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I never dreamed that my deft touch with a slow cooker would get me involved in murder, but in a strange and roundabout way, that’s exactly what happened one autumn day in my hometown of Falling Creek, North Carolina.

When I answered my cell phone that afternoon, I heard a young woman ask, “Is this Sarah Jacobs?”

I was concentrating so hard on getting everything prepped in time for my slow cooking Adult Education class at the local community college that I absently nodded my head in response, but I failed to say anything.  In my defense, it only took me a split second to realize that the woman on the other end of the call couldn’t actually see me.  

“I’m Sarah,” I said as I continued working.  I’d been sorting through the fresh vegetables my friend, retired cop and now wonderful gardener Chuck Hudson, had supplied for tonight’s class.  I had a full slow cooker working its magic at the front, filling the room with the savory aroma of simmering beef, carrots, potatoes, onions, and my own blend of spices and herbs that made my mouth water as I worked.  It wasn’t possible to cook a complete meal during the hour and a half we had for each class, but I wanted everyone to understand the final goal they were shooting for, so I always cooked the identical meal ahead of time at home, and then put my slow cooker on its WARM setting once I got to the classroom.  In return for the additional class fees my students paid, I supplied the raw ingredients and the expertise for using a slow cooker; my students put their own meals together in class, sealed them tightly in baggies, and then stored them in the coolers they brought with them every evening.  It was the perfect way to introduce slow cooking to anyone’s lifestyle, no matter how busy they might be, and my students enjoyed the added benefit of being able to cook what they had prepared in my class at home the next day.  

Besides, working with all of those wonderful ingredients all evening, it would have been cruel not to at least feed them.  It was deep into autumn, a time of falling leaves, crisp days and even chillier nights for the North Carolina Mountains, and a perfect time to learn to use a slow cooker.  There was not much more inviting after being out in the cool weather than having a home-cooked meal waiting inside.  

Every classroom session started with a tasting before I taught a single thing.  We all lined up, filled our plates with the delicious food, and sampled the night’s offering.  A great many people told me that it was their favorite part of the class, and I couldn’t say that I disagreed with the sentiment.

“What can I do for you?” I asked.  I hadn’t realized that my cell phone battery was completely dead until that morning, so I’d had it at the cottage on quick-charge all day.  There were a dozen messages on it when I finally checked, but I hadn’t had time to go through them all before I rushed off to my classroom.  I’d just have to find some time to deal with whoever had called me later.  

At least that was my plan at the time.

“And you are the cooking teacher at the college, correct?” she asked.

“Guilty as charged,” I replied.  If any of the calls I’d missed were like this, I needn’t have recharged my telephone battery at all.

There was a moment’s pause, and then the woman said, “Isn’t that an odd way to respond to a direct question.”

I had to bite back a laugh as I explained, “I’m sorry.  It’s something my dad used to say when we were kids, and I guess I kind of picked it up without realizing it.”

“I suppose that’s all right, then,” she said graciously, as though she were doing me a favor by accepting my explanation for my turn of phrase.

“Was there something I could help you with?  I’m sorry, but I’m a little pressed for time right now.”

She somehow thought that was amusing, if the slight bark of her laughter was any indication.  

“Did I say something funny?” I asked.

“You’re teaching a class on slow cooking, but you don’t have much time.  Don’t you think that’s a strange situation to be in?”

“Honestly, that’s one of the joys of slow cooking.  It’s tailor-made for people on the go.  You just load your cooker, set the timer, and then usually you can just forget about it until it’s time to eat.”  Even as I said it, I realized that it must have sounded like a sales pitch to her, but I honestly believed it.  After all, I wrote a weekly newspaper column about using slow cookers, adding my own recipes each week, and I taught this class at FCCC, formally known as Falling Creek Community College, but affectionately referred to as Fizz by most folks in Falling Creek.  

It was time to end this conversation so I could finish the basic prep I needed to do before my students arrived.  “I’m sorry, but if you’re calling about this week’s class, I’m afraid we’re full.”

“I beg to differ,” she said. 

What was with this woman?  I’m as patient as the next gal, but I had things to do before my class met.

“Ma’am,” I explained, “we met last night, and there wasn’t a free spot open.  If you’d like me to put you on the waiting list, I’d be glad to add your name for the next class, but it won’t be until next month.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she said, and then hesitated a moment before continuing.  “I’m sorry.  I’m afraid I’m handling this badly.  My name’s Katherine Yeats, and the reason I called was to tell you that my Uncle Henry won’t be in class tonight.”

I wasn’t all that sad to hear that particular bit of news, honestly.  Henry had been a royal pain the night before, managing to alienate several of the other folks who were taking my class on slow cooking.  While I’d never met the man before yesterday, it was clear that some of the other students had a long and contentious history with him.

“Well, please tell Henry that he’s welcome to come back to class tomorrow.”  I felt as though I had to say that.  After all, the man had paid his tuition and fees, and he deserved the best I had to offer.

“That’s not going to happen.  I should have been more direct before, but I still must be in shock.  You see, sometime after your class last night, someone murdered my uncle.”

That’s when I saw our sheriff, and my nearly lifelong crush, Lane Davis, tapping on the glass of my locked classroom door.

“Thanks for calling.  I’m sorry for your loss, but I have to go.”

“Lane, I just heard the news,” I said as I hung up the telephone and let the sheriff into the classroom.  “Is it really true?”

The sheriff nodded, and I couldn’t help notice his dimples, or the way his hair fell over his eyes.  This was no time to think about my infatuation with the man, though.  I was a grown woman, for goodness sake, married and divorced.  So why did I always seem to act like an adolescent schoolgirl whenever he was around?  It might be the uniform, but I had a sneaking suspicion it was a great deal more than that.  

Lane took a deep breath, accompanied by a slight smile, as he walked into the room.  I saw his gaze go straight to my slow cooker in front.  I could tell that he wanted a sample, but he was there on official police business, and the man was a good cop, so he resisted the temptation.

“You’re here about Henry Yeats, aren’t you?” I asked.

Lane finally dragged his gaze back to me and said, “I’m afraid so, Sarah. I’m sorry you’re in the middle of this mess.”

“Am I really?” I asked.  The news of Henry’s murder was still so fresh that I hadn’t had time to wrap my head around its impact on my life yet.  “I don’t see how that could be.  It’s not like Henry was killed in my classroom.”

He frowned, and then said, “No, but he was killed right out there in the parking lot.”

“When exactly did it happen?  I left here at nine thirty, and the parking lot was empty except for my car.”

“As near as we can figure it, it was sometime between eleven and midnight.  A security guard makes the rounds all night, and it was empty when he checked at eleven, but Henry was there at midnight.”

“Was his cooler anywhere near by?”

“What?” Lane asked, clearly puzzled by my question.

“The students bring a cooler to class every night so they can take their prepared meals home with them.  If Henry’s cooler was there near his body, it means that he didn’t go home.”

Lane shook his head.  He didn’t even have to check his notes before he answered.  “There weren’t any coolers near the body.”

“Then the location of his murder had to be a coincidence,” I said.  “Why would he come back here after going home and dropping off his cooler first?”

“He was obviously meeting someone,” Lane said.

“Like his killer,” I suggested.  “But Henry could have set the rendezvous up here because he was thinking of the college.  It doesn’t necessarily link the murderer to my class.”

“Sorry, but it doesn’t exclude it, either.  I’ve already interviewed most of your students and a handful of other folks around town, and to be honest with you, it sounds as though there’s not going to be a shortage of suspects.” 

“It’s odd that you didn’t talk to me, too,” I said.

“I tried; believe me,” he answered, and that’s when I remembered my dead cell phone battery.  

“Sorry, my phone was out of order for most of the day,” I explained.  “The battery died, but I think there’s something else wrong with it, because even new batteries won’t hold a charge on it for very long.”

“I tried the phone at the cottage, too.”

“Cleo was fascinated with the phone cord today for some reason.  She pulled the line out of the socket, and I didn’t notice it until it was time to come here.”  Chalk up another bit of mischief to my roommate, a clever Siamese named Cleopatra.  “I’m sorry; I know that I’m babbling.  There’s no reason you should care about my cell phone battery or my cat.  This is all just such a shock.”

“Really?  From what I’ve been hearing, I’m not all that surprised myself.  How well did you know the victim?”

Using that term for one of my students—former students would probably be more appropriate now—was just a little too creepy for my taste.  “Not very well at all.  We just met last night for the first class.”

“And how would you describe him?” Lane asked.

I thought about it, and then replied, “I’d say that he was about five foot nine, with coarse gray hair, and just a little on the pudgy side.”

Lane shook his head.  “No, I mean, did he seem to get along with everybody else around him?”

I wanted to say something nice about the man, I honestly did, but there was no getting around the truth.  I hated speaking ill of the dead, but Henry himself had left me no choice.  “He was a bit of a sour puss, to be honest with you.  There must have been three or four folks who were unhappy with him when we left class last night, and if that was any indication of how he acted all of the time, it wouldn’t surprise me to know that you’ve got your work cut out for you trying to solve his murder.”

I caught Lane studying me cryptically, so I asked, “What?  Did I say something wrong, Sheriff?  I know it’s not nice, but it’s the truth.”

“No, I appreciate your honesty,” he said.  “Actually, it’s kind of refreshing after some of the other interviews I’ve been conducting today.  Some folks have been claiming the man was due for sainthood.”  Lane jotted something down in his notebook, and then asked softly, “Did you happen to have a problem with him yourself, Sarah?”

I frowned a second, and then I decided that if I was going to be truthful, I couldn’t exclude myself, not matter how it might look to Lane.  “Well, I admit that I wasn’t a fan.  Henry was argumentative for quite a bit of the class, and he had the nerve to say that my beef bourguignon tasted like cat food.  It didn’t, by the way.  It was delicious.”

“I’m sure it was,” Lane agreed.  “I won the picnic auction at the fire house last year, remember?”

I wasn’t about to forget that.  Every year, our squad of local firemen held an auction to raise money for new equipment.  Men and women were invited to provide a meal and stand in front of their fare, waiting to be auctioned off to the highest bidder.  I came in second last year, but not because of the level of my skill.  Candace Rutherford had won the highest bid with a TV Dinner and a frozen blueberry tart.  She wasn’t the only tart on the menu, but that’s not very kind of me to say, so I won’t, even if I just did.  Anyway, to Lane’s credit, he was the high bidder on my feast, and we’d shared a rather nice meal together, despite dining at a picnic table in front of the firehouse with just about everyone else in town joining us.  I remembered his girlfriend Simone’s expression when he kept bidding up my meal, and I had to admit that I was happy to see that she thought of me as a rival for one second, even if it hadn’t been true.  Tall and thin, Simone had hair the color of spun gold and blue eyes so pale they were almost translucent; she carried herself as though she were royalty.  I couldn’t imagine her having an awkward moment in her life, while it was a rare day that I didn’t experience a few myself.

“I enjoyed it, too,” I said.  “Anyway, like I said, it was pretty clear that Henry had a way of rubbing people the wrong way.”

“I’d like a list of names, if you don’t mind.”

I handed him my class roster as I shrugged.  “Go ahead.  Take your pick.”

“And if I had to focus on one or two people, who should I look at first?”

Was he asking my advice?  I thought about it, and then answered, “Leslie and Phil Cane were at odds with him a few times during the course of the class, and Gregory Carter was acting a little miffed as well.”

He looked surprised by my answer.  “I heard about the Canes, but the mayor, too?  What’s he doing taking your class, anyway?”

I got that question from time to time when single men enrolled in my class.  “He told me he was getting tired of eating out all of the time, so this was going to be a nice change of pace for him.”

He nodded and waved my class list in the air.  “Can I keep this?”

“It’s all yours,” I said as I glanced at the clock.  “Is that all you needed, Lane?  I’ve got a class to teach in about ten minutes, and I haven’t finished my prep work yet.”  A thought suddenly struck me.  “I can still hold my cooking class tonight, right?”

He thought about it, and then shrugged.  “I don’t see what harm it could do.  Besides, it will give me the chance to watch them all in action.”

“You’re going to sit in on my class?” I asked.  I wasn’t all that thrilled to have him there.  I knew he’d make me nervous, and when I was anxious, I had a tendency to over-explain everything.

“Would you rather I didn’t?” he asked, his glance darting back to the slow cooker.  “You’re going to be sampling that tonight, right?”

I thought of two things that might make him decide to wait out in the hall while I taught.  “You can stay on two conditions: you have to wear an apron, and you have to be Mrs. Beynard’s partner.”  Mrs. Beynard was at least eighty years old, though she loved going around town claiming to be a hundred and seven.  Some folks believed her since she was so adamant about it, but those of us who’d been around her all of our lives knew better.  Still, that little lie wasn’t a sign that she was slipping, not in the least.  Every morning, I knew for a fact that Mrs. Beynard did the daily crossword puzzle, in ink at that.  And it wasn’t the pushover that they ran along with my slow cooker column in the Falling Creek Express, either.  It was the puzzle from the Charlotte Observer too, the closest big city paper to our small little town if you didn’t count Asheville, which was a few miles farther away, though in a different direction.

Lane frowned at my stipulations, and then asked, “Can I at least see the apron first before I give you an answer?”

I held one of our generic blue aprons out to him, though I’d been tempted to offer him a flower-filled pink one that a student had left behind a few months before.

“I can do that,” Lane said, and to my surprise, he took the apron from me, deftly put it around his neck, and then tied the strings in back around his waist.  The sheriff lowered his voice as he explained, “I used to help Momma out in the kitchen all the time when I was little, and she always made me wear one.”

My heart softened thinking about Lane’s mother, a woman who represented a True Southern Lady, at least in my eyes.  “You mother was something special,” I said.

To my surprise, Lane touched my hand gently, and I felt a spark then, whether from the static in the air, or from something else entirely, I couldn’t say.

I wanted to say something to him right then about how I felt.  I’d planned it in my mind a thousand times, and now might just be the best time to tell him what was in my heart.  I knew he wasn’t all that happy with Simone, but I couldn’t wait around forever for him to see how wonderful I was.

I was about to screw up the courage to tell him how I felt when the classroom door opened and one of my seniors students, Ted Hardaway, walked in.  “Are you busy, Sarah?  Should we come back later?” he asked.

His wife, Sylvia, swatted him and started to pull him back outside into the hallway.  “I told you to give them a minute, you big goof.”

Ted frowned.  “But class is starting in two minutes.”  He took a deep breath, and then smiled.  “Besides, who can resist that?  I tell you, it’s what Heaven must smell like.”

Sylvia just shrugged, as though explaining her husband’s behavior with an expression that most women knew by heart.  It held love, an apology, and a little sympathy in it, and I couldn’t help but smile back in return.

Lane must have caught a hint of what had just passed between us.  “What just happened?  Did I miss something?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” I said lightly to him, and then, a little louder, I told the rest of the class, “Come on in.  We’re just about ready here.  Let’s get cooking.”

We all ate first, something that never failed to break the ice, and I took a taste of the stew for myself as well.  After all, how could I be in charge of Quality Control if I didn’t sample the offerings myself?  The chuck roast was tender to the touch, falling apart almost in anticipation as my fork neared it.  I skewered a healthy portion of meat, and then added a bite of carrot and a bit of potato as well.  Before I tasted it though, I breathed it all in deeply, savoring the aromas before I took the first bite.  The herbs seemed to enhance the natural taste and aroma of the food, acting in some kind of synergistic way that brought unexpected and deep flavors out of the roast and accompanying vegetables.  The tender meat was complemented by the firm potato and carrot, something that had surprised me when I’d made my first pot roast in a slow cooker several years before.  That had been a revelation to me, and I’d been a huge fan of slow cooking ever since.  

As we ate, I wandered around among my students, talking about the approaching lesson, but tonight, my mind wasn’t on the subject matter, and my heart wasn’t in teaching.  One of these people could be a cold blooded killer.  How could someone come to my class the day after murdering another student?  It was reasonable to suspect that they’d come to allay any suspicion about themselves, but I didn’t know how anyone could do it.  I saw Lane speaking with Gregory Carter, and wondered what he and the mayor were talking about.  I drifted over near them, close enough to hear what they were saying, but still far enough away not to be a participant.

“How well did you know Henry, Greg?”

“It’s Gregory, or Mr. Mayor,” the mayor corrected.  He was tall and slim, with black hair just beginning to be touched by gray at the temples.

“I’ll go with Gregory, since you’re not being mayor at the moment.  The question stands.  How well did you know the murder victim?”  It was an interesting thing to watch, the back and forth between the two powerful men.  In just a few lines, without any apparent animosity, Gregory had reminded Lane that he was his boss, and that he should tread carefully.  In return, Lane had let him know that he knew who he was, but it wasn’t going to cultivate any special favors, since he was investigating a homicide.

“Honestly?  We used to be close, but we drifted apart over the years,” the mayor said.

“Any particular reason why?” Lane asked him.  I caught a glimpse of his face, and saw an expression there I’d never seen before.  It was as if he were examining a bug, trying to figure out what it was, instead of staring intently at his boss.

“Life manages to get in the way with friendship sometimes.”

Lane nodded, but I didn’t think he believed it for a second.  “What did you do last night, Gregory?”

The mayor didn’t answer immediately.  When he did, it was with a question of his own.  “Are you asking me for an alibi, sheriff?”  He’d placed a little special emphasis on Lane’s title.  Not only that, but he’d raised his voice as well.  It was pretty clear that everyone in class had been listening in, but Gregory wanted to make certain that everyone there knew why Lane was taking my slow cooker class tonight.

“Don’t feel like the lone ranger.  I’m asking the same thing of everyone in class.”

Gregory shrugged, and I could see the hint of a smile on his face.  If my students had been wondering about his possible involvement in Henry’s murder and were beginning to suspect the mayor himself, Gregory had managed to deflect that attention and bring out the fact that they were all in the same boat.  It was a pretty brilliant move, actually, and I hadn’t seen it coming.  He iced the cake when he replied loudly, “I don’t know about everybody else, but I went home, started reading the new Bartholomew Barkley historical on Thomas Jefferson’s cook and I fell asleep.  Alas, no one but Spike can testify to it, though.  Who knows, if you give him enough treats, my dog just might turn on me, but I doubt it.”

That brought out a few chuckles, and I could see that sly smile of Gregory’s again.

Lane took it all in, jotted a few things down, and then moved on to Ted and Sylvia Hardaway.

Leslie Cane touched me lightly on the arm, and I turned to her, searching for her husband.  He must have gone to the restroom, because he’d been in the room a second ago, but now he was gone.  “Is that why he’s here?” she asked softly.  Leslie was a soft, pretty woman in her mid forties.  She had the look about her that she’d been plain all of her life, and had suddenly found that with age, to everyone’s surprise, she’d become quite beautiful.  There was a hint of insecurity in her laugh, and a touch of daring in her smile, as though she couldn’t quite believe that it was all real.

“He asked to step in,” I explained, “and I was afraid if I turned him down, he’d cancel class altogether.  Has he spoken with you yet?”

“No,” she said slowly.  “Could someone here have actually murdered Henry?”

“If somebody had a strong enough reason, it’s something the police have to consider.  The right motive can be a powerful motivator.” 

She nodded, and was about to say something else when we both spotted Phil walking quickly toward us.  He was a large man, with massive hands that looked as though they could crack walnuts, but he usually offset his general appearance with a smile, though it was missing at the moment.  As he neared us, Leslie said quickly, “I’d love to get your opinion on an idea for a new recipe I’m thinking about.”

“I’d be happy to help any time,” I said.

“What are you two ladies talking about?” Phil asked, standing just a little too close to his wife, as though he were trying to shield her from something.

“Food,” I said quickly.  “After all, is there a better topic for a cooking class than that?”

Phil wasn’t buying it, I could tell.  It was time for a distraction.  I clapped my hands together and said, “If you’ll scrape your plates and put your dishes in the sink, it’s time to get started.”

As the class began in earnest, I tried to forget about Lane being in the room, but it was hard not to focus on him.  I must have overcompensated though, because at the end of the night’s session after everyone else was gone and he’d spoken to each of them in turn, the sheriff approached me as I finished cleaning up the night’s mess. 

“Listen, I’m sorry I crashed your class tonight.  I thought it might help me with my investigation,” he explained.

“Did it?” I asked, honestly curious.

“Oh, yes,” he said.  “I’m going to be having a few more in-depth conversations because of what I learned tonight.  Still, I was probably out of line asking to participate.”  He grinned for a second, and then said, “It was really good, Sarah.”

“The class, or the meal we all shared before we actually got started cooking?” I asked with a slight smile.

“Why can’t it be both?  You’ve outdone yourself, and it couldn’t have been easy.  I know you weren’t happy with me being here tonight.”

“Why do you say that?”

He shrugged, and then explained, “Well, I couldn’t help noticing that you didn’t look my way much as you were teaching.”

I smiled broadly at him for noticing.  This man was our sheriff for a reason.  “I looked at you, but you just didn’t see it.  It was pretty clear that Mrs. Beynard occupied most of your attention during class.”

He grinned back.  “What can I say?  She decided to take me under her wing, and I couldn’t exactly say no.”

I laughed at that.  “I understand.  Mrs. Beynard can be a force to reckon with.”

“So, the two of us are okay?” he asked.

“Yes.  Was there something else you wanted?” I asked, adding silently to myself, “like taking me out to dinner sometime?”

“I just have one more question for you, but I’m pretty sure you aren’t going to like it.”

He looked so serious that my playful mood left me in an instant.  “Go on, then.  We might as well get it out there.”

“Sarah, where did you go last night after class?  What I really need to know is if there’s anyone who can vouch for your whereabouts between eleven and midnight.”

I didn’t understand his question at first because his intent was so far from my thoughts.  “I didn’t have a date or anything, if that’s what you’re asking.  I went home, fed Cleo, and then we watched a movie together.  Well, I watched while she slept, if I’m being completely truthful about it.”

“And besides your cat, you were completely alone?  Did you talk to anyone else after you left here, particularly during that hour?”

That’s when it hit me.  “You want to know if I have an alibi for the murder, don’t you?”

He didn’t say a word; he just nodded when he heard my question.

And then I knew that Henry’s murder involved me more directly than I had realized.  It appeared that by being open and frank with him, I had made my way onto our sheriff’s list of possible suspects.
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Chapter 2
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“I’m sorry, but I don’t have some convenient alibi, Lane.  Does that mean that I’m a murder suspect in your mind?”

He looked uncomfortable, but I had a right to ask the question.  

Lane didn’t look all that happy about it as he answered, “I’m sorry, but I have to put your name on my list.”

I wasn’t all that thrilled about it myself, but I could see his point.  “So, do we need to go to your office to finish this interview?”  A thought suddenly struck me.  “Do I need an attorney?”

Lane frowned before he answered, and I hoped that, even if it was just a little bit, he was sorry that our evening had been wrecked.  “No, there’s no need for that.  I’m just gathering information right now.  For the moment, we’re finished.”

“That’s good, because I’ve told you everything I know.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got dishes to do and things to put away before I can leave.”

He started for the door, but Lane hesitated before he walked out.  “If it means anything, I hate that we had to have that conversation tonight.  Sometimes it’s not easy being the sheriff around here.”

I wanted to feel some sympathy for him, but it was tough to do after he’d asked me for my alibi.  My heart was still inclined to forgive him, but my head disagreed.  “I can understand that,” I said.

“Any chance there are leftovers?” he asked as he glanced back at the slow cooker.

I had to laugh as I looked inside.  There were a few errant baby carrots, half a dozen cubes of potato, and a bit of meat.  “Honestly, it’s hardly worth bothering with.”

“Speak for yourself.  Your leftovers are better than anything else I’ve ever had made fresh from scratch.”

Well, I couldn’t stay mad at him after that.  I grabbed a plastic container, filled it with the remnants of the class meal, and then sealed the top and handed it to him.  “There you go.”

“I know I shouldn’t take this,” he said as he held onto the container firmly, “but it’s too tough to pass up.  Thank you, Sarah.”

“You’re welcome,” I answered.  “I hope you enjoy it.”

“Oh, I will.  You can be sure of that.”

After Lane was gone, I started washing dishes in the classroom sink.  That usually soothed me, and gave me time to think as well.  I didn’t have a dishwasher at the cottage I shared with Cleo, but neither one of us seemed to mind it.  I’d read once that Agatha Christie had often gotten some of her best book ideas standing at the sink, and while I’d never be able to plot a mystery novel if my life depended on it, I had managed to come up with some pretty interesting recipes over the years doing the exact same thing.

Unfortunately, it didn’t work tonight.  All I got for my time in front of the sink was a rack full of clean dishes and a pair of sore feet.  I’d been standing most of the day, and I was starting to feel it.  The thought of going back to the cottage and watching something on television with Cleo was appealing, but to paraphrase my favorite poet, I had miles to go before I slept.  The first stop on my list was Chuck Hudson’s place.  From the way Lane had questioned me, whether I liked it or not, I realized that I was near the top of his list of suspects.  That meant that I had to see if I could figure out who had killed Henry myself before the whole town started believing that I might have done it.  And if I were going to investigate Henry’s murder, it would be good to have the help of someone who was once a professional detective.  I worried about Chuck’s fragile disposition after the breakdown that had caused him to retire from the force, but if he could give me a little general advice on how to start digging into the murder, I’d be mighty obliged to him.

I’d have to recruit a few more folks too if I was going to investigate this case.  It was just too daunting a task to tackle on my own.  One thing was certain; I knew that my first cousin and best friend, Morgan White, would be up for whatever I wanted to do.  Even though we were family, she and I had really bonded when a teacher had yelled at us both in kindergarten, and nothing had dulled the ties between us since, not marriage, not even divorce.  I knew that when things got scary, Morgan was the one I wanted by my side.  I’d have to talk to her tomorrow, though, and see if that included investigating a murder.

Tonight though, I needed to talk to Chuck.

As I walked out of the classroom, I noticed the traces of a chalk outline covering two spaces in the parking lot.  It was out in the open, with no cars or trees or other obstructions anywhere near by.  I looked for a second, and then I focused on walking past it without having to stare directly at the scene of the crime again.  I usually walked everywhere I went in Falling Creek whenever I could, but I was regretting that decision tonight.  Earlier, I’d dropped off my slow cooker and the veggies we’d needed for tonight’s class, and then I’d taken my car home.  I loved walking home at night in the autumn months, enjoying the sights, smells, and sounds that surrounded me.

Tonight though, I had a feeling that my pace might be just a little faster than it had been in the past.  Every third step I took on way to Chuck’s house and small plot of land, I paused and looked behind me.  It was obvious that no one was following me, but I couldn’t fight the urge to keep checking anyway.

“Did you bring me any leftovers from class tonight?” Chuck asked as he answered his door at his place on the edge of town.  It wasn’t exactly a farm by most standards, but on his few acres, he still managed to raise a great deal of food.  

“I’m sorry.  I gave them to Lane.”

Chuck, a tall, husky man with bushy brown eyebrows and a crafty expression perennially on his face, smiled softly.  “Don’t tell me you finally got up the courage to ask him out.”

“He’s got a girlfriend,” I reminded my friend.

“Simone?  Why would he choose hamburger when he can have steak?  Don’t worry, he’ll come to his senses one of these days.”  Chuck hesitated, and then asked, “If you didn’t go out with him, how did he manage to talk you out of your leftovers?”

“You haven’t heard the news?” I asked.  Chuck was usually up on everything that happened in Falling Creek, especially if it involved crime.

“I’ve been out in the shed working on my blasted tractor all day,” he acknowledged.  “I got it fixed, though, so that’s all that counts.  Now, what is it that I should have heard?”

“Someone killed one of my students last night after class,” I said.  “And Lane Davis came by the school to ask me about the murder.”

Chuck’s expression immediately darkened.  “Come on in, Sarah.  I’ll make a few telephone calls and see what I can find out.”

Even before Chuck asked his first question, I felt better about the situation.  I might be a suspect in Lane’s mind, but I wasn’t going to have to prove my innocence alone.

After half a dozen calls, Chuck put his telephone down. 

“Wow, that didn’t take long,” I said.

“What?  Oh, I called in a few favors; that’s all.  It wasn’t hard.”

“So, what did you find out?”

He shrugged.  “I managed to get a bit of it, but not as much as I would have liked.”

“How did he die?” I asked.  The question had been nagging me since I’d heard about the murder, but I’d been too flustered to ask Lane about any details after he’d questioned me about my alibi.  I guess I was hoping that it was some kind of exotic crime, with a weapon that I wouldn’t have access to, or a skill I didn’t possess.  I knew that most murders were common and pretty simple, but somehow I wanted Henry’s death to be attributed to a rare poison from South America or to a technique known only to Navy Seals and Green Berets.

“Someone hit him on the back of the head with a wine bottle,” Chuck said.  

“What brand of wine, do you know?” I asked as the hair on the back of my neck began to bristle.

“What an odd question.  I have no idea.  Why do you ask?”

I admitted, “I brought eight wine bottles for class last night.”

“Do you actually serve your students alcohol during your sessions?” Chuck asked, clearly surprised by my admission.

“No, but we use it in the slow cooker for the beef bourguignon.  By the time you eat the meal, the alcohol has burned off long before, but the flavor of the wine remains.”

“Did you count the bottles after class?” Chuck asked.

“No, it never even occurred to me.  Why, should I have?”

He looked grim as he explained, “It would be good to know if you had the same number after class as you did before.  Does Lane know you were cooking with wine last night in class?”

“It didn’t come up in our conversation,” I said.  

Chuck said earnestly, “You need to call him then, and I mean right now.”

I wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but I couldn’t deny that Chuck had a point. “I know you’re right, but isn’t this just going to make me look even guiltier?”

He shrugged.  “We’ll worry about that later, but you’ve got important information that the investigating officer needs to have.  It’s your duty to tell him what you know.”

I took out my phone, but then I saw that the battery was already dead again.  

As I put my phone away, Chuck frowned.  “Sarah, you can’t drag your feet on this.  You’re going to call him, right?”

“If my battery was still good I would.  May I borrow your phone?”

He handed me his cell phone and smiled.  “It’s #7 on the speed dial.”

“You have the sheriff’s number programmed into your telephone, Chuck?”

He shrugged.  “I was a cop for a long time, Sarah.  Just because I’m not on the force now doesn’t mean that I want to lose touch.  You never know when you’ll need it.”
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