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			CHAPTER 1

				

			THE black wrought-iron gates of Memorial Cemetery loomed up through swirling fog like disapproving sentinels as Suzanne’s Ford Taurus labored up the narrow, muddy road.

			“There it is,” said Toni, pointing. She was scrunched next to Suzanne in the passenger seat, her pert nose pressed flat against the steamed-up windshield. “Dead ahead.”

			“Lovely choice of words,” said Suzanne, stealing a quick glance at Toni.

			Suzanne Dietz, proprietor of the Cackleberry Club, and her business partner, Toni Garrett, were stuffed into her car along with four enormous baskets of fragrant flowers. The cemetery’s Sesquicentennial Celebration, commemorating its founding one hundred and fifty years ago, was supposed to kick off tomorrow morning. And the plans called for a jubilant array of floral decorations, twenty-one gun salutes, and candlelight tours of some of the historic graves. But a nasty spate of rain and chilly weather had swooped in from the Dakotas three days earlier and taken up what seemed like permanent residence in the small Midwestern town of Kindred. Now, on this gloomy, rain-soaked Thursday morning, Suzanne wondered if the skies would clear and if the celebration would even happen.

			“Careful, careful,” Toni warned as Suzanne navigated the car along the slippery lane that wound past a stone statue of a kneeling angel. The angel was missing the top part of one wing and its sorrowful face was pitted with age.

			“Poor thing,” said Toni. “Got her wings clipped.”

			They were churning and chugging their way through the oldest part of the cemetery, the part where settlers and Civil War veterans lay in quiet repose. Here stood enormous first-growth oaks and cottonwoods, trees that had been shooting toward the sky ever since covered wagons had pushed across the prairies into what had been called the Big Woods. Now, spread out under these trees were ancient grave tablets, battered and bruised by the elements and canted so crazily they looked like rows of rotted teeth. Strangely, this part of the cemetery looked like it hadn’t been maintained on a regular basis.

			“Where are we supposed to drop these flowers again?” Suzanne asked as she peered out the front windshield. Weeping willows hung damply down and swept against the sides of her car, making strange whispering sounds. The overly fragrant aroma of the flowers in her backseat was starting to be a little too reminiscent of a funeral home. For Suzanne, the sooner they dumped these baskets and beat a hasty retreat, the better it would be. After all, Petra, the third member of their troika, was back at the Cackleberry Club, the little café they’d founded together a year or so ago on a wing and a prayer. Petra was prepping food and getting ready for breakfast service, which was—yikes!—supposed to kick off a half hour from now.

			“We’re supposed to set up the flowers near the Civil War memorial,” said Toni. “At least that’s what the folks at the Historical Society told me.” The Historical Society was sponsoring the event and they’d been a little disorganized of late, what with a brand-new director coming on board and an influx of well-meaning but vaguely ineffectual volunteers.

			“So where would that be?” asked Suzanne. She brushed back strands of her graceful, shoulder-length bob as threads of fog swirled outside the car like ethereal cotton candy. Being unfamiliar with this part of the cemetery, she had the feeling that she’d temporarily lost her way. For some reason, every time a marble obelisk or mausoleum floated into view, it gave her the jitters and sent a jolt of adrenaline shooting through her veins.

			Easy, girl, Suzanne told herself. Just focus on your driving.

			Suzanne was on the high side of forty, with silver blond hair and eyes a deep cornflower blue. She projected a low-maintenance ease and elegance, and her figure was strong and lean. Her shoulders, which peeked out from a sleeveless white handkerchief cotton blouse she’d teamed with straight-leg jeans, were just beginning to turn a burnished gold from spring days spent working in her beloved herb garden.

			“I know the Historical Society folks were going to erect some kind of open-sided tent,” said Toni. “So we should probably just stick the flowers in there. That way the poor little buds and blooms won’t get pummeled by all this rain.” Toni was short, stacked, and wore her frizzled reddish blond hair piled atop her head. Today she’d swept it into a red gingham scrunchie that matched her pearl-buttoned cowboy shirt. She was mid-forties, a self-proclaimed hottie patottie, and a crackerjack waitress to boot. Toni had grown up in a hardscrabble home life and was used to working her fingers to the bone.

			“This weather is just plain awful,” said Suzanne. Her windshield wipers slapped loudly as the back end of her car slewed slightly in the mud. Right now she was wishing Toni hadn’t volunteered the two of them for this little task. Still, she was a business owner here in town and wanted to contribute something to the event.

			As she rounded a hairpin turn, Suzanne’s view was pretty much blocked by a copse of shaggy blue spruce. Which was why, when she spotted a small yellow car speeding directly at her down the single-lane road, she gasped in horror. With a mere two seconds to react, Suzanne cranked her steering wheel hard to the right and swerved awkwardly, barely avoiding a head-on collision!

			“Whoa!” cried Toni, as she spun in her seat. Even though the yellow car had practically sideswiped them, it tore off without bothering to slow down. “Did you see that crazy driver? He almost creamed us!”

			Suzanne’s fingers turned white as she gripped her steering wheel and slowed the car. She felt more than a little unnerved. Because she was pretty sure she’d recognized the driver. “Wasn’t that Missy’s car?” she said. Missy Langston was a friend and one of their neighbors in Kindred.

			“Huh?” said Toni, looking surprised. “Was it?”

			“Yeah,” said Suzanne, easing her car back into the muddy ruts. “I’m pretty sure it was her.”

			“What the heck would Missy be doing up here?” wondered Toni. “Shouldn’t she be at Alchemy Boutique, hanging up clothes and getting ready to open the shop? Working like crazy under the unflinching eyes of her evil boss lady, Carmen?”

			“I’m just wondering why Missy didn’t wave hello,” said Suzanne. “Or why she was driving so fast.” Or why she looked scared out of her wits.

			“She probably didn’t see us.”

			“Maybe,” said Suzanne. Her teeth gave a little chatter, partly because she felt chilled and partly as a result of their near-collision. Car accidents, real or just close calls, had a way of unnerving her. She flipped the heater on low and cranked up the defroster.

			“Typical Missy,” said Toni. “Always in a hurry.”

			But to Suzanne’s eye, it looked more like Missy had been in a blind panic. Like she’d been speeding away from something scary. Something frightening.

			“Pull in over there,” Toni said now, cocking a finger. “Next to the Civil War graves and the old memorial marker. That’s our drop point.”

			“And there’s the tent you mentioned,” said Suzanne. “Thank goodness.” She exhaled slowly, trying to shrug off her unease as they rolled to a stop on damp grass. “Let’s dump these flowers and hustle back to the Cackleberry Club. Petra’s gonna pitch a fit if we’re not back in time.”

			“Let’s get ’er done,” said Toni.

			They scrambled out of the car, ducking heads and hunching shoulders as rain pelted down.

			“This is miserable,” said Suzanne, as she slipped on her jacket and pulled it tight. Then she flipped the seat forward and tried to muscle one of the baskets of peace lilies from her backseat. Unfortunately, the darned plant was wedged in tight and didn’t want to cooperate.

			“Good thing I brought my handy-dandy automatic umbrella,” said Toni, grabbing a little black umbrella that looked like a bat with folded wings. Holding it out, she pushed the button, watched as the umbrella unfurled, then yelped in dismay as a gust of wind promptly grabbed it and sent it tumbling among the gravestones. “My umbrella!” yelled Toni. “I got it free with my subscription to Hollywood Tattle-Tale!”

			“Better grab it,” said Suzanne, as her basket of flowers suddenly popped free, almost sending her sprawling to the damp earth.

			Don’t want to do that, she told herself. Not here. Not in this place. And certainly not after nearly getting smashed up in a car accident!

			“Aggh!” shrilled Toni from nearby. She was one step away from grabbing her umbrella when it spun crazily and suddenly whooshed away from her again. “Suzanne, help!”

			“Oh for gosh sakes!” exclaimed Suzanne. “If it means that much to you . . .” She set down her floral basket and chased after Toni, feeling a little silly as she capered across the wet grass. In record time, the downpour flattened her hair and soaked her to the bone. I not only feel like a drowned rat, now I look like one, too, she thought to herself.

			“This is turning into a hare and hounds chase,” said Toni, breathless and red-faced, as Suzanne caught up with her. “Every time I get remotely close, the doggone wind spins my umbrella away—kerflooey—just like a kid’s toy top!”

			“What we have to do,” said Suzanne, trying to be practical, “is circle around. Try to get ahead of the darn thing.”

			“Outguess it,” said Toni. “If that makes any sense at all.”

			They dashed across soggy ground and dodged around old graves, hot on the trail of Toni’s dancing umbrella.

			“There!” called Suzanne. “Over there. Your umbrella’s hung up on that wrought-iron cross!”

			Toni pushed herself into an all-out sprint. She stretched an arm out, got a good grasp on the handle, then swung the raggedy umbrella above her head. “Got it!”

			“Excellent,” said Suzanne, as she edged her way around a large granite tomb. “Glad to see you’re . . .”

			Suzanne suddenly skidded to a halt. There, directly in front of her eyes—six inches from where she was about to take her next step—was an open grave. Pitch-black earth yawned up at her, beckoning her, almost daring her, to come a little closer. The smell of fresh dirt, peat moss, and mildew assaulted her nose even as rain continued to patter down.

			“Suzanne?” said Toni, walking toward her, twirling her umbrella lightly as if she were in a Gene Kelly movie. “You look like you just saw . . .”

			“A body!” Suzanne gasped. She’d taken a hasty peek over the edge of the gaping pit and was stunned at what she saw. A man was lying down there in a couple inches of water, crumpled on his side, not moving, seemingly not breathing. His clothes were soaked through, and his face and hands, what she could see of them at first glance, were practically bone white, leached of all color.

			“What!” said Toni, seeing the look of horror and disbelief on Suzanne’s face.

			“There’s . . . It’s . . . You’re not gonna believe this,” Suzanne said, backpedaling away from the grave. Her voice was suddenly high-pitched and strangled. “Someone’s down there!”

			Toni moved cautiously toward her. “You mean like a dead body?” She reached out and grasped Suzanne’s arm, then stood frozen in place, almost afraid to look down. “In a coffin?”

			“No, not in a coffin!” said Suzanne. “That’s the crazy weird thing. A man is just kind of . . . sprawled there.”

			“And you’re sure he’s dead?” Toni gibbered.

			“Yes. No. I mean I think he might be . . . He didn’t seem to be moving or breathing or anything.” And he’s as white as a ghost . . . dead white.

			“Holy guacamole!” cried Toni. She gritted her teeth so hard she practically popped a filling. Then slowly, nervously, she shuffled forward and poked her head over the edge of the grave. “It is a body,” she gasped after a few seconds. Her breathing was suddenly thready and ragged, like an overwrought teakettle. “But . . . whose body?”

			Suzanne’s first thought was to dash back to her car and hightail it out of there. Go someplace safe, someplace warm and familiar where they could call for help. But a dreadful kind of curiosity had sunk its talons into her and she took a few hesitant steps forward to once again gape at the body. And, like a recurring bad dream that crept into the psyche every few months to haunt and terrorize, she knew, deep down in the limbic part of her brain, that this person was familiar to her. She recognized the knotted muscles, the tribal tattoo encircling one wrist, and the smooth, shaved head of this man who lay on his side, in uneasy and awful repose.

			“I think I know who that is,” Suzanne choked out hoarsely. “We know who that is.”

			“Who? Who?” said Toni, sounding like a startled owl from the nearby woods.

			“It’s Lester Drummond,” whispered Suzanne.

			“The prison warden?” asked Toni, stunned.

			Suzanne gave a tight, wooden nod as she grabbed her cell phone. “The former prison warden.”

			* * *

			SUZANNE’S breathless 911 call produced a flurry of activity. Molly Grabowski, the dispatcher at the Law Enforcement Center, listened to her frantic, slightly garbled plea and promised to send Sheriff Roy Doogie right away. Then Molly told her she was also going to alert the director of the Cemetery Society, as well as George Draper, proprietor of Driesden and Draper Funeral Home.

			“Send them all,” Suzanne begged into the phone. “And please hurry.”

			George Draper got there first, pulling up some five minutes later in a large black Cadillac Federal.

			“Limo here,” said Toni. She’d gotten over her initial shock at seeing the dead body and now, as they stood by the grave, felt brave enough to steal little peeks at the dead-as-a-doornail Lester Drummond.

			“Draper,” Suzanne said, under her breath. “I wish it had been Doogie who got here first.” Sheriff Doogie was a friend, the duly sworn sheriff of Logan County, and generally the voice of reason. She knew he’d secure the scene, kick-start the investigation, and begin asking all the proper questions. Because—and Suzanne had pretty much accepted this in her head without yet voicing the terrible words—there was no question about it: this certainly had to be a wrongful death.

			What else would account for such a bizarre scenario? How else would a dead man end up in a freshly dug grave? Even if Lester Drummond had passed away unbeknownst to them, no self-respecting funeral home would simply dump him in the ground and forgo a coffin, would they? No, of course not. It would never happen. So this had to be . . . an accident? Murder?

			Suzanne and Toni stood like frozen statues in the continuing drizzle as George Draper hurried across the wet sod. He was tall and gaunt and dressed in one of his trademark black funeral suits as he walked stiff and stork-legged toward them. Reaching the edge of the freshly dug grave, Draper gave a brusque nod and peered down. He studied the body that lay on its side, pulled his face into a frown, and said, “That was dug just yesterday. That’s Mr. Schneider’s grave.”

			“Not anymore,” said Suzanne. “Now it’s Lester Drummond’s grave.”

		

	
		
			

			
			CHAPTER 2

				

			SHERIFF Roy Doogie was the next one to arrive. His maroon and tan cruiser shuddered to a stop on the narrow road. Blue and red lights twirled idly atop his roof, but his siren was blessedly silent.

			Doogie climbed slowly from his vehicle, hitched up his pants and utility belt, and headed across the soaked ground. He was a large man, broad in the shoulders, jiggly in the hips, with a meaty face and a cap of gray hair. But the glint in his steel gray rattlesnake eyes and the sidearm on his belt indicated he didn’t take his duties lightly. Sheriff Doogie, with his hangdog face and outsized khaki uniform, only looked slow-moving. Truth was, not much got past him.

			Toni spoke up first. “He’s down there.” She cocked a thumb. “We found him that way.”

			Doogie strode to the edge of the grave and gazed down. He frowned, walked around to the narrow end of the hole, and bent down. As he did, Suzanne could hear the cartilage pop in his knees.

			“What do you think, Sheriff?” asked Draper. Of the four of them he was the least affected. After all, death was Draper’s business. He handled pretty much all the body pickups, embalmings, and visitations in the small town of Kindred. He also provided sympathy cards, guest books, and memorial videos, and he honchoed funerals at the Lutheran, Methodist, Catholic, Baptist, and Episcopal churches. Draper was an equal-opportunity, nondenominational funeral director.

			As Doogie straightened up, his eyes betrayed nothing. “Who discovered him?”

			“I spotted him first,” said Suzanne. “We were chasing Toni’s umbrella and we . . .” She saw his brows beetle, so she quickly cut to a more abridged version. “We were delivering flowers for the Sesquicentennial Celebration and just happened to find him that way.”

			“It’s Lester Drummond,” said Doogie. “Right?”

			“It certainly looks like him,” responded Draper. He inadvertently kicked a clod of earth with his toe and Suzanne flinched as it tumbled into the hole.

			“You’re positive Drummond’s dead?” asked Doogie. “He’s not drunk or doped or anything?”

			The notion startled Suzanne. “I think he’s dead. But I never . . .” She hesitated as a wave of guilt swept over her. Should she have done more? Could she have done more? Should she have clambered down into that grave and checked his respiration or pulse? Done CPR or chest compressions or something? It hadn’t occurred to her until this very second. Still, the notion of dropping down into that dank hole chilled her to the bone.

			“He’s deceased,” said Draper. He spoke with authority as he stepped closer to the grave and pointed. “You see how one side of his face is dark, almost a purplish red? That’s lividity.”

			“Lividity,” Doogie repeated. “That means his blood has settled. That it’s no longer circulating.”

			Draper bobbed his head, pleased that Doogie understood. “Correct. It’s a general indication that a person has been deceased for a number of hours.”

			“How many hours would you think in this case?” asked Doogie.

			Draper shrugged. “I’d be making a guesstimate, since I don’t have liver temp or anything. But I’d say at least two or three.”

			“I wonder if that’s what scared Missy away,” said Toni.

			Sheriff Doogie’s head jerked sideways, as if he’d been touched with a hot wire. “What’d you say?”

			Oh boy, thought Suzanne. Here we go. She drew a deep breath for what she knew was coming.

			Toni looked sheepish now, as if she wished she could take back her words.

			But Doogie wasn’t about to let it go. “Explain, please,” he said, waggling his fingers.

			Toni tried to piece together their story. “When Suzanne and I were driving into the cemetery . . . um, to deliver the flowers, we saw Missy Langston driving out. She was in an awful rush. Fact is, she almost smacked into us. So now I’m thinking she might have, you know, seen this?”

			“Is that true?” Doogie stared directly at Suzanne.

			“Yes,” said Suzanne. She knew she had to fess up, too. “We saw Missy back at that turn.” She made a quick gesture over her shoulder. “Where the stone sundial is nestled in those cedar trees. Missy practically sideswiped my car.” Suzanne fervently wished she had a reasonable explanation for why Missy had been fleeing the cemetery. Because, suddenly, their story seemed to be pointing toward Missy having some sort of involvement in Drummond’s death!

			“So she was in a rush,” said Doogie. “I wonder why?” He rocked back on his heels and stared off into the nearby woods, allowing his thoughts to percolate. Then he said, “Didn’t Missy and Lester Drummond go on a few dates together? Weren’t they kind of sweet on each other?”

			“No,” Suzanne said in a firm voice. “No way. Drummond kept making passes at Missy, asking her out. But she was definitely not interested.”

			“You’re sure about that?” asked Doogie.

			“Absolutely positive,” said Suzanne. And she was. She knew Missy had pretty much loathed Drummond. It wasn’t a particularly Christian attitude, to be sure. But Missy had confessed to her that Drummond made her skin crawl. Actually, he’d made Suzanne’s own skin crawl. There was just something about the man . . .

			Doogie gazed thoughtfully into the grave. “Well, something pretty nasty went down out here. Something or someone killed Drummond. And, from the way you describe your near-collision, whatever it was must have scared the pants off Missy, too.” He continued to mull over the strange circumstances. “I don’t think it takes a genius to assume an incident took place between the two of them.”

			“You don’t know that at all,” said Suzanne. “There could have been two totally separate incidents. Drummond had some sort of freak accident or health crisis. Missy might not have even seen him. Maybe she was alone and felt scared or threatened and just took off fast.”

			“That seems awfully far-fetched,” put in Draper. Much to Suzanne’s consternation, he seemed almost amused at her attempt to conjure up a sort of alibi for Missy.

			“It could have been . . .” Suzanne began. But her words were quickly drowned out by the blatting whine of the ambulance. They all stood in the mist and watched as a white ambulance roared up behind Doogie’s cruiser. Then it turned and began to slowly nose its way down the slight hill and across the damp grass. It threaded its way among the markers and gravestones, headed for the open grave where they stood.

			“An ambulance,” scoffed Toni. “Lot of good that’s gonna do. I’d say Drummond’s way beyond resuscitation.”

			“We need to transport him,” said Doogie, with sudden efficiency. “Bag his hands and feet, see what sort of evidence we can come up with. I’ll need to get Deputy Driscoll out here to photograph the scene and . . .” He suddenly looked unhappy. “And then we’re going to need an autopsy.”

			Suzanne glanced at George Draper. “Is that something you can do?”

			Draper shook his head. “No, that’s absolutely not within my realm of expertise. We’ll have to bring in a medical examiner.”

			“You mean Sam?” Suzanne had been keeping company with Dr. Sam Hazelet lately. They were in like, definitely careening toward being in love. It was Sam’s turn, this year, to serve as county coroner. So she figured he’d be the one they’d call.

			“No, Dr. Hazelet can pronounce death,” explained Draper. “And decide which cases should be autopsied. But he’s not a trained medical examiner. We’ll need a specialized forensic pathologist to determine exact cause of death.”

			“Who’s best for this particular case?” asked Doogie.

			“There’s a fellow I know in Rochester by the name of Merle Gordon, Dr. Merle Gordon,” said Draper. “He’s awfully good. He’s an expert in gunshots and toxicology.”

			“Is that what you think happened to Drummond?” asked Suzanne. “He was shot or poisoned?”

			Draper looked vexed. “It’s impossible to tell anything at this point, until we get him out of there.”

			“How are you going to do that?” asked Suzanne.

			Draper spun on his heels and gazed at Doogie. “How are you going to do that?”

			Doogie’s hound dog face suddenly took on a sickly cast. “You want me to do it?”

			“You’re the one in charge,” Draper snapped. “You’re the duly elected sheriff.” He edged away from the grave. “Once you get him up, you can deliver him to my back door.”

			Toni looked at Doogie. “I hope you haven’t had breakfast yet.”

			Doogie didn’t look happy. “Hash browns, bacon, and scrambled eggs,” he mumbled.

			“Scrambled eggs!” exclaimed Toni. “That’s exactly what we’re planning to serve at the Cackleberry Club this morning.”

			* * *

			PETRA, their baker and short-order chef, stared at them, a look of disbelief on her broad Scandinavian face. “You found what?”

			Suzanne and Toni had just returned to the Cackleberry Club and were hunkered in the kitchen. They spilled out their story, even as they got ready to dash into the café and take orders. The kitchen was already redolent with the aroma of sizzling sausage, peppery hash browns, and oatmeal muffins. Petra rattled pans and kept a watchful eye on her grill even as she gazed at them, a blue plaid apron wrapped around her ample waist.

			Toni rapped her knuckles on the butcher-block table. “Were you not paying attention the first time we ran through this? I said we found Lester Drummond lying in an open grave!”

			“I heard you just fine,” said Petra. She was big boned and big hearted, favoring jeans and loose-fitting blouses, her size-ten feet shucked into comfy bright green Crocs. Her kindly face and bright brown eyes usually projected a hearty reassurance. But this sudden news had upset her. “Dear Lord, how do you suppose Drummond got there?” she asked. “Who put him there?”

			“We have no idea,” said Suzanne. She draped a long black Parisian waiter’s apron around her neck and tied it in back. “Doogie’s securing the scene right now. I’m guessing he’ll drop by later and we can squeeze a few choice details out of him.”

			“Maybe he’ll drop by for lunch,” Toni cackled. “That’s if he can keep breakfast down.”

			“What’s this going to do to the Sesquicentennial Celebration?” worried Petra. “The festivities are set to kick off first thing tomorrow with the rededication ceremony. I mean, our church choir has been practicing for weeks.” Petra was deeply religious and a pillar of the Methodist Church. She was also a volunteer with the sponsoring Historical Society.

			“I have no idea how the event will be affected,” said Suzanne. “I don’t know if it will be cancelled or just proceed as planned.”

			“Drummond,” said Petra. “Dumped in an open grave.” She shook her head mournfully. “That’s just plain awful.”

			Toni shrugged, then cracked open the door to the café and peered out. “We got customers,” she announced. “And they look hungry.”

			Petra turned back to her industrial stove and sighed. “They always are.”

			* * *

			SUZANNE and Toni got busy then, doing their morning meet and greet. They settled customers at tables, rattled off specials, jotted down orders, and poured steaming cups of French roast coffee and English breakfast tea. True to its moniker, the Cackleberry Club did indeed specialize in eggs. The café’s creative repertoire included the heavenly Eggs in Purgatory, eggs Benedict, and Eggs Vesuvius, as well as more traditional breakfasts such as scrambled eggs, fried eggs, eggs over easy, and eggs on hash. On certain days, when the mood struck Petra and the stars aligned, she even whipped up specialties such as huevos rancheros, seafood omelets, and white bean breakfast hash.

			And their customers, as well as folks who ambled down Highway 65 and stumbled upon the Cackleberry Club, pretty much adored the place. The whitewashed walls were decorated with antique plates, grapevine wreaths, old tin signs, and turn-of-the-century photos. Wooden shelves were jammed with clutches of ceramic chickens and forties’-era salt and pepper shakers. Besides the battered tables, there was a large marble counter and soda fountain backdrop that had been salvaged from an old drugstore in nearby Jessup.

			The rest of the place, the Cackleberry Club in toto, was a homey, crazy-quilt warren of rooms that almost defied description. Across the hall from the café was the Book Nook, a small space that carried bestsellers and boasted a fairly decent array of children’s books. Next door was the Knitting Nest, a cozy room packed with overstuffed chairs and stocked with a rainbow of yarns and fibers. Petra gave knitting and quilting lessons there and taught her occasional Hooked on Wool classes. Most of her customers were dedicated homemakers, a slightly crunchy-granola crowd that tended to favor nubby sweaters and Swedish clogs.

			* * *

			AS Suzanne ferried orders from the kitchen to the café, she couldn’t help but wonder about Missy Langston. Why had Missy looked so frightened this morning? What had she laid eyes on? And what part, if any, had she played in this morning’s bizarre scenario?

			There were a ton of questions to be asked and only Missy could answer them. Suzanne glanced around at the tables, deciding that once everyone was served, she’d slip into her office behind the Book Nook and give Missy a call. She hoped she’d reach her before Sheriff Doogie did.

			“Suzanne,” Petra called, hunching down to look through the pass-through. “Got your pancake order here.”

			Suzanne delivered a stack of buttermilk pancakes dripping with maple syrup, refilled coffee cups, and hastily put together an order of turkey bacon and English muffins for a take-out customer. She was especially happy that a few customers were ordering one of their newest side dishes, quinoa breakfast cookies. They were sweet and robust and healthy.

			Then, when all her customers were finally enjoying their breakfasts, she dashed into the office to make her private call, away from prying eyes and ears that could launch an avalanche of town gossip. Punching numbers in by heart, she dialed Missy’s cell phone. It rang six times, then went to voice mail.

			“Missy,” said Suzanne, keeping her voice low. “Call me. It’s real important. I need to talk to you about this morning. Toni and I saw you, Missy. We were at the cemetery, too!”

			Hustling back out to the café, Suzanne grabbed a fresh pot of coffee and made the rounds again, joking with her customers as she poured generous refills. But all the while she continued to think about Missy. And worried about the fact that Lester Drummond had hound-dogged after her for the last few months. He’d flirted with her constantly, asking her out, never wanting to take no for an answer. She wondered briefly if Missy and Lester might have had some terrible confrontation this morning. If so, Suzanne fervently hoped Missy hadn’t been caught in some strange, compromising situation where she’d been forced to physically defend herself.

			Suzanne grabbed a plate of fresh-baked strawberry muffins from Petra and began stacking them in the glass pie saver on the counter. And then was struck by the sudden notion that Missy might have been lured to the cemetery. Had Drummond tricked her somehow? And then threatened her? Had Missy been forced to act in self-defense?

			Suzanne was also burning with curiosity about how Drummond had died. Could it have been a heart attack? Or an epileptic seizure? Maybe his death wasn’t related to Missy at all. Maybe he’d been out jogging, minding his own business, and suffered some sort of desperate health crisis. Maybe, in his pain and delirium, Drummond had stumbled into the open grave and died. Or maybe he’d simply fallen into the grave and broken his neck. Could have happened.

			Of course, Suzanne also knew it could have been a lot more sinister than that. Drummond could have been shot. Or strangled. Or something even worse. She also wondered if he’d died right there in the cemetery. Or had his body been transported and dumped there by some unknown monster?

			These were the burning questions that whirled in her brain. The questions she wanted to discuss with Sheriff Doogie! These were the issues an autopsy would eventually reveal.

			“Earth to Suzanne,” said Toni. “You okay, girlfriend?”

			Suzanne gazed at Toni, who’d dashed behind the counter to brew a fresh pot of coffee. “I’ve been better.”

			“You’re pretty worried about Missy, huh?”

			“Afraid so,” said Suzanne. “Word is going to spread mighty fast about what happened to Drummond.”

			“It already has,” said Toni. “Bob Krauser just asked me if I’d heard about it.”

			“And what’d you tell him?”

			“I played dumb,” said Toni, giving a wink. “I’m good at that.”

			“Don’t say things like that,” said Suzanne. Sometimes Toni could be a little too self-deprecating for her own good. “You’re one of the smartest people I know. So please don’t put yourself down.”

			“Thank you,” said Toni. “I know I’m not book smart, but I consider myself to be people smart. Being a waitress teaches you a lot about people’s moods, personalities, and quirks. It helps you home in on their vibe.”

			“Digging into your stash of anecdotal evidence,” said Suzanne, “what does your inner vibe say about Lester Drummond?”

			“Not too much,” said Toni. “But as for Missy, I’d say she’s got a boatload of trouble headed her way.”

		

	
		
			

			
			CHAPTER 3

				

			WHEN Sheriff Doogie showed up just before lunch, as Suzanne pretty much knew he would, she pounced on him.

			“Drummond,” she said, before Doogie had even plunked his khaki-clad butt on a stool at the counter. “Are you any closer to figuring out how he died?”

			“And good morning to you, too, Suzanne,” said Doogie. He looked haggard, and the outer corners of his eyes were crisscrossed with tension lines.

			“Sorry,” Suzanne said. She realized she’d jumped on him like a rabid schnauzer. Grabbing a beige ceramic mug, she splashed in a generous serving of Kona coffee. She slid it in front of him, then set down a blue-checkered napkin and laid a knife, fork, and spoon on top of it. She pushed cream and sugar toward him and offered him her sweetest smile. “So?” She still wanted any nugget of information she could glean concerning Drummond.

			Doogie glanced around the café. “Without giving away any state secrets,” he said, “it looks like Drummond might have had some sort of cardiac incident. Maybe a heart attack or stroke.”

			“And you say that for what reason?” Suzanne asked, leaning her elbows on the counter as she looked at him.

			“For one thing, he wasn’t shot, stabbed, or hanged,” said Doogie.

			“You mean there weren’t any obvious injuries to his body.”

			“I guess that’s what I meant. Although I didn’t examine him all that closely.”

			Suzanne grabbed a sweet roll dappled with slivered almonds and cream cheese frosting and plunked it on a plate. She did it because that’s what she always did when Doogie came calling. Breakfast, lunch, or teatime, Doogie loved his sweet rolls.

			“A cardiac incident, huh?” said Suzanne. She’d have to ask Sam about that. Being a doctor, he’d be able to explain the particulars. Such as, had it been ventricular fibrillation, coronary artery disease, or even a brain aneurism?

			“We can’t start the autopsy until Saturday,” Doogie was saying. “Until Dr. Gordon shows up. Then we’ll know a lot more.”

			“Let me ask you this,” said Suzanne. “Does Drummond’s death seem unusual to you? I mean, in your line of work you do see your fair share of strange and sudden deaths.”

			“Ayuh,” said Doogie. “Far too many. Every time some poor soul gives up the ghost, the hue and cry is, ‘Call the sheriff, he’ll know what to do.’ Problem is, all I can ever really do, besides perform rudimentary CPR or apply a tourniquet, is call an ambulance or life support helicopter.”

			“But Drummond always seemed to be in excellent physical shape,” Suzanne went on. “He prided himself on his strict physical fitness regimen. He worked out constantly at the Hard Body Gym. He made a point of it, even bragged about it. Plus, you’d see him jogging all around town.”

			Doogie slurped some coffee and munched his sweet roll. “I hear you. He was an exercise fiend as well as a serious muscle builder.”

			“And he was fairly food conscious,” Suzanne went on. “Whenever he ate here, he’d order vegetable soup with whole wheat crackers. Sometimes fish or chicken. But only if it was grilled, never fried.”

			“Then boom,” said Doogie, widening his eyes and mouthing a kind of sound effect. “His ticker gives out and the guy keels over.” He stared at Suzanne. “Into a convenient open grave.” He hesitated. “Seems awfully suspicious to me.”

			“It does to me, too,” said Suzanne.

			“Which is why we need a trained forensic pathologist to give us his two cents’ worth,” said Doogie.

			“I think that’s smart,” said Suzanne. “Heart attacks aren’t always the primary cause of death. Sometimes there’s an underlying cause.”

			“You think?”

			“Sure,” said Suzanne. “Like blocked arteries or even an allergic reaction.”

			Doogie tapped his own expansive chest. “You ask me, longevity is all wrapped up in the genes that are passed down to you by your folks and the folks before them. If they lived to a ripe old age, chances are you will, too.”

			“Maybe,” said Suzanne. “Although it helps to eat right and keep your stress level in check.” She kept talking because she was tap-dancing around the one question she really wanted to ask. And finally did. “So . . . what about Missy?”

			“I’m gonna have a sit-down talk with that lady,” said Doogie. “I called her and she’s going to meet me at the Law Enforcement Center this afternoon. We’ll see if she can help fill in the blanks.”

			“Please tell me you’ll treat her with kindness,” Suzanne urged.

			“I’ll do my job,” said Doogie, but there was an edge to his voice. “I intend to ask her some very hard questions and in return I expect honest answers.”

			“I’m sure you’ll get those answers.”

			Toni grabbed a ketchup bottle, slid down the counter, and grinned at Doogie. “How’d it go this morning?” she asked. “After we left.”

			“Don’t ask,” said Doogie, draining the last of his coffee.

			“Ooh,” said Toni, “your face is turning green again. Must have been awful trying to pull Drummond out of that wet grave.”

			“You don’t want to know,” said Doogie. Now he poked listlessly at what was left of his sweet roll. “We had to slide a backboard under him and then use the cemetery’s coffin lift.”

			“You’re right, I don’t want to know,” said Suzanne, as Toni wandered off. She hesitated. “Any idea on how long Drummond had been down there?”

			“Draper made that guesstimate of two to three hours.”

			“That would mean Drummond died just before first light,” said Suzanne, thinking it over. “What on earth would he be doing in the cemetery at five in the morning? Plus, the time frame doesn’t jibe with Missy. We saw her leaving around seven-thirty.”

			“But what time did she get there?” asked Doogie. “And how long did she stay?”

			Suzanne was momentarily confused. “But I thought you said Drummond had a heart attack.”

			“As you so helpfully pointed out, there are lots of ways to give someone a heart attack.”

			“Oh my gosh!” said Suzanne, gazing into Doogie’s hard gray eyes. “You think Missy had a hand in Drummond’s death.” It was a statement, not a question.

			“You have to admit, her presence at the cemetery paints a very suspicious picture.”

			“Which I’m sure she can easily explain,” said Suzanne.

			“You think so?” said Doogie.

			No, but I hope so, thought Suzanne. I really, really hope so.

			* * *

			“OKAY, I’ve got some lunch specials for you,” Petra called out.

			Suzanne grabbed a piece of yellow chalk from a shelf behind the counter. “Shoot,” she said. Each day, once Petra had the menu worked out, it was dutifully printed on the chalkboard for all to see.

			“Chicken meatloaf,” said Petra. “Although I suppose it’s not really meatloaf at all.”

			“Chicken chickenloaf?” said Suzanne.

			“Whatever,” said Petra. “Along with stuffed green pepper soup, egg salad sandwich, and salade Niçoise.”

			“Is there gonna be pie?” Toni called from across the café, where she was setting out silverware.

			“Rhubarb pie with vanilla ice cream,” said Petra.

			Toni smiled as she rubbed a spoon against her apron. “I have just one word for that. Yum.”

			Suzanne printed out the menu in block letters. And then, to better monetize the nearby cooler that held offerings brought in from some of their local vendors, she wrote down, Lemon Bread—$4.99 a loaf.

			“We’ve got lemon bread?” asked Toni. She stared at the chalkboard as she stuck her hands into the back pockets of her skintight jeans.

			“Our cooler is absolutely stuffed with food,” said Suzanne. “Shar Sandstrom brought in ten loaves of bread, Ellen Hardy some jars of pickles, and Dan Mullin brought in a couple dozen wheels of his fabulous Swiss cheese.”

			The café’s wall phone shrilled just then and Toni reached to grab it. She listened for a couple of seconds then passed the phone to Suzanne. “It’s for you.” She fluttered her eyelids. “Lover boy.”

			“Sam?” said Suzanne. She was surprised. Most mornings his schedule was jammed with patients at the Westvale Medical Clinic. She took the phone. Said, “Sam?” again, this time into the phone.

			His voice came to her, smooth and mellow with a hint of huskiness. “I heard you were in on the big excitement this morning,” he said.

			She was taken aback. “You’re talking about Lester Drummond? How do you know about that? How on earth did you find out?” She worked hard to keep her voice low and turned her back to the room.

			“I’d say the entire town probably knows by now,” said Sam. “Plus, George Draper just called. He’s decided he wants Lester Drummond’s body transferred from his funeral home to the morgue at the hospital. So I’m on my way over there right now.”

			“No kidding.”

			“Yup. Draper pretty much gave me the whole story, blow by blow. Or at least as much as he knows.”

			“Did he tell you we saw Missy at the cemetery?”

			“He seemed to take particular delight in relating that part.”

			“Obviously this is a very weird situation,” said Suzanne, blowing out a long breath and running a hand through her hair.

			“I’d have to agree,” said Sam. “Although I can’t say Drummond’s death comes totally out of left field. From what I could see, he’d been aggressive and angry ever since he got fired from the prison.”

			“And then he was turned down for that big job at the bank,” said Suzanne.

			“Perhaps he was suffering from depression,” said Sam. “I suppose he could have overdosed on some sort of medication.”

			“Was he taking something?” Suzanne asked suddenly. “Something strong?”

			“No idea,” said Sam. “But if he was, he sure didn’t get his scrip from me.”

			Suzanne hesitated. “What worries me most is that Doogie is going to be questioning Missy. He finds it exceedingly strange that she was at the cemetery this morning.”

			“Well, so do I,” said Sam.

			“When Toni and I ran into Missy . . .” Suzanne began. “Or rather, she almost ran into us . . . with her car. She looked absolutely terrified.” Suzanne knew her voice had risen an octave. Nowhere near hysterical, but edging into worry.

			“Got any idea what she was fleeing from?”

			“No. But I can take a wild guess.”

			“I can hear the concern in your voice,” said Sam.

			“Here’s the thing,” said Suzanne. “I think Doogie might be looking for a fall guy.”

			“Or girl,” said Sam.

			“But he’s dead wrong about Missy.”

			Sam kept his voice neutral. “I’m sure he is.”

			“Do you have to work tonight?” she asked. She suddenly needed him. Wanted desperately to talk to him, longed to feel his arms wrapped protectively around her body.

			“I’m on call tonight,” he told her. “But tomorrow night, that’s reserved strictly for us. No ifs, ands, or buts.”

			* * *

			IF Suzanne had a dollar for every time one of her lunch customers asked her about Lester Drummond, she would have been well on her way to a very comfortable retirement.

			“Drummond’s death is all people seem to be talking about,” Toni hissed when they met behind the counter. “The news has spread like wildfire all over town.”

			Suzanne nodded. “It sure has. Sam said they’re talking about it at the clinic, too.”

			Toni cocked an eye toward a table of four older men. Two were dressed in overalls, while two wore T-shirts, jeans, and John Deere caps. “You see those guys over there?” she said.

			“Yes?”

			“Their theory is that Drummond got offed by some woman.”

			“Why would they say that?” asked Suzanne. Why indeed?

			“They were kind of guffawing about the fact that he was such a notorious skirt chaser.”

			“Well, he was,” said Suzanne. “And clearly lots of people knew that.”

			“Only problem is,” said Toni, in an ominous tone, “the most recent skirt he chased belonged to Missy.”

			“I’m sure she has a perfectly good explanation for why she was in the cemetery this morning,” said Suzanne.

			“Let’s hope she does,” said Toni.

			* * *

			AT one-thirty that afternoon, Suzanne was standing in line at the bank. She’d been so busy she hadn’t had time to deposit all their receipts from the previous week. So here she was, with a bulging blue plastic envelope stuffed with dog-eared ones, tens, and twenties as well as assorted checks.

			“Hey, Suzanne,” said the teller. She was a plump woman by the name of Jana Riesgraff. Jana had worked at the local bank for twenty years and probably should have been named as the new bank president, instead of the ineffectual young man who was in that position now. “I heard you were the one who found Lester Drummond this morning.”

			“Does everybody know about that?” Suzanne asked.

			Jana nodded as she quickly counted bills, punched in numbers on her machine, and handed Suzanne a receipt. “Pretty much.” Jana grinned. “That’s the beauty of a small town.”

			“Or the problem with it,” Suzanne murmured to herself as she turned to leave.
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