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THE PRIME SUSPECTS
 
Flo gazed at her pad for a moment. She looked up and surveyed the room. “We have a hand’s worth of people who might have wanted Beverly Ruchart dead.” She ticked names and reasons off on her fingers. “Ron inherits.”
 
“So he says, anyway,” I pointed out. “He could be just assuming he gets Grandma’s estate.”
 
“Granted,” Flo said. “Then there’s Isadora with her anger about the potential of losing half her own inheritance.”
 
“I’ve met an Isadora.” Derrick gazed over my head out the window as if he was thinking. “She always seemed to wear expensive-looking things.”
 
Flo went on. “We also have Eli, who might or might not have hated Beverly.”
 
“Gin, you also mentioned Beverly acted really drunk last night,” I said, “and that she said she wasn’t feeling well.”
 
“Somebody at the dinner probably poisoned her with a substance mimicking being intoxicated,” Derrick said.
 
“Maybe. But what substance?” I asked. “What poison can do that?”
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Chapter One
 
In my opinion, only the coldest heart could resist a puppy. Beverly Ruchart apparently possessed an arctic heart. She marched through the gap in the hedge between her property and my parents’ yard behind the church parsonage. Beverly held the wriggling, yipping three-month-old puppy at arm’s length. My father had acquired Tucker for his granddaughter, my niece Cokey, to play with when she visited. A curly-haired rescue, the little guy was all sweetness, energy, and enough wile to slip his collar and go exploring.
 
“This, this creature has been digging in my garden.” Beverly’s crisp white shirt bore dirt smudges. Her florid neck contrasted with her cap of silver hair, which was definitely not as perfectly styled as usual. She caught sight of me where I sat with my mother, our brightly colored—but empty—plastic margarita glasses in hand.
 
“Good evening, ladies.” Beverly was a regular at Mac’s Bikes, my bicycle repair, rental, and retail shop here in our small Cape Cod town of Westham.
 
“Hey, Beverly.” Mom smiled, ignoring Beverly’s tone. “Have a seat. Can I fix you a drink?”
 
“No, thank you.” Beverly kept her arms extended.
 
My father, Joseph Almeida, took the puppy. “We’re very sorry, Ms. Ruchart. He slipped out of his collar. It won’t happen again.” He stroked Tucker’s silky dark coat and smiled kindly at his irate neighbor.
 
“Please see to it that it doesn’t. I pay good money to my landscape service and I grow prize-winning roses.”
 
“Tucker! Bad boy.” Cokey, with a five-year-old’s frown, shook her little finger at the pup. Her curly blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but escaped ringlets framed her face like angel curls.
 
“The dog was extremely bad, young lady. I don’t intend to have my grounds ruined by him again.” Chin held high, Beverly turned and slipped back through the hedge a moment later. She’d bought the property adjoining the Unitarian Universalist Church years earlier and had had the house and grounds renovated to her expensive liking.
 
Cokey stared. “Am I a lady, Athtra?” she lisped to her grandmother, who loved Cokey, calling her Astra instead of Grandma.
 
“Of course you are, honey,” Mom said.
 
“I guess she doesn’t like puppies,” I said, gazing after Beverly. “Have you had trouble with her before?” I looked from Mom to Pa and back.
 
“I don’t believe she thinks much of our modest lifestyle, but we haven’t had this kind of run-in prior to today.” My father gazed at the gap Beverly had disappeared through. “I’m wondering about installing a fence, Mackenzie. What do you think?”
 
“So Tucker can run around freely?” I asked. “Sounds like a good idea.”
 
“Yes, and so Ms. Ruchart won’t have cause to complain again. Fences make good neighbors.” Pa, the UU minister, had a steady, quiet presence reflected in the deep tones of his comforting voice.
 
“I hear you,” I replied.
 
Cokey dashed off. She came back to us holding Tucker’s leash and collar. “Abo Joe, here.” Abo, the Kriolu word for both “grandfather” and “grandmother,” came from Pa’s father’s Cape Verdean heritage. Pa had grown up speaking the language with his father.
 
Pa knelt and helped Cokey securely refasten the collar. From the lawn chair where he’d been sitting, he picked up the little harness that went around Tucker’s chest. “We have to put the harness on every time, Coquille, not just the collar. All right?” He was the only person in the family who used Cokey’s full name, bestowed on her by her French mother.
 
She nodded solemnly. “Cuth I don’t want that lady mad at uth anymore,” she lisped.
 
“Neither do I,” he said. Together they fastened on the harness, which framed the puppy’s white chest, and hooked the leash to it.
 
Mom, otherwise known as Astra Mackenzie—thus my first name—piped up. “I’d be willing to bet she’s an Aquarian. Not the most touchy-feeling of signs.” Mom was a professional astrologer and was astonishingly accurate in assessing personalities. She leaned over and refilled my glass from the pitcher, which she’d lifted out of an ice chest.
 
“Thanks, Mom.” I didn’t believe in astrology myself, but it’s a big world, and my mother’s profession made her happy.
 
I stretched out my legs. I often stopped by my parents’ place after closing the shop. Mac’s Bikes, which I’d opened a year and a half ago, kept me busy, especially in the height of the season, but it was thriving, and I liked the multifaceted challenge of keeping a business afloat. I sipped the frosty, citrusy drink. A cold drink at the end of a busy mid-summer Saturday and a dose of family was almost never the wrong choice.
 
“Where’s Derrick?” I asked. Cokey’s single-parent dad worked in the rental-retail side of my shop. “He left work at five today.”
 
“He’s at a meeting,” Pa said.
 
“Good.” I nodded. Derrick, my older half brother, was a recovering alcoholic but was stable again. Attending AA meetings regularly was much of the reason why. Pa’s being a solid support for his stepson was another. I watched Cokey walk the puppy around the yard. “Derrick’s doing great, isn’t he?”
 
“He sure is.” My mom stood. “Are you eating with us, Mac?” She tossed back her nimbus of flyaway blonde hair that included more than a little gray.
 
“Thanks, but no. Tim’s cooking for me. I’d better get home and clean up so I’m not late.” I glanced at Tucker, who had run toward us with Cokey barely managing to hold on to the leash. Tucker, a Portuguese water dog, rubbed against my leg and I didn’t have to recoil. Pa had been careful to find one of the few breeds of dog that didn’t make me sneeze, wheeze, and reach for my antihistamine eye drops.
 
“Titi Mac, I want to go to Tio Tim’s, too,” she said, using the Cape Verdean words for aunt and uncle.
 
“Not tonight, querida.” When I saw her lip push out, I added, “But he wants to meet Tucker, so we’ll get together soon, okay?”
 
Her expression brightened. “Hold Tucker, Athtra, so he doesn’t get away.” She thrust the leash at my mother and ran over to the swing.
 
Life was good in August here in Westham. I had family and a thriving business, not to mention a devoted—and handsome—boyfriend. What more could a woman want?

 



Chapter Two
 
Tim and I walked hand in hand along the beach at nine the next morning on another cloudless summer day. A sea breeze brought a fresh tang of salt and seaweed, and kept the sun from feeling too hot. Tim had taken off his shirt, and I wore only a tank top and my EpiPen bag with my shorts, a pink cap over my short black curls. I normally power walked with Gin Malloy, a friend from the Cozy Capers book group, early in the mornings, but I saved Sundays for Tim. He also took precedence over attending the UU services my father conducted, about which I felt the tiniest jab of guilt.
 
“I’m glad your assistant baker is working out.” I squeezed his hand. My guy owned Greta’s Grains, an artisanal bakery in town. When we were first going out, he had to be at the bakery by four every morning, including Sundays. He’d finally found another baker to take over weekend mornings.
 
“Me too.”
 
“How’s your training going for Falmouth?” A row of plovers at the water’s edge ran ahead of us, poked sharp beaks into the wet sand, and ran again when we approached. Tim had entered the Falmouth Road Race, held next week, but he’d be running straight ahead and fast, not zigzagging like these energetic little birds.
 
“Eli is a great running buddy, and we push each other. I think I’m ready for the race.”
 
“It’s a week from today?”
 
“Yep, and Eli thinks he might actually place in the top ten.”
 
“Wow. He must be fast.” The race was a big deal on the Cape, with a seven-mile route that started hilly but also led along a beach on Martha’s Vineyard Sound before heading back into town. It had been taking place since 1973 and attracted over ten thousand runners.
 
Tim laughed. “He just turned forty, so he’s the youngest in his age category. That makes it easier to place in his age group than me in my thirty-to-forty group.”
 
“World-class runners come to compete, don’t they?”
 
“They do. Some well-known, elite racers are coming this year. Mostly from Kenya and Ethiopia, as usual.”
 
“Do you know what Eli does at the Woods Hole lab?” I asked. Tim and I had done a little matchmaking with my friend Gin and Eli. They’d only been dating for a month, but Gin seemed pleased with the guy.
 
“He’s some kind of marine researcher at the Oceanographic Institute. I’m not quite sure what his area is.” He pushed his shoulder-length dark blond hair back off his face, but the wind blew it back again. “I should have tied my hair. I’m going in the water. You?”
 
I shook my head. “You go.” I plopped onto packed sand and set my arms on my knees. I hadn’t brought a towel. Anyway, I had to open the shop at eleven and didn’t want to have to shower again.
 
He jogged in and dove when the water was deep enough. Here on the bay we didn’t have waves except small ones lapping the shore like a caress. Tim popped up and ambled back out. He was an extraordinarily fine specimen of his gender. He kept his abs toned and pulled in, and had broad shoulders, with a small patch of chest hair at his sternum. He had a luscious set of lips—and knew how to use them—and big baby-blue eyes. More important, he was kind and smart and adored me. I wasn’t quite sure how I’d lucked out.
 
He leaned over, shaking the water out of his hair. He tossed his head up, tucking his hair behind his ears, and sank with grace to sit next to me.
 
“Better?” I asked.
 
“Much.”
 
A boy and a girl a little older than Cokey dashed by in front of us, shrieking as they chased a seagull. I held my breath, waiting to see if Tim would bring up the question of starting a family yet again. Every few weeks he raised the issue, and every time I said I wasn’t ready. My life was good. Happy, busy, in order. I wasn’t sure I wanted to disturb the status quo by getting married, getting pregnant, figuring out how to live with a baby. It wasn’t like I wanted to be with anyone else, and I supposed one day I’d want a family. Tim, on the other hand, couldn’t wait. And I probably shouldn’t, either. I was thirty-six to his thirty-two, and my eggs weren’t getting any younger.
 
But the moment passed. We sat quietly looking out to sea, our lives at peace for the moment.

 



Chapter Three
 
Uh-oh. Here came possible trouble. Beverly Ruchart wheeled her Diamondback hybrid bike through the door of the repair side of my shop at one o’clock that afternoon. Derrick was busy explaining our rental policy to a family of five. My mechanic, Orlean Brown, was deep in a bike tune-up in the repair shop. I’d finished showing our array of brightly colored shirts to a serious cyclist who explained he’d ridden down from Boston and wanted a souvenir of the Cape. Another group of tourists waited to rent bikes, and we had a big sign out front asking people to leave their bikes outside. Now was not a good time for an imperious customer who thought she was so entitled she didn’t have to follow the rules.
 
“Excuse me, Ms. Ruchart.” I intercepted her. “Please leave the bike outside.” I smiled but blocked her way into the shop.
 
Her nostrils flared. “I always bring it in. Ms. Brown never has a problem with me doing so. This is a valuable bike and someone could steal it out there.”
 
It was a very nice bike, true, although not particularly valuable, and the customer should always be right. However, this was my shop, and procedure was procedure. “I’m sorry, we simply don’t have room in here. I’ll come out and give you a ticket, and then we’ll store it where we keep the other bikes waiting for repairs.” I glanced over at Orlean. Technically the areas of the shop were different rooms, but they were all open to the others, except my office and the bathroom, of course.
 
She’d looked up from her work and now raised a blue-gloved hand black with grease. “Hey there, Bev. Come see me after Mac gets you all set.” She lowered her gaze to her work again.
 
Bev? I’d never heard anyone call her anything other than Ms. Ruchart or Beverly.
 
“Very well,” Beverly said to me. She wheeled the bike back outside and stood tapping her fingers on the handlebars.
 
“I’ll be right there.” I hurried over to the desk and grabbed the repair book. “What do you need done?” I asked her once I’d joined her.
 
“The front tire keeps going flat, and something’s rubbing the rear tire. I inadvertently ran over a big stick yesterday. It had fallen onto the trail during that windy night Friday, I believe. It must have knocked things out of alignment.”
 
“The Shining Sea Trail?” The lovely, flat trail ran along the coast on the former rail bed and was a popular locale for walkers, runners, and cyclists. I jotted down her name and what she’d said on the ticket.
 
“Yes, I ride it in its entirety every day. My cardiologist recommended vigorous daily exercise.”
 
“The trail is a good place for it. And a twenty-one-mile round trip is a decent ride. Can I have your phone number, please?”
 
After she told me, I added it and tied the ticket to the handlebar. “I’m not sure when it’ll be ready. Depends on how many are in front of you. I’ll get to it myself tomorrow if I can.”
 
“I will need it as soon as possible.” She pursed her lips, which made a little row of lines appear above her top lip.
 
“I understand. We do repairs in the order in which we receive them, however.” She had to already know this. She’d been a customer here ever since she’d moved in three summers ago.
 
“Very well. Now, Ms. Almeida, I have another matter to bring up with you. I must say I am increasingly concerned about the riffraff who frequent that soup kitchen you all run at the church.”
 
I stared at her. The riffraff? Despite the steady stream of tourists with money to burn and the affluent folks who summered here, Westham had local residents who were hungry and even homeless. The soup kitchen Pa ran out of the church basement several days a week, along with the food pantry he hosted, made all the difference to those down on their luck. I was a regular volunteer at both, as was Gin, who owned and ran Salty Taffy’s candy shop at the other end of the main drag from here.
 
“They have left trash in my front yard and sometimes loiter about smoking cigarettes. I meant to speak to your father about it yesterday, but that dog had me too rattled to remember.”
 
I did not have time for this. “Ms. Ruchart, we feed the desperately needy. Often it’s their only meal of the day. I’ll let my father know your views. If you’ll excuse me, I have customers waiting inside.” I turned to wheel the bike around to the back.
 
She called after me. “Please call me as soon as my bicycle is ready.”
 
At least she’d said please. I stashed the Diamondback in the walk-in shipping container serving as repair storage. The space wasn’t great, but acquiring it had been a lot cheaper than adding on to the building after I’d bought the business last year. I’d run electricity into the container and painted the inside white so we could see which bike was where. Customers not picking up their repaired or tuned-up bikes promptly were a real problem and meant we provided free storage for them. I was thinking of a way to penalize anyone who left it more than a week unless they had extenuating circumstances.
 
I hurried back into the shop. Beverly had, in fact, gone back in to talk with Orlean on the repair side. My mechanic was a normally taciturn employee, stopping a few millimeters short of being dysfunctional. She was so talented at fixing bikes, though, I forgave her almost anything. Since Derrick was now helping the second group of renters, I moseyed over and straightened the nearest merchandise so I could listen in on Orlean and Beverly’s conversation.
 
“I got a nibble on my Colby line,” Orlean said. “Found the town records for 1903.” She hung a blue-handled wrench on the hook in the middle of the set, arranged in order of size. She kept her work bench tidy, a sight dear to my neat-freak heart. Tired straw-colored hair peeked out of the Orleans Firebirds ball cap she wore every day.
 
“Good work,” Beverly said. “And I might have unearthed that missing aunt on your maternal line we were talking about.”
 
Orlean nodded. “We’re meeting again Tuesday night, right?” She grabbed the curly blue air hose hanging from the ceiling. It hissed as she half inflated the tube she was checking.
 
“You can count on it.” Beverly smiled at my no-nonsense mechanic.
 
I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen Beverly smile. Also—town records for 1903? A missing aunt? It sounded like they were talking historical research. Or . . . of course. Beverly Ruchart was a professional genealogist. I’d known her occupation, but it had slipped my mind. What I hadn’t known was that Orlean was interested, too, and apparently good at finding old records. Beverly’s expertise must have been the trigger to get Orlean to open up, as well as their mutual love of bicycles. Beverly sounded polite and respectful speaking to Orlean, quite a change from my interactions with her this weekend. But I was a staunch attender at the church of Live and Learn, and happy to witness Beverly’s good side.

 



Chapter Four
 
I’d finished my closing checklist at five o’clock and had locked the door to the shop when I spied Gin hurrying down Main Street toward me. I waved and waited for her to reach me, which took a minute as she dodged tourists and a friendly pair of dogs on leashes.
 
“What’s cooking?” I asked, smiling.
 
“I’m going out tonight, so I thought I’d check in with you about tomorrow.” She was breathless from her fast walk, and her thick brownish-red hair was straggling loose from its ponytail.
 
“Do you have time for a beer?” I asked.
 
“Absolutely. Today was nuts at the shop.” She shook her head.
 
“Same here.” I led the way through the yard behind the shop, past the picnic table under a big tree where I often ate lunch, and through a break in the low hedge to my 350-square-foot tiny house. Once inside, my African gray parrot, Belle, started talking.
 
“Hi, Mac. It’s about time. Belle’s a good girl. Belle wants a treat. Hi, Mac.”
 
I stepped out of my sneakers and padded to her cage. “Hi, Belle.” I opened the door, scritching her head before she hopped out.
 
Belle cocked her head at Gin. “Hi, gorgeous. Give Belle a treat?” She let out a perfect wolf whistle. “Belle’s a good girl. Grapes?”
 
Gin laughed. “Does she ever shut up?” She took off her own shoes and came in.
 
I liked to have a no-shoes policy in the house. It kept the floors clean, and I had a basket with a few pairs of spare slippers for the wintertime. “Sometimes. But not when I first come in.” I pulled out Belle’s cherished frozen grapes and put a few in her cage before opening two cold Pilsners for the humans. I handed Gin a full glass and clinked mine with hers. “Cheers.” I sank onto the two-seater couch and pointed to the small upholstered chair opposite. “Take a load off.”
 
“I know we can’t complain about great business, but boy, it’s exhausting,” she said after sipping the beer. “My best high school employee had asked for the day off and the other one, well, she’s not very good at retail.”
 
“I ran my tush off today, too.” I took a long sip from my glass. “Mmm. Beer sure goes down right. So what are you doing tonight?”
 
“Date with Eli.” Her cheeks pinkened.
 
My friend had been divorced for years, and her daughter was grown and lived elsewhere. I was happy to help her love life along. A few months earlier I’d tried to get her and my brother together, since they were both in their early forties and single, but he was raising Cokey and Gin was all done with child-rearing. She and Derrick went out once but seemed to have agreed not to take it any further.
 
Gin went on. “Eli is taking me to some fancy dinner party he was invited to.”
 
“At a restaurant?”
 
“No, at some lady’s house. She’s the one who owns the really nice property just beyond the rectory.”
 
“Beverly Ruchart? Interesting. I’ve seen her twice this weekend.”
 
Belle hopped up on the arm of the couch and to the back near my head. I reached up and stroked her. She started humming the tune to “Happy,” bobbing her head with the rhythm.
 
“Beverly summers here, and she’s been bringing her bicycle into the shop for service since I opened,” I said.
 
“That’s her. She’s Eli’s former mother-in-law.”
 
“I didn’t know she had children. She doesn’t seem particularly maternal.”
 
“Well, it takes all types, right?” Gin took another sip of beer.
 
“Is Eli divorced?”
 
“No, his wife died some years ago. He has a stepson a little older than my Lucy. I haven’t met him yet, but he’ll be at the dinner. The kid, Ron, is apparently living with his grandmother this summer.”
 
“Is Eli over his wife’s death?” I asked.
 
“He seems to be. It’s been a while. Remember the rich guy who stayed in my Airbnb in June? He’s going to be at the dinner, too.”
 
“Wesley somebody.” I couldn’t remember his last name.
 
“Farnham. He bought a property in Pocasset and is having it renovated. I guess he’s living there during the construction.”
 
“So what are you wearing tonight?” I wasn’t much of a clothes horse, but Gin loved both clothes and the shopping required to obtain them.
 
She smiled. “I got a really sweet hand-painted silk tunic at the consignment shop last week. It goes perfect with my white rough-silk capris.”
 
“Cute.”
 
Belle flapped up to the roost on top of her cage. “Really sweet. Really sweet,” she muttered in an uncanny imitation of Gin’s voice. “Really sweet.”
 
“By the way, I wouldn’t bring up the soup kitchen in your dinner conversation tonight,” I said. “Ms. Ruchart called the people we serve riffraff. She as much as said they’re driving down property values.”
 
Gin’s mouth dropped open. “Hungry and homeless residents of our sweet town are riffraff? You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
“No joke. Her words. I know, it’s disgusting.”
 
“Ugh.” She drained her glass and set it down. “We’re walking tomorrow, right?” She and I walked every weekday morning at seven, rain or shine. Not if it was too cold or icy out, but at this time of year, we were as regular as a metronome in the Cape Symphony’s rehearsal room.
 
“Absolutely.”
 
Belle laughed to herself.
 
Gin tilted her head. “Was that the parrot?”
 
Belle laughed softly. “Okay, love you, see you soon, bye,” Belle murmured and laughed some more.
 
“Exactly.” I pointed at the bird. “She has a recording of my phone calls in her brain.”
 
Gin snorted. “She’s amazing. So, have you finished the book yet?”
 
I shook my head. “No, but I have time to read tonight. And we’re not meeting until Thursday.” We were both charter members of the Cozy Capers book group. The collection of local shop owners and others read one cozy mystery per week and met to discuss the book on Thursday nights, often in the lighthouse where my brother was caretaker. We took turns making a recipe from the foodie cozies. This week’s book was Liz Mugavero’s The Icing on the Corpse, one of her delightful Pawsitively Organic pet food mysteries. The recipes were all for animals, but we’d found they tasted delicious for humans, too. This summer we were working our way through the calendar year, each week’s book moving ahead a month, and had selected Icing because it was set in February.
 
“I haven’t finished it, either. I’ll tell you, it’s awfully nice to be reading about February New England temperatures when it’s hot out. I think the AC in my shop is about to go. As if I need a big expense like a new appliance.” Gin grimaced as she stood. “Thanks for the drink. I’m off to get cleaned up so I can brave the rich and not-so-famous.”
 
“Have fun. You’ll have your new man at your side. How bad can it be?”

 



Chapter Five
 
My leaving-home ritual took a little longer than usual the next morning. I always felt compelled to leave everything clean and in its place before I left the house. One could argue that doing so was a near necessity for someone who lived in such a small space. Or, as others had pointed out, my obsession with cleanliness and order was borderline clinical. I’d earned my Neat Freak badge several times over. Mom had attributed it to my having both my sun and my moon in Virgo, of course.
 
Regardless of the diagnosis or the cause, I was a few minutes late to meet Gin for our walk. I grabbed my EpiPen bag and slung it across my chest. After a near-fatal meet-up with a wasp a few years earlier, I never left home without a double dose of the lifesaving medicine. I locked the door, stuck the house key in my shorts pocket, and headed out.
 
The day had dawned sunny and cloudless again. Good for those of us in the tourism business, not so good for local farmers. I hurried down the length of Main Street. I passed the fragrant smells of baking emitting from Tim’s bakery and the blessedly quiet Westham police station. Only two cars passed me on my way to where Gin lived above Salty Taffy’s at the other end. A quick shudder rippled through me at the memory of our close call with death in the shop’s kitchen in June, but I shook it off.
 
Apparently, Gin was running late, too. She wasn’t stretching her hamstrings in front of the shop. I glanced up at her windows but didn’t see a light on, not that she would need one almost an hour and a half after sunrise. I checked down her driveway on the right side of the building, but she wasn’t there. The back of her small yard abutted the municipal parking lot, and on the far side of the shop was a new walk-in health clinic.
 
I headed around the front of the shop to the clinic side. The owners had planted a particularly lovely flower garden facing the street, and both Gin and I always liked to check out what was newly in bloom. I had a brown thumb, myself, but that didn’t mean I didn’t appreciate others’ talents in the plant department.
 
But when I cleared the shop, I gasped and froze in place. Gin knelt on the walkway between the buildings. Next to her lay the crumpled figure of Beverly Ruchart.
 
“Gin, what . . . ?” I hurried to her side.
 
She gazed up at me, her eyes as wide as saucers. “She’s dead.” Her whisper was barely audible.
 
“Are you sure?” I asked even as I took in Beverly’s open and unseeing eyes, her skin devoid of pink, and the way her lips stretched back from her teeth. I brought my hand to my mouth. The poor, poor woman. Her heart issues must have caught up with her.
 
“I’m sure. Her skin is cold, Mac.” Gin’s eyes welled with tears. “I can’t believe it. I was at her house. I ate dinner at her table only twelve hours ago. She was alive, and now she’s not.”
 
And poor Gin. I doubted she’d ever seen a dead body before, at least not like this. “Did she seem well during dinner?”
 
Gin opened her mouth to speak, but I held up a hand. “Wait.” What was I doing asking about dinner? First things first. “Did you call the police?”
 
“No.” Gin sniffed. “I just found her a minute ago.”
 
“We have to let someone know. You know, like we’ve read about so many times? It’s an unattended death. The police need to be informed.” I hauled my phone out of my back pocket and pressed 9-1-1. When the dispatcher answered, I said, “This is Mackenzie Almeida in Westham. We, um, found a dead body next to the walk-in clinic on Main Street.”
 
“Is someone else with you?”
 
“Yes, Gin Malloy. She owns the taffy shop we’re next to.”
 
“When did you encounter the deceased?” the dispatcher asked next.
 
“Just now. A couple of minutes ago.”
 
“Do you feel safe?”
 
I checked with Gin. “Do you feel safe?”
 
“Of course,” she whispered, staring at Beverly.
 
“Yes, we feel safe,” I told the dispatcher.
 
“Someone will be there shortly.”
 
“Thank you.” I disconnected and sank down to sit next to Gin, who had wrapped her arms around her knees. The walkway was cool and hard under my rear, and the taffy shop blocked the morning sun. I shivered, then put my arm around her shoulders and squeezed.
 
“Yesterday Beverly said she was seeing a cardiologist,” I murmured. “She said that was why she biked so much. I’ll bet her heart just gave out on her.”
 
“You asked how she was at dinner last night. She seemed like she was getting really drunk, and by the end of the night she said she didn’t feel well.”
 
The sound of a siren rose into the air. Why had it taken them so long? The station was only two blocks away.
 
“Why do you think she was here, Mac?” Gin asked plaintively. “Her house is way down at the other end of town.”
 
I pointed to the shiny new sign on the building next to us. “Walk-in clinic is my guess. Maybe she thought they were open all night. It’s closer than the hospital.”
 
“But why didn’t she call nine-one-one if she was feeling so bad?” Gin kept her gaze on Beverly’s still form, as if guarding it.
 
“I don’t know. Maybe she didn’t feel sick enough for an ambulance and it hit her all of a sudden. Plus, ambulances are super expensive.” Not that that would have mattered to Beverly. A scarcity of money never had seemed an issue for her.
 
Two dark blue Westham police cruisers whooped to a stop on the street in front of us, followed immediately by a boxy red Westham Fire Department rescue vehicle. All three vehicles kept their rooftop lights strobing red and blue but turned off the sirens. A bicycle officer rode up, too, in a helmet, light blue polo shirt, and navy shorts, the department’s summer uniform. I scrambled to my feet, but Gin stayed sitting next to Beverly. A woman in maroon scrubs emerged from the clinic’s front door and stared, her hand to her mouth.
 
Officers climbed out of both cruisers, and two paramedics jumped out of the WFD vehicle, red bags in hand. The one I wished hadn’t heeded the call was Westham Police Chief Victoria Laitinen, a woman with whom I had a long and slightly rocky past. She strode up and stood with her arms crossed on her navy-blue-clad chest, gazing down at Gin. And at Beverly’s body. Since Victoria was barely five foot one, she didn’t have far to look.
 
“Morning, Mac, Ms. Malloy. Were you two together when you came across the deceased?” Her pale-blonde, nearly white hair was pulled back into a neat bun at the nape of her neck, as always.
 
“Morning, Victoria,” I said. “No, Gin had found her before I got here.”
 
Victoria narrowed her eyes at the corpse. “Is this that lady who lives near your father, Mac?”
 
“Yes, her name is Beverly Ruchart.”
 
“Thought so. She’s always calling in petty complaints.”
 
No surprise there. Including calls about the soup kitchen riffraff, I’d guess.
 
Victoria beckoned to one of the waiting paramedics. He hurried up, squatted, and laid a gloved finger on Beverly’s neck for a minute. He leaned over and sniffed in front of her mouth. He felt her skin with the back of his hand, then put both hands near her ears and tried to turn her head, but it was unyielding. He must have been checking for rigor mortis, the stiffening that sets in a few hours after death. Which I only knew about from reading crime novels, of course. He stood.
 
“Deceased, Chief.”
 
“Thank you.” Victoria directed a few officers to secure the scene and told the one on the bike to call the medical examiner and the state police. One officer attached yellow police tape to the clinic building, out to a lamppost at the curb, and along to a post in front of Gin’s shop.
 
“Now, ladies, if you don’t mind?” Victoria ushered us away from Beverly and along the sidewalk to the driveway at the far side of Gin’s shop. “We’ll need a full statement from each of you, but for now, please tell me exactly how you came to find the deceased next to your shop, Ms. Malloy.”
 
I watched as the officer ran the tape from the lamppost to the corner of Gin’s shop. He disappeared along the side of the shop to finish blocking the perimeter of the secure area. If the tape stayed up for very long, tourists would have to step into the gutter to keep walking on this side of Main Street.
 
“I came out here at seven,” Gin told Victoria. “Mac and I go walking every weekday. She was a little bit late, so I went over to check out the flowers in front of the clinic. I saw Beverly there and I rushed up to her to see if I could help.”
 
“Did you touch the body?” Victoria angled her stern look upward. Gin was almost as tall as my five foot seven.
 
“I only touched the skin on her neck.
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