I don’t believe it,” I said fiercely.

He snarled, “Don’t doubt it for one second. The bulldozers would be out there so fast you wouldn’t even have time to grab a bar of soap before I knocked the place down.”

Ralph thought that quip was hilarious, but I was focused on Earnest. It was all I could do not to shake him silly.

“I know you’d tear our place down if you could, but that land belongs to us.”

“Are you calling me a liar, Ben?” Earnest asked in a serpentine voice. “I’ve got the papers right here if you don’t believe me. I just had it surveyed, and it’s all legal as can be.”

He handed me a stapled document, and I studied it. There was a drawing taking up most of the top sheet, along with a set of coordinates that didn’t make the slightest bit of sense to me. In addition, there were several pages of legalese attached that read like bad Lewis Carroll. The map was clear enough, though. I saw the line drawn just at the edge of our building. If it was true, it would kill us. Not only did all of the Perkins clan park in back—a substantial number of vehicles given nine family members who didn’t believe in carpooling—but it was where we received our deliveries and shipped our soaps out into the world. Without access to the back of our building, I didn’t see how we could operate for very long. I started to tear the document up, as if that would make the problem go away. Earnest must have guessed my intentions.

“That’s a copy I had made especially for your grandfather. Ask him if it’s not true.” His smug confidence made my belief in his insanity falter for a second. Could it be that for once in his life, Earnest Joy wasn’t lying to me? Was there something I didn’t know about all of this?

I’m not a violent man by nature, but at that moment, I wanted to take a swing at him. Somehow I managed to fight the impulse. It was time to get more information before I gave Earnest Joy yet another reason to dislike us. It was pretty obvious by the expression on his face that he’d expected a shouting match or even an errant punch, and I took a little comfort in at least denying him that.

I tapped the sheaf of papers with the back of my hand, then said as I left, “This isn’t over. I’ll be in touch.”

If I didn’t dislike Earnest so much at that moment, I actually might have felt sorry for him. It appeared that I’d robbed him of his eagerly anticipated glee by not reacting to his overt aggression. Well, that was something, anyway.

I ran into his daughter, Terri Joy, on the porch as I was leaving. Terri was my age, rail thin, and had frizzy red hair. She was dressed rather stylishly in a dark tailored outfit that looked expensive; I knew dressing well had always been important to her. While many of the kids had teased her growing up about her hair and lack of a real figure, I’d always been fond of her. She was smart, and had a wit as sharp as honed steel that she used to defend herself from our peers.

Terri frowned the second she saw me, honest regret in her gaze. “Ben, I’m so sorry. I had no idea he was going to put that fence up. I just found out about it myself.”

Terri and I had always gotten along reasonably well—an aberration in the long-standing family feud—though unlike Romeo and Juliet, we’d never been anything but friends. “Can’t you at least talk some sense into him?”

Terri shook her head. “I wish I could, but the two of them are being even more stubborn than usual. Lately, Andrew’s been behaving as badly as Dad. I’m so sorry, but there’s nothing I can do about it. You know how they both are.”

I nodded. “I understand, Terri. It’s not your fault. I don’t blame you.”

“I truly am sorry,” she said. “I hope this doesn’t ruin our friendship.”

“Me, too,” I said as I walked away.

I left her on the jewelry store’s steps and started back toward the soap shop. It was time to find my grandfather and see if Earnest Joy was telling the truth. Like everyone else in the family, I’d assumed all my life that the land in question belonged to us, but now Joy was saying otherwise, and he’d implied that the reason was because of my grandfather. I loved Paulus, but he wasn’t an easy man to get along with. My grandfather hated to be questioned by anyone, particularly someone from the family. Interrogating him was a prospect I didn’t relish, but it had to be done, and the sooner the better.

B the time I got back to the soap shop, Mom was just pulling in beside my car on the tiny island of pavement in front of the fence. There had barely been enough room for me to get the Miata off the road, so my mother’s minivan was halfway out in the turn lane when she stopped. At least she’d managed to keep from hitting the fence, or me, for that matter.

Ignoring a bleating horn behind her, my mother got out and looked at me severely. “Benjamin, what’s the meaning of this?”

“Hey, don’t blame me, I didn’t put it up.”

She rolled her eyes as she shook her head, obviously showing disdain for her eldest child’s intelligence. “I know that. What happened?” She approached the sign and read it aloud. “property of earnest joy. no trespassing.” Has that man finally lost what little of his mind he had left?”

A car drove by and honked its disapproval of my mother’s parking job with a steady blast as it barely missed the rear end of her vehicle.

I suggested, “Why don’t you pull into the customer parking lot and then we can discuss this.”

She shook her head. “If the entire family parks there, we’ll have no room for our customers.” She had a point. There were days when we had more Perkins offspring at Where There’s Soap than customers.

“Look on the bright side. It will certainly look like we’re busy all the time.” She was ready to reply when I cut her off, a dangerous thing in the best of times. “Mom, why don’t we both move our vehicles and then I’ll tell you all about it. I promise.”

I wasn’t sure if she’d do as I asked, but thankfully she got into her minivan and backed up into the street, nearly hitting a brand-new Mercedes in the process. After both our vehicles were safely ensconced in the customer lot on the side of the shop, I said, “Earnest claims that the land all the way to the back of our building belongs to him. He just had a new survey done.”

Mom asked, “Did you happen to see the name of the surveyor?”

I thought about it a second, then said, “Don’t quote me, but I think it said ‘Monk.’” I dug the document out of my back pocket and handed it to her.

Mom shook her head as she accepted it from me. “Try Thunk. David Thunk.”

“Yeah, you’re right. It is Thunk. I’ve never heard of the guy.”

My mother frowned as she stared at the papers, then said, “I wish I could say the same. He and Earnest go way back. They’ve been lying and cheating for each other for years. I suppose that the thing that amazes me the most is that he didn’t try this sooner. The two of them would steal the shoes off a baby’s feet without a second thought.”

I didn’t want to bring my grandfather’s name up since he and my mother had been squabbling the last time they’d been together, but I didn’t have much choice. Besides, how much angrier could she get?

“Grandpa’s involved somehow,” I admitted.

Man oh man, had I been wrong. There was a new intensity to her glare as she spat out her words. “What did he do, lose our land in a card game, or was it betting on a coin toss? No, he probably lost it playing checkers. Paulus is reckless, Ben. He always has been. And now it’s going to ruin us.”

My grandfather was my father’s father, and when Dad was alive, he and my mother appeared to get along just fine. After Dad died, though, the tension between them started to grow, and Paulus had mentioned loudly on several occasions that my mother was running the family business into the ground. It was clearly up to me to fix this, if I could.

“We need to talk to him to find out what’s really going on, Mom. Do you have any idea where he is?”

She bit her lower lip, then said, “Benjamin, I don’t have a clue, and that’s the truth. It’s your job to handle this situation; you know that, don’t you?”

My frustration was starting to bubble to the surface. “I’m trying to, but I need to talk to him if I’m going to figure out if there’s any truth to this claim. Earnest looked too smug about mentioning him to be lying. I’ve got a feeling there’s more to this than a bluff, even if the surveyor is on his payroll.”

Mom faltered, then said, “If you want to know where Paulus is, you’ll have to ask your sister.”

My mother hated to admit that she didn’t know everything that was going on with the family, so it was a startling admission coming from her. “Which sister? I could go hoarse talking to all three of them.”

She shook her head. “You only need one. You know how close Paulus and Kate are. If anyone in the family knows where your grandfather is, it’s going to be Kate.”

I should have known that without asking. Though parents and grandparents weren’t supposed to show favoritism, there had been a bond between the two of them nearly from the start. “Then I need to talk to her right now.” 

“She’ll be here soon. Come inside, Benjamin. We need to plan our course of action.” So now she was stepping in? Mom could deal with the entire mess if she wanted to, but there was something I had to do first. “You go on. I’ll be in later.”

“What do you have to do that’s more important than this?” she asked as she gestured to the fence.

“I’m going to stand over there and keep everybody else from wrecking into it.”

She wanted to fight me on it—I could see it in her eyes—but with my mother, family came first above all else, though I wasn’t sure she’d apply that particular philosophy to her father-in-law. Reluctantly, she admitted, “That’s smart. I’ll talk with you as soon as everyone gets here.”

Mom walked toward the front of the shop and I moved in the opposite direction, heading back to the truncated parking lot in back.

It took some doing—Jim nearly drove me down before I could stop him—but I finally managed to redirect most of my siblings to the alternate lot. None of them were happy about the fence, but when I told them Mom was inside waiting for them, no one lingered.

Finally, Kate was the only one who hadn’t shown up yet.

I was about ready to give up on her when I was surprised to see my three brothers—Jeff, Jim, and Bob—come out of the shop together, and from their expressions of anger, it appeared that the other Perkins men were spoiling for a fight.
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Before I could ask them what they were up to, Jim said, “We’re not about to let him get away with this. Are you coming with us, Ben?”

“What exactly are you planning to do?” I had a pretty good idea what they were up to, but I had to buy some time so I could calm them down.

Known for his blunt demeanor, I knew Jim wouldn’t soften his response. “We’re going to lynch Earnest Joy. Come on, it’s going to be fun. It’s long past due, if you ask me.”

“And if his son’s around, we’re going to string him up too for good measure,” Bob added. That was a surprise, coming from the mellowest member of our family.

“Do you have anything to add?” I asked Jeff.

He grinned as he shrugged. “Not a word. I’m just here for the excitement.”

I held them back as they started for Earnest Joy’s shop. “Guys, we need to be careful here.”

Jim tried to shove past me as he said, “Earnest Joy should have thought of that before he trespassed on our land and put that fence up.”  

“That’s the thing,” I explained to them. “He might be on the level. I saw a survey map that showed the new property lines and it looked pretty official.”

“It’s a lie,” Jim said simply.

I’d wanted to keep our grandfather out of it, but there was no way I could do that now. I didn’t want to see my brothers compound our problem, which was bad enough without any help from them. “Paulus might be mixed up in this,” I said. “There’s more to it than we know right now. Why don’t we wait until we have all the facts before we do anything we might regret?”

There were protests and denials, but I spoke loud enough to override all of them. “Now, why don’t you all go inside so I can find out what’s going on.” There was still some grumbling, so I added, “If it turns out that a lynch mob is what we need, I’ll bring the rope myself, and that’s a promise.”

That finally won them over. They were walking back to the shop together—and I was finally breathing again—when Kate drove up.

She did the same thing I had, pulling in and nearly tearing the fence down before managing to stop.

She got out of her car and asked, “Ben, what’s that all about?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. Where have you been?”

She looked surprised by my question. “I’m sorry I’m late, but Jacob’s got the flu. I’ve been babying my husband half the night.” She pointed to the fence. “Do you mind telling me how that got there?”

“I’d like to, but I’m still trying to figure it all out myself. Do you happen to know where our grandfather is?”

Kate frowned. “What does he have to do with this? He’s trying to stay out of sight right now because of the feud he’s got going on with Mom.”

“Are you actually taking sides between them?” I asked. I thought Kate was too smart to get trapped in that particular snare.

She raised her palms outward. “No way. I’m just trying to keep them from killing each other until they can both calm down and see reason.”

I started to lean against the fence, then hesitated as I began to wonder if Earnest might have electrified it, though I’d touched it earlier without getting shocked. Knowing him, it was a distinct possibility that he was watching me from the shadows of his building, waiting for me to touch it again before turning on the power. “Earnest Joy claims this is legitimate, and that Paulus has something to do with it. Kate, I really need to talk to him. It’s important.”

Instead of telling me where he was, she said, “I’ll tell you what I can do. I’ll call him as soon as I get inside and then I’ll have him call you right back.”

I couldn’t believe somebody in my family was trying to thwart me when all I wanted to do was fix this mess we were in. “Just give me the number, Kate. He’ll talk to me.”

She wasn’t about to budge, though. “If he’d wanted you to have it, he would have given it to you instead of me. Now where should I park?”

I knew better than to try to argue this particular sister out of the telephone number. “We’re all in customer parking for now,” I said.

Kate frowned. “I bet Mom’s just loving that. I’ll call him as soon as I get inside, Ben. I promise.”

I followed her progress as she drove around the building and met her at the front door by the time she parked. Surveying the lot, it appeared that Where There’s Soap was doing a booming business. Unfortunately, with so many of the spots taken, it didn’t leave a lot of room for our real clientele.

Mom was already addressing that when I walked inside. She had the family clustered together in front of the shop by the cash register, and from the expressions on my brothers’ and sisters’ faces, they were as unhappy about that fence as I was. Or maybe our mother’s directives were bothering them.

As I took my place among them, she said, “There are no excuses and there will be no exceptions. Kate will follow each of you home, then bring you back here.”

Jim said, “Why does she get to keep her car when we all have to give ours up?”

Mom wagged a finger at him. “Because she’s the only one besides me who’s sensible enough to drive a vehicle most of the family can fit into. I can’t see everyone piling into Ben’s Miata, can you?”

I spoke up, despite the heat of my mother’s glare. “Kate can’t do it.”

There was silence among my siblings as I felt their stares bore into me. “What did you say?” Mom asked in a lowered voice she reserved for warpaths and national disasters.

I quickly explained, “If you want me to take care of that fence, and I know you do, I need Kate’s help.” I didn’t have to say another word. Mom dug into her purse and found her keys. As she tossed them to Jim, she said, “Here’s the new plan. James, you drive my minivan and follow your brothers and sisters home.”

He looked smug hearing the order until she added, “When you get back, Bob can follow you home.”

“So how are we all going to get out of here tonight?” Louisa asked. “Mom, this isn’t going to be very practical.”

“That’s why Benjamin is going to take care of it as soon as possible. Isn’t that right?”

I wasn’t about to make a promise I couldn’t keep, certainly not with all of the witnesses gathered there. “I’ll do what I can. Kate, let’s go make that call.”

As the others left—grumbling, but not loud enough to draw our mother’s wrath—I followed Kate to our break room, a place where we kept our personal items, ate, and generally hung out away from our customers. It was a small room between the boutique and the production line, and Mom kept it stocked with a better selection of treats than most bakeries had. I thought the Krankle’s bakery in Fiddler’s Gap might give her a run for her money, but I wasn’t going to mention that to her.

I never would have found the bakery if it hadn’t been for Kelly Sheer. Kelly and I had been trying to date lately—mostly unsuccessfully—due to her daughter Annie’s protests. We were going to challenge that at the Fair on the Square the next day, escorting Annie together to the rides, booths, and food stands set up downtown. I was looking forward to finally getting another chance to see Kelly when Kate’s words brought me back to reality.

“Stop daydreaming, Ben. We need to call Grandpa.”

Trying not to look guilty about being caught, I said, “I was just trying to figure this mess out.”

My sister wasn’t buying it, though. “Then why were you smiling? I know what you were thinking about. Or should I say who?”

I pointed to her purse. “Are you going to get that number or do I have to search your bag myself?”

She offered it to me. “Go ahead and try it. Watch out for the mousetrap, though. I like to keep a few surprises handy for anybody crazy enough to stick a finger inside.”

“No thanks,” I said as I refused her purse. Knowing Kate, she probably really had booby-trapped the thing.

“Coward,” she said as she dug into the bag. As I watched her pull out an eclectic assortment of gadgets, makeup, and notes of all shapes and sizes, I marveled that she could find anything in there. In less than thirty seconds, though, she held a piece of paper triumphantly in the air.

“I knew right where it was,” she said.

“I didn’t doubt you for an instant.” I handed her my cell phone and said, “Call him, Kate.”

“Let’s go to your office,” she said. “I need some privacy.”

I couldn’t believe my sister. “If you don’t want me eavesdropping, I’ll go out on the porch.”

Kate said softly, “It’s not you I’m worried about,” as she pointed to the door.

Though our mother was feuding with Paulus, I knew she was dying to find out where he’d gone. That’s when I noticed that the door was open a crack. Was that my mother’s ear framed there? Louder than I needed to, I said, “Okay, you’re right. Let’s go upstairs. You’ll be more comfortable in my office.”

I gave my mother time to scamper away from the door, then opened it to find her pretending to read the morning paper. If it had been in her hands right-side-up I would have had a better chance of believing her ruse.

Without a word to our mother, Kate and I walked back to the assembly line—past the idle equipment—and up the stairs. The top floor of our building housed three offices in its space and covered just the production area and storage in back. Each office on the second floor featured a large window that looked down on the sales area below, no doubt so that we could see what was going on while we were isolated upstairs. The door to my mother’s office was open—as it always was, since she spent most of her time downstairs—and Grandpa’s was firmly shut. He rarely used his office space since he’d scaled back his participation in the business. I had the last office in line. Unfortunately, I spent way too much of my time locked in there trying to straighten out another mess.

I ushered Kate inside, then stepped out into the narrow hallway so she could have some privacy. While I waited for her to call our grandfather, I walked down to his office. I wasn’t snooping, not really, but I couldn’t help wondering if there might be something there that would help me figure out what was going on. I opened the door and started to turn the light on, but then I realized that Mom would be able to see it from the sales floor below. That was one conversation I didn’t want to have, so I managed with the light coming in from the window and the open door. I knew Paulus liked to keep things neat, but it was even sparser than it had been the last time I’d been in there. The desk was now clear of any sign of occupancy, and even the photos he’d kept on display were gone. I pulled one drawer partially out of his desk, and then another. Instead of the papers I’d expected to see, there was a lone telephone book in one of the drawers, and it was three years out of date. His file cabinets were empty, too. It was as if he’d left with no plans of ever coming back. Was something going on here I didn’t know about? I was just walking out of his office when Kate approached me.

“Ben, I can’t believe you’re snooping on our own grandfather.”

I frowned. “There would have to be something in there before I could snoop. Kate, what’s going on?”

She looked puzzled by the question. “What do you mean?”

“That place has been cleaned out. There’s nothing left.”

She peeked inside. “That can’t be true.” After a second, she added, “Ben, there’s lots of things in there.”

“I’m not talking about furniture or file cabinets,” I said. “Unless you count an old phone book, the place has been absolutely gutted.”

She didn’t believe me, or maybe she just didn’t want to. After Kate had systematically opened and closed every drawer and cabinet, her frown deepened. “I don’t understand this.”

“There’s one sure way to find out. Call Paulus back and ask him what’s going on,” I said.

Kate looked uncomfortable. “I’d love to, believe me, but there’s a problem with that.”

“What’s wrong? Is he too busy on one of his larks to help us out here?” Sometimes it felt like our grandfather was reverting to his childhood, denying any responsibility for anything and just focusing on having a good time.

Kate scrunched her lips together and ran a hand through her chestnut hair before she finally answered. “The place where he was staying doesn’t know what happened to him. They haven’t seen him in three days.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “They actually told you he was missing?”

Kate admitted reluctantly, “No, but the woman I spoke to commented that his bed hadn’t been slept in, and she was getting worried about him.”

Maybe it was more serious than one of his larks after all. “Kate, this has gone on long enough. Tell me where he is. I need to make sure he’s all right.”

She looked torn as she asked, “Ben, what if it’s nothing? He’ll be furious with me for giving him away, and you know how that man can hold a grudge.”

I took my sister’s shoulders in my hands. “Listen to me, Kate. He could be in serious trouble. It’s time to stop this hide-and-seek game. Now tell me where he is.”

Kate battled with it—I could tell by the expressions shifting on her face—until finally she said, “He’s in Sassafras Ridge.”

That was less than half an hour from Harper’s Landing. Why would he stay somewhere that close when he had a perfectly nice house just thirty miles away? “What’s he up to, Kate?”

“I swear, that’s all I know,” she said. The poor girl looked like she was ready to burst into tears at any second. I put my arm around her. “Kate, it’s going to be all right.”

“Do you honestly think so? What if something’s happened to him? Ben, I’m worried.”

I could have told her the truth, that I was every bit as concerned as she was, but that wouldn’t solve anything.

“Let’s not borrow trouble until we find out exactly what’s going on. I’ll just drive over there and see what’s happening. What’s the name of the place where he’s staying?”

“The Beverly Inn on Crestmont,” she admitted. “Ben, you’ve got to find him.”

“I’ll do my best. In the meantime, I wouldn’t say anything about this to anybody else in the family.” She knew as well as I did that I’d meant our mother.

“I won’t, but hurry, would you?”

If anything had happened to Paulus, chances are it had already occurred, but I didn’t say that. “I’m on my way.”

As I raced out the door, Mom tried to stop me. “Benjamin, where are you going?”
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