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CHAPTER ONE

By the last Saturday in June, outdoor activities in Riddleton, South Carolina, were like a bad marriage. You could survive more or less unscathed if you got out early enough. Wait too long, though, and it turned to hell in a hurry. With that in mind, today’s Riddleton 10k began at six in the morning. Two cups of coffee short of complete brain function, my caffeine-deprived body was camped out on the sidewalk in front of the town hall, at the finish line.

Throngs gathered along the race route to cheer on the runners, and my ears vibrated with the echoes of a hundred conversations, which played snare drum in my head. Mostly arguments about who would win the competition. Although, a young couple behind me argued over whether to spend money they didn’t have on a new fifty-inch flat-screen on clearance at Walmart. No surprise, he was the yes, she the no.

Once a stagecoach rest stop halfway between Blackburn and Sutton, Riddleton had grown when engineers built the dam to create Lake Dester. It remained a small town, though, rife with the typical small-town mentality. Everyone knew everything about everyone else, and help during troubled times was never more than an arm’s length away. It suffocated me as a kid growing up here, and I couldn’t wait to escape to college in Blackburn. When I moved back to town last year, however, I learned how reassuring having people around who cared about me could be.

However, surrounded by densely packed humanity, I shifted my feet and struggled with what to do with my hands. No room in the pockets of my getting-tighter-everyday jeans, so I lowered them to my sides. Unfortunately, my puppy Savannah’s leash occupied one of them.

“Ouch!” A tiny drop of blood welled on my index finger. I stuck the offended digit in my mouth and glanced down. My German shepherd puppy fixed her warm brown eyes on me, ears back, tail wagging. I squatted to her level. “Now see here, Savannah, just because you own a maw full of razor blades doesn’t mean you’re allowed to slice me to ribbons every time you want a little attention.”

She licked my cheek, her silver muzzle prickly against my skin. So much for scolding.

Brittany Dunlop, her flyaway blond hair taking off in the breeze, squeezed in beside us. “A kiss counts as an apology, wouldn’t you say, Jen?”

Brittany had adopted me in kindergarten, and we’d remained best friends ever since. Although she topped the tape measure at a whopping five foot two, she was a formidable presence in my life, and I don’t know how I would’ve survived my childhood without her. The voice of sanity whispering in my ear when my stepfather Gary was having one of his out-of-control days, and home became crazy town.

Savannah leaped towards her in greeting, and her tongue flared like a lizard snapping breakfast off a branch. Brittany yanked her hands out of the danger zone and clasped them behind her back, having already experienced her share of rapier-like love nips.

“Close to one as I’m going to get, I’m sure.” I told the pup to sit, then pushed gently on her hindquarters until she complied and leaned on my leg, tongue dripping saliva on my brand-new Nike cross-trainer. The exercise was a trial for us both, given the distraction of the masses around us. “She needs to potty, but escaping the crowd will be an adventure.”

“Want me to run interference for you? I’m a librarian, remember? People have to listen to me, or I’ll shush them.” Brittany knelt to scratch Savannah’s chest, an offer of some much-needed attention to the self-proclaimed neglected puppy.

“No, you hold our place. I want to see Eric win.” Eric O’Malley—the tall, lanky, red-headed leader of the Riddleton Runners, a group I’d reluctantly joined last year—also represented the police department as a patrol officer. No question about which role meant more to him today, though. He chased the finish line like it was an armed robbery suspect trying to get away.

Brittany pursed her thin lips and inched her oversized, tiger-striped glasses back up to the bridge of her nose. “You think he’s fast enough?”

“Hard to say, but a win would mean a lot to him. Besides, I’ve learned to appreciate his friendship, so I should root for him, don’t you think?”

She raised her so-pale-they-could-barely-be-seen-in-the-sunlight eyebrows. “Yeah, like that’s the only reason.”

I sent her an eye roll. “Please! I’m well aware of what you’re thinking. He’s my running buddy, and a win would make him happy, which is my only interest.”

“If you say so.” Brittany crossed her arms. “Wanna put your money where your mouth is? I say the chief’s a shoo-in again.”

My mind generated a picture of the graying fifty-something who carried his thirty-plus years on the force, the last ten spent behind a desk, like ankle weights. In comparison, Eric was a gazelle being chased by a lion through the Serengeti. A gangly, red-headed gazelle in baggy green shorts and a red tank top. “That old man? No way. I’ll risk five bucks.”

“Throw in lunch, and you’ve got a deal.”

“Done.” I allowed Savannah to maneuver us through the multitude, and smiles flashed from friends and strangers alike. Nothing like puppies and babies to grab attention. Most people were suckers for the young and the helpless. Like The Young and the Restless, only cuter.

A youthful—compared to my ancient twenty-nine, that is—woman in a Sutton High School Track T-shirt peeked around the muscular biceps of the middle-aged man who stood in front of her. She squealed at a pitch an octave above my comfort zone. “Hey, aren’t you Jennifer Dawson?”

Here we go. I resisted the urge to cover my ears as I suspected Savannah wished she could. “Yes.”

She powered the rest of the way through and almost trampled the bounding puppy since Biceps Man’s leg blocked her escape route.

Muscles flexed under his tight, black Gold’s Gym T-shirt, he exposed what he clearly believed to be an irresistible smile.

Nice try, fella, but I don’t think so.

“I’m so excited to meet you,” the young woman said. “Catching that killer by yourself was amazing. You’re a real hero.”

Vacant eyes stared up at me from the first floor of the Cunningham house. When Aletha—bookstore owner, muse, and friend—was murdered last year, I became embroiled in the investigation because evidence pointing to me was found at the crime scene. I shook away the memory. At least the woman didn’t have a question about my stalled second novel. “Thank you, but I got lucky. Had lots of help, too.”

“Well, I think you’re terrific. Also, I loved your book, by the way. When’s the next one due out?”

My faux smile made its first appearance of the day. “Soon.” Otherwise known as never, at my current rate of progress.

Savannah stretched to the end of her leash, giving me the perfect excuse to make an exit. If only she could write the novel for me, the question would never arise again. Did they make laptops with German-shepherd-sized keys?

American flags wilted on the lampposts lining Main Street under a sunny, eighty-five-degree sky at seven in the morning. The humidity-thickened air left me with the sensation of trying to breathe underwater. A skill I’d never mastered, even when someone tried to drown me last year. Fortunately, I’d mastered the skill of holding my breath instead.

Savannah towed me past Bob’s Bakery to the grassy strip in front of the post office, across from the library. Actually, it was more like a post closet, the parking lot being twice the size of the structure itself. The architect must’ve suffered from a bad case of wishful thinking.

At the moment, the post office was the only structure in town besides my bookstore devoid of decorations. I had no idea when the tradition began, but all the local shop owners decorated their windows for every major holiday. The town council even hosted a contest for some holidays, which sometimes included a prize for the best display. The Independence Day reward was the opportunity to be the grand marshal of the parade. When I inherited the bookstore from Aletha, that responsibility became mine. Unfortunately, I had the artistic ability of a blender.

Riddleton mayor, Teresa Benedict, came out of the building—short, brown hair as spiky as her disposition pinned by the phone headset she spoke into. She flapped a fistful of town correspondence from her mailbox—probably destined for the suitcase she called a purse—at me and lifted her chin away from the microphone. “You ever gonna finish that book, Jen?”

I stifled a groan and gave her a thumbs-up in place of the finger I wanted to use while Savannah searched for the perfect spot to do her thing. Her requirements remained a mystery to me, but after four or five false alarms and a peanut snatched out of the dirt, she made her selection.

As I bent to retrieve the results with a plastic bag, the mayor strode past us toward a black, late-model Ford Expedition. A cloud of lavender wafted over me. She might want to cut back before a swarm of bees investigated the all-you-can-eat buffet.

With murky brown eyes flashing, Teresa said into her headset, “Well, he won’t be chief of police much longer if he doesn’t change his mind. It’ll be the last decision he ever makes.” She tucked into the driver’s seat and shut the door behind her.

I shook my head at the mayor’s hyperbole. The more contentious, the better she liked it. I ran a hand down my puppy’s spine and scratched her favorite spot at the base of her tail. “Uh-oh, Savannah, sounds like the chief did a boo-boo.”

She thrust her rear up against my fingertips and snuffled my other hand, floppy ears perked, tongue hanging out the side of her mouth.

Goofball.

Would her ears ever stand up? When she ran, she resembled a baby bird that fell out of its nest, flapping useless wings all the way down.

“You’re right, little girl. He must’ve pooped on the rug.”

We meandered back toward the town hall and edged our way into the horde near the bakery, directly across the street from the town hall. Bob had sketched his obligatory window display but hadn’t painted it yet. This year’s offering? In his trademark tri-corner hat, George Washington crossed the Delaware with a mug of coffee in one hand, a donut in the other, and a big smile on his face. An interesting twist on the old adage, “An army travels on its stomach.”

Electricity crackled as wannabe critics argued the merits and demerits of Bob’s work. To me, the scene was entertaining. To them? The wedge on which the whole world teetered. Good thing I wasn’t one of the judges. I might not live long enough to complete my book.

On our way back to the finish line, Savannah scarfed the remains of two hot dogs and an apple turnover off the ground. Poor baby never ate. Two gargantuan bowls of puppy chow and a gazillion treats a day notwithstanding, of course.

I rested my arm on Brittany’s shoulder while the pup flopped down on my feet and sniffed the sidewalk for more nibbles. “Any sign of the runners?”

“Not yet, although I’ve heard a commotion from up near the park. How was your walk?”

“Eventful.” I held up the bag, then chucked it into a nearby trash can, decorated with posted remains from our last election. Perfect place for it. “The mayor is mad at Chief Vick. I overheard her on the phone just now, and he did something to stir up her venom.”

A snigger escaped Brittany. “Might be anything. I think we’ve all been infuriated with Tobias Vick at one time or another. It seems he goes out of his way to irritate people.”

“Ain’t that the truth. Like the day he sent Eric to give me a ticket because my muffler sounded like a cement mixer. He only gave me a warning, though, and even helped me fix it the next day. Of course, I shouldn’t complain. That’s how we became friends. Still, I’ve seen people with car parts falling off, and the chief never bothered them.”

“No kidding. I guess it depends on his frame of mind each day.”

Since my return to town a year and a half ago, the only moods he’d exhibited were foul, fouler, and foulest.

Brittany continued, “He’s been a huge supporter of the library, so I can’t complain too much.” Hands stuffed in her shorts pockets, she turned to me. “Speaking of which, are you game to help me set up for the fundraiser?”

As the town librarian, Brittany was responsible for raising money to cover shortfalls in the budget. The annual fundraiser auction provided much of the necessary funds. “Absolutely! Antonio’s has the food covered, right? I love that restaurant.”

“Yup, and a bottle of wine for the auction. All we need to do is prep the dining room.”

“Generous.”

“Definitely. You know, I think it’s the expensive one the chief likes so much.”

“Guess we’d better make sure he has the highest bid to stay on his good side. I might have muffler trouble again.” I scratched Savannah behind her ears. “I wouldn’t want to be within a hundred miles of him if he loses. Doubt anyone else’ll try for it, though. Everyone knows how much he wants it.”

“After what he did to me the other night, I’m bidding on it.”

We turned to find rookie RPD Officer Leonard Partridge behind us, his navy-blue uniform crisp, creases perfectly centered down his legs. His cousin Greg stood beside him, munching on a hot dog slathered with mustard, some of which had escaped to worm its way down his scruffy chin.

A hot dog at seven in the morning? My belly flipped. “What’d he do?” I asked.

Leonard ran fingers over his chestnut mustache. “I had a date at Antonio’s. The chief staggered by our table, knocked a whole glass of wine in my lap, then kept going. No apology. Nothing. And, I couldn’t say anything because he’s my boss.”

Brittany touched his arm. “Perhaps he didn’t realize what happened.”

He tipped his chin and thrust out his chest, the protective vest straining the buttons on his shirt. “He knew, all right. Did it on purpose ’cause his son likes the girl I was with. It worked, too. She’s ghosted me ever since. Third time he’s embarrassed me like that.”

I suspected the girl’s reaction had little to do with Chief Vick’s son. Or the spilled wine. Leonard seemed okay, and Eric hadn’t mentioned any problems with him as a patrol partner. However, he did once say the man complained a lot. Still, Leonard made the hair on the back of my neck dance a jig every time I encountered him. Like a goose walked over my grave, as my grandmother used to say. No idea why.

In the distance, a roar went up from the spectators along the race route, which built in intensity as it traveled toward the finish line. The runners were almost home. Who would be first? On my tiptoes, I peered past the flat-screen couple, who’d managed to creep up to the street. Eric and Chief Vick, reminiscent of the Scarecrow and the Cowardly Lion, galloped side by side around the corner of Pine and Main, a hundred feet away.

A few yards behind, a short, squat man I didn’t recognize fought to shorten the gap. At the same time, Lacey Stanley—the manager of my bookstore, Ravenous Readers—closed in on him with long, elegant strides. A former Olympic hopeful with dreams derailed by a torn ACL in college, Lacey was now a married mother of two who threw herself into the bookstore with the same gusto she once used to train for gold.

We ran together every Saturday morning, yet I’d never realized how speedy she was. She must’ve saved all her energy for race day. Or, more likely, she didn’t want me to get discouraged about being the tortoise to her hare. Especially since, in real life, the hare never stopped to take a nap.

Eric sprinted ahead at the straightaway, stick-figure arms pumping like coupling rods on a locomotive. He increased his lead to a full stride. The chief labored to catch up, face fire-engine red, chest heaving. No surprise since Eric told me last week the old man unbuttoned his pants to sit down when he thought nobody was looking. The separation diminished an inch at a time. From the look of it, the guy would either win or die trying.

Ten feet from the finish line, they bumped shoulders again. Chief Vick clipped his front calf with his back foot and collided with Eric, who stumbled and hit the ground two feet short of the tape spanning Main Street. His arms and legs jumbled together like pickup sticks, blood oozing from a gash in his right knee.

The crowd gasped.

The chief of police lunged through the two-inch-wide plastic ribbon with his hands high above his head.




CHAPTER TWO

I arrived at Antonio’s Ristorante, my usual five minutes late. Tony Scavuto—khaki cargo shorts and a paint-splattered lime-green T-shirt with a two-inch hole in the middle covering his solid frame—daubed gray, swirled clouds across the top of his window, humming “C’è La Luna” under his breath. Below the brewing storm, he’d created a revolutionary battle scene including a rotund British soldier with a Dick Dastardly handlebar mustache firing meatballs out of a cannon at a group of blue-and-white-clad American soldiers with napkins tucked into their shirt collars, brandishing knives and forks.

Inside, the rattle of pots and pans fought for my attention, along with the smell of roasted beef. A red and white Riddleton Library Fundraiser banner was strung across the back of the room. The Tiffany lamps suspended overhead reminded me of the last time I’d been here. A disastrous dinner date during which I’d had way too much wine and made a fool of myself.

Brittany breezed by with an armful of pristine, snow-white tablecloths, a towel tucked into the back of her shorts like a mud flap for her butt. I followed her to a row of empty wooden tables. “Sorry, I’m late. Savannah dillydallied on her walk. I’m amazed at how many fascinating trees and mailbox posts Riddleton has, but I don’t understand why she needs to stop and sniff every one of them. I can’t imagine what she smells.”

Brittany deposited her load on the sideboard. “Believe me, Jen, you don’t want to be able to smell everything she can.”

“True. A permanent head cold sounds more appealing.”

She clutched a tablecloth at one end and handed the other side to me. A flick of our wrists floated it into place like a parachute wafting back to earth. One down, thirty-nine to go. Plus, place settings, glasses, and silverware. This afternoon might last three weeks.

The library needed the money, though. The town didn’t collect enough revenue to support it without help. If our library closed, Brittany would lose her job and move in with me. A Hindenburg-level disaster. We’d considered sharing an apartment once, for a minute, but realized that decision might lead to the end of our lifelong friendship. Opposites attract, but only in small doses.

We’d better hurry up and finish our work since the fundraiser had to be successful for that reason if nothing else. Besides, Brittany might have enough left to buy a copy of my book for the shelves. Then more people could ask about the second one.

Yippee.

We moved on to table number two, and I grabbed my end. “Tony worked hard on his decorations this year, didn’t he? I love the Dastardly Redcoat. Kinda reminds me of Angus.”

Her guffaw drowned out the kitchen clatter. “Don’t let him hear you say that.”

“Okay, he can be Muttley. The good guy.”

“I don’t know. I think he’ll ban us from his restaurant, and you’ll starve to death.”

My running partner—short, stout Angus Halliburton—owned the Dandy Diner, where I ate most of my meals. “Not necessarily. Plenty of puppy food in my house.”

“I think it’s safe to assume the diner’s cuisine tastes better. Besides, I doubt your dog would share. Or that there’d be enough for both of you.”

With a new cloth in hand, I headed for the next table. “No kidding. That hound eats more in a day than I do in a week. Why couldn’t the lady in Savannah breed Chihuahuas instead?”

Brittany wagged her finger at me. “Jennifer Marie Dawson! That woman gave you a thousand-dollar dog because she felt sorry for you. Really! I wonder about you sometimes.”

And Savannah’s mother saved me when I was stranded after the almost-drowning episode. My own fault, though. I should’ve stayed out of the investigation. Olinski tried to tell me, but I didn’t listen as usual. Of course, I didn’t listen to him the whole time we were dating in high school, either. Why should things be any different now that he’s a police detective?

I stuck out my lower lip. “You’re right. Consider me chastised.”

She suppressed a smile. “I’m a little surprised Tony bothered with another elaborate holiday display after the chief nosed him out last time. He insists the contest is rigged because the Vicks always win.”

“Silly man. Anne-Marie Vick shoots the works on their house for every holiday. Flags, bunting, lights, you name it. That’s why they always exhibit the best display. I wouldn’t be surprised if they hosted a Revolutionary War re-enactment on their front lawn this year. Or a North Pole-style snowball fight next Christmas.” I hadn’t spent much time with Anne-Marie since my return to town, but I recognized a workhorse when I saw one.

I straightened the corner of the tablecloth into an equilateral triangle. “Too bad donating an expensive bottle of wine for the auction won’t improve Tony’s chances to be the grand marshal. The chief isn’t one of the judges.”

“Worse than that, Angus told me Tony messed up the chief’s order the other night, and Vick gave him a negative review on Yelp.”

“Petty, but typical. I guess the chief just can’t help himself.”

Tables clothed, I wandered over to check out the auction items while Brittany collected the place settings Tony had loaded on a cart for us. Almost every business in town had made a donation. The two gas stations each offered a year’s worth of free drinks. The Riddleton Bank donated a complete financial checkup. I provided a hundred-dollar gift certificate from Ravenous Readers, and the Piggly Wiggly tendered the same amount in groceries.

Brittany returned with a double-decker trolley loaded with plates, glasses, and silverware. My life for the next two hours. All for a good cause, though. Tony—close-cropped black hair plastered to his olive skin by sweat—followed on her heels with the bottle of wine that would highlight the auction. I held out my hand, and he passed the prize to me. I examined the label. What made this particular vintage so unusual? I shot him a curious glance and set it on the table with the other contributions.

He ran a hand over his hair and gestured toward the donations. “A 2018 Bibi Graetz Testamatta Toscana. Excellent wine, rich and full-bodied.” He kissed his bunched fingertips. “Perfetto. If the rest of my wine-lover customers join in, it should bring in a ton for the library.”

“Thanks, Tony.” Brittany squeezed his arm. “Quite generous of you.”

“My pleasure.” Red-faced, almost-black eyes glistening, he pulled back his broad shoulders, kissed Brittany’s hand, and returned to the kitchen.

I folded my arms over my chest. “What’s that all about?”

She blushed and tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “Nothing. He was being gallant.”

“You sure? That’s not what your face says.”

She grasped a handful of plates and centered one on each side of the table. “Don’t be silly. Nothing is going on between Tony and me.”

“Well, you better not let your pal Detective Olinski see that kind of nothing going on. He’s got a green streak a mile long. I should know. He drove me crazy with it in high school.”

“Oh, please! We’ve been on a couple of dates, neither of which included our wedding. Besides, people change.”

“Are you kidding? To Stan Olinski, your second date was the wedding. He brought you a dozen roses and chocolates. Ghirardelli, no less. You’re lucky I didn’t break into your apartment and steal them after you went out.” I laid silverware beside the dishes. Fork on the left, knife—blade toward the plate—and spoon on the right. My mother would be proud. “Remember how he reacted when I went away to college? He stayed angry for ten years.”

“I don’t see the comparison. You two dated all the way through school. Everyone expected you to marry.” Her lips twitched. “I think you’re jealous.”

“Ridiculous. If Olinski cared about me as much as he cared about that blue uniform he wanted so much, he’d have understood being a writer was my dream. Something I’d never accomplish if I became Mrs. Stanley Olinski at eighteen. I needed to experience more of the world outside this little Podunk town.” To be honest, though, Brittany and Olinski had much better-matched personalities than he and I ever did.

She studied me. “I understand, but what about now? Why won’t you let anyone in?”

“Come on, Britt. All my relationships end in disaster. Olinski hated me when I left for college, Scott abandoned me for a job in Paris, and you know about the last one. Face it. I have lousy instincts when it comes to men. And that obviously hasn’t improved with age.” My hand shook a bit as I laid down a fork. “I want to concentrate on my work. This second book is what I need to put my life back on track.”

Brittany hefted another handful of plates. “Your experiences are discouraging, but don’t give up. What about Eric? He’s a good guy.”

We made it to the last table. Finally. “Eric O’Malley is a friend.”

“Uh-huh. Keep telling yourself that. You know he wants more.”

True, but the thought of another relationship right now had me headed for the hills like a bandit who’d just robbed the Wells Fargo stagecoach. I placed the final wineglass and stepped back to admire our work. Not bad. Almost professional. “I know, but friends are more important at this point in my life. It’s been less than a year since my last fiasco. I’m not ready to think about anything else yet.”

“Well, you need to. You spend too much time alone.”

I tapped her with my elbow. “That’s what I have you for.”

With only an hour left to turn our pumpkins into coaches and don our glass slippers, Brittany and I scurried home to our apartments across the hall from each other. Savannah greeted me with her usual fervor, and I scrambled to protect my arms and legs from her enthusiasm.

At fifty-seven pounds and growing, her behavior had evolved from koala to velociraptor on steroids. The next time I took her in for shots, I’d ask the vet about a trainer. Never having owned a dog before, I needed help before I ended up with an eighty-pound, four-legged whirling dervish.

We played tug of war with her leash until I feinted her out of the way, clipped it to her collar, then navigated the steps down to the street. Savannah mercifully skipped a few of her prime stops, and we returned home in a jiffy. I shoveled another load of food into her dish to fill her back up again. While she gobbled it down, I hopped in the shower to sluice away the day’s dust and grime.

I could’ve sworn my meager wardrobe giggled at me as I decided what to wear. Fortunately, the casual dress code for the fundraiser made khakis and a red cotton blouse an acceptable choice. The time required to relocate the clothes from the hangers to my ever-broadening physique and plaster down my recalcitrant short, black hair left me five minutes to return to the restaurant. I met my blue eyes in the mirror and thumbed my thin nose at myself, then remembered I had to go. The only way I’d even be close to on time would be to drive.

I tossed Savannah a rawhide chew stick, which looked and tasted nothing like a shoe, in the hope she’d someday learn the difference. In the parking lot, I jumped into my new, old car—a silver 2015 Dodge Dart—and traveled the three blocks to Antonio’s. I missed my Sentra, but the damage done when my vehicle was searched by the bad guy during the Cunningham investigation cost more to repair than the Nissan’s value. The one time I’d ever regretted passing on the comprehensive insurance option.

Parked cars lined Main Street for blocks, and I had to circle twice to squeeze between a light-brown pickup truck and a red Honda on Pine Street in front of the post office. After a short stroll past the bakery and the drugstore, I got another look at the Dastardly Redcoat. I smiled and shook my head as I opened the door. Tony really should win this time, but he probably wouldn’t. Chief Vick would be sitting on the back of Riddleton High School Principal Alan Goldfarb’s candy-apple-red 1965 Mustang convertible, as always.

The crowded restaurant buzzed like an overhead power line. The competition had begun before the auction even started, with people arguing over who wanted what more. Except for the wine, the items available for bids possessed little monetary value, but the social status achieved by the highest bidder would turn some egoist into this year’s whale in a puddle.

The race was also high on the topics-of-conversation list. Apparently, Brittany and I weren’t the only ones to place bets on the outcome. Leonard’s cousin, Greg, argued with his friend, who refused to pay off his wager while Leonard looked on.

“Not my fault your guy fell on his keister,” Greg said.

“Fell, hell! The chief pushed him.”

“He did not. It was an accident. Chief Vick won fair and square.”

At the back of the room, Tony stretched his stocky five-foot-plus frame to the library banner, which tilted down on one side. Adjacent to the lectern, more patrons clamored for service at the bar than the fire department would appreciate, given current capacity limits. I caught Brittany’s eye and smiled. A well-lubricated crowd meant a more successful auction.

I sank into the vacant seat next to Angus, designated by my name card. He’d gone all out and donned a blue suit and green tie. Spiffy, although he tugged on the collar of his white oxford shirt at every opportunity to make room for his double chin. At least I’d spend the time with my favorite diner owner and friend. “Did I miss anything?”

“Nope. Brittany hasn’t opened the festivities yet.” With hands clasped over his ample midsection, Angus set his sights on the table near the podium, occupied by the mayor, the chief of police, and their respective spouses. “I’m amazed they can all sit together. They have more nerve than I do, that’s for sure.”

“What’s wrong with them sitting together?”

Angus leaned closer. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but our mayor and the police chief were a hot item until he dumped her last week.”

A long sip of Moscato fueled my response. “You ought to lay off the rumors, Angus. I was nearly arrested for murder because of gossip.” The fact I inherited the bookstore didn’t help much either. “People can be hurt.”

He studied his fingernails. “You’re right, but this isn’t hearsay. I saw them together in the diner several times. Sometimes talking business, like the time he asked her how she managed to accumulate so much money in her campaign fund when the donations didn’t match up. But I also overheard some utterly unbusinesslike conversations.”

I poked him in the arm. “Quite accidentally, I’m sure.”

A crooked grin supplemented his sidelong glance. “Of course. What else?”

Brittany approached the podium and tapped the microphone. She killed the buzz and gained our undivided attention. “I want to welcome everyone to the seventeenth annual Riddleton Library Fundraiser.” She waited for the applause to stop. “Thank you all for coming. Anyone can tell you I’m a reader, not a speaker, so let’s move straight to the auction, shall we?” Another ovation mixed with cheers.

“Our first item up for bids today is Bob’s Bakery’s donut-a-day for a year.” She pointed to a bearded man at a table near the door. “John, you’ve been enjoying Bob’s donuts for the past year. Care to start us off?”

The bids continued at a furious pace until they peaked at three hundred dollars. Bob’s donuts were the Mount Everest of pastries. Soft, moist, and overfilled every time. Worth every penny. The gas station drinks went for fifty dollars each, and town hall clerk, auburn-haired Veronica Winslow, invested two hundred dollars in a hundred dollars’ worth of books from my bookstore. A proud moment for me. Giving something back for a change.

Veronica paid regular visits to the bookstore, and her twins had come to love our daily Story Time. While I’d hoped our gift certificate would gain us a new customer, I was happy it had gone to someone who truly appreciated the value of a good book.

On the way back to her table, Veronica stopped at mine. “Hi, Jen. I can’t wait to cash in your gift certificate. Will I be able to use this to buy your new novel anytime soon?”

I swallowed the panic wedged in my throat and painted a grin over the scowl determined to appear on my face. “I hope so. I’m hard at work on it.”

She brandished her prize. “Well, hurry up! I can’t wait.”

The aromas of Tony’s culinary efforts wafted from the kitchen, which rocketed the rest of the process along posthaste. In the past, they’d served the food right away and then held the auction. However, three years ago, only five people stuck around after dinner, so they reversed the order of events.

The decision resulted in livelier competition and more money for the library. Of course, an extra hour for people to drink alcohol on empty stomachs might’ve helped. The fundraiser had raked in five thousand dollars, give or take, so far tonight. I’d have to remove my shoes for a more accurate count.

Tony’s wine came up last. Leonard kept his word and drove the price up to almost a thousand dollars before he dropped out. I was surprised he allowed it to progress that far. A thousand dollars is a lot of money on a patrolman’s salary. What would he have done if the chief quit first?

Chief Vick waved his prize overhead. Typical. “To victory! Two in one day. Can’t beat it with a tree trunk.”

His wife, Anne-Marie, pasted a weary smile onto the thick layer of makeup covering her burgeoning wrinkles. Years of apologies for her boorish husband had clearly drained her. Perhaps a win in the decoration competition would generate some enthusiasm in her. Tony appeared at the chief’s side with a corkscrew and whispered something in his ear.

“Heck yeah,” the chief said loud enough to draw all eyes to him. He handed over the wine bottle. Probably not a great idea since he already had an array of empty glasses a collector would be proud of on the table in front of him.

Tony inserted the corkscrew and turned until the wings were ready for takeoff. A push and a pull resulted in a pop, and the room erupted in cheers. He poured a half-glass for each of the table’s occupants, but the chief drank down his glass and gestured for more.

After everyone had claimed their prizes, Tony and his staff served the cuisine that had tantalized us all afternoon. Gravy-smothered roast beef or broiled chicken for the main course, baked potatoes, and asparagus on the side. Antonio’s hadn’t let us down.

With his refilled glass in hand, Chief Vick rose to his feet. A few taps with his knife garnered everyone’s attention. “Hey, folks, I know you’re all ready to dive in, but I wanted to thank each and every one of you for making this fundraiser such a rousing success. Now, as Tony would say, mangia!” He drained his glass again before anyone else even had a sip.

Brittany joined us, and I dug my crumpled five-dollar bill out of my pocket and handed it over. Nobody would ever accuse me of weaseling out on a bet. Even if the chief did cheat.

Angus tucked his napkin into his shirt collar and ensured proper coverage.

A smirk played around my lips, and I fought to contain it.

“What? It’s a brand-new shirt!” He sliced off a hunk of dripping roast beef and moaned appreciation as he chewed.

Sure enough, in the middle of the bib, he’d left behind two splashes of brown gravy. Score one for self-awareness.

As I stabbed my first asparagus spear, a scream split the air. Anne-Marie Vick stood with her hands fastened to her ears. My chair flipped as I jumped up. Chief Vick twitched and jerked on the floor. Saliva foamed out of his mouth, and blood and vomit pooled beside his head.




CHAPTER THREE

By the time the paramedics loaded Chief Vick on the gurney, his breaths had ceased, and his heart rate and blood pressure neared the bottom of the scale, according to the paramedic who measured it. His pasty skin projected a reddish tinge, and his arms and legs clenched every so often as if prepared for battle. They transported him to the ambulance, a stretcher wheel crying out for a splash of WD-40. One paramedic pushed while the other forced air into the chief’s lungs with an Ambu bag fed by a portable oxygen tank.

Anne-Marie followed behind, and mascara-laden tears fashioned a black river down her cheeks. Her highlighted brown hair stuck out on the sides where she’d seized it with her hands, and her amber irises drowned in a sea of red. They’d been married for decades. A tumultuous marriage, perhaps, but still a long time to devote to one person who was suddenly unable to breathe for himself.

Try as I might, I couldn’t keep my inner mystery writer at bay. Were Anne-Marie’s tears a demonstration of genuine grief or the product of a crocodile? She was a real estate agent with excellent enough performance skills to convince prospective buyers a condemned dump was a fixer-upper. Still, as the spouse, she would be the first person the detectives would question if this turned out to be more than a simple medical condition. What would they find? What clandestine secrets lay deftly shrouded in the Vicks’ bedroom closet?

The instant the ambulance doors closed, whispers flew like hummingbirds with too many feeders to choose from, rumor and innuendo making up the nectar.

“I overheard his wife telling someone the other day he and his whiskey enjoyed a closer relationship than the two of them did. Maybe it finally did him in.”

“Nancy over at the Snip & Clip said the same thing! Poor Anne-Marie. His roving eye put her through so much. She never knows what he’s doing or with who!”

“Are you kidding? He’s been involved with the mayor for over a year now. That’s why he won’t investigate her campaign fund.”

The men expressed some thoughts on the subject, too. “The dude had it coming, man. Looks like karma to me. What goes around comes around.”

“At least he ain’t hassling me for a change.”

Tuning out the birds’ chatter, Brittany and I clustered at our table with Angus, who had nothing to say for once. His silence disquieted me. Most times, I found his constant prattle reassuring. A reminder that no matter what happened, the world continued to turn. Not this time.

Brittany picked her napkin off the floor and folded the cotton fabric into a perfect square while Angus tugged at his collar. I collapsed into my chair and shoved my plate away to clear space for my elbows. And give my fluttering stomach time to settle. The asparagus spear, still attached to the end of my fork, sparred with the roast beef that once enticed me. My belly heaved, which forced acid up into my throat. This might be my last appearance at the Riddleton Library Fundraiser. Perhaps the restaurant, too. I couldn’t imagine ever enjoying a meal here again.

Eric responded to the 911 call from the police department. His shirt, sized to cover the protective vest he wore underneath, included short sleeves hanging over his elbows, and his spindly legs wallowed in his uniform pants. He was thirty-one. Way past time for Opie Taylor to grow into his clothes.

Leonard, tidy in his blue sport coat and gray slacks, had managed the scene while awaiting backup. Meanwhile, Eric spoke with Mayor Benedict and her husband, Xavier. My effort to catch Eric’s eye produced no results. He displayed his blank, professional expression, but I suspected his emotions roiled inside. The tension dwelled in his rigid limbs and fidgety fingers. He’d worked with the chief for five years and lost a race to him under problematic circumstances only a few hours ago. A race he’d trained for daily, for months. A race he’d intended to win. The conflict wouldn’t keep him from doing his job, though.

In my head, Tobias Vick continued to writhe on the floor. The image of arms and legs jerking while foam poured out of his mouth and drained down his jaw would be superglued to my brain for the foreseeable future. Another project for my shrink, Dr. Margolis. As if I didn’t have enough problems to entertain him with already.

I rested my hand on Angus’s shoulder. “You ever run across anything about Chief Vick having a seizure disorder?”

Angus edged his tie down an inch and unbuttoned his collar, red-faced with a coat of sweat across his forehead. He blotted it with his napkin. “No, never. Nothing wrong with him, as far as I could tell. He always claimed he was healthy as a horse. Certainly ate like one. Bolted his lunch in my place every day. Sometimes breakfast and dinner, too. Although, someone told me his uncle suffered from epilepsy. Perhaps he inherited the condition.”

Why did the chief eat so many of his meals at the diner? The grapevine asserted Anne-Marie possessed the culinary talent to write her own cookbook. No idea about the veracity of the story. She’d never invited me over for a meal. “Might’ve been a well-kept secret. I doubt the department would want anyone aware one of its officers might fall out any minute. Not suitable for their image.”

Brittany pushed her asparagus into a circle around her white stoneware plate. “Actually, Jen, I don’t think he could’ve joined the force if he had difficulties with seizures. Not even now, with all the drugs available. He’s been around almost thirty years. No way would the police have hired him back in the Dark Ages. The state wouldn’t have given him a driver’s license.”

“In that case, what happened to him? Why was he thrashing around in a puddle of his own puke?” My stomach threatened to add my dinner to the mess on the floor, and my foot kicked the table leg. “The vomit was bloody.”

She shrugged. “Maybe he was poisoned? It’s the only thing I can think of that might explain the symptoms. Unless he had an allergic reaction. I’ve never heard of one like that, though.”

“Cyanide,” Tony said as he came out from behind the podium.

I turned around. What was he doing back there? “What?”

He wrapped his arms around his chest and lowered his voice to a whisper. “It has to be cyanide.”

Perspiration dotted Angus’s face again. “What makes you think so?”

Tony’s almost-black eyes flashed. “Classic symptoms.” He turned on his heel, strode to the kitchen, and disappeared through the double-swinging doors.

Angus and Brittany gawked at me, mouths agape.

I elevated my hands, palms up. “Don’t ask me. I have no idea.”

Brittany fiddled with her fork. “How does he know what the symptoms of cyanide poisoning are? Guess I need to do a little research on Tony.”

“If they ever let us out of here.” Angus pinched his lips. “I wonder what they’re waiting for.”

The door opened, and Detectives Olinski and Havermayer marched in.

With a nod toward the front of the restaurant, I said, “Them.”

It was the first time I’d seen either of the detectives since that night at the Cunningham house last year. Other than the peek I had the night Olinski had brought the flowers and candy to Brittany. My heart ricocheted off my breastbone as the memories rushed back. Vacant eyes. Smoke. Fire. Terror.

Deep breath in, slow breath out.

Olinski was his usual frumpy self as if he’d crawled out of a college student’s laundry bag. He had a hound dog aspect to him, one in desperate need of a home. In reality, however, his analytical mind could slice through granite. A walking, talking Ginsu knife.

His antonym, Francine—although I’d never heard anyone call her that—Havermayer starched her clothes into place, no matter the circumstances.
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