
  
    
  

Facing the Diamond-Hard Truth




Margot Cummings held her breath and lifted the heavy molded plastic cover off the rubbish bin. A wave of fetid air washed over her face and she wrinkled her nose, pushing the bag of garbage quickly inside and lowering the lid with a muffled thump. She stepped back and turned her head, gasping in a breath of fresh air and rubbing her hands down the front of her apron to get rid of that wormy feeling. 

It was dark in the partially fenced cubicle where the bins were kept, and Margot’s eyes hadn’t adjusted from the bright lights inside. She stumbled on the uneven pavement and came down onto one knee, bracing her hand on the wooden fence where she felt something cold and slimy, like a wad of abandoned chewing gum.

Grimacing in disgust, she bunched her muscles to rise but froze when she heard a loud hiss not more than three feet away. The clubhouse garbage bins were shielded behind a raised wooden barrier, built like a bathroom stall, and Margot sensed someone standing just outside the wooden cubicle. 

A hint of heavy, musky perfume overrode the odor from the garbage bins and from her crouching position, Margot glimpsed a set of shadowy feet and watched as they were joined by another. 

The voice she’d heard continued in a hoarse whisper and Margot squeezed her eyes shut as if she could shut out the noise or disappear altogether. She did not want to be privy to a few snatched moments between lovers, but she hesitated to make herself known.

And that was her undoing.

With the next harshly murmured sentence, Margot knew it was too late to move. 

“We need to make this problem go away.”

The answering whisper was soft but carried an intensity that raised the hair on the back of Margot’s neck. “Agreed. Kill him, if you have to. It’s not ideal, but it worked for us last time.”

The feet moved away and the voices faded as the night grew quiet and darkness bloomed. Margot felt frozen to the spot, unable to process what she’d just overheard. It felt like a dream, and part of her wanted to pretend that it was, to shake it off and forget it ever happened.

But she’d be kicking herself forever if she didn’t do what she could to stop what sounded like a murder.

Margot rose on shaky legs and peered around the edge of the wooden cubicle. Rectangles of yellow light painted the stubby lawn, thrown from a bank of windows along the back wall. All else was darkness.

Margot saw no one. The mysterious couple had disappeared, probably returning inside the building. 

Dragging in a deep breath, Margot steeled herself and climbed the back steps to enter the clubhouse where the Air Force Enlisted and Officers book club meeting was just drawing to a close.



[image: image-placeholder]Margot wiped a damp strand of hair off her forehead. The warmth of the kitchen intensified the smell of the lemon she held in one hand. She rasped away at the rind with a wicked-sharp zester, taking care to keep her fingers clear of the blade. 

Two of her children squabbled over a video game at the kitchen table while the remaining three sat beyond, in the dining room, bent over homework assignments. The close atmosphere, the homey smells, the constant babble of voices like a brook tumbling over stones—all of it felt right and welcome and utterly necessary to Margot.

All of it felt like home. 

“You know it’s our smartest course of action,” she said to her husband, Ethan, as he leaned against the counter, snacking from a bag of Tesco brand crisps. She’d told him about the tense, whispered exchange beside the garbage bins, and was gratified that he was giving it the gravity it deserved.

He was even considering the radical suggestion she’d just tendered. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “On the one hand, your Aunt Cathryn is good at getting to the bottom of things.” He thrummed his fingers against his chin. “On the other hand…”

“Right, I know. Trouble finds her every time.”

Margot punched into a bowl of rising bread dough and turned it out onto the floured countertop.

“It’s perfect, though, Ethan. Aunt Cathryn writes mystery novels, and our book club is looking for a guest author to invite. The only real mystery is why we haven’t invited her before now. And while she’s here—”

“She can snoop into the rubbish bin incident.”

“Precisely.”

Margot swiped an affectionate finger across Ethan’s nose, leaving a smudge of flour which she kissed away. He gave her a resigned shrug.

“Fine. Call Aunt Cathryn, but Commander Forrester better not find out the true reason behind the invitation. Last time she got involved, your aunt meddled in a spy ring and nearly got herself killed.”

“And recovered state secrets from enemy hands.”

“Right,” Ethan admitted. “But no one in the chain of command necessarily wants to be reminded about that.” 

“Understood. For now, all anybody needs to know is that Cathryn’s latest novel is a darn good read and the book club is lucky to have the author coming in person.”

“Let’s hope they still feel lucky by the time she leaves.”



[image: image-placeholder]Margot carried Aunt Cathryn’s travel bag up the curving staircase, attempting to tread lightly on the third step from the top but failing, as always, to stop it from sagging and groaning beneath her feet. She padded along the carpeted landing, glad she’d remembered to open some windows to air out the guest room. 

The late summer breeze was warm and laced with the scent of roses. Margot smiled, sniffing appreciatively. Behind her, Aunt Cathryn sneezed. Twice.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” Margot said. “I forgot about your allergies. Should we close the windows?”

“No, indeed. It wouldn’t make a lick of difference and I do love the smell of roses.”

Margot placed the suitcase atop the dresser and sank onto the bed, watching as Cathryn zipped open the bag and began tidying her things into the drawers.

“I’m thrilled that your book club chose to read my latest release,” Cathryn said, “and I look forward to speaking at the meeting.” 

Stooping, she slid closed the bottom drawer and rose with an audible crack of her knee joints. She grimaced. “But you hinted you had another motive for inviting me here. What’s going on, Margot?”

Margot paused, letting the memory of the mysterious exchange play in her head. She wanted to give Cathryn all the details as clearly as she could remember them. When she’d finished telling about the experience, Cathryn joined her on the bed.

“You said a man and a woman. Did you recognize their voices?”

Margot scrunched her face in thought. “No,” she admitted. “I couldn’t even swear to the gender. The whispering made it hard to tell, but one voice seemed deeper and the other was lighter somehow, more delicate.” Margot hesitated. “And then there was the feet.”

“The feet?”

“I couldn’t really see them in the dark, but I got an impression. You know what I mean? It seemed like a larger set and a smaller set.”

“Can you tell me anything about the shoes they were wearing?”

Margot let out an exasperated sigh. “No. I’m sorry, Aunt Cathryn. I know I’m not giving you much to go on, but I’m really worried. I’m afraid two people that I know and associate with are getting ready to murder someone.”

“And it sounds like they’ve done it before,” Cathryn added.

Margot winced. “Hard to believe, but that’s what I heard.”

“Tell me about the members of the book club,” Cathryn said.

“Okay. The club is open to both officers and enlisted members of the U.S. Air Force, as well as their spouses. We have about two dozen members, but only a small contingent attend regularly.”

“Of course. Just tell me about who was there the night this happened.”

Margot closed her eyes. She pictured the room with its slightly musty odor, the cream painted cinder block walls and wide-silled windows. She struggled to remember the chair arrangement and everyone who’d been seated there.

“I was sitting next to Kellie Price, who came with her husband, Archie. He’s a Senior Master Sergeant and they’re both avid readers, as well as enthusiastic marathon runners.” 

She squeezed her eyes shut again, recalling the evening. “Rudy and Belinda Benson sat across the circle from me. Belinda always brings her knitting, and she was working on a yellow baby blanket. Very pretty. I’m not sure why Belinda comes to the meetings. I don’t think she even reads the books, but Rudy always has something to say about our selections.”

“By the tone of your voice, I’m guessing his opinions are often negative.”

Margot snorted. “Rudy will always find something to complain about.”

Cathryn laughed. “Are they both in the military?”

“No. Belinda’s active duty, but I think she’s actually stationed at Lakenheath, rather than Mildenhall. Rudy works as a checker at the commissary.”

She thought some more. “The Ramseys were both there. Loretta led the discussion that night and her husband, Ken—he’s a First Lieutenant—acted as secretary, recording the salient points on the whiteboard. Not that anyone could read his handwriting.”

“Is he, by chance, a doctor?” Cathryn asked, smiling.

Margot squeezed Cathryn’s arm. “Could be. I’m not sure exactly what he does, but I know he works at the medical clinic. I’ve seen him there a number of times.” She paused. “And Valerie Garcia was there. I was surprised to see her.”

“Why were you surprised?”

“Her fiancé, Stephan Koslov, was a member of the club, too. But he was killed in a hit and run on the Folly Road.”

“A well-named avenue, it seems. When did that happen?”

Margot paged back through her mental calendar. “A couple weeks ago, I believe. It’s all very sad, and Valerie’s devastated. We think he was actually on his way to the jeweler’s to have Valerie’s ring set when he was killed. He had the diamond in his pocket.”

“Hmmm.”

Margot glanced at Cathryn, knew the look in her eye. “You think it’s connected, don’t you?” she said.

“I can’t help but have my suspicions. Still, it’s much too early to piece together any kind of coherent picture.” 

Cathryn stood. She moved to the dresser and retrieved a hairbrush from the top drawer, running it through her loosened hair. “Have the police made an arrest?” she asked. “For the hit and run?”

“Not that I’ve heard,” Margot told her.

Cathryn plucked a few stray hairs from the brush and set it aside. “Have you told me about everyone who was at the book club meeting that night?”

“Yes, I think so.” Margot strained, trying to remember. “Oh! The caterer.”

“You had the book club meeting catered?”

“Heavens, no. The caterer was in the kitchen, clearing up after an earlier event.”

“Okay, good to know.”

“Very good,” Margot agreed. “It would be far easier for me to accept the caterer as a killer, rather than someone among my friends and colleagues. Do you think that might be, Cathryn?”

“No idea. But the caterer seems as good a place to start as any.”



[image: image-placeholder]It was a perfect day for a wedding. A light breeze ruffled through the rose-laden arbor, carrying the heady scent aloft and setting the fringe of peach-tinted ribbons gently asway. Margot felt almost misty-eyed as she reminisced briefly on her own wedding day, remembering how handsome Ethan had looked in his dress uniform and how terrified she’d been, her fingers trembling violently as she’d fumbled the ring onto his finger.  

It was the best and bravest thing she’d ever done.

Under a sun-bleached canvas awning, a string trio tuned their instruments, sending a slightly discordant jumble of notes into the warm morning air. Rows of white chairs decked the neatly-trimmed lawn of the village square, waiting to be filled by guests. A harried woman wearing a checkered apron walked among them, busy with a grimy dust cloth in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

“Excuse me,” Margot called to her. “I’m looking for Regina Payne?”

“Congratulations.” The woman’s voice was deep and gravelly, testifying that the smoking habit was long ingrained. “You’ve found her.”

As Margot and Cathryn approached, Regina Payne broke into a hoarse, rumbling cough. She dropped the cigarette and ground it under her heel, burying it in the grass, but the stench lingered, and Margot realized the woman carried it with her. Not a great recommendation for a caterer, but she seemed to book enough gigs to keep her going.

“I saw you at the clubhouse on base a couple nights ago,” Margot said. “I wanted to ask you some questions.”

“I’ve got my hands full right now,” the woman said. “Why don’t you call me later. We can discuss your event and work out the details.”

“I’m not planning an event.”

The caterer rolled her eyes and bent to wipe the seat of a white-lacquered chair. “Then I really can’t spare the time right now, sweetie.” Another coughing fit seized her. She angled her elbow and turned her face into it, squeezing her eyes shut until it passed.

“This will only take a moment,” Margot promised, “and it could help save someone’s life.”

“Whose?”

“Pardon?”

“That’s a lot of power you’re putting into my hands. Whose life might be saved by me talking to you?”

Margot felt her face go warm. “I’m afraid I can’t say.”

“Then I’m afraid I can’t talk. Thanks for stopping by.”

Regina Payne slapped the dirty, gray cloth against one last chair and turned toward a white panel van labeled Payne’s Catering. While Margot spent a second wondering over the wisdom of Regina’s business decisions, Cathryn stepped forward.

“Ms. Payne,” she said, “I really think you should talk to us. Before we have to get the police involved.”

The caterer froze. She pivoted and took a step forward before bending over, racked by more coughing. When she could speak, she said in a thick, raspy voice, “I didn’t steal anything. I found it. It was on the ground, so I picked it up. I didn’t know it was valuable.”

Mystified, Margot waited to hear what Cathryn would say next.

“How did you discover that it is, indeed, a valuable item?” Cathryn asked the woman.

“I googled it, of course,” she replied. “Who pays four hundred and fifty dollars for a fountain pen? I was going to turn it in to the lost and found. I just haven’t had a chance.”

“Where, exactly, did you find it?”

“I stepped on it as I was coming down the back steps of the clubhouse. Damn thing nearly made me take a tumble. Someone who pays that kind of money for a writing stick ought to be able to afford a nice lawsuit. I’d have sued if I fell.”

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t,” Cathryn said. “What time was this?”

“How do I know? Sometime after eight o’clock. I was wrapping up for the day, ready to go home and put my feet up.”

Cathryn held out her hand. “If you give me the pen now, I’ll return it to the owner and no more need be said about it.”

The caterer narrowed her eyes and covered her mouth, weathering another bout of coughing. “Who’s the owner?” she gasped.

“Not this again,” Cathryn said. “You’re a busy woman, Regina. Just give us the pen and move on.”

“Fine.”

The woman retrieved a black and orange fountain pen from the pocket of her apron and slammed it down on Cathryn’s open palm.

Cathryn inspected the item briefly and gave Regina Payne a bright smile. “Thank you,” she said, “and good luck with the wedding.”

As Margot followed her back to the car, she said, “How on earth did you know about the pen, Aunt Cathryn?”

“I hadn’t the faintest clue a pen was involved. I simply poked the bear and hoped for some kind of helpful response. Mention bringing in the police, and even the most innocent start to sweat.”

Margot laughed. “Well played! One thing is for sure,” she added. “Regina Payne is not one of the whisperers. Her voice is far too raspy and she can’t complete a sentence without breaking into a fit of coughing.”

“Besides,” Cathryn said as they climbed into the car and buckled up, “I think you would have smelled her. So, my darling protégé, what do we do next?”

Margot grinned and fired up the engine. “We find out who owns the pen.”



[image: image-placeholder]Back on scene at the clubhouse, Margot watched as the members arrived, gratified to see that everyone who’d attended the last meeting had returned for Aunt Cathryn’s presentation. And a whole lot of others, besides. 

A fresh pot of coffee was brewing on the sideboard, sending out a rich aroma to complement the scent of the chocolate chip cookies she and Cathryn had baked that afternoon. People stood in knots, chatting, and Margot sensed an air of excitement at having the author of the assigned book ready and willing to share her work and answer their questions.

By applying some old-fashioned detective work, they’d discovered that the fancy fountain pen belonged to Lieutenant Ramsey and Margot knew Cathryn intended to grill him during the meeting. The murmur of conversation died down as Kellie Price, the book club president, called the meeting to order and welcomed everyone.

“Before I introduce our guest, I want to let you know that we’ve received Sergeant Koslov’s book. Let us pause for a moment of silence as we give it a place of honor in the display case.”

Stephan Koslov, the man who’d been killed in a hit and run accident, had loved Harper Lee’s novel, To Kill a Mockingbird, and the book club had paid to have a copy bronzed as a memorial. A solemn silence filled the room as Kellie opened the glass case and placed the book on a tiny stand.

Margot glanced at Valerie, Stephan’s fiancé, and saw her press a tissue several times to watery eyes. Chief Master Sergeant, Belinda Benson, sitting next to her, squeezed Valerie’s hand and looked as if she might cry as well. She and Koslov had served together in Russia and the Ukraine, and she knew him better than most.
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