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Dear Reader,

I want to thank you for reading this book and welcome you to the Midlife is Murder Paranormal Cozy Mystery Series and to the imaginary small town of Bookend Bay nestled on the sandy shore of Lake Superior.

In this series, you’ll meet Quinn Delaney, a newly divorced, amateur sleuth who’s going through a few changes. Some are welcome (an empty-nest and opening of her dream café) and some not so much (a sudden ability to see ghosts, a slightly OCD twin from a parallel universe, and a rash of murders).

If you like reading about best friends who find themselves in the odd pickle yet persevere until they’ve caught the bad guys, then you’re in the right place.

If it turns out you enjoy spending time with Quinn in Bookend Bay, I invite you to join my newsletter on my website https://clarelockhart.com and get a free novella in the series and learn about my other books.

Happy reading!

Love and hugs,

Clare
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As I stood on the boardwalk that ran through Courtesy Park, I sensed with a prickly certainty that I was being watched. Casually, I scanned the people around me, my instincts on high alert. 

About thirty feet away, a blonde woman stood behind a bench, staring in my direction. Gooseflesh trickled along my arms, but I wasn’t chilly. It was an unseasonably warm May afternoon. 

I narrowed my eyes and met the woman’s biting gaze. She was vaguely familiar. Maybe I’d seen her an hour ago at the music shop, but I couldn’t believe she’d follow me to the park. Who would follow a mundane, peri-menopausal, married woman, emphasis on mundane?  

Maybe I was imagining things, and she was watching the boats in the bay behind me. She might even be wondering why I was now staring at her.

I returned my attention to my brand-new café—Break Thyme—opening in three and a half weeks. Hallelujah! 

I’d been envisioning opening day for much of the last three years when I started to seriously redefine my role as a homemaker and determine what to do with myself when our nest emptied. Full of energy, I wanted a job where I could be my own boss and draw on my skill set—I was a good cook, multi-tasker, organized, loved to socialize, and create new drinks. When I’d complained to my best friend Toni about the lack of good quality coffee in Bookend Bay, she suggested I open a café where I could also sell my specialty alcohol-free beverages. I could call them artisan. The idea took hold in my mind and grew until it felt exactly right. Then I took that dream and made it happen. 

And here I was. Three and a half weeks until opening day. I blinked away a tear and swallowed. This felt like the most significant thing I’d achieved, besides raising my two children, and this creation was all mine.

A movement in my peripheral vision broke my concentration. I looked in the strange woman’s direction to see the fluttering of her saffron scarf, but there was no breeze. I remembered that scarf. Yes, I was sure of it now. She was the same woman from the music shop, and she was still staring my way.  

A phone started to ring. Mine, I realized. My mother’s ringtone. I kept one eye on the woman, although she didn’t look dangerous, and reached inside my purse. Mom now lived in Nova Scotia. She’d moved back to her Canadian roots after Dad died eight years ago. 

“Hi, Mom. How are you?”

“Well, dear, I’d be much better if most of my friends weren’t hoodwinked this morning.” Her voice was tight, almost shrill.

My chest filled with dread. My mother rarely tended toward dramatics. “Oh, no. What happened?”

“I’ve been hacked! Some hobnocker emailed all my friends, pretending to be me. They said I needed money to buy my granddaughter a birthday gift.”

What could I do? Criminals had targeted my mother, and I didn’t know how to help. Living fifteen hundred miles away sometimes had me feeling useless, an uncomfortable sensation for someone who liked to think of herself as practical and resourceful. “Oh, Mom. No wonder you’re upset.”

“Can you imagine me asking my friends for money? What must they think? I’ve been on the phone for the last hour. Everyone is calling to see if it’s true.” I felt for my mother, whose pride in her thrifty ways and financial independence would never have her asking for money. Mom said her greatest achievement was stretching Dad’s meager salary at the fish processing plant far enough to serve three square meals a day, save pennies, and grow a hardy retirement fund. 

“I’m sorry this has happened to you,” I said. “The saving grace is that people are aware of these scams nowadays. Your friends will know you’d never ask them for money.”

She scoffed. “I just got off the phone with Myrtle. She couldn’t get through to me with everyone calling. That scammer, the no-good son of a motherless goat, told her to buy gift cards—two hundred dollar’s worth. And she did it! Marched right over to the drugstore and dropped down her money.” 

My heart sank, but I was also relieved it was only two hundred dollars. “How could Myrtle fall for this? She’s an intelligent woman.” Myrtle, a retired mathematics teacher, was one of the most fiscally savvy people I knew. Her years of corralling hormonal teenagers in her classroom also made her wise to tricks and attempts at foolery.

“I don’t know. I’m some surprised, all right. The scammer asked Myrtle to email a code from the gift card to them so they could cash the card right away. They said they’d pay her back on Wednesday.”

“Oh, no. Mom, you need to email all your contacts and warn them.”

She sighed. “My contacts are gone. Every last one of them. The scammer deleted them all.”

“What? They can do that?”

“I suppose they can since they did.”

“Right,” I said. I drew a breath and let it out slowly. My mother was pretty tech-savvy for a seventy-seven-year-old, but something like this was beyond both of our skill sets.

“I’m just sick about this,” she said. “I don’t know what to do.” 

“I suppose you should call the police. And I’ll give Jordan a call. He should be able to help with this.” My son Jordan was an ethical hacker—believe me, it took me a long time to reconcile those two contradictory ideas. Businesses hired him to break into their computer systems to find vulnerabilities, so if anyone would know how to retrieve her email contacts, he would. 

Her groan sounded in my ear. “I have another call. Oh, fish paste! It’s my mechanic. He must have gotten an email, too. I just want to wring someone’s neck! What are people going to think of me?”

“Remember, it’s not your fault. I’ll talk to Jordan and call you later.”

She said a quick goodbye and disconnected. Since Jordan was working, I sent him a text. 

Heaving a sigh, I shoved my phone back in my purse and looked to see if the woman was still there. She was, and the direction of her stare hadn’t changed. I looked behind me, but there was nothing to see in her line of sight. 

This woman was making me uncomfortable. I adjusted the strap of my leather purse and walked toward her.

As I approached, I saw she didn’t look well. Thin blue veins crossed over her jaw from her neck. A mole stood out under her left eye. Her skin was pale enough to suggest an illness. Still, healthy or not, she was beautiful. Bombshell came to mind. Blonde hair, not one astray, fell in waves just past her shoulders. She wore a tight, flowery, low-cut dress showing off an ample bosom. Her gaze was most definitely on me. 

I ran my fingers through the ends of my shoulder-length hair, reminded of the gray strands among what used to be shades of mahogany. “Can I help you with something?” I said, stopping in front of the bench. I moved my hand to my hip. Power pose. “Did you follow me here from the music store?”

She looked surprised for a split second, then lifted her chin and cast her eyes over me in what might have been superiority, but since it wasn’t polite to make assumptions, I gave her the benefit of the doubt. Still, I stood up straighter when her gaze flicked from my head to my runners. “Yes, you can help.” Her tone wasn’t all that friendly for someone wanting assistance.

Obviously, a stranger because courtesy was a theme here in Bookend Bay. Many of our sts were virtuously named like Mercy, Humility, and Tolerance. Folks around here believed in the nobler of the Golden Rules, as opposed to my husband’s version, he who has the gold rules. 

“You are Quinn Delaney,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

I searched my memory for how I might know her and came up blank. “I am. Have we met?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m acquainted with your husband.”

My husband? I felt a quiver in my stomach before having the reassuring thought she could be a business associate or a client of the bank where Bryan managed estates and trusts. But then why didn’t she say so? Why did I feel like I had to pull information from this woman who seemed to want something?   

“How do you know Bryan?” I asked.

“We met, about a month ago, at a funeral,” she said.

I thought back, remembering a colleague of Bryan’s who’d been tragically hit by a car while he was jogging. I’d never met the man and couldn’t remember his name. Bryan had attended the funeral alone. My impatience dropped a notch at the mention of the death. Maybe this woman was still grieving and that was why she was acting strangely.

“And you are?” I asked.

“Beverly Foster.” She made no move to come around the bench, so I stayed where I was. Having a bench between us gave me comfort, although I wasn’t sure why I felt in need of security in the middle of the park in broad daylight.

I waited for her to continue. When she didn’t, I asked her what she wanted.

“I’ll tell you where to find a set of keys, then I want you to get in touch with a woman—Hannah Wyatt. We’ll go from there. Simple as pie.”

I stared at her. Dumbfounded, then I laughed, a more nervous sound than I’d have liked. She must have been joking. “Very funny. Why in the world would I do that?”

She smiled, but not in a warm or friendly way. Not exactly malicious either. It seemed more like she was mocking me, as if I’d just said something ridiculous and she knew much better. My patience snapped. What kind of game was she playing? 

“Because in exchange, I will give you the evidence you’ll need to absolve your husband.” 

A jolt of alarm ran through me. “Absolve him of what?”

My phone rang, giving me a start. I grabbed it from my purse, then glanced at the screen. My mother’s call, again, and with it came a reminder there were scams in the air. I would not be victimized. It was time to give stalker-lady a piece of my mind. I turned away from Beverly Foster to answer my phone. 

“Mom, can I call you right back?”

“It happened again!” my mom cried. “One woman from my church group just called to ask if I got the gift card she bought. Another two hundred dollars!”

“Okay, hold on. I need ten seconds to finish something here.” I turned back to the bench, but Beverly wasn’t there. I spun around. Well, spun might be overly gracious. The spurious bombshell was nowhere to be seen. Where had she gone so quickly? 

Unfortunately, my trepidation didn’t vanish completely with her. My stomach muscles clenched, and I knew it wasn’t the egg burrito I’d had for breakfast. 

I shouldn’t let this worry me. Shouldn’t think the worse and get fooled into questioning whether Bryan had done something wrong. No, that woman had tried to pull one over on me and must have thought better of it. Or she was bonkers and ran off to find someone else to harass. 

There was nothing to worry about, I told myself again. Bryan would have told me if he was in any sort of trouble. 
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I’d almost forgotten I had my mother waiting on the phone. Pushing aside the emotional chaos Beverly had triggered, I listened to and sympathized with my mom. She felt responsible for her friends’ losses, so I firmly reminded her she wasn’t at fault. By the time we hung up, I’d talked her out of repaying the people who’d fallen prey to these scumbags, reminding her again it wasn’t her fault she’d been hacked. 

What a strange coincidence for both of us to be managing scammers at the same time. The more I thought about it, the more I was sure Beverly intended to rip me off with some creative scheme and had lied about Bryan. We’d been happily—okay, contentedly—married for too many years for me to doubt him because some stranger planted seeds.  

This moment was supposed to be special for me, so I turned my attention back to my café to take in the new sign that now hung over the French doors to the patio, while a replica of the sign hung at the front entrance on Courtesy Boulevard. An elegant script spelled the words Break Thyme set in a lightly hued, aqua-marine wreath of thyme with a mug and glass above and the words Artisan Beverages and Treats underneath. Perfect. Just as I’d envisioned. 

The sight made me so darn happy. Like a five-year-old, I wanted to skip and sing.

From this vantage, I could see most of the twenty or so shops that ran along Courtesy Boulevard. The back of each shop faced the park and Lake Superior. These charming lakefront shops were prime locations here in Bookend Bay. And I’d snagged one. Dropping off a jar of my Ginger Lime Thyme Jelly to Lottie, a local realtor, sure paid off when she contacted me before the property was listed. Since my finances were in order, I got the lease. 

The view from Break Thyme’s patio was spectacular. As well as the lake, my customers could also see the two majestic rock spires that bookended the river mouth where it met the great lake, hence the name of our small town—Bookend Bay.

My phone pinged with a text. Seemed like I was in high demand suddenly. It was from my husband Bryan. Can you be home at 5:00? Something important to discuss.

Oh? I typed back, feeling a return of the nerves sparked by the conversation with that strange woman. Sure. Something good, I hope?

See you then.

Okay, well, that was abrupt. He must be busy at work, probably in between meetings with clients or management. At forty-nine, I was old enough to know that worrying would not solve this problem, so I stopped thinking about it and headed to my truck.

On the passenger seat sat the guitar I’d picked up this morning as an anniversary gift for Bryan—our twenty-eighth. The guitar was a statement. Occasionally, he bemoaned the fact he’d never learned to play an instrument. Knowing him as long as I had, I knew he’d never give that dream wings. A true miser, parting with a dollar was painful to him. Financial security was important to me, too, but to me, his mindset was extreme and had become a bone of contention between us, especially after I’d spent my grandmother’s inheritance leasing and renovating Break Thyme. 

We could afford indulgences, but we rarely indulged. With the guitar and twelve lessons, I hoped to spark enough joy in Bryan to help him see the value in pursuing dreams. Sure, strumming a guitar wasn’t as risky a venture as opening a café. The point I wanted to make was that dreams made life worth living and by pursuing them, we were setting a good example for our kids.

I wanted to get home before he did so I could hide the guitar, and it was almost four-thirty now. How did it get so late? Whatever Bryan had to discuss, we were going to do it over a home-cooked dinner, another reason I had to get moving.

Later, by the time my husband came home, I was sure the woman in the park was no different from the lowlife who’d scammed my mother’s friends. Bryan would probably find Beverly’s story amusing. 

I turned down the heat under the stir-fry and greeted Bryan as he came into the kitchen. For a second, I wanted to say more than just hello but seeing him brought back the sting of the argument we’d had that morning when he’d promised to do me a favor and not say I told you so when my café failed. I was so tired of the tension between us and constantly prayed Break Thyme would be a marvelous success, so maybe he’d begin to support my dream.

“Hello,” he said. “Did you have a good day?” His demeanor was as cool as mine. 

Should I tell him about my mother or Beverly first?

I let out a slow breath, and for a second I tried to see Bryan through the eyes of another woman, a woman like Beverly the bombshell. Despite a slight sag in his jowls and a receding salt-and-pepper hairline, he was still a good-looking man. The way he carried himself, he had swagger. I’d always thought him sexy. 

“You won’t believe what happened to my mother today,” I said. Our son had been in touch with his grandmother, so I was leaving whatever needed to happen next to fix her email in his hands.

Bryan usually headed for the mail, but he just stood there, gaze glued to his phone before looking up. “I heard. Jordan told me.” He set his cell on the counter. “It’s too bad. You’d think everyone would know by now these requests for money aren’t legit.”

“Apparently not. So far, the hobnocking thieves are up four hundred bucks.”  

He didn’t crack a smile at hobnocking. “Jordan is trying to get her contact list back.” He came close enough to peer in the cast iron pan. I sensed tension, but that wasn’t a surprise. Sadly, I was getting used to the disquiet between us, the choosing of just the right words to keep him abreast of the café progression, but not set him off on his rants about my foolish ideas and how they’d put us in the poorhouse.

“I hope he can help,” I said. “I made a shrimp stir-fry for dinner. Obviously.” I hoped the small talk would help to patch over the insensitive things we’d flung at each other earlier, even though his words, repeated too often, still stung.

Nearly three-quarters of new coffee shops fail in their first five years, you know. 

That dismal fact was a slight exaggeration and yes, of course, I knew that. I’d done my homework every step of the way—research, business planning, financials, permits, layout, sourcing, and purchasing—to name a few of the points I’d covered. One step at a time, I’d told myself.

Location was everything, which was why I’d waited for a lakefront property. Along with gourmet coffee, I’d offer boutique, artisan drinks and treats from our local bakery. Henrietta made the best almond croissants in the Milky Way. My plan to infuse herbs and spices into the menu would make Break Thyme distinct and memorable. 

Atmosphere was one of the most important contributors to success. So, it made sense to expand into the space offered by the bicycle shop next door for the room I called the Cozy Nook, a place for customers to linger, relax, and chat or read. Plus, I’d gotten the space for a steal. 

I pulled my thoughts from their merry-go-round and lifted the lid from the pot of rice. Cooked. This was as good a time as any to tell him about the woman from the park. I moved the pot off the heat. “Remember that associate of yours who died a couple of months ago in a car accident?” 

“Yeah.” He took a step back and squeezed his eyes shut for a second. “Listen, I need to talk to you about something. It’s serious.”

I bristled at his ignoring what I had to say and tried to imagine a way his lead-in could turn out well. It’s serious—because we won the lottery? It’s serious—because I realized I should support you and help you succeed? It’s serious—because I’ve never loved you more than I do right now?

I shut off the stove and turned to face him. His grim expression made my chest tighten. 

“This is related to Jim’s death.” Bryan jabbed his hand through his hair leaving a chunk sticking straight up. Under other circumstances, I’d be grinning.

“I met a woman at the funeral,” he said.

Any inkling of humor was sucked out of the room with those words. I met a woman. Beverly?

“She’s...she was...she wanted some help setting up a trust. She came into the bank to discuss the details.” His gaze flicked to me, then down to his shoes. After all these years, he could never leave those shoes on the doormat like I asked. 

I swallowed and crushed my molars together to keep myself focused and not have me obsessing over trivial things like shoes. 

He cleared his throat. “I didn’t realize it at the time, but she didn’t call me just to set up a trust. It was a cover to set me up. And I fell for it, Quinn. I’m sorry.”

So the problem was a professional one? “Fell for it? What does that mean?”

His expression hardened. “Things haven’t exactly been warm between us lately.”

I sure hoped he wasn’t insinuating that was my fault. I’d gently explained how my libido worked. How it was impossible for me to feel turned on by someone who’d turned against me. And it was beyond me what our love life had to do with a setup. “That’s because, in front of our kids and our friends, you pretended to support my café, but when we’re alone you’re sullen and you’ve been nasty since I signed the lease.” I was repeating myself and could have said more, but we’d already had that argument to no satisfactory end. “Just tell me what happened.”

“I crossed a line. Things got physical.”

Physical? Bile rose in my throat. So far, I’d not let my mind go there. Honestly, I’d not thought Bryan capable of sexual deceit. Did every wife think that way? Or just the naïve ones? I should have noticed the signs. What were the signs? We’d drifted apart. Yes, that had to be one. When he worked late, I was okay with it. I didn’t miss him. I’d wanted a break from the constant criticisms. That now seemed like a pretty big sign.

“I didn’t have … intercourse,” he said, pulling out a chair, pushing it back in. “It didn’t go that far.”

That far? How far was not that far? He’d wanted to have sex, but was interrupted? Don’t picture it. That far wasn’t the kind of thing you should admit to your spouse unless you wanted to break her into pieces.    

He crossed his arms in front of him. Something was missing. No damp eyes. No head held in shame. No move to touch me. I’d been married to him a long time. I knew him. I knew when he was sorry. This wasn’t sorry. This was worried. There was something else. 

“Was her name Beverly Foster?” I said, the words scorching my throat. 

His eyes flew open, giving me some satisfaction. Ha. I’m not as ignorant as you think. “How do you know that?” he asked.

“You better tell me what happened,” I repeated. He wasn’t going to leave me hanging. If anyone was left hanging, it was going to be him. Not me. I wasn’t the one stopping short of intercourse.

“The police questioned me today.”

What? A hollow echo filled my ears. I hadn’t been expecting that. Not police. Nothing to do with police. “What for?”

He tugged at the button at the bottom of his shirt. Yeah, you better squirm, mister. “How do you know about Beverly?” he asked.

My fingers clenched around the wooden spoon in my hand. I hadn’t realized I was holding it. “She spoke to me in the park today. What did the police want?”  

His gaze was sharp now, piercing me. “No, she didn’t. That’s impossible. What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with me? How dare you speak to me like I don’t know who I talked to just hours ago.” The anger coursing through me felt good, better than shock. He was the one in the wrong here. He had no right to tell me what I’d seen was impossible. I was sick of him treating me like I was an uninformed imbecile who needed his help to make every decision. “This woman followed me. She said her name was Beverly Foster. How many Beverly Fosters did you meet at Jim’s funeral and nearly have sex with?”

His eyes showed a flicker of guilt. Just a flicker. “Beverly Foster is dead,” he said. “She was killed two days ago.”  

 

  

  










  

  

Chapter Three


[image: ]




I didn’t know what Bryan was trying to pull on me, but I knew what I’d seen—who I’d seen. I’d had a conversation with the woman for crying out loud. She’d introduced herself. 

“She’s not dead,” I countered. “She can’t have been killed. I spoke with her this morning, and she had a lot to say for a dead person.” We weren’t living in a horror movie. Just because she’d been as pale as a ghost didn’t mean she was...a ghost. I shivered and hugged myself, recoiling from the idea. “What are you suggesting, Bryan? How did I know her name if she didn’t talk to me?”

He just stared at me, like he couldn’t figure out what I was up to. It looked good on him. “I’ve just come from the sheriff’s office,” he said glumly. “Someone shot Beverly Foster in the back on Saturday night.”

No. That made no sense, so just for a moment, I set that impossibility aside. My brain didn’t know what to do with it and the stress, I believed, was making it hard to comprehend more than one shocking disclosure at a time. “Wait a minute. Why did the sheriff question you?”

His knuckles went white in his clenched fist. “They found my name in her phone. I was the last person she called—on Friday afternoon.”

I felt like throwing up. “Do they think you killed her?”

“For God’s sake. Do you think I could kill someone? I was with you on Saturday night, Quinn.”

“I didn’t say I thought you killed anyone. And it doesn’t matter what I think—apparently. I see what’s happening here, Bryan. You told me about this thing with Beverly—not to come clean or ask for forgiveness—but because you need me as an alibi.” 

He met my eyes, matter of fact, as if he’d done nothing wrong. “We were home together all night. I’m just asking you to tell the truth.” 

Scumbag! 

I became aware of the crumbling sound of our marriage disintegrating. I let out my breath and shook my head. I would not make this easy for him. I’d seen the bombshell he got physical with. Is she what he wanted? After nearly three decades together, my husband didn’t want guitar lessons. He wanted to strum a blonde. 

“And, Quinn, don’t tell the sheriff you’ve been speaking to a dead woman.”

Or an imposter. “Get out, Bryan. You can find somewhere else to sleep.”

“Fine.” He looked relieved to go. He picked up his cell phone and went downstairs to our bedroom to pack a bag, I assumed.

“Don’t come back!” I slumped into the chair he’d pulled out. Laid my forehead on the table. And cried.



      [image: ]Instead of stir-fry, I had gin for dinner. In my pajamas. I was a lightweight when it came to alcohol and usually stopped after two drinks, another by-product of careening down the hill toward my golden years. 

After my third gin and tonic, I’d finished ranting. 

I wasn’t sure where the greater insult fell—the affair or the accusation that I’d lied about meeting Beverly. Me, the liar? Oh, the gall. Who’d been keeping secrets about getting physical? Not me. Him! He was a scumbag, all right! 

Okay, maybe I wasn’t finished ranting.

And, on the subject of dishonesty, I wasn’t buying the no-sex part. His comment about no intercourse was smoke and mirrors. Irrelevant. Sex wasn’t just inter— 

I didn’t want to think about it. 

Yet I kept coming back to the conversation I’d had in the park. I hadn’t imagined the woman calling herself Beverly Foster. She’d mentioned the funeral. I might have a buzz going on at the moment, but I’d been lucid until my liquid dinner. 

I brought my laptop and the bottle of gin into the living room. If Beverly Foster was shot in the back two days ago, there’d be a news story. I’d been so busy over the last few days—sourcing the finest guitar for my cheating husband—that I’d not read the news.

The first thing I did was type Beverly Foster into the search bar. There it was—Woman Shot Dead Outside Swingers’ Club. Seriously? A swingers’ club? In Bookend Bay? I was so out of touch—which was fine with me. Had Bryan been to this club? Was that how his relationship with Beverly started? Did she introduce him to it, so he could play out his secret—

Stop! It did no good to spiral into imagined scenarios. I needed to keep to the facts.     

I read the article. Turned out the club wasn’t in town, but well on the outskirts. Beverly Foster’s body was found in a garden. As Bryan said, she’d been shot in the back on Saturday night, found Sunday morning by a pedestrian walking his dog—it was always a dog-walker or a jogger. I kept scrolling and finally reached what I was looking for. A photo.

Shoot. Was that my doorbell? Didn’t it just figure company came calling when I was drinking alone? I didn’t have to answer, although my truck was in the driveway, so whoever it was would presume I was home.

Crossing the living room to the window, I peeked out toward the front door. A police officer was standing at attention on my stone walkway. 

Cripes. The police! She turned, squinted slightly, then waved at me. Darn observational skills.

I sighed, looking down at my pink pajamas with I Sparkle in the Mornings splashed across the front in silver glitter. As I opened the door, I ran my tongue across my teeth, as if I could wipe away the smell of gin.

“Quinn Delaney?” she asked after I said hello.

I admitted that was true.

“I’m Officer Birke. Can I come in? I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

Why had I not thought ahead before getting boozed up? Bryan said the police wanted me to verify his alibi. I guess I’d been expecting a phone call. Were they purposely trying to catch me unawares?

“Yes. Come in.” I stood back while she entered, then closed the door. 

The officer was stalky with a ruddy complexion, hair pulled back in a bun. She looked a lot tougher than me and less sparkly.

“Would you like to sit down?” As soon as I said it, I saw the bottle of gin in the middle of my coffee table.

“Sure.” She chose one of the armchairs opposite the couch. Her gaze drifted over the bottle to meet mine. 

“I don’t usually have liquor bottles so close at hand,” I said, as though I’d done something wrong. “It’s not every day my husband admits his contact information was found on a murdered woman’s phone.”

She may not have been expecting my candor, but I wanted to get through this as fast as possible, and I didn’t want her pussyfooting around my husband’s involvement with this investigation or case or whatever.

“I understand,” she said, referencing the gin I imagined. “Is Mr. Delaney home?”

“No. He is not.”

She looked over to the floor beside the couch. Her eyes widened. “Whoa. That is one big cat.”

I followed her gaze to see Oreo, my Maine Coon stalking into the room. Officer Birke’s reaction was typical of people unfamiliar with the breed. Oreo was the size of a small lynx, black-faced, white-chested, with tufts on his ears. He looked at her and gurgled—at least that’s what I called the sound he made regularly. 

“He’s a Maine Coon. Come here, Oreo,” I tapped the seat cushion beside me, and he bounced up.

“That is the coolest cat I’ve ever seen.” Her gaze moved from Oreo to me. “I asked the sheriff if I could come by to verify your husband’s alibi. I thought it might be more discreet to get your statement here. Save you the trouble of coming into the station.”

Because gossip spread like wildfire in this town? Or because she wanted to check on the veracity of my character? Ha! Not sure how reliable that witness is, Sheriff. She was well in her cups. Oops, sorry, Bryan.

“Your husband said he was with you all of Saturday night. Can you corroborate this?”

A part of me wanted to lace my response with uncertainty, but that was the wounded part. Ultimately, I’d protect Bryan to protect my kids. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like for them to have their father accused of murder. “Yes, I can. We were home together from six o’clock Saturday night until about ten a.m. on Sunday. He didn’t leave the house.”

“You’re sure he couldn’t have slipped out while you were sleeping?”

“It’s unlikely. I typically wake up a couple of times in the night.” And Bryan could thank my middle-aged bladder for that. “I would have noticed if he was missing.”

She looked skeptical and made a note in her book.

Wait. Saturday night. Was that when I’d found him in his office in the middle of the night? He rarely got up through the night. Or had that been Friday? What day was today? Oh gosh, I couldn’t think. Break Thyme’s sign was going to be hung on Monday. Seemed like days ago. So today was still Monday. That meant Saturday was two nights ago. That seemed right. Okay, so what time had I found him downstairs? 

“Er, what time was the woman killed?”

”Estimated time of death is between twelve a.m. and three a.m.” She paused and leaned forward. “Do you have something to add? Take your time, Mrs. Delaney.”

I tried to remember if I’d looked at the clock that night, but the memory wasn’t there. I had no idea what time Bryan had been downstairs. Because he was awake, was it more likely he’d left the house at some point? He’d said he couldn’t sleep and decided to get some work done. I often used the bathroom around four a.m., but I couldn’t be sure of the time. Should I tell the police officer and cast doubt on my husband? He had been home, so my answer wouldn’t change. “I just remembered that I did wake up and he was home, also awake, but I don’t know what time that was.”     

“Okay.” Officer Birke’s hands were clasped, resting on a knee. “Did you suspect your husband was having an affair with Beverly Foster?”

Why was she asking me that? Cripes! The wife would be a suspect in a case like this, wouldn’t she? “No. No, I didn’t. I’d never heard of her until today.” I paused, feeling myself grow warm, but I didn’t dare lift the hair from my brow. Darn hot flashes! I didn’t want an officer trained in the art of putting two and two together to think I was sweating because I wasn’t telling the truth. 

My self-preservation instincts were on full alert, but my brain was stymied from the gin. My tongue felt thick. I needed to think. Should I mention the Beverly impostor I’d spoken to that afternoon? 

I will give you the evidence you’ll need to absolve your husband. How would I explain that meeting without sounding crazy? Did it sound crazy? She’d introduced herself as Beverly Foster. I couldn’t think straight with the officer staring at me. I glanced at my laptop. I needed to see the picture of Beverly. I needed to know if the woman I met looked anything like the dead person. Pull yourself together!

“Bryan told me about Beverly Foster just tonight, hence the gin,” I added, my voice cracking on the last words. “I’m sorry. I’m quite upset by all of this. It’s so fresh. I’ve had no time to process it.”

“I understand. Thank you, Ms. Delaney. Are you going to be okay?”

“Yes. I’m going to bed soon.” I nodded my head toward the gin. “I wasn’t planning on drinking the whole bottle.”

She made a soft sound, almost a tsk. “Is there someone who could come and stay with you?”

“Yes,” I said, thinking of my friend Toni, but she was out of town until tomorrow. “I just want to be alone right now.”

Officer Birke nodded. “I know what it’s like to be blindsided. At least you know the truth now.” 

I supposed that was one way of looking at things, but did I know the truth? Maybe some of it, but my conversation with an alleged murdered woman left more questions than answers. Officer Birke was right though, I’d never get past this if I didn’t know the truth. 

I walked her to the door, glad she was leaving.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” she said. “You take care, now.”

“You, too.”   

After I shut the door, I realized I was trembling. I took a deep breath and looked at myself in the mirror. My puffy eyes still showed signs of the emotional overflow that prompted the gin. My bangs had curled from perspiration. I looked haggard, and it was all Bryan’s fault. Not just the affair. He’d made me a suspect in a murder. A murder! I’d be a fool to think otherwise. Officer Birke may have acted compassionately, yet she could also think I was a jealous spouse who’d killed her husband’s lover in a fit of rage. 

And another thing. I hadn’t told the truth to that officer about the woman in the park. Why? Because Bryan had made me believe the police would think I was crazy. He’d actually told me not to tell them, and I’d listened. He’d planted seeds of doubt like he always did. Undermining my confidence. Making me second guess myself.

Why? Why did he constantly do this? Why hadn’t he asked me about the woman I’d met? Was he hiding something other than an affair? 

If he thought I wasn’t going to dig until I got to the truth, he didn’t know me very well. This seemed to be the new theme of our marriage because I sure didn’t know him as well as I’d thought. And I wasn’t positive Bryan hadn’t left the house Saturday night, yet I’d given him an alibi. Although whether I’d provided a reliable alibi, I couldn’t be sure. If the police suspected me of murdering his mistress, I supposed he and I were each other’s alibis. How reliable was that? 

I hugged myself tight, anger and hurt welling in my chest, as another ugly realization dawned. 

I didn’t trust my husband. 

We were no longer a team. He hadn’t been broken up over his affair—not like he should have been if he cared about me and our marriage. He’d not begged for forgiveness. He’d not said he loved me and wanted to fix this.

I couldn’t imagine him being capable of murder, but the chill creeping up my spine told me something was terribly wrong. The urge to protect myself was overwhelming and to know exactly what the woman in the park wanted and what evidence she had to absolve Bryan.

Before Officer Birke arrived, I’d been looking for proof that I hadn’t had a conversation with a dead person, and I’d just found a photo of the victim.
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