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			Chapter 1

			“Where are the lambs?” Ernestine asked when she and I caught up to the rest of our group at the pasture fence. “Did Kath and I dawdle too long? Have they already run off to play?”

			“Oh, sorry, Ernestine,” I said. She was spry for being nearly round and almost eighty, but I’d been sure I was doing her a favor by walking slowly down the farm lane with her. As it turned out, she’d been the one waiting for me because I couldn’t help stopping to take pictures of our beautiful Upper East Tennessee springtime along the way. She kindly hadn’t complained, but now I felt bad because we’d expected to see Debbie’s new lambs frisking in the field. “Did we miss them, Debbie?”

			“No. They’re with their mamas,” Debbie said, “at the far end, over there under that beech tree.” She pointed across the hillocky field.

			Not knowing much about lambs or their mamas, I wasn’t surprised they weren’t hanging around at the fence waiting for us. Debbie seemed puzzled, though, and it was her farm and they were her sheep, so I mimicked her scrunched nose and stared across the field where she pointed. I could just make them out standing in a white huddle under a huge tree.

			Ernestine put her cheek to Debbie’s extended arm, using it and Debbie’s index finger as a sight. Her head barely reached Debbie’s shoulder, and as she squinted toward the sheep, her thick glasses flashed in the sun. Concentrating and leaning into her squint the way she did, and dressed in a gray sweater and slacks, she looked like a grandmother mole trying to bring the world into better focus. She wasn’t as blind as a mole but she probably didn’t see the tree, much less the sheep, at that distance.

			Thea and Bonny, the other two women with us, had already gotten tired of straining to see the sheep. Thea, in jeans and a Windbreaker, climbed up and sat on the fence. Bonny was checking her phone for messages.

			“I don’t get it,” Debbie said. “Usually they’ll come see if I’ve brought treats. And the lambs are always curious. But I don’t think they’ve even noticed us.”

			The five of us, members of the needle arts group Thank Goodness It’s Fiber (TGIF), had met up that morning at Debbie Keith’s farm, Cloud Hollow. Thea and Ernestine had been smart and had carpooled with Bonny, letting her navigate the half dozen winding miles up the Little Buck River valley from our small town of Blue Plum. I’d driven out alone, arriving last and feeling as though I’d made it despite, rather than because of, Debbie’s directions, which included the near-fatal phrase “and you can’t miss it.”

			We’d all looked forward to spending the morning in Debbie’s studio. She was going to teach us her techniques for dyeing yarn and wool roving by “painting” them. Unfortunately, in her flurry of preparations, Debbie had locked the key to the studio inside it. She’d phoned her neighbor across the river, who kept an extra set of keys for her. The neighbor said she’d drop the keys off on her way to town and we’d decided to make the most of our wait by walking down the farm lane to visit the new lambs. But, as we saw, the lambs and their mamas were otherwise occupied.

			“Can’t you call them?” Thea asked. “Whistle for them or something?”

			“Not at this distance,” Debbie said. “I’m not loud enough. And that’s not really how sheep work, anyway.”

			“See, Bonny?” Thea said. “I told you that’s what Bill is for.”

			“I know what a sheepdog is for,” Bonny said. She brushed at something on her black pants legs, maybe imaginary dog hair. “But dogs in general don’t like me, except to bite, so I don’t like them back. And I make it a point to never give them the chance to bite in the first place. No offense intended—I hope you know that, Debbie—but I am much obliged to you for putting what’s his name in the house.”

			Debbie, still looking at the distant flock, waved off Bonny’s tepid thanks.

			I was pretty sure I heard a muttered “wuss” from Thea, but Bonny, farther down the fence and engrossed by her phone, didn’t catch it. When Bill, Debbie’s border collie, had bounced out of the house with her after she’d phoned for the spare keys, Bonny had taken one look, jumped back in her car, and slammed the door. She’d refused to come out, even though Bill appeared to be a perfect gentleman, until Debbie graciously put him back in the house.

			Bonny pocketed her phone as she made a disgusted noise. “The morning’s turning out to be a complete bust, though,” she said. Ernestine tried to shush her, but Bonny continued grousing. “Driving the whole blessed way out here and trying to find this place was bad enough, but now we’re standing around in wet grass and accomplishing absolutely nothing.”

			“But isn’t it a beautiful morning for getting nothing done?” Ernestine asked.

			No one could argue with that. It was the kind of gorgeous spring day in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains that looked like the inspiration for an Easter card. The world smelled of fresh breezes. Also of the wild onions I was standing on. I stepped back from the fence and took a picture of the grassy lane we were in and another where the lane disappeared around the next hill. Then I snapped a few candids of the other women.

			Thea, sitting on the top fence rail, was a tempting target. Her orange Windbreaker was stretched across her broad back, making her look like a giant pumpkin perched on the fence, her brown head making the stem. I skipped that picture, though. Thea was our town librarian and defied all stereotypes associated with that position except two—she was single and she had more than two cats. But she was far from being hushed and, in fact, called herself the Loud Librarian. I knew she’d be loudly unappreciative of a picture taken of the particular view I had in my lens.

			Ernestine and Bonny stood farther along the fence, Ernestine distracting Bonny from her grumbles by asking about her winter in Florida. Ernestine’s white hair became a dandelion nimbus as she turned her wrinkles to the sun, eyes closed behind her glasses. She was retired from a number of jobs, most recently as receptionist for my late grandmother’s lawyer. She had a dry sense of humor and although her eyesight was failing, she easily saw the good in people and frequently apologized for their shortcomings.

			I’d met Bonny for the first time that morning. The only things I knew about her were what I’d just heard—she’d returned from Florida the week before, she was a gung ho spring, summer, and fall member of TGIF, and she didn’t like dogs. She also seemed to be expecting a phone call or expecting someone to answer a call she was trying to put through. And she wasn’t patient.

			At a passing glance, she looked to be on the good side of fifty. But after studying her face and hair in my viewfinder, I suspected she was closer to the upper end of sixty and had a hairdresser and possibly a plastic surgeon under orders to fight for every year they could gain. She was solid without being overweight and there didn’t appear to be anything soft about her, except the pretty sage green hand-knit sweater she’d pulled on before we set out to see the lambs. Even her hair was under control, no wisps flying astray. My own dark red curls danced with every wandering breeze.

			Debbie stood at the fence, a hand shading her eyes, staring across the field toward her sheep. With her blond braid down her back she could have been a Norse maiden scanning the horizon for sails. My grandmother had liked to say Debbie looked as though she’d stepped out of one of Carl Larsson’s watercolors. She had that bright, decorative look of the young women in his nineteenth-century domestic scenes. Debbie worked part-time at the Weaver’s Cat, the yarn shop in Blue Plum that had been Granny’s pride and passion up until her death a little more than two months earlier. The shop was mine now, which made Debbie my employee, but truthfully, she and the shop’s longtime manager were still teaching me the stitches of owning and running the business.

			At the shop Debbie tended toward long skirts and embroidered tops, hence Granny’s Carl Larsson comment, but that morning she was wearing farm-sensible jeans, a navy blue hoodie that brought out the blue of her eyes, and a great pair of red tartan rubber boots that I coveted. She had four or five inches on me, though, and I’d heard she was strong enough to toss a bale of hay or hold a sheep between her knees for shearing, so I didn’t plan to try wrestling the boots off her feet. Part of her strength, mental as well as physical, came from successfully running her farm alone since the death of her husband three or four years earlier.

			Framing each face in my camera, I realized we were a nice range of ages. Debbie was in her early thirties, I’d turned thirty-nine two months before, Thea was an honest mid-forties, Bonny could cover both fifties and sixties for us, and Ernestine capped us out with her nearly eighty. I snapped another picture of Ernestine smiling at Bonny, who was showing her the size of something by holding her hands out and looking from one hand to the other, maybe telling Ernestine a Florida fish story. Thea turned and I was able to get a picture of her face in profile.

			“I know what the sheep are doing,” Thea said. “It’s Monday-morning book group. They’re reading Three Bags Full and making plans.”

			Debbie gave a quick smile but didn’t look as though she’d really heard Thea. “Hey, Kath, have you got a zoom on that camera?”

			“Good idea.” The camera was new to me, one of several I’d inherited from Granny, and I hadn’t played around with all the features yet. I fiddled with the adjustments, held the camera up, and fiddled some more before finding the beech tree and the sheep in the lens. “Okay, got them.”

			“What do you see?” Debbie asked.

			“Sheep. And…something? Nope, they shifted for a second but now they’re not budging. They’re standing with their backs to us.”

			“Well, I think I want to go out there and see what’s going on with those girls,” Debbie said, still staring across the field. “That’s so unlike them. Anyone want to come with me?”

			“Sure.” I looked at the others. They might have come prepared for playing with pots of dye, but Debbie, Thea, and I were the only ones wearing anything on our feet suitable for crossing a wet pasture.

			“Come on, Thea, we’ll go with her,” I said.

			“Sorry, no.” Thea shook her head. “Mud, maybe, but these shoes don’t do ewe poo.”

			“You two go on and round them up,” Bonny said. “We’ll stay here holding up the fence and cheering you on.”

			The others laughed and Debbie and I climbed over and started across the meadow. The sun felt as yellow as the patches of buttercups and warmed every delicate shade of green in the fields and woods around us. A flock of clouds meandered high above in the soft blue sky. The mud and the ewe poo were mostly avoidable. But through the camera’s zoom I’d caught a glimpse of something under the beech tree that wasn’t right. From the behavior of the sheep, Debbie knew something was up, too, but from her own behavior I didn’t think she had any idea what. She was a fast walker and I skipped to catch her.

			“Debbie, I need to tell you—”

			“Look at them, would you?” she said. “It’s like they’re standing in a prayer circle. They don’t look scared, though. I hope one of them isn’t hurt.” She walked faster.

			“It isn’t a sheep.”

			“Sorry, what?” She didn’t slow down.

			I grabbed at her arm. “It looked like a person.”

			Debbie turned her head, nose wrinkled. “What?”

			“Well, I’m probably wrong. I only got a quick look when a couple of the sheep moved, and it was hard to tell. Wow.” We’d gone about three-quarters of the distance from the fence to where the sheep stood under the tree, and not only was the size of the tree more amazing the closer we got, but the sheep—my goodness. I’d pictured a flock of Mary’s little lambs—petite things prancing and nibbling grass—or at least not what I was seeing, which was more along the lines of a herd of Saint Bernards. “Wow. You know, I thought sheep were shorter than that.”

			“They’re Cotswolds.”

			“That makes them big?”

			“Yup, Cotswolds are big,” Debbie said. “The older ewes weigh a hundred seventy, a hundred eighty pounds. If your boots don’t have steel toes, try not to get stepped on.”

			I wondered how I’d avoid that if the whole flock turned and suddenly came at me. Did sheep do that?

			A couple of the lambs heard us and finally decided we were more interesting than whatever the herd mentality was still engrossed in. They frisked toward us, very cute with their spindly legs and wagging tails even if they were taller than I’d expected. Debbie stopped and greeted them by name.

			I was brave and went closer to see what was capturing their mamas’ attention. And immediately wished I hadn’t.

			“Debbie?”

			She was down on one knee making goo-goo noises to her babies.

			“Debbie? Hey, Deb. Debbie! These sheep over here need you.” That brought her head up. “And we need the sheriff.” It was probably too late for an ambulance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I hadn’t known how sad sheep’s eyes could look. Debbie’s flock stood like woolly mourners around two bodies at the base of the beech tree. Debbie, good shepherdess that she was, checked first to see if any of the animals were hurt. Then, when she was sure they were uninjured, she reacted.

			“Oh my God oh my God oh my God oh my God.” She stared at the dead man who’d been cradling the dead woman in his arms. “Oh my God, what’s he doing here?”

			“You know him?”

			She nodded, couldn’t speak, started to shoo the sheep out of the way.

			I stopped her. “Leave them if they’ll stay. They make a good screen so the others back at the fence can’t see.”

			She looked back toward the road, wide-eyed. “Oh my God.”

			“Do you have your phone? Can you call 911? Debbie!”

			She whimpered but pulled her phone out. Then stopped and stared again. “Are you sure they’re dead?”

			How could they not be? The woman, young and pretty and fallen sideways from the man’s arms, had two wet red blossoms in the middle of her chest. The man, not much older, his head fallen forward, had drying strands of blood from the corner of his mouth and his nose and a terrible hole in his right temple. A gun lay on the ground near his right hand.

			“Make the call, Debbie, and stay here. I’ll see if there’s anything, any—”

			I pushed between two of the sheep and knelt beside the bodies in the hope of finding a pulse. I reached toward the woman, stopped, then made myself touch her wrist and push aside the blond hair to feel the side of her neck. Cold. Cold. She was gone. He was gone, too.

			But when my hand fell away from him, it brushed against his sweater and an immediate twist of love and unbearable sorrow jolted me. I looked at my hand as though it should somehow be glowing. Of course it wasn’t. Tentatively, I laid the tips of my fingers on his sleeve again. How could they feel what they were feeling? I moved my fingertips to the woman’s pullover and a rush of terror knocked me back on my heels.

			I worked hard to swallow a scream, control my breathing. Worked to explain away the transferred emotions. It was delayed shock. It was my overactive imagination. It was the incongruence of finding violent death in this field of buttercups and new lambs. It was not, could not, be what my beloved and possibly delusional grandmother wrote in the letter she left for me to read after her death. It wasn’t any kind of special talent or ability or anything to do with hidden secrets. It wasn’t.

			“They’re coming.”

			I looked up. Debbie pointed at her phone. I stood up, rubbed both hands on my jeans, scrubbing all sensation from my fingertips. Pushing the memories of love, sorrow, and fear into what I hoped was an unreachable corner of my mind. “What did they say we should do?”

			Debbie stood staring, arms hanging at her sides. She’d let her phone slip from her hand. I picked it up. “Are we supposed to stay here? Debbie?” I looked at the phone. She’d shut it off. I looked at her. She was shutting off, too. “Okay, come on. Let’s go back to the road.” I started to take her by the elbow but pulled my hand back before I touched her. “Come on.”

			She started walking with me but turned to look back at the tree and stumbled.

			That time I did grab her elbow and was relieved when I didn’t feel anything more than her trembling arm. We stood for a moment and I continued holding on to her, but I was afraid I was losing her.

			“Debbie, did you warn the dispatcher about the sheep?”

			“What?”

			“About how big they are and about how the sheriff’s people need to be careful and not let them step on their toes?”

			Debbie shook her head as though she didn’t quite believe how foolish the words coming out of a city girl’s mouth could be. She didn’t answer me, though, and looked back toward the tree again.

			“Or what if the sheep are startled by the uniforms or the shiny badges and charge at the cops? Because, you know, those sheep really are big.” I didn’t need to see Debbie’s face that time to know I did sound idiotic, but at least I’d prodded her mind in another direction.

			“They’ll be fine.”

			“The sheep, too?”

			She made an impatient noise.

			“Well, good, so come on, we can go back to the road and the sheep will be okay and the police will be okay. But are you going to be okay? The guy—was he a friend? Who is he?”

			She turned and started across the field toward the road again. The sheep, their vigil disturbed, followed us in single file.

			“I know both of them,” she said. “His name is Will. Will Embree.” Tears ran down her cheeks, but her voice was steady. “And, Kath…that’s Shannon Goforth.”

			I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I know who either of them is.”

			“You must have heard of Will Embree. Or, I don’t know, maybe you haven’t. There was some stuff happening at Victory Paper a couple of years ago that he got mixed up in and blamed for. There were protests and he was one of the protesters and it got real ugly.”

			I remembered reading about it. Ugly was right. And deadly. Granny had sent me the articles from the Blue Plum Bugle, but it made the national news, too. Victory Paper International ran a pulp and wood product mill on the Little Buck, farther up in the mountains above Blue Plum, near the North Carolina border. The company had been accused numerous times over the years of causing massive fish kills in the river. The company always denied responsibility, pointing to reports from its own and from state and national inspectors. It had also denied responsibility for the odiferous brown foam that floated down the river from time to time. There wasn’t anything unusual, as far as I could remember, about the back-and-forth of accusations and denials. The concerns for the river were reasonable and the corporate responses typical.

			What I’d enjoyed reading about in the Bugle articles were the odd misfortunes that befell Victory Paper. One involved graffiti depicting dead fish—hundreds of bloated, belly-up fish painted on the outside walls and windows of the mill and on just about anything else within range of a can of spray paint, including dozens of fish on each of the company vehicles. The artwork had taken a lot of time and a whole lot of paint. In a festive touch, the empty spray paint cans were hung like ornaments from a tree inside the security fence surrounding the plant. The pictures in the Bugle were great.

			Another misfortune involved a quantity of brown organic matter of unspecified but hinted-at origins. It was left on company doorsteps. Once or twice a week. For months.

			But then there’d been another fish kill and local environmental groups staged a raucous protest, surrounding the mill on all sides, with people up in trees and on the river in canoes and kayaks, and in the river, too, in wet suits and fishing waders. It was the kind of thing I’d like to have witnessed and maybe taken part in. Had Granny been younger, I think she would have been one of the first up a tree or in the water.

			“Some guy died, right?”

			Debbie nodded. “Terry Widener.”

			“He drowned?” But it wasn’t an accident and the guy the authorities were sure did it had taken off into the mountains and no one had seen him in the two years since. It was a sad story for everyone involved. “I’d forgotten all about that.”

			“Will didn’t kill Terry,” Debbie said, her face tight.

			“Wait, you mean that’s him? That’s the Will Embree back there? Good Lord. What’s he doing here?” I realized I’d echoed Debbie’s words from when she first saw him. Except her words sounded different somehow. “That guy didn’t look like someone who’s been hiding out in the national forest for two years.” He didn’t. He was clean shaven with trimmed hair. His jeans were worn and his sweater pilled and faded, but he had on new-looking running shoes. He looked more like a poor graduate student than a mountain man on the run. And when had I noticed all those details? “How did you recognize him?”

			She didn’t answer, slowed our already slow pace, then stopped. “We’re going to have to tell the others and I don’t think I can. No, I know I can’t. I can’t. No. Oh my God oh my God.” Her voice had started low and urgent but ended in that string of rising babble. Before it reached hysteria, I squeezed her elbow. Maybe too hard, but squeezing it was less obvious than a slap on her cheek and just as effective. She closed her mouth and yanked her arm away.

			“Sorry, Debbie. But it’s going to be okay. You don’t have to say anything. I’ll tell the others there was an accident and we’re waiting for the police. That’s all they need to know and they’ll be okay. And then the workshop will be good for everyone, don’t you think? It’ll be color therapy. Is everything set up? What colors have you got for us? Aw, and look at that”—I pointed at the sheep—“the lambs are following us to school. So come on.” I took her elbow again and urged her toward the fence and the other women.

			I was practically babbling by then. Of course we weren’t going to continue with the workshop. And if Debbie had set out pots of red dye for us, she’d probably throw up when she looked at them. But I hoped my yammer would act as a dampener to drown out her own thoughts. It didn’t, though.

			“You don’t understand.” She pulled away from me. “That’s Shannon Goforth back there.” Again she said the name as though it should mean something to me. “Bonny Goforth’s daughter.”

			“Bonny Goforth’s daughter,” I repeated, shaking my head, still clueless.

			A couple of the older lambs pranced past us and up closer to the fence. Thea hung over the top rail with a handful of grass. Ernestine reached between the rails with her own handful. Bonny had climbed right over and into the pasture. And then the name clanged into place.

			“Bonny’s daughter? Oh my God.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			If by rooting ourselves out in that field Debbie and I could have kept the terrible news from the others—from Bonny—we would have. But as our ears picked up a siren and its wailing grew louder, what we’d seen under the tree became too painful for Debbie to keep inside, and she had to tell Bonny.

			Bonny stood, uncomprehending, until the siren whooped to a stop and we saw the deputy climb out of the car. Then she looked across the field at the tree. She started toward it. I reached for her, caught her sleeve, and she turned and crumpled in my arms. As soon as I touched Bonny, I wanted to let go. The surge of emotion from her rocked me, made me gasp. It wasn’t raw grief or anguish I felt, though. It was pure, violent hate.
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			We stayed with Bonny, intending to surround her and cocoon her, while more police arrived and took over the far end of the field. She sat with her head on Ernestine’s shoulder, breathing hard and shuddering. Ernestine stroked and patted her back. Thea and Debbie sat facing them. No one seemed to care about the damp grass anymore. I sat apart from the group, slightly behind Thea.

			When Bonny became coherent, she wanted to follow the police, to be with Shannon, but she listened when Ernestine told her to wait there with us. She didn’t agree to wait quietly, though.

			“You knew him,” she said, lifting her head from Ernestine’s shoulder and jabbing her chin at Debbie. “You were in school together.” Debbie nodded and blew her nose. “Then you know he wasn’t worth the sheep shit in your field.”

			“Don’t,” Debbie said. “Please don’t start that now, Bonny. Not now. You’re right. I knew Will. I knew Shannon, too, and I am so sorry. You had a lot to be proud of in her. But I know Will could never kill anyone, and Shannon knew that, too.”

			Bonny bowed her head, biting at her lip. She became fascinated with a cocklebur seed twisted in her sock. “And how well did you know Will?” she asked. “There’s no way he eluded the authorities all this time without help. That’s another well-known fact. So who helped him? Got any answers to that?” She looked at Debbie again, but Ernestine answered.

			“I thought there was a whole network of environmental folks helping him,” Ernestine said, “stashing camping gear in caves and tucking canned goods into hollow trees and what have you. That was in the paper, wasn’t it?”

			“And I think people and the Internet have Will Embree confused with those Appalachian yetis you sometimes read about or maybe the Keebler elves, or any number of other silly theories floating around out there,” Thea said. “We need to keep this real. Not blow it up into some kind of conspiracy. Will Embree was a human being and now he’s gone. Whatever he did or didn’t do, let’s show the man some respect.”

			“Thank you,” Debbie said.

			“My daughter deserves respect,” Bonny said.

			“Yes, she does,” said Thea. “She surely does. She was as smart and pretty as they come.”

			“And more,” Bonny said.

			“Yes, she was.”

			“And Will Embree deserved a prison cell. Will Embree was out to kill Victory Paper. He was responsible for Terry Widener’s death two years ago and my daughter wouldn’t be shot to death out there now, in some sheep pasture, if it wasn’t for something else Will Embree must have been up to.”

			“Bonny, you can’t blame him for this,” Debbie said. “You don’t know what happened and you didn’t see them out there.”

			“Oh, and you do know? What do you know? Exactly what do you know about what happened?”

			“That’s not what I meant,” Debbie said quietly.

			“When was the last time you saw him?”

			Debbie shook her head.

			“Kath, you were out there,” Bonny said. “You saw. You’re the impartial witness. You tell me what happened.”

			I’d hoped to stay out of it by staying mostly out of view behind Thea, but Thea hitched over so I could be part of the group. As I reluctantly scooted forward, it occurred to me we were now arranged very nearly the way the sheep had been standing around the bodies, but without their silent, sad-eyed contemplation.

			“I don’t know what happened,” I said.

			Bonny pounced on my careful phrasing. “But you’ve got eyes and you saw something, so tell me what you guess.”

			I saw the need burning in her eyes and heard the grief in her voice. But the hate I’d felt when I held her was still there, too, and the irrationality that can follow a terrible shock. None of that seemed to be anything she could help, and certainly no one could blame her for an entire maelstrom of emotions. But my guesses based on the wounds, the location, the gun lying by his hand, and Shannon in Will’s arms—none of that needed to be the catalyst for the storm taking over Bonny’s life.

			“No.” I shook my head. “I can’t. Guesses aren’t—” I hesitated. “Guesses wouldn’t be respectful of your daughter. They wouldn’t be respectful of either of them.”

			“She’s right, Ms. Goforth,” a familiar voice said behind me. “It’s best not to speculate at this point. Ma’am, may I say how sorry I am for your terrible loss? And if you don’t mind, you should come with me now.”

			The owner of the voice, Deputy Cole Dunbar, was not my favorite law enforcement officer, and it was unlikely he ever would be. Not because of his meticulous behavior in a situation such as this—he was at his grave best speaking to Bonny. And not because of his looks. There was no flab on his large frame and he was always neatly turned out in his perpetually starched and stiff uniform. It was more his whole personality and approach to life. He was prissy, pissy, and perpetually superior and had a contradictory dash of boorishness that vacillated between being an undertone and being a really annoying overtone. He irked me and he seemed to take pleasure in knowing he did.

			My private name for the irritating Deputy Cole Dunbar was Clod. I tried to be careful, though, and never referred to him by that name to anyone else and never called him Clod to his face. After all, he did carry a gun.

			But at that particular moment I was happy to hear Clod Dunbar agree with me about guesses and respect, and it didn’t even make me jump out of my skin to find him standing behind me. Maybe Bonny shared some of my ambivalence toward him, though. Her only acknowledgment of his presence or his request was a flicking glance. Then she leaned forward toward me.

			“Okay, no guessing,” she said, low and urgent, “but you can find out for me. You know what it’s like when people start making up stories. And I heard how you beat these clowns to the answer a few months ago.”

			Deputy Dunbar coughed behind me, and that time I did jump. I moved aside, too, but he chose to walk around our small circle to reach Bonny rather than step into the middle of it.

			“Come on with me now, Ms. Goforth. I’ll take you to see your daughter.”

			He took Bonny gently by the arm and helped her up. He told the rest of us we could go on home after answering a few questions from one of his colleagues and that he’d have a deputy take Bonny and her car home later. I might have imagined the hard look he gave me when Bonny grabbed my arm and said she was counting on me.

			We took turns answering questions for one of Dunbar’s colleagues. I went last. The questions were simple: Name, contact information. How close had I gotten to the scene? Had I touched or moved anything? When I rejoined the others, Debbie was looking and sounding as though she shouldn’t be left alone, either. She was stuck in a loop, alternately apologizing for the dye workshop that never got started and staring at the ground.

			“Why don’t we see if your neighbor brought the spare key and then we’ll help you put everything away?” I said. “And we can reschedule the workshop. That’s no problem.”

			“You could do it, Kath,” Debbie said, still staring at the ground.

			“Well, sure, we’ll all be happy to,” Thea said.

			“I mean she could find out what happened. Like Bonny said. You could do it, Kath, and we could help. Like last time.”

			I took a chance and put my arm around her. She was taut, brittle. She didn’t flinch, though, and neither did I, thank goodness. No errant emotions buzzed between us. I held her that way until she relaxed a fraction; then I spoke quietly in her ear. “We saw the same things out there, didn’t we? Don’t you think maybe we already know what happened?”

			She didn’t just flinch then; she yanked herself away.

			“We do not know what happened. We know what we saw, but we do not know what happened. And depending on who looks for answers and then quits when they find the easy and obvious ones, we might never know what happened.”

			“Debbie—”

			“You know that can happen. You’ve seen it happen. So please. For their sake if not for Bonny’s or mine.”

			This really was irrational, and I didn’t know how to handle it. Snap her out of it by telling her how ridiculous it was? Agree with her to calm her down? Messy situations like this were exactly why I’d preferred dealing with the predictability of concrete chemical analysis and textile preservation in my professional life. Of course I was also the one who now sometimes felt emotions when I touched fibers. And then there were the one or two other less-than-normal matters waiting for me back in town—speaking of totally irrational…

			“Please,” Debbie said.

			I was also the one who, with the help of a “posse” that included Debbie, Thea, Ernestine, and a few others, had unraveled several mysteries and murders before the professionals. Mainly before Deputy Cole Dunbar. Breaking his nose in the process. Except that the posse wasn’t responsible for breaking Clod’s nose. That was down to me alone. Me and my fist. It hadn’t been one of my best moments.

			I glanced at Ernestine and Thea. Ernestine always looked innocent no matter what went on behind her thick lenses. Thea was again uncharacteristically quiet. They’d both enjoyed being part of the posse. They both looked very slightly hopeful now.

			“Please,” Debbie said.

			“Let me think about it. Maybe give it a couple of days. Okay?”

			“Okay. But I want you to say yes.” She clasped the top of her skull; then she put her hands to her cheeks and shook her head. “I don’t think I even know what I’m doing. This was such a beautiful day. Now it’s a nightmare. And I made lunch for all of you and what am I going to do with all of that? And isn’t that a stupid thing to worry about?”

			“You can feed it to the deputies,” Ernestine said. “I believe they’ll be here with you for a while. Now, come along.” She took Debbie’s arm. “You can get me back through the fence so we don’t need to call for more help.”

			[image: ]

			After Debbie convinced us she’d be all right on her own, I was glad to give Ernestine and Thea a ride back to Blue Plum. I hoped their navigational skills would make for a shorter return trip. Ernestine insisted she’d be more comfortable in the backseat. Thea looked at my two-door Honda, didn’t argue, and held the door for her.

			“Well, this has been a morning for the books,” Thea said, settling in beside me. “Of course I say that every morning. But what a terrible, horrible shame. Saying ‘poor Bonny’ doesn’t begin to cover it.”

			“Does she have other family in the area?” I asked.

			“They’re not close,” Ernestine said. “When I get home I’ll start the TGIF phone tree and we’ll get some casseroles going over there.”

			“That’s a good idea,” I said. Visions of a hand-to-hand tuna noodle brigade went through my head. “I’m sorry about missing Debbie’s dye workshop, too. I was looking forward to it.”

			“Were you?” Ernestine asked. “If you don’t mind me saying so, I was surprised to see you. After all, you’re Ivy’s granddaughter. Surely you learned at her knee, and I would have thought she’d left all her special secrets with you.”

			Special secrets? My eyes flew to Ernestine in the rearview mirror. How could she know anything about the secrets Granny mentioned in her letter?

			“Ivy was an artist, though,” Ernestine went on, unaware of my alarm. “That’s the simple truth. She was an artist in everything she did. Debbie is good, and her use of color is exciting, but in the end no one dyes the way Ivy dyed.” She paused. “Oh dear. There was no way for that last part to come out right, was there. I am so sorry.”

			“It’s okay, Ernestine. You know Granny would’ve laughed. In fact—”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Thea said.

			“Whoa, what? I haven’t even started the car.”

			“I know. I’m calling for a subject change because you ignored the opening I gave you when we got in. A terrible, horrible shame? Poor Bonny? You know, the whole reason we aren’t playing with painted wool. Tell us what happened out in that field.”

			Ernestine tsked.

			“You’re as anxious to know as I am, Ernestine. Don’t pretend you’re not.”

			“But we could at least let her buckle her seat belt first,” Ernestine said.

			“I wish I could forget what happened out there.” As if that were possible. I believed what I’d told Debbie, that we probably did know what happened. But why it happened and how it came to happen—there in her field and on this bright morning—those questions swam around in my head threatening to make me dizzy. “I’d really rather not talk about it,” I said, finally rolling down the drive.

			“Right,” Thea said. Then, when I turned left onto the main road, “Where are you going? I said right.”

			“I thought you were agreeing not to talk about what happened.”

			“It’s a wonder you ever did get here. Which way did you come? Cherry Grove Road or Buncombe?”

			“Hard to say. Maybe both.”

			“Would you like me to drive, dear?” Ernestine asked.

			“No, thank you, Ernestine.”

			Thea got us going in the right direction, and by the time we crossed the Little Buck I had my bearings. We traveled beside the river for two or three miles in a broad, level valley and I remembered coming out this way with Granny, when I was a child, to pick strawberries at one of the farms. Later in the year there would be acres of tomatoes and more acres of pumpkins. The river was wide and smooth here, stretching and relaxing after its rough tumble through the mountains. It chuckled softly, inviting folks to fish from its gravel banks and bars, or step in for a swim, or go for a lazy paddle downstream, slipping past willows and alders.

			But don’t you turn your back on that river for a minute, Granny used to tell me.

			“That isn’t a river that mixes well with alcohol,” Ernestine said from the backseat.

			“Are you reading my mind back there, Ernestine? Granny used to say something like that.”

			“I’m practicing because two of my grandsons are getting old enough to think they know better. I don’t suppose many rivers do mix with alcohol, but there’s something about this one that seems to attract more than its share of fools.”

			“That’s because fools are easily fooled,” Thea said.

			Talk of the river brought some of my questions bubbling to the surface. “How far upstream is Victory Paper from here?”

			“Maybe ten miles as the fish swims,” Ernestine said.

			“You’d never know all that mess was up there, though, to look at the Buck down here,” Thea said. “And depending on who you talk to, that goes right along with fools being fooled. There might be fish in that river, but you won’t catch me eating them.”

			“So who all was mixed up with the protests when the guy drowned two years ago? Will Embree, but was Shannon, too? Is that why Bonny is so set against him? She thinks he led Shannon astray?”

			“Oh, my land, no,” Ernestine said. “Those two couldn’t have been at more opposite ends of that argument. Shannon was the spokesperson for Victory Paper.”

			“What? Holy cow. No wonder Bonny reacted that way.”

			“Bless her heart,” Ernestine said. “And bless theirs, too. They had their whole lives ahead of them. Here’s your turn coming up, and this will take you right on into Main Street. Goodness. It will feel good to be home.” She said that as though we’d been in another country and gone for days, but that was the way going back to Blue Plum affected the people who loved it.

			When I’d driven into Blue Plum to bury my sweet grandmother, I’d looked at the town fondly but with the eyes of someone only stopping through. I’d spent many joyful summers there with Granny, playing storekeeper in the Weaver’s Cat, learning to weave on her massive floor loom, taking walks with her and listening to her stories of the town she’d lived in her whole life. But I’d come to say good-bye to Blue Plum’s quaint streets and antique buildings, good-bye to the Weaver’s Cat, to Granny’s house, to her friends, and to dear Granny. She’d left the shop, the building it was in, and her house to me, but I had my own career and I was following a different pattern. I planned to pack whatever memories would fit in a rented truck and take them back to Illinois, and I wasn’t sure when I’d ever be back.

			Almost as soon as I’d arrived, though, my neatly organized life was upended. In so many ways. So many sad but not terribly unusual ways. And in a few decidedly abnormal ways, too. The list of abnormal ways included, though it wasn’t restricted to: losing my textile preservation job at the state museum in Illinois, discovering Granny was Clod Dunbar’s personal prime suspect in a very nasty case of murder by poison, and receiving the letter Granny wrote telling me she had certain “talents,” making her “a bit of a witch.” She’d ended that fey letter with the news that I might have inherited her “talents” and she’d hidden her secret dye journals somewhere in her attic study at the Weaver’s Cat for me to find and use. Or not. The decision to witch or not to witch being mine.

			I mean, really. And on top of all that I’d somehow ended up with a depressed…

			“Are you going to the Cat?” Ernestine asked.

			“I can swing by your house,” I said, happy she’d interrupted my manic reminiscence.

			“No, dear, the Cat is fine. I’ll enjoy the walk home. What about you, Thea?”

			“Sure, the Cat’s fine. This was supposed to be my day off, but I might as well head over to the library. Maybe if I slip in the back door, I can put in some stealth time in the office and no one will ever know.”

			“So Shannon and Will and Debbie all knew each other?” I asked, slipping into my own metaphorical back door.

			“The way I heard it, Shannon and Will dated in high school,” Thea said.

			The image of her in his arms came back to my mind along with the confusion of feelings, the love and the terror. “That explains a lot and nothing at all.”

			“Well, we can’t help you sort through it,” Thea said, with exaggerated patience, “because you still haven’t told us what happened.”

			“Let me park.”

			We waited behind a tour bus as several dozen seniors creaked down its steps onto the sidewalk and steadied themselves for an assault on the shops. Then I turned the corner and pulled into the lot across the side street from the Weaver’s Cat. Thea turned toward me when I shut off the engine. Ernestine moved to the center of the backseat so she could see between the headrests.

			“First,” Thea said, “have you thought about it, like you told Debbie you would? Are you going to investigate? Are you redeputizing the posse?”

			“There hasn’t been time to think about that. I was busy driving without getting lost or crashing, remember? But really, I meant it when I told Debbie I don’t think there’s anything to investigate.”

			“She thinks there is,” Ernestine said.

			“She’s distraught. That’s wishful thinking. And poor Bonny’s in shock and wants the whole thing to not be true. No one and no amount of investigating can help her with that.”

			“Then convince us Debbie’s wrong,” Thea said. “Tell us what you saw.”

			“Okay. Basic description only, though.” I was surprised by how choked up I suddenly felt. I hadn’t known Shannon Goforth or Will Embree. But their broken lives had just shattered two women in front of my eyes. I held my breath for a moment, then breathed out slowly, using a trick I’d learned to calm myself before speaking in front of large groups.

			“It looked like a murder-suicide, like he shot her and then himself.
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