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“What are you working on?”

“Who says I’m working on anything?” Monona Quinn glanced at her husband, elbow to elbow with her in her two-seater del Sol.

“You’re not talking. That means you’re either mad at me or you’re working on something. I’m being optimistic.”

She laughed. “Has the mystery gone out of our marriage?”

“Not a chance.” He put his hand lightly on her knee.

She gripped the wheel tightly, leaning into the frequent bends in the country lane. The speedometer needle jiggled between 40 and 45, 15 to 20 miles above the posted limit.

“That’s Wisconsin,” he said. “The shortest distance between two points is 12 miles around somebody’s farm. So. Which is it?”

“Which is what?”

“Are you mad at me, or are you working on something?”

“A little of one and a lot of the other,” she admitted. “It’s not my fault we’re late.”

“True. But you were a pretty big pain in the butt about coming at all.”

“Mo, I didn’t even know the man. I mean, I’m sure he was a pillar of the community …”

“More like the foundation.”

“Okay. The guy was a rock. I still didn’t know him.” “I’m not sure I did, either.”

“You had a lot of cups of coffee at that diner of his.” “You wouldn’t get to know Charlie that way. He didn’t talk much when he worked.”

“You’re taking his death hard.”

Mo glanced at her husband, catching as she did a glimpse of the “Schuster’s Sweet Swishers” barn mural. Still seven miles to Mitchell. She pressed down gently on the accelerator.

“I am,” she admitted. “Charlie was the first one in town who made me feel welcome.”

After eight months editing the weekly Mitchell Doings, Mo still felt like an outsider in the small, rural southcentral Wisconsin community. She had given up the excitement of Chicago and a column with the Chicago Tribune when she and Doug opted for country living. Mo often put in 80-hour weeks at the Doings, and Doug was pouring himself into trying to get his home-based investment counseling business going. That didn’t leave much time for whatever social life Mitchell might offer.

She checked the speedometer. If she didn’t get stuck behind a farmer jockeying a manure spreader from barn to field, they’d make it in time for the graveside part of the service, anyway.

“I don’t think it was an accident,” she said suddenly.

“Don’t think what was an accident?”

“Charlie’s death.”

“Come on, Mo. He fell down the stairs. It happens. Isn’t that what the Sheriff said?”

“Repoz is up for re-election in six months. He doesn’t need another murder investigation to botch, after that Arnez business over in Two Creeks.”

“That makes him self-interested, but it doesn’t make him wrong.”

“It doesn’t make him right, either.”

“Okay. Repoz has a .07 blood alcohol level. He’s got head trauma and bruises consistent with a fall down the stairs. The stairs are steep, narrow, and poorly lit. There was no evidence of a break-in or a scuffle. What have you got?”

She smiled. That was Doug. Analytical. Play the cards straight up.

“Charlie got his 0.7 over at the VFW just about every night. That wouldn’t have bothered him. The head trauma and bruises are also consistent with being bludgeoned with a blunt instrument. And Charlie’s been negotiating those steps since he was 17 years old. He could do it in his sleep.”

Doug considered all that. “Repoz still has you beat,” he decided. “No suspect. No motive. You’re dealing with a phantom killer.”

“I’ve got a feeling.”

“Oh, Lord,” Doug said, rolling his eyes. “Nancy Drew’s got a feeling.”

“Don’t patronize me, Douglas.” “I’m not.”

She shot him a glance, the one he called The Look.

“Okay. I am. Was. I’m sorry. But listen, Mo. By your own accounts, this guy was as close to a saint as we’re likely to see on earth. Who would want to whack him?”

Good point. If all Charlie had been to Mitchell was the guy who ran the diner, it would have been enough. Charlie’s had been as close to a social center as a little town like Mitchell had. Folks started gathering for coffee even before Charlie officially opened at 5, and he fed breakfast to just about everybody for miles around. His Everything-that-ain’t-on-it-is-in-it Omelet, with a side of Potato Wreckage, was legendary.

But Charlie meant much more to Mitchell than good food and a gathering place. He’d been a member of the volunteer fire department since the day he turned 18, he was treasurer of the local co-op, a third-degree Mason, treasurer of the Lions, chair of the Fourth of July Fireworks Show, coordinator of the Fireman’s Park Clean-Up crew, and vice-chair of the Messina Cemetery Association.

“Who would want to kill a man like that?” she said aloud.

“My point exactly.”

“Point well taken.”

“Maybe he keeled over from fatigue.”

“At 43? With no history of illness?”

She saw the pickups and sedans lining both sides of the road ahead and eased off the accelerator, pulling over onto the shoulder to the staccato clatter of pebbles hitting the underside of the car.

“Looks like everybody in town turned out to plant Charlie proper,” Doug said.

“Try not to get carried away with sentimentality.”

“I’ll try.” He grinned at her as he unbuckled his seat belt—a precaution he took only when she drove, she had noticed.

They weren’t the last ones to arrive. She heard a pickup grind through its downshift and skid to a stop behind them, heard the solid thwack of the door, heard a familiar voice call out, “Hey, folks. Wait up.”

Andy Krueger was the owner of Krueger’s Hardware and a regular at Charlie’s mid-morning round table, where Mitchell’s movers and shakers downed endless cups of coffee, chewed over crops, prices, and local politics, and solved the world’s problems.

“Good to see you, Mo, Douglas.” Krueger was already sweating freely from his short shuffle to catch up to them, even in the crisp air of a late June morning. “You on duty, Mo, or just here as a civilian?”

“A reporter is always a reporter, Andy,” Doug said, slapping the short, stocky man on one substantial shoulder.

She shot him The Look, but it struck only a glancing blow.

“Is that a fact?” A big grin spread over Krueger’s broad face, exposing a gap between his two upper front teeth.

“Even when it’s off the record, it’s never off the record,” Mo said, smiling at the notion of herself as intrepid investigative reporter.

They walked in silence, Mo on the shoulder, Doug to her left on the road, Krueger trailing. Mo could hear his wheezing. He needed to lose 50 pounds, she thought.

The cemetery was just ahead, sloping up to the left. It might just be the only cemetery in the world that overlooked an amusement park. But then, Mitchell had to be the only town with a population under 2,000 with its own amusement park for the cemetery to overlook.

Mourners fanned out 20 deep from Charlie’s gravesite. Mo spotted Martha Adamski and her husband Horace, unofficial First Couple of Mitchell. Martha was President of the Town of Mitchell Counsel, and as owner/operators of Adamski’s Supper Club, they were the most prominent business people in Mitchell. Adamski’s was a local landmark, sitting three miles west of Mitchell, where the Oshnaube River bowed out to form a lake.

The Mitchell Caffeine Irregulars were standing together, in the same order they always sat along the counter at Charlie’s. Put a mug of coffee in one hand and one of Charlie’s chocolate-slathered donuts in the other, and they would have looked right at home.

The members of the Communal Crossword Puzzle Club were scattered throughout the crowd, paired off with husbands.

Mo realized with a start that she was trying to figure out which one of her neighbors was a murderer.

She also realized that she wasn’t the only one. A short, thin young man was standing at the edge of the crowd, looking as inconspicuous as a stranger with a video camera at a funeral could look. He had to be a deputy sheriff, Mo figured, taping the funeral to try to pick up anybody who seemed out of place.

She spotted Dilly Nurtleman and wished she could talk to him. Of all the folks who depended on Charlie Connell, poor Dilly would probably miss him the most, would in fact be lost without him. Dilly had been hit by a car while riding his bike years before and had been “not quite right” ever since. But Charlie had discovered that Dilly could keep everybody’s orders straight after hearing them once, without writing anything down, no matter how busy things got, and Dilly became a regular helper during the breakfast rush.

What would Dilly do without Charlie to take care of him—and, she realized, without Charlie to take care of?

For that matter, what would the town do without Charlie?

The VFW was well represented, and every member of the volunteer fire department was accounted for, along with most of Charlie’s fellow parishioners of St. Anne’s Catholic Church. By the time you got done figuring all Charlie’s ties to the townsfolk, you’d counted everybody in town at least twice and sometimes three or four times.

But what did folks know about Charlie Connell’s private life? Did he even have a private life? And why couldn’t Mo shake the feeling that he had been murdered?

Even Wallace J. Pierpont had come down from his sanctuary to attend services. Pierpont sightings were rare, unless you happened to catch him puttering with his trains or the roller coaster or bumper cars after the park had closed for the season, or maybe glimpsed him up by the house when you rode the miniature train out around the pond.

Thus employed taking mental inventory of the mourners, Mo took little note of Father O’Bannon’s remarks. He was a gentle, caring pastor, tireless in serving his flock, but he was a dreadfully dull sermonizer. Mo had become accustomed to letting her mind wander while the priest droned on.

Soon enough it was time for food in the church basement—platters of substantial sandwiches of white bread with butter and mayo, a thick slice of Cheddar cheese and a thicker slab of glazed ham; bowls of three bean and seven layer salad; quivering Jell-O rings; tubs of German style potato salad.

Charlie’s mother Charlene sat with quiet dignity at the table nearest the kitchen, flanked by what must have been Charlie’s brothers. Mo guided Doug to the line that had formed to pass in review by the table, and when their turn came, she introduced them both to the first Connell brother.

“I’m Monona Quinn,” she said, taking the stocky man’s thick hand. “I edit the Mitchell Doings. This is my husband, Doug.”

Brother Connell nodded. “The family surely does appreciate your turning out for Charlie’s funeral,” he said.

“We all thought the world of Charlie,” Mo said. “I guess everybody’s told you that.”

But the Connell brother was already looking to the next people in line, and Mo and Doug moved on to the food table, where they filled their paper plates with enough food to make a socially acceptable showing.

They settled in at a table across from Janice Pierce and Martha Bodine, two regular members of the Communal Crossword Club. Mo introduced them to Doug, who knew almost no one in the crowded basement.

“It’s such a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Quinn,” Martha Bodine gushed. “We’ve heard so much about you.”

“It’s Stennett, actually,” Doug said, glancing at Mo.

“What’s ‘Stennett’?” Martha’s face bunched in confusion.

“My name. My name is Stennett.”

Martha looked from Doug to Mo and back to Doug. “Oh,” she said, nodding, her mouth assuming the hint of a curl in one corner. “You two are shacking up, then.”

Doug choked on a pickle embedded in the lime Jell-O.

“Let’s vamoose,” he hissed at Mo as soon as they had finished their food.

Mo nodded, getting to her feet. They had done their duty, and they both surely had plenty to do. Doug would already be organizing his afternoon’s work in his mind, and she had a desk covered with correspondents’ columns and readers’ letters to edit, the news story on Charlie to finish, a few items to add to the ‘Mo Knows’ column that she accumulated rather than wrote each week, plus the latest developments in the growing school board controversy to try to verify.

Vera Nelson, the board’s senior member and strongest advocate for “fiscal responsibility and family values” (to her supporters) or “mossback obstructionism” (to her detractors), was now claiming that Elmo Kastegen, her long-time antagonist on the board, had leaked the sealed bids on the new gymnasium to his brother-in-law in Madison, which would explain how the brother-in-law had managed to come in with a bid just under the previous low bid the day before the deadline.

But as soon as they got out into the cool early afternoon air, she knew she didn’t want to drive home yet.

“Let’s take a walk,” she said, starting off down the highway, which in another hundred yards narrowed to become Main Street through the three blocks of businesses that comprised what folks in Mitchell meant when they said they were going ‘downtown.’

“A walk?” He had to hurry to catch up to her. “Honey, I really have to get back …”

“I just want to take a look around at the diner,” she said without looking back. “It won’t take long.”

“Nancy Drew, girl detective,” he said.

But he kept walking with her into town, which looked like a deserted movie set waiting for the actors and crew to return from a break. There was the little diner at the crossroad, a dumpy two-story brick building with the “Charlie’s Mitchell Diner” Coca Cola sign in front.

Yellow tape now cordoned off the diner. Mo raised the tape slightly as she ducked under, climbed the two steps, and rattled the front door knob. “Locked,” she muttered.

“I believe they call this the scene of the crime,” Doug said. “As in investigation. As in ‘do not mess with.’ “

But he trailed Mo to the side door, where a hand painted sign announced, “Enterence on Main Street.” She reached out, not expecting the door to be unlocked, and recoiled slightly when it opened at her touch.

“Mo …”

“Come on. I just want to take a quick look.”

“God help us.”

“Ma’am?”

She whirled to see a uniformed deputy step from the shadows at the end of the building. “I’m afraid you can’t go in there.” “Told you,” Doug muttered.

“I’m so sorry. I just wanted to take a look.” Mo already had her card out and was extending it to the deputy, whose head appeared to be at least a size and a half too small for the broad-brimmed Sheriff’s Department hat shading his upper face. “I’m Monona Quinn. I edit the Mitchell Doings. This is my husband, Douglas Stennett. He’s a financial advisor.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the deputy said, glancing at the card before pushing up the starched flap of his shirt pocket and shoving the card in.

“I’m also … was also a friend of the deceased.”

“You and everybody else in town,” the deputy said, pursing his lips and nodding.

“Well,” Mo said. “We’ll be getting along, then.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The deputy appeared relieved.

“Would you be sure to have someone give me a call if you have anything I might be able to use in my newspaper?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Perhaps we could sit down after this is all over, and I could do a feature on you. What it’s like to work for a big county sheriff’s department. Some of the cases you’ve solved. That sort of thing. My readers would find it fascinating.”

The deputy’s cheeks turned pink. “I’m not so sure about that,” he said.

When they were again on the legal side of the police barrier, Doug put his arm around his wife’s shoulders and drew her to him. “Oh, brother,” he hissed as they walked out of the deputy’s earshot. “You laid it on pretty thick.”

“They’re treating the diner as a crime scene. They even posted a guard at the door.”

“I’m sure that’s just routine.” “I don’t think so.”

“Too bad you couldn’t snoop around, Nancy Drew. You might have picked up some clues.” “Who says I didn’t?”

They nodded to a line of folks walking back to town from the church. When they were again alone, Doug said, “What are you talking about? You didn’t even get in the door.”

“But I saw through the door and down the stairs.” “And saw what? A signed confession hanging on the railing?”

“Nope. Clean, starched aprons hanging neatly from their hooks on the wall.” “That’s a clue?”

She fished out her car key and fumbled it into the driver’s side door lock. Then she met his gaze over the top of the car. A minivan whooshed by. Andy Krueger’s truck was still parked behind them.

“If you started to fall down the steps, what would you do?”

He thought about that. “Try to stop myself,” he said. “How?”

He shrugged. Then awareness spread across his face. “I’d try to grab hold of something,” he said softly.

“Bingo. And you’d take at least a couple of aprons down with you.”

She opened her door, clicked his door unlocked, and they slid into their bucket seats.

“Doesn’t prove a thing,” he insisted.

“Nope,” she admitted, pressing down on the accelerator. “It doesn’t.”

“But you still think Charlie Connell was murdered.” “You bet I do.”

Gravel flew up behind them as Mo charged back onto the road.
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The man gropes in the dim light. Darkness hovers above him, a shadow within shadows. She knows beyond knowing that this shadow means to kill the groping man.

She tries to scream but can make no sound. She floats between the man and the darkness.

The man reaches the base of the stairway and starts to drag himself up, the thudding of his feet echoing in the darkness. He moans.

The darkness expands to fill the space between itself and the man on the staircase. When it touches the man, it will destroy him. She knows this. A low animal moaning shivers her as the man labors up the stairs, the evil swelling to envelop him.



“Mo? Honey? What is it?”

Her eyes opened. She struggled to sit up, beating the covers away as if they were stinging her. “You were having a nightmare.”

He tried to hold her, but she gathered into herself, hunching forward and twisting away from him, and hugged her knees to her chest.

“That must have been a humdinger.” His hand was light on her shoulder, tentative, questioning.

“I don’t remember what happened. I just remember the feeling.”

“What did you feel?”

“Death.”

“Oh, honey.”

“Not mine. I was watching.” “Who was it?”

She tried to bring the dream back and couldn’t and was glad. She shook her head, feeling his arm slide around her shoulder and draw her to him.

“Why do our minds do that to us?” he said softly, stroking her back and gently massaging her neck.

She could barely feel her pulse throbbing in her throat now. She craned her neck to see the digital clock on the nightstand. It showed 5:42, almost time to get up.

He squeezed her shoulder. She turned and curled into his embrace.

“I hope what we did last night didn’t give you nightmares.”

“You know better.”

He smiled at the memory. She rubbed his stubbly cheek and remembered. He had been cranky about having to go to the funeral. They ate dinner in silence, and he fell asleep in his recliner, a sheaf of papers spread out in his lap. It seemed all he could do to drag himself upstairs, shrug out of his clothes, and fall into bed.

Certain from his heavy, regular breathing that he had already fallen asleep, she had clicked off the television and the bedside light, and Jack Roosevelt had settled into his spot behind the crook of her knees and started purring himself to sleep. She was herself already drifting toward sleep when she felt his hand gently patting her shoulder, posing its question.

Apparently he wasn’t cranky or tired any more.

She took his hand and put it on her breast. He cupped her, squeezing gently, a finger gently rubbing her nipple under the flannel nightgown. His other hand found her belly, rubbing gently, sliding down between her legs.

Not one bit cranky or tired.

They had made love gently, with the ease of long practice and mutual knowledge. She was ready for him when he thrust into her, pushing her pelvis up to accept him deeply. She heard him gasp, then sigh, felt his jagged breath against her face.

The lovemaking felt comfortable and right. Doug built eagerly to his climax, one hand tightening on the back of her neck, the other rushing through her hair and pushing her head back gently.

He moaned as he came, fighting his arms around her and crushing her to him. His body relaxed. She felt his heavy, rapid breathing, so that it was hard to tell where his breathing left off and her own began.

He had rolled over and fell almost immediately to sleep, but sleep had been elusive for Mo.

Then Doug was waking her from her nightmare.

She pushed the covers off, slipped her legs over the edge of the bed and pivoted to a sitting position.

“Getting up?”

“Yeah. You go back to sleep. You’ve still got 40 minutes.”

“Okay.”

She pulled on her robe. Jack Roosevelt would stay up with Doug until she’d had her first mug of coffee. For an instant the feeling of the dream returned, and she felt herself tense. The feeling passed through her. Shivering, she padded downstairs into the kitchen, got the coffee perking, pulled the Madison paper off the side porch, and brought Doug’s Wall Street Journal in from the front lawn.

She paged rapidly through the front section. Charlie was front page, upper right in the local section. Lee Mayer’s clean, crisp prose described the line that ringed McKen-drick’s Funeral Home for four hours during the vigil two nights ago and the throng at the church and the graveside yesterday. He noted the presence of a Dane County Sheriff videotaping the services.

Mayer covered cops and courts for the Madison Cardinal-Herald and generally did a fine job—when he wasn’t too distracted trying to write his true crime books. She idly wondered if he was planning to write one about Charlie. His presence on the story indicated that city editor Charles Dutton must figure Charlie for a homicide.

She scanned the birth announcements and obits and flipped to the sports section to check out the box scores. Mo was a diehard Cubs fan (was there any other kind?), a lifelong affliction her husband’s gentle teasing had done nothing to lessen.

She heard Doug’s footfalls overhead, followed by the scrape and thunk of the bathroom door. He hadn’t been able to get back to sleep either. A moment later, she heard the water pound against the shower stall.

“Some enchanted evening,” Doug’s careless baritone floated downstairs. She smiled. He was still in a good mood from last night.

The coffee pot wasn’t yet full, but she pulled it out from its cradle and poured a mug quickly, the spillage sizzling as it hit the hot plate.

Jack Roosevelt weaved around her legs, almost tripping her.

“Hold your horses, Jackie boy old buddy,” she said as she fetched the kibble bin from the cupboard and filled his bowl. Jack Roosevelt began purring the moment the bin came out and didn’t stop as he began to eat.

That boy likes his breakfast, she thought as she took her coffee cup and the sports section into the bathroom, where she read the Cubs box score—another Cub loss, despite Sammy Sosa’s two-run home run, and pulled on her sweats. Then she went into the den and popped an exercise tape into the VCR.

“Okay, Janie baby,” she challenged the flickering image on the screen. “Do your worst. I’m ready for you this morning.”

She panted through her workout, took her shower, dressed and returned to the kitchen, where Jack Roosevelt was staring at his water bowl. Doug had taken his Wall Street Journal and his coffee mug and was no doubt at the computer terminal in his office.

Jack Roosevelt continued to stare at the nearly full bowl. She got the jug of distilled water from the broom closet and filled the bowl with fresh water. “Sure you wouldn’t like a twist of lemon with that?” she asked him.

She grabbed a poppy seed bagel and smeared it with cream cheese lite. “I’m heading out,” she called.

“Where to so early?”
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