
  
    [image: The Author of His Demise]
  


  
    
      The Author of His Demise

      A Mackenzie Quinn Mystery

    

    
      
        Jacquelyn Smith

      

    

    
      WaywardScribe Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Mark.

        (In honour of the Carp connection.)

      

        

      
        The Author of His Demise: A Mackenzie Quinn Mystery

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2022 Jacquelyn Smith

        Published by WaywardScribe Press

        Cover and layout copyright © Jacquelyn Smith

        Cover design by Jacquelyn Smith/WaywardScribe Press

        Cover art copyright © Briangoff, Lorri Kajenna, Multipedia2014/Dreamstime

      

        

      
        This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. All rights reserved. All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note on this Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Book One of the Mackenzie Quinn Mystery Series! While The Author of His Demise is the first full-length Mackenzie Quinn novel, there are also two shorter novels in the series, which take place before this book: Death Clause and By Book or by Crook.

      

      If you haven’t read either of these shorts yet, no worries.  This novel can be read on its own with minimal spoilers.

      A Note on the Text:

      I am a Canadian author, and this series takes place in Canada. As a result, this book uses Canadian English spelling (which is basically a mishmash of British and American English). So strap yourself in for seemingly superfluous ‘U’s and other Canadian quirks. (Obligatory Canadian apologies in advance.)
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Chapter One


          

          Sunday, 6:54 a.m.

        

      

    

    
      Ugh. Winter. My boots crunched beneath my feet as I trudged through the snow, my breath creating plumes in the air. My snow pants made a faint swishing sound with each step as the waterproof fabric rubbed together between my knees. At least I had been walking long enough to get relatively warm. In fact, I was already sweating a bit beneath all the layers I was wearing. (I despise being cold. It takes me forever to get warm again. I also tend to break out in hives on my legs when I’ve been out in the snow too long, which ends in me looking rather strange as I try to relieve the resulting itches. Hence, the snow pants.)

      Sometimes I wondered whether I was really a proper Canadian at all, given my dislike for all things cold and wintery. I knew my mom loved my dad and everything, but wasn’t it remotely possible she’d had some kind of tryst with someone from the Caribbean before I was born? (Since my mother had never been on a plane before, the scenario seemed unlikely, but certainly not impossible.) I mean, winter is great when you get to enjoy it from inside, beside a roaring fireplace with the scent of wood smoke on the air. Christmas is all well and good, but once the sparkle and cheer of the season is over, all you have left is months of cold and darkness with freezing rain, and snow that turns into grey, gelatinous piles of slush.

      Christmas had passed several weeks ago, and we were already well into January, so any passing fancy I might have had for winter had long since dissipated. Not that I was much of a fan of summer either (unless there was somewhere to swim nearby and lots of mango pineapple smoothies—minus the yogurt). Give me a crisp autumn day, or maybe a sunny spring morning. Still, I would even take a hot summer day with no swimming or smoothies over the bleak dead of winter. (At least if it were summer, the sun would have been up by now.)

      I forced my thoughts away from my surroundings and attempted to distract myself with the scene I had been writing before I had come out for my walk. My latest Marie Clifford mystery novel was well underway, but I still wasn’t entirely sure where it was going…

      A cheery voice called out to me, scattering my thoughts.

      “Morning, Zee!” (Only my mother calls me ‘Mackenzie.’)

      I blinked and peered through the surrounding darkness of the residential street. My route had taken me to the south end of Ashwood, near the lakefront. Large houses loomed over the sidewalk in dark silence. It seemed way too early for anyone to possibly be so chipper.

      I spotted a familiar figure in the predawn gloom—Barb Myers. She was walking toward me on the sidewalk, which was hemmed on both sides by large snowbanks, thanks to the town plow. I’m not sure how I had managed to miss her. In addition to being a couple of inches taller than me, she was also roughly one and a half times my size. Still, she looked smart in a long, royal blue coat that fitted her perfectly, ending just above her knees. A pair of fluffy, white earmuffs sat atop the cloud of coppery hair that surrounded her friendly features. It took me a moment to notice the dog trotting on a leash beside her in the shadow of the snowbanks. The little black Scottie’s ears were pricked and his pointy tail wagged back and forth with each step.

      “Morning, Barb,” I called back (in a much more reserved tone) as I walked toward her.

      I adjusted the grey satchel that hung from my shoulder. Despite Barb’s size, I felt a bit self-conscious next to her with my pale cheeks flushed, wearing my puffy, emerald green parka and the matching knitted hat my mom had made for me. (My snow pants were charcoal. Even though it’s my favourite colour, there’s only so much green a person can wear without drawing comparisons to the Jolly Green Giant.) I ran a mittened hand around my face, shoving my unruly, strawberry blond curls out of the way. (They clustered back around my face almost immediately.)

      “On your way to get Barry for his walk?” Barb asked as she slowed to a stop in front of me. She flashed me her trademark lopsided smile, which I found myself returning in spite of myself.

      “Yup,” I said without elaborating. I eyed the mounds of snow on both sides of the sidewalk, wondering how I was going to navigate around Barb’s solid form to keep moving forward.

      (Nothing against Barb, but it was too dark and cold to be standing around gabbing. If I stopped moving, I knew I would start to cool down, which would only lead to hives and awkward itches. Besides, I was supposed to be at Barry’s house by seven, and I hate being late.)

      Barb beamed at me. Despite only being in her fifties—roughly ten years older than me—she exuded a maternal pride. “You’re such a sweetheart, taking care of him.” She reached down to stroke the head of the dog, who was now frolicking around her boots. “Isn’t she, Trevor?”

      Trevor gave a short bark of what I assumed was agreement, but I suspected had more to do with getting a treat from Barb when they got home.

      I waved off Barb’s compliment, muttering something about it being no big deal as I tried (unsuccessfully) not to blush. All I really wanted at this point was to get to Barry’s place, but it seemed I would be forced to endure small talk in the cold first. I did my best to casually move my legs back and forth while I stood on the spot in an effort to keep them warm.

      “Now, don’t go being modest.” Barb wagged her gloved finger at me. “Who knows what might have happened if you hadn’t stepped up to take care of him after that mini-stroke? He’s practically got no family, with his wife long gone and that absent son of his. Didn’t even come to see him in the hospital!” She frowned. “I suppose he must have been busy, but you would think he would have at least come by for a little visit. It’s been almost three months since the stroke…”

      I made another awkward attempt to brush the compliment aside, but Barb barely let me get a word out.

      “Why, Barry was just telling me the other day how his diabetes has gotten so much better since you started taking him for walks and bringing him dinner,” she said. “The doctor even lowered his insulin, and said if he keeps going like this, he’ll be off it altogether soon!”

      I shrugged. “It’s nothing, really.”

      Barry may have started off as my boss at the Reader’s Respite (Ashwood’s local bookstore), but we’d become fast friends over our mutual love of books. (Still, like everyone else aside from my best friend Tara, Barry had no idea I was the author of the popular Marie Clifford mysteries.)

      After a bit of a stressful time during the fall, I had noticed Barry exhibiting stroke-like symptoms one day at the bookstore and insisted on taking him to the hospital. Since Barry was both overweight and diabetic, the doctors told him he was at a greater risk of having a second episode if he didn’t make some changes. So I had started coming over to meet him every morning for a walk through the neighbourhood and bringing him home-cooked meals in the evening. (I mean, I needed to get my steps in anyway, and it was no trouble at all to make extra portions when you’re only cooking for one. I’m no Michelin-star chef, but I’m pretty handy with an Instant Pot.) Over the past three months, Barry was down almost thirty pounds, and had become like an uncle to me.

      Barb snorted. “Nothing? Even Sherri thinks it’s impressive—not that she’ll ever say so.”

      She turned instinctively toward the home she shared with her longtime partner, Sherri Dent, across the street. I saw the lacy curtains that obscured the front window twitch.

      “Oh, there she is!” Barb raised her arm and gave an enthusiastic wave. “Morning, Sher Bear!”

      I did my best not to wince. It was difficult to imagine someone like Sherri Dent having a name that ended in a perky ‘I,’ let alone being called ‘Sher Bear.’ I caught a brief glimpse of Sherri’s pinched features and long, grey braid behind the glass before the curtain went still. (I should have known she would be watching. She always was.)

      Barb and Sherri were one of the most unlikely couples I had ever known—not that anyone really got to know Sherri, since she rarely left home during the daylight hours. She spent them spying out her front window while Barb was running the local flower shop, only to leave sometime during the night. It was during those hours that Sherri worked at the greenhouses that stood behind the house on their large property to care for the roses she and Barb grew and sold. I shivered as I felt Sherri’s unseen eyes still watching from behind the curtain with a strange sense of foreboding.

      “Whoops, you must be getting cold with me chatting your ear off,” Barb said. “You’d better get to Barry’s so you can warm up.”

      She stepped aside onto a nearby driveway to allow me to pass.

      “Thanks,” I managed, still unnerved by Sherri’s spying.

      “Say hi to Barry for me!” Barb called after me. “Oh, for Sherri and Trevor too!”

      “Will do,” I said over my shoulder as I continued to Barry’s place.

      I could feel Sherri’s unseen eyes burning a hole in my back the entire way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Sunday, 7:00 a.m.

        

      

    

    
      I peeled back my mitten and checked my watch as I stepped onto Barry’s wraparound porch—seven o’clock on the dot. I blew out a sigh of relief. (Like I said, I hate to be late.) I pressed the doorbell, its muffled chime echoing through the large, two-storey house. I waited for Barry’s heavy tread, which usually followed only a moment later.

      Silence.

      I frowned and pressed the doorbell a second time. Barry was always up and ready to go by the time I showed up…

      My imagination conjured images of him collapsed somewhere inside the house from another stroke. I shoved the fear aside. Like Barb had said, Barry was down almost thirty pounds, and his doctor said he was doing well. There was no reason to think he might have had another stroke.

      My imagination took a different tack as I wondered whether he had been entertaining the night before. It was Sunday, after all, and Barry was a widower. I felt myself flush as I wondered if there was someone else inside, who had either made him late, or was perhaps distracting him from the doorbell…

      I pulled my phone from my satchel, reluctantly removed both my mittens, and sent him a quick text.

      ‘Hey, are we still on for today? I can do the walk on my own if you’re busy.’

      I waited a full two minutes, bouncing on my heels to keep warm.

      No answer.

      My frown deepened. Barry always kept his phone somewhere nearby since the stroke. I rubbed my chilled hands together before typing another message.

      ‘Are you OK? Starting to get worried.’

      Another minute passed before I gave in to my growing anxiety. I sent one last message, just in case he really was entertaining…

      ‘I’m coming in.’

      I dug my keys from my satchel and flipped through them to find the one to Barry’s house. He’d given me a copy shortly after the mini-stroke, just in case. I’d never had to use it.

      …Until now.

      My fingers trembled from more than just the cold as I slid the key into the lock on the front door. I turned it and the deadbolt clicked. I took a steadying breath before I turned the handle to step inside. An anxious nest of serpents seemed to writhe in the pit of my stomach. Would I find Barry lying grey and cold in his bed? Or would I run into someone from town in an unclad state?

      The door swung inward with a faint squeak. An inquiring meow sounded from the shadows of the entryway. I stepped inside and pulled the door shut behind me before Barry’s cat could get any ideas about making a run for it. A pair of slitted golden eyes peered up at me in the gloom. A small body rubbed against my snow pants without any regard for how cold and wet they must be.

      “Hello, Oliver,” I said, reaching down to stroke the cat’s head.

      It took me a moment for my chilled fingers to find him in the dim interior of the house. My hand connected with his side instead. His long fur felt warm and comforting against my cold skin. His entire body seemed to be vibrating as loud purrs filled the air.

      I blinked in surprise. Oliver was friendly, but not usually so enthusiastic—except with Barry. I had managed to get some pre-purr grunts from him in the past, but nothing like this. The entire entryway sounded as if a small motor was running inside it. My hand went still.

      Cats don’t only purr when they’re happy. It’s also a self-soothing mechanism they use during pain or distress. Oliver was letting me touch him no problem, so I felt fairly sure he wasn’t injured…

      “Barry?” I called out as I returned to a standing position.

      I held my breath as I waited for an answer. There was no way he couldn’t have heard me.

      Nothing.

      With a rising tide of panic, I yanked off one of my boots and almost fell over in my haste to remove the other. Oliver made the task even more difficult by insisting on rubbing against me the entire time. His purring never stopped.

      As soon as I had recovered from almost face-planting into a nearby wall, I flipped on the front light switch. I blinked against the sudden glare. I looked around the entryway, but saw no signs of distress. Barry’s tall winter boots stood in their usual place in the open closet, along with his red coat.

      I took another look at Oliver, just in case he really was injured, but his mixture of white and tawny fur showed no signs of blood, even though he appeared to be wet in a few places. At first, I assumed it was only transfer from when he had rubbed against my snow pants.

      Then I smelled the beer.

      I don’t know how I had missed it when I had walked in. My nose must have been too cold. The smell was almost overpowering.

      “Have you been drinking?” I asked Oliver in a shaky voice (mostly in an effort to break the tension).

      Barry didn’t drink.

      I pressed my fingers against Oliver’s damp fur and then sniffed them. My nose wrinkled. Yup, he definitely had beer on him. What was going on? Did Barry have a visitor last night? Maybe he’d decided to drink to keep them company, and now he was sleeping off a hangover. It would explain why he hadn’t heard the doorbell, or answered my texts…

      Despite this perfectly logical explanation, the knot in the pit of my stomach hardened. Barry had been a teetotaller for years. It was difficult to imagine him deciding to start drinking after his stroke, now that his health was on the mend. My feet carried me of their own accord toward the kitchen, where a dim light seemed to shine in the early morning darkness.

      When I rounded the corner, my feet slowed to a stop. The light was still dim, and seemed to be coming from somewhere on the floor in the far corner of the kitchen.

      “Barry?” I called out again in a tentative voice.

      I had the uneasy feeling someone else was nearby, hidden in the darkness. The back of my neck prickled.

      Oliver butted up against my leg and trotted into the room with an insistent meow. I shook myself. If Oliver wasn’t running or hiding, surely there wasn’t any danger. I forced myself to reach out and flip on the kitchen lights.

      It took me a moment to realize something was wrong with the room. The wooden cupboards were closed, and clean dishes were neatly arranged in the drying rack beside the sink. The kitchen table was bare. All four chairs were tucked in around it.

      But the fridge was missing. A blank spot on the wall where the cheerful, yellow paint wasn’t as faded was the only sign of where it had stood. I frowned. Who steals a fridge? It wasn’t exactly something you could sling over your shoulder and run off with…

      I shivered. Even in my winter gear, the kitchen seemed colder than it should be. A stuttering hum of a motor filled the air, blending with Oliver’s purring. I closed my eyes as a sudden fear struck me.

      No. It couldn’t be…

      I made myself step forward, leaning against the back of a nearby chair for support as I craned my neck to look past the table.

      My legs almost gave way beneath me. It was exactly as I had thought.

      “Oh, Barry…”

      Barry’s white, curly head lay in a pool of blood and beer.

      He had died in the exact same way as the murder victim in one of my Marie Clifford novels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Sunday, 7:12 a.m.

        

      

    

    
      I stumbled forward with a choked sob toward Barry’s fallen form. He had been crushed by the weight of the fridge, which had somehow toppled over him. The door was all the way open, which explained the dim light I had seen. Broken glass and globs of condiments littered the floor. Oliver uttered a piteous meow and butted his head against Barry’s outstretched hand, which lay unmoving against the tiled floor. I stepped over the debris to feel Barry’s wrist for a pulse, even though I knew it was useless. His skin was cold and lifeless against my fingers.

      I spotted a beer bottle in the pool of blood around his head—Ashwood Ale. A combination of hops and barley from the local craft brew filled the air, tainted by a coppery tang. The bottle was broken. Something dark stained the jagged edges. Barry had been struck from behind before the fridge had toppled onto him.

      In my novel, the victim’s death had initially been deemed an accident. He had been a heavy drinker, so it was assumed he had managed to somehow tip the fridge onto himself during a trip from the couch for another beer, in a drunken stupor. (That is, the police had labelled it an accident, until other bodies started piling up.)

      It seemed an impossible coincidence. No one would believe Barry’s death was anything other than murder. Everyone knew he didn’t drink. And the novel that matched up with the method of his demise was a popular one—a book I had written, even though no one knew it.

      I took a deep, steadying breath and swallowed hard against the lump of bile forming in the back of my throat. The police wouldn’t thank me for contaminating the crime scene with the contents of my stomach. I rose to my feet, my mind sluggishly trying to decide what to do next. I had encountered dead bodies before, but this was the first time I had actually been close to the victim. I tried to shake off the strange feeling of being trapped inside a horrible dream.

      I fumbled my phone from my satchel, but hesitated before dialing. A few months ago, I would have called Detective Sergeant Sharp without even thinking about it. But he had been working a case over in Beavercroft since before Christmas. I had been dealing with his second-in-command, Sergeant Poole, in his absence. (And not particularly amicably, despite the fact I had solved both the donut thief and hockey rink vandal cases during Poole’s watch—which he had yet to thank me for. In fact, Sergeant Poole had told me in no uncertain terms that the next time he found me anywhere near a crime scene, he would arrest me on the spot.)

      I had heard that Detective Sharp was back in town from Bigmouth Britney Taylor, but I wasn’t supposed to know that. (If I was being honest, part of me wanted him to be the one to reach out and let me know he was back. The last thing I wanted was for him to think I was stalking him or something…)

      The detective and I were on better terms than I was with the sergeant, but that wasn’t saying much. (Even though Tara insisted that Detective Sharp liked me. As much as I hated to admit it, she was far better at noticing that sort of thing than I was.) Detective Sharp usually tried to keep me away from his investigations, but at least he was willing to listen when I had something interesting to contribute. (Even though he would never admit I actually solved any of his cases.)

      I uttered a sigh. There was no help for it. If I contacted Sergeant Poole, I would spend the rest of the day waiting for Tara to bail me out of jail. (I could only imagine what the ensuing explanations to my parents would be like.)

      I selected Detective Sharp’s number from my contact list and the phone started to ring.

      “Zee?” He answered before the second ring—a hopeful sign. His voice shifted from surprised to wary. “Is this a social call?”

      I bit my lip before answering. “Um, not really.” I felt myself flush before I awkwardly pushed on. “I mean, I’m glad you’re back in town and everything—”

      “Yes, I heard about how things went between you and Poole,” the detective said in a dry tone. “At length.”

      “Well, I hope you don’t take everything he says seriously,” I huffed. “He wasn’t exactly easy to work with.”

      “Poole’s an excellent officer,” Detective Sharp said with pointed smugness. “I have high hopes for him.”

      I propped my fist on my hip. “That’s all well and good, but he doesn’t exactly think outside the box. I mean, if I hadn’t stepped in—”

      “He does things by the book, like any good officer is supposed to. You can’t expect to corrupt everyone in the precinct, Zee.”

      I snorted in spite of myself. “Are you saying I’ve corrupted you?”

      I heard him sigh. “Why are you calling?”

      I couldn’t help but notice he had avoided my question. I let it slide—for the moment.

      “Barry’s dead,” I made myself say.

      It still didn’t feel quite real. Maybe that was why it seemed to easy to banter with a dead body in the room.

      “What?” The detective uttered a muffled curse of disbelief. “What was it, another stroke?”

      “No, it definitely wasn’t a stroke.” I turned my back on Barry’s body and tried to stay focused. “I came to pick him up for our morning walk, but he didn’t answer the door. I got worried, so I used my spare key to check on him. I found him… under the fridge. It looks like someone bashed him on the head with a beer bottle before pinning him under there.”

      A long silence followed my words.

      “You’re serious, aren’t you,” Detective Sharp finally said. It was a statement, not a question.

      I nodded before I remembered he couldn’t see me. “Yes.” The word emerged in a choked syllable.

      “But that sounds exactly like the latest Marie Clifford novel.” A trace of disbelief coloured his words.

      “I know.”

      It seemed pointless to act as if I didn’t know. The detective already thought I was a Marie Clifford fan, since he had noticed an advanced reading copy of the latest book in my car on the day we had first met.

      “OK, I’m on my way over there now. And Zee, I know it’s been a few months, so maybe you don’t remember the first rule of official police investigations—”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know.” I uttered the next words in unison with him.

      “Don’t touch anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          Sunday, 7:31 a.m.

        

      

    

    
      If Detective Sharp actually thought I was going to stay put until he showed up, he really didn’t remember who he was dealing with. Not only was Barry a good friend of mine, but the crime had clearly been inspired by one of my own books—books no one knew I wrote. Both these facts made Barry’s murder even more personal than the other cases I had worked on. There was no way I wasn’t going to get involved, whether the detective liked it or not.

      I performed a quick circuit through the house in my sock feet. Oliver trotted along after me. Nothing in the rest of the house seemed to be in disarray. Barry’s bed was neatly made, which only made me think he must not have slept in it the night before. (He usually got up roughly fifteen minutes before our walks and was barely even dressed by the time I showed up.) There was also no sign that anyone else had been inside the house—aside from the scene in the kitchen. The only scents were Barry’s own subtle aftershave and the stink of beer.

      The house definitely had the air of a bachelor. Everything was reasonably tidy, but there weren’t many decorative touches, aside from some framed family photos and faded art prints hanging from the walls, which had clearly been hung long ago. It was strange to see Barry without his usual white curls, which had always reminded me of a sheep. In the photos, his hair was chestnut brown, but his twinkling blue eyes were the same as he posed with his wife and son.

      I had heard him talk about Judy, who had died years ago in a tragic accident. (She had been cleaning the eaves troughs and slipped from the ladder, breaking her neck on the way down.) She looked like a kind woman. I knew Barry had been devastated by her sudden passing. After his recent mini-stroke had reminded him of his own mortality, he had finally taken the time to go through his wife’s possessions, which he had packed away in a haze of grief. I felt my throat tighten as I wondered whether he and Judy had been reunited at long last.

      I had never met Barry’s son Tristan, or at least if I had, I didn’t remember it. He was seven years older than me, so I had never crossed paths with him in school. Barry had never talked about him either, but I gathered Tristan had left Ashwood shortly after his mother’s death. Even though he looked something like a younger version of Barry in the pictures, with matching curly brown hair, his blue eyes had more of a cold, calculating look that seemed to follow me as I walked down the hallway. I turned my back on the photos with a shiver and continued my rounds with my hands clasped firmly behind my back. (I only promised I wouldn’t touch anything. Detective Sharp hadn’t said anything about looking…)

      The windows and back door were all closed and locked. I remembered how I had heard the click of the deadbolt on my way in. Whoever had killed Barry must have had a key to the house (or an alternate means of locking the door behind them). I thought of the key in my satchel and wondered how many other people had a copy. Surely, it couldn’t be that many. Barry’s son, perhaps, and maybe one of the neighbours…

      The sound of a car engine outside, followed by the slamming of a door sent me racing back down the stairs to the front entryway. (Even though Detective Sharp would likely suspect me of snooping, I had no intention of allowing him to actually catch me at it.) A firm knock sounded against the front door just as I reached the bottom stair.

      “Zee? It’s Morgan—er, Detective Sharp.”

      Morgan? I had never called him by his first name before, even though I knew well enough what it was. (I could only guess what Tara would make of this if I bothered to tell her about it.)

      I opened the front door to find him standing on the front porch. He was in jeans, but he wore a police-issue winter coat over his usual navy T-shirt, which gave him more of an official air than usual. I looked up from the various rank-and-file patches sewn onto the front and sleeves of the dark fabric of the coat to meet his hazel eyes.

      “Are you OK?” he asked with an air of concern. “I feel bad I hung up without asking. I know you and Barry were close.”

      Huh. It was the closest the detective (Morgan?) had ever come to actually making an apology. I felt myself flush in confusion.

      “I’m fine.” I forced a smile and shook my head. “I mean, as fine as I can be, considering the situation. You’d better come in.”

      I stepped aside to let him pass, hooking Oliver’s furry body with my leg to keep him away from the front door. The detective’s clean, cedar scent tickled my nose as he went by.

      “This is Oliver, by the way. He’s a little confused about all this.” I swallowed against the memory of the cat rubbing his head against Barry’s motionless hand.

      Detective Sharp shut the door behind him and crouched to greet the anxious feline. “Hello, Oliver.” His voice was gentle, with a tinge of sadness. Then his head turned toward my legs and travelled upward.

      “Snow pants?” he asked with a quirk of his eyebrow. “Are you going skiing or something?”

      I looked down at my puffy, zipped up parka. (I hadn’t bothered to take anything off, other than my boots. Finding Barry’s body had left me feeling like I was never going to be warm again.) Unlike me, the detective wore his jacket completely unzipped, without even a hat or scarf.

      “It’s cold out,” I said. I raised my chin, suddenly aware I was still wearing my knitted hat with my curls all squashed around my face. I yanked it off and scowled at him as an unexpected flush of heat made me rethink my earlier assessment.

      Detective Sharp’s lips twitched. “It’s not that cold. You do know this is Canada, right?”

      “Well it’s cold to me. And…”

      I trailed off as my legs suddenly began to burn with itchy fury. (In addition to being triggered by the cold, the hives often showed up after the fact, as my body began to warm up again. Seriously, how can a Canadian be allergic to the cold?)

      “What?” the detective prompted with a bewildered shake of his head.

      I clenched my hands into fists to avoid unzipping my parka and digging my fingers down my snow pants to scratch like a dog with fleas.

      I gritted my teeth and forced an awkward smile. “Nothing. I, um, just need to use the bathroom.”

      Once I was behind closed doors, I could scratch to my heart’s content. I tilted my head in the direction of the kitchen. “Barry’s in there. I’ll be with you in a sec.”

      I ducked into the nearby powder room and shut the door before the detective could think to stop me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

          Sunday, 7:52 a.m.

        

      

    

    
      “Everything OK?” Detective Sharp asked as I walked into the kitchen a few minutes later. He gave me a look of concern that made me wonder if he thought I had run off to throw up or something.

      “Yup,” I said with a weak smile. “All good.” (I had made sure to flush the toilet and run the sink to help cover my groans as I had tried to ease the fierce itching that came from the angry, raised bumps on my legs.)

      My hat and mitts were currently stuffed into the pockets of my parka, which I had unzipped in my frenzy to reach my hives, but I had made sure my snow pants weren’t askew before coming out of the powder room. The detective was crouched near Barry’s body—as close as he could get without actually touching anything. The smell of beer and blood assaulted my nostrils once more.

      Detective Sharp gave me a measuring look and nodded to himself. “When did you last see Barry alive?” he asked, switching to professional mode.

      “Last night, when I came by to drop off his dinner. Around six forty-five.”

      The detective rose and drew a notebook and pen from his coat pocket. “Did you always bring him dinner at that time?”

      I pursed my lips. “Pretty much. I mean, ever since the stroke, anyway. Barry usually came by the store around noon to cover while I had lunch. He would stay for a few hours before coming back home. He still gets—I mean, got tired easily, even though he was doing better.”

      I felt my throat tighten as I forced myself to use past tense. I took a deep breath before continuing.

      “I closed the Respite at six and spent about half an hour doing all of the end-of-day stuff before walking over here with Barry’s dinner. The walk usually takes me about fifteen minutes.”
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