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Chapter 1

Weekly coffee sessions with my mother at the Twisted Lizard had become a ritual. I say “ritual” because it wasn’t always pleasant—although it could be—but it was necessary. For her, it was getting out among the “normal” folk and away from the “decrepits” at Dryden Manor. For me, it was a relatively easy hour spent with my not-always-easy mother.

We both liked the Lizard. It boasted tasty coffee and an abundance of breakfast pastries to tempt us. And if our conversation lagged, there were usually fellow patrons for us to deconstruct.

We had just finished conjecturing on the profession of a pretty young woman with tattoos up one arm and down the other. I had decided she was an art student, while my mother wasn’t nearly so generous. “Probably a drug addict,” she opined.

Before I could come to the woman’s defense, my mother said, “Robyn, I’ve been thinking …” she dabbed a tiny wedge of butter onto her croissant, “about our … my … inheritance.”

It took a gulp of coffee to wash down the lump of bagel that had gone dry in my mouth. This could go in any direction, none of which were good.

Placing her knife across her plate, she peered around the small, wooden table, pushing aside the napkin holder. “Is there any of that … oh,” she fisted her hand and rapped on the table, “that slow, golden stuff …” She gave me a sharp look. “You know—”

“Honey?”

“Yes, honey.”

“One second.” I went to the utensil bar and plucked a small tub from one of the bins.

“Thank you, dear,” she said when I returned and presented it to her with the foil cover pulled back.

I settled into my chair and sipped my coffee while she dripped several pea-sized globs of honey onto her croissant. Outside, cars hissed by on the wet pavement of downtown Fowler, Illinois.

She licked a smear of honey off the tip of her thumb and said, “Do you know what I’d like to do with that money?”

I peered at her over the rim of the mug. “What’s that, Mom?”

She cocked her chin, examining the work she’d done on the pastry, and said, “I’d like to buy a house.” Biting off the corner of the croissant, she nodded to herself while chewing. “Nothing fancy, of course. Just room enough for the two of us.” After a moment she added, with a small frown, “And, I suppose, that silly dog of yours.”

Overlooking the insult to Bix, I said, “A house?”

“You heard me.” Her pale blue eyes began to ice up as they often did when she sensed resistance.

Of course I’d heard her. I’d been expecting this. Dreading it, actually. And in the two months since that inheritance, I should have been able to come up with a better response than, “Hmm.” But what with the abrupt spike in my blood pressure, it was the best I could manage.

“Is that all you can say?”

I looked around at today’s group of coffee drinkers. Not one of them seemed inclined to help me out. Nor did a noteworthy hairdo or skimpy outfit provide distraction fodder. I took a deep breath and told myself this was probably a whim, a whim that would fall prey to her short-term memory loss.

Fingers crossed, I turned to my mother and said, “I thought you liked Dryden Manor.” It was the nicest assisted-living facility in the area. And now that she could actually afford it, she was looking elsewhere. Were we Guthrie women ever satisfied?

“Oh, it’s all right. I suppose. If you don’t care about privacy or decent food.”

“I thought you liked the food.”

“It’s fine.” She twisted her mouth. “If you like institutional dreck.”

“Aw, come on.” I smiled. “I thought you loved institutional dreck.”

She gave me a sour look. There was no stopping her now. “I think you need a house, Robyn. Somewhere to live other than that dismal apartment.”

I set my mug down. “It’s not so bad.”

“I just don’t understand why you wouldn’t want to buy a house with me.”

Where to begin?

She leaned toward me. “Are you and Mick getting serious?”

“No, Mom, we’re not,” I replied, a bit too quickly. Now was not the time to tell her we actually had talked about moving in together. Although it would have been a perfect way out of this situation, it was also the kind of thing she might bring up the next time she saw Mick. And I didn’t want her nosing around in that part of my life.

Relaxing, she nodded. “Just as well. Your children would have been short.”

“I’m a little old for the children thing.” Truth was, I’d punched my biological snooze alarm so many times, the silly thing had broken.

“You’re in your forties. Aren’t you?”

I nodded. We’d been here before.

“I just saw something on that morning show.” She tapped her forehead with a knuckle, and her face scrunched up. “What is it? The one with the weatherman who used to be fat.”

“Today Show?”

“Yes, that’s it. Women in their fifties are having children.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’ll think about it when I’m in my fifties.”

She sighed. “Oh, that’s all right. I suppose I’ve long ago given up the dream of being a grandmother.”

Wait for it, I told myself.

Settling into the chair, she said, “Can we talk about this house?”

Lizzie Guthrie had never lost her touch with timing.

“How much is the rent at Dryden?” she persisted.

“A lot.”

“How much?”

I was pretty sure she remembered, just like she knew my age, so there was no point in doctoring either figure.

When I told her, her eyes widened. “My Lord. For that hellhole?”

“It’s hardly a hellhole, Mother.”

“Think of how much I … we … would save.”

Financially speaking, there were a lot of good reasons to buy a house. Dryden was expensive. A house would be an investment. We would save money. It was a buyer’s market. But for every good financial reason, there was at least one mental health reason that made it the worst idea since Waterworld. It would not happen.

Just then, the “Mission Impossible” theme song erupted from my handbag. My mother watched, eyebrows bunched together, as I pulled out my cell phone. She hates any handheld electronic device. Especially when it interrupts her. Me, I could have kissed it.

When I saw it was Nita Stamos, friend and editor at the Fowler News and Record, I thought how perfect it was that I could delay this housing conversation with an assignment.

“Hey, Nita.”

“Robyn—” Nita’s voice broke off.

“What’s wrong?” I looked up at my mother, who was now busy scribbling something on a square paper napkin.

“You didn’t hear?”

“Hear what?”

“It’s Clair.” She drew in a ragged breath. “She’s dead.”

“Clair?” As though I hadn’t heard her.

“It’s—” she couldn’t finish.

“What happened?”

“Hit by a car. Last night. She was out walking Scoop.”

Not Clair. I’d just seen her two or three days ago when we ran into each other at The Fig Tree. “Are you at the office?”

“Yeah. We’re all here.”

“I’m on my way.” I disconnected the call and stared at the blank screen where Nita’s name and number had just faded.

“What is it, Robyn?”

I looked up at my mother and was a little startled by the concern I read in her eyes.

“This young reporter at the paper is dead. Hit by a car.”

She put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, that’s terrible.”

“I need to go there.”

“Of course you do.” She folded the napkin and thrust it into a pocket on the side of her purse. “We’ll talk about this later.”

In the car, my mother asked me about Clair.

“She’s been with the paper for a couple of years,” I told her. “Good reporter. Smart. Everyone loves her.” I realized I was speaking in present tense, but there was no other way to talk about Clair. “She has great instincts, you know. About stories. People.”

“Were you good friends?”

I considered that for a moment or two. “Not really. But we were friendly. We used to talk about our dogs—” What had happened to Scoop? In the scheme of things, Scoop’s fate should have been minor. But it wasn’t. Clair loved that dog—a gangly yellow mutt. If Scoop had died too, then that much more of Clair was gone.

“I’m sorry,” my mother said after a time.

“Thank you.”

I couldn’t imagine what the office would be like. How they’d have to keep working to get the newspaper to bed tomorrow. How someone would have to cover Clair’s stories.

As I stopped for a red light, I turned the wipers up a notch and squeezed my eyes shut against the rain hammering against the windshield. The rain had started last night, and the weather guy had predicted it would be with us, off and on, over the weekend.

”Robyn?”

I slowly opened my eyes again and saw my mother watching me. “What?”

“Does that newspaper have real estate listings?”

I turned on her. “Is that all you can think about?”

“Well,” she looked down and began blinking. “I—I just—”

Behind me a car honked.

“Will you shut up!” Not that the woman behind me could hear.

I popped the clutch and we stalled. “Shit!”

“Robyn—”

“Not. Now. Mother.”

She folded her hands and tightened her mouth.

I didn’t speak again until I dropped her off at Dryden. I walked around to the passenger side to give her benefit of the umbrella for the short distance from the car to the porch. The October wind had picked up and the umbrella wasn’t much protection from the rain gusting at us from the side. But I managed to get both of us to the entrance mostly dry, and as I held the door open for my mother she made no move to walk past me. Finally, because there was nothing left to do, I said, “I’ll call you later today.”

Her smile was small and timid, as though she feared my unchecked rage. “Will you think about the house?”

I sighed. “Yes, Mom.” I didn’t say what I would think about it. Probably not very much.


Chapter 2

I drove straight to the newspaper, on the other end of town. The News and Record was a good weekly paper with a hard-working staff. I’d been stringing for them since I’d moved to Fowler a couple of years ago, which was maybe a month after they hired Clair. I make a living as a freelance writer, and my news stringing is a fairly small part of my income, but I found I liked the connection the newspaper gave me to the town. And I especially liked the people. They were a tight-knit group. Nita was the oldest member—around my age, mid forties—and considered herself a mother to them all.

Although I wasn’t a member of the staff per se, they included me in most of their social events, and recently I’d begun spending some Thursday evenings with them up at Fingal’s Tap.

Nita greeted me at the door with a long, powerful hug, which I’d braced for. I’m not what you’d call a hugger, but I do understand that some people are. Nita engulfed me and held on. For such a tiny woman, she had a lot of strength. Both kinds.

When she finally released me, she took a step back. Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen. She wiped her face and pushed her hands through her short, dark hair. “God, Robyn, why? Why?”

I had no answers. So I asked, “How did it happen?”

She pulled me into her paper-cluttered office. The cream-colored sweater over a pair of snug jeans indicated she must have learned of Clair’s death before she came in. Normally, she wore a suit or a dress to the office.

Instead of sitting behind her desk, she fell into one of the faux leather chairs intended for guests. I sat in the identical chair next to hers. She looked down at her folded hands and began to chip away at the red polish on her thumbnail. “She was walking Scoop by the side of the road—Keffling, near Regent.”

I nodded and she glanced at me before continuing, “The police are still investigating, but from the tire tracks they think the driver swerved into her.”

“They think? Was it hit and run?”

She looked up, as though surprised. “I didn’t tell you that?”

I shook my head, slumping deeper into the chair. Getting hit and killed by a car was one thing. Being left there in the rain to die was another. She was still watching me as I asked, “Do they think it was intentional?”

“No. Probably got distracted. Either that or the driver was drunk. There’s a couple of bars out that way. It was ten thirty, eleven.” She swallowed. “They’ll find him. Or her.”

“Yeah, they will,” I said, and had to ask, “Scoop? What about Scoop?”

“He’s okay.” She almost smiled. “Tough mutt. They found him sitting next to Clair. Some driver saw him and then saw Clair.”

“Where’s Scoop now?”

“Amy took him for a walk, but she can’t keep him.” Nita was watching me. “Do you know anyone who could take him? For a while. Clair’s folks are coming up from Bloomington. Maybe they’ll want to bring him home with them.”

I could foster Scoop—I wanted to—but I knew that Bix couldn’t handle it. A roomie would put him in the doggie bin. But I did have an idea. “Let me call Mick. He knows a lot of people. One’s gotta be a soft touch.” I thought of the goofy way Scoop cocked his head with one ear up and the other just hanging there. “No, on second thought, I’ll just take Scoop to his office.”

Responding to Nita’s puzzled look, I said, “He’ll melt when he sees that face. Maybe he’ll adopt him on the spot.”

“Hasn’t he got a—what is it?”

“Ferret. Yeah,” I conceded. “That probably won’t work. But I’ll bet he can help.” I sure hoped he could. I couldn’t leave this sad dog here to remind everyone of their loss.

Nodding, she glanced out the window to the inner office. “Thanks, Robyn.”

“Anything else I can do?”

She raised her hand in a helpless gesture. “I don’t know.”

We sat in silence for a minute or two, and then Nita said, “The police were here. They wanted to know what she was working on.”

“Did you tell them?”

“Sure. I mean, maybe there’s something there.” She sighed. “But I think they were just going through the motions.”

“Did they ask for her notes?”

“Of course.”

“Did you give them up?”

She glanced my way with a little smile. “Of course not.” With a shrug she added, “Actually, I don’t know where they are. She must have had them at her apartment.”

“What else did they want?”

“They wanted to know if anyone had a problem with her.”

I almost laughed. “She was a reporter. Of course people had problems with her.”

I thought of the story she’d written on how an aldermen had arranged to have the road leading to a new bridge across the Crystal River take a precipitous turn so it didn’t send traffic down his street. He had railed against Clair and the Record until he’d been voted out of office in the next election.

Beside me, Nita tilted back her head so it touched the wall behind her and pulled in a deep breath, releasing it slowly as one hand worked the remnants of a pink tissue into a misshapen ball. I didn’t know what else to say, so I glanced around the room for something to focus on, finally settling on the floor. Just as my vision began to blur, a long, narrow shadow split the beige and black tiles. When I looked up, a tall man stood in the open doorway. I felt my shoulder and neck muscles contract. Later I would think how strange it was that my subconscious recognized him before I did.

He took a step into the office. Nita had opened her eyes and now she stared at him for a moment before saying, “Can I help you?”

“You’re the editor?”

“I am. Who are you?”

He glanced my way, and that was when it clicked. I remembered the eyes. They were narrow and heavy-lidded and darted back and forth as though constantly evaluating his environment.

“My name is Kurt Vrana.”

He was probably around forty and wore a three-quarter-length brown canvas jacket over jeans and a slate-colored shirt. Water drops beaded on the shoulders of his jacket.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Vrana?” There was an edge to Nita’s question, which suggested that this man had best step carefully.

“I’m here about the reporter you lost.”

“Clair?” She sat up. “Do you know something?”

Instead of answering, he asked, “What happened?”

Nita eased back in her chair. “Who are you?”

“I’m an investigator,” was all he said.

“If you’re an investigator, you probably know just about as much as we do.”

“What was she working on?”

Instead of answering him, Nita asked, “Who are you working for?”

“Freelance.”

“You knew Clair?”

His gaze shifted from Nita to me and back to Nita. I could feel the hairs on the nape of my neck start to rise.

“Yeah, I did.”

“How?”

He shook his head.

“Well then, I can’t tell you anything either.”

Vrana lifted one corner of his mouth in an approximation of a grin. “I didn’t realize her assignments were a secret.”

“They’re not. I just don’t like not knowing who I’m giving information to.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “How about you tell me what story you’re interested in. Then maybe—”

We were interrupted by a soft rapping at the door. One of the reporters, Amy, stepped around Vrana and came into the office. “Sorry, Nita,” she began. “I brought Scoop back from our walk, and now he’s curled up under Clair’s desk.” The girl’s eyes were red. “This is just ripping us up. I don’t think he can stay here.”

Nita looked to me.

I stood. “Don’t worry.”

“Are you sure?” Nita asked.

“No, but if Mick can’t help, I’ll figure something out.” I’d have to. Scoop wasn’t going to a shelter.

Vrana watched me as I left, but I couldn’t read his expression. I wasn’t at all sure about leaving Nita with this guy, but as an opinionated editorial writer, she’d gone up against worse. I was just glad to get out of there, and I was a little ashamed of myself for that. While I wanted to know what came of his request for information, I found any room that contained this guy was uncomfortable for me. We had a brief history. I promised Nita I’d call her and went to collect Scoop.

I’d seen Scoop only a couple of times before and then, as now, he reminded me of Old Yeller—a yellow mixture of several hound and terrier breeds. I reached out, and after he sniffed my hand I clipped the leash to his red collar. It took both Amy and me to coax him out from under Clair’s desk.

The rain had eased up to a light drizzle, and off in the west the clouds had lightened. Scoop plodded through the puddles I sidestepped. Once I got him into the back of my Matrix, I dug one of Bix’s toys out of the glove box—a sock puppet—and gave it to Scoop along with Bix’s blanket. He ignored the toy, nuzzled the blanket, and curled up on the bare deck. Chin resting on his paws, he looked up at me, sighed, and closed his eyes.

My eyes streaming, I pulled out onto Main Street and headed toward Mick’s office. Once Mick saw the dog, he’d think of someone. Mick knew more people than I’ll meet in a lifetime. Blinking and wiping away tears so I could see well enough to drive, I tried to refocus my emotions and found I only had to look as far as Kurt Vrana. Our paths had crossed once before at a bar called Swanee’s, where I’d been a few months earlier celebrating a friend’s divorce.

I hadn’t known Monica well. We’d met at the health club during my brief foray into the world of social fitness about six months ago. I didn’t take to it, but had gotten to know Monica because we were in the same Yoga class. I’d heard all the gory details of her divorce—more than I wanted to know, actually—and so when it became final I’d offered to take her out for dinner and a few drinks, figuring I’d assume the role of designated driver. If nothing else, it was a good excuse to get out of my apartment. And I was happy to provide the wheels. Not that I don’t drink—I do—but I’m more inclined to drink too much when I’m home alone. Sad, I know.

That night I had my usual one Scotch on the rocks and then switched to Club Soda with lime. Monica was drinking fluffy martinis. Then she started chasing the martinis with shots of something pink. Before long, she excused herself and teetered off to the women’s room. I drained my glass and got another free refill. When almost ten minutes passed and Monica hadn’t returned, I decided I’d better make sure the recently liberated one hadn’t fallen into the toilet.

When I rounded the corner to the restrooms, I saw Monica flattened against the wall by a tall, broad-shouldered man, the slice of his nose inches from her. He had a hand braced against the wall on either side, creating an effective cage. Although he wasn’t touching her, his proximity threatened, and Monica was looking at him, eyes wide and mouth agape, as though she wanted to bolt, but was afraid he’d squash her against the wall if she tried.

Then she saw me. “Robyn.” It was a plea.

I hate bullies and this guy seemed to be enjoying the squirming woman he had up against the wall. So, without thinking, I lunged, grabbed her arm and yanked her out from under the man’s shadow. The man retreated, hands raised—the universal sign for “I’m not armed.” His glare settled on me, and I got my first look at those creepy eyes as he watched me, his jaw set. He looked like he was about to detonate.

As I hustled Monica down the narrow hall, he called after her, “You think about it.”

I shoved her ahead of me, into the bar. Once we merged with the crowd, I thought I could feel his eyes boring into my back, but I didn’t look so that might have been my imagination. As I steered Monica past our table, she grabbed her drink, which I snatched from her, leaving it on the bar as we walked out the door.

“Who was that guy?” I’d asked, figuring it was her ex husband. But she mumbled something about him being a friend of her ex’s, and from there she became less coherent.

We made it home without further incident, and the next afternoon when I talked to Monica—who’d spent most of the day waiting for her bedroom to stop spinning—I didn’t learn much more about the guy, except that his name was Kurt Vrana and, for unspecified reasons, he was a jerk. That much I had already figured. Monica left Fowler a week later. It seemed sudden, but she claimed the divorce had made her crave a new setting, and she had always wanted to live in Virginia. I understood the desire to start over. We’d e-mailed for a while, but eventually that petered out. I hoped she’d found whatever it was she was looking for out east.

Now I knew a little bit more about Vrana. I still believed he was a creepy bastard, but he was also an investigator—if he was telling the truth. For who or what I did not know.

As I pulled into the parking lot of the Arthur Floyd Tart building where Mick worked, it occurred to me that Vrana might not have recognized me in Nita’s office. He’d made such an impression on me that I figured I must have done the same to him. But maybe Monica wasn’t the only one drunk that night. Or, maybe Vrana intimidated women all the time, so the faces kind of blurred together for him.

It was also possible that I’m just not that memorable.


Chapter 3

Mick had a new receptionist—not at all unusual. He went through them faster than I went through lip balm. Once I’d asked what he did to make them move on so fast, and he just told me they got better offers. They were all young and attractive. Frequently blond, always curvaceous, which made me wonder what he saw in me. I hadn’t met this new one; she’d started only a week ago. According to the nameplate on her desk (no matter how short their tenure, these women always had nameplates) she was Gretchen Peterson, and she looked up as Scoop and I walked into the office. On the desk in front of her was a newspaper folded to a half-finished crossword puzzle.

I smiled. These women were not known for their warmth, but it never hurt to try. “Hi, Gretchen. Would you let Mick know that Robyn is here.”

She had shoulder-length mussed blond hair and flawless skin. Expressionless, she looked from me to Scoop and, as she picked up the phone, said, “Which one of you is Robyn?”

I felt the color rising from my chest. “The tall one.”

I thought I saw a trace of a smile, but it may have been a smirk.

“Robyn’s here.” … “Sure.” A little giggle. When she hung up, she said, “Can you wait a minute?”

“Sure.” Beggars couldn’t afford to get huffy. I settled into one of the nubby beige chairs and pulled Scoop next to me.

“What’s your dog’s name?” Gretchen asked.

“Scoop.” I decided not to explain that Scoop wasn’t actually my dog and how I hoped to find a home for him before I left Mick’s office.

“Does it need some water?”

“No. Thanks. I think he’s okay.” I couldn’t help but soften a bit.

Nonplused, Gretchen returned to her crossword.

I leaned over to pet Scoop who had seated himself, legs splayed, beside my chair. After about four minutes, Gretchen got a call from Mick letting her know I could enter his domain. This was my first clue that I’d be navigating choppy waters today. Normally, Mick would either step out of the office to greet me or at least open the door. I wondered if he might be having a bad leg day. Mick had been a fairly successful jockey until a horse fell on his leg, crushing it. After numerous surgeries, he still walked with a slight limp. Some days were worse than others.

Although he smiled when I walked in, the lines spraying out from his eyes deepened and he had that tight look as though he were fighting some pain. I glanced around, sensing that something was out of place, but seeing nothing unusual. Mick’s memorabilia lined the walls. In addition to degrees and certificates, he had photos from his racing years, beer coasters, and there was a cluster of photos featuring his newest acquisition, a high-strung thoroughbred Mick called Loco and his companion goat, Sassy. But all the paraphernalia was pretty superficial, because, like an iceberg, most of who Mick Hughes was went way below the surface.

“Hey.” He tapped his keyboard and pushed it away.

He wore his hair on the long side and today it looked like he’d been running his hand through it—a habit that surfaced when he was tense. The color was what lots of women would pay lots of money for in a salon—a warm, toasty brown shot with streaks of gold.

I’d seen him last just a few days ago, and we’d done a lot of talking. We’d been dating (or whatever it’s called at this stage in life) for a couple of months and our relationship was at a point where we needed to either agree that it was serious or agree to step back. I was never quite sure where Mick stood, and I’d come to see our relationship as a sort of dance with neither of us sure who was leading. But when we had that talk, we both seemed to be heading in the same direction. And then there was the possibility of my moving in with him. I’d left his house the next morning with a good feeling about us.

“Who’s the dog?”

“This is Scoop.”

I expected him to continue. He’s good at keeping the conversation going. Then it occurred to me that he wasn’t the one who had arrived unexpected with a strange animal. Problem was, I hadn’t rehearsed where I was going with this.

I plunged in. “Do you remember Clair Powell? From the News and Record.”

His brow puckered and he shook his head. “Should I?”

“I’m not sure you ever met her.”

Beside me, Scoop had begun to pant and kept bumping up against my leg, almost as though he sensed the way this was going.

“I thought you had.”

He shrugged.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

That half smile. “Just busy.”

I wasn’t sure I believed him.

“Okay, well I’d better get to the point.”

He started to lean forward, dipping his head, but I plunged onward. “Clair died in a hit and run accident last night.”

Mick’s eyes narrowed as he looked into mine, as though trying to read me. As if I’d be joking about this.

“She was a nice kid,” I said. “A good reporter. They’re devastated at the paper.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

I had his interest now, but it was clear he had no idea where I was heading.

“Scoop,” I bent slightly and gave his smooth head a pat, “was her dog.” I swallowed. “He was with her when she died.”

“So, there’s a witness.”

It was flip, but I knew it was also Mick’s way of telling me to get to the point.

“He’s got nowhere to go right now. Clair’s parents are coming up from Bloomington, so they may take him, but in the meantime, Scoop really needs a place to stay. Where he can feel safe.”

Mick sighed and bowed his head. After a moment, he began shaking it.

“Not you,” I said, and added, “unless you want to …” I hurried on. “But you know a lot of people, and I thought one of those people might be looking for a little four-legged companionship.”

He swiped his hand across his mouth and rested his chin on his fist. “Who did you have in mind?”

“I don’t know. They’re your friends.” I threw out a name. “How about Rudy?”

“Rudy has four cats.”

For some reason that didn’t surprise me. I pressed, “Isn’t there anyone?”

After a moment he shook his head. “I’d have to give it some thought.”

“Would you do that?” I looked down at Scoop. “He’s such a nice dog, but I don’t think Bix could handle the competition.”

And then, feeling reckless, I guess, I went where I hadn’t planned to go. “Have you ever thought about a dog?”

“Fredo—” he began, invoking the name of his ferret.

“Fredo lives in a cage.”

“Not all the time. If he were in a cage all the time, he’d go nuts. Why do you think I’ve got screens over all the vents and any other hole he can fit in?”

“I thought you were filtering the air.” I hurried on, knowing that was lame. “You’re okay with Bix.”

”Bix is your dog.”

Before I had a chance to appreciate the sacrifice this implied, he went on. “Besides, Bix is kind of an odd dog.”

This was true. Despite the fact that Bix was mostly a rat terrier, I was pretty sure that a writhing rodent would probably terrify the poor beast.

He nodded toward Scoop. “Most dogs—that one included—would probably go after Fredo.”

I looked down at Scoop, who was watching Mick. “You wouldn’t do that.” His tail began to wag.

“Robyn …”

Of course he was right. I should have known better.

“Okay,” I conceded. “Bad idea. Just let me know if you think of anyone.” I turned to leave, hoping he’d stop me before I twisted the doorknob. But I was halfway out the room before he said, “I’m sorry, Robyn.”

At that point it was too late for me to do anything but nod and close the door behind me.

“He’s in a bad mood today,” Gretchen said as I led Scoop toward the door. I turned. “But you probably noticed that.”

I almost laughed. “Yeah, well, I tried to foist a dog off on him, so I guess I can’t blame him.”

With her pen, she pointed toward Scoop. “That little sweetie?”

“Well, he has a point. Scoop would probably go after his ferret.”

Gretchen looked at Mick’s door as though this factoid edged him toward the “bosses to be wary of” category. “He’s got a ferret?”

Pleased that she didn’t know Mick well enough to be privy to Fredo, I began to warm up to her. “Yeah, Fredo’s a cute little guy. If you like squirmy.”

She set down her pen. “So, what’s the dog’s story?”

“Last night his owner was hit by a car. She died—”

Her eyes widened. “You mean that hit and run?”

“That’s right.”

Pushing her chair away from the desk, she rose to her full height, which must have been close to six feet. The short skirt and striped leggings she wore accentuated her long legs. Made her look coltish.

Crouching in front of Scoop, she reached out to him, running her hand across the dog’s back. Scoop sniffed, seemed to find her all right, and began to enjoy the attention.

“He’s a nice dog,” I said, though Scoop had already made the point.

Gretchen looked up at me. “Why can’t you take him?”

“I guess I’ll have to, but it can’t be permanent. I’ve got a neurotic dog.”

She nodded as though no further explanation were required. “Is it just for a while?”

“I’m not sure.” I sighed. “Clair’s folks are coming into town from downstate, but to be honest, I don’t know whether they’ll want him.”

She nodded again as she stood. “I’ll take him.”

I didn’t say anything. It was really too much to ask. I wanted this woman to be Scoop’s—and my—savior, but …

“I live with my sister,” Gretchen said. “She’s a nurse. She’s got a yard.”

“Won’t she mind?”

“Nah. I know her.”

The problem was, I didn’t know Gretchen at all. How could I hand Scoop over to a stranger?

She must have sensed my inner jousting, because she smiled a little and said, “Ask Mick. He’ll vouch for me.”

I knew that was true. Whatever this young woman was, she was not an animal abuser.

“That won’t be necessary.” I hesitated. “I don’t know how long this will be. It might—”

“That’s okay. Really. I’m thinking about getting a dog. Scoop will be a good practice pup. And maybe,” she slipped her hand under his collar and rubbed his neck, “maybe this is the dog.”


Chapter 4

The morning of Clair’s memorial I stopped by Dryden to bring my mother clean laundry and a couple of magazines that I tucked into a shelf on her oak veneer nightstand.

Five days had passed since Clair’s death. Her parents had taken their daughter home, and the funeral had been on Friday. Now it was Sunday, and they were back in Fowler to move things out of her apartment. They seemed to appreciate the fact that the paper had delayed Clair’s memorial until they could be there. Nita and one of the reporters who’d been close to Clair had attended the funeral, while the other five staff members and a couple of stringers, including me, were getting the paper out. Now her parents wanted to meet all these people who had been such a large part of their daughter’s life.

When I walked into my mother’s room, the TV was tuned to some western starring Glenn Ford. He was one of her favorites, so I figured she’d be caught up in the trail dust, and I’d be able to make my exit before we had a chance to talk about homes. I’d had a busy week, and so I’d seen her only once, a quick lunch in the Dryden dining room. She’d mentioned her house-buying then, but I’d managed to distract her with the chocolate éclair I’d smuggled in. After that, in our phone conversations, she hadn’t brought it up, and I’d begun to hope that it had fallen prey to the beast devouring her memory. I wasn’t proud of this wishful thinking, but there it was. I’d have been wise to remind myself that her best defense against memory loss was sheer stubbornness. And her mule-headed attitude was just fine, thank you.

As I culled a few older magazines out of her pile, the TV cut to a commercial.

“Did you remember my Chablis?”

I sagged. Damn. “No. Sorry. I’ll bring some by this afternoon.”

“I’m out.”

“You’ll last until tonight.”

“Easy for you to say,” she muttered, and with her next breath, she said, “Have you given any more thought to that house we should buy?”

Damn.

You’d have to know my mother to appreciate that transition.

Of course I’d given it some thought. I’d thought how this would doom any chance I had with Mick. What better way to show a guy that you were interested in a future with him than moving in with your mother?

“I have.” I picked up the basket of clean clothes and walked across the room to her dresser.

“What kind of house would you like?”

Part of me—a large part—wanted to end it right here and now. This wouldn’t happen and it was best to dash her hopes before she started choosing color schemes. But I’d need a script to follow. I didn’t want to hurt her. So for the time being, I’d play along.

“I’ve always liked prairie style.”

From the way she nodded—with no enthusiasm—I could tell she didn’t see us ending up in anything Frank Lloyd Wright had inspired.

“You don’t?” I prompted.

“Well,” she picked a piece of lint from the arm of her chair. “I just don’t know if I’ll be able to manage the stairs.”

“Good point.” I should have thought of that.

“A ranch house. Yes, that would be nice.” Like she hadn’t been leading me there all along. “You’ll be glad for a ranch house when you develop arthritis.”

I had my back to her as I placed a pile of knit tops in her dresser drawer, so she didn’t see my grimace, which was as involuntary as a knee jerk.

When I didn’t respond, she said, “You don’t think this is a good idea, do you?”

I drew in a deep breath and released it, which allowed me to suppress my gut response, which was God, no. Instead, I turned toward her and said, “I don’t know, Mom.”

The TV was blasting a commercial for insurance for the uninsurable. Before I could return to the dresser, my mother said, “I’d like to ask Robbie.”

I stared at her. Again, I was trying to think of something to say other than He’s dead, Mom. Of course, I knew that didn’t matter to her. For the past two months my mother had a standing appointment every other week with Erika Starwise, psychic extraordinaire, who, my mother believed, could communicate with my late father.

“I don’t know, Mom,” I repeated. It was all I could come up with on short notice. I honestly didn’t mind her thinking she could connect with him, talk with him. Whether it actually happened or Erika was simply inventing this dialogue didn’t matter so much because it made my mother happy. But if she was going to start asking this ghost—I didn’t care if he was my father—for advice, well, I’d have to have a word with him on my own. And I didn’t relish the idea of telling a ghost to butt out.

My thoughts were reeling, and so it was a moment before I realized that my mother had spoken again, asking me something.

“What?”

“What is today?” she said, pronouncing each word slowly, as though English were my second language.

“Sunday.”

“Don’t I have my next appointment with Erika on Wednesday?” She began digging through papers on the little walnut veneer end table, looking for the scrap of paper she’d written it on.

“Yes, Wednesday.”

She stopped rummaging. “Will you come with me?”

“Last time I came with you he didn’t show up.”

“Yes, I know.” She gave me a sharp look. “Can you blame him? Your cynical nature is not very welcoming.”

“Erika told you that, didn’t she?”

“She didn’t have to.”

I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Mom. I can’t fake it.” Actually, I’m pretty good at faking it. And getting better every day.

As she sighed, her shoulders slumped. “All right. I suppose I’ll have to ask him myself. Through Erika.”

When she leaned over, pulled the knob on the end table drawer, and dug out a pack of Juicy Fruit gum, appearing to have given up the fight, I knew I’d lost. There was no way I could let that conversation occur without being present, and my mother knew it.

I did not like the idea of her consulting Robbie on our living arrangements. Not that I had anything against him, but we’d never known each other, and so how did the mere fact of his being dead suddenly make him an expert on who I should live with? But I couldn’t stop my mother. “I’ll be there,” I said.

By now she was focused on peeling the silver foil off of a stick of gum. I began to wonder if she’d heard me. But then, after folding the gum over twice, popping it into her mouth and giving it a few good chews, she said, “That’s good, Robyn. He’s been asking about you.”

I closed my eyes so they could roll in private.


Chapter 5

Clair’s memorial was held at Fingal’s Tap. I got there almost twenty minutes late—not that anyone would be keeping track, but it mattered to me. I tend to be lax in many areas, but punctuality isn’t one of them.

I’d picked up that liter of Chablis and dropped it off at Dryden Manor. While I was there, my mother made a point of introducing me to Azalea, whom I had met on numerous occasions, but who didn’t seem to remember any of them.

Fingal’s Tap was only about a block and a half from my apartment. Yet another in the long, long list of reasons not to get a home with my mother. I would miss being able to walk to coffee shops and bars. Not necessarily in that order. Of course, I’d also miss that if I were to move in with Mick, but if I were living with Mick I probably wouldn’t need as many distractions.

The pub hadn’t been reserved for the newspaper crew and Clair’s friends, but they’d taken over a good two-thirds of the place—three large tables and a couple of smaller ones in the northwest corner, under the Pabst Blue Ribbon sign.

As soon as Nita saw me, she pulled me aside. “Two things,” she said.

“As long as one of them is what happened last week with Vrana.” With things being as crazy as they were, I hadn’t had the chance to ask her.

She made a face. “Not much to tell. He wouldn’t say what story he was interested in, and so I wouldn’t say what she was working on. Guess you’d call that a stalemate.” After a pause, she added, “It is curious though.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just that I really wanted to know why he wanted to know.”

“Yeah. Well, he’s a creepy guy. I don’t like him.”

She shrugged. “He’s not the warm cuddly type, I’ll give you that.” But then she smiled a little, and before I could ask what that was about, she changed the subject. “Speaking of Clair’s stories, there’s a feature she was working on that I’d like you to handle. We can talk about it tomorrow.”

“What story?”

“Cedar Ridge.”

“Oh.”

“You sound disappointed.”

I was. What I was hoping for was the brothel-in-the-midst-of-Fowler story. “Later,” I said. “What else?”

“That’s it for now. Amy and Scott are covering the city council and schools. I need you for this feature.”

There was more. I waited.

“Okay.” She steered me toward the rear of the room. “I need your help.” I could hear the click of a fussball machine in the small, adjoining game room. “You see that woman sitting by herself at the end of the bar near the kitchen?”

I looked and saw an attractive, middle-aged woman with chin-length blond hair and a patrician profile. Her hand covered the base of the wine glass sitting in front of her as she stared toward the mirrored wall behind the bar.

“I see her.”

“That’s Clair’s mother,” Nita said.

“Yeah, Clair looks like her, doesn’t she?”

“Please go talk to her.”

“Well, sure, I was going to tell her how sorry I am.” It occurred to me that Nita was asking for more than this. I looked down at her. “But what am I supposed to say after that?” My plan had been to express my condolences to her parents, have a drink and be home before the nine o’clock news.

Instead of answering, Nita said, “You’re more empathetic than I am.”

“No, I’m not.” I looked around. “Why is she alone? Where’s Clair’s father?”

Nita gestured toward the large round table in the corner. Sitting with four newspaper employees and talking to Ike, the Record’s photographer, was a pleasant looking, middle-aged man with thinning hair and an animated way about him. Since he was the only one at the table I didn’t recognize, I figured he was Clair’s father.

“Maybe she wants to be alone,” I said to Nita, who gave me a sour look.

“Well, her daughter just died. Everyone is drinking. Maybe she’s doing all she can to hold it together.”

“Just try,” Nita urged.

I sighed. Further discussion was pointless.

Nita patted my shoulder as I headed toward the end of the bar.

“Mind if I sit here?” I asked the woman, whose name I just realized I didn’t know.

She turned to me with sad, tired eyes and a look that implied she knew who sent me here.

I tried again. “Nita can’t stand to see anyone on the outside. Even if they choose to be there.” I slid onto the barstool. “I’m Robyn Guthrie. I’m a stringer for the Record.”

She studied me for a moment. Close up, her features weren’t quite as severe. Mainly, I think it was her eyes that softened her.

Finally, she said, “I’m Mara.”

“Nice to meet you.” I hastened to add, “Although I wish the circumstances had been different.”

She just nodded.

I glanced over toward the table where her husband was still chatting with Ike. “Is that Clair’s father?”

She followed my gaze. “Yes, that’s Jack.” A tight smile. “He has the gift of gab. And he’s not even Irish.” She blinked a couple of times. “He loves people, feels comfortable around them. That’s where he needs to be right now.”

Tommy, the bartender, came over. “Hey, Robyn, the usual?”

“Sure,” I said and Mara raised her eyebrows. I smiled. “It’s good to be consistent.” I nodded at her almost-empty glass. “Can I get you another?”

When she hesitated, I said to Tommy. “Both of us.”

After he left neither of us spoke.

I was thinking I’d get my drink and leave her to her thoughts, seeing as that seemed to be what she wanted, when she drained her glass, set it down and said, “I really don’t need any more of these.”

“I know. Their wine isn’t the best.”

She smiled. “No, I mean this is my second glass. I don’t usually imbibe.”

“Sometimes it’s nice to imbibe.” That sounded lame, and I gave myself a mental thunking for uttering it.

“There’s a real temptation to drink and forget, but I’ll know I’ll wake up tomorrow and it’ll be the same.”

“Only you’ll also have a hangover.”

Artless of me but, to my relief, she chuckled, then glanced over her shoulder at her husband who was gesturing with his hands, like he was estimating the size of a fish.

“They’re probably comparing their lens lengths,” I said.

At first she didn’t seem to hear me, but she smiled a little, watching her husband as though collecting a memory. “We argued over the ‘e.’”

“The ‘e’?”

“We both liked the name Clair, but he thought there ought to be an ‘e’ at the end. He said that was the way to spell a girl’s name. It was prettier.”

I waited.

Her voice tightened. “But I wanted her name to be like the song—‘Clair de Lune.’ That means twilight.” She turned toward me. “My favorite time of day.”

“Mine too,” I said, before I could stop myself.

She gave me a dubious look, which I deserved.

“No, it is. It’s the purple time of day. My favorite color.”

Tommy delivered our drinks. I took a sip off the top of my Scotch and realized I hadn’t said what I’d come here to say. “I’m so sorry about Clair.”

“Thank you.”

“I can’t begin to know what it’s like. I don’t have children.”

She looked at me, canting her chin. “By choice?”

I gave it a minute. “And circumstance.”

She drank and licked the moisture from her upper lip. “Clair was our only child. I think I realized that if I had another, he or she would not be as easy as Clair was.” She shook her head. “No child is perfect, but Clair … she was sweet, thoughtful … and I don’t know why.” She laughed. “I’m none of those things.”

I laughed too, figuring she was being hard on herself.

“No,” she added, “really. Another child might have been … normal. What would I have done then?”

“Clair was an amazing young woman,” I said. “I didn’t know her all that well, but she seemed very self-assured. And not in a pushy way. She knew who she was.” Then I added, “Some people spend their whole lives trying to figure that out.”

“You’re right. She was.”

With her thumb, she wiped some moisture from under her right eye. “I just can’t believe …”

I waited.

She struggled with the words. “That someone would … do that and … just leave her.”

“I can’t either,” I said. “But the police are working on it, Mara.”

“Forgive me if I’m not optimistic.” She dug into her purse and produced a tissue. “I wasn’t terribly impressed with Fowler’s police department.”

“Who did you talk to?”

She wiped her nose. “We talked to the officer who took the call. Her name was Danvers.” She swallowed. “She said they didn’t have anything yet, but they are interviewing people.” She looked at me. “Who is there to interview?” She asked as though she expected an answer.

“I don’t know.”

“We’re thinking of offering a reward.”

I nodded, and Mara continued, “We have money we were going to give to Clair.” She lifted one hand in a little wave. “For whatever. A wedding. Travel. A house. And now …” She looked over at me, “Do you think they do any good? Rewards?”

“I think sometimes they can. Everyone has a price. If there’s a reluctant witness … money can be very convincing.”

“I don’t know how much. What do you think?”

How could I put a price on a mother’s peace of mind? “Talk to the police. They can give you an idea.”

She nodded as though that made sense.

That was when I felt someone coming up behind us, and I was a little ashamed by my relief.

“Mara, hon.”

It was Mara’s husband, Jack. He put his arm around his wife and gave her a peck on her cheek. “Someone you need to meet.”

We both turned and there was Gretchen, Mick’s secretary, with Scoop at the end of a new red leash. I wondered how she’d learned of the memorial, not that it was a secret or anything, then figured it must have been Mick who told her.

I left them to get acquainted with their daughter’s dog, murmuring a thanks to Gretchen as I passed her. I had the feeling that Scoop would be in good hands.

For the next half hour, I kept an eye on Mara. Jack had joined her at the bar and people were drifting over there in groups of two or three, so they weren’t alone. Thinking it was time for me to make an exit, I was working my way out of the room when, once again, Nita intervened, waving me over to one of the small, round tables adjacent to a row of mullioned windows facing the street. She was sitting with a dark-haired man wearing jeans and a forest green sweater. When I headed their way, Nita leaned over and grabbed an empty chair from the next table and dragged it into the space between them, patting the seat, swaying a little as she braced with her hand. When I sat, she leaned across me to touch the man’s forearm. “I want you to meet Mr. Patchen. Glenn Patchen. Glenn, this is Robyn Guthrie.”

We shook hands and I settled into the chair. She moved her hand to my arm. “Robyn, what are you drinking? Scotch? Beer?” Before I could answer, she was flagging down the waitress. Glenn and I exchanged looks. He was pleasant looking with intelligent eyes behind a pair of rimless glasses and a wide mouth that turned into a nice smile. I guessed he was in mid- to late thirties. Like a lot of people at Fingal’s that evening, he was a little sad around the edges.

Nita ordered me a beer and herself another glass of merlot. Glenn shook his head when she instructed him to give the waitress his order and indicated the half full glass of beer in front of him.

“I wanted you two to meet,” Nita said, crossing her arms and leaning on the table. Then she picked up a discarded plastic straw and began twisting it. I figured what she really wanted was a cigarette—a craving that tended to elevate along with her alcohol consumption.

Glenn and I exchanged another look. His smile was waning a bit.

Nita finally continued, “Glenn is the architect for the Cedar Ridge development.”

Cedar Ridge was Fowler’s foray into green technology. The fight for zoning approval for the project had been hard-won. David de Coriolis, our district’s congressman, had had his eye on the area as a prime location for an outlet mall. Despite his best efforts and his clout, the environmentalists had won. The fact that sales at Cedar Ridge were unimpressive, to say the least, may have proven his instincts correct, but no one—especially our district’s representative—was doing any gloating. Fowler needed every break it could get. “Clair had been working closely with him on the story.”

I looked at him again. He was watching Nita as he sipped the beer and settled it onto the coaster. He had large hands and long, slender fingers. A gold band embraced the ring finger of his left hand.

“He planned the whole thing.”

“Well—” Glenn spoke for the first time, “—it wasn’t entirely my—”

“Oh, stop,” Nita raised a hand, “do not be modest, young man, I—”

Just then our drinks arrived, diverting Nita’s attention as she made sure that we each got what we’d ordered.

I took advantage of Nita’s distraction and turned to Glenn. “I’m a stringer for the paper.”

“She’s a great stringer, and the only reporter I trust with this story.” Nita could refocus faster than anyone I knew. She poured the remaining quarter inch of wine from her old glass into the new one and swallowed it off the top.

Again, I wasn’t thrilled about the Cedar Ridge story. Nita always asked before assigning, and I liked that she appreciated the fact that I was freelance and didn’t work for her. But Clair’s death had everyone acting a little weird. No matter, it was work and I needed it. Still, I made a mental note for a request in return.

“Clair had interviewed you?” I asked him.

“Yeah. And I guess you could call me one of her sources. She was real interested in the whole environmental housing movement. And seeing as how sales haven’t been what we’d hoped, she thought this story might generate some interest in the unsold lots.” He nodded, as if to himself. “She cared.”

“That’s right,” Nita said.

“How much of the development is completed?”

“We’ve got two duplexes ready for occupancy and a third under construction.”
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