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	TRUDY, MADLY, DEEPLY

	A Working Stiffs Mystery

	Book 1

	 


 

	Chapter One

	 

	MY LIFE OF crime began at seven twenty-eight this morning.

	Nothing hard-core. But judging from the steely-eyed gaze Chimacam County Prosecutor, Francine “Frankie” Rickard, was leveling at me, I knew some hard time could be in my immediate future.

	“What the heck are you doing?” she asked as I entered her third-floor office in the stately courthouse overlooking the Port Merritt waterfront.

	She’d asked the question du jour—what I’d been asking myself ever since I hijacked her Friday morning doughnut order.

	I’d been a good girl, never before prone to vigilante acts against pastry. But after a year without a regular paycheck, I was done with playing it safe.

	I needed to make the most of this golden opportunity for some one-on-one time with my potential employer, so I shot Frankie my best smile and set the Duke’s Cafe bakery box on the corner of her oak desk. “Special delivery!”

	Leaning back in her desk chair, she squinted at me over her wireframe bifocals. “Duke has you making deliveries now?” she asked, a wary glint in her slate-blue eyes.

	In the last two decades, the population of the former mill boom town of Port Merritt, Washington, had dwindled to a tight-knit community of just over five thousand. Like Frankie, most everyone who frequented the waterfront was well-acquainted with my great-uncle, the Duke—Darrell Duquette, owner of Duke’s Cafe, the best breakfast and burger joint in town.

	The fact that Duke had me around this summer for cheap, temporary labor was supposed to be working in this delivery girl’s favor. Instead, I felt like I’d been caught with a sticky-fingered hand in the tip jar. 

	“Deliveries, waiting tables. I’m just filling in wherever I’m needed until I can find something full-time,” I said, hoping she’d take the bait I was dangling in front of her.

	Despite the August sunshine filtering through the arched window behind her, haloing her upswept auburn-gray hair, sixty-year-old Frankie didn’t look the least bit angelic as she crossed her arms. “Well, I have to admit I’m disappointed, Charmaine. Since I could use someone with your ability in this office, I’d hoped to entice you to work for me.”

	My ability had earned me a local reputation that had been following me around like a chain-rattling ghost ever since Heather Beckett labeled me as a freak back in sixth grade. If it could also pay off in the form of a steady salary, I wasn’t too proud to do a little rattling of my own.

	“You did. I submitted an application for the open position you told me about last week,” I said, trying to ignore the telltale quirk of irritation pulling at Frankie’s lips.

	After completing the online application process, I’d spent the next ten days jumping at every ring of my cell phone like I was once again a teenager in need of a prom date. Much like seventeen years earlier, when Frankie called to ask me to babysit that Saturday night, my phone had rung just once about a job.

	The offer had come from an old classmate who managed the Roadkill Grill, home of the You kill it—We grill it T-shirt that all the line cooks wore.

	“Free T-shirts!” he said as if this were a coveted job perk that every thirty-four-year-old woman should have her sights set on.

	Seriously, if I’m ever that desperate to save money on my wardrobe, I want someone to shoot me.

	I met Frankie’s gaze, my heart pounding with anticipation. “But since I never heard anything back about the job…”

	She puckered, accentuating the fine lines surrounding her frosted lips. “No one called you for an interview?”

	I shook my head.

	Frankie pushed back from her desk, rising to a height almost eye level to my five foot six with the aid of her high-heeled pumps. “Come with me.”

	I followed her past the cluttered desks of two watchful assistants clicking on computer keyboards to a smaller office four doors down a threadbare hallway, where Ben Santiago sat in front of a laptop dwarfed by his massive mahogany desk.

	“Ben,” Frankie said as she and I stood in the doorway. “May we interrupt you?”

	It was obvious from the cordial smile that didn’t reach his hooded dark eyes that the Deputy Criminal Prosecuting Attorney thought we already had.

	Ben Santiago’s gaze tightened when it landed on me, making me regret opting for the ponytail instead of taking an extra ten minutes with my blow dryer to tame my raggedy brown mop of curls. At least my white chambray shirt was clean. If you didn’t count the smear of egg yolk on my right sleeve.

	He removed his horn-rimmed glasses and pointed with them at the two black leather captain’s chairs facing his desk. “Please.”

	The leather chairs appeared to be cheap and utilitarian, like they’d been ordered out of a discount office supply catalog along with the bank of black file cabinets to his right. Aside from the red tones in his desk, the worn rust-brown carpet, and the windowless eggshell-white wall featuring two sepia-tinted street scenes of Port Merritt in its late nineteenth-century heyday, the monochrome office looked as warm and inviting as a loaf of five-day-old white bread.

	And that included an unsmiling, fiftyish Ben Santiago—a burly, onyx-haired fireplug in an off-the-rack suit.

	Frankie sat in the chair to my left. “Have you met Charmaine Digby?”

	Standing a couple of inches taller than me, he reached across his desk and shook my hand with a warm grip, projecting professionalism blended with a dollop of guarded disinterest. “Not officially.”

	I’d served this guy lunch at Duke’s at least a dozen times in the last couple of months while I filled in for one of the waitresses on maternity leave. He took his coffee black, preferred ranch dressing with his fries, and wanted his double beef bacon cheeseburgers served without a side order of conversation, so I wasn’t surprised to hear I hadn’t made the grade of official acquaintance.

	“Charmaine is interested in the level one assistant position we have open,” Frankie said.

	Especially since it was the only employment nibble I’d had in the last nine weeks that didn’t require me to have Rocky Raccoon roadkill stretched over my C-cups.

	Unfortunately, although Ben Santiago smiled and nodded, the crinkle of annoyance etched between his thick eyebrows suggested that I should ring my buddy to give him my shirt size.

	“She’s the one I was telling you about, but it appears she was never called for an interview.” Frankie dismissively flicked a wrist. “Probably because of some clerical error.”

	Ben’s mouth flatlined for a fraction of a second.

	Clerical error, my ass. Clearly, some barrel-chested prosecuting attorney with a receding hairline hadn’t deemed me worthy of a phone call.

	“Since you’ve been conducting the interviews, I thought you could take this opportunity to chat with her,” Frankie stated, making it abundantly apparent that an answer of no wasn’t advisable.

	“Sure. I’d be happy to.” Ben sounded as enthusiastic as my then-husband the last time I suggested we head up to the Pacific Northwest and spend the holidays with my grandmother.

	“I’ll sit in on this if you don’t mind.” Frankie smiled, folding her slender arms and sending her deputy prosecutor the none-too-subtle message that she didn’t care what he thought. “Just to expedite the process.”

	With the tug of displeasure at the edge of his lips betraying his emotion like a tell in a poker game, Ben turned his attention to me, his pinstriped tie rising and falling with each deep breath he took.

	“Charmaine, I’m sure you’re busy and need to get back to work, so what do you say we get right to it?”

	Obviously, Frankie wasn’t the only one who wanted to do some expediting.

	“Since I haven’t seen your resume…” He glanced at Frankie like he wanted to convince her of that fact, making it ring less true. “Tell me about your work history, Charmaine, aside from being a waitress.”

	“Most recently I worked as a process server for a private investigator in San Mateo, California.”

	The PI was the father of a friend I met at culinary school. She and I had both worked in four-star restaurant pressure cookers—probably why she thought I could handle the door-to-door verbal abuse, usually inflicted by irate soon-to-be-ex-spouses, pissed at being served with notices to appear. But it had its upside. I got to exchange being yelled at by the resident kitchen czar for a daily dose of California sunshine while I waited for my divorce to become final.

	“I did research and ran background checks,” I said, making sure that I hit some of the key duties of the level one assistant job description, “and I served as the assistant office manager.” Which meant that I was the low man on the totem pole in charge of picking up the PI’s dry-cleaning, but at least I had a title.

	“And before that?” Ben asked, sounding like a food critic with zippo interest in the menu I’d just offered him.

	“I co-managed an Italian bistro in San Francisco. Supervised the kitchen, handled the payroll.”

	Actually, I collected the staff’s timecards and handed them over to my former mother-in-law, who wouldn’t let me touch her computer. But to get myself into an office at the courthouse, I figured a sprig of creative garnish could only help my cause.

	A flicker of disdain at the corner of his pursed mouth signaled that I was wasting his time. No doubt because I’d served him a double beef bacon cheeseburger last week.

	“Before that, I was a pastry chef for ten years,” I volunteered to cut to the chase.

	Blowing out a breath, he stared at his boss as if she were forcing him to eat his vegetables.

	“She has other skills, Ben,” Frankie stated. “One in particular that could come in very handy around here.”

	The Criminal Prosecuting Attorney shot me a fake smile. “I’m sure you do.”

	I hadn’t had this kind of confidence boost since my husband won a top chef contest on TV, then came home to announce that he was trimming the fat in his life—namely me.

	Frankie peered at me over her bifocals. “You’d better show him.”

	“Okay.” It wasn’t the first time someone had trotted me out as if I were their trick poodle, but I could guarantee this guy wasn’t going to like the show.

	I scooted my chair closer to sit directly across from Ben Santiago, and he scowled like I was invading his space.

	“Is this going to take long?” he asked Frankie. “I’m due in court in ten minutes.”

	Doubtful. Until now he’d shown no indication that he was in a hurry. No surreptitious glances at his wristwatch. Nothing.

	“Sorry, Mr. Santiago, but I think the truth is that you just want me out of here.”

	Getting into a man’s face and calling him a liar is a lot like poking a bear—often not good for the one doing the poking. Since I didn’t want the grizzly behind the desk to toss me out of his office, I thought it best not to use too sharp a stick.

	His tie slowly rose and fell while a crease between his brows punctuated his thoughts.

	“I see that I’m right about when you’re needed in court,” I said.

	“I’ll mention that to the judge when I see him.”

	“When? In an hour or two?” I was guessing, taking a wild swing with my stick.

	His eyes narrowed into a squint worthy of Dirty Harry.

	Bingo. “Right again, huh?”

	“I see what you’re trying to do, but trust me, I don’t have time for games.”

	“Really? You seemed to be playing one earlier when you said that you hadn’t seen my resume.”

	His tie stopped moving. “I—”

	“Lied to me. You saw that I lacked the depth of experience you’re looking for, and you didn’t want to waste any more time on me. Would you like to tell me I’m wrong?”

	His lips thinned. “You’re awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

	Not lately. But I still had faith in my BS barometer. “I’m only telling you how I’m reading you.”

	He tapped a thick index finger several beats against the surface of his desk. “Listen, I appreciate that you have…some skills,” he said with a headshake that told me otherwise. “And this is nothing personal, but—”

	“Nope. Sorry. I think it’s very personal and has a lot to do with the fact that I’m the one who’s been taking your lunch orders at Duke’s.”

	“That has nothing to do with this.”

	“Sure.”

	His mouth quirked. “Okay, maybe it has a little bit to do with it. A waitress isn’t exactly a natural fit for someone working in this office.”

	I couldn’t disagree with him. “But I’m a natural at identifying deceit. I’ve sat through hundreds of interviews and correctly interpreted thousands of flashes of expression in two university studies to prove it.”

	I’d participated in the deception detection studies as a favor to my former sister-in-law, who was working on her doctoral thesis in clinical psychology, but the results validated Heather Beckett’s claim. Compared to the perceptive abilities of the average person, I really was a bit of a freak.

	Ben’s eyebrows arched with interest. “That may be true,” he said. “But—”

	“I’m a hard worker and a quick study.” I would have added that only one percent of the population had my level of deception detection accuracy, but I didn’t want to sound like a used car salesman trying to make a hard sell. “I might fit in better than you think.”

	The look he gave his boss told me that he still wasn’t sold.

	“You already know how I feel about this,” Frankie said. “But as head of the Criminal Division, your team would also work with her, so it needs to be a joint decision.”

	He leaned back, his desk chair creaking under his weight as his gaze swept over me.

	I placed my hand over the yolk stain on my sleeve. “I’m good at what I do, Mr. Santiago.” Despite all appearances to the contrary.

	The pinstripes on his chest rose and fell. “Call me Ben. And we’ll see about how good you are.”

	Not the most enthusiastic job offer I’d ever received, but every fiber in my being was singing a hallelujah chorus.

	He looked at Frankie. “Thirty-day trial?”

	“Fine,” she agreed without hesitation.

	Ben shrugged. “Then it looks like you just found yourself a new assistant.”


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	THREE DAYS LATER, energized to start my new job, I bounded up the well-worn marble stairs of the Chimacam County Courthouse. By the time I made it to the third-floor landing, I had a stitch in my side and I needed oxygen. Pitiful. Since when couldn’t I handle a few stairs?

	I only had to look down for the answer. Since I had eaten my way through a divorce.

	The patty melts and pie happy hour at Duke’s had to go. And no more double helpings of mashed potatoes and gravy at my grandmother’s house.

	“Stairs. Every day,” I huffed. It was barely eight o’clock and I already had a diet and exercise program. Sort of. My hips and thighs would thank me later, after they stopped screaming.

	Gold and black tile spanned the third-floor hallway, the geometric pattern interrupted by a wooden bench and three yellow vinyl upholstered chairs that looked like refugees from a garage sale. Gleaming wainscoting accented walls the color of vanilla pudding.

	Breathing in the slightly musty scent of the nineteenth-century courthouse, I noticed a sheriff’s deputy watching me from a desk opposite the stairs.

	I smiled.

	He didn’t.

	Maybe Chimacam County’s version of a security system wasn’t supposed to fraternize with the help.

	Heavy oak doors with department names etched in the glass identified each county office in the four-story, red brick building. The prosecutor’s office was no exception.

	Inside, two mismatched vintage desks littered with paper and stacks of file folders stood side by side. An African violet with electric blue blooms, catching filtered sunshine from a narrow window, sat atop a tan metal file cabinet with two drawers open and chock-full like an over-stuffed cannoli. Apparently, no one around here believed in going paperless.

	Using her shoulder to press the telephone receiver to her ear, the middle-aged, honey-haired receptionist waved me in after I told her my name. “See Patsy,” she whispered.

	I figured Frankie had arranged for me to get the fifty-cent tour of the courthouse. It was probably best to be polite and not mention that I had toured the historical landmark back in the fifth grade.

	I made a left and headed down a short hallway, where Patsy Faraday, Frankie’s legal assistant, stood by her desk with her gaze set on me like a sentry training her rifle on an approaching enemy.

	Her black slacks hugged a pair of tree trunk thighs, emphasizing a panty line that her plus-sized paisley print tunic couldn’t disguise. I knew from the gossip pipeline at Duke’s that Patsy’s husband had cheated on her for most of their twenty-year marriage. Like me, she appeared to have landed on her feet after her recent divorce, holding a fork in her hand.

	Patsy flashed me a tepid smile. “Good morning. Frankie’s going to be a little late, but she asked me to show you around.”

	Since we had another hour before the ferry from Seattle arrived and dozens of sun-seeking tourists caravanned toward the historic Old Town district in their RVs, I knew Frankie wouldn’t be late because of the usual mid-morning backup on Highway 19. “Is everything okay?”

	Patsy jutted her pointy chin at me. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”

	She knew plenty. It just wasn’t for me to know.

	Patsy grabbed a thin red binder from her desk. “If you’ll follow me,” she said, leading the way down the hall. “Most of the attorneys aren’t in yet, so we’ll start with the lunchroom.”

	I watched her plaited hair sweep across her back like a pendulum, keeping rhythm with the sway of her rounded hips. The tawny color had probably come from a bottle she’d purchased at Clark’s Pharmacy, but the gray roots were all Patsy’s.

	At the lunchroom doorway, she flipped a light switch, illuminating a coffee machine cooking the sludge in its pot. “You should check in here periodically. Not everyone thinks to make a fresh pot when they take the last cup. Coffee and filters are in there.” Patsy pointed at the metal cabinet next to a dark brown mini-refrigerator, leaving no doubt which assistant she expected to make the coffee.

	She switched off the light and I followed her down the hall to an office bullpen of five legal assistants where Patsy systematically introduced me to each woman.

	Their ages probably ranged from early thirties to late fifties. I already knew the oldest lady—Karla Tate, a two-pack-a-day smoker who lived on G Street down the hill from my grandmother. The other four I knew by sight from having served them lunch at Duke’s. Based on Patsy’s speed-dating approach to today’s introductions I could only hope there wouldn’t be a who’s who quiz later.

	“And here we are…your desk,” Patsy said as she and I made our way to the windowless rear wall, where four black filing cabinets shared the dreary space with a scarred walnut desk, an empty pencil cup, and a spindly philodendron languishing in the corner.

	If this concluded the tour, my desk certainly looked like it was at the end of the line.

	Patsy handed me the red binder. “You’ll find your computer login in here, plus a manual on navigating the network. When there’s time tomorrow, I’ll schedule you for some training.”

	“I’ll probably have time today.” Considering that I didn’t even have any pencils to sharpen, a lot of time.

	Her pale lips disappeared for a split second. “Maybe.”

	That looked more like a no way. Patsy definitely knew something she didn’t want to share.

	She aimed her chin at me again. “If there’s nothing else you need, Frankie will call when she’s ready for you.”

	“What should I do in the meantime?”

	“Make coffee.”

	Swell.

	Fifteen minutes later, while the coffee machine gurgled, laboring to spit out its last few drops, I stood at the lunchroom window and considered cleaning out the refrigerator until I saw Frankie’s Volvo roll into the parking lot. Happy to give the fridge a reprieve, I found a ceramic mug in the cabinet, filled it with some fresh brew and headed down the hall to find out what was going on.

	“Charmaine,” Frankie said, standing at the doorway of her office. “What good timing.”

	For both of us.

	I lifted the mug in my hand. “Coffee?”

	Her lips curled into a pleasant smile, but the tension in her jaw made it look forced. “You must have been reading my mind.” She gestured toward her desk with her briefcase. “Come in. I’d like to talk to you about something.”

	As I stepped into her office, she asked Patsy, “Do you have Trudy’s file ready?”

	Trudy? The only Trudy I knew was Trudy Bergeson, the Port Merritt library Story Lady of my youth and one of my great-aunt Alice’s oldest friends. Since Trudy had been in the county hospital with pneumonia for most of the last week, it couldn’t be a good thing if my favorite story teller had a file.

	Carrying the blue folder Patsy handed her, Frankie set her briefcase on the two-drawer file cabinet to her right and eased into her desk chair. “Have a seat,” she said as I placed the steaming mug in front of her.

	I took the closest of the two Georgian high back chairs facing her.

	Frankie took a sip of coffee. “I know you’ve hardly had a chance to settle in, but I have something I’d like you to do.”

	I was fine with ending this morning’s tour of KP duty, but I had a sinking feeling about the contents of that blue folder.

	Setting the mug aside, Frankie folded her hands, her gaze soft as warm butter. “Trudy Bergeson died at the hospital early this morning.”

	My sinking feeling hit bottom.

	Any breaking news of a birth, death, engagement, or divorce always made a beeline to Duke’s Cafe. Aunt Alice had to have already heard about Trudy.

	“And one of the doctors on duty has some concerns,” Frankie added.

	Concerns? About how Trudy died? Most everyone in town knew that she’d been in failing health ever since her stroke last year.

	Even though I was well aware that Frankie had recently been elected to a third term as the Prosecutor/Coroner of rural Chimacam County, this made no sense. Why would a doctor contact her about the death of a frail seventy-seven-year-old woman?

	“Dr. Cardinale called early this morning.” Frankie handed me the folder. “These are my notes. I’d like you to go with Karla and get a statement from him.”

	I knew Frankie wanted me to sit in on witness interviews and be an emotional barometer for the prosecution, but after we left Ben’s office on Friday, she had talked about me shadowing a couple of the legal assistants in the office for the first week. Maybe observe the criminal case that was supposed to start jury selection tomorrow.

	Obviously, with the call about Trudy’s death, the plan had changed.

	“The statement is just a formality,” Frankie said as if she could sense the nervous knots in my gut twisting themselves into pretzel rolls, “but it will be a good chance for you to jump in and get your feet wet. If the two of you head to the hospital soon, you can probably catch the doctor before he leaves for the day.”

	To avoid embarrassing myself during my first interview, I scanned Frankie’s notes. At the bottom of the page, three letters were followed by a question mark. “C-O-D?”

	“Cause of death, which will remain unknown until we hear back from the forensic pathologist.”

	“A pathologist. Like a medical examiner?”

	“Exactly, and he’ll be doing the autopsy that Dr. Cardinale requested.” She leveled her gaze at me. “Of course, nothing about any of this will be shared with anyone outside this office.”

	Like anything juicy could be kept quiet within earshot of Duke’s. I nodded anyway, then started for the door.

	“One more thing,” Frankie said, stopping me in my tracks. “Go downstairs and get sworn in before you leave.”

	“Huh?”


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	“I’M HERE TO be sworn in,” I said to the Julia Child lookalike in the county clerk’s office on the second floor.

	She leaned against the counter, the name placard at the bank teller-style window identifying her as Gloria. “And what might you need to be sworn in for, honey?”

	“It seems that I just became a deputy coroner.” I tried to not choke on the words coming out of my mouth.

	When I’d handed Frankie’s notes over to Karla, she explained that deputizing me simply meant that I could speak with the doctor as an official representative of Frankie’s office. No more, no less.

	Since my skill set required working with people who were still breathing, I was totally counting on that no more part.

	Gloria’s unpainted lips pulled back into a lopsided grin. “Weren’t you the one who sold me a cinnamon roll last Thursday?”

	“That would be me.”

	“Interesting career path.”

	“Tell me about it.” I just prayed that path wouldn’t lead to me wearing my breakfast on my shoes before the day was over.

	She grabbed a form from behind the counter and slid it toward me. “Fill this out.”

	Fifteen minutes later, Gloria handed me a laminated badge with the county seal that looked about as official as my library card.

	“That’s it?”

	“That’s it, hon.” She patted me on the hand. “Try not to lose it or do anything to get the county sued.”

	Nice. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

	Since I had to make a side trip to the county clerk’s office and Karla needed to get a registered letter out in today’s mail, we had agreed to meet up at the hospital. Figuring she had a ten-minute head start on me, I dashed to the parking lot, slid behind the wheel of my ex-husband’s Jaguar, and put the pedal to the metal to blast up to Chimacam Memorial at the crest of the hill on 6th.

	Don’t get the wrong idea about the Jag. I got it as part of the divorce settlement. I needed a car and Chris was motivated to supply the wheels to fast-track me out of his life. Considering how much he’d loved the sleek, silver XJ6 he’d been driving when we met at culinary school, I was more than a little suspicious that he’d been so willing to part with it. Turned out for good reason—it overheated on my way back home to my grandmother’s house and cost me over a thousand bucks in repairs before I’d even made it out of California. The mechanic told me that for another grand he could fix the Jag’s oil leak and have her purring like a kitten.

	As long as the temperamental beast didn’t cough up a hairball, I could live with feeding it a quart of oil every couple of weeks. Especially since that was all I could afford until I saw my first paycheck. Then I was going to unload it before it bled my bank account dry, and buy a car that wouldn’t make me feel like my ex had played me for a sucker.

	When I entered the hospital lobby, I didn’t see Karla so I went to the information desk. “Where can I find Dr. Cardinale?” I asked the twenty-something who’d had her pierced nose buried in a romance novel when I served her a grilled cheese sandwich last Wednesday.

	She popped her chewing gum. “Do you have an appointment?”

	This seemed like an opportunity to see what my newly acquired plastic could do for me, so I pulled out my badge. “I just need to speak with him.”

	She squinted at the badge, an uptick at the corner of her high gloss lips signaling her amusement. “You’re a deputy coroner now?”

	I might have been given the county stamp of officialdom, but that obviously didn’t mean squat to anyone who’d seen me at Duke’s last week.

	I pasted a smile on my face. “Yeah, I got a promotion. So, is Dr. Cardinale around?”

	“Maybe. Take the elevator to the second floor and ask at the nurse’s station.”

	When the elevator door opened, my cell phone rang—a local number but I didn’t recognize it.

	“I have a problem,” Karla said without identifying herself. She didn’t have to. I’d have known her throaty smoker’s voice anywhere.

	I also recognized the sounds of street noise and walked to a window overlooking the hospital parking lot. “Where are you?” I asked, looking for her.

	“Third and Main. A tourist in the mother of all Winnebagos rear-ended me. I’m waiting for the cops to arrive.”

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine, but my car’s not. Are you at the hospital?”

	“Yes, do you want—”

	“Good. This will take a while, so I want you to meet with Dr. Cardinale and take his statement.”

	Me? “Are you sure we shouldn’t wait and—”

	“There’s nothing to it,” she said over the rumble of a passing truck. “Just ask him the five W’s—who, what, when, where, and find out why he called to report a suspicious death. That should get him talking. Your job is to take good notes, then I’ll follow up with him later to fill in any blanks.”

	“Okay.” That sounded easy enough.

	“Gotta go. A patrol car is pulling up. I’ll catch up with you in a couple of hours.” Click.

	I dropped my cell phone into my tote and then sucked in a shaky breath as I started down the hallway.

	A woman in her mid-thirties dressed in a pink Winnie the Pooh tunic looked up at me from a computer monitor at the nurses’ station. Her face broke into a smile as I approached. “Char?”

	“Hi…” Drawing a blank, I sneaked a glance at her hospital badge. “Laurel.”

	“It’s Laurel Seeger now,” she said, flashing an emerald-cut diamond ring.

	I remembered a Laurel from high school. She’d been two years ahead of me, a Goth type with long, stringy black hair and thick glasses. This Laurel’s hair complemented her oval face in soft brown curls. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you without your glasses.”

	“Yeah, I got that a lot when I moved back to town last year.” She leaned back in her desk chair, her gaze settling on my hips. “But you haven’t changed a bit.”

	Liar.

	After a minute of obligatory chitchat about our families, I brought up the subject of the funeral both our grandmothers would soon be attending. “I heard the sad news about Trudy.”

	Laurel shook her head, a smile frozen on her lips. A little off, but Laurel had always been half a bubble off plumb, so I didn’t make too much out of it. “Such a shame. She was supposed to go home today.”

	Really. I hadn’t seen that tidbit of information in Frankie’s notes.

	I leaned closer, resting my elbows on the counter. “What happened?”

	“You should probably talk to Dr. Cardinale,” Laurel said, her gaze fixed on the hunk and a half walking our direction.

	Solid with spiky hair the color of espresso and an olive complexion paying homage to his Italian surname, Dr. Cardinale stood a few inches taller than me, making him around five foot ten. He wore black high-tops, faded blue jeans, and had dark stubble that could give a girl some serious whisker burn. The front of his white lab coat was stained with dark smears I prayed had nothing to do with Trudy.

	“Can I help you?” he asked, the tension in his square jaw betraying his wariness.

	“I’m Charmaine Digby.” I showed him my badge which drew a nod, then his whiskey brown eyes shifted toward two women in green scrubs waiting for the elevator. I knew I needed to get him out of the hallway for both our sakes. “Is there someplace we could talk privately?”

	His chiseled lips drew back, giving me the impression that he’d done all the talking he wanted to today.

	“Just for a few minutes,” I added with an easy smile.

	After a nod, he led me down the hall to the doctor’s lounge, where I sank my butt into an aqua blue vinyl chair.

	“I’ve been asked to follow up with you about the call you made to the county coroner,” I said, catching a whiff of deodorant soap as he took the chair opposite me.

	He rested his toned, tan forearms on his thighs and steepled his fingers. “I already told her everything I know.”

	“I’m sure you did.” But now you need to tell me. “This will just take a few minutes.”

	I pulled out a notebook and a pen from my tote bag, then noticed a GQ magazine on the table between us. I recognized the popular actor on the cover as one of my mother’s former boyfriends. Tilting my head I scanned the text to the right of his perfectly straight, bright white teeth. Not that I was interested in anything he had to say—as long as the article didn’t mention anyone I knew.

	“You can take it home with you if you’re a fan,” Dr. Cardinale said.

	I covered the magazine with my tote. “I’m not.”

	For the last twenty years, I’d made a point of avoiding my actress mother’s boy toys in person and in the media. Really, the less I knew about the guys boinking my mom, the better for all of us.

	I opened my notebook to a clean page. “Shall we begin?”

	Taking a deep breath, Dr. Cardinale leaned back and crossed his legs.

	I mirrored his posture—something that I’d seen my divorce attorney do during our first meeting. When I asked him about it, he sheepishly confessed that it was a technique he used to help establish a rapport with new clients.

	Since my first interview could use all the help it could get, I also shot the doctor a friendly smile. Mainly to help me relax, but if it could do the same for him, all the better.

	The corners of his lips curled, then he lowered his gaze, lingering at my breasts. I was struck with an immediate sense of curiosity mixed with male awareness, like he wanted to know what I was hiding under my oversized cotton pullover. A nanosecond later, his eyes were fixed back on mine.

	The extra zip in my pulse confirmed that rapport had definitely been established, so I diverted my focus to the task at hand and the first of the five W’s—who.

	“What is your full name, Doctor?”

	“Kyle Edward Cardinale,” he said, spelling his last name.

	“Address and phone number?”

	I scribbled down the local post office box address and cell phone number he provided.

	“And you live in town?”

	“On my boat. Slip 51.”

	That explained the tan. Since he lived at the marina, I’d wager that meant he was single.

	“Married?” Probably not a question Karla would have asked him, but I wanted to know that I was right.

	“No.”

	Knew it. “And your job title here is…”

	“It’s not much of a title, but I’m an attending.”

	Which meant he was probably close to my age.

	He tried to stifle a yawn and failed.

	“Long day?”

	“They all are.” He swiped at the waist-high brown smear on his lab coat, then glanced up at me. “I was slimed by a four-year-old who decided to finger-paint me with chocolate pudding.”

	I breathed a sigh of relief and hoped that my gag reflex got the message.

	As pleasant as it might be to chat about the artwork on his lab coat, I knew I needed to move on to the next W—what.

	“So, Doctor, I understand you called the coroner about Trudy Bergeson’s death early this morning,” I said, hoping he’d swing at the slow pitch I’d just served up.

	He nodded, tight-lipped. “That’s right.”

	Which told me nothing except that he didn’t want to play.

	“Because she took a sudden turn for the worse?” I asked, prodding for more than a two-word confirmation of what I already knew.

	A frown line etched a path between his dark brows as if I had poked a sore spot. “Not exactly. She just coded.”

	My hospital jargon was limited to old episodes of ER. “Which means you get a page and rush to her room, right?”

	“Basically.”

	“Who paged you?” I asked in case Karla needed to interview one of the nurses or another doctor.

	“A nurse. Cindy Tobias.”

	I knew Cindy from having worked with her at Duke’s the summer after my junior year of high school. Smart, warm-hearted, skilled at telling little fibs to make people feel better. I wasn’t at all surprised when she became a nurse.

	“And what time was this?” I asked, mentally crossing off another W from my list.

	Dr. Cardinale propped his feet up on the table between us. “Around three forty-five.”

	“Then what happened?”

	“She asphyxiated.”

	Unblinking, his eyes were fixed on his high-tops. By the intensity of his gaze I sensed he’d just replayed the scene in his head.

	I’d also played it in my own mind. It wasn’t the way I wanted to envision my favorite story lady, and I swallowed the lump threatening to clog my throat. “She died?”

	He nodded.

	“Anyone else there?”

	He shook his head. “Just Cindy and me.”

	“Then what happened?”

	“I called her primary care doctor.”

	Before calling Trudy’s husband? That struck me as odd, especially since his words were accompanied with a hard edge of disdain. “Who was…?”

	“Warren Straitham.”

	The name came as no surprise, despite the fact that the doctor who had delivered me had to be pushing seventy. Most of the local gray hairs preferred good old Doc Straitham to the new kids in town, and all the senior citizens in my family were no exception.

	“I advised his service to let him know about Mrs. Bergeson and he arrived about ten minutes later,” Dr. Cardinale said.

	I looked up from my notebook. “That’s pretty darn quick.”

	Folding his arms over his chest, Dr. Cardinale shrugged, a tight, little sneer of contempt dimpling his cheek.

	Warren Straitham lived in the hills, a couple miles south of Port Merritt. Once the phone message was relayed to him, there was no way he could have rolled out of bed and driven to the hospital that quickly.

	Clearly, the attending doctor had some strong opinions concerning Trudy’s primary care physician, but I’d seen nothing to indicate that Dr. Cardinale had lied to me.

	I jotted a question mark next to my notes about the ten-minute arrival time. “After Dr. Straitham got here, what happened?”

	“I briefed him on the situation and told him he’d better call Norm Bergeson.” Shifting in his seat like he wanted to make a break for the nearest exit, Dr. Cardinale scrubbed his face, hiding it from my view. “And that’s about it.”

	I didn’t believe that for a minute. He was holding something back.

	“Just one more question, Dr. Cardinale.” Maybe two. “Why did you call the coroner to ask for an autopsy?”

	He blew out a breath. “With Mrs. Bergeson’s heart and history of stroke, she didn’t have long, maybe a year, but…” He slowly shook his head. “According to her chart the asphyxiation doesn’t fit.”

	I had no idea what that meant, so that made my next question a no-brainer. “For someone in her condition who is also battling pneumonia, would asphyxiation be considered unusual?”

	He frowned. “Not necessarily.”

	Since I’d just met the man, I couldn’t tell if the tension I saw in his piercing stare meant that he was pissed off or if he was just concentrating. I suspected some of both.

	He raked a hand through his hair, making it look even more perfectly unkempt. “I don’t think this is an isolated incident.”

	“Which means what exactly?”

	“It may be part of a pattern.”

	“A pattern in which other people have died this way?”

	He slowly nodded.

	I sat at the edge of my seat. “How many people?”

	“At least two in the last year.”

	“Holy cow,” I muttered, my hand shaking as I tried to capture his exact words. “Who?”

	“I don’t know if I should—”

	“Dr. Cardinale, I’m here to take your statement as follow-up to the call you made to the county coroner’s office.” I may not have known how to act like a deputy coroner, but I could darned well sound like one. “Trust me, you should name names.”

	He cast a quick glance at the door. “Bernadette Neary and Howard Jeppesen.”

	Port Merritt was a small town, so I half-expected to recognize the names. But he had just sucker-punched me by naming two friends of my grandmother’s.

	“They were also Straitham’s patients,” he said, landing another punch.

	So was I for the first twenty years of my life.

	“Are you accusing Dr. Straitham—”

	“I’m just saying that it’s too coincidental. And I don’t believe in coincidences.”

	Neither did I.


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	IT WAS ALMOST ten-thirty when I pulled out of the hospital parking lot. Duke’s was sure to be buzzing with the news about Trudy, so I thought I’d stop for some coffee on my way back to the courthouse. Not that I needed the caffeine. My body was already pumping with enough adrenaline to catapult me into next week. But since my great-aunt and uncle lived four blocks from Chimacam Memorial and could have driven past Dr. Straitham coming up the hill on 6th Street early this morning, I wanted to find out if they had seen anything that could confirm the doctor’s arrival time.

	After I cruised by a new three-story apartment complex for seniors where a block of century-old, clapboard row houses built for the mill workers had stood last year, I turned left onto Main Street and angled into a parking spot in front of the Shabby Apple, an antique store a half block from Duke’s Cafe.

	The silver bell over the door signaled my arrival at the 1950s-era diner. If I inched close enough to the wall, the big mouth bass mounted next to Aunt Alice’s fish tank would chime in with a tinny rendition of “Don't Worry, Be Happy”—my great-uncle’s idea of cheap entertainment.

	Wish I could take advice from a plastic fish, but it wasn’t a don’t worry kind of day.

	All but two of the eight booths hugging the buttermilk yellow walls sat empty. Occupying the scarred round table in the corner were four Gray Ladies, members of an early morning exercise group decked out in matching heather gray sweatshirts with their first names stitched on the front like pre-Disney Channel Mouseketeers. They always stopped in for pastry and gossip after their class at the senior center up the street. No doubt Trudy’s death would be the featured topic of conversation of this morning’s coffee klatch.

	Ernie and Jayne, a couple in their mid-seventies, sat across from one another in one of the booths next to the front window. Ernie, a widower, looked like he’d gelled his white hair. Judging by the way he was looking at Jayne, it wasn’t to impress his fishing buddy, Duke. Bellied up to the lemon yellow Formica counter was ninety-year-old Stanley, reading yesterday’s newspaper at his usual barstool.

	Looming large in the cutout window above the grill, six-foot-three-inch Duke squinted at me. “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

	“I’m on a coffee break.” Sort of.

	Duke, a salty Navy veteran who still sported a military-style crew cut, huffed out a deep breath. “Coffee break, my sweet patoot.”

	Worry deepened the creases in his forehead as he turned and watched Alice, his wife of fifty-two years, roll out pie dough on the butcher block worktable in the middle of the kitchen. “You must have heard about Trudy.”

	“I heard.” I didn’t dare mention what else I’d heard this morning.

	I pulled out a white porcelain mug from under the counter and filled it with industrial-strength, black-as-crude oil java from a carafe at the coffee station. 

	“How’s Alice doing?” I asked as I dumped some half and half into my cup to make Duke’s coffee palatable.

	He flipped the two bubbling pancakes on the grill. “Hasn’t shed a tear.”

	That was weird. Like Dr. Cardinale had told me, it didn’t fit. Trudy and Alice had been friends since childhood. Shedding some tears would be a normal reaction. This news gave me a very uneasy feeling, and after what I’d heard this morning at the hospital I was already feeling plenty uneasy.

	I wasn’t going to feel any better until I got some help with the jigsaw puzzle I kept trying to piece together in my head.

	Leaning a hip against the counter, I watched Duke through the cutout window as he scrambled a couple of eggs. “Let me ask you something,” I said, keeping my voice low. Stanley, sitting at the end of the counter, might have been a little hard of hearing, but today wasn’t the day to push my luck.

	My great-uncle shot me a wary glance, the same look he reserved for every restaurant equipment salesman who stepped foot in his diner.

	“When did you leave the house this morning?” I asked.

	“Around four, like usual. Why?”

	“Did you see anyone on the road on your way in?”

	“We passed a couple of cars on Main.” He furrowed his bushy silver eyebrows. “Why?”

	I didn’t want to get into why. If I suggested that I had the tiniest concern about where Warren Straitham was when he got the call from Dr. Cardinale, it would spread in the kitchen like a grease fire. “You didn’t recognize the cars?”

	“No.”

	Then he didn’t pass Dr. Straitham’s Cadillac on the way to the hospital, and I’d just hit a dead end.

	“So, is there something I was supposed to have seen?” Duke asked, brushing my arm with the strings of his white canvas apron as he reached for a plate.

	Yes. “No, nothing like that.”

	“You’re such a bad liar.”

	Not usually. But I had a bigger problem. If I took everything Dr. Cardinale told me at face value, then how did Trudy’s doctor get to the hospital so quickly?

	Duke dished up the eggs he’d scrambled, added a wedge of cantaloupe, and set the plate onto the shiny aluminum counter in front of him. “Order up.”

	Lucille Kressey, a grandmotherly waitress who had worked for Duke ever since she lost her job at the mill in the late seventies, lumbered past me.

	“Denver. Bacon. Wheat,” she said in rapid staccato, slipping the breakfast order on the aluminum wheel over the grill.

	Lucille wore squeaky, white orthopedic shoes, styled her fine platinum hair in a bob that curled into her plump cheeks, and punctuated the breakfast order with a heavy sigh.

	It wasn’t the sigh that telegraphed her mood. That had more to do with her bunions. The little flicker of disgust at the corner of her puckered mouth, as visible to me as the coral lipstick bleeding into the surrounding fine lines, was what had my attention.

	She shook her head. “I really don’t see how people can eat at a time like this.”

	“They’re hungry.” Duke pushed the plate toward Kim, a perky strawberry blond college student who swept by me, leaving a trail of patchouli in her wake.

	“They won’t be when they find out what’s going on around here,” Lucille said, directing an icy glare at Jayne and Ernie.

	I couldn’t begin to guess what Jayne Elwood and Ernie Kozarek had to do with any of the events surrounding Trudy’s death, but Lucille had evidently made some connection.

	Stanley sent a nervous glance our way. So did a couple of the Gray Ladies.

	Wide-eyed as a horror movie extra, Kim waited at the counter for the rest of her order. “You’re scaring the customers,” she said to Lucille in a breathless stage whisper.

	Lucille shrugged. “Maybe they should be scared.”

	Duke passed a plate stacked with pancakes to Kim. “Deliver those, then take Jayne and Ernie’s order, and keep an eye on things for a few minutes.” He pointed at Lucille. “You. In the kitchen.”

	Lucille narrowed her watery blue-eyed gaze at my great-uncle. If looks could kill, Trudy wouldn’t be the only obituary notice in Wednesday’s Port Merritt Gazette.

	I knew from experience that Lucille’s conspiracy theories could take me down a rat hole. But if she actually knew something that could back up Dr. Cardinale’s suspicions, I had to jump in with both my size eights.

	I grabbed the coffee carafe, three clean cups, and followed Lucille into the kitchen. Rolling pin in hand, seventy-four-year-old Alice looked up at me from her wooden stool. Five unbaked fruit pies sat in a row to her left, awaiting their turn in the oven, the unmistakable aroma of cinnamon and sugar hanging in the air. The news about Trudy obviously hadn’t stopped my great-aunt from filling her bakery racks. But her deep-set hazel eyes seemed dull, the apples of her cheeks devoid of their usual glow, like someone had snuffed out the spark in the former fiery redhead.

	Lucille pulled up the old desk chair Duke used to tally the register receipts and lowered herself into it, sitting across from Alice.

	“What’s this?” Alice demanded, scowling at Duke.

	He sat on the stool next to Lucille. “We’re having a meeting.” Extending his long legs, he glared at me as I set the cups on the table and started filling them with coffee. “Don’t you have a job to go back to?”

	I handed him a cup. “Not done with my break yet.”

	“Fine,” he said. “Just keep your yap shut.”

	Leaning against a stainless steel refrigerator, I smiled sweetly at the old buzzard. “Yes, sir.” I was more interested in listening than talking anyway.

	Duke wrapped his meaty hands around his cup like he needed to warm them even though it had to be almost eighty degrees near the oven. He cleared his throat. “Listen, we’re all sad about Trudy.”

	“We wouldn’t be if people around here had listened to me,” Lucille snapped.

	On a typical day I could easily ignore Lucille’s editorial opinions. But nothing about today felt like a typical day, so I had to ask. “About what?”

	Duke fixed his steely gaze on me like a sharpshooter with an itchy trigger finger.

	I know, I was supposed to keep my yap shut.  

	Lucille reached for a coffee cup. “About Rose.”

	Rose was Ernie Kozarek’s wife, who had passed away almost two years ago after a lengthy stay in the hospital.

	“Jeez, Luce.” Duke raked a hand through his clipped silver hair. “Give it a rest.”

	Lucille aimed a laser-like glare at him. “That’s what you said when Jesse Elwood died, and now Trudy’s gone.”

	She was connecting the dots between those three deaths?

	Kim stood at the door to the kitchen and waved a white order ticket at Duke, who growled an obscenity, then pointed at Lucille. “Enough of this crazy talk. It doesn’t help anybody.”

	I was sure the anybody he was most concerned about was Alice. Even before I’d seen the cocoon of pain she was hunkered down in I would have shared his concern.

	He stood, flattening his palms on the table. “I don’t want to hear it. The customers don’t want to hear it, so knock it off. Do I make myself clear?”

	Grumbling, Lucille waved him away like he was a pesky fly.

	Duke stalked past me. “I give up. Talk some sense into her to make her stop stirring the pot.”

	That was like telling me to drop ten pounds by midnight. When Lucille had something fixed in her mind, there was no convincing her otherwise.

	Once Duke had busied himself at the grill, I scooted his wooden stool over to sit between the two women. “What do you mean people should have listened to you?” I asked Lucille.

	She leaned into my shoulder like we were schoolgirls sharing a secret. “All I know is that when I got to the hospital to see Trudy last night, she was sitting up in bed and eating tapioca pudding. After Norm got there, they started talking about how she’d be going home today. I ask you, does that sound like someone who’s gonna die in the middle of the night?”

	No, but it did confirm what Laurel had told me an hour earlier. Only she hadn’t mentioned Norm, Trudy’s husband.

	“It’s just like Rose,” Alice said, staring into the depths of her cup.

	“It’s exactly like Rose. She seemed to be doing better, then the next day…bam!” Lucille slapped her palm on the table. “She’s gone.”

	“It wasn’t her time,” Alice agreed, slowly shaking her head, but I had a feeling it wasn’t Rose my great-aunt was referring to.

	“You’re darned right it wasn’t her time.” Lucille wiped a tear from her cheek. “And now look what’s going on.”

	She lost me. “What?”

	Lucille wrinkled her nose. “Jayne Elwood and Ernie Kozarek, making eyes at one another like a couple of teenagers. I even heard that Ernie showed up at Clark’s Pharmacy with a prescription for Viagra.”

	That was so not the image of Jayne and Ernie that I wanted in my head.

	“Whatever. It’s been over a year since Mr. Elwood died.” Jesse Elwood had been my junior high school principal. There was no way I could call him anything other than Mr. Elwood. “And almost two years for Rose. It’s not like anyone is cheating on their spouse.”

	Lucille slapped the table top again. “Exactly my point. Because they’re conveniently out of the picture.”

	Alice stared at her rolling pin. For someone typically quick to shoot down Lucille’s conspiracy theories, she was too quiet.

	I touched her hand. “What do you think, Aunt Alice?”

	She blinked at me through her wire-rimmed trifocals as if she were having trouble focusing. “I think Trudy was supposed to come home today. I think she should be with Norm—a few more months, even a few more weeks.” She hung her head, slowly shaking it, her short reddish-gray tousled hair not budging a millimeter. “It wasn’t her time.”

	Despite the heat radiating from the oven, I shivered.

	“I’ll tell you what I think,” Lucille said, without waiting to be asked, as usual. “There’s something going on at that hospital.”

	If I hadn’t known that Kyle Cardinale shared that opinion, I would have reminded Lucille that she also believed that Elvis had faked his death and lived down the street from her sister in Fort Lauderdale.

	“And Norm and Ernie are on the same bowling team.” Lucille folded her arms under her ample chest. “Some people might call that a coincidence, but I don’t think so.”

	Huh? “Just because they’re on the same bowling team doesn’t mean—”

	“Then what do you call all this?” Lucille demanded.

	“It should be a good thing. Ernie’s just getting on with his life. So is Jayne.”

	“That’s bull!” Alice exclaimed.

	“Fine!” I clenched my teeth to keep from screaming in frustration. “Then what do you call it?”

	“Murder.”


 

	Chapter Five

	 

	MURDER? A BOWLING team connection? And the prime suspect was the doctor who brought me into this world? The butterflies churning in my stomach might be buying into this insanity, but since I didn’t want to fricassee my chances to reach day thirty of my thirty-day trial, I couldn’t just go with my gut.

	I needed more information, and I knew exactly where to find it.

	This called for backup, so I filled a large paper cup with coffee, threw a couple of glazed doughnuts into a white to-go bag, and hoofed it two blocks up Main to the Port Merritt Police Station.

	Wanda McCormick, sitting at a desk behind the front counter, poked her head out from behind her computer monitor. “Hey, Char.”

	Wanda had been the chief’s secretary for most of the last decade, and she ran the station like a mama bear protecting her cubs. Everyone knew that if you wanted to get past the lobby, you had to get past Wanda.

	A sign printed on a wrinkled sheet of plain white paper was taped to the scarred wooden counter. YOU ARE BEING VIDEO RECORDED. Undaunted, I flashed Wanda and the camera mounted in the corner the to-go bag and my best winning smile. “Is Steve in?” 

	She looked at me quizzically. “I thought you were working for Frankie now.”

	News around here traveled fast.

	“I was in the neighborhood, so Duke asked me to make the delivery.” It was an easy lie to sell. It had plausibility, which was key, and since Duke sent food orders over to the station on a daily basis, I knew Wanda wouldn’t think twice about it.

	She pressed the button next to her desk that released the security door separating the public from the restricted domain of the fourteen-person police force.

	I entered the secure area and headed down the narrow hall to the open door stenciled with the words, Investigation Division. Inside the cramped office sat the one and only member of that division, Detective Steve Sixkiller.

	He had his telephone receiver to his ear so I gently knocked on his door. We locked gazes, his dark eyes impenetrable, but I could tell Steve wasn’t happy to see me.

	He pointed at a hardback chair across from his metal desk. Seconds later, he ended the call and leaned back in his black vinyl chair. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”

	“I’m on my lunch hour, so stop acting like a cop.” I held up the cup and to-go bag. “Especially when I come bearing gifts.”

	Steve set the paper cup on his desk, away from the short stack of paperwork in front of him. “Then you must want something.”

	He knew me too well.

	“I do have one teensy thing I’d like to ask you,” I said, pushing the white sack at him.

	Steve pulled out one of the doughnuts. “If you think this is a bribe, think again, Chow Mein.”

	I smiled at the nickname he gave me back in the third grade. “I just thought you might be hungry.”

	“You’re such a lousy liar,” he said with his mouth full.

	I was good enough to make my way past Wanda but now wasn’t the time to press the point.

	“You’ve heard about Trudy’s death.”

	“Yeah. Nice lady.” He took a sip of coffee.

	No visible reaction to the news about Trudy, much as I’d expected.

	“I was at the hospital this morning, talking to Dr. Cardinale.”

	Steve’s chocolate brown eyes narrowed. “Why?”

	“There appear to be some concerns surrounding Trudy’s death, and Frankie wanted to get his statement,” I said, avoiding the particulars in order to comply with her earlier instructions instead of being my usual full-disclosure self.

	“And she sent you? On your first day?”

	“I’m perfectly capable of asking the man a few questions.”

	Steve’s lips curled in amusement. “Okay. So, you chatted with Dr. Cardinale.”

	I didn’t appreciate the sarcasm.

	“Don’t tell me, let me guess.” He dropped the rest of the doughnut into the bag. “You saw something.”

	“It wasn’t just that. Kyle Cardinale is pretty suspicious of the way Trudy died.” So much for avoiding particulars.

	Steve licked some sugary glaze from his thumb. “Your boss is ordering an autopsy, right?”

	There was no point in denying it, so I nodded.

	“Then your job is done, Deputy.”

	“How’d you know I was a—”

	“Half the staff in the prosecutor’s office are deputy coroners. Welcome to county government on a shoestring budget.”

	Okay, I admit I felt a little less special about my new job title. At least he didn’t warn me to avoid getting the county sued.

	“But I’ve talked to some people who have good reason to think that Trudy could have been murdered,” I said, not wanting to mention names.

	“Uh-huh. The Story Lady was murdered. And since when do you believe any of Lucille’s conspiracy theories?”

	I shrugged. Since my great-aunt agreed with her.

	I decided to cast out a line to see if he’d bite. “So you don’t think there’s anything to this, despite the fact that Bernadette Neary, Howard Jeppesen, and maybe even Rose Kozarek died the same way.”

	No answer. Not even a nibble of a reaction.

	“Char?” he finally said.

	I studied his face, watching, waiting. “Hmm?”

	He leaned closer as if he were daring me to a staring contest. “This conversation is over.”

	“Come on, Detective. Tell me that you don’t find Trudy’s death just a little suspicious.” 

	His gaze sharpened, unamused. The tan, lean planes of his face had left hardly a trace of the neighbor boy I used to play with. Instead, a man wrapped in sinewy muscle inhabited the former Port Merritt High School football star’s body, and this guy knew how to intimidate. Fortunately, I was immune, more or less.

	After several silent seconds, he blew out a coffee-scented breath. “Okay, that’s enough.”

	I feigned innocence. “I don’t know what you mean.”

	“Stop it.”

	“Stop what?”

	The hard edge to his eyes softened like a block of bittersweet chocolate over a low flame. “I hate it when you do that.”

	“No, you don’t.” We had played this game ever since we were kids. “Besides, you read people’s body language just as much as I do.”

	A fleeting curl of his tan lips answered before he did. “Yeah, but I get paid to do it.”

	“Now, so do I.”

	All traces of Steve’s smile disappeared. “And if you’re not careful, that could get you into a lot of trouble.”

	“Hey, I’m doing my job, just like you.”

	He chuckled. “Right. Just like me.”

	I might have been able to appreciate his finding some amusement in this situation if I hadn’t been the one he was laughing at.

	He pushed away from the desk and unfolded his long legs. “So, is there anything else I can help you with today?”

	I stood, taking the cue that it was time for me to leave. “Am I being dismissed?”

	He grinned, showcasing the high cheekbones he’d inherited from his Cherokee grandfather.

	I’d kill for those cheekbones. Gram once told me that I took after my mother in the bone structure department. Personally, I didn’t see it, but maybe if I lost thirty pounds and had the right lighting, I might be able to find me some cheekbones.

	Steve’s eyes scanned my face, making me wish that I’d applied a fresh coat of lip gloss and popped a breath mint before I left Duke’s.

	“You did your job.” Using his index finger, he brushed back a strand of hair that had escaped the tortoiseshell clip at the base of my neck.

	My traitorous pulse raced like I’d never been touched by a man before. Pathetic.

	“You interviewed the guy. Now, go type up your report and stop trying to make more of this than it is. If the autopsy results warrant an investigation, I’ll be all over it.”

	I took a step back, putting some distance between us. “When will we get the results of the autopsy?” A week? Two?

	“Lab results typically take four to six weeks.”

	“Four to six weeks! What do we do in the meantime?”

	“We wait.”

	Not a chance.

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	When I returned to the office, I went to my desk to test-drive my computer login and then spent the next hour trying to make Dr. Cardinale’s statement look like it hadn’t been written by a rookie who got a C in English Composition. After I emailed the statement to Karla and heard from Patsy that Frankie and Ben were in a meeting for the next hour, I figured I could keep myself busy by making a Trudy file for myself.

	I typed up everything I’d learned from Aunt Alice and Lucille, and then printed it out along with a copy of the Cardinale statement.

	The three pages read like a recipe for disaster. There was more rumor than fact from Aunt Alice and Lucille, but they shared one important truth with Dr. Cardinale—a suddenly dead Trudy.

	On the back of the last page I wrote the four names Trudy’s death had been linked to: Bernadette Neary, Howard Jeppesen, Rose Kozarek, and Jesse Elwood. I then asked Jan, a petite, curly-haired legal assistant who sat at the desk next to Karla’s, to show me how to search the county database so that I could go back to my computer and print out their death certificates for my file.

	Supporting what Kyle Cardinale had told me, Dr. Straitham was listed on the death certificate as the attending physician for both Bernadette Neary and Howard Jeppesen. He’d also certified their deaths. In fact, he’d certified all four. 

	I compared birthdates and did the math. Bernadette Neary had been the youngest, passing at the age of seventy-six. The only other common factor was that they all had died at Chimacam Memorial Hospital between one and four-thirty in the morning. And, according to the death certificates, none of them had been autopsied. At least not yet.

	I saw no smoking gun in the database, not that I had really expected to find one. But if Jesse Elwood and Trudy really died just like Rose, someone at the hospital had to know about it. Someone with some suspicions of his own. 

	Fortunately, I knew just the guy. 

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	Six hours later, my eighty-year-old grandmother looked up at me from the kitchen stove as the back door clicked shut behind me. A stainless steel pot occupied every burner. She didn’t have to tell me what she’d cooked for dinner. The aroma of pot roast had my salivary glands on high alert the second I stepped into the kitchen.

	I come from a long line of women who believe in the power of braised beef to get through most of life’s emergencies. Personally, I think it works best with my grandmother’s buttermilk biscuits and lots and lots of gravy.

	“Perfect timing. Dinner’s ready,” Gram announced.

	Given the fact Trudy and my grandmother had been friends for almost seventy years, I hadn’t expected to be greeted with a cheery how was your first day at work? Since Gram wanted to put on the feedbag the second I stepped through the door, something felt out of whack.

	Gram cast a nervous glance in the direction of the staircase, and I had a bad feeling that the pot roast had very little to do with Trudy.

	I noticed the dining room table had been set for three and with the good china. “Do we have company?”

	“Not exactly,” she said, staring down at the gravy she was stirring and accentuating her double chin in the process.

	“How not exactly?”

	“I talked to your mother this morning, after I heard the news.”

	I closed my eyes, bracing myself.

	Gram pushed back a springy curl that had escaped from her helmet of peach-tinted cotton candy hair. “You know as well as I that she was very fond of Trudy.”

	No. No. NO. “Where is she?”

	“Upstairs.”

	There were only two rooms upstairs with beds. Gram’s and the guest room—my old bedroom.

	I met my grandmother’s hazel-eyed gaze. “In my room.”

	“It’s only for a few days. Until after the funeral.” She bit the inside of her lip. “At the outside, a week.”

	“A week! Where am I supposed to sleep?”

	“I put your pillow and some linens on the hide-a-bed in your grandfather’s study.”

	Swell. That rack was older than I was. “I’ll need to move my clothes out of the closet.” And stock up on aspirin.

	“I already took care of everything. You don’t need to do anything except go up and say hello to your mother.”

	I rolled my eyes. It was like I’d entered a time portal and was thirteen again.

	Gram shot both barrels of her do-it-now look at me. “And tell her it’s time for dinner.”

	“Fine.”

	Crossing the foyer, I caught a glimpse of a stack of clothes in the study—my clothes, folded and neatly laid out on the brown Naugahyde sleeper sofa like I was packing for summer camp. And Gram’s fat tabby cat, Myron, was lying on top of the pile.

	Wonderful.

	At the top of the steps, I rapped on what had been my bedroom door for the last nine weeks.

	My actress mother turned and her cherry red lips stretched into a megawatt, chemically enhanced, white smile. “Chahmaine, sweetie!” she exclaimed, gliding toward me in bare feet. Since I rarely saw her out of high heels, she seemed even shorter than her five foot four.

	“Hi, Mom.”

	She pulled me into her arms, enveloping me in musky jasmine. “It’s so wonderful to see you.”

	She took my hands in hers, and the wattage of her smile dimmed. “Ah just wish it were under happier circumstances,” Marietta Moreau added solemnly, acting like she was blinking back tears, which might have been very effective except for the fact that her green eyes were dry.

	In her heyday, the former Mary Jo Digby had been a working actress in Hollywood—just not a very good one. Not a very employed one since hitting the big four-oh, either. But she still looked like a show-stopper in skin-tight white capris, a scoop-neck red and white striped cotton sweater that accentuated her double D’s, a white patent leather belt cinched at her tiny waist, blood-red nails, cropped auburn hair, and flawless makeup.

	At fifty-six, she didn’t look that different from the fascinating beauty I used to watch on the big screen after I moved in with my grandparents. Once I’d realized that I had more in common with my dark-haired father, the sperm donor she’d only refer to as that pasty-faced, French bastard, and accepted the reality that I’d never fill out a C cup, I lost any illusion of reaching anything resembling fascinating status. Which was okay. I couldn’t afford the upkeep.

	Marietta’s gaze swept over me, and despite her last Botox injection, a little wrinkle etched between her perfectly arched brows. “Oh, sugah,” she said, using the dripping-with-honey accent she’d acquired in her mid-twenties when she got cast in a southern-fried Charlie’s Angels ripoff. “Ah’ve been on that divorce diet, too. It’ll come off. Trust me.”

	She should know. She’d been divorced three times.

	I forced a smile.

	She squeezed my hand. “Ah hope I’m not inconveniencin’ you, takin’ over your room and all.”

	“Of course not,” I lied, but couldn’t bring myself to do it with much conviction.

	It didn’t matter because she instantly beamed, then we stared in silence at one another.

	Criminy, it couldn’t have been more than two minutes and we’d already run out of things to say to one another.

	She tilted her head and sniffed the air. “What’s that heavenly aroma?”

	“Pot roast.”

	“Oooh, mah favorite! Let’s eat!”

	Okay, in some ways, I am my mother’s daughter. 


 

	Chapter Six

	 

	“WHERE DO YOU think you’re going?” Gram demanded, staring at me over the rim of her teacup as I headed for the back door. “Your mother wants to give us facials.”

	Not a chance.

	“Sorry,” I said, barely breaking stride. “I just remembered; I have a date.”

	It was a whopper of a lie, but after two hours with my mother grilling me like a patty melt about my divorce, the only way I was going to make it through the evening twitch-free was to vacate the premises.

	Heaving a sigh, Gram leaned back in her easy chair. “Sure, abandon me.”

	I kissed her plump cheek and grabbed my car keys. Ten minutes later, I arrived at Eddie’s Place.

	Eddie’s featured juicy burgers, the best pizza in town, and a couple dozen beers on tap served up in a renovated red brick warehouse too far off the beaten path to benefit from the tourist trade, making it the local watering hole of choice.

	Tonight, Jon Bon Jovi belted out a song about living on a prayer through the speakers bookending the well-polished oak bar, but no one in the room was listening. Everyone, Eddie included, had their attention fixed on the Seattle Mariners game on the fifty-inch flat screen mounted in the far corner—their groans after a strikeout with the bases loaded drowning out the clatter of bowling balls knocking down pins in the adjoining Merritt Lanes.

	Roxanne Fiske, Eddie’s wife and my best friend since elementary school, grinned at me from behind the bar, looking pretty as always with little more than a coat of mascara on her long dark lashes. “Well, look who’s up late on a school night.”

	After years of working as a pastry chef and getting up before the birds, I didn’t have much of a reputation as a night owl.

	“My mother’s in town.”

	“Say no more,” Rox responded, pouring beer into a frosted glass. “We’ll commiserate over that, but first we need to celebrate your first day at the new job.”

	Ordinarily, I’m not a beer drinker, but since she was buying I made an exception.

	Tucking back several chin-length caramel strands that had escaped from behind her ear, she raised her glass. “To Char, our new… What the heck is your title?”

	“Among others, Deputy Coroner.”

	She wrinkled her nose. “Ewwww!”

	“It’s not like that. I won’t have to see any dead bodies.” At least I hoped not.

	She clinked her glass with mine. “I’ll drink to that.”

	The guys behind me groaned in unison, and a human mountain in greasy denim overalls stepped up to the bar and slid an empty plastic pitcher at Rox.

	George Bassett, Jr. was a beefy six-foot-six redhead with a scruffy beard and a ruddy complexion. He’d been called Little Dog ever since he had strapped on his first pair of overalls and gone to work lubing engines and rotating tires for his dad, the Big Dog, at Bassett Motor Works.

	“Hey ya, Chow Mein,” he said, using the nickname that had come from hanging out with Steve in high school.

	I saluted him with my beer glass. “Hey, Georgie.”

	He edged closer, and I smelled engine grease mixed with sweat. I also got a whiff of the salami and onions he’d had on his pizza.

	“You here alone?” he asked.

	I froze. George had never come on to me before. I met Rox’s brown-eyed gaze to see if she could clue me in.

	She shrugged.

	I inched back, trying to get a read on him. “Yep.”

	“Dang! I thought your mom might be with you.”

	Like she’d want to spend her evening at the local bowling alley. “She was tired and decided to turn in early.”

	“Too bad. Your mom is hot,” he said, blasting me with onion breath.

	I smiled at Rox. “That just never gets old.”

	She slid the refilled foamy pitcher of beer toward George. “You’re quite the sweet talker, Dog.”

	“What?” He looked at Rox and then back to me. “She is hot. And if I said any different, you’d know I was lyin’.”

	Mainly because he’d been saying the same thing ever since I first met him back in the eighth grade. “You never disappoint, Georgie.”

	He nodded, satisfied. “See?” he said to Rox, as if she needed convincing.

	Sipping my beer, I turned to watch him rejoin his baseball buddies and noticed a willowy woman in her mid-forties entering the bar. She had straight reddish-brown hair that brushed the collar of her dusty rose linen blouse. Designer jeans hugged her slim hips. The man with her wore chinos and a pressed, white cotton shirt. Casual, yet not completely casual.

	They had to be on a date.

	“Who’s that?” I asked Rox as the couple sat at a table in the far corner.

	She followed my gaze. “You don’t recognize Nell?”

	The only Nell I knew had thick glasses and mousy brown hair pulled back in a long braid and spent her evenings at home taking care of her mother, who had become a shut-in after she’d had a series of heart attacks.

	Tonight, nothing about this woman seemed mousy. “That’s Nell Neary?”

	Rox nodded. “It was a shame about her mom, but maybe that was a blessing in disguise.”

	With everything I’d learned today, that blessing was feeling more unholy by the minute.

	The crowd gathered around the flat screen roared. Something big had just happened. I came to the same conclusion when I saw Bernadette Neary’s daughter lean into her date’s shoulder, laughing, happy—probably for the first time in years.

	Before I’d met Dr. Cardinale, I wouldn’t have given this date a second thought. But now, Jayne Elwood, Ernie Kozarek, and Nell Neary appeared to have something in common besides a dearly departed loved one.

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	After four sleepless hours of cursing the invention of the hide-a-bed, I headed for the upstairs bathroom like a punch-drunk boxer staggering to a neutral corner. One steamy shower, two cups of coffee, and three aspirin later, my back still ached like it had been pummeled by the Crippler, but at least I felt capable of stringing together a couple of coherent sentences.

	I blasted my hair with my blow dryer, then applied a few swipes of mascara, a dab of concealer to minimize the circles under my eyes, and a swish of my mother’s bronzer to add a little glow to my chipmunk cheeks. Not that I should care that much about how I looked this morning.

	Although if Kyle Cardinale were to give me another once-over like yesterday, I might care.

	After smoothing on a layer of copper glaze lip gloss and checking my look in the mirror, I shrugged into a black and blue plaid tunic, which matched how I felt. Fortunately, I could still zip my black cotton twill fat pants. Barely. All the more reason for me to change into a pair of sweats and go for a jog instead of heading over to the hospital in the middle of the night. Of course, that meant I’d have to do the hair and makeup thing over again in an hour. Not happening. It was enough effort the first time around. Instead, I opted to burn a few calories by going on the hunt for a hot doctor.

	Fifteen minutes later, I found Kyle Cardinale in the hallway outside the ER. No chocolate pudding stains on his white lab coat this time.

	The corners of his mouth curled into a charming smile as he watched me approach. “You’re up early.”

	“Couldn’t sleep.”

	“There’s a lot of that going around.”

	I pointed at the deserted ER lobby. “Could we talk for a few minutes?”

	“Sure, it’s pretty dead right now.”

	Dark humor? Considering Dr. Cardinale had taken it upon himself to report the suspicious nature of Trudy’s death, if he were joking, this whistleblower was one cool cat.

	“So to speak,” he added sheepishly.

	I took a green vinyl chair next to a sparsely stocked magazine rack. He sat to my left, facing the ER desk. His knee grazed mine as he stretched out his legs.

	He didn’t say anything about the knee contact, and I shifted in my seat to give him a little more room, which drew a little flash of amusement.

	Reminding myself I’d just divorced an Italian and had no intention of hooking up with another one, even if he was a charming doctor, I pulled out a pen and my list of potential victims from my tote bag to get down to business. “You mentioned a pattern yesterday. Along with Trudy Bergeson, two patients of Dr. Straitham’s who died suddenly.”

	His gaze hardened. “We already talked about this.”

	“I know. I wanted to ask you about two other patients who died at the hospital—Rose Kozarek and Jesse Elwood.”

	Kyle frowned. “I don’t recognize the names.” He reached for the spiral notebook in my hand. “May I?”

	“They died over a year ago,” he said after a quick scan of my victims list, then handed the notebook back to me. “I didn’t start working here until last January, so I never saw them.”

	“There’s an indication that they could have died under similar circumstances.” I neglected to mention that the indication had come from Lucille.

	“This might be an unusual request,” and I was sure it was, “but could you find out who was on duty that night?”

	He shrugged. “I can look it up.”

	“And while you’re doing that, see what you could find out about how they died?”

	“Anything else you’d like me to do?”

	The laugh lines at the corners of his eyes deepened when I took too long to consider my options.

	“Not officially,” I said, all too aware of my burning cheeks.

	I wrote my name and cell number on the back of one of Frankie’s business cards and handed it to him. “I don’t have any business cards yet.” I also didn’t know my phone number at the courthouse, but that was a pesky little detail he didn’t need to hear.

	He tucked the card into his breast pocket and started to push away from the chair.

	“I do have a couple of questions about the other patients of Dr. Straitham that you mentioned.”

	Kyle’s jaw tightened. “Okay,” he said softly, his knuckles white as he settled back in his seat while his gaze played ping pong between a ringing telephone at the ER desk and a sandy blond nurse zipping down the hallway.

	Since this clearly wasn’t a conversation he wanted to continue, I knew I needed to get to the point before my information source decided he’d rather play doctor than detective.

	I pulled the four death certificates I’d printed from the inside pocket of my notebook. “Their death certificates don’t appear to suggest anything unusual.”

	“I wouldn’t expect them to.”

	Oh. “Then, maybe you can fill me in on what I’m missing.”

	I flipped the page and started reading. “Bernadette Neary, age seventy-six, died March 4th, three-ten a.m. Cause of death: Pneumonia.”

	He glanced in the direction of the unoccupied ER desk where a custodian was mopping the linoleum with a sudsy perfume of disinfectant. “Mrs. Neary’s daughter brought her in to the ER because her mom had fallen and broken her arm. Mrs. Neary seemed disoriented and it turned out she also had pneumonia, so she was admitted and we pumped her with antibiotics and oxygen for three days.”

	I scribbled notes as he talked.

	“I saw her each night on rounds. By day four, her lungs sounded clearer, her sats looked good enough for her to go home, then around three, she coded.”

	“Sats?”

	“Oxygen saturation level. And hers had been improving, then she suddenly stopped breathing.”

	“She died?”

	He nodded. “Pulmonary failure.”

	I sucked in a breath and flipped the pages in my hand to Rose Kozarek’s death certificate. Cause of death: Pulmonary failure.

	Just like Rose.

	“And this is similar to what happened with Trudy Bergeson?”

	Another nod. “Very.”

	“What about Howard Jeppesen?” I turned the page. “Age eighty-three. Died May 19th, two-seventeen a.m. Cause of death: Cardiac failure.”

	Kyle’s dark eyes tracked the headlights of a car pulling out of the parking lot. “I’d seen him in the ER a couple of times—chronic bronchitis. Freaked out his wife and the paramedics would bring him in. Two months ago, he was back again, coughing up blood. The senior resident admitted him.”

	“And he started to get better?”

	“Heck, no! He expired early the next morning.”

	“Well, where’s the pattern in that?” Other than the fact that they were both patients of Dr. Straitham. And, of course, they were dead.

	“It’s how he died.”

	“Asphyxiation?” I asked, my voice mainly breath.

	Kyle’s lips pressed into a grim line as he watched the custodian push his bucket down the empty hall. I would have bet my first paycheck Kyle had just remembered something he didn’t want to share.

	His gaze hardened, his pupils constricted to the size of peppercorns. “Mr. Jeppesen’s wife was sleeping in a chair by his bed. She woke up to the sound of her husband suffocating.”

	My hand flew to my mouth, but not before a choice expletive leaked out. 

	The pager on his hip buzzed. He read the display and then turned back to me. “Not the exact word I used. But yeah, ditto that.”

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	Three hours and a pot of coffee later, I was buzzing with more than anticipation in Frankie’s office while I waited for her to finish reading my notes from my early morning meeting with Kyle Cardinale.

	Frankie’s mouth tensed for a split second. “I can see where Dr. Cardinale would have some concerns.”

	Some concerns! If he was right, three people had been murdered. Including Rose, four.

	“So what should we do next?” I asked. “Get a statement from Mrs. Jeppesen? Find out what else she might have seen?”

	Frankie’s lips thinned. “I understand that you flew solo with the Cardinale statement yesterday, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

	I felt an invisible leash tighten around my neck.

	“We need to find out what Dr. Zuniga has to say before talking to anyone else,” she added, meeting my gaze.

	“Dr. Zuniga?”

	“Henry Zuniga—a forensic pathologist who works out of Seattle. He’ll be doing the autopsy tomorrow.”

	“At the hospital?”

	She shook her head. “There’s no morgue here, so we have a contract with Curtis Tolliver to use his facilities at the mortuary.”

	Three years ago, I’d seen Tolliver’s Funeral Home up close and personal when I’d helped Gram make the arrangements for my grandfather’s funeral. This included the sight of Curtis’s cousin Eileen, the embalmer, emerging from a back room while I was on my cell phone with my mother and pacing the hallway. Behind Eileen I’d caught a glimpse of a metal operating table.

	I shivered. No doubt that same room would be the site of Trudy’s autopsy.

	“Then, once we get the report of his findings,” Frankie continued, “we’ll know if we need to launch an official investigation. Until then, we’ll just sit on this.” She closed the manila file folder.

	“And wait,” I added without mentioning the four to six weeks. I didn’t want her to know I’d received my information from Steve.

	She flashed me a humorless smile. “You’ll find we do a lot of that around here.”

	I was more of a stir, bake, and serve kind of girl, who had never been very good at sitting and waiting for six minutes, much less for six weeks.

	This job was going to be tougher than I’d thought.

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	I spent most of the following morning with Ben in Judge Navarro’s courtroom at the far corner of the third floor, where I’d been introduced as a Special Assistant to the Prosecution. The semi-lofty title meant that I could sit at a long wooden table with Ben and one of the assistant prosecutors, Lisa Arbuckle, during jury selection—my assignment for the next two days.

	Earlier in his office Ben had made his expectations for these two days crystal clear: I was to sit quietly and observe the process, and if I had a strong opinion on any prospective juror I should pass Lisa a note. I got the message, the same one Duke had delivered on Monday. Keep your yap shut.

	And that’s exactly what I did. That was, when I wasn’t yawning.

	Two hours and a twenty-minute recess later, we broke for lunch early because the defense attorney had a meeting. Fine by me. With the mystery of Trudy’s death not far from my thoughts, this gave me a little extra time to grab a quick tuna sandwich at Duke’s, then head south on Main Street and walk the four and a half blocks to Tolliver’s Funeral Home.

	With every step something told me that I should do an about-face. The way I saw it, I could heed that advice, hightail it back to the courthouse and continue to play the waiting game, or I could roll the dice and maybe get lucky and catch Dr. Zuniga before he left town.

	I spotted an unmarked white pickup with a rounded white canopy parked in the Tolliver’s parking lot. Since the igloo on wheels didn’t look like the typical vehicle belonging to the bereaved, I thought about going inside to see what I could find out, but the mere thought of asking “How’s the autopsy going?” made the tuna sandwich in my stomach do a belly flop. To avoid a sudden reappearance of my lunch on my slingbacks, I popped a peppermint and sat on a bench under a shade tree in the green space behind the parking lot.

	After about fifteen minutes, a woman in her early fifties carrying a navy duffel bag exited the funeral home. A stout man hauling a matched pair of aluminum cases the size of carry-on bags followed the woman to the truck.

	“Dr. Zuniga?” I called after him.

	He turned. “Yes?”

	With a thick head of salt and pepper hair and a face well worn with lines, Dr. Zuniga appeared to be around sixty. He smelled like antibacterial soap, reminding me that I didn’t want to think about where his hands had just been.

	“I’m Deputy Coroner Charmaine Digby.” I showed him my badge.

	He squinted at it, then his face crinkled into a smile. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen one of those around here. You must be new, Charmaine Digby.”

	“Very. But I hope you won’t hold it against me.”

	The creases around his warm brown eyes deepened.

	“I’ve been working on Trudy Bergeson’s case—”

	“Have you.” He sharpened his gaze. “I wasn’t aware that this had already been made an official coroner case.”

	I knew I’d just made a rookie mistake, so I thought I’d better fess up before I dug myself too deep a hole. “It’s not exactly official.”

	The woman carrying the duffel opened the rear door of the truck canopy and glanced back at us over her shoulder. “Henry,” she said softly. “If we want to make the one-fifty ferry, we need to go.”

	Dr. Zuniga winked at me. “My wife, the clock watcher.”

	I edged closer. “I’m sorry, but do you think this will become a coroner case? Because there are some extenuating circumstances that—”

	“Frankie will get my report tomorrow morning,” he said as he lifted the cases into the rear of the truck. “But I didn’t see anything conclusive that would indicate a cause of death other than Mrs. Bergeson’s rather advanced heart disease, which could certainly have led to cardiac arrest.”

	“There was nothing conclusive.” Okay. “Was there anything that struck you as odd? Anything that didn’t fit?” I said, using Kyle Cardinale’s words.

	Dr. Zuniga pursed his lips, hesitating. That would be a yes.

	“Not typical,” he said thoughtfully, “but I wouldn’t call it terribly odd.”

	But something he found was niggling at him. I could see it as clearly as the roadmap of lines on his face.

	“She had a secondary needle mark next to her intravenous needle site. Her chart didn’t indicate any recent injections, but it happens sometimes. Usually a less experienced nurse. Probably nothing to be overly concerned about, but we’ll run the usual labs. We’ll know more in four to six weeks.”

	I may have only been on day three of my job, but I was already sick of that answer.


 

	Chapter Seven

	 

	SATURDAY AFTERNOON, I took a seat in the chapel of Tolliver’s Funeral Home four rows back from a narrow table draped with an antique white, lace-edged runner. Two porcelain vases filled with red roses, carnations, and white calla lilies bookended the luminescent ceramic urn sitting center stage on the table, next to a framed photo of a smiling Trudy. Flanking the table, long ivory tapers atop brass candlesticks softly flickered while gentle strains of Mozart were pumped through the speakers mounted in the corners of the chapel. Since it was the hottest day of the year, pumping some air-conditioning into the room would have been a more effective mood enhancer.

	“It feels like we were just here for Rose,” Aunt Alice grumbled, easing down onto the padded folding chair to the left of my grandmother.

	Gram answered with a pat of her younger sister’s hand, but I knew that most of the senior crowd in attendance shared Alice’s sentiments.

	Marietta wiggled her hips into the aisle seat next to me.

	“Mah, isn’t this cozy,” she said, fanning herself with a funeral program.

	“Yeah, cozy.” In a sweat-dripping-down-my-back kind of way that had me regretting my decision to squeeze into a too-tight black pantsuit with the help of some control-top pantyhose to minimize the damage of the last ten pounds I’d packed on. Marietta wore a curve-hugging pomegranate knit dress with a V-neck that minimized nothing.

	A couple of hours earlier, I’d made an effort with the hair dryer and beaten my hair into submission long enough to twist it into a chignon, plaster it with hairspray, and call it good enough. Not according to my mother, as she would attest if she’d stop with the sidelong glances at my hair and actually say what she was thinking.

	I felt a tug on a strand that had escaped from my chignon, and turned around to fire on yet another hair critic.

	Steve’s face split into an evil grin as he took the seat behind me. He wore a charcoal business suit—probably the same one he wore when he had to testify in court. With his lean, athletic body, Steve could wear anything and look great, but with the cut of the suit, the pressed cornflower blue shirt, and his short, finger-combed dark brown hair, he looked finger-licking good.

	He would have looked even better if Heather Beckett hadn’t sat down next to him and given me the stink-eye.

	“Hey,” I said to Steve. Heather? Seriously?

	Heather had chewed him up and spit him out our junior year in high school. I thought he was too smart to fall for her act back then. He certainly hadn’t gotten any dumber in the last seventeen years. At least I hadn’t thought so before today.

	“Steve, honey.” Marietta turned and took his hand. “Oooh,” she purred. “Now don’t you clean up well.”

	“Have you met Heather?” Steve asked.

	A smooth deflection move since it required Marietta and anyone within earshot to acknowledge Heather’s existence.

	I aimed a smile at my former nemesis. It may even have appeared to be sincere.

	“I’m sure ah have,” Marietta said in a tone of indifference that registered loud and clear on Heather’s face.

	My mother can be quite condescending at times, especially while channeling her inner Southern belle. This was one of those times and I didn’t mind one bit.

	Steve met my gaze. The tic in his cheek told me that he didn’t share my opinion.

	Marietta sighed as she turned to face forward. “Lovely man.” She leaned into my shoulder. “You two never—”

	“No.” And not something I wanted to discuss, especially with him sitting right behind me.

	“I didn’t know Steve was seeing Heather again,” Gram whispered in my other ear.

	“That makes two of us.” Again, not a subject for conversation today. “Oh, look.” I pointed across the aisle at Sylvia Jeppesen. Steve wasn’t the only one who could make a deflection move.

	Gram waved at Sylvia, one of her exercise buddies from the senior center. “Who’s that sitting next to her?”

	“Who’s sitting next to who?” Aunt Alice chimed in.

	“Looks like Wally,” I said.

	Wally Deford was eighty if he was a day. He drank decaf, always had two eggs over easy for breakfast, and used to be a pie happy hour regular before his wife passed away back when I was at culinary school.

	Two rows back from Sylvia and Wally sat Port Merritt’s newest couple from the surviving spouse contingent, Jayne Elwood and Ernie Kozarek, with Gossip Central’s Lucille and Kim in the seats directly behind them, no doubt to be within striking range should anything incriminating come up in conversation. Eddie, Rox, and Donna Littlefield, one of my best friends since junior high, sat in the rear, behind Nell and her new boyfriend.

	There was no Dr. Cardinale in attendance, but the surviving family members of the names he’d provided me were well-represented. So was the hospital with a very stoic-looking Warren and Virginia Straitham sitting two rows back from Steve and Heather, along with Laurel and several members of the nursing staff.

	“Really…Wally and Sylvia.” Gram folded her arms under her ample breasts. “I’ve heard the rumors, but you know how people can be. Always leaping to conclusions.” She arched an eyebrow at me.

	At least I was being paid for coming to my conclusions.

	“Aren’t they cute together,” Marietta said, fanning herself again. “When did they become an item?”

	I’d venture a guess that it was sometime after Howard Jeppesen drew his last breath.

	“All this is just wrong,” Alice protested.

	Duke patted her on the knee. “Give it a rest, honey, and let’s just get through this.”

	She pulled out a handkerchief from her handbag and sounded like a Canadian honker as she blew her nose. If we were all very lucky, that would be all we heard out of my great-aunt for the next hour. Except there was absolutely nothing about today that felt lucky.

	A minute later, Curtis Tolliver, the funeral director, led Norm Bergeson and his three daughters and their husbands to their seats in the front row. After the family was seated, Curtis turned, his beady eyes locked on my mother as he smoothed back his hair.

	Uh-oh.

	His fleshy face was flushed as he pressed his hand into hers and leaned close. “Very nice to see you again, Ms. Moreau.”

	“Marietta, please,” my mother said, well aware that he was looking down her dress, especially since he had done the same exact thing at my grandfather’s funeral. 

	His lips stretched into a wolfish grin as a bead of sweat trickled down his temple. “Miss Marietta.”

	She fanned herself with her other hand. “Curtis, honey, ah know you’re terribly busy right now, but could ah trouble you for a teensy bit more air conditioning?”

	“Of course,” he said deferentially. “I’ll see what I can do.”

	She leaned in, grazing his hand with her double Ds. “Ah’d be ever so grateful.”

	That was an empty promise if I’d ever heard one.

	“Mary Jo,” Gram whispered as soon as Curtis disappeared from view, “I didn’t raise you to be such a…a…”

	“Prick tease?” I said, filling in the blank.

	Marietta rolled her eyes. “Chahmaine, that’s not very nice. Ah was simply influencing him to make the right decision.”

	“Not exactly the technique we use at the department, but whatever works,” Steve said in my ear.

	Marietta’s full lips curled with satisfaction. “Exactly.”

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	An hour and ten air-conditioned minutes later, Reverend Fleming’s wife played “Ave Maria” on the organ to accompany Norm Bergeson and his family as they filed out of the front pew.

	“That was a lovely service,” Gram said after I helped her up from her seat.

	“Lovely,” Alice scoffed, sounding like she was rapidly reaching the end of her short fuse. “Is that what you call this?”

	Gram gave her sister the please keep your voice down look while Duke stood and offered his hand to Alice. “Now, honey—”

	Alice swatted his hand away. “Don’t you dare ‘now, honey’ me.” She narrowed her eyes at Steve. “This is all wrong and you know it.”

	Standing, Steve touched her shoulder. “I understand how you feel. You lost a good friend.”

	“You need to do something.” Alice’s voice broke as she choked back tears.

	He met my gaze. “I would if I could.”

	But he was in wait mode for the autopsy results as I knew all too well.

	“Time to go,” Gram proclaimed as if we were late for dinner. She elbowed me into the center of the aisle, where Heather was standing, waiting, with perfect blond-streaked hair, a dark blue sleeveless sheath, and matching pumps.

	I’d heard from Rox that after Heather’s divorce last year from an advertising executive, she’d moved back home from Boston and was working at a Port Townsend boutique. If anyone ever had needed an employee discount to expand her designer wardrobe, it wasn’t trim, tan, and more perfectly gorgeous than ever Heather. Why wouldn’t Steve want to be with her?

	The butthead.

	“Nice dress,” I said. I knew it sounded lame, but I had to say something to the conniving bitch I’d outed after she tried to steal Rox’s boyfriend back in ninth grade.

	Her gaze lingering on my chignon, Heather responded with a fake smile. “Thanks.”

	“Awkward,” Marietta sang in my ear.

	True, but the queen of awkward silences needed to cut me a little slack.

	“See you later,” Steve said to me as Heather sidled up next to him.

	“Later.” Which translated into another opportunity to make painfully polite conversation with Heather and Steve at the post-funeral nosh-fest at the Bergeson’s that Gram and Alice had helped organize.

	Goody.

	Watching Steve and Heather make their way past Marietta, I noticed that they didn’t hold hands, didn’t touch. It didn’t make me feel any better about seeing them together, but it didn’t make me feel any worse, either.

	“Keep moving,” Gram said, waving me on like a traffic cop. “We need to get Alice out of here before she starts saying things she’s going to regret tomorrow.”

	Easier said than done since Marietta was sauntering down the aisle as if she were working the red carpet at the Oscars.

	She shook Dr. Straitham’s hand and his gaze followed the swivel of her hips as she moved to the next row to schmooze Mr. Ferris, my high school biology teacher.

	I wasn’t the only one watching Warren Straitham’s reaction to my mother. Virginia leveled a cold, hard glare at her husband.

	Unfortunately, Mr. Ferris didn’t have a wife by his side to put out the no trespassing sign.

	Gram extended her hand. “Come along, Alice.”

	With her eyes fixed on Warren Straitham, Alice sidestepped my grandmother.

	Gram sharply inhaled. “Oh dear.”

	“You have some nerve showing up here,” Alice said, her voice cutting through the crowd like a butcher’s knife through butter.

	The tall, silver-haired gentleman in the cheap gray suit blinked. “Pardon me?”

	Alice wagged her index finger at Dr. Straitham. “Don’t think that I don’t know what’s going on.”

	He blanched to a doughy pallor, reminding me of the time I’d caught my ex-husband in the walk-in freezer with Brie, his sous chef. Unlike Chris who’d followed me out the door, all the while trying to spin his dalliance into a palatable confection, Dr. Straitham looked like a human popsicle frozen in place.

	Duke reached for Alice’s hand. “Honey, let’s go.”

	She shook him off. “You’re not going to get away with this,” Alice said as she inched closer to Dr. Straitham. “I’m on to you!”

	The doctor’s silver-brown brows drooped, giving him the appearance of a blue-eyed bloodhound. “Alice,” he said in a hushed tone, sounding like a sympathetic man who understood grief, but his thin lips stretched into something else—fear.

	Standing ramrod straight by his side, Virginia flushed a bloody shade of crimson.

	“That’s enough,” Duke growled, taking Alice by her thin shoulders and pointing her toward the exit. “We’re leaving.”

	I grabbed my grandmother by the arm and squeezed out a smile at Virginia Straitham. “See you later.” Maybe.

	“Don’t you think we should apologize?” Gram asked as we filed out of the chapel.

	“No.” Quite enough had been said. And learned.

	Gram heaved a sigh. “What Virginia must be thinking of us!”

	Based on the icy glare Virginia Straitham had directed at her husband, we were the least of her concerns.

	“I hope you’re satisfied,” Gram said to her sister’s back once we’d caught up to Duke and Alice in the foyer. “Ginny will probably never speak to me again.”

	“Or step a foot into the cafe,” Duke grumbled.

	Alice stopped in her tracks. “What’s wrong with you? Didn’t you see what just happened?” She locked onto my gaze. “Tell me you saw that look on his face.”

	“I saw it.” I had a sick feeling that I had also just seen the face of a murderer.

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	A half hour after we left Tolliver’s funeral home, my grandmother and I stood at opposite ends of a casserole and cake receiving line in the Bergeson’s compact, U-shaped kitchen.

	Having worked for friends in the catering business I knew from experience that people drink at weddings, but they eat at funerals. Around here, a funeral announcement signals the start of a bake-off that sends the senior set flocking to their recipe rolodexes and ends with lethal volumes of cheese, butter, and chocolate arriving at the doorstep of the bereaved.

	Until Sylvia Jeppesen handed me a weighty glass serving dish with a distinctly fishy odor, Trudy’s reception had been no exception.

	“Chinese noodle and tuna casserole,” Sylvia announced proudly.

	“Yum.” No cheese, no butter, no chocolate—a clear violation of the bereavement food code. At least it had arrived warm unlike the dozen casserole dishes awaiting their turn in the microwave. 

	I pushed aside a raspberry glazed bundt cake to add Sylvia’s casserole to the smorgasbord laid out on the dining room table.

	“Something in here has got to go,” Lucille said, holding a steaming crock pot of Swedish meatballs.

	My vote went to the tuna casserole.

	“Move Ginny’s bundt cake over here.” Lucille angled the crock pot in the direction of an antique sideboard.

	“Ginny?” Picking up the platter with the bundt cake, I scanned the crowd for Virginia Straitham, the last person I expected to see after what had happened at the funeral home. Okay, maybe Virginia ran a close second to her husband.

	Lucille set the crock pot on the table. “Handed it to me just after I got out of my car. Looked like she’d been crying. I heard what happened between the doc and Alice,” Lucille said at half her normal volume. “Do you think he did it?”

	Maybe. I didn’t want to fan any flames of suspicion, so I just shrugged.

	“Did what?” Steve asked, stepping up to the table with a paper plate in hand instead of Heather.

	Not that I would give a second thought to anyone he might be dating. The turkey.

	“Murder Trudy,” Lucille said to Steve in the same stage whisper.

	The tic registered in his cheek. “No.”

	She narrowed her eyes at him. “Then how do you explain what happened?”

	“I don’t,” he said with a casual indifference at odds with the tight cords of tension in his neck. Lifting the lid of Sylvia’s casserole dish, he sniffed and wrinkled his nose at me.

	I shook my head. “Sylvia’s tuna.”

	He replaced the lid and continued clockwise around the table.

	Lucille scowled. “I don’t think you’re taking this very seriously.”

	“And I think certain people around here have been jumping to some dangerous conclusions.” Steve met my gaze. “There’s been nothing to suggest that anyone’s been murdered.”

	Lucille flushed. “Nothing? You didn’t see Trudy the night before she died. I did. And now we’re here again with another one of these wretched tuna casseroles, and if you don’t want to see it again in another few months,” she said, pointing her finger at Steve’s nose, “certain people will do something about it!”

	“She makes a good point about the tuna casserole,” he deadpanned after Lucille stalked back to the kitchen. “Someone should do an intervention before Sylvia buys another can of tuna.”

	“Be serious.” I added some lukewarm lasagna to his plate. “It’s not a big leap to think that Warren Straitham could be killing his patients.”

	He cocked his head. “Give me a break.”

	“Okay, it is, but you weren’t there when Aunt Alice told him that she wasn’t going to let him get away with it. He looked scared. Exposed.”

	“Hey, she once chased me out of her kitchen with a carving knife. Trust me, the women in your family can be plenty scary.”

	I ignored the cheap shot. “I’m just telling you what I saw.”

	“I’ll take that under advisement,” he said, sniffing another casserole dish.

	“Sure you will. And that’s Mrs. Lundgren’s pesto ravioli.”

	“What the heck is pesto?”

	“Just try it and stop sniffing around.”

	His lips curled into a lopsided grin. “I will if you will.”

	“Am I interrupting something?” Suzy Harte asked, carrying a platter piled high with fresh veggies, her light blue eyes gleaming as they darted between Steve and me.

	Suzy seemed to be the queen of part-time jobs—one as an ER nursing assistant, one as an aerobics instructor at the senior center, and one as a self-appointed dispenser of unsolicited advice. When it came to sticking a nose where it didn’t belong, she even had Lucille beat.

	I took the platter from her. “Not at all. Steve and I were just—”

	“I don’t see Heather anywhere,” Suzy said. “Did she have to leave?”

	All traces of Steve’s smile vanished. “Something like that.”

	“What a shame.” The tiny crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes crinkled as Suzy beamed. Not at him, but at me.

	Not the usual effect Steve had on women.

	With short, straight, sandy blond hair and a pert turned-up nose dusted with freckles, the slender aerobics instructor had the look of a middle-aged pixie.

	The pixie leaned in, studying my face. “I hadn’t noticed the resemblance before. You do take after your mother.”

	We had the same eye color. Other than that I took after that French bastard, but I didn’t detect any deception in Suzy.

	With eyes wide like a chocoholic in a candy store she gazed out the dining room window at Marietta, holding court with Mr. Ferris in the shade of a patio umbrella.

	I’d seen the look on Suzy’s face many times before. She was a fan, and I was somebody because I was a child of a somebody.

	“Thanks for the veggies,” I said, hoping she’d move on to the patio like a good little fan so that she could deliver her adulation in person.

	“I thought there might be a few people who’d want a healthy alternative to all these heavy desserts,” Suzy said as I set the platter next to the bundt cake on the sideboard.

	No one I knew.

	Steve grabbed a celery stick. “Bon appétit.”

	Ignoring him, I met Suzy’s gaze. “Very thoughtful of you.”

	She smiled contentedly, watching as Steve headed into the living room where Donna and several others from our old high school gang had gathered. “You’re cute together.”

	Huh? “We’re just friends.”

	“Obviously good friends.” Arching her eyebrows she waited.

	“Just old friends.”

	She glanced behind me. “Like your mom and Barry Ferris?”

	I turned and saw Marietta fanning herself, showing a lot of thigh as she sat cross-legged under that umbrella with Mr. Ferris. All she needed was a mint julep to make the Southern belle image complete.

	Since the last time she had spent any time with him was when she’d showed up unannounced at my high school science fair, they didn’t exactly meet the usual definition of old friends. But with the way she kept touching his hand, they seemed awfully chummy.

	“I don’t believe it,” Aunt Alice muttered, rounding the corner.

	My thoughts exactly, but I was pretty sure that she wasn’t referring to my mother and Mr. Ferris.

	Lucille lumbered up to the dining room table with a steaming casserole dish and stopped in her tracks when she spotted my great-aunt. “Uh-oh. What’s wrong?”

	“Carmen.” Alice uttered the name of one of the Gray Ladies like she wanted to sic a gypsy curse on the woman.

	What about her? I peeked into the living room and located Carmen sitting on the sofa with Norm Bergeson. She was patting his hand while Bonnie Haney, another widow, closed in on the empty sofa cushion opposite Carmen like a heat-seeking missile.

	Lucille heaved a sigh. “Here we go again.”


 

	Chapter Eight

	 

	BY THE TIME Rox and Eddie left Trudy’s funeral reception to head back to work, Bonnie, Sylvia, and Miriam Rybeck had each taken a spin through the revolving door of widows and divorcees vying for the seat on the sofa next to Norm. My mother even made a brief appearance on the comfort couch. Although she was clearly a benchwarmer in the Norm Bergeson sweepstakes, it didn’t make the spectacle any easier for my great-aunt to watch. At least it gave Marietta’s flirtation with Mr. Ferris a time-out.

	Unfortunately, that was short-lived.

	“What a delightful man,” my mother said, back under the patio umbrella while Mr. Ferris trotted to the makeshift bar in the kitchen to refill our wineglasses.

	My buddy, Donna, sat down next to me and whispered in my ear. “Please tell me she’s not serious.”

	I shrugged. Considering Marietta’s last husband had been eighteen years her junior and my former biology teacher was pushing fifty, I didn’t think I needed to worry about Mr. Ferris asking me to call him Dad anytime soon.

	Marietta leaned in with a bright smile. “So, what do you want to do tonight?”

	Go home, pull on my pajamas, and sleep for twelve hours straight in my own bed.

	“Actually, we already have plans,” Donna said before I could come up with a creative fib.

	My mother’s smile slipped. “We?”

	“Char and me.” Donna nodded at me as if to say play along. “Sort of a double date.”

	Sort of? If you’re going to tell a whale of a lie, at least tell it with conviction. 

	“Really!” Marietta licked her ruby-red lips like a tigress anticipating fresh meat. “With anyone I know?” She cocked her head toward Steve.

	“No, Mother,” I said with all the disinterest I could muster.

	She leaned back in her green-striped, padded deck chair and blew out a sigh. Silent seconds ticked by while she scrutinized me from head to toe. “What time?”

	I glanced at the Versace watch she had given me for my twenty-first birthday, back when her phone still rang with lucrative TV and movie offers. “We’re meeting the guys at seven.” A quick answer devoid of unnecessary details—key to telling a believable lie.

	Marietta grabbed my left wrist and peered at my watch. “But that only gives you a little over an hour to get ready.”

	I’d made myself ready for real dates in less time. A fake one? “No problem.”

	She pushed to her feet. “We need to go.”

	“Really, you’re making too much out of this.” But since Barry Ferris was approaching the table with a glass of white wine in each hand, maybe this was the ideal time to say our goodbyes.

	Disappointment etched into the furrows of his graying brows. “Leaving so soon?”

	“Oh, Barry,” Marietta cooed. “Ah’m so sorry, but we have a little family emergency.”

	“It’s nothing really,” I assured him.

	She grimaced at my hair. “Trust me. It’s not nothing.” She took a glass out of Mr. Ferris’s hand, took a sip, then pressed her palm in his. “It’s been a pleasure.”

	His eyes darkened as he kissed her hand. “The pleasure has been all mine.”

	Gag.

	I turned to Donna. “See you at Eddie’s at seven.”

	She grinned. “I can’t wait.”

	That made one of us.

	Marietta’s eyes were still locked with Mr. Ferris’s.

	Way to let him down easy, Mom.

	I angled between them and pushed my mother’s clutch bag into her ribs. “So, are we going or what?”

	She gave my chignon a sideways glance. “I’m afraid we must.”

	Waving her clutch at my grandmother sitting in the sunshine with Alice and Sylvia, Marietta shuffled toward the French doors in her stilettos. “Mama, we’re leaving.”

	Gram aimed a frown at her. “What’s the rush?”

	“Char has a date.”

	“A date!” Gram held out her hand for Steve to help her get to her feet. “For pity’s sake. Why didn’t someone say something about this earlier?”

	“Have fun,” he said, standing by the French doors as I followed Marietta into the house.

	Like that could happen. “Tell me you’re wearing your gun.”

	“Don’t usually wear it to funerals.”

	“Too bad. I need somebody to shoot me.”

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	Eddie was filling a pitcher from the tap when I entered the bar a few minutes after seven. He did a double take when he saw me. “Whoa! What happened to you?” he yelled over the ZZ Top guitar riff blasting through the speakers.

	I batted the eyelash extensions Marietta had spent most of the last hour applying. A few more coats of mascara and I could probably achieve lift-off. “My mother happened to me.”

	Eddie’s heavy brows knitted together. “You kinda look like her.”

	“Yeah, on steroids,” I muttered, feeling ridiculous.

	“White wine?” Eddie asked as Rox zipped past me with a steaming hot pizza in one hand and a short stack of plates in the other.

	“Make it a double.”

	I didn’t have to search the room for Donna. I knew I’d find her at her usual barstool.

	“You look hot!” she said as I slid onto the seat next to her.

	Since the a/c was out in the Jag and my bangs had pasted themselves to my forehead, I felt hot and not in a good way. “That’s because I am.”

	Donna, a cosmetologist and owner of Donatello’s, the local cut and curl, finger-fluffed my bangs. “Will you please just accept a compliment? You look great.”

	The suck-it-all-in pantyhose I had on under my black jeans added a roll below my rib cage that threatened to send the bottom button of my green silk blouse into orbit. Short of some emergency liposuction, looking great was a physical impossibility, especially since I was working up a sweat sitting still.

	Donna was the one who looked smoking hot. Sultry charcoal lined her sapphire almond eyes. A touch of bronzer lent a shimmery glow to her perfect peaches and cream complexion. Her favorite low rise blue jeans showcased her pierced navel, and the white eyelet lace cotton top hugging her breasts had a deep scoop neckline and spaghetti straps that revealed sun-kissed, freckled shoulders.

	“Whoa, look at you!” Rox said, beaming at me on her way back to the kitchen. Then, she stopped dead in her tracks. “Holy crap! You look like your—”

	I made a stop sign with my hand. “I know.”

	“I love what you did with your hair,” Donna said.

	I hadn’t done anything. “Marietta flat-ironed it.”

	Donna’s gaze zeroed in on my eyelashes and she leaned closer, ignoring Eddie, who was delivering my drink and ogling the cleavage enhanced by her push-up bra.

	Rox slapped Eddie on the back of the head. “Don’t be a dirty old man.”

	“You know I only have eyes for you, sweetheart,” he said to her backside as she swung open the kitchen door.

	Eddie winked at me, keeping the moment light, but the way his gaze had followed his wife gave me a little pang of envy.

	I reached for my drink but froze in my seat when Donna scooted her chair next to mine. “Trust me, I look better from a distance.”

	“Shut up,” she said, staring at my left eye. A tiny frown line cracked the creamy skin between her perfectly arched brows. “What’d you use? Extensions?”

	“Marietta’s.” I took a sip of wine. “Part of her new makeup line.”

	More like a cosmetic line my mother was being paid to rep in infomercials—a career move birthed from the harsh reality that she hadn’t worked in anything but an indie film in the last five years but wanted to keep her house in Malibu.

	“Well, you look awesome. Justin’s going to be so impressed.”

	“Justin?” I smelled a set-up.

	“He’s a new client of mine. A landscaper.” Chewing on her lower lip, Donna tilted her head and her long, blond hair spilled over her shoulder. “Or was he the scuba instructor? Anyway, he’s outdoorsy and very nice. You’ll like him.”

	I cringed. “What have you done?”

	“Nothing. I just happened to mention that a few of my friends might be hanging out here Saturday night and since he was new in town that he might like to join us.”

	“Uh-huh.” That sounded too much like how the former Donna Grazynski met her second ex-husband.

	I wasn’t in the market for a second anything, but since the alternative was heading home and telling Marietta and Gram all about the date I didn’t have, I sucked down some more wine and scanned the room for an outdoorsy type. That could describe half the guys in the bar, including Eddie and Little Dog. “Is he here?”

	“I haven’t seen him yet,” she said, frowning at my right eye.

	“What?”

	“I think you’re losing an eyelash.”

	“Great.” Marietta had warned me to stay out of the heat until the glue set. I hadn’t realized that also included my car. “Just pull it off.”

	Donna plucked away the offending eyelash with her thumb and index finger. Then she squinted and plucked at another one. “Uh-oh.”

	“Now what’s wrong?”

	“You have a little problem.”

	I’d thought I’d left her at home with my grandmother.

	Donna cupped three eyelash extensions in her palm. “If you brought the glue, I can fix this.”

	“Do I look like someone who’d have eyelash glue in my tote bag?”

	“At the moment, you look freakishly like your mom, so yes, you do.”

	Lovely.

	I drained my glass and made tracks to the ladies’ room to assess the damage. Five minutes and sans a couple dozen lash extensions later, I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Tonight, I had my mother’s green eyes. Maybe not all her lashes, but with her makeup and the right lighting, maybe I did look a little like her in a Pillsbury Doughboy-as-my-father kind of way.

	“Well, Justin, I hope you like brunettes.”

	I unbuttoned the top button of my blouse to give him a glimpse of the girls, then painted on a fresh layer of raspberry lip gloss and smiled at the mirror. “It’s show time.”

	When I returned to the bar, Steve was sitting where I had left Donna.

	“What’d you do with Donna?” I asked as I slid onto the barstool.

	“She hooked up with Justin somebody. Assuming you’re interested, they’re sitting by the window.”

	So much for Justin meeting the girls.

	I was considering buttoning up and calling it a night when I noticed Steve staring at me. “Why are you looking at me that way?”

	“What’d you do to yourself?”

	“I’ll have you know that I’m on a date, and I think I look pretty good.” At least from the boobs up.

	“I never said you didn’t.”

	“You insinuated.”

	His gaze dropped to the swell of my breasts straining against the tiny buttons of my silk blouse.

	I leaned closer to give him a better look.

	The frown line between his brows deepened. “What the heck are you doing?”

	“I could ask you the same question.”

	His lips curled into the hint of a smile. “I was just noticing that you might have missed a button.”

	Sure. “Yeah, that’s what I figured.”

	“So, who’s the date?”

	“No one you know.” I reached for my refilled wineglass. “In fact, you shouldn’t be sitting here.”

	“And why not?”

	“My date might get the wrong idea.”

	“Don’t see why. Just two friends having a drink. Besides, I’d like to meet him.”

	So would I. “He might be running late.”

	“Then I’ll keep you company until he arrives.”

	I looked over my shoulder at Donna and Justin. It didn’t look like that would happen anytime soon. “Okay, but on one condition.”

	Steve gave me a sideways glance.

	“You have to talk to me,” I said.

	“I don’t suppose I need to ask what we’re going to talk about.”

	“Nope.”

	He blew out a breath. “Go ahead.”

	“Don’t you think it’s strange that Nell Neary, Jayne Elwood, Ernie Kozarek, and Sylvia Jeppesen are all in new relationships?”

	“You aren’t going to let go of this, are you?”

	No. “It’s too coincidental.”

	I watched for a reaction as Steve stared at his sweaty beer bottle. As usual, nothing.

	“Think about it. They were all caregivers,” I said, edging closer. “For years Nell took care of her mom. Jayne and Sylvia each had a decade of tending to a sick husband. In Ernie’s case, a bed-ridden wife. Then suddenly, Bernadette Neary, Mr. Elwood, Rose Kozarek, and Howard Jeppesen—all patients of Dr. Straitham—die. Months later, Nell has a boyfriend and Ernie shows up at Clark’s Pharmacy with a prescription for Viagra.”

	Steve hung his head. “Can’t anyone in this town keep their mouth shut?”

	He knew the answer to that question as well as I did. It explained why he and Eddie used to go to Port Townsend to buy condoms. Steve still did for all I knew. And I really didn’t want to know.

	“And Ernie’s not the only one.” At least according to Lucille.

	Steve swallowed the last of his beer. “Are you telling me there’s a Viagra connection between these deaths?”

	Maybe, but that sounded so ridiculous I wasn’t about to admit it aloud. “Actually, I think it’s more like a matchmaking connection.”

	I heard him string together a few choice expletives.

	Okay, I’d be the first to admit that matchmaking didn’t sound much better. “Just hear me out.”

	“I can hardly wait,” he said, wearing a smirk that I didn’t much care for.

	I leaned closer so that I didn’t have to shout over Billy Squier belting out one of his hits from the ’80s. “All four of these deaths have resulted in matches. You know, couples.”

	The corners of his lips tightened. “I know what a match means.”

	There was no evidence of that fact from the assortment of women he’d dated over the years, but I had no desire to debate the merits of his sex life.

	“Nell hooks up with a guy and has a relationship for probably the first time in her life. Jayne and Ernie become suddenly single within eight months of one another, and now they’re inseparable. And lately, Sylvia Jeppesen and Wally Deford seem to have become an item. It’s like Lucille said—”

OEBPS/cover.jpeg





