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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy Cupcakes & Murder, check out my offer for a FREE novella at the end. With that, happy reading.

      

      I stacked the last five boxes of cupcakes on the folding table next to the sidewalk—four to a box, each one frosted and ready to taste. Josie ran up and handed me a sign that read, ‘FREE! Thanks for helping on demo day’.

      With a chuckle, I said, “Nice touch. All you needed to add was: new location of Early Rise Two.”

      With a grin, she whipped out a sign from behind her back. “I’m one step ahead of you, Temperance. It’s time people knew what’s next for the bakery. Giving out cupcakes is the perfect way to share the news.”

      “I put a list of ingredients on the box too in case someone has an allergy to any items I used to bake them.”

      Josie sank down on the wide porch steps of the Victorian home I inherited from my Aunt Penny. She said, “My feet ache and I’m exhausted. Now that everyone’s gone we should sit for a few minutes. Oh, and I called in for a pizza and salad delivery.”

      I glanced at the large roll-off dumpster in my driveway filled with mountains of debris. It was the remnants from the housekeeper’s apartment at the back of my home. “This might be a trend with you being one step ahead of me.” I waved to Officer Casey Butler as she strode up the walk. We’d become well acquainted last week during the arson investigation when my bakery was reduced to ash and rubble.

      “Casey, care for a cupcake?”

      She perused the table. “I don’t need four decadent little treats.”

      I waved. “Take a box. They’ll keep for a few days. Just store them in the refrigerator in the box.”

      “In that case, I don’t mind if I do.” She picked up a box and crossed to where we sat. “How did today go?”

      “Better than I ever expected. Russ Patterson enlisted about twenty volunteers, most of whom were subcontractors he uses. Erik Wool, Van Jonas, and Dave Buckle came to provide any first aid that might be needed. And if that wasn’t enough, Renee Santorini from Sassy’s Slice made party-size subs for everyone at lunch.”

      Josie said, “Don’t forget Belle Green sent over people from the brewery to help out this morning.”

      “I’m sorry I missed it.” Casey sat down on a lower step. “With all that help it must have made short work out of clearing the apartment.” Her gaze slid from one side of my yard to the other. “Where’s all the stuff?”

      Clasping my hands behind my head, I exhaled. “Most of it was gone as fast as it was carried to the curb. What was left, a man named Jonesy stopped by and asked if he could have the rest. He has a third-hand store in Pine Valley, so I told him to have at it.”

      Casey’s brows knitted together. “What’s a third-hand store?”

      I smiled. “He explained it like this— since the curb scoopers gave stuff a second life after tag sales, anything overlooked was third-hand. It’s an interesting take on household goods, don’t you think?”

      “Sure. At least you don’t need to have anyone haul away what was left,” she said.

      Josie asked, “Casey, do you want to stay for an early dinner? I ordered pizza and salad.”

      “That sounds great. I’m off duty tonight.”

      “Ha, from what we’ve seen in the last week, you’re never really off duty.”

      She grinned. “Sleep is overrated. There was a scuffle today. Josie, did you happen to overhear what set off Franny and Gloria?”

      I said, “Well, Gloria grabbed Franny’s arm, and Jacob and Chase stepped in to pull them apart. I’m not sure what the argument was about, but the good thing is the four of them left soon after lunch and in different directions.”

      Casey asked, “I don’t think I know them. Are they local?”

      Josie replied, “Chase Clark is Franny’s brother, and  he and Gloria  work at Twigs and Petal Garden Center, a landscaping company owned by Kelly Woods. You might have seen the trucks around; the logo is T&P. Franny works at the garden center too. Jacob’s a mechanic at Stu’s Garage. To get back to the tussle, I’m clueless about the ladies’ argument. I’ve never witnessed Gloria that angry. Typically, she’s mild-mannered.”

      “I hope they work everything out.” A couple of kids on bikes zipped down the street, did a U-turn at the end, and slowly crept by, ogling the cupcakes. “Take a box,” I called out.

      The one boy wearing a baseball cap said, “My mom said I needed to ask permission first.”

      “You have permission to take a box of cupcakes as long as you like chocolate.”

      He nodded and looked at his buddy. “Want some?”

      The other boy grinned. “Heck yeah. Thanks, Ms. Matthews.”

      The ball cap boy waved and took the box. “See ya.”

      “He knew my name; too bad I didn’t know his.”

      Josie said,  “That’s Kennedy Moore’s son, Billy. He’s got good manners. The other boy is Jeff Collins.”

      “Right, Kennedy owns My Closet. I haven’t done much shopping since moving to town but she’s got nice window displays,” I said.

      Josie stood. “Temperance, you’re exhausted. I’ll get plates and silverware and we can sit on the porch for dinner.”

      I stretched my arms overhead. “No, let’s eat on the deck. My little doxie needs to stretch his legs. Hank’s been good but he’s had a boring day being stuck in my office and I don’t want him up all night looking to play. Besides, with just a few boxes of cupcakes left, maybe they’ll go more quickly if we aren’t hovering.”

      “I can pick up the pizza,” Casey said.

      “Delivery tonight. We were too tired.” I opened the door and ushered Josie and Casey inside. Taking one last look at the boxes of cupcakes, I smiled. It had been a great day.

      A toot of a horn drew my attention to the driveway—a small blue hatchback parked with its engine running. A pizza slice on the roof confirmed dinner had arrived.

      “I’ll be right in, dinner’s here.” I jogged down the steps. “Hey, Gordon.” It was ironic he was the pizza delivery guy. He was so thin, it looked like he could eat one a day and still look like a reed.

      “Hi Temperance,” he pushed a button, the hatch on his car opened, and he got out. “I’ve got your dinner right here.”

      “Great, we’re starving.”

      He took in the dumpster. “I heard you’re going to reopen your bakery. That’s a good thing. It’s really popular around town.”

      “We’re going to reopen on a smaller scale, and it won’t be for a couple of months. We finished the demo today on the apartment at the back of the house. Hence the dumpster.”

      “My sister Gloria and her friends Franny, Jacob, and Chase were supposed to help.” His gaze slid to the boxes of cupcakes, and he licked his lips. “Are you selling those?”

      “Your sister and her friends did a fantastic job, and the cupcakes are free. Would you like a box?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He took a pizza box and a large paper bag out of the back of the car and closed the hatch, following me to the steps. “Order was paid for and tip included too. But I will grab a box as an added bonus,.” he grinned.

      I took our dinner order. “Help yourself.”

      “Thanks, and I’m glad to hear you’re not letting a little setback derail you.”

      I smiled. “Never. Have a great night and enjoy the cupcakes.”

      “We will.” He picked up a box and yelled, “Thanks again.” He paused before getting in the car. “You know, I could give a box to Henrietta Woods; she can write a piece for the Oak Hollow Gazette just to let folks know you’re a phoenix. She’s having dinner with friends at Sassy’s. I could give her a box if you’d like.”

      A little publicity wouldn’t hurt. “Sure, take all three boxes, and if you see anyone else you want to give one to, go for it.”

      “Will do.” His long strides ate up the lawn as he walked to the card table. He nodded as he picked up the remaining three boxes of cupcakes and beamed. “Yeah. Temperance Matthews, the phoenix. I like it.”

      “Thanks again, Gordon.”

      He set the boxes on the passenger seat of the car and backed out of the drive.

      “Well, that’s the last of them.”

      Josie held the door for me. “What was that all about?”

      I climbed the steps and went to the kitchen. “You’ll laugh. Gordon called me a phoenix, and I gave him the last of the cupcakes to pass out. He said Henrietta might do a write-up on the new location. . It’s a great idea to let people know what’s happening with the little bakery.”

      Casey held Hank on her lap when we entered the kitchen. “Are you laughing after all you’ve accomplished today? What are you, a superhero?”

      I shook my head. “Gordon Nardin delivered our dinner, and he took the last of the cupcakes to pass out to his friends. Before he left, he said I was a phoenix.”

      With a grin, she put Hank on the floor. “I’ll second that. I’ve never seen anyone take adversity and turn it around so fast. It’s great to see the town rally around you.”

      “It feels good to know I’m an accepted part of the community.” I tapped the center of my chest.

      Josie took the bag, which contained the salad. “You had doubts?”

      “I’m an outsider. Most people in town, you included, are generations deep. My aunt lived here and I was a summer resident. It’s not quite the same.”

      Casey nodded. “I get it. I grew up in the mid-west, but Oak Hollow residents are pretty welcoming. I’m glad I made the move.”

      I nodded. Before I could speak my stomach growled so loud even Hank looked up, his ears cocked. Laughing, I said, “Let’s eat.”

      Hank barked and ran to the sliding glass door. Bouncing on his front paws, he gave another excited bark. “Someone wants to go outside.”

      “Is the fence repaired?” Casey asked.

      Her mention of the fence caused my heart to flip in my chest, reminding me of the fire that could have taken everything from me, including my sweet pup. “Yesterday, the fence company finished fixing it. It only involved replacing two panels, so they were able to fit me into their schedule. I have to have a fence for Hank since he hates to be on a leash, and he’s a dog built around a nose. If someone were grilling hotdogs in Asheville he’d be gone like a flash of lightning.”

      Josie laughed, “I’ve seen him in action, and Temperance isn’t kidding.” She clapped her hands together and slid them in opposite directions. “Greased lightning.”

      We sat at the round table on the deck, leaving the slider open for Hank. Despite Casey only knowing us for a few days, sitting there it felt like we’d known each other for years.

      “Temperance, are you sorry you left the FBI?” Casey sipped her beer.

      Mentioning my former job didn’t cause a pang of regret. “Not at all. I’m not tooting my own horn but even when you’re good at something, if it doesn’t make you happy why keep doing it? Working at the FBI, I felt like I had lost a part of my soul, and the only thing that made me happy was baking. I used to call Aunt Penny every Sunday to tell her what I had baked over the weekend. She’s the one who urged me to think about making a change. When she passed away, I had just finished a heart-wrenching case, and I couldn’t analyze data objectively after that.”

      “Do you want to talk about the case?”

      I heard the empathy-filled words from Casey, and Josie’s eyes were soft with unshed tears. I had never shared with anyone what had happened. I wasn’t about to tell my friends how I had failed.

      I shook my head. “Not now.”  Squeezing my eyes shut to blink away the tears, I got up. “Hank, come here, little boy.”

      He was happily digging a crater near my veggie garden.  I gave a sharp whistle and he lifted his head, gave me a side eye, and went right back to digging.

      Sinking into the chair, I picked up my wine glass. “The hole doesn’t matter, he’s having fun. I’ll fill it in later.”

      Casey glanced at Josie and shrugged her shoulders.

      “Who do you think Gordon is going to give the cupcakes to?”

      “He mentioned the editor of the newspaper. I’m hoping Henrietta will give me a write up about the new location and I’m sure he will give some to his friends too. I’m happy they won’t go to waste.”

      “If there were any left, I would have grabbed them to take to the station.”

      I slapped the table with my hand. “Dang, I should have dropped them at the fire station. That would have been good. Oh, well, tomorrow’s another day that I can bake and drop something to them. Maybe I’ll make bread too. They could have it with their dinner. Erik mentioned they never turn down food.”

      “Didn’t you lose your sourdough starter?” Josie asked.

      “Yes but I’ll make a new starter and by the time I’m baking again for sales, it will be strong.”

      Casey bobbed her head. “Gordon was right, calling you a phoenix. I don’t think there is anything you can’t overcome.”

      “Well, the symbolism of rising from the ashes isn’t lost on me, but I’d rather have a different metaphor since I’ve had two fires within two days.But, only good days are ahead of me now.” I picked up my slice of pizza and grinned. “I can feel it in my bones.”

      Josie held up her wine glass. “We should toast to that.”

      Casey lifted her bottle, and I did the same with my glass. We tapped them together. “Here’s to analyzing the taste of my baked goods and not crime scene data.”

      Josie said, “To your future baking endeavors.”

      Casey grinned, “And this cop loves all baked goods, not just donuts.”

      I laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind, Officer.”
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      My cell buzzed. I scooped it from the nightstand and glanced at the time before checking the text message. “It’s five o’clock. This better be important.” I rolled over and scanned the message before bolting out of bed. I hit the phone icon and waited for Casey to answer.

      “Temperance. Sorry to text you so early, but Sergeant Franklin contacted me, and I thought you’d want to know right away.”

      A lead weight filled my gut. “What’s wrong?”

      “Franny Clark is dead. She was found with a half-eaten cupcake. The open box next to her was from you.”

      “And?” There had to be more than a woman dying eating a cupcake.

      “The ME thinks she was poisoned by something in the dessert. They are running tests to confirm.”

      “What?” Hank jerked his head up from the blankets as I yelled. “Unless she was allergic to the ingredients, my cupcakes weren’t laced with poison.”

      “No one is saying you did it. At some point, after leaving your house and Franny eating it, someone must have doctored it. I wanted you to know before it hits the OHG.”

      “Just great. I’m sure the Oak Hollow Grapevine is awake and spreading the news that now my baked goods kill people.” I sank onto the bed and put my head between my knees, taking several slow, deep breaths to push the lightheadedness away.

      “Temperance, are you all right? Should I come over?”

      I put the phone on speaker and set it on the nightstand. “No need. I’m just shocked. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “I need to know who was around when Franny and Gloria argued. We’re going to bring Gloria in for questioning, along with Gordon and Jacob. Franny’s brother Chase found her, and he’s already told the officers everything he knows.”

      “Chocolate cupcakes and murder. What’s next, Brownies and murder?”

      She said, “I certainly hope not, but as soon as you can, call Josie and put your heads together. I’ll need everything you can share with me to attempt to wrap this case up quickly. I don’t want it getting around town about the cupcake connection. You don’t need bad press from this.”

      “I’ve enjoyed enough inadvertent bad press to last me a lifetime. The fire and death of Marty Thompson put everyone in town on edge, and then Jonah was attacked. It was just too much.” But I understood better than the average person that when murder is on the mind of average citizens, it can create an almost unbearable tension. But this time, the bad news was going to be directed toward me, or I should say, my cupcakes.

      “I’ll call Josie around seven. If you want to stop over, we can mull things over a mug of hot coffee.”

      “I’m needed at the scene for a while. I’ll confirm with Sarge about sharing some information with you since you saw the altercation which could prove valuable.”

      This was Casey’s way of going by the book while picking my brain. I didn’t mind, well not really. I left the bureau so I wouldn’t have to deal with unfortunate circumstances. This was different, and my gut told me whoever did this wanted to scare Franny for an unknown reason or hated her so much that they felt her life was worth taking. “I’ll be home all day so the door’s open.”

      “Thanks, Temperance. I’ll see you later.”

      The line went dead. I sat on the bed as the night sky went through shades of gray until the first rays of the sun brightened my room. Wrapping my quilt around me, I grabbed my cell and lifted Hank to the floor. He stretched his long body before padding down the stairs after me into the kitchen. I opened the slider, and he dashed out to do his morning business. The coffee pot timer had gone off and thankfully the pot was filled with dark, hot brew.

      The grandfather clock in the front hall chimed seven times. Josie would be awake by now. Reluctant to call and give her the news, I watched Hank return to his digging spot, trot around the newly formed mound of dirt - courtesy of me - and do a happy little trot to the house. He quickly settled into his bed and tipped his head to the side as if asking me what I was waiting for. 

      “Stop pushing, little dude. I’m dialing.”

      “Good morning, Temperance. You’re up and at ‘em early.”

      “Hi, Josie.” I leaned against the counter. How do you tell your best friend there was another murder in town, and it looked like your cupcake was the weapon?

      “What’s wrong?”

      I coughed. “Casey called earlier. She wanted me to know that she’ll stop by in a bit. I thought you should be here.”

      “Because?”

      I couldn’t delay the news any longer. “We have to put our heads together and tell her everything we remember about Franny and Gloria’s argument, right down to who witnessed it.”

      “Because?” This time she dragged the word out letter by letter.

      “Franny Clark was found by her brother Chase, dead, with one of my cupcakes half eaten next to her. The ME believes it was poisoned.”

      “What? You’ve got to be kidding? How could your cupcake have killed her unless she was allergic?”

      I couldn’t help but have a smile tug at the corners of my lips. That had been my thought. We’re a lot alike. “My reaction exactly. Nonetheless, we need to try and recall every detail about that argument before Casey gets here.”

      “Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll be right over.”

      “Coffee’s ready; I’ll make breakfast.”

      “I’m bringing my laptop too. Based on last week, I’m sure we’ll be digging into some dirt.”

      Was that a reference to Franny’s job with the landscape company, or just about what I used to do—digging up information on people and places and dissecting clues? Did it matter? I was going to suggest she bring it with her anyway. 

      “Hank, you need to have breakfast, and I need to get dressed, but not in that order.” He gave me a sharp bark, and his tail thumped in his blankets. I rushed up the stairs. It was going to be a busy day.

      When Josie arrived Hank danced around her feet. She squatted next to him and rubbed his velvety black ears. “How are you this morning, little man?”

      His answer was several licks on her hand.

      Placing bowls of fruit on the table, I said, “I made muffins to go with the berries and yogurt.”

      “Great, I’ll pour coffee.” She gave me a side glance. “How are you feeling about Franny holding a cupcake in her dying hand?”

      “That’s quite the way to phrase it but I’m of two schools of thought. One, she died eating something delicious.”

      “Until someone tainted it.”

      I nodded. “True, and the other side of me is wondering why the heck use my food as the vehicle to kill her?”

      “Could someone be out to add a cloud over your bakery?”

      I paused, placing the muffins on a plate. “I’ve already thought of that but to what end?  people showing up yesterday to lend a hand so I can rebuild was beyond my wildest dreams.”

      “It was very generous of people to help.” She picked up the mugs and pursed her lips. “The only thing that makes it seem less gruesome is that it was an opportune food item.”

      A sharp rap on the back door had me call, “Come in.”

      Casey strode into the kitchen. “Morning, ladies.” She ruffled Hank’s fur. “Hello there.”

      “Coffee?” Josie asked.

      “Please.” Casey pulled out a chair and sat. “It’s been a heck of an early morning. Two DBs in a week is a lot.”

      Josie glanced at me and mouthed, DB?

      “Dead bodies.”

      “Oh.” She handed Casey a mug. “Both are connected to Temperance. Is anyone thinking she did this?”

      Casey’s eyes widened. “Not likely, and if they are I’ll set them straight.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I thought you were off duty last night. What can you tell us?”

      “I was. The chief called me in since I’ve had more experience in my previous position.”

      “Before moving to Oak Hollow?” Josie asked.

      “That’s right. I moved here for a quieter life. But that doesn’t seem to be working out in recent days.” She sipped her coffee. “Last night, did Gordon take the last three or four boxes of cupcakes from the table?”

      “Three, I had five, but those kids on bikes took a box and you had one.” I gripped the edge of the counter. “What if whoever monkeyed with the cupcake that Franny ate tampered with the others?”

      “Highly unlikely. Outside her place we found an EpiPen on the ground. My guess is someone came over to enjoy a cupcake after Gordon gave them out. They never took a bite and waited until Franny ate hers before leaving.”

      Josie slumped in a chair. “For her to die.”

      “Are you sure?” I chewed my bottom lip. “To know that someone could get sick or worse is…”

      “Temperance, stop right there. How many people came over yesterday and ate your cupcakes? No one got sick or worse. This is an isolated incident, but it could cast a shadow over your business. We need to strike fast and solve the murder to prove your food had nothing to do with Franny’s murder. Or if it did she had an allergy she ignored.”

      A slow grin filled my face despite the circumstances. “You are asking for our help to solve the case?”

      Casey looked directly at me. “This is a one-off situation. You’re the only real witnesses I have and you do have an exceptional skill. It’d be a shame to waste it.”

      

      She steepled her fingertips together. “Excellent. We figured you’d need our help. Where do we start?”

      Casey toyed with her mug. “Tell me what you know about Franny Clark. Don’t start with yesterday.”

      “I’ve seen her around town since I opened the bakery. She wasn’t a daily regular, but she came in often enough and was always friendly.”

      “Was she alone?”

      “No, she and Gloria were usually together. That’s what made yesterday so odd; the argument was borderline vicious.” 

      Casey’s brow arched.  “Interesting.”

      Josie said, “The Clarks are locals. Franny and Chase manage Twigs and Petals Landscaping, and they cross paths with Gloria, who works at the garden center.”

      “And have they worked there a long time?”

      “Since high school. If I remember correctly, the three of them started working there during the summers and part-time during school breaks. Franny has a way with plants and flower beds -ad a way.”

      Casey leaned forward in her chair. “Take your time, Josie.”

      She blinked hard and nodded. “Sorry, we were in school together.”

      “I understand. There’s no reason to rush.”

      Casey was a good cop but also compassionate and she knew how patience would yield the best recollections from a witness, and right now Josie was the witness.

      “Were Gloria and Franny friends in high school?”

      “Yes. Franny, Gloria, Seth, Chase, and Jacob all hung out together.”

      “Was Seth here yesterday along with the others?”

      Her brow furrowed. “Not during the argument. He was here early, helping with the demo of the apartment. But I’m not sure where he went or what time.”

      “Did he return?”

      “Not that I recall. People left shortly after lunch. With so many folks showing up to help, it didn’t take long to get the kitchen and living room walls bare to the studs. Russ Patterson did a great job rounding up volunteers to make the project move right along.”

      “Did Russ ask Franny to help?”

      I said, “He told me he was going to swing by Twigs and Petals and ask for anyone who could to stop by. The owner, Kelly Woods, gave some of the staff time off to help.”

      “Was that normal for business owners to let their people off to pitch in for a community event like this?”

      Josie said, “It is for Kelly. About ten years ago, one of her greenhouses caught fire, and the town came together to help her rebuild. This is her way of paying it forward.”

      “What happened with that fire?”

      Josie’s face scrunched up. “I have no idea, but I’m sure there’s a record of it at the station.”

      “I’ll check it out.”

      “Do you think that old case is connected to Franny’s death?”

      Casey gave me a long look. “Not necessarily. How old would everyone have been at that time?”

      “That group is a year younger than me and I’m thirty-five, so they would have still been in college then. Franny went for horticulture, Chase studied arboriculture, and Gloria was a business major.”

      “Did Jacob go to college?”

      Josie’s brow quirked. “No, he went to trade school for auto mechanics. Is all this background important?”

      “You said they’ve been friends for years. To understand how they’re connected could be important. As we know, murders aren’t random and Franny let the killer into her home to share dessert. He or she was known to her.”

      “And she was comfortable with whoever it was,” I added.

      Buttering a muffin, Casey looked up. “What did you say Seth did for work and his last name?”

      “It’s Armstrong, and he’s a salesman for a pharmaceutical company. From what I’ve heard he’s doing well financially. He’s building a house outside of town.”

      “Is he in a relationship?”

      “He dated Franny for a long time but they broke up a year ago, maybe more now.” Josie shrugged her shoulders. “I think they’ve all dated each other at one time or another.”

      I asked, “Was there any indication of the motive at the scene? A note, text message on Franny’s phone?”

      “We’re working to unlock her phone so we should have access soon. Chase has a password list for her devices at his place.”

      “That’s helpful.” I leaned back in the chair. “If we focus on the argument yesterday, and no one is currently dating anyone?” I glanced at Josie, who nodded. “Then it’s not likely a romantic entanglement issue. So, what’s the motive?”

      Josie said, “What are the typical motives: revenge, money, or jealousy?”

      Casey said, “Or financial gain. At this point, we can’t rule anything out. We don’t have enough information to go on. Let’s talk about yesterday. Josie, when the argument arose how many people were around? Was Seth gone at that time?”

      “You already asked that but he was. Oh, wait, no.” She shook her head. “Kelly Woods stopped by and was talking to Seth. Jacob and Chase were emptying trashcans into the dumpster, and Franny was sweeping the sidewalk when Gloria walked up to her and grabbed her arm, whirling her around. When they came face to face, their looks could have killed.”

      “Would you say this was a continuation of a fight or something new, like Franny swept dirt on Gloria’s shoes and it set off an altercation?”

      Josie shook her head, “Oh, it wasn’t new. I noticed they weren’t their usual chatty selves during the day, but I figured it was because we were all busy getting the job done.”

      I said, “At this point the evidence indicates that Gloria’s the primary suspect.”

      Casey nodded. “That’s where we stand. Without knowing what the argument between Franny and Gloria was about, we can’t move forward.”

      I asked. “When will Gloria be at the station for questioning?”

      “Well, that’s a minor hiccup. At the moment, no one can locate her.”

      Josie said, “She likes to fish. Has anyone checked the river?”

      “No, but that’s a good idea.” Casey tapped out a message on her phone and looked up. “Does she have a favorite spot?”

      “I’m not sure, but a lot of us used to drop a line down past the big red bridge. There’s a path leading to a sandy beach.”

      “Will you show me?” Casey asked.

      Josie glanced at me and I nodded. “I’m coming too.” I wasn’t about to miss this.

      Hank barked. “Little boy, you’re staying home to guard the house.” He jumped into the middle of his bed and gave me a side-eye look and grumbled.

      Casey chuckled. “Someone’s not happy he has to stay put.”

      “You have no idea.” I drained my coffee. “Bottom’s up, ladies. We’re going sleuthing.”
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      Josie and I drove in her SUV, and Casey was in her truck. This was better optics for her in case anyone was watching us, seen or hidden. Parking in the turnout was easy since we were the only vehicles.

      “Ready Josie?”

      She turned in the driver seat and scanned the area. “I don’t see Gloria’s car anywhere. Maybe I was wrong about her coming here. But it’s Sunday and the weather is perfect, I just assumed.”

      “It’s an excellent educated guess. We’ll take a walk around and see what we might find. If nothing else we’ll catch some vitamin D.”

      With a chuckle, she pushed open her door. “Leave it to you to try and find an upside.”

      “It’s better than the downside.” We walked to the top of the path. Casey joined us.

      “Josie, have you noticed anything yet?”

      “I’m surprised I didn’t see Gloria’s car. Who knows, maybe she decided to sleep in today, or she could have gone to work.”

      “I checked with Kelly Woods on the drive over. Gloria had the weekend off which was why she was able to help at Temperance’s place. An officer’s been by her house and no one answered the door so the process of elimination puts us here to start the day.”

      “Josie, is the beachy spot to the right or left at the bottom of the hill?”

      “Take a left, it should appear in about a hundred yards. We’ll go through a stand of trees, and then it opens up.”

      Casey said, “Lead the way.”

      We navigated the steep decline in a single file. There were a few rocks that resembled steps, and I used them to keep my footing. “What’s to the right?”

      “A small fishing access. We can check there if nothing turns up at RR.”

      “What’s RR? I asked.

      “This fishing spot’s called Reel Retreat or RR for short. The other spot is the wormhole.”

      “Because?”

      “You can’t cast there; you can only drop a line with a worm and hope for the best, which is why most people don’t fish there if RR isn’t crowded.”

      Casey lifted her shoulder. “I don’t know these things. I’ve never fished except at the seafood counter at the market.”

      I laughed. “I’m with you, but the idea of escaping into nature with the sun and sounds of a lazy river while I read a good book is appealing.”

      We reached the bottom. I glanced right but followed Josie and Casey to the left. No matter what turned up at RR, I was going to the wormhole, if for no other reason than curiosity of what a smaller fishing hole looked like.

      Casey and Josie walked side by side. I kept my head down, moving at a slower pace, scanning the scrubby brush lining the path. The sun warmed my shoulders, and grass crunched under my sneakers. Years of training kicked in. At the bureau I had done a bit of fieldwork, not that I told anyone because it was my secret to keep. I quickly discovered it was a career path that wasn’t for me long term. I was comfortable with information analysis. Being out here and searching like this tugged at my gut; what if we discovered something awful? That had happened to me twice. I squeezed my eyes shut behind dark glasses and shook my head, forcing the memory into the recesses of my mind.
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