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  For

  Mom and Dad


  CHAPTER ONE


  “I can’t find the frog.”


  Claudia looked up from where she had been counting place settings and tried to get her mind around that sentence.


  “Did you check in the tank?”


  “I looked everywhere,” Iryna said. “I don’t know where he went.”


  “He was probably scared off by all the activity,” said Claudia. “This is a lot more noise than he’s used to hearing this time of day. I wouldn’t worry about it. I’m sure he’ll be back. Did the mini pierogies make it over okay?”


  “Yes, they’re fine. Carmen is putting them on the toothpicks now. I should probably go and help her.”


  Claudia agreed that sounded like a better use of Iryna’s time, but she promised to keep an eye out for her friend. Watching her go, Claudia had the familiar feeling of wondering what she had gotten herself into this time.


  Specifically, the answer to that question was that she was hosting a harvest dinner to benefit the local library, in her marketplace for sellers of artisan foods. Iryna and her wife Carmen were two of her tenants, owners of The Corner Pocket, Northern California’s premier combination pierogi and empanada stand. Claudia liked and respected them both, even if Iryna was occasionally subject to flights of sentiment about unusual things.


  The frog in question (Claudia suspected it might actually be several frogs, working in shifts) was a part-time resident of the marketplace’s bathroom. He, she, or they had been identified as a common tree frog, and since this stretch of the wind-blown Sonoma coast wasn’t big on trees, Claudia supposed he had settled on the bathroom as the next best thing. He was usually behind the toilet or the sink, though occasionally could be found hanging out stuck to the wall, like gravity wasn’t really a thing, and in one unfortunate incident he had emerged from under the seat at a critical moment. After that, Iryna had hand-lettered a warning sign, which was now posted next to the one about not flushing paper towels. There were occasional conversations about relocating him to a more appropriate environment, but no one was sure exactly how to do that, and in the interim “going to talk to the frog” had become a standard euphemism among the marketplace tenants.


  Coming back from her amphibianic musings, Claudia realized she had lost track of how many settings she had counted, or where she had stopped. Sighing, she put down the one she was holding and started over. In just over two hours the leading citizens of San Elmo were due to arrive, and she didn’t want to be caught without enough forks.


  Around her, the marketplace was a hive of activity. Long tables filled the central corridor, which was usually kept open for customers to stroll between the shops, or stop to eat an empanada and consult their guidebooks. In the stores, samples and appetizers were arranged on the counters and information about how the goods were made displayed on the shelves and walls. (Anything particularly portable that wasn’t a sample had been put away, to prevent anyone from taking the self-serve aspect too far.) All of the vendors had stayed on after their usual closing time, to help with service and answer questions, but the bulk of the food was being handled by the catering staff, who seemed more than capable.


  “Here, try this.” Claudia’s friend Betty materialized seemingly out of nowhere and handed her a spoonful of something green, which Claudia dutifully put in her mouth.


  “Delicious,” she said. “What is it?”


  “Kale pesto. I’m trying to decide if it needs more cheese.”


  Betty, in addition to her day jobs of helping to run the guest ranch she owned with her husband, cooking all the meals for same, and raising three children, had recently started her own catering business, and Claudia knew this dinner was the biggest thing she had taken on so far. Which probably went a long way to explaining why her usually unflusterable friend was showing signs of stress, for the first time since Claudia had known her. (Not that anyone who didn’t know her would have noticed. With her naturally effortless sense of style, Betty’s “frazzled” would count as most people’s “just spent an hour getting ready to go out.”)


  “I don’t think it’s missing anything,” Claudia said, on the subject of the pesto. “But I’d never say no to more cheese.”


  Betty nodded in a way that made it clear she hadn’t heard a word Claudia said, while her eyes followed one of the waiters as she overloaded a tray with water glasses.


  “Okay, maybe I’ll just grate some over the top. Thanks.” Betty took the spoon back and flitted off in the direction of the next crisis, leaving Claudia with a handful of cutlery and no idea what number she had gotten to. She was about to start again when there was a shout and a crash from the pickle shop, and a stream of invective from Helen, the store’s owner. Claudia looked at the place settings, then back at her marketplace, and it was clear where her priorities needed to be.


  “May the forks be with us,” she muttered, and went to see what the problem was this time.
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  One and a half hours and fifteen near disasters later and, improbably, the tables were set, the food was plated and waiting to serve, and everything was about as ready as it was going to be. Which was good, because the guests were already starting to filter in, thanks to whoever had forgotten the front door was propped open. Through it, Claudia could see that the parking lot was filling up, and the overflow was heading up the road, toward the tiny cottage where she lived and on to the much grander house of her nearest neighbor. A few months earlier, that would have been another cause for concern, but one of the results of the rather lively summer Claudia had had was that she and Nathan Rodgers were on much better terms than they had been.


  Good enough, in fact, that he was there now, helping to set up the beer taps in the temporary bar. In his previous life (if a thirty-seven year-old can be said to have had a previous life), he had been the founder and owner of Fog Heart Brewing Company, a local brewery that had attained near-legendary status among beer nerds, until he got bored and sold it to a multinational conglomerate for what he would only describe as “a lot of money.” The resulting leisure had left him at loose ends, which had originally been the source of some friction when Claudia moved in and opened the market, and now meant that he showed up at random times, to talk about his latest ideas or just to see if she wanted to get some dinner. Claudia wasn’t sure what sort of relationship he thought they had, or even what she wanted, but she had come to like having him around.


  And it certainly didn’t hurt the attendance at the charity dinner when word had somehow gotten out that it would be the exclusive place to try the results of his latest project, an experiment with sour beers using locally grown fruit. Already, a number of men with ill-advised beards had come in and made a beeline for the bar, where they waited impatiently, clutching their drink tickets.


  Thinking of bees reminded Claudia that she should probably check in on her newest tenant. Most of the shops in the marketplace were set up for food sales, with sinks and power for refrigerators, but there was one that had space for neither, and it had been a source of trouble for Claudia in the past. It had recently become vacant, and a determination on her part to be choosier about who could occupy it meant she had been without rent on the space for over a month. So it was a relief when one of her tenants mentioned they knew a beekeeper who was looking for a place to sell his wares, and more so when she met Eugene Royal and he turned out to be a preternaturally cheerful black man with a verifiable group of hives set on an old orchard property about ten miles away.


  He had come to beekeeping after a career in corporate accounting, so Claudia wasn’t concerned about him being overwhelmed by this relatively modest event, but she thought it would be a good idea to make sure he hadn’t run into any unexpected trouble.


  She needn’t have worried. Eugene’s shop, In the Honey, was doing steady business, and its proprietor was clearly in his element. Betty had made a special appetizer using his lavender honey and mascarpone from the cheese shop, sprinkled with jewel-like pomegranate seeds on a slice of dried pear, and as Claudia cut the line to steal one, she reflected it was nice to be around people who knew what they were doing.


  “Not bad, eh?” Eugene detached himself from a group of visitors as Claudia licked honey off her fingers. “I wasn’t sure about the chips, but a-pear-antly they’re going over pretty well.”


  He laughed, and Claudia chuckled along. At some point in his transition to full-time beekeeper, Eugene seemed to have decided that what he needed was an extensive repertoire mostly of bee- and honey-related jokes and puns. They were uniformly terrible, but Claudia appreciated his dedication.


  Not everyone shared her point of view. Jeannie, Eugene’s teenage daughter, who had been labeling the sample tray with careful calligraphy, looked like she would like to turn herself inside out.


  “Dad—”


  “I know, I know. I need better material.” He shook his head in mock exasperation. “My toughest critic. But I guess you’re stuck with me, right?”


  This time Jeannie didn’t say anything, but the suffering in her eyes was plenty familiar to Claudia. It was a good twenty years now since she had lived in horror of her mother’s inclination to randomly burst into song, but she knew the feeling.


  “Actually,” she said. “I was just coming over to see if you could spare Jeannie for a bit. A couple of Orlan’s people didn’t show up and he’s short-handed right now. Would you mind?”


  It wasn’t entirely a lie, since the young workforce of the vegetable market wasn’t always the most reliable, and there were almost never enough of them on hand. But mostly, Claudia thought Jeannie might be ready to have some time around people her own age.


  From the speed at which her offer was accepted, it appeared Claudia had guessed right. (Though from the way Jeannie ran her hands over her hair and checked her face in the reflective surface of the sign on her father’s shop, it occurred to Claudia that she might not have guessed the complete reason for the girl’s agitation.)


  Her father watched her go with affectionate bemusement.


  “They grow up so fast, don’t they?”


  Claudia, who had no children, agreed on general principle. She might have said something about feeling the same way about her dog, but she was save from that particular faux pas by an elderly couple in matching purple suits who approached the table with questions about organic means of controlling mites in a bee colony. Eugene launched into a passionately opinionated response and, figuring her value here was limited, Claudia headed off to see what other kinds of trouble she could get into.
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  For the first hour of the party, the guests circulated through the market, eating Betty’s canapés and asking the shopholders the same questions over and over. Then, at the appointed time, Julie Muller—who, in addition to being the chair of the Friends of the Library, was also the co-owner with her father of Dancing Cow Cheese, the marketplace’s marquee tenant—rang an antique cowbell and made a speech about the goals for the evening. Which essentially boiled down to “how about you give us some money,” but phrased in a way that caused Claudia to reflect on why Julie was a beloved leader of the local charity scene, and she was not.


  Still, if she had wanted to make people like her, Claudia decided she could do worse than to start with Betty’s cooking. The first course to come out was a warm salad of roasted butternut squash and chickpeas in a garlicky tahini dressing, garnished with slivers of prosciutto (omitted for the vegetarian option). After that, there was an amuse of a deviled quail egg topped with a sprinkling of the tiniest chives Claudia had ever seen, and a short break for the guests to take pictures of it with their phones.


  As the owner of the marketplace, Claudia supposed she might have expected to be seated at the VIP table. The fact that she was instead tucked in a corner with the members of the local mime troupe, however, she took as less of a slight than a sign that Julie knew her well enough to know where she would rather be. Out of costume, the mimes were a chatty bunch, and over the course of the dinner, Claudia learned more than she ever would have thought possible about face paints.


  She had been planning to dress for the event in her best jeans and a sequined top, both left over from her earlier life as a programmer in San Francisco, where variations on that outfit had constituted her “going out” look for the better part of two years. But trying it on, she had realized that the style was both dated (those two years were three years in the past now) and simply wrong. Who she had been then wasn’t who she was now and, frankly, San Elmo wasn’t a sequins sort of place. So she had reached into her closet for her only “nice” outfit: a jersey wrap dress in a shade of green that made her brown hair look less mousey, some fashionably ugly (and surprisingly comfortable) platform shoes, and a chunky glass necklace made by a local artist that had been Betty’s present on her last birthday.


  Part of her had worried about looking like she was trying too hard, but now that she was here, listening to an argument about whether the invisible window-washing sketch was a classic or just unbearably cliché, she was glad to have made the effort. She was aware of eyes on her, and the occasional finger pointed in her direction by people she hoped were just talking about who owned the marketplace, and she felt better knowing that for once she was dressed with some amount of appropriateness for her thirty-six years. Although, as the food kept coming, she was starting to regret the body-shaper.


  The main course of the meal was served family-style, and as Claudia helped herself to a mini stuffed eggplant with red pepper sauce and some ravioli filled with braised pork belly, she thought about the irony of a harvest-themed meal in California in October. The truth was, with the exception of the wine grapes, very little was being harvested at the moment, and for most things the season was either ending (tomatoes, sweet corn) or not yet started (citrus, crabs). There was no freezing winter to dread, just ongoing conversations about when the rains would come. (When the state quarters were being designed, someone had suggested that California’s should be the local version of the four seasons—flood, fire, earthquake, and mudslide.)


  She understood that it was traditional, but partisan enough to be annoyed that they had to be bound by the traditions of another place. Next year she would suggest to Julie that the party be held in June, when the peaches and tomatoes were rolling in, and the green beans and cucumbers were just hitting their stride.


  Then again, she thought as she watched her friend and tenant listening to some long-winded explanation from the town’s only dentist, maybe she wouldn’t. Julie seemed to have enough people telling her things right now.


  And she had to admit, it was nice to have the boost to business at this time of year. The weather in San Elmo might not exactly have seasons, but the tourists certainly did, and in the three years she had owned the marketplace, she had already learned that for the stretch between Labor Day and Christmas, sales could be few and far between. Part of Julie’s pitch for her to host this event was to build connections with the local community, with the idea that the people who lived in San Elmo might be inspired to start doing at least some of their shopping among the marketplace’s gourmet cheeses and small-batch pickles. Claudia wasn’t so sure about that, considering that the average income in the former fishing town didn’t tend to run to five-dollar-a-pound tomatoes.


  But averages weren’t populations, and Claudia had to admit that most of the guests at the fundraiser looked like they could spring for the occasional fancy ham. They were, she supposed, what counted as the small town’s leading citizens, the doctors and lawyers and full-time resident retirees. She even spotted the new chief of police, who had only been hired a week earlier. She was a tall woman in her midfifties, with black hair gone mostly to gray and lines around her eyes like she spent a lot of time outside without sunglasses. Her previous job had been running the police department in a larger town in the Central Valley, and according to Julie (who knew these things) she had been looking to make a move to somewhere quieter once her youngest left for college. Claudia had avoided meeting her so far, and she thought she would try to continue with that policy. Not that it had exactly been her fault that the former chief had been forced to resign in disgrace, but in Claudia’s experience, cops tended to stick together, and she had a feeling it would be a good idea for her to keep a low profile for a while.


  As she was thinking this, she was unconsciously staring at the new chief, who chose that moment to look up from her plate and directly into Claudia’s gaze. Claudia froze, and was in the middle of deciding between a casual cough or pretending she had something in her eye, when the party was interrupted by a cry from the back of the room. Seventy-five heads turned to see where it had come from, including Claudia’s, though she thought she already had a pretty good idea. Sure enough, the door to the bathroom opened and the vice mayor came out, looking confused and mildly distressed.


  “Excuse me,” Claudia said to the mimes as she folded her napkin and set it on the table. “I need to see a man about a frog.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  Fortunately, the frog incident didn’t result in the diners leaving en masse, or demands that someone call the health department. In fact, once word got around that there was no actual emergency, most of the guests seemed to find it a good joke, and a line formed at the bathroom of people wanting to see for themselves and discussing what he should be named. (Davey Croaker was an early favorite.) The vice mayor himself insisted that everything was fine, though he would give no specifics of the encounter, except that he was “startled.”


  Not for the first time, Claudia was glad to have made her life in a place where eccentricity was de rigueur, even if it did mean it could be hard sometimes to find a muﬃn without flaxseed in it.


  If anything, the disruption seemed to have loosened up the party, and it became livelier as it went on. (Though the fact that Nathan’s new beer clocked in at thirteen percent might also have had something to do with that.) By the time the desserts were served (a goat cheese ice cream on individual apple galettes), order had almost totally broken down, as guests dropped in at neighboring tables, wandered in and out of the shops, and took pictures with their friends. Claudia considered trying to do something about it, but she couldn’t think of what, and besides, her ice cream was melting. So she just applied herself to her plate and hoped nothing would happen that they couldn’t clean up later.
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  Later, Claudia was prying out a fork that had gotten wedged behind one of the light fixtures when Betty approached, looking tired but satisfied.


  “I’m going to run a carload of stuff back to the ranch, are you going to be all right on your own here for a while?” she asked.


  Claudia looked around at the marketplace, where all of Betty’s servers, most of her own tenants, two-thirds of the Friends of the Library board, and Nathan Rodgers were wiping surfaces, folding chairs, packing up the bar, and generally getting in each other’s way with attempts to be helpful.


  “I think I’ll be okay,” she said. “Why don’t you just get some rest? You must be dead on your feet. We can bring the rest of it over in the morning.”


  “Oh, no, I’m fine. Roy’s taking the kids riding tomorrow, so I’ll be able to get some rest then. And we’ve only got a couple of guests at the moment. Actually, one of them was asking about the marketplace today. A guy named Nguyen—he seems like a pretty serious foodie, and I guess you made it onto his radar. It sounded like he might want to plan an event here or something.”


  “Really? That’s nice.” After seeing how much work had gone into the dinner, Claudia wasn’t sure she wanted to do any more event hosting, but she didn’t want to say so, with Betty just starting to get her catering business going.


  “If he’s that into food, it’s a shame he wasn’t here tonight,” she said, trying to change the subject. “Honestly, Betty, you outdid yourself. I don’t think I’ve seen a speck of ravioli left on any of the plates.”


  “Oh, well . . .” Betty looked like she was about to say something self-depreciating, but then broke into a smile. “It did all turn out pretty well, didn’t it? Damn good thing, too, considering how much work I put into it.”


  Betty headed for the door, and Claudia wished she’d thought ahead to have something on hand for some post-event celebratory toasts. Maybe she would see if Nathan could come up with something for that when Betty got back. She turned to look for him, but her view was blocked by the sudden appearance of one of the young employees from the produce market.


  “Ms. Simcoe?” the girl said, with a worried look that promised something worse than some flattened avocados. “I think you need to come and see this.”
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  “Well,” Claudia said finally. “That’s interesting.”


  She was standing in the corner of the produce market, in front of what she had thought, up until then, was a perfectly ordinary woodpaneled wall, just like all the others in the marketplace. And it was, except for the part where a section of one of the panels was standing open, revealing a hidden cupboard behind it.


  “You didn’t know that was there?” Nathan asked. He, along with everyone else on the cleanup crew, had stopped what they were doing and come to gather around behind Claudia.


  “No idea,” Claudia said. “Nobody mentioned anything like this when I bought the building. I don’t even know how it opens.”


  “It looks like there’s a keyhole. See, right here, in this knot in the wood.” Helen, the pickle shop owner, had worked her way to the front of the crowd and was pointing with a pair of discarded sunglasses.


  Claudia could feel the crowd pressing in as she moved to take a closer look at the spot in question. Sure enough, what looked like an ordinary flaw in the wood concealed an opening for a tiny key, which connected to a small but sturdy-looking latch. Claudia wasn’t an expert in vintage locksmithing, but from the look of the metal, neither had been made in the current century, and she wasn’t too certain about the previous one.


  “You mean this thing has been here the whole time and no one ever noticed it?” It had been a long day and Julie must have been tired, because she wasn’t usually that short with people. Though, to be fair, Claudia was a little annoyed herself.


  “Well, somebody must have, or it wouldn’t be open now.” She turned to the produce market employees, who were huddled in a nervous cluster near their boss, Orlan Martinez. “Did any of you come over here tonight? Or see anyone else who did?”


  There was a chorus of nos, and Orlan looked around at the group, with their unanimous expressions of ignorance, and then back at Claudia.


  “None of us had any idea that door was there,” he said, with an air of finality. “If anyone had noticed it, it would have been me. I had been thinking for a while I should maybe hang a poster or something in the corner here, because it’s so dark, but I hadn’t done it yet.”


  It was true; the wall where the cupboard was located was in the farthest corner of the shop, back where Orlan kept the extra produce bags. Claudia doubted that she herself had been back there since she had first toured the building, which she felt like might have been a good time for the owner to have mentioned any secret compartments. She was starting to get angry, some of which she recognized as the result of being tired herself, but also because of what she had been through in the summer had left her feeling like she had had quite enough of mysterious goings-on at her fledgling business. Which, in fact, was what got her to a solution.


  “Well, there’s no point standing around here talking about this all night,” she said, stepping away, but leaving the cupboard open. “I’ll just go and check the recording.”
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  One of the consequences of Claudia’s previous adventure was that, having had her fill of nasty surprises, she had gone out and bought a video surveillance system. Everyone who worked in the marketplace knew about it, but she hadn’t advertised it widely, which had more to do with not wanting customers to feel uncomfortable than any concern about criminals trying to evade it. She knew there had been some grumbling at the time when she installed the cameras, and Claudia had had her doubts as to whether they were worth the expense, but she was ready to take that all back now.


  “Okay,” she said as she sat down in front of the computer in her minuscule oﬃce and opened the application that ran the system. “Let’s see what we have here.”


  It took a few tries to find the right camera, and for the first ten minutes of fast-forwarding nothing of interest happened. The oﬃce was really only big enough for one person, and though Helen had managed to wedge herself in behind Claudia’s chair, while Julie and Nathan jostled for spots in the doorway, no one else was able to get much of a view. Because of that, and lacking evidence that there was going to be anything worth seeing, the rest of the audience drifted away, to finish their tasks and talk about how they should be getting home soon. Claudia would have liked to be heading bedward herself, but she wasn’t going to sleep before she figured out who was popping open walls in her building.


  On the screen, the party flew by. Guests arrived, gathering into groups that separated and reformed and separated again, while the servers rocketed around the room with their trays. Claudia noticed that Julie was paying particular attention to the socializing, occasionally making interested noises when some particular combination of people appeared. Under other circumstances, Claudia might have asked what it was about, but for the moment her only interest was in the back wall of the produce market and the people who came near it.


  Which, for the most part, they didn’t do. The crowd got into everything else, from knocking over stacks of onions to leaning too heavily on a pumpkin, but as the high-speed night wore on, the far corner of the produce market remained largely ignored. It wasn’t until the evening was almost over, during the post-dessert milling-around period, that a figure detached itself from the crowd and moved, casually but deliberately, toward it.


  “Who is that?” Helen asked, as Claudia reversed the recording to play it back at normal speed. “What is he doing?”


  The figure was a Caucasian man, sporting a gray suit over a rounded belly and a bald spot made particularly noticeable by the overheard camera angle. Which would probably have been a fairly good description of about half of the men in that room, so Claudia tabled the “who” question for the moment and focused on the “what.”


  That part was significantly more clear. As poor as the lighting was in the corner, it wasn’t hard to see the man approach the wall, look around, and then in a quick series of movements, open the panel and pull out a long, light-colored rectangle that he hid in the coat he was carrying over his arm. The entire operation took no more than about ten seconds, and no one else at the party seemed to notice at all.


  “Wow,” said Nathan. “Seriously?” And Claudia had to agree. Even though it was about what she had expected—if the door was open, then someone must have opened it—the brazenness of the action was stunning.


  “I can’t believe no one saw him. And why would someone do that?” Claudia had a lot more questions, but those were the first two on her mind.


  “And what did he take out of there?” asked Helen, coming in with the close third.


  Claudia played back the recording a few more times, at even slower speeds, expanding the screen to get the best possible look at what was happening and freezing it for the moment the object was in view.


  “It’s not big enough to be any significant amount of money,” said Nathan, who had what might be considered a nonstandard view of how much money was significant. “Maybe it’s gold?”


  Helen pressed right up over Claudia’s shoulder to get a better look. “No, the way he’s holding it in one hand, not heavy enough. It could be a small painting.”


  “But why would someone hide a painting in the wall? And why come get it now?” said Claudia.


  “More likely a legal envelope.” Julie had been quiet since the discovery, and she spoke with a funny tone to her voice. “If that’s who I think it is, he should have plenty.”


  Everyone stopped studying the screen and turned to look at the cheesemaker.


  “You know who he is?” Claudia asked.


  “I’m not positive, but I remember seeing Clark Gowan carrying his coat like that toward the end of the evening. I remember because I hoped he was leaving.”


  Claudia played the recording again, and now that she had a name she thought she did recognize the lawyer, from the ad he had been running in the local paper every Thursday for as long as she had lived in San Elmo, and from her own dealings with him.


  “He was the lawyer the former owner hired to help manage the sale when I bought the marketplace. Which I guess would explain how he knew the panel was there,” Claudia said. “But not much else.”


  The crowd around the doorway had grown again, and everyone who was left in the cleanup crew craned in to have a look. The consensus was that it was definitely Mr. Gowan, and a check of some of the other camera angles where his face was more clearly visible confirmed it. At that point, the theories started flying, each more arcane than the last. Claudia participated for a bit, until Iryna suggested that maybe there were more treasures hidden in the walls, and she realized she needed to shut the speculation down before somebody got a crowbar.


  “Enough,” she said, holding up a hand. “There’s one person who can answer all our questions, and I’m going to go and talk to him tomorrow. Once he finds out we have him on camera, I’m guessing he’s going to have to come clean. Until then, there’s no point in speculating.”


  “And what if he doesn’t tell you?” asked Iryna, who clearly felt like she had more to contribute in the speculation department.


  “Then I’ll go to the police. I’ve had enough of mysteries around here.”
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  Claudia hoped that would at least temporarily put the subject to bed—where she very much wanted to be herself—but even as people were gathering their things to leave she overheard snatches of conversations about pirate maps and secret microfilms. Which were normally things that Claudia would have been more than happy to speculate about, but not when the obvious next step was for people to start treasure hunting in her walls. She needed to put a stop to that, and it needed to happen soon.


  But not so soon that she couldn’t get some sleep first. (Claudia had firmly rejected all offers to accompany her to go to Mr. Gowan’s house and demand immediate answers, on the grounds that she wasn’t that crazy.) Whatever it was he had taken out of the compartment in the wall had obviously been there for some time without Claudia knowing about it, and she could deal with a few more hours of ignorance.


  But she did think it might be useful to know a bit more about the man she was going to have to confront with her accusation. Claudia had met Gowan a few times when he was working for the former owner of the marketplace, helping to deal with some of the more complex aspects of its sale, and she hadn’t formed much of an opinion of him. On the other hand, from the way Julie had been talking it was clear that she had some more specific thoughts about him, and it seemed like it would be in Claudia’s interest to learn more about that.


  She caught up with Julie as her tenant was locking the cheese case and double-checking that she had everything in her bags.


  “Heading out?” Claudia asked, somewhat unnecessarily.


  “Just about,” Julie said. “I’m exhausted. Can’t do these late nights anymore, like you young people.”


  Claudia wasn’t sure what ideas Julie had about her social life, but she didn’t want to get into that now.


  “Before you go, is there anything you can tell me about Mr. Gowan? From what you said earlier I had the impression you knew him.”


  “We’ve met a few times. My ex-husband hired him when we split.”


  Claudia didn’t know much about Julie’s long-finished marriage, except that from what she had heard it hadn’t ended well. But she was confused about how a property lawyer would have fitted in to it.


  “How was Gowan involved?” she asked. “Is he also a divorce lawyer?”


  Julie’s expression darkened. “No. He’s not.”


  She started for the exit, and Claudia hesitated for a moment before falling in behind her. It was clear this wasn’t something Julie wanted to talk about, and normally Claudia would have respected that. But she was getting progressively more worried that a can of worms had been opened in her wall, and on top of now having a really gross mental image to deal with, she didn’t like the feeling that she was missing some critical information.


  So she pressed.


  “What happened? Is there something I should know about him?”


  Julie stopped just short of the door and rubbed a hand across her face. “It’s a long story and I can’t get into it now. Let’s just say that whatever Gowan was up to tonight, it wasn’t to do anyone any good.”


  And with that, she went out into the parking lot, leaving Claudia to wonder, again, what sort of trouble she was getting herself into this time.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Planning her errand for first thing in the morning had seemed like a good idea when Claudia set her alarm, but less so by the time it went off. Groggily, she reasoned that lawyers’ oﬃces didn’t open that early anyway, and gave herself another twenty minutes, which somehow turned into an hour. Then there was coffee to be made and drunk, her dog to be taken outside, a shower and the question of what in her wardrobe could make up an outfit suitable for confronting a lawyer about stealing from her walls, before she made her morning stop by the marketplace to make sure everything was ready to open for the day. None of it took very long (with the exception of the outfit thing), but the time still managed to pass, and the upshot was that it was midmorning before she pointed her car down the winding road that led from her home to what passed for San Elmo’s downtown.


  However little she was looking forward to her errand, Claudia had to admit it was a nice day to be doing it. Autumn was one of the best times of the year on the Sonoma coast, when the fog held back and the winds died down, and Claudia drove on under a bright blue sky, with only the occasional wisp of cloud. Out her window she could see the Pacific—ominous some days and terrifying on others—sparkling like a drag queen’s gown, and for a moment she considered just forgetting the whole thing and heading to the beach.


  But that wasn’t really an option, so she settled for picking up an iced coffee and a fresh donut at the Breakers Cafe, and looking in the windows of the tourist shops on Main Street while she thought about what she was going to say to Gowan.


  The law oﬃces of Gowan and Finley were just off Main, in a converted Victorian house. Claudia had only been there once before, but she remembered being surprised at how much of the interior had been left intact, down to the linen closets (now holding oﬃce supplies) and the hand pump in the kitchen. It had made her nervous about how much preservation she was expected to do at the marketplace, but it had never come up and she assumed that old barns didn’t have the same historic status as houses.


  She hadn’t made an appointment, but if Gowan kept his website up to date, someone should have been there. So she rang the bell and, getting no response after a decent interval, then tried knocking, which was equally ineffective. Which left Claudia with a dilemma. She didn’t want to leave without getting some kind of answer, but there was no convenient place to wait in front of the building. She was also concerned about the amount of gossip that was probably already swirling about the last night’s discovery—enough people had been there to see it that the news had probably already made it around town twice, picking up some embroideries along the way. There was a good chance that some helpful person had already mentioned it to Gowan himself, which was why he wasn’t answering his door.


  Or maybe the doorbell just didn’t work. Claudia pressed it again, and heard no answering chime from inside. Now that she thought about it, she wasn’t even sure she had waited to be let in on her last visit, or if she had gone straight in to a reception. Maybe this was like standing outside a dentist’s oﬃce, waiting for someone to come and greet you.


  She tried the door and found it unlocked. Feeling more than a little foolish, Claudia opened it and went in, hoping that whoever was inside hadn’t noticed her standing on the doorstep for the last several minutes, looking like she was expecting an engraved invitation.


  As it happened, that was not something she needed to worry about.


  There was no reception, just a hallway with stairs going up on one side and two doors on the other, ending at the old kitchen. The first door led to the former parlor, which had been converted to a meeting space, with a conference table and video screens. From there she could see through the open double doors into the dining room, now an oﬃce. Claudia had some vague memory of seeing a secretary there when she had visited before, but it was empty now and looked like it hadn’t been used in a while. Gowan’s oﬃce, she recalled, was upstairs, and having come this far, she figured that she might as well go up and see if he was in it. If he wasn’t, well, she would deal with that later.


  He couldn’t accuse her of sneaking up on him, at least. Every step in the staircase seemed to have its own unique creak or groan, and walking up them reminded Claudia of the giant toy keyboard she had wanted as a child, only creepier. At the top of the stairs, there were three doors to choose from, all closed. Claudia picked the one she thought she remembered as Gowan’s oﬃce, but it turned out to be the bathroom. Her next choice was locked, so she was left with only one option, before she was going to have to give up and try to find another way to get her questions answered.


  The final door wasn’t latched. In fact, as Claudia got closer she realized it was slightly ajar. Which made her feel a little better about opening it—going through an open door seemed less like snooping, and she was fairly sure by now that there was no one in the building. But she was wrong about that. As Claudia tapped on the door and pushed it open, she could see the desk from across the room, with its chair turned to the side and a hand resting on the armrest. She was sure this was the right room now—the collection of Wild West artifacts in cases on the walls, and the mounted grizzly bear head over the window were hard to forget. It was less tidy than she remembered, with drawers hanging open and papers scattered across the desk, but maybe Gowan was the sort of person who only cleaned up if he knew someone was coming. Which was all the more reason to think her intrusion wouldn’t be a welcome one, but there was no turning back now.
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