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About This Book


A new cozy mystery series from USA Today best-selling author Dale Mayer. Follow gardener and amateur sleuth Doreen Montgomery—and her amusing and mostly lovable cat, dog, and parrot—as they catch murderers and solve crimes in lovely Kelowna, British Columbia.

Riches to rags. … Chaos to more chaos. … Fire destroys evidence. … Or at least most of it!

Flush with success from solving a decade-old kidnapping case, Doreen can’t wait to find out what’s next in her one-woman crusade to clean up Kelowna’s cold crimes. But, before she can unearth another old case to sink her teeth into, she must tie up some loose ends from the last one.

Steve Albright, fixer for the local biker gang, has made it clear that he blames Doreen for sending his friend Penny Jordan to prison. Steve even suggests that Doreen might have set up Penny Jordan. While Doreen wouldn’t do that, she’s afraid that other people might believe Steve. He’s a popular figure in town and has a lot of friends, many of whom Doreen doesn’t want to get any closer to than she must.

At least Steve doesn’t have his gun anymore, having dropped that in Doreen’s neighbor’s gardenia bed while she chased him from her yard. Which makes Doreen think that maybe it’s safe to dig into Steve’s past. Until she uncovers a connection to three arson cases from years ago and is warned off by Corporal Mack Moreau.

But Doreen’s never listened to Mack before, and it has all worked out thus far, so it’s not like she has to listen to him now. Right?

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Chapter 1
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Wednesday Dinnertime, … Later the Same Day after Closing Her Last Case

It was crazy to think how quickly this case had solved itself. And really, the recipe for success in this one was simply time.

Time.

Time for others to think about what they’d done. Time for eight-year-old Crystal to grow up to the age of majority and to choose her own future. Time for the brothers to continue their good work, as far as they were concerned. Time for others to act upon what they’d done and to continue with their evil processes, leaving more clues. And time for fear to grow within their hearts.

Doreen stood on the front step, Mugs and Goliath at her side, Thaddeus on her shoulder, the cops still standing around, talking with Mary, Crystal’s stepmom, in the back seat of the cop car.

She faced Mack. “I suppose Clara, Crystal’s mom, was at the station to give you a statement, wasn’t she?”

“She arrived hours ago,” he admitted. He looked at Doreen and smiled. “Will you be okay?”

“Well, this one has a happy ending, at least,” Doreen said hopefully. “You will investigate Crystal’s dad and the step-uncles, won’t you?”

His face sobered. “We definitely will. And we will bring Crystal back home again.”

Doreen smiled. “I can’t ask for anything better.”

Just then several neighbors approached, while some news vans pulled into the cul-de-sac. Within moments, cameras were rolling.

Doreen groaned. “I guess this will never stop, will it?”

“Not as long as you keep sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong,” he said cheerfully.

She glared at him. “If a child gets to come home, and several cases get closed, that’s good news.” Then she smiled up at him. “At least I didn’t get hurt this time.”

“Good thing,” he growled. “You still have stitches in your head from Penny. Could you please try to stay out of trouble for a while? At least until you heal?”

Just then one of the neighbors raced toward Mack, allowing Doreen to sidestep Mack’s question. “Hello, hello, police?”

Mack turned to look at him. “Yes, I’m Corporal Mack Moreau. What can I do for you?”

The man held out a paper bag. “You can take this away,” he said. “Just a few days ago, I was working in the garden, and I know it wasn’t there before then. But I did have somebody run through my yard last Friday night or Saturday morning, it was late, but super early, I don’t know … I was asleep and woke up to see him running,” he said, the words spilling out of him so fast he was hard to understand.

Mack held up a hand. “Slow down.”

“I didn’t know what to think of it. I was really nervous.” The neighbor appeared to be in his mid-seventies at least. The small man with a whisper of gray hair on his head scrunched up his face into worry lines. “Here, here, here,” he said, shoving the bag at Mack. “Take it.”

Mack took the bag and looked inside. His eyebrows shot up toward his hairline, and he said, “Where did you find this gun?”

“That’s what I mean. That’s what I mean. I was working in the gardenias, and I know it wasn’t there before then. But, after that man went through my backyard, I went outside to continue my work the next day, and I found it. I didn’t know what to do with it. I thought maybe he would come back and get it again,” the man cried out. “So I left it there. It’s just me at home, and I knew nobody else would come and take it, but then, when I went out this morning, it was still there. I don’t want it. I don’t want it,” he said, backing up. “You take it.”

“Do you have a dark-brown fence?” Doreen asked. “That runs along the creek?”

He turned and looked up. “Yes, yes, that’s my place. I see you sometimes walking there.”

She nodded. “I love that space. It’s a really nice path along the creek.”

“Not anymore,” he said. “Not anymore.” He kept backing away. “Not when people throw guns into my backyard,” he said. “This used to be a nice neighborhood.” Out came his finger, and he poked it in her direction. “You’re the one who keeps bringing all these nasty people here.”

She stared at him in surprise. “How is that possible?” she asked. “I’m the one finding and shining the light on all these nasty people who have been living here long before I arrived.”

He said, “Well then, you need to find one more. You need to find whoever put that gun in my gardenia patch. It’s really not good for the soil.” He shot her a hard look, and then he turned and left.

Doreen looked at Mack and said in a conversational tone, “I know who dropped it.”

He spun ever-so-slowly, looked at her, and said, “What?”

She beamed up at him. “Maybe we’ll have a cup of tea and talk about it on another day. I think I’ve given you enough work for right now.” She motioned toward the chaos. “Definitely another day.” And she turned, called the animals to her, and said, “Don’t forget. We have a cooking lesson coming up in two days. Mind you get all your paperwork done before then so you can enjoy dinner.” With a big smile, she walked inside and closed the door hard.

She leaned against the inside of the door and couldn’t stop smiling. Mugs jumped up on his back legs, his front paws hitting her midthigh, and he woofed at her. She reached down and petted him. Goliath, not to be outdone, stretched into the exact same position. She slid down the back of the door until both animals could get at her. Thaddeus hopped up her arm to tuck into the crook of her neck. She cuddled them all and said, “Thank you so very much for saving me again today. And for caring about Mack.”

She knew the absolute joy of having all these tomorrows coming to her, even more so now that the animals had saved her life once more. “Treat time,” she said.

The animals went crazy. She jumped to her feet, laughing, and said, “You deserve it today, guys. You definitely deserve it today.”

As she handed out treats, she couldn’t help but think about the gun in the gardenias and the suspicions she had in the back of her mind. “But that’s tomorrow’s case,” she said, chuckling. “Definitely tomorrow’s case.”


Chapter 2
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Thursday Early Morning …

Early Thursday morning, Doreen sat outside on the steps of her rear deck with a fresh cup of coffee. She looked across the huge expanse of her garden, loving it, yet, at the same time, hating parts of it. She had a lot of work to be done here, and she never quite seemed to get there. Since she’d arrived in Kelowna, after being replaced with younger arm-candy, her world was not the same. She chuckled. It was, in fact, much, much better. She couldn’t believe how much more real it was, and how much more validated and useful she felt. She was doing something with her life now.

Maybe not everybody was happy with what she now did. Lovely Corporal Mack Moreau, the detective she loved to spend time with, made her feel like she was more than a pain in his arse. At the same time though, he liked her enough to give her cooking lessons. She smiled at the thought of their last discussion. She’d basically told him that she had some information about a gun somebody had handed over, then had made it clear she wouldn’t even talk to Mack for the rest the day. The last few weeks had been brutal.

She needed a day off for herself. Even a partial day off would do.

Today she didn’t plan to do much besides have tea, rest, and get another ten hours of sleep like she did last night. She felt completely renewed and reinvigorated after her wonderful night. She’d settled into the house finally. It still needed a lot of attention, but the antiques—the furniture, the books, and the paintings—were gone. Now she really wanted to empty out the rest of the house. Put everything in the garage or in the basement or somewhere that would allow her to give the house a spotless cleaning from top to bottom.

She wanted to make sure she got all the corners, nooks, and crannies. She wanted everything found, sorted, tossed, or wiped down. She harked back to the concept of a garage sale. It was either that or maybe several dump runs. Not a whole lot remained in her house though, so maybe it would all go in one trip to the dump. But first she needed food, and she needed more coffee.

She yawned loudly. Mugs, who was lying by her feet on the deck, rolled over and stretched his belly to the sky as she reached out and gave him an extralong scratch. “You were hugely instrumental in saving my life yesterday,” she said. “I can’t believe how this garden is so lovely, and yet, apparently so lethal.”

How many times had she been attacked in her own backyard now? She couldn’t even remember. Should she count the newspaper reporter who had accosted her too? As far as Doreen was concerned, that was certainly one negative to her backyard. But Penny? … Well, that went beyond the other assaults. But then again, Penny had attacked Doreen in her own garage. Although Penny may have been momentarily confused because it did look like her old garage. Doreen had moved all of Penny’s husband’s tools and benches over and had set it up in exactly the same layout.

Wasn’t that just so funny? And perfect for Doreen as she now had a great workshop.

Though she wasn’t feeling like laughing about Penny now. Not when she was spreading lies about Doreen making up the whole attack story. Penny was causing trouble even from jail. If she was in jail. Maybe she had made bail. Although Doreen hadn’t seen any sign of Penny around town. And didn’t want to if she was lying about things.

Good thing Doreen had a recording of the event. But who knew she would need something like that? That she would need to legally defend herself after she already had to physically defend herself? She was still thinking about that case. And that hadn’t been the last case she’d worked on either.

Doreen still gave Mugs some attention when Goliath, her adopted Maine coon cat, walked across the deck and jumped on her shoulders. He meowed in her ear, his head rubbing along her hair. She put down her coffee cup and reached up so she could scratch his ears and rub Mugs’s belly at the same time.

“You were just as helpful too,” she said. “I owe you guys big-time.”

Just then a squawk came right beside her. “Thaddeus is here. Thaddeus is here.”

She chuckled and twisted her head ever-so-slightly so she could see the big African grey parrot she’d inherited from her grandmother, along with the house and Goliath.

“Thaddeus,” she said, “you’ll have to wait a minute. These guys need some attention too.”

The bird turned his head and gave her a glaring look. “Thaddeus is here. Thaddeus is here.”

Doreen sighed and had to stop rubbing Mugs’s belly in order to gently stroke Thaddeus’s chest feathers.

“And you’re awesome, Thaddeus,” she said with a smile. Then she laughed. How many times had they saved her life already? And who knew, with the trouble she kept getting into, how many more times they would be required to do so? She couldn’t imagine life without them anymore. It reminded her of how empty and lonely her previous existence had been. Although married to a megawealthy businessman and hosting a lot of dinner parties and traveling with other social elites, she had been so empty inside. She hadn’t even realized it until she had come here.

When her phone rang, she looked at the screen and smiled as she answered. “Good morning, Mack.”

“I didn’t wake you, did I?” he asked.

She heard the worry in his voice. That added a ray of sunshine to her day. “No, I’m sitting outside on the deck with a cup of coffee,” she said. “I think I slept ten hours last night.”

“Well, thank heavens for that,” he said. “Now, if you would just give yourself a few more days to rest, relax, and unwind, that would be even better. You’ve had one of the most incredibly chaotic weeks I’ve ever seen.”

“Considering all the antiques moved out of my house and Crystal’s case,” she said, “I agree. And I have to admit to still being tired. I’m sitting here, feeling mighty peaceful, but, at the same time, I don’t really have the energy to get up and grab that second cup of coffee waiting for me.”

“So, if I come over right now, I could snag it?”

“I’m pretty sure that, just as you’re driving up my driveway, I’ll get the energy to steal it in time.”

“Wow, that’s mean.”

“You should probably be making me a cup of coffee. How many more cases have we closed?”

“The final details aren’t in yet,” he said blandly. “A couple cases in Vernon and Kamloops might connect to Crystal’s case Mary’s brothers traveled all around, building up their collections of sellable items.” His tone was wry.

She remembered those sellable collectibles were also likely stolen in many cases. “Then your B&E division should be all over this too,” she said.

“I think the entire department is. If you’re angling for a medal, don’t, because that’s not something we do.”

“No, I can see that. But I just might have a little pull, if I ever need something.”

“I hope it never comes to that,” he said, “because that’s not something we would particularly like to acknowledge. Obviously, if you get into a spot of trouble, and it’s innocent and easy-to-fix trouble, the guys can come and help you out. But, if you’re expecting to do a crime and go unpunished, no.”

She frowned. “You know what? I don’t think that’s very generous. I mean, look at how many crimes I’ve stopped. Surely I should be allowed to commit one or two.”

“Doreen,” he said in warning. “Don’t you start …”

She laughed. “See? I caught you.”

Mack groaned into the phone. “I’m glad you’re in such a great mood this morning,” he said. “You know that I’ll have to come and take your statement today? And I have to talk to you about something else too.”

“The gun,” she said. And then she realized she wasn’t ready yet. She wanted to sit in the sun, relax, and forget about outstanding cases and getting attacked by people she liked or didn’t like, who may or may not have committed crimes. “You’re the one who just told me that I needed a week or two to rest.”

“No, I said a day or two.”

“Then you can come back in a day or two.”

“Well, that’ll hardly work,” he said, “when the gun is sitting here at the station and when I have to put it in evidence and when some of the guys overheard you say that you knew something about it.”

She frowned at that. “Did I really open my mouth that loud?”

“Oh, you sure did. The guys have been chuckling since it happened because, in almost every instance, I’m having to talk to you. May have to haul you into the station this time.”

“Why?” she asked in outrage. “I only said I knew something about it. I didn’t tell you that it was mine.”

“No, but considering that we are trying to match the gun with other cases, you can bet, as soon as the results come back, there’ll be all kinds of chaos.”

“Maybe not,” she said. “Who knows just where that gun has been?”

“Exactly. Now, do you want to tell me over the phone, or am I coming over and stealing that coffee?”

“You could try to steal that coffee,” she said cheerfully, “but it won’t work.”

“You want to bet on that?”

At that, she heard her kitchen door slam. She spun around, shocked. Mack stood there, holding a cup of coffee in his hand with a huge grin on his face. She shut off her phone and glared at him. But Mugs, Goliath, and Thaddeus were all over him. She could hardly be mean. Besides, she was delighted to see Mack anyway.

“Now that was a dirty trick,” she complained good-naturedly.

“Hardly a trick at all,” he said. He reached down and rubbed Mugs’s ears. “You owe these guys a lot.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s amazing how protective and how extremely good they are at defending me.”

“What’s so strange is that they work together. It’s one thing for a dog owner to have the dog defend his owner, but it’s not just Mugs. It’s Mugs, Goliath, and Thaddeus. It’s like one takes the gun out of your attacker’s hand, while the other one knocks him down, and then Thaddeus walks up and down them, pecking away. I mean, it’s really bizarre.”

“Well, look at that,” she said with a grin. “It’s almost like you were there.”

He chuckled. “It’s all good. These guys deserve animal medals.”

“Right, and they’ll get that, of course,” she said, “but I won’t get one?”

“Does it matter to you?” He looked at her curiously. “Do you need that form of appreciation?”

“Heavens, no. The last thing I want are more reasons for the media to be all over me. You know what that was like yesterday.”

“If you look out front right now …” He gave her a fat smirk. Thaddeus took the opportunity to hop onto his shoulder and cuddle up against his neck. Mack sat on the deck, cross-legged, getting completely covered in dirt. He cuddled the bird. “You really are lucky.”

“I know,” she said, all her humor fleeing. “Thaddeus is such a cuddle bug, and I had no clue it was even possible.” Then she added, “What’s out front?”

“If you dare, you can peek around the corner.”

She shot him a dark look and sighed knowingly. “It’s the media, isn’t it?”

He looked at her and said, “Why don’t you take a look?”


Chapter 3
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Thursday Early Morning …

Taking his word, Doreen crept around the side of the house, staying by the fence, until she got to the side where the bushes were. Then she moved into the bushes as far as she could and peered over the fence. And groaned. The entire cul-de-sac was full of TV vans, reporters, and cameramen. It was chaos.

Beside her, behind the fence in the next yard, one of her neighbors growled, startling a shriek out of her. “See? I told you. Neighborhood has gone to pot since you arrived. Why don’t you move away and take all those irritating noisemakers with you?”

She didn’t turn toward the voice, but she heard the rustle of bushes and then a door slam. She groaned. She would never be friends with her neighbors, would she?

Resigned, she headed back to Mack and said, “The media has completely taken over the road.”

“Crystal’s disappearance ten years ago made a huge wave across the nation. We had no clue what was going on back then, and now that she’s been found …”

“Have you been in contact with her?” she asked in worry. “I’m not wrong, am I?”

“We spoke with her last night. Her mother has spoken with her too.”

“Oh, thank heavens. Can you help her come home?”

“Yes, but we need to get the paperwork for her. Mexico isn’t arguing her right to come back to Canada, but we’re slowly getting documentation to allow her across the borders.”

“Hopefully soon?”

“I would think so. She is a Canadian citizen, and we do have a passport and birth certificate for her. So it’s just red tape holding things up.”

“Good,” she said. “I’d love to meet her.”

“I think it’s mutual. She’s already spoken about you,” he said, then gestured to her pets. “She also knows about these guys.”

Doreen smiled. “They are definitely part of all this. They were hugely helpful in getting her back and in solving her case.”

They sat for a moment in companionable silence. Then Mack said, “So you need to tell me what you know.”

“Do I though?” she asked with a teasing but hopeful tinge in her voice. When he didn’t respond, she sighed. “You won’t leave me alone until I do, so I’ll tell you what I know. And, if it’s nothing, then it’s nothing. Remember Penny’s case?”

“How could I forget,” he said drily. “Believe it or not it was only a week ago.”

“Seriously?” She thought about it and shook her head. “I guess it was. But how crazy is that?”

“It’s seriously crazy,” he said. “But what about Penny?”

“Remember when I had an intruder one night, and I chased him down the backyard and up the path?”

He nodded. “As I recall, you didn’t say anything to me at the time, only later.”

“Yes, and don’t go getting angry with me now because it’s probably a good thing I didn’t catch him,” she said. “One of them, whoever that one was—and remember? I said I thought it was two people—one jumped over the fence where this guy lives.” She pointed.

“And you thought at that time it was this Steve guy, right?”

She nodded and grinned. “See? You do remember.”

“What I remember,” he growled, “is you went after an intruder on your own at one-thirty in the morning.”

“I’m pretty sure it was Penny first. And then Steve was there, and he’s the one who jumped over the fence. I presume Penny disappeared in a different direction. That’s why I thought the intruder went from small to large. I didn’t know if it was due to the shadows or not, but, when he jumped, I thought something was in his hand. Now I’m pretty sure we know who owned the gun. Or at least he had the gun on him when in my neighbor’s yard.”

“But, if he jumped over the fence, why would he lose the gun?”

“Maybe because, when he jumped, it fell out of his hand, his pocket, his belt, or wherever he was keeping it. It was dark outside, and he didn’t dare turn on a light because I’d find him. Plus, somebody from the house might see him, so he took off.”

“But wouldn’t he have come back the next day?”

“Maybe he did,” she said. “And maybe Steve saw the old guy gardening. Who knows? For all we know, Steve might not have remembered which house it was, and he was busy checking the other backyards first.”

Mack got up, Thaddeus still on his shoulder. With the dog and cat at his heels, he walked to the end of her backyard.

She followed, knowing he was figuring out how hard it would be to check her neighbors’ backyards.

As he stood there, he nodded. “Everybody’s got a fence, don’t they?”

“Everybody but me now,” she said. “Yes.”

“So, can you point out where the guy jumped the fence?”

Still carrying their coffees, they wandered down the creek.

“That rock was here,” she said. “I’ll say it was that property.”

He pulled up his phone to check something and then nodded. “You’re right. That’s where the gun was found.” Then he glared at her.

She widened her eyes and said, “So now, instead of saying thank-you like any nice gentleman would do, you’re mad at me?”

“I’m not mad at you. It just constantly amazes me how you can always be in the middle of trouble.”

“I am not in the middle of trouble,” she said. “I just gave you a very big lead on yet another case. What does that have to do with me being in trouble?”

“No clue,” he said cheerfully. He spun around, hooked an arm around her shoulder, and walked her back toward her house. “I can go to work now and fill out some forms.”

“Good,” she said, “because I’m tearing the house apart.”

At that, he stopped. “What?”

She shrugged. “Everything looks so much better now, but I’ve still got a lot to sort through. I know that, if I don’t get it all done at once, I’ll never get it all done. So I thought I would designate one place as a storage area—the basement or the garage probably—and get everything out of all the rooms. I’ll start cleaning and scrubbing each room from top to bottom too, once everything’s been hauled out. Then I’ll have a garage sale or will make a dump trip, after I’ve sorted what I want to keep and see what’s left.”

“You know what? That’s not a bad idea,” he said with a grin. Then he shook his head. “That’s the problem with moving into an already full house. You have to deal with the stuff still there.”

“Exactly, and some of the stuff is definitely old. Maybe not usable and maybe was never usable,” she said. “Nobody said Nan was always the most common-sense person.”

“Exactly. The dining room should be empty already, isn’t it?”

“I think one or two chairs are left. I also think a busted coffee table is downstairs in the basement. I’m not sure. But I want everything out, including the stuff in that root cellar corner. Then I’ll make sure there’s nothing else to sell so I can finally deal with the last of it.”

“That should take at least all day and keep you nicely out of trouble,” he said. “I approve.”

“Huh, so says you,” she said. “For all you know, I could find all kinds of other things down there that send me on more cold cases.”

He glared at her. “First, you’ll get yourself some food. And then you’ll get started. Don’t tackle a big job like that without a good meal in you. You’re already tired, and your body is stressed, so it needs to be fed properly.”

“Speaking of which, you know how to cook pork chops, don’t you?” she asked suspiciously.

He chuckled. “I do. And, yes, Friday night, pork chops are on the menu.”

“Perfect,” she said. “Maybe by then I’ll have everything in the garage. I guess some of it will have to go to the dining room and the living room, if I run out of space.”

“Make it the dining room,” he suggested. “It’ll be easier to move the pieces out to the garage from there.”

“Good point,” she said. Then she walked him through her house and to the front door. She leaned against the porch railing as he backed down the driveway and drove away. All the news vehicles, cameras, and journalists had to move when he backed up. As soon as they realized she stood out here, they turned their attention to her. She rushed inside the house, slammed the door shut, and locked it. Not knowing if anybody would really push the limit, she set the alarm on that door and went back to the kitchen. Now, to prepare an omelet and then get down to work.


Chapter 4
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Thursday Late Morning …

Three hours later, Doreen had moved out every unwanted item from upstairs, leaving her mattress on the floor of the master bedroom. But, instead of getting those things as far as the dining room, she only made it to the living room. She had culled out the closets and the bathrooms, and—aside from her toiletries and the clothes she had already sorted in her bedroom and those she had moved to the guest room closet—she completely emptied the second floor.

Deciding that was likely all she could do for the moment, she grabbed the cleaning rags and headed back upstairs, picking the spare room to start on. Although it was full of clothes she still had to decide whether to keep or not, she wiped the shelves and the floors and washed the walls, the doors, the windows, and the ledges.

By the time she had completely finished spring-cleaning all the upstairs, she had a sprawled pile of boxes and containers in her living room. She wiped the stairs as she went down. Then she made a quick trip halfway up to reach for the banister where she had forgotten a couple dusty spindles. She gave a hearty sigh when she made it back to the first floor. It had taken her longer than she thought, but it was to be expected.

She wondered if she should sort through the piles or keep going. Frowning, she walked into the dining room and found a box of odds and ends. She picked it up and carried it to the living room to add to the rest and cleaned the dining room from top to bottom. She would love to get somebody in here to look at design options with her. She wanted to renovate this room into the open layout she preferred. Still, that was one more room done.

She took a break and made herself a list as she put on the teakettle. Quickly she jotted down what she had done so far and then wrote down the things she still had to do. After that, she walked into the laundry room, which also led to the garage. She had to sort a lot of items here too—boxes of stuff, old coats, and boots. She picked up everything and moved all of it to the center of the garage.

Most of the things left in the garage were junk. She made a second pile in the center for the laundry room contents. That included the laundry soap and all those weird sprays Nan seemed to collect. They made no sense to Doreen. Then she pulled the washing machine and dryer out from the wall, so she could clean behind, finding a dozen odd pieces of lost laundry. She also set the empty washing machine to do a heavy self-cleaning cycle.

With that room sparkling, she walked back to the kitchen. “Well, guys, what do you think?”

They were sound asleep, snoring on the floor, close enough where they could see her, yet far enough they weren’t bothered by her multiple bangs and clangs and moving around of things. She walked out to the garage and looked at the stacks there. She started on the easy things—the laundry soap and that one spray she recognized. She picked those up and put them back on a shelf in the laundry room. And then she studied the rest of the stuff, wondering if she wanted to sort them all right now—which would put her off track—or if she wanted to just continue cleaning the rooms.

Now, however, the trouble was, she had left everything else from the second floor in the living room. That was why Mack had suggested moving everything to the dining room. Or the garage in the beginning. She rolled up her sleeves and transferred everything from the living room out to the garage—except for those two pot chairs. And somehow that was almost symbolic. She walked back in to a fully available living room, outside of that notorious catch-all hall closet. She walked toward it, almost as if she’d never seen it before. Then she opened it, only to be overwhelmed by coats. She groaned and slammed it closed, leaning forward so her forehead rested on the wood. “Oh, Nan,” she said. “Just why?”

She opened it again and stared, but there was no help for it. She counted twelve coats in all. There was a rod in the garage. Maybe she would hang these up out there, without sorting through them first, but that would just add to her workload later. She pulled out the twelve coats, laid them over the pot chairs, and emptied one layer from the front closet. More shoes, boots, hats, gloves, and scarves. She put all that into a huge garbage bag and carried it to the garage.

When she returned, she wiped the inside of the closet and the door, leaving the shelves and the stuff stacked in front of the shelves for later today. Otherwise, it was half empty, and, with that, she closed the old hardwood door with a snick and turned to face the living room window. The curtains were closed because of the media, but she didn’t want to let that stop her. She took the curtains off the rod, rushed to put them into the washing machine. There were enough drapes to do one load. Then she grabbed her glass cleaner and scrubbed the windows. She had done the same upstairs but had forgotten to take down the curtains. She’d do that in a minute.

But, with the living room window cleaned and drape-free, cameras flashed like crazy. She went upstairs and took down all the curtains up there. She made a pile in front of the laundry room so she could put that load on as soon as the first load was done. Then she went to work sorting the coats, moving them to the kitchen table to avoid doing it in front of the bare window.

Before starting, she made herself a big sandwich. She was generous with the ham and cheese for herself and for the critters. Thaddeus thoroughly enjoyed a cherry tomato and some lettuce. She didn’t mind that they were eating a lot. She had to keep their energy up, just in case she got into trouble and needed them again.


Chapter 5


[image: ‡]

Thursday Noon …

As soon as Doreen finished lunch, she decided to finish scrubbing the living room. So, rather than sorting coats, she returned to the living room, wiped down all the walls, removed everything off the mantel, then finished with a vacuum and a mop of the floor. Now she had everything done except for the hall half-bath, the kitchen, hall closet, and the office corner. But she’d more or less done that alcove when Scott from Christie’s had been here with Agatha, his art expert, and John, his books expert.

She walked to the office alcove and saw nothing more to do there except the window, the walls, and the floor. Once she did that, she was down to just the kitchen, the half bath, hall closet, and the garage. It was hard to be upset with her day’s work when she’d done a ton already. On that note, she remembered the basement. Groaning, she still had all of that to sort too. But she wasn’t sure which way she wanted to go. Her energy was waning.

She walked to the stairs, turned the light on, and headed down to the basement. With a critical eye, she examined what was left on the furniture side and thought about four trips would get it all up to the garage. Then she walked to the smaller area, the cold room, and frowned. Quite a bit of stuff remained on the shelves. Most of it, she didn’t think she would keep. She would need more boxes though.

Loading up her arms, she took whatever she could find in the furniture room. Most of these pieces were missing legs. She also found leaves to a dining room table; yet she wasn’t sure she still had the table. It took her five trips, leaving a dump run pile at the big garage door, each time bringing an empty box back down with her. Then, with the furniture side done, she walked to the other side and packed up what she could. She would be a couple boxes short. She took these full boxes to the garage—more trash. Then grabbed some big garbage bags for the rest.

By the time the next hour had passed, she was beyond exhausted but had cleared out both sides of her basement. But then she was also euphoric because she had done an incredible amount of work. She needed one more hour in order to get all this cleaned up, but she would need coffee before she did that.

She went upstairs from the basement to the kitchen, put on coffee, dragged a broom and a dustpan along with her cleaning supplies and the vacuum, then did a full sweep-and-vacuum combination of the basement’s shelves, doors, stairs, and floors. After that, she wiped down the windows and the walls, and then mopped the concrete floors.

As she dragged her supplies upstairs, she realized she’d forgotten to grab a cup of coffee. But that little pot had been sitting there for a full hour. She groaned. “Way to waste good coffee.”

Still, she’d be happy to have it. Besides, she wouldn’t let it go to waste. No way she would ruin something like that. And now the downstairs was done too. She didn’t want to think about the garage yet. She’d just moved, hauled, and dumped everything she possibly could in there. Plus, she still had the kitchen to do. With any luck though, that could wait until tomorrow.
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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