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Chapter 1

A postcard with an image of lush sprawling foliage and a rust-covered antique carriage taunted me from the cushy passenger seat of my SUV. I almost veered off the road twice on the drive to campus because I couldn't peel my eyes away from its persistent glare and blatant reminder of Mendoza. It had to be from Francesca. No one else knew about the remote South American vineyard we'd visited on our honeymoon many years earlier. I shook my clenched fist at the spooky vision of her vanishing in the rearview window. Was she following me everywhere now?

It was Francesca's seventh message since leaving town and failing to inform anyone she wasn't returning to Los Angeles. A torturous weekly mystery highlighting her whereabouts but leaving no way to contact her. At first, I thought she'd accepted my decision to remain in Pennsylvania and would wait until her parents, the heads of the Castigliano mob family, discovered a way to bring her back from the dead. Let me clarify—she wasn't truly dead, but everyone thought she was. Upon getting caught in a vicious war with Las Vargas, a rival crime family, Francesca's parents had faked her death as the only way to keep her safe. No one else besides Francesca's parents and my sister knew Francesca was alive.

My wife just needed space to adjust to the changes. For two-and-a-half years, she'd been sequestered in a Los Angeles mansion watching from a distance as I raised our seven-year-old daughter on my own. Emma stayed with her nonni a couple of nights a week which made Francesca feel like her daughter was never too far away, but she couldn't actually talk to Emma. Once I moved back home, Francesca lost her ability to see Emma and materialized from seclusion hoping to reconcile. Based on the postcards, she was visiting all the places we'd once traveled to together. Perhaps she needed to feel close to me since I'd refused to participate in whatever game her family was embroiled in with Las Vargas. Unfortunately, now that the Castiglianos blamed me for Francesca's inexplicable disappearance, I anticipated their goons lurking around the corner and following me all the time. Dramatic stuff, huh?

I drove along Braxton's main street cutting through the center of our charming, remote town and parked in the South Campus cable car station's lot near Cambridge Lawn, a large open field filled with colorful flowerbeds, bright green blades of thick grass, and moss-covered stone walkways. It was Saturday, which meant graduation day at Braxton College—also my first one as a professor at the renowned institution. Although I'd only been back for a few months, it felt like I'd never left given my mother, Violet Ayrwick, was still its director of admissions and my father, Wesley Ayrwick, had just retired from its presidency. He would co-lead the ceremony with the new president to complete his responsibilities, thus allowing him to concentrate on converting the college into a university.

Although I'd been apprehensive in accepting my professorship, I grew excited about the opportunity to reconnect with family and friends whom I'd hardly seen since originally leaving town a decade ago. When my cell phone vibrated, I clicked a steering wheel button to display the text message on the SUV's dashboard screen. The previous owner, a family friend who'd been murdered earlier that year, had added all the bells and whistles making it easy to remain hands-free. Was I the only one slightly unnerved by driving a dead woman's car?

 

Nana D: Are you still coming by after the graduation? I've got sticky buns and a broccoli and Gouda quiche for a late brunch… and I'm getting nervous about the race.

 

My grandmother, known as Seraphina Danby to everyone else, had finished the third and final debate in her surprise quest to become the next mayor of Wharton County, the larger geographical area encompassing Braxton and three other villages in north-central Pennsylvania. She was neck and neck with Councilman Marcus Stanton, her dreaded enemy for reasons she refused to share with anyone. I secretly suspected she was angry with him because of a bad date or his failure to flirt with her once Grandpop had left us for the great big afterlife in the sky.

 

Me: You'll be the new mayor. I'm confident. Focus on the numbers. Emma doing okay?

Nana D: Yep. She's in the stable talking to the horse groomer about finding her a puppy.

Me: Never committed to it! You told her she could have one if we moved into Danby Landing. Not me.

 

I'd been living with my parents in the Royal Chic-Shack, a huge modernized log cabin they'd built before I was born thirty-two years ago. When it became clear I needed my own space, Nana D thoughtfully suggested a move to her farm's guesthouse to provide Emma and me some privacy. We'd agreed to give it a chance for the summer, but if it didn't pan out, I'd look for our own place posthaste.

 

Nana D: Emma loves it here. She keeps me out of trouble. You and your mother should be grateful.

 

She was right. Without a chaperone or extensive supervision, Nana D often found herself skirting too close to disaster. I parked the car and told my seventy-four-year-old cross to bear—I mean that as lovingly as possible—to expect a two o'clock arrival. The graduation ceremony would last longer, but I was only making a brief presentation to declare this year's cable car redesign winner.

Between North and South Campus ran a one-mile electrical track transporting students and faculty back and forth to dorms, academic halls, administrative offices, and other student buildings. The old-fashioned cable car was the only one of its kind in the area and often brought in visitors—and much-needed surplus income—from all over the country. Braxton's graduating class voted each year to redesign the interior as its outgoing gift to the college. There was a surprise victor this year which would make my friend and colleague, Dean Fern Terry, quite relieved. At one point, she worried an apocalyptic dystopian world of aliens would litter the inside of the two-car transportation system she used daily. It was not happening under my watch. I checked the time, stole one last glance at the ominous postcard, and walked across Cambridge Lawn.

As I approached the last stone pathway, I heard my name being called in the distance. I turned to see Ed Mulligan talking with an unknown bald man in his mid-to-late forties. Dean Mulligan, the head of all academics at Braxton, wore an impeccably tailored three-piece suit—his normal highbrow approach to dressing—and scuttled toward me as if he were in a desperate rush to the finish line.

“Kellan, I'd like you to meet George Braun, a visiting professor who arrived in town a few weeks ago to teach a summer course,” Dean Mulligan said. When the sunlight landed on George's face, it highlighted the rippled, leathery texture of his skin. Perhaps he suffered from the effects of a recent sunburn or battled a case of rosacea.

“It's a pleasure to meet you, Kellan. Dean Mulligan tells me you recently joined Braxton and might lend a new guy some pointers about how to survive on this exquisite campus,” George replied with an unusual accent. Although I was adept at picking up common enunciations, his was a mixture of too many unbalanced inflections to be certain of its origin. There were hints of a gruff Midwest tone with drawn-out vowels, yet I sensed a cultured European style as he finished each of his words.

When Dean Mulligan nodded to confirm George's statement, his jowls jiggled like Santa's belly. “I can think of no one else more qualified,” he added with an exaggerated wink.

“Certainly, happy to play tour guide. I'm late at the moment, or I'd stay and chat. I have ceremonial duties for this morning's graduation.” Upon shaking George's hand, I noticed he wore a pair of thin leather gloves despite the warm temperatures making it unnecessary. Germaphobe?

I wanted to ask what area he'd be working on given my boss, the indomitable Dr. Myriam Castle, head of the communications department, had brought in a new professor for curriculum redesign and expansion. It was supposed to be a chunk of my role at the college, but she'd quickly made a play for additional money to hire someone other than me to prepare the future vision. Now that my father was no longer the president, but Myriam's wife Ursula Power was in that role, things were changing.

“Perhaps we could have breakfast on Monday morning? I'm due on campus at ten o'clock to meet with Dr. Anita Singh about the courses,” George explained. A dark gray sportscoat covered broad shoulders and attempted to slim his stocky figure. Given he was noticeably several inches taller and wider than me, it didn't appear to help.

“That sounds like a plan. Let's meet at eight thirty at the Pick-Me-Up Diner?” I proposed, knowing it'd lend me an excuse to judge the eatery's latest renovations.

Dean Mulligan haughtily teased,” Ah, George, you'll soon come to learn the Ayrwick family has a long-standing establishment in and around Braxton. Eleanor, Kellan's sister, owns the diner, a favored restaurant by most employed at or attending our fine institution.”

As Dean Mulligan provided directions to George, I caught a puzzled expression on the visiting professor's face. He muttered something unintelligible before his gaze narrowed and highlighted two ultra-thin blond eyebrows. “Pardon?” I inquired.

“Ayrwick, you said?” he added, cocking his head to the left and focusing on the pastoral landscape behind me. He wouldn't look me in the face without glancing away. Was he sensitive about his skin condition or his funny way of speaking? I hoped I hadn't offended the man with my transitory stare and state of confusion.

“Yes, Dean Mulligan's correct. My family's been in Wharton County for close to three centuries. I look forward to speaking with you on Monday,” I replied, excusing myself and dashing toward the backstage area to locate Dean Fern Terry. Since she oversaw the graduation as head of student affairs, Fern could tell me when I was needed for the ceremony.

George Braun not only seemed familiar with the name Ayrwick, but I was certain that was concern or alarm etched on his face. After a quick catch-up with Fern, I found a spot on the east side of the stage as the ceremony began. I could stand there until it was time to declare the winner of the contest. Although I knew a few students in the graduating class, I hadn't been at the institution long enough to serve as an announcer of graduate names nor to deliver any inspirational departing speeches.

Fern initiated the ceremony by reminiscing about the school's history and highlighting the graduating class's accomplishments. She introduced Ursula who took the stage to congratulate the outgoing students, then turned it over to my father for his last opportunity to say goodbye to the future alumni. As he spoke, Ursula navigated the stage's steps like they were a catwalk and headed toward the back of the seating area.

Once my father finished boorishly riffing about something in Latin, Fern commandeered the stage and announced my name. I walked to the center and stood behind the lectern looking out at a mostly unfamiliar sea of people. With over two hundred graduates, the audience teetered around a thousand guests including their families and nearly all the college's administrative and academic staff. I talked about the process to nominate and vote for different cable car designs, then explained how it was an awfully close race. Only two people had been told the final winner. Ursula and I agreed to surprise Fern with the results given how disappointed she'd be if the apocalypse had won. She'd tried to bribe me with a homemade coconut cream cake at Easter, but I stood firm. Where desserts were my weakness, keeping secrets was my strength.

“It gives me immense pleasure to reveal today's winner,” I said, pointing and clicking the button on a tiny remote toward the digital screen. “I've been a huge fan of these two larger-than-life characters since I was a small boy, and I often find myself involved in solving a few mysteries of my own.” A series of conversations between Agatha Christie's famed detectives, Miss Marple and Hercule Poirot, materialized on the large screen behind me. Various quotes and images from the books, movies, and PBS shows would appear inside the cable car to share different interpretations of the characters.

“It's because you're our inspiration for solving those two murder investigations,” Jordan Ballantine shouted followed by a bunch of cheers. “We wanted to honor your service to the campus!” Jordan was one of the graduates who'd be leaving Braxton to attend an MBA program in New Orleans.

In my three months at Braxton, I'd solved a couple of murders and been deemed a campus hero. I looked at Fern, Jordan's aunt, and smiled with humility. We'd come a long way from her disciplining me when I'd been the president of my fraternity pleading forgiveness after various mischievous activities. Fern beamed back at me and lifted her hands in the air as if to say 'holla' like the bellowing students. Somehow the image of a sixtyish woman built like a quarterback in a gray pixie-style haircut performing such a move was frightening beyond any comfort.

As I thanked everyone for their votes, I noticed one of the graduates, Sam Taft, speaking with my brother, Gabriel. I'd caught the two of them in a cozy embrace last March shortly after someone had killed Gwendolyn Paddington to ensure an inheritance of the family fortune. I'd been shocked to see my brother after eight years but even more astonished to learn he might be gay. If you'd seen that kiss, there wouldn't have been any question of might be, but until I spoke with him, I didn't want to assume. Neither one had realized I'd seen them that day, and for the last seven weeks, I'd kept the information to myself. I didn't know whether to ask Sam about it or hire a private investigator to track Gabriel.

Once I finished my speech, I sprinted down the steps to interrogate or to hug my brother—still hadn't decided which one. I tried to reach him, but Gabriel winked and escaped in the opposite direction. Before I could rush off to beg Sam for help, Ursula stepped in the way. “Kellan, I'm glad we ran into one another. I was curious if you found out anything new?” she said with a gleam of hope.

By now, Sam had lined up on stage to receive his diploma, and Gabriel was long gone. I breathed a gulp of warm air and felt my body begin to wane. For the third week of May, the heat had come from nowhere and grown inordinately stagnant. All the comforting breezes were blocked by tall fir trees surrounding one side of Cambridge Lawn and the massive church holding firm on its southern border. I liked the hot weather, but this was intense.

Ursula had recently pleaded for help with a problem involving the past finally catching up to her. I'd learned a lot about my new boss during our conversations, some of which explained the reason she was taciturn about her history and some of which shocked me to the core. Not even Myriam knew about her wife's tragedy or the years she'd been running and hiding from the truth about her real identity. While I felt the palpitating fear emanate off Ursula's normally serene exterior, I tried not to judge her for the damage her prior actions had caused.

“Not a whole lot, I'm sorry to say. Whoever is blackmailing you has gone to great lengths to keep their identity a secret. Are you sure this isn't an angry student playing a prank on you?” I asked, knowing the chances were slim. The person stalking Ursula had detailed knowledge about the complex science experiments her family had conducted in Chicago over two decades earlier.

“I don't see how anyone would know. Hans and my parents died because of what I did. Unless someone other than their assistant was loitering in the laboratory that day, no one else could still be around. That nuisance of an employee already tried to ruin me before I was forced to change my name and disappear!” Ursula cleared her throat and leaned her head in the direction of the graduation ceremony. Based on my father's latest announcement, graduate names were being called.

“I've got one more angle to try, but I don't think it'll turn up anything else. We might have to wait until he or she delivers another message to you. It could provide a clue to the identity of your stalker,” I said with fading confidence. I'd been unable to track who was pursuing Ursula nor establish any leads thus far, but I felt certain no one would keep threatening her without demanding something in return. “What could they possibly want from you?”

“To die. Just like those victims who suffered when I destroyed all the possible cures for… never mind!” Ursula sat on a wrought iron bench scrunching her fists in the hope she wouldn't lose her cool. The twitch in her right eye barely held back a flood of emotions. “I appreciate your help, Kellan.”

A chilling, nasal voice cut through the air inciting me to roll my eyes with vigor. Myriam had found us and was likely on her way armed with another acerbic Shakespearean barb. “Just what are you doing to my wife, Mr. Ayrwick?” Myriam blasted while furiously stomping the remaining few feet before approaching our bench. “Come not within the measure of my wrath.” She resembled a dark and gloomy ghost with a pointy cardboard hat floating through Cambridge Lawn in search of someone to haunt to death. I'm certain the cap's sole purpose was to hold her Jamie Lee Curtis spiky gray wig in place. No other professor wore the full academic regalia. I reminded myself that Myriam, in all her expressive and ruthless glory, was a special breed of querulous pomp and circumstance.

“Don't start with me, Myriam. I'm holding a private conversation with Ursula that has nothing to do with you. I thought we agreed to stop causing scenes by arguing all the time?” I said with half a grin. We'd had several run-ins over the last few months but ultimately found a way to co-exist with each other during the final weeks of the King Lear performance at Paddington's Play House.

“Kellan hasn't done anything wrong, M. He's helping solve an important problem at Braxton,” Ursula responded with a tentative stare in my direction. I took it as a reminder not to tell her wife anything. “Is everything okay? You look rather annoyed right now.”

“Annoyed? Well, yes, my love, I am more than annoyed. I finished directing students off the stage and followed them down the aisle once my group's degrees were delivered. As I reached the end, an unruly, frightening man jumped out of the last row and grabbed my arm.” She brushed imaginary dirt or unwelcome fingerprints off her flowing black graduation gown.

“Do you know who it was?” I asked. Would it be wrong to send a thank you gift to them?

“Of course not. Do you think I associate with such vulgarity, Mr. Ayrwick? He interrupted our graduation!” Myriam scowled. Why did she always say mister? Professor Ayrwick, Kellan, Prince of Awesomeness—anything else would be acceptable. Mister always conjured images of my father, and that's not something I relished even on a good day.

“I only meant—was it someone we could identify? Perhaps we'd recognize this supposed monster you encountered. Where is he now?” I wanted to strangle her with the honor society cords meticulously draped across her shoulders despite knowing it wouldn't help. Myriam tried to describe the man, but he sounded like a regular delivery guy who'd been hired to drop off the note, not an actual hoodlum. My boss tended to exaggerate any and all situations as well as choose the most peculiar words. “It was probably just a messaging service employee.”

“You two have been sneaking around and conspiring about something. I want to know what's going on and how it connects to this letter,” she said, thrusting her hand toward Ursula. Clasped between her fingers, besides a four-carat diamond ring, shook a piece of cardboard folded lengthwise in half. “Open it. The delivery hooligan pointed at you and said I should give it to Flower Child.”

Ursula's normally pale skin blanched to an alarming shade of white. Worried she might pass out, I reached to steady her. When Myriam batted my arm away, I stepped on the pathway to see if I could find out whether the delivery guy was anywhere in sight.

Ursula opened the note, swallowed deeply, and closed it in a balled-up fist. “Myriam, could you get me a bottle of water? I'm a little parched.” When Myriam appeared to balk, Ursula whispered something causing the woman to step away. “Thank you, M.”

“You certainly seem to be the only one who controls her. No offense intended, Madame President,” I said, trying to minimize the sudden cold front in the atmosphere. “Is it from the stalker?”

Ursula nodded, then handed me the note.

 

You thought you could run and hide, but life doesn't work that way. I tracked you down and plan to reveal myself at the upcoming costume party. Revenge is a long time coming, Flower Child. You'll never see the explosion this time! Nor will you make it out alive unless you follow my instructions very carefully. Remember, don't tell anyone else.

 

My eyes opened wide with an equal amount of shock and fear. All the previous notes were menacing and accusatory, but none had directly threatened Ursula's life. “We have to talk to Sheriff Montague at this point. I don't like where this game is going anymore.”







Chapter 2

“You were almost too late for brunch, Kellan,” Nana D teased while standing in her cozy farmhouse kitchen pouring mimosas by the bucketful. “I was outvoted by your sister and your daughter.” She'd selected giant, frosted-green goblets as the holder of the traditional beverage we'd been sharing at our weekend brunches. Ninety percent champagne, ten percent orange juice. I'd be tipsy after the first two since the bubbles always went straight to my head. Give me several cans of beer or a few cocktails, I'd be as sober as a Baptist minister in Utah.

“I thought I saw Eleanor's car out front. Isn't she working at the Pick-Me-Up Diner?” I grew antsy, something fishy was going on. There were only four place settings which meant I wouldn't be surprised by another Nana D-engineered blind date. A setup was guaranteed any day now.

Emma raced into the kitchen, hugged me tightly, and jumped into the open banquette seat near the window. “Auntie Eleanor hired a new manager. He's easy on the eyes.” When I'd left that morning, Emma had been wearing her pajamas and suffering from major bedhead. Now, she rocked a fresh blowout, an empire-cut blue dress, and a cashmere sweater with a butterfly pin clasped to the collar. Eleanor must have dressed her in anticipation of what future motherhood might be like. If Nana D had her druthers, Emma would wear overalls and pigtails.

“Easy on the eyes?” I said, squinting at my grandmother. “Where'd she learn that expression?”

“Your sister's words, not mine, brilliant one.” Nana D sat and guzzled a third of her mimosa. “I offered to let Emma taste mine, but she said it smelled funky. Like your cologne. Is that acid-reflux?”

“I suppose I should focus on the fact she declined the drink rather than harbor any concern you suggested it to begin with?” I loved my Nana D, but she rarely listened to any of the rules I'd laid down when moving back. I trusted her with my life, yet after the margarita incident a few months earlier, I wouldn't drink anything she didn't also drink from. In equal parts. In front of me. Between that revenge tactic and her homemade cold and flu medications, it's no wonder I wasn't already six feet under.

“Of course,” Eleanor chimed in as she sashayed into the room. “Didn't Nana D rub whiskey on our gums when we cut new teeth?”

“It kept me sane. Your mother would've killed me if she knew how many times I'd used that trick. New parents in the last thirty years think they invented all the rules. It's the old ways that always work.” Nana D sliced large wedges of quiche for everyone and directed us to dig in. We sat in silence devouring our food until I couldn't take it anymore.

“So… care to explain who's easy on the eyes, little sister?” Last time I checked, she'd been practically ogling Connor Hawkins. At the same time, she rotated through several picture books to select a possible sperm donor for the baby she wanted to have. On her own, as in, sans anyone to co-parent with. Was she trying to mimic my life? She'd always repeated everything I did in the exact same manner as me when we were children.

“The renovation brought in loads of new customers, I couldn't keep up. I hired a part-time manager to cover Saturdays. Now, I have a full day off. I thought I told you,” Eleanor mumbled while swallowing and moaning over the quiche. “I'm moving in if you keep serving this brunch, Nana D.”

“The more the merrier,” our grandmother replied, clinking her mimosa goblet against Emma's, which I prayed was only full of orange juice. “Maybe Gabriel will come home soon and need a place to crash. It'll be a family reunion.”

I stopped midway from shoveling a sticky bun between my lips and peered up at Nana D. Had Gabriel been in contact with her? “What makes you say that, Nana D?”

She wiggled her shoulders and fiddled with her bright red, three-foot braid. I didn't think she'd cut her hair in over a decade given it was long enough to touch the floor when she sat down. Nana D ignored me and said, “This might be my best brunch ever. Whatta ya think, Emma, dear?”

Eleanor and I glanced at one another and simultaneously downed the remaining contents of our goblets. I poured us both more while she responded. “I'm not interested in my new manager. I'm quite sure he doesn't play for my team, if you get my drift,” she whispered while nodding in Emma's direction.

“Ah. Well, that would make it difficult. Probably wouldn't stop Nana D from setting you up with him,” I quipped, remembering the bevy of inappropriate women our grandmother had thrown in my direction in the past. Was Eleanor trying to hint at knowing about Gabriel's secret, too? Something was going on between my sister and Nana D, but I couldn't clear away the cobwebs to find the prize.

“Since you two aren't making any sense, let's change the topic. The graduation ceremony went well. I ran into a few people I hadn't seen in a while,” I noted, mostly thinking about Ursula. When I left, she was planning to tell Myriam the note was about an issue with one of the college's alumni donors who called her Flower Child. I couldn't imagine explaining that name to my other boss.

From what Ursula had previously shared, Flower Child was a nickname given to her by her brother, Hans. She'd spent most of her childhood collecting flowers and researching their potential uses in medicines and herbal remedies. Their parents had been scientists who were close to finding a cure for a horrific disease. They'd only been close to discovering the answers until the explosion in the lab eliminated any records or verifiable, repeatable results.

“Did you see Maggie on campus?” Nana D asked, balancing a few plates on one arm and the tray of quiche on the other. Emma stood to clear the table. I'd taught my daughter proper manners despite what anyone else dared tell me.

While Eleanor knew Francesca was still alive, Nana D did not. Eleanor understood my reluctance to pursue a relationship with my former college girlfriend despite Nana D always trying to match me up. “No, Maggie wasn't involved in the graduation ceremony. She's busy planning tomorrow night's costume extravaganza. I'm dropping by later to help with the final details.”

When Maggie had assumed the role of head librarian of Braxton's Memorial Library, she'd quickly realized the structure and its contents were outdated. She pitched an idea to the Board of Trustees who unanimously supported her request to raise money for a complete remodel and modernization. Although they'd received large contributions, they were several hundred thousand dollars short. Maggie had proposed a grand event to show everyone what the building looked like now and could become in the future. She invited a hundred of Braxton's wealthiest families hoping they would donate the missing funds needed to start renovations. The costume extravaganza was called Heroes & Villains. Guests were encouraged to dress as their favorites from any historical period.

Emma helped Nana D dry the dishes while Eleanor and I moseyed outside to catch up on Francesca's latest postcard. “I'm certain my wayward wife will come home as soon as she realizes I made the right decision,” I explained.

“Cecilia didn't sound happy last time,” Eleanor reminded me. Cecilia Castigliano was Francesca's mother, and the brains behind the family business. Francesca's father, Vincenzo, handled the mob's daily operations ensuring his wife didn't get her hands dirty.

“Not at all. She's threatened me on a throng of occasions. I've been given two more weeks to locate Francesca. The best I can do is to list any of the remaining places we'd visited in the past. Maybe Vincenzo's thugs can check them out and find her before she's discovered by Las Vargas.”

“You certainly lead an interesting life,” Eleanor said as she unlocked her car door claiming she had errands to run. The inside of her car looked like a bomb had exploded and needed a massive decluttering. “Can you come with me next week to meet the doctor at the clinic? I think I've nailed down the top three options for a donor.”

I consented and suggested she text me the date, time, and location. I'd given up trying to talk her out of the plan to have a baby and figured it would settle itself. Sometimes keeping one's mouth firmly closed delivered the desired results.

Nana D took Emma with her to the orchard to check on Danby Landing's latest saplings. I hopped in the car to meet Maggie at her family's bed and breakfast, Roarke & Daughters Inn. Maggie's parents, former hippies in their younger days, and her four sisters ran the ten-room Victorian stunner. Maggie was the only daughter who opted not to get involved, instead choosing to enter into business with Eleanor as a fifty-percent silent partner in the Pick-Me-Up Diner. Ben and Lucy Roarke were supportive of their eldest child, but it was obvious they preferred she join them at some future point.

Roarke & Daughters Inn was located near Crilly Lake in the northern part of the county. Formed by melting glaciers during the shaping of the Wharton Mountains, the lake was a popular haven for swimming, fishing, and boating during summers. During the spring and fall, it offered striking views of the landscape where exercise and nature lovers spent countless hours surrounded by unmatched inspiration and dreamt of the future. When I pulled up to the front of the historic bed and breakfast and parked in the circle driveway, Maggie and one of her sisters, Helena, stepped into the enclosed wrap-around porch. From the twenty-foot distance, I could see they were having a disagreement about something. Maggie's finger waggled at Helena who crossed her arms on her chest and groaned loudly enough for me to hear in the distance.

I hadn't seen Helena in close to a decade, back when Maggie and I'd been about to graduate from Braxton. Helena was once the proverbial unruly teenager who'd failed her driver's license exam at least twice yet still demanded a brand-new car. She'd also gone to school with my brother, Gabriel, for a few years. Where Maggie had porcelain skin and soft, girlish features, Helena resembled the rest of their sisters—tall, incredibly thin, voluptuous, blessed with thick luxuriant hair, and immortalized with tons of makeup. Basically, the complete opposite of Maggie who was often mistaken for a ceramic statue or a timid doll. Helena recently celebrated her birthday by doing a pub crawl across all four villages in Wharton County. Eight hours, eight bars, eight different drinks. I wouldn't have survived that level of commitment.

Ivy crawled up and around each of the ornate shutters on the building's front windows offering a sharp contrast to the recently repointed beige brick and iron-colored mortar. Roarke & Daughters Inn had once been the home of a former mayor who'd passed away with no immediate descendants at the end of the nineteenth century. The three-story Victorian home passed to a distant cousin, one of Maggie's ancestors, and was used for most of the last century as their family home. Once their hippie days were over and their kids had grown up, the Roarkes converted it into an income-generating property. “Afternoon, ladies,” I said, crossing the threshold into the enclosed porch.

“Kellan Ayrwick, I heard you returned to town. Not that my darling sister ever mentioned you would dare show your face around these parts again,” Helena hollered as I walked across the porch. She scooped a handful of platinum-blonde hair into her palm and tossed it across her shoulder, revealing the thin spaghetti-straps of a hunter-green silk camisole that dipped incredibly low across her ample chest. “Dang, you look finer than I remember, hot stuff!”

I blushed when she pulled me into a tight hug and I inhaled her perfume, a cross between a bouquet of overly sweet flowers and freshly-baked cinnamon rolls. She'd matured into a fully grown-up knock-out with more curves than I'd remembered. Gorgeous. Dynamite. But not really my type, if I'm being honest. I preferred a woman with both a shy and a bit of a wild side, not someone like Helena who flirted with any man between eighteen and sixty-two and pushed her best assets out for everyone to admire on every possible occasion. “Maggie and I have put the past to rest, Helena. I hope you'll be able to, as well,” I noted, withdrawing from the temporarily enticing embrace.

Had it really been over two years since I'd let myself lose control with a woman? One drunken night a month after Francesca died—or supposedly died—forcing me to realize I'd made a grave error trying to torpedo myself forward through the pain. A man can only be celibate for so long, and judging by the way I'd felt lately, my stint as a self-anointed priest was way past its prime.

Helena began speaking in a seductive tone but was abruptly stopped. “Does that mean you're up for grabs? I could see myself grabbing a piece of your—”

“Stand back, kiddo. Kellan's not interested, are you, Kellan?” Maggie firmly responded as she swatted at her sister's arm, then looked directly at me. A second set of chills cascaded down my back before I nudged myself out of fantasyland. “Besides, aren't you enamored with a new guy in town?”

“Yeah, a girl can never have too many friends,” Helena teased as she pursed and licked her full lips. “Cheney's definitely at the top of my list, but I could permit another gentleman caller if he's able to handle all of me.”

How two sisters could be so dissimilar was beyond me. When I considered the personality differences between Maggie and all four of her sisters, I truly had respect for Ben and Lucy Roarke. “Are you helping with the costume extravaganza, Helena?” I changed the subject to keep the greeting, or me, from overheating.

“You bet. Maggie needs someone to spice up her initial designs. Wait until you see my costume,” Helena added before opening the front door and inviting me inside the house. A narrow staircase led guests upstairs to the second and third floors where all the bedrooms were located. In the front of the main floor were two parlors, one for afternoon cocktails and social occasions, another functioning as a reading or movie room depending on the night. “I'm not supposed to dress provocatively since I'll be serving appetizers and drinks, but I've got a few tricks up my sleeve.”

From where I stood, she had no sleeves. And her skirt barely covered essential parts. Not that I was complaining all that much. Months ago, I'd been judging one of my students for dressing in skimpy couture. Today, I was fine with it. I suppose that's what happened when I went long enough without any physical connection. I either had the strongest willpower known to man or I was about to make a big mistake again—potentially with someone I shouldn't. “Looking forward to it,” I said before turning to Maggie. “Have you decided on your costume?”

Maggie wasn't bringing a date given she would spend most of the night catering to all the wealthy donors. Connor Hawkins, my former best friend, and possibly new best friend again, had asked Maggie to go with him, but she indicated she'd rather go out the following day on a real date. Despite Eleanor's attraction to Connor, I stood by my promises and let the comment go. Maggie and I had agreed to focus on our friendship. Besides, I still had to figure out what was going on with Francesca. Can you divorce a dead person? I know you can't marry two women at once in Pennsylvania—not that I wanted to—but according to the government, Francesca was dead. According to the truth, she was alive and kicking. Furiously. Yeah, I'm a little frustrated these days.

“It's a surprise, but I did tell Connor. I expect him to wear something similar. I'm a heroine, but whether he chooses my mortal enemy or goes with someone she loves will be very telling!” Maggie sat across from the fireplace in a tall wingback chair that had been covered in a Scottish tartan pattern.

“Cheney and I are gonna coordinate our duds,” Helena said. “He's perfect for his costume, or at least his lack of costume, I should say. Do you think he'll be too chilly in a loincloth, Maggie?”

Maggie's eyes burst open wider than one of Nana D's duck eggs. “We talked about this! You're serving food and drink, you need to dress like you would at Mom and Dad's inn. Respectable. I don't care if you spruce it up a little with something sexy, but there should be more body parts clothed than not clothed. Got it?”

Helena appeared to acquiesce, then poured herself a tumbler of brown-colored liquor from a crystal decanter idling on the bar cart. I checked my watch—only four o'clock. “I take it your shift is over, Helena?” I didn't want to get her in trouble, but Maggie needed my support to rein in the boundaries.

“It is not over. She only started an hour ago. Put the whiskey down, Helena. Isn't it time for an update on tomorrow's waitstaff? I got you that job with the catering service, you better not make me sorry I went to bat for you.” Maggie had hired a catering event manager who recently opened a new company, Simply Stoddard. She always tried to support local businesses, especially start-ups trying to build up clientele. Cheney was the owner's son, and once Helena had met him, she begged Maggie to recommend her for a part-time position at Simply Stoddard. “Karen Stoddard and I are meeting tonight to finalize everything for the event. Are we ready?”

Helena confirmed, then excused herself claiming she had rooms to clean and beds to turn down before the guests retired for the night. I raised my eyelids when she disappeared to the second floor. “As brazen as ever, I see.”

“I adore her, but she's driving me crazy. At twenty-eight, I'd gotten my second degree, had a full-time librarian job, and set up a genealogy research service as a side gig to earn extra money. Helena's always caught up with some guy these days, I can't keep track,” Maggie said with a dash of exhaustion. “I'm sure she'll be an asset tomorrow. Hospitality is supposed to be her strong suit.”

“I'm looking forward to the costume extravaganza. Do you think you'll get the rest of your donations to begin the renovations soon?” I asked. Maggie shared the names of a few folks on the guest list—the usual Stantons, Paddingtons, Greys, and Nutberrys but also some of the upper-middle class families who were interested in contributing to the cause.

After helping with the final details for the signage, giveaway bags, and surprise lottery drawing, I hugged Maggie goodbye and returned to campus. I had a priority task from a demanding barracuda to finish in my office—posting my syllabus and required class reading for the summer session before my last drop of patience with Myriam had evaporated.

Once work was completed, I walked to my SUV and noticed Millard Paddington exiting the cable car platform. I hadn't seen Nana D's septuagenarian friend since the last mayoral debate but welcomed a chance to speak with the brilliant businessman-turned-landscaper. After a recent disaster at his family's company, Millard had stepped back in to run the multi-layered conglomerate until things stabilized, but his heart belonged to the vast gardens he'd built on his family's estate.

“It's late for you to be on campus on a Saturday night, Kellan. Burning the near-midnight oil?”

“I could say the same for you, Millard. Not out with Nana D this evening? I thought you were going to help her and Emma with last-minute votes for the mayoral race.” I shook his hand and leaned against the wooden railing. The pale color of his skin and the stoop to his normally erect posture made him look tired and worn down.

“I had to cancel. Needed to mediate the ridiculous disagreements between Anita Singh and George Braun about the plans for the upcoming Mendel flower show. George is serving as our master of ceremony next week when we cut the ribbon and open the doors to a special new exhibit. It'll be quite spectacular.” Millard noticed my uncertain haze and brought me up to speed on the event's history.

Gregor Mendel, an Austrian monk who'd discovered and studied principles of hereditary, genetics, and botany in the mid-1800s, was the inspiration for an annual flower show held in Europe over many decades. It'd crossed the Atlantic Ocean five years earlier and stopped in a handful of major US cities. Scientists, botanists, and doctors would present their research from the prior year and share new knowledge with one another. Each brought extensive samples of the flowers they studied to make the exhibits more interactive for the general public. The team also spread key news about how communities could save the bumble bee population or use herbal medicines rather than non-homeopathic manufactured solutions.

It sounded fascinating to me, but I wasn't sure why it ended up in a small town like Braxton. “Why were they fighting?”

“Dr. Singh runs the entire science program at Braxton. I believe she's threatened by George's presence and fought with Dean Mulligan about allowing him to teach a class this summer.”

I was about to ask him for more details when I noticed a few drops of sweat rolling down his cheek. “I appreciate the overview. Are you feeling okay?”

Millard dabbed his neck and forehead with a kerchief from his coat pocket. His bushy caterpillar eyebrows knitted together as he sighed. “Long days, Kellan. My nephew is at Second Chance Reflections focusing on his rehabilitation for another month. I can't keep running the company for Timothy much longer, all the while maintaining the Paddington estate gardens in tip-top shape and coordinating the whole flower show by myself.”

I'd been wondering how much longer before Timothy would be released to the helm of the family company. After a nasty substance and gambling addiction, he'd finally sought help in the form of a three-month recovery program. “I assume George Braun can take a larger load of the work?”

“Yes, but it requires a tremendous amount of effort to add in this unplanned location. We're incredibly lucky to get someone of his caliber at Braxton. George is working with an event management company to organize the guest attendee portions of the show, and he's hiring an assistant to work in the labs for his summer class.” As Millard shuffled toward his car, I followed him to hear the rest of his response but also ensure he didn't collapse from exhaustion.

“That should free up a few hours each day for George to oversee the Mendel flower show and its upcoming exhibits. To give you a break, right?” I gently guided his arm along our path down the steps.

“He's also presenting the personal research he's been working on for most of his life. George is an expert in botany, blood carcinogens, and the medicinal uses of plants and flowers. Maybe I should ask him for an herbal supplement to keep me going,” Millard quipped.

Interesting. George Braun worked in the same field as Ursula's parents. Was he familiar with them or their past research? Did he have something to do with the notes from Ursula's stalker? I couldn't think of a reasonable approach to discuss it at the moment, but I'd give it thought before meeting the professor the following Monday for breakfast. “Don't push yourself. I'm sure it's been a difficult spring after losing your sister-in-law and controlling the tumult within your family.”

“After George and his assistant get settled next week, I'll take a step back. Good seeing you, Kellan. Please tell Seraphina I'll reschedule with her in a few days,” Millard uttered as he slid into his shiny white Cadillac and drove off.

The man looked quite peaked. I made a note on my phone to ask Eustacia, his sister, to check on him the following day. I worried Millard was doing too much and might be unintentionally harming himself. I also entered a reminder on my calendar to research George Braun before meeting him at the diner. I couldn't reveal Ursula's true identity, but maybe the professor knew someone who might have a grudge against her family or whether the assistant from twenty-five years ago was still causing problems about the loss of all the research. Or was he the assistant?







Chapter 3

After a relaxing Sunday together, I hugged my daughter goodbye and left for the costume extravaganza at Braxton's Memorial Library. Nana D was babysitting Emma, who claimed her throat was scratchy and didn't want to visit her friend for a play date. My daughter secretly preferred Nana D as her caretaker for the evening. I also suspected it was collusion to give my nana a night off from the campaign trail. Nana D didn't agree with me that the event would offer a perfect photo opportunity to show her raising money for a great cause. She worried people would think she was goofing off.

I dressed as Sherlock Holmes since I wouldn't be taking a date to the party and those around me would expect an ironic yet fitting costume. Sherlock was hardly ever seen with a woman on his arm but frequently noted as resembling a handsome devil. I thought of myself in the same manner, at least years ago before I became a mature and dedicated parent. Now, my free time was spent hunting down a wife who baffled me at every turn the last two months.

I wore a charcoal-colored, A-line tweed suit with a well-fitted black dress shirt that accentuated the impressive results of my last few workouts at Grey Sports Complex. I needed to amaze my colleagues, and the muffler, leather gloves, and classic waterproof, long gray coat only made the outfit more authentic. I liked to dress well, but when it involved locating clothing from one-and-a-half centuries ago, I had to do extensive research. I chose a few key accessories to hit home exactly what kind of hero I would be for this campus. Nana D swooned and whistled before I left Danby Landing.

When I walked through the front entrance of the library, I was astounded at the rapidly deteriorating building's marvelous transformation. The drab, outdated walls were covered in a silk fabric that had been draped from the vaulted ceilings to the sunken floors and tied back with gilded curtain rods. At the end of each was a picture of a famous hero or villain affixed to a crystal plate. Each had a small, glowing reading light that looked like an old-fashioned candlestick. Velvet ropes and a long, narrow red carpet guided guests through the foyer into the main reading hall. All the research tables had been moved to the outer edges of the room creating space for everyone to mingle and socialize.

I scanned the room making a list of everyone I knew, which was more difficult than expected given the number of people whose costumes either masked their identity or distorted their appearance. I assumed that Ursula's stalker would be unfamiliar to me. There was a minute chance it could be someone we knew attempting revenge, but I couldn't worry about it until I found the culprit. He or she said they'd be attending the costume extravaganza. I'd promised Ursula I'd do everything I could to scour the room for a list of potential candidates. She'd begged me not to tell Sheriff Montague anything about the notes until we had some idea of who it might be. I'd given into the pressure knowing it was the wrong decision but also recognizing it was Ursula who'd originally asked me to investigate her past.

Two cocktail bars had been fashioned from elegant French credenzas the Paddington family had donated to the costume extravaganza. A parchment scroll advertised various champagne drinks available to guests, and several waiters and waitresses navigated the room carrying silver trays with canapes and hors d'oeuvres. I'd seen the menu beforehand and couldn't wait to sample the fig and prosciutto crostini the Stoddards had included as a complimentary thank you for choosing their catering service. I hadn't encountered Helena, but based on the description of her costume, she'd stand out from the others.

A four-piece string orchestra that was flanked by two bars played a Vivaldi classic. Dressed as King Henry VIII, Judge Grey led his granddaughter, recent Braxton graduate Carla Grey, to the dance floor. Carla dressed as Anne Boleyn, one of Henry's dead wives, and had included an unsavory gash across her neck with what appeared to be fake blood. Beheaded for witchcraft, Anne was seen as a villain by some, a heroine by others. The magistrate's choice in costumes was befitting given all I'd known about him and his many wives over the years. As I passed by, Carla said, “You always were the artful detective, Professor Ayrwick.” Carla would be staying in Braxton and had obtained a junior dealer job at an art gallery. I continued walking toward the bar where I hoped I could count on a group of faculty to provide cover from the daunting Grey family. If not, a potent drink would be a good fallback.

“Kellan, you look dashing,” Lara Bouvier noted as I stopped behind her in the short line. Lara was a local news reporter whom Maggie had invited to cover the event. I expected to see her boyfriend when the gentleman next to her turned around, but to my surprise, it was Finnigan Masters. I'd been close friends with his brother, a famous hockey player, and had run into Finnigan a few months earlier when he'd probated Gwendolyn Paddington's last will and testament.

Lara wore an ultra-classic, elegant brown skirt with a small slit up the side of one leg, a pink beret, and a cinnamon-colored top molded to her shapely figure. Finnigan's dark gray pinstripe suit, cotton-candy tie, and slicked back hair with accompanying chocolate-brown bolero hat reminded me of the famed 1930s killers, Bonnie and Clyde. “We're from different countries and time periods, but perhaps I ought to run you two criminals in,” I teased, wagging my finger in their direction.

Finnigan shook my hand and offered me a bubbly drink served in a rippled copper flute from the bar. “Champagne Moscow Mule. My second of the night, and we've only just begun.” After I sipped it, he said, “Maggie's done a wonderful job here. I'm sure the Board of Trustees will be impressed.”

“Absolutely, she worked day and night the last few weeks to accomplish this. By the looks of the official sign showing how much money she's raised, the cup will overfloweth quite soon!” I clinked his flute and turned toward the right. Upon seeing Maggie in the opposite corner, I excused myself and meandered in her direction. I had an energetic crowd to circumvent before I could reach her.

Bartleby Grosvalet, our current seventy-something recluse mayor whom everyone couldn't wait to see retire, spoke with Fern Terry. He wore a rotund black and white tuxedo which reminded me of Danny DeVito's Penguin character from the second Batman movie starring Michael Keaton. For me, Keaton would always be the original even though several actors had played the famed superhero many times before my life had begun.

As Fern turned, I saw a true heroine's costume—Marie Curie, the first woman to win a Nobel Prize and conduct pioneering research on radioactivity. I waved to her, noticing the uncomfortable smile as she tried to escape from the mayor's clutches. I shrugged my shoulders and whispered that I'd be there soon, so she knew I'd try to save her. Unfortunately, someone else tapped me on the shoulder. Fern would have to wait.

When I circled around, three faces came into view—Frankenstein's Monster, the Bride of Frankenstein, and what I assumed was Professor McGonagall from the amazing Harry Potter children's books. Hiding under a magical witch's hat and black turtleneck dress, complete with billowing robes and an emerald green cape, was the belle of the ball. Maggie's porcelain skin shined through the makeup she'd slathered on to age herself appropriately for the role. Quite the heroine! Just what would Connor be wearing? “Kellan Ayrwick, let me introduce you to Doug and Karen Stoddard, the owners of a new restaurant downtown by the Finnulia River waterfront and the Simply Stoddard event management company helping make tonight's gala such a splash.”

After we exchanged quick greetings, I learned they'd moved to Braxton several months earlier to launch their own business and an upscale American fine dining establishment. Doug had worked as a chef at several mid-level restaurants in the Midwest but had dreamed of owning his own place. Karen had a couple of jobs in her early career and had begun running events for corporations throughout the last decade. “Cheney is your son, if I understand correctly,” I noted, remembering what Helena had said about him the day before. I still hadn't found her at the event. Perhaps Maggie had mandated strict instructions for her sister to stay out of the limelight.

“Yes, have you met him?” Karen asked with an inquisitive expression. In her Bride of Frankenstein getup, it was difficult to picture what she normally looked like. An oval-shaped head, large forehead, and snub nose were evident but had been covered in excessive character makeup. She was a few inches shorter than me, had a slender body, and boasted extremely attractive legs. A tasteful, knee-length ivory dress and bouffant dark hair with a streak of white completed her outfit.

“I believe my sister is to blame for that. She talked Cheney up yesterday to Kellan,” Maggie explained, re-sorting the hat as it tipped forward too far. “Helena seems smitten with your son.”

Doug laughed. His face was painted a bright green, and the two fake bolts on the sides of his neck jiggled. “Cheney's mentioned Helena a few times. She was over for dinner last week. A lovely girl,” he added with a glance toward his wife.

Karen pursed her lips and cocked her head to the side. “Certainly, she's very pretty and… what's the word I'm looking for, dear… popular, yes? Cheney's diligently focused on his career right now. He's not looking to get involved with anyone seriously. I'm sure he's told her already.” There was an obnoxious pattern to her speech as if she thought she was better than everyone else.

Maggie nodded and scratched at the costume jewelry dangling off her forearm. She always fiddled with something when she was nervous or uncomfortable. Karen quelled any burgeoning love affair between her son and Helena. I wondered whether there was a larger story brewing. “Young kids, what can you do? As for this event, you've all done a spectacular job,” I chimed in, hoping to change the topic. Luckily, it worked.

“You should see our restaurant. We've only been open a few weeks, but it's getting super busy,” Doug said with an excess of pride in his voice as he reached for Karen's hand.

“That sounds like a good plan. I'll bring my daughter and grandmother with me. They're quite the food enthusiasts,” I replied, knowing Emma was getting more finicky by the day, and Nana D, well, she wasn't a fan of eating out all that much. She preferred more homey and comforting meals without too much grandeur.

Maggie raised her eyebrows before excusing herself to introduce the Stoddards to several other guests. I refilled my drink at the bar, devoured two of the fig and prosciutto appetizers, and glanced around the room. Marcus Stanton, Nana D's opponent in the mayoral race, spoke with a woman I recognized but couldn't remember why. I wiped my greasy fingers on a thin paper napkin, tossed it on a tray as a waiter scooted by me, then popped over to greet them.

“It's a pleasure to see you here, Councilman,” I said while extending my hand in his direction. By the looks of his near-orange skin pallor and the wispy blond hair half glued to and half flying about his scalp, I could only hazard one guess at his costume. “Using my powers of keen deduction, you're aspiring to be a certain outspoken leader of our fine country?”

He laughed loudly and patted his growing stomach. “Oh, Kellan, you are the clever one. I'm only staying within the guidelines for costumes. Heroes and Villains, right?” Which was he? I'm sure we'd know in time, at least once the country found its footing again. I had tried to avoid politics most of my life, but Nana D's mayoral hopes dictated otherwise.

The woman standing next to Marcus, a late-forties brunette with a heart-shaped face and a trim body, dressed as Clara Barton, the founder of the American Red Cross. She wore a checkered blue polyester dress with a white apron hung around her neck and cinched at her waist. Bright red crosses were patched on her arms and chest, and a standard white nurse's cap adorned her head. The woman looked entirely too familiar, but I was afraid of introducing myself if we'd already met and I'd forgotten her name.

Marcus, leaning in too close for the woman's comfort judging by the frown on her lips, solved that issue for me. “You must know Lissette Nutberry, I presume. Her family runs a few funeral homes and the local pharmacy down on Main Street,” he noted with a boisterous laugh.

Ah, yes! I'd not spoken to her in a long time, but she looked like her mother who'd played bridge with Nana D. I couldn't remember hearing much about Lissette recently other than she'd been covering at the family businesses for her sister, Judy, who'd left town a year or two earlier. “Yes, I know the Nutberry family quite well. I saw Tiffany last month. She helped track down my friend, Brad, who was interviewing at the hospital.”

Brad Shope had been the late Gwendolyn Paddington's nurse for a few months before she died of a cocaine-induced heart attack at a performance of King Lear earlier that year. We'd met for dinner and drinks a few times in the last month and were quickly building a friendship. I needed some guys to lean on since I'd returned to town and had few friends left in the area.

“Oh, yes, Tiffany is my niece. She's doing well at Braxton General, just got a promotion, I hear,” Lissette said as she stepped away from Marcus with a shiver.

“Where in Europe is Judy these days?” I asked.

“Oh, I wish I knew. I've been having some trouble tracking down the old girl lately. Judy wasn't feeling very well and had been confined to bed rest after an intensive attack of angina. She has a bad heart, you see, and often pushes herself to do too much at once,” Lissette melancholically whined as the words rolled off her tongue. Someone had a flair for the dramatic.

“Don't fret now, my little Lissy, I'm sure she'll return your call soon,” Marcus comforted and patted her back. Were those two dating or simply having a friendly conversation?

“If I don't hear from her by Tuesday, I'll take a trip to hunt her down. Deirdre offered to do some searching for me, so I didn't have to rush across the pond too hastily,” Lissette said, her mood suddenly brightening.

“You know my aunt, Deirdre Danby?” I asked, curious if they'd gone to school together. Aunt Deirdre was my mother's youngest sister and a well-known author who'd penned several historical fiction books and a couple of romance novels. Aunt Deirdre had lived in London for the last two decades and rarely returned home for anything other than funerals and weddings, of which we'd had none in the immediate family for several years.

“We were sorority sisters back in college. We chatted on the Facebook, and your aunt thinks my life story might be a plot for one of her new books,” Lissette laughed haughtily while a slightly amusing smile commandeered her face. Although she was thin and gaunt, her lips contained enough collagen for an entire tribe of real housewives. “Judy was in Deirdre's graduating class, so she offered to have her London detective inspector friend investigate my sister's recent silence. At least that's the story she's selling beneath those expensive bedsheets of hers, if you catch my drift.” She eyed me up and down, then moistened her lips. “We should have lunch, darling boy.”

Councilman Stanton said to Lisette, “Maybe Kellan could help you find Judy. From what I hear, he'd be the perfect man for this job!”

Time to pull the ripcord, baby. I needed to hatch an immediate escape plan. What was it about me attracting middle-aged women who thought I wanted to know everyone's personal details or become their boy wonder? Sure, I might've developed a minuscule reputation for investigating mysteries, but I didn't need to know what my aunt was doing in the bedroom nor entertain the notion of flirting with the crazy, rich women from her inner social circle. “I'm sure Aunt Deirdre will help you find Judy. If you run into any trouble, we can revisit the topic. Unfortunately, I need to find Dean Mulligan to discuss something about my classes. I saw him earlier talking with Dr. Singh from the science department, but they've disappeared. Have you seen either?”

Both shook their heads enabling me to wish them an enjoyable evening and make a speedy exit. I waited in line for several minutes before grabbing another drink at the bar, then listened to Maggie's speech about donations for Memorial Library's renovations. When it ended, I scanned the room to determine whom I hadn't yet spoken to. Dean Mulligan, wearing a Zeus costume consisting of a white tunic and multiple layers of ill-fitting robes and lighting bolt-shaped trails of garland, suddenly appeared in the far corner.

I stepped to the outer perimeter of the room hoping I could reach them quickly but was distracted when Anita Singh rushed by me in a tizzy. “Wait, I need to speak with you.”

Without stopping, she yelled back, “I'm sorry. I'll talk to you another time, I need to locate Maggie Roarke. I left my cell phone in my lab coat pocket, but someone seems to have picked up the wrong one. It's gone, and I have an urgent call soon.” She clutched a bunch of folders against her chest as she dashed through the crowd and away from me. For what was supposed to be a fun and exciting evening, she certainly seemed distracted and busier than necessary. Her costume choice was also poorly planned and executed. Although she'd attempted an Albert Einstein persona, all she'd done was add a bushy mustache and teased her naturally white hair, so it looked like she'd been shocked by electricity.

I made a one-eighty-degree turn to determine where she'd been running off to and stopped dead in my tracks when someone more familiar walked toward the east set of double doors to access the private employee spaces. Just beyond them was a narrow hallway leading to a few offices, a pair of restrooms, and a courtyard between the two wings of the library. It was usually off-limits to patrons and only left unlocked for employees during business hours. Was that Francesca or a lookalike? I thought I'd seen her holding a feathered mask in front of her eyes, but I hadn't gotten an unobstructed view. Since I suddenly had an urge to use the restroom from drinking all the Champagne Moscow Mules, I decided to investigate what was happening on the other side of the wall.

I dashed through the center of the room unable to chat with my cousin, Dr. Alex Betscha, who looked dapper in his Superman costume. I wasn't sure if he'd brought a Lois Lane, but his dancing partner was quite attractive in a white nurse's outfit with a patch over one eye. I mumbled an apology and gave them two thumbs up to their costumes.

By the time I reached the double doors close to ten minutes later—the dance crowd wouldn't stop to let me through—I felt a hand grab my wrist and quickly yank me to the side behind one of the flowing silk drapes. I stared at Frida Kahlo, the famed Mexican artist my grandmother loved to celebrate. It took me a minute to separate what her costume was—a bright magenta floral skirt, a royal-blue traditional Tehuana-style embroidered blouse and silver shawl, and a headpiece with dozens of colorful flowers—and the woman I'd come to know the last few months.

“Kellan, I think the stalker is here. Look,” Ursula demanded while passing me a handwritten note on a cocktail napkin. “I put down my drink for five seconds to fix the strap on my shoe. When I went to get it, I saw this message.” Ursula's tribute to the Mexican culture offered the opposite of her normal Scandinavian genetics—long flowing blonde hair, almond-shaped green eyes, and shy composure. Today, her eclectic jewelry and colorful ensemble echoed a more cultural and rich divinity.

I glanced away from the doors feeling torn between tracking down Francesca and protecting Ursula. “But I need to…” I growled until a prevailing temptation to read the note won out.

 

You loved riddles as a child, Sofia. Here's one for you… What's tall and clever, wearing a white costume, and planning to capture you when the clock strikes nine? I'll make it easy for you. It's me, and if you have any sense left at all, you will keep this to yourself. I've got a deal to make with you. Look for me in the donations line. – A Blast from the Past

 

I pulled out my cell phone and glanced at the time. It was eight fifty. We had ten minutes before Ursula finally figured out who'd been harassing her for weeks. “Okay, whoever this is wouldn't show up in the corner by the donations table until exactly nine. They'll be watching you to verify it's not a trap. Let me wander around to inventory anyone in a white costume.”

“Thanks, Kellan. They used my real identity. No one knows my name is Sofia. I'm not normally frightened so easily, but this is getting out of control. I'll meet you back here in five minutes,” Ursula whispered. As she left, I saw a spot of red on her shawl. I'd have to remind her about it later, she hated any sense of imperfection. I assumed that was why Myriam loved the woman.

I watched her walk past the first bar and wondered how she'd kept the secret from her wife this whole time. From what Ursula had told me, Myriam would be dressed as Eleanor Roosevelt. While I was certain Frida Kahlo and Eleanor Roosevelt had never met, could my two bosses be hinting at a secret affair with their costumes? Doubtful, but intriguing. I found it ironic that I adored the former U.S. president's wife, but I couldn't stand our college president's. Luckily, I hadn't yet seen Myriam, but I knew my other boss hid somewhere in the room planning her next sneak attack on me.

I strolled casually along the far wall looking for anyone in a white costume. I saw a couple of additional people who fit the bill, but they all seemed deep in conversation with someone else and unconcerned about Ursula's presence. Only a few minutes left to check if it'd been Francesca sneaking through the double doors moments ago. I gently turned the handle, pushed open the left door, and backed through the narrow space. The restroom would have to wait.

When I turned around and got my bearings straight, I activated the flashlight on my phone. On the left were the offices and restrooms. On the right, about twenty feet away, was a large glass door leading into the courtyard. It looked like someone was standing in the outdoor space, but I couldn't be sure if the shadow I'd seen from my angle was a person or a garden statue. I quietly snuck down the hallway past all the closed doors and reached for the courtyard's door handle assuming it wouldn't be open. The courtyard was for employees only, and Maggie didn't want patrons lurking in restricted areas.

A slight shock escaped my lips when the door budged. I leaned in and peered around the corner to where I'd seen the shadow. The silhouette of a woman hovered near a table, but it was too dark to make out her costume. Was that who'd just left the main room? I checked my watch. Only four minutes before Ursula's stalker revealed himself or herself. I should've gone back to see who wore a white costume at the donations table but needed to verify if Francesca had snuck back here.

I carefully stepped on the slate tiles ensuring my footsteps were as inaudible as possible. As I approached, I could hear the woman crying and whispering something incomprehensible. When she leaned to the side, a dim light from an outdoor sconce landed on her. Something metallic moved near her hands. Helena, Maggie's sister, had dressed as a French maid in a short black and white lacy uniform. While she'd obeyed her sister's instructions to cover up most of her body, fishnet stockings and a see-through netted top were not what Maggie had imagined a server wearing at an upscale party.

When I stepped backward, I slipped on a slate tile and my new Cole Haan dress shoes made a loud scraping noise. I hoped I hadn't scuffed them too much. Helena turned toward me. “Who's there?”

“It's Kellan. I'm sorry, but I've got to find someone. I'll come back to check on you.” I'd turned to walk away, but when Helena jolted upright, I could see she wasn't alone. Behind her, someone possibly unconscious was sprawled on the ground. Near Helena's feet was the sharp object that had been glistening from the light shining from the wall sconce. “Wait, what's going on?” I asked hesitantly before startling when a distant clock began to chime loudly. Was it already nine o'clock?

“You've got to help, I think he's dead. I can't find a pulse,” Helena cried. When she moved to the side, I realized the shiny object was a knife. Covered in what looked to be a red, sticky substance.

I rushed over and gasped once the entire picture came into view. Whoever was lying on the ground had been stabbed and bled all over the slate tiles. “Who is it?” I whispered while comforting Helena, but she didn't respond. Instead, she fell into my arms and sobbed with a great force. I looked more closely at the victim and realized it was a guest who'd dressed as Dr. Evil from the Austin Powers flicks. Based on the amount of blood on his abdomen, I needed to call 9-1-1. Sheriff Montague wasn't going to be pleased that I'd found another dead body.







Chapter 4

I studied my immediate surroundings in search of the best path to avoid further disturbance to the crime scene. Judging by the amount of blood and the knife lying near my feet, this was not an accidental death. I nudged Helena to the side of the courtyard nearest the wall sconce, where a raised garden bed offered a place for her to temporarily relax. “Just sit tight, Helena. Everything will be okay,” I murmured almost incoherently.

Several thoughts clouded my judgment at that frightening moment. Did Helena stab the man? Was she drunk or on drugs? Was this the man in white who'd been stalking Ursula? Although Dr. Evil's traditional garb was more of a light gray, it could pass for white in a dim light. I knew I needed to call the paramedics, but I didn't want to turn the entire party into massive chaos. As I carefully walked toward the body, I heard the door to the courtyard click. It was then I realized if Helena didn't stab Dr. Evil, could the assailant be hiding in the darkness somewhere nearby? If so, was the perp coming or going?

“Kellan, I can see a shadow approaching you!” Helena shrieked.

I turned to my left as someone grabbed my arm. I immediately jerked my elbow directly at what I guessed was a man's shoulder. If I could knock him over, I might get the advantage to pin him down.

“Kellan, what the heck are you doing? It's Connor,” a deep voice with a Caribbean accent shouted. He swiftly wrenched my arm behind my back and yanked me several steps toward the door. “Stand down, dude.” His choice of Dumbledore was fitting for the costume extravaganza, and I particularly enjoyed seeing what Connor might look like in forty years. A long, gray mane and beard flowed seamlessly together and landed on what I could only describe as a woman's caftan. While Connor was exceptionally well-built, his blue and white starred garment was a loose mess. The wand sticking out of his pocket was a humorous touch, but it'd do us no good right now.

“Connor,” I said, tensing as he set me free from his impossibly firm grip. “Someone's been hurt.”

“I followed you. Too many people were coming in and out of those double doors. What's going on?” His concern made sense because one of his responsibilities as Braxton's director of security was to check out anything suspicious.

After I explained what I'd stumbled upon, Connor instructed me to keep an eye on Helena while he contacted Sheriff Montague. I walked the outer perimeter of the courtyard, a forty-by-forty-foot space enclosed on all sides with only the one entry point. My phone provided enough light to ensure I didn't trip over anything, but I couldn't be sure someone wasn't crawling beneath a bush or under a table. As I reached Helena, Connor scanned the courtyard for any secluded place where someone could be hiding. Once he hung up with the sheriff, Connor checked the victim to locate a pulse or sense any sign of breathing.

“Connor is getting help, Helena. Are you able to tell me what happened?” I asked, pushing away a trace of guilt for not waiting until the cops showed up to lead the investigation. I held her hand and listened to her practice a yoga technique to control her breathing and relax her body.

“I found him like that. I… I'd come outside for a second, and when I saw him lying on the ground, I bent down to see if he'd fallen,” Helena cried. She wiped away a tear as it rolled down her cheek and pulled me into a hug. “I didn't know who it was, but I saw him earlier fighting with—”

Connor interrupted Helena's response. “Sheriff Montague is on her way. She's locating Maggie in the main room and will venture back here as soon as she's posted police officers at all the exits. We don't want anyone leaving the library until we know what's going on.”

“Did you see who came back here?” I couldn't be sure if Helena had anything to do with the victim's demise. Had the knife been in her hands or just near them? I hadn't told Connor that part yet.

“It was just too dark to tell from where I stood in the main room. No one's supposed to have access to these private offices, but the door was open when I arrived,” Connor said.

When Sheriff Montague swooped in moments later, Maggie was at her side. The sheriff said, “Good thing I was already near the campus checking on a robbery. Talk to me, Connor. Who's the victim, and what do we know about the woman standing over the body?”

As the sheriff glanced at me, Maggie rushed over to Helena. “What's happened, sis?”

I realized Connor hadn't told the sheriff I'd found the body nor that it was Helena who'd been out here. Was he protecting us or providing enough cover at the time to get the police on site and cordon off the area? The poor guy lying dead on the ground behind me was covered in blood. I'd walked in seconds after it'd potentially happened. Was the killer hiding in one of the offices or restrooms? A shiver ran through my body despite the warm May weather.

“What are you doing here, Little Ayrwick?” the sheriff snarled. We'd, for the briefest of moments, begun calling each other by our first names, but I'd gotten the distinct impression she didn't want me to address her right now as April. “There have been four homicides in the last three months, and you are at the center of them all. Care to explain? Are you a magnet for seedy criminals skulking about in our normally respectable town? Have you unleashed your incendiary ties to the Castigliano mob family upon Wharton County?”

That answered another of my questions. April Montague knew all about my in-laws' shady business transactions. “No comment. All I did was step outside and stumble on a body. Again. I don't want this to keep happening. Never again. Really.”

One of the sheriff's detectives I'd met in the past trudged into the courtyard and began surveying the scene. April introduced him to us and said this was likely to be his last case before he retired to Florida, but he was the best she had. “Too bad you picked tonight to work, Gilkrist,” she teased. While he made notes on the surroundings, April asked Helena to share what she knew.

Maggie wrapped her arm around her sister's shoulder and urged her to speak. “Go ahead, Helena. Tell them everything. You can trust Connor and Sheriff Montague.”

Helena explained that she'd gone to the courtyard to sneak a quick smoke break. While she was walking toward the picnic table, she tripped over something. As she bent down to see what it was, she noticed a person or what looked like a person. Helena shook the man, assuming it was someone who'd been drinking too much, fallen, or suffered a heart attack. When she touched the body in search of a wrist or throat, she'd felt something sticky. That's when she realized the person had no pulse. She was about to attempt CPR before I'd walked in. In the confusion, she might have touched the knife when I entered the courtyard.

“Why would you pick up a knife, Miss Roarke?” the sheriff asked with a suspicious glare. The detective approached and indicated the victim was indeed deceased. He'd already called the coroner, who'd be onsite within twenty minutes.

“I… I don't know,” Helena said, her hands shaking with an intense tremor. She'd never looked that scared before. “It was just there. I was trying to find a pulse, and I didn't realize what it was until it was in my hands.”

A few splashes of blood on her palm and fingers were now noticeable. I also saw some on the front of her blouse and skirt. Had the blood been transferred when she was leaning over the body or while she'd been stabbing him? I couldn't believe Helena was capable of murder, even as fiery as I'd seen her get in the past. I looked down and saw a few blotches had also rubbed onto my coat.

Over the next twenty minutes, the sheriff separated Helena and me to unleash her ruthless interrogation techniques. The detective questioned Helena with Maggie present. Connor and Sheriff Montague took me to a nearby office to explain what I'd seen. “I only came back here to use the restroom. It was closer than the public ones on the other side of the main room.”

As I shared the rest of what I could recall, I realized the buzzing in my pocket had been my cell phone. I took a quick peek once Connor and the sheriff scampered away in a private conversation. Ursula had texted and called a few times. Nine o'clock had come and gone, but no one approached her at the donations table. 'Where are you?' she kept asking, then finally telling me she saw Sheriff Montague onsite. 'Did something happen?' was the latest text.

“Ursula Power is demanding to be told what's going on, Sheriff. I think we need to let her back here,” I added as April walked toward me. If the person under the Dr. Evil mask was indeed Ursula's stalker, she couldn't keep her secret any longer.

“Really? And tell me, Little Ayrwick, do you think I should let every member of the general public, like yourself, just wander back here in the middle of a murder investigation? Perhaps we could have a coffee klatch while we play a game of Clue to decide who did it. Let's see… we know it was the knife in the courtyard, but I'm sure not smart enough to figure out whether it was the cook or the butler this time!” April's voice increased with each insult to the point her face reddened to a worrisome shade. Given that I was familiar with her normally prickly personality, I knew, despite appearances, she wouldn't explode on contact.

“Well, no… but… there might be a—” I started to say when Ursula hurried into the office pushing a very frustrated Officer Flatman aside.

“Back off unless you want me to sue you for harassment,” Ursula yelled coming to an abrupt stop at seeing the situation in the office and out in the courtyard. Despite being cloaked in partial darkness, the courtyard was visible from the hallway. “What is the meaning of—”

“I attempted to prevent her from entering, Sheriff. She elbowed me in the chest, and then her wife grabbed my arm and pretended to trip. I tried to stop the woman from falling, and that's when Miss Power busted through the double doors. They're quite a pair of—” Officer Flatman said, upon finally reaching the rest of us.

“Just stand inside the main room and don't let anyone else in, Flatman. You're certainly not showing me any reasons why I'd consider you as the new detective when Gilkrist retires next month,” Sheriff Montague advised in a slightly calmer manner. She narrowed her gaze at Ursula. “You're lucky I don't arrest you for assaulting an officer.”

“That officer knocked over my wife with excessive force when I accidentally bumped into him on the way to chat with Mayor Grosvalet. You're lucky I don't inform the mayor I plan to sue you for police brutality. Let's get to the point here rather than decide which woman in this room has more power, Sheriff,” Ursula countered with her head cocked to the side and her chin jutted out.

In a battle between Ursula and April, I couldn't be certain who'd win. While Ursula's past clearly revealed she was capable of standing her ground, April's knowledge of martial arts and wrestling—not to mention the stun gun and Old Betsy, her actual gun full of bullets currently attached to her hip—could clearly stop my boss in her tracks. “I attempted to warn you Ursula was determined to get back here, Sheriff Montague.” I tried as hard as I could to keep the growing sneer off my lips, but I was powerless for the moment. She undoubtedly saw through my inability to keep a straight face.

The sheriff cleared her throat. “Enough. Since you're the president of this college, I'd need to share this news with you anyway. We're investigating a possible homicide. Keep that to yourself for the time being. A man wearing a Dr. Evil mask in a light gray or off-white suit appears to have been stabbed with a knife. A young lady working the event was caught standing over him. She's being questioned right now. Kellan Ayrwick, one of your…” she said tilting her gaze in my direction, “esteemed professors… happened to be the individual who observed the young lady stepping away from the victim with the probable murder weapon.”

“Who is it?” Ursula asked, then turned to me. “Kellan?”

I lifted my shoulders. “I'm not entirely sure, but I find the white costume certainly strange. I suppose we need to wait for the cops to remove the mask.” I emphasized the color of the Dr. Evil suit hoping Ursula would connect it to her stalker's latest messages. Judging by her partial nod, she did.

“I am sorry such a tragedy has happened. Braxton will certainly cooperate with the Wharton County Sheriff's Office. I will ask, Sheriff, how do you want to handle the ongoing party in the main room? We're about to wrap up soon, but I assume you'll need to speak with everyone at some point,” Ursula noted in an authoritative yet understanding tone.

“My team has been monitoring the doors. We will need a list of every attendee or employee working at the event. I'll need to schedule interviews with everyone, but more importantly, I need to secure this crime scene,” April instructed.

As the sheriff's team commandeered the courtyard and private office space, Maggie was released to announce that there'd been an unexpected death in the library. She was told not to say anything about it being a murder nor what the victim was wearing until the sheriff's office could contact the next of kin. While Connor stayed with Helena in one office, the sheriff spoke with the coroner and Detective Gilkrist in the courtyard.

“You have to tell them about the notes, Ursula. I have no idea if Helena saw anyone else. She mentioned whoever's wearing the Dr. Evil costume had fought with someone earlier tonight, but we were interrupted, and I was escorted out of the room shortly afterward.” I didn't want to tell my boss what to do, but there was no other way to ensure we weren't accused of hiding anything.

“I need to see who's under that mask. If it's someone I know, I'll explain about the notes. If it's not, maybe the victim has nothing to do with me,” Ursula demanded with renewed vigor and determination. It was clear her mind couldn't be changed.

“Fine. I'll ask if they'll let us see the victim's face,” I noted while walking toward the sheriff and the coroner.

“Do not come any closer,” April indicated with a tinge of annoyance in her voice. “We're about to remove the mask now that we have enough pictures and preliminary notes on how the body was found. The mask isn't connected to anything else. Lifting it won't interfere with the crime scene.”

I tried not to stare, but I wanted to learn as much as I could about the victim in case it might help Ursula discover his identity. Although the man wore a full suit, his hands were hidden by dull white gloves likely added to match Dr. Evil's pale skin tone. The victim's face was fully covered in a mask, and he was lying on his back. One foot was slanted to the side, and a pool of blood had formed near his waist. It looked like he'd been stabbed in his stomach at least once. I had to look away, so I wouldn't get sick from what I'd observed thus far.

“Perhaps Ursula and I might be able to help identify the victim?” I asked, swallowing deeply to prevent the fig and prosciutto appetizer from projecting out of my throat.

“At this point, we need all the help we can get,” April said as she began to record a video from her cell phone. As she stood near the body, she carefully positioned the camera to monitor the coroner's actions as he cut the elastic band near the victim's ears. Once loosened, he lifted the mask off with one hand while ensuring the man's head didn't shift from the movement.

As the coroner stepped away, I did a double take. I couldn't be certain if the man was Ursula's stalker, but I knew who he was. “I recognize him,” I said in a faint voice.

“Care to share that information with the rest of us?” April said with a smirk.

“I think it's George Braun. I met him yesterday for the first time. The only time. He's teaching a class in the science department and working with Millard Paddington on the upcoming Mendel flower show.” I drew in a deep breath and felt a bit lightheaded.

“Are you certain?”

I nodded. “Although… I only spoke with him for five minutes. We're supposed to have breakfast tomorrow before he starts working at Braxton.” I looked at Ursula who clutched her upper chest and throat. After her loud and unexpected cough, I was certain she recognized the man.

The sheriff glanced at Ursula. “I assume you'd know one of your employees. Is Mr. Ayrwick correct in his identification of the victim?”

Ursula looked at me, then the sheriff. For five seconds, she entered a trance where I thought she might pass out. “No. I wouldn't know all of the professors. I've just been here a few months at this point,” she replied in a distracted tone.

My boss was clearly lying. She didn't know this man was teaching at Braxton, but she definitely recognized his face. “Okay, well, that's all you need from us, right? I know the routine by now. Be prepared to review and sign a statement. You'll have more questions. Keep quiet. Right?”

The sheriff nodded, then told the coroner to continue preparing the body. She extended her hand in the opposite direction, so Ursula and I would follow her to the courtyard door. “Detective Gilkrist will arrange interviews for everyone in the main room. The coroner needs to conduct his investigation. I will meet with Helena Roarke myself. It's not every day you find the potential culprit standing over the body with the murder weapon.”

The shock of her statement flustered me for a moment. “You can't think Helena did this. She told us she found the body and accidentally touched the knife.” How did Helena know the professor? Or had she just seen him arguing with someone but not recognized him? I looked to Ursula who remained silent. What else was she hiding? I remembered the red stain I'd seen on her shawl.

“Leave the investigation to my team, Little Ayrwick. I've had enough of your interference in the past. If the Wharton County Sheriff's Office needs your assistance, we will ask for it. As of now, consider yourself dismissed. Both of you. Neither of you should leave town, nor discuss this with a soul. Not your nosy grandmother,” she directed at me. “Not your difficult wife,” she said, squinting at Ursula. “Not each other nor Helena or Maggie Roarke. No one. Got it?”

We both confirmed our understanding of the sheriff's vitriol. Did she think we were children? As Ursula and I walked down the hall toward the main room of Memorial Library, she stopped me. “Kellan, I know you saw the shock on my face when the coroner removed the mask.”

“How do you know George Braun if you didn't recognize him as one of your new professors? And don't lie to me, Ursula. I'm on your side.” I wondered if he was one of the investigators or the assistant from the explosion twenty-five years ago who'd recognized her and had come to town to blackmail her. By now, Ursula was trembling. I hadn't realized while we were walking that the intensity of her grip bored holes into my forearm.

“I don't know exactly how to say this. It's a coincidence, but…” she paused.

“What is it, Ursula? You're scaring me.” I waited for her to look back up at me.

“That's my brother, Hans. I thought he'd died in the explosion, but could he have survived?” Ursula said as devastation and alarm flooded her eyes.

“Using a different name. Like you?” I shook my head in confusion.

“Yes. If he survived the explosion, he might've needed extensive plastic surgery. I saw my brother's eyes when I looked at that dead man. At George Braun. Do you think it's possible that—”

“Your own brother has been hiding all these years and finally found you?” I exclaimed, feeling stunned and uncertain. I recalled seeing him wearing gloves the day before. Was he hiding burns on his hands and fingers? “I guess that's the first place we need to look. Then maybe we'll know who killed him. Since it wasn't Helena. I can't see her doing something like that.” When I finished speaking, Ursula turned away from me and opened the double doors. After she stepped through the open space into the main room of the library, she rushed directly into Myriam's waiting arms.

I couldn't help but wonder if Ursula had known who was stalking her and had taken the opportunity to get rid of him once and for all. It would explain the red stain. Could the surprise on her face at discovering his identity be as real as it seemed? Or had Myriam taught her wife how to act the part of an innocent, stunned, and perplexed bystander?







Chapter 5

When I returned to Danby Landing after the costume extravaganza, Emma was already asleep. Nana D thought she'd recovered quickly from her symptoms and would be fine after a solid night's rest. Before I went to bed, I remembered failing to discover whether Francesca was actually on campus that night. If it had been Francesca heading toward the courtyard, where had she gone and why had no one else seen her? Had I imagined it?

Although I'd tried to reach Maggie several times after the horrendous incident, she was either focused on helping Helena get through the interrogation with Sheriff Montague or they'd needed healing time to process what'd happened. I couldn't imagine either of the women had encountered a dead body in the past. The nightmares had been almost traumatic the first few times I'd found one. Suddenly, my phone vibrated with an incoming text message:

 

Maggie: Stop by the library at lunchtime tomorrow. Helena needs your help to find the real killer.

 

I confirmed I'd be there, then put my head on the pillow to let the comforting darkness lead me into slumber. It turned out to be filled with laughing masks and epic battles between heroes and villains.

* * *

On Monday morning before I dropped Emma at school, we had breakfast together. She only had a month left before school let out for the summer but was excited to present her show-and-tell project to the class. She'd been working on drawings of the landscape of Nana D's farm. I once thought Emma wanted to become a veterinarian when she grew up, but in the last few weeks, she'd become obsessed with sketching buildings and rearranging rooms in her dollhouse. I'd introduced her to a new custom version of the game Clue with a zoo animal theme, which led to her learning about the various parts of Danby Landing. Rather than animals as killers, this version of Clue focused on which animal had stolen the key to the food supply cabinet and guessing what they'd dropped outside the door in the rush to get away.

I drove to Braxton and parked on South Campus since I had my summer class to teach that morning—Screenwriting in a Digital World. It was an intense eight-week course where students met for two hours each day from Monday through Friday to learn about technique, develop their own scripts for a pilot episode, and understand how to present it to a production company. I entered Diamond Hall and ascended the stairs to the second floor where my humble office resided. As I passed through the hallway, I noticed my boss sitting at her desk.

“Good morning, Myriam. How was the rest of your evening?” I inquired pleasantly, wondering if Ursula had shared anything about discovering the victim resembled her dead brother, Hans.

Myriam slid tortoise-shell glasses to the bridge of her nose, huffed slightly, and glanced back at her laptop screen. “Constant you are, but yet a woman and for secrecy, no lady closer for I well believe thou wilt not utter what thou dost not know.”

I couldn't recall which of Shakespeare's plays that barb with ulterior motives had come from. “Let me guess, you're still angry with me?” I stepped one foot into her office waiting for something heavy to be flung in my direction. When she ignored my comment, I took another step inside, so that I was technically in her office but able to duck behind her coat rack if necessary. I'd learned that lesson the hard way the first time around. “Give me a hint. Is it from a tragedy or comedy?”

“Of course, you wouldn't know it's from Henry IV. What do you want, Mr. Ayrwick? I've got plenty of problems to attend to without you dropping more nonsense in my lap,” Myriam grumbled as she turned to the credenza behind her to retrieve a document from the printer. “Hurry up, please. Some of us work around here.”

“True, some of us do. I thought I'd see how Ursula was doing this morning. She was quite distraught over the death in the library last night,” I said, taking a seat across from her. “I'm well aware Henry IV is one of the Bard's historical plays, neither a tragedy nor a comedy.”

“Redemption will not erase the truth. I know you and Ursula have been keeping something from me. She was distressed last night and immediately went to sleep. I'm sure she'll have an expedient recovery today given she's meeting with the Board of Trustees.” Myriam signed the document she'd pulled off the printer and handed it to me. “Your syllabus for the fall is approved. Is that all for today?”

I considered my next approach to determine what Myriam knew. “I know so little about your wife. Given that we all work together, I'd think Ursula could be a little more open and friendlier. Where did she grow up?”

Myriam stared past me at the whiteboard on the wall opposite her. “Now that the King Lear production is finished and we're beginning to cast our summer production, we need to agree on a few protocols for the remainder of the year I'm… blessed… to be working with you at Braxton.”

I assumed she wasn't going to discuss Ursula's past. It would be all business. When I'd been offered an assistant professor role at Braxton, it had come with two clauses. First, it was only a one-year contract to provide time for the new executive administration to decide my fate. Second, given a few too many public disagreements Myriam and I'd shared in the past, Ursula mandated we work together at the college's theatre, Paddington's Play House, to conquer our glacial differences.

“I'm certainly glad you saw the light and extended the permanent stage director role to Arthur Terry. He and Jennifer will need the money now that they're having a baby together,” I noted while turning around to see what Myriam had been reading on the whiteboard.

“Perhaps I'm learning the art of compromise, Mr. Ayrwick. I'll schedule our first meeting with him for later this week. Be sure to pick up a copy of the script. Time is of the essence here. I expect you will keep yourself from entanglement with anything else.” Myriam pursed her lips, then smiled like a jackal about to consume its prey. “I'm sure Ursula would appreciate you keeping your distance from what's happened with Professor Braun's recent appearance and death.”

The way Myriam spoke, she knew something I didn't. She paused and ever-so-gently cleared her throat when she said his name. “Of course, I will do whatever Madame President asks me to do. Just as I do whatever you, my immediate supervisor, asks me to do. I think we understand one another.” I wished her a splendiferous day and walked down the hall to my office to prepare for the first set of courses.

A few hours later, encouraged about the excitement in the classroom, I stopped by The Big Beanery to buy lunch for Maggie. The cozy café on South Campus was a virtual hotspot for anyone to hang out with friends, study for an exam, or cruise the student population for a next date. Not an ideal path for me, but a sizable percentage of the college's near-one-thousand enrollees often spent hours socializing and hobnobbing with one another. With tons of comfy alcoves, free Wi-Fi and charging stations, and the best coffee in all of Wharton County, it was the place to be.

I wasn't sure if Helena would be visiting Maggie at the library, but we could all share a few sandwiches, chips, and a bowl of fruit. Maybe a couple of chocolate chip croissants for dessert, a necessary part of any meal. I took the next cable car to North Campus wondering when they'd start the summer redesign. It meant two weeks of walking back and forth between campuses—helpful for staying in shape but a dreadful experience in the sweltering heat.

After I left the station, I stepped on the central cobblestone pathway and ventured to the mailroom in the student union building to check for new deliveries. Besides a catalog advertising the latest genuine leather satchels—I might have an addiction—and office supplies, Braxton's alumni magazine with my father on the cover appeared. Although it was his highly candid outgoing interview, I'd read it another time. I also had a new postcard that'd been postmarked three days earlier in Vancouver. It read:

 

You were never one for air travel except for that one trip to Mendoza; you always wanted to Vacation by train given your fear of flying. I know a precious six-year old girl who'd love to visit this area with you one day. Maybe we'll all meet again at the VanDusen Botanical Garden where we can take center stage for a second wedding.

 

It had to be from Francesca. She and I had embarked on a two-week train excursion from Los Angeles to Northern Canada. At the botanical garden, we got mixed up with a celebrity couple who decided at the last minute to get married that afternoon. We served as their best man and matron of honor since none of their friends were in Vancouver. If Francesca had been in Canada three days ago, surely that was enough time to show up in Braxton last night. I snapped a photo of the message and sent it off to Cecilia and Vincenzo Castigliano. Maybe it would help them figure out where my wife was hiding.

I was feeling stalked like Ursula. What was it about people who couldn't be truthful nor accept things happened outside of our control? Ursula had only been trying to stop her brother, Hans, from stealing the cure when she accidentally caused the explosion killing their parents, and maybe him, too. Francesca was the one who got sucked into her family's shenanigans with Las Vargas. Couldn't she put Emma first and stop this hide-and-seek game? We couldn't magically become a family again nor pretend she was suddenly alive. Emma deserved a life without unnecessary fear. Until Vincenzo solved the Vargas family vendetta, this was how it had to be. Why couldn't Francesca understand that approach?

I turned at the end of the pathway and made a left up the steps leading into Memorial Library. Connor approached from the opposite direction. “Hey, Kellan. Maggie tells me she's expecting you for lunch.”

“On my way now. Is Helena doing okay?”

“She spent most of the night at the Wharton County Sheriff's Office. They let her go early this morning, but she's acting highly suspicious. Sheriff Montague thinks Helena is hiding something important. Until April can produce a realistic motive, there's no reason to hold her.” Connor shook my free hand before putting his own back in his pocket.

“I'm not sure there's anything I can do if Helena won't talk. I'm not inserting myself into the investigation again, so don't give your bestie any ideas that I'm going to interfere with—”

Connor interrupted. “Listen, April is not my bestie. I've given you a hard time in the past about putting your nose in other people's business. I think this is different. Helena is Maggie's little sister. She was standing over George Braun's dead body. We gotta look out for the Roarke family.”

I hadn't expected Connor to support my involvement. “Did you learn anything else after I left?”

Connor indicated the autopsy was scheduled for today. The coroner had done preliminary work last night, and they had a positive identification from Millard Paddington. He was called to the morgue and confirmed it was George Braun. Millard had provided George's local address in Braxton. The guy had bought a cabin outside the Saddlebrooke National Forest on the other side of the Finnulia River. Millard knew nothing about the man's family, but suggested the sheriff follow up with Dean Mulligan and the college's human resources department. They could provide any paperwork George Braun had submitted that might identify his next of kin.

If he was truly Ursula's brother, Hans Mück, I knew the name of his next of kin. I needed to speak with Ursula as soon as possible. “I wish I knew where he'd come from before moving to Braxton.”

Connor shrugged his shoulders. “You know the sheriff only tells me the minimum. She needs my cooperation as the director of security at Braxton, but there's a wall she puts up when it broaches revealing too much. Millard might know a little more than he's said. You're close to him. Perhaps you could find out if he remembers something else.”

“I'll give him a call later today. Hey, not sure if this is important, but Anita Singh lost her lab coat last night. It was part of her Einstein costume. I wonder if that has anything to do with the murder,” I said recalling she was in quite a hurry when I'd run into her.

“Do you think she's the killer?” Connor said with a distorted face.

I hadn't thought about that angle, although Dr. Singh had fought with George according to Millard. “Or the killer used her lab coat as a disguise to escape?” When Connor said he'd look into its disappearance, I replied, “Okay. Any chance Helena said anything else about knowing George Braun, other than meeting him at Memorial Library's costume extravaganza?”

“Nope. I haven't talked to Helena myself and only know what Maggie's shared with me. I gotta run, there's an administrative meeting with my staff in a few minutes. I have a lengthy list of security changes to drop on them.” Connor suggested a time to meet at the gym the next day and took off for his office. Didn't he know my body was still complaining from his last inhumane workout regimen?

As I entered the library, I read a text message response from my in-laws. Vincenzo dispatched someone to Vancouver to learn anything new. He'd be in touch again soon. I hadn't told them about seeing their daughter at the party. I still couldn't be sure if I was hallucinating or whether Francesca had something to do with George Braun's death. My wife would never be able to kill someone, but it didn't mean someone else in her family wasn't somehow involved.

Maggie's office was in a different area of the library, which meant I didn't need to enter the private employee offices nor approach the courtyard. I wanted to check it out during the daylight, but she should escort me in case there was a police officer ensuring it'd remained locked down. When I found her in the office just past the history section, Maggie's head rested on the desk and her fingers massaged her temples in small concentric circles. The space wasn't large, but she'd added a personal touch to the room—a diffuser sputtered lavender-scented steam, a sound machine released a gentle rainstorm, and photos of all the great historical libraries adorned the walls.

“Is it really that bad?” I lifted my hand to show her the lunch I'd brought. “Salt and vinegar potato chips included. Free of charge, as always.” I couldn't resist, knowing they were her favorite.

“Based on what I'm about to ask you, I'm the one who should be paying this time.” Maggie lifted her head and motioned for me to come in.

Puffy red eyes indicated she'd been crying recently. “I'm so sorry this happened to you. Before we talk about your sister, did you raise everything you needed for the renovation fund?”

“That's the only positive thing about last night. I checked the figures my staff recorded from everyone who visited the donations table. We're ahead by five percent. We might be able to afford a brand-new, state of the art security system, which is apparently necessary at Braxton these days.”

“That's probably a grand idea.” I thought I saw a small upward curl on Maggie's lips. Was she coming out of her daze? I hugged her, then sat across the desk and opened the sandwiches and chips. “Eat up, it'll help you feel better. As for security around Braxton, I'm not sure what's going on, but something is out of order. I'm sure Connor is on top of it all.”

“Thank you for coming today. Helena is at home. Mom and Dad want to keep her safe for now. Lara Bouvier from the WCLN news station followed us home last night and tried to interview her about the murder.” Maggie ate a chip and opened a bottle of seltzer. I could see a bit of her color coming back.

“How is Helena doing?” I wondered whether she'd told Maggie anything else important.

“Insists on returning to work this morning. She's cleaning rooms and working a normal schedule,” Maggie noted, then revealed George Braun had been a guest at the Roarke & Daughters Inn.

I guess that meant Helena knew him before the library event had kicked off the previous night. “Were there any issues between them? Did she tell the sheriff about it?”

“Yes, once Mom and Dad showed up at the sheriff's office last night, everything came out. George Braun rented a room three weeks ago claiming he'd bought a cabin but was having repairs done on it before he could officially move in. He was due to check out of the bed and breakfast next week.”

“Meaning she mingled with him while cleaning his room and attending to normal guest needs?”

“Yes. And this morning, one of the other chambermaids told the detective that George and Helena were recently engaged in a heated discussion. Yuri didn't know the details, but apparently George slammed the door shut and told Helena to stay out of his room for the rest of the weekend.” Maggie brushed a few crumbs off the desk into a wastepaper basket as a student worker knocked on the door. “Yes, what do you need?”

“Ummm… some lady detective or cop stopped at the front desk and asked me to locate you. She said it was important,” the student worker nervously advised. “And I gotta go. Dr. Singh's science lab starts in ten minutes.”

Maggie told him he could leave but to let the sheriff know she'd be there in five minutes. “Helena won't listen to my parents or to me. I called Finnigan Masters this morning to ask for his help in case the police arrest her for George Braun's murder. The inn is swarming with police officers. The library's private employee offices are sealed off, so I had to let some of the staff stay home today. I've got to keep this place running, but I also need to meet with the chief of staff and Ursula today to discuss the situation.”

“Should I visit your sister? I can try to persuade her to let Finnigan help or find out what she's hiding. Maybe she'll be more comfortable talking to someone outside her family.” I needed to clarify if George and Hans were the same person. I also had to find out why Anita Singh and George didn't get along. Maybe Helena knew or saw something in his room at the Roarke & Daughters Inn.

“Yes, please, but first come with me to see the sheriff. There's one more fact Helena neglected to tell the detective about. I'm worried,” Maggie noted as she shut and locked her office door.

“What?” I walked up the steps to the main floor. “Does it make her situation look worse?”

Maggie shook her head. “I'm not sure. She told me who she saw arguing with George Braun shortly before she found his body.”

I worried it was Ursula. I had been with Ursula around that time, but I wasn't with her the whole night. “Anyone we know?”

“Cheney Stoddard. He's the son of the couple who recently moved to town to open the restaurant and event management company. Remember, they catered last night's party for me.” Maggie stopped when we reached the front entrance. The sheriff stood a few feet away at the desk. “Don't say anything until you talk to Helena about it.”

“Isn't she dating him?” I asked Maggie as Sheriff Montague walked toward us. What did the Stoddard family have to do with George Braun? Was it a coincidence, or had they known the professor prior to moving to Braxton? I remember Maggie saying the Stoddards came from the Midwest. Could it have been Chicago where Ursula had caused a lab explosion all those years ago?







Chapter 6

Sheriff Montague frowned when she saw me, then asked Maggie for a minute alone. Maggie said, “You can speak in front of Kellan, Sheriff. He's my eyes and ears while I'm protecting Helena.”

I was about to provide assault and battery coverage for myself when my phone buzzed with a text message. “Excuse me a moment,” I noted, leaving Maggie and the sheriff to chat.

 

Ursula: We must talk today. Can you come by around five o'clock?

Me: Sure, but I'll have Emma with me. Need to get her from after-school activities.

Ursula: I can meet you at the Pick-Me-Up Diner for an early dinner. Myriam's teaching class tonight.

Me: See you then. I'm doing some research today and might have news.

 

When I finished texting and looked toward the front desk, Maggie was gone. I thought it was time to leave until a grumpy voice startled me.

“I asked her to review her statement with Detective Gilkrist. She'll be back in a little while. What are you doing here?” a charged-up Sheriff Montague grumbled from a short distance away. Her standard blazer and dark blue jeans were crisply pressed. Her brassy blonde hair was well-styled for a change. Usually her motorcycle helmet squashed portions down like permanent bedhead.

“At the risk of sounding rude, this is the college's library and I am a professor in the communications department. I'm often in the building doing research and checking out these awesome paper, ink, and glue things called books.” I rolled my eyes, adjusted my glasses, and lifted a Brian L. Porter novel from my new leather satchel, as if to make an indisputable point about why I was there.

“You don't say! And here I thought you were just another pretty face around campus. Thanks for clarifying your prestigious occupation for the umpteenth time, Little Ayrwick.” April leaned against a desk covered in magazines and searched in her leather folder for something. “Since you just happened to be here, and I just happened to have your statement with me, maybe you could do us both a favor and help me cross one more item off my very lengthy list of to-dos.”

“Don't you have someone to take care of those pesky things for you?” I asked, intending to acknowledge her own importance. I'd think the sheriff had more urgent things to do than carry around witness statements to be signed. “What I'm trying to say is I understand how busy you must be with last night's unexpected murder.”

“Murder is always unexpected, at least in my world. I suppose in the mafia world, it's anticipated, eh? If I knew someone was going to be murdered, don't you think I'd try to stop it?” Sheriff Montague uncapped her pen and gently pushed it across the periodicals desk in my direction.

I wasn't helping the situation. “We keep getting off on the wrong foot, April. I'm sorry. Maggie asked me to stop by to cover a few things. I am not trying to get in your way.” I looked at the written report and made a few notes of facts that weren't one-hundred percent accurate. “May I ask a question about the murder weapon?”

“Is it pertinent to your statement, Mr. Ayrwick, or are you exhibiting eccentric curiosities again?” She ran her fingers through her hair and straightened out her bangs. April had been growing her do much longer during the last few months. It made her look a bit softer in a positive way.

“Possibly. I should clarify that when I encountered Helena in the courtyard, I was aware of the knife before she stood up. I vividly remember the blade glistening when the light hit it. I thought I noticed some sort of design or scroll on the handle before it fell to the ground. If that's the case, she couldn't have been holding it, right?” I knew it had some sort of writing on it, but it was too dark and far away to read the exact wording.

“What you're saying is you didn't see her stab the victim, nor pull the knife out of his body. But you did see her drop it when you were walking toward her. Fair?” April typed a few notes on her mobile tablet as she spoke.

“It looked as if the knife just fell away from her body. I'm not exactly sure she'd been aware it was even there at first. Do you understand what I mean?” It had all happened so fast, but it didn't look like Helena was trying to hide anything.

“That's helpful. I'm not sure what it means, but after we run all the fingerprint tests and determine who owns the knife, I'll be in touch with additional questions. Thank you.”

The sheriff indicated she'd have a revised statement available the following day. While she exited into the private employee office area, I gathered my belongings and prepared to leave. The clerk at the main desk wanted to reconfirm one of the books I'd requested, which took a few minutes. Unfortunately, she was only using it as a chance to flirt with me. I informed her I had a no dating policy when it came to students. Just as the student was done sulking, Maggie returned to the floor.

“Oh, I'm glad you're still here. I didn't get to thank you for keeping quiet about Cheney. Once you find out from Helena what she knows, I'll understand if you need to tell the sheriff. I wanted to ask that you get all the details before saying anything. I'm sorry to put you in a difficult spot.” As Maggie hugged me, it felt like she was reaching ten years into the past to a time when we first became friends.

“I'm here for you. There's only a handful of people who could get me to risk my sanity and freedom being hauled off to jail by our unkind-hearted sheriff for obstruction of justice.”

“She'd never do that. April Montague is all bark and no bite when it comes to you. Trust me, a woman knows these things. By the way, she showed me a picture of the murder weapon and asked if I recognized it. They're trying to find out if it belonged to the victim, killer, or came from the library.” Maggie shared that she saw German writing on the handle. It was partially discolored and difficult to read, but she noticed a family crest with a lion fighting a bear. It looked like it had a ü, an umlaut symbol. “It definitely didn't come from the library, and I highly doubt Helena would even carry a knife. She's been afraid of them since our sisters forced her to watch slasher movies when we were kids.”

Maggie had to return to work, and I had to pick up my daughter. As I left Memorial Library, I couldn't help but wonder if the knife belonged to someone else in my life. Might it be a letter in Ursula's former last name, Mück? If it was, did it belong to George Braun, formerly known as Hans Mück, or to Ursula, formerly known as Sofia Mück?

* * *

By five o'clock, the Pick-Me-Up Diner would be crowded with rowdy teenagers who were overly excited about finishing their last weeks in high school before summer break. I'd forgotten it would also be packed with half the population of the Willow Trees Retirement Complex and Braxton's infinite social circle of economically-savvy senior citizens. I hadn't expected to run into my favorite blue-haired rabble rouser, but in the far corner booth Eustacia Paddington slurped the daily blue-plate special, a bowl of lentil soup, with her brother, Millard. Since Ursula hadn't arrived, Emma and I strolled over for a visit.

“Is it supposed to be that icky mud color?” Emma asked while climbing onto the dark gray leather seat next to Eustacia. My daughter's nose wrinkled as she shook her head. “I like vegetables but that looks awful. Ewww… who cooked that mess?”

“It tastes delicious, but your manners need a slight improvement,” chastised Eustacia as she adjusted the collar on her fuchsia-colored silk blouse. “Your nana would not tolerate such disobedience. Come, little critic, let's take a walk to see if your Aunt Eleanor and her chef have a bowl for you to taste.”

As Emma waited for Eustacia to gain her balance from stepping off the platform, she giggled and said, “Daddy, her cane almost crushed my toes!” Emma's eyes bugged out as she followed Eustacia toward the kitchen. From Eustacia's exaggerated wink that looked more like the beginning of a seizure, I could tell she was giving Millard and me a moment alone.

“Your daughter might teach my sister a thing or two, Kellan,” Millard quipped and motioned a hand to the seat across from him.

“They grow up way too fast. We just celebrated Emma's seventh birthday a few weeks ago.” I pushed Eustacia's nearly empty soup bowl to the side and sat. “How're you holding up? I was planning to check on you today. George Braun's unfortunate death must mean you're busier than you'd hoped.”

“Ah, Eustacia's surprise invitation to dinner tonight. I suppose that was your doing, eh?” Millard said as he wiped a dollop of soup from his lower lip. “I appreciate your concern. It was a shock. I'd only begun chatting with him a few months ago, but the world has lost a brilliant researcher and scientist.”

“Indeed. How well did you know him?” I asked. Millard had only shared a brief history with me when I'd run into him on campus over the weekend. What else would he be able to tell me now?

“We'd corresponded a few times over the years but hadn't met in person until I'd caught one of his speaking engagements at a conference in January. I asked him to visit Braxton, but he declined indicating his busy schedule wouldn't allow for it.” Millard explained that George contacted him a few weeks later feverishly excited to offer a chance to bring the Mendel flower show to Braxton if Millard would contact the college about his availability to teach a summer course.

“Did he say what changed his mind?”

“No, but I contacted Ed Mulligan and Anita Singh to suggest they consider him for a summer course. Anita was vehemently opposed to it. The dean was excited about the prospect of someone with George's credentials temporarily teaching at Braxton.” After Millard explained their history, I wondered if during his research George had come across a news report highlighting Ursula's acceptance of the school's presidency. Could he have recognized her from the photo and finally found a way to track down his long-lost sister?

“Was there a formal interview process or anything odd about why he was hired?” I hoped to learn more of substance about George's relationship with anyone he'd met in his brief time at Braxton.

Millard noted George had interviewed with Dean Mulligan, Dr. Singh, the school's chief-of-staff, and someone in the human resources group. “Standard approach for a visiting professor teaching one class,” he added, as Ursula walked into the diner and toward our booth. “Based on my limited experience working with her, Anita Singh is an overly complicated woman. Dean Mulligan ultimately reassigned responsibilities as the co-chair of the Mendel flower show from Anita to George. There were some ruffles over presenting George's personal research between the three of them.”

“What was his research focused on?” It felt promising to add two possible suspects to my list.

“George claimed to have made a huge discovery about a certain flower having a powerful impact on a well-known disease. I'm hoping the details are still in his files or belongings. Either he kept nothing at Braxton's Cambridge Hall of Science, or someone stole his work.”

I waved to Ursula and pointed at a table a few seats away. As she sat, I turned back to Millard. “I appreciate your help. Maggie's worried about Helena finding his body at the library. I'm trying to learn a little about George to see if there is any other connection that could help April Montague.”

Millard nodded. “Sure, Kellan. I had nothing but respect for the man's work. As a person, he was arrogant and ruthless. While I'm confident the sheriff will determine who killed George, having you investigate the matter seems like an advantage she's not yet realized. At least as far as past experience tells us. Right, my friend?” His embellished smile was enough to indicate he knew I loved a good mystery. “By the way, George hired that new assistant. He or she was supposedly staying at the cabin George bought to assist with the renovations. Maybe that might provide some additional information to point you in the right direction.”

“Don't tell me, Kellan's pushing you to gossip all about that dead professor,” Eustacia chortled as she approached the table, flicking her fingers at me. “I assume you've gotten what you needed from my brother. I'll take my seat now. I imagine you've got some investigating to do.”

I thanked Eustacia for her generosity and inquired into the whereabouts of my daughter. Emma was having chicken fingers and celery stalks in the kitchen with Chef Manny. Eleanor also agreed to watch her while I had dinner with Ursula. Before I stepped away, Eustacia reminded me, “You took a little too long finding my sister-in-law's killer, Kellan. Please try to wrap this one up sooner. Your reputation is on the line, you know.”

I shook my head and walked away without responding. I knew better than to ask her what she meant or to challenge any of her opinions. I didn't need to be reprimanded in the middle of the Pick-Me-Up Diner. Upon sitting across from Ursula, I said, “I think we've got a lot to discuss.”

“I've been researching George Braun during the last few hours. There're no formal records for the man before 1995. His bio says he grew up in and around the Chicago area, attended a post-graduate program in Washington D.C., and began his career at a Swiss institute. I've got a friend checking at Georgetown University to confirm his attendance.” Ursula looked exhausted despite her attempt to conceal a heavy pair of dark under-eye bags.

“You said the explosion happened in 1993, right? Two years for him to recover from his burns and injuries, then maybe he changed his identity from Hans Mück to George Braun and created a new life. It's possible, but why?” My fingers idly tapped on the table while a waitress approached and took our orders. I wanted a glass of wine or a cocktail, but it was not an option since I was driving with Emma. Even though I now knew Francesca hadn't been killed in a drunk driving accident, I still couldn't bring myself to imbibe a drop of alcohol whenever my daughter would be in the car with me.

“Yes, twenty-six years ago later this summer. I won't ever forget it,” Ursula said with an almost unwatchable sense of pain cascading across her face like a powerful ocean wave. “It's possible that he is Hans, of course, depending on the extent of the injuries. He'd just turned twenty-one, but I was still a minor and couldn't change my name for a few more years.”

“Walk me through it one more time. Maybe something new will come to mind,” I said, sipping my water while picturing Ursula's parents, Mila and Josef Mück. From what I could recall, they were both famous botanists who'd emigrated from Germany to Chicago in the late 1960s before having two children, Hans and Sofia. Given how focused they were on their research to cure unknown and rapidly developing diseases, they weren't attentive parents. They'd spent every waking moment studying the effects of various plants species on the human immune system.

While the waitress dropped off two Greek salads, Ursula explained her past to me once again. “Hans and I raised ourselves. We were inseparable even though he was five years older than me. Once we were mature enough, our parents forced us to work in the lab with them after school, sometimes until extremely late in the night. It made us both astonishingly dedicated and focused, but that much pressure can also have its negative impacts.”

“You once mentioned Hans developed a god-like complex, almost as if he felt compelled to discover the cure by himself,” I said, contemplating the line between working too much and working just enough. Parents should never push their children too far beyond their limits, or it can hurt them eventually. I tried to find the right balance with Emma, but I always worried if I'd done the right thing.

“A few weeks before the explosion happened, Hans challenged my parents more frequently. He would alter their test plans, hide results from them, and mislead them with metrics and details. He didn't know I was paying close attention. He was an obsessive megalomaniac on a power trip trying to ensure it appeared like he was leading the search for a cure. Then he discovered that I had possibly stumbled upon the right formulas to help my parents achieve their goals,” Ursula continued as she pulled a photograph from her purse. “This was a picture of him and me in the lab shortly before everything went up in flames.”

I studied the photograph, comparing it to what I could remember of George Braun from my limited discussion with the man. While there were some similarities, it was hard to say with any certainty if they were the same person. “We need to find out why he stayed hidden for all those years and suddenly tried to contact you. Could he be after the formulas that were destroyed? Do you even remember them?” I explained what Millard had told me about George's wavering reactions to Braxton, suggesting he could've recognized his own sister.

“No. After the accident, I was traumatized. I've intentionally distanced myself from anything with science or botany since those days. When Hans last saw me, I was only sixteen. I've changed a lot, but you can still see a resemblance,” Ursula said grazing the picture with her thumb. “If he saw my photo in the college newspaper or some online article, he might've come here to verify for himself. The timing lines up with when I started receiving the notes mentioning my past.”

Ursula recounted the remainder of her story. One evening after her parents had retired to their offices to prepare an application for a grant for new funding, Ursula overheard her brother talking with one of the lab assistants about a big breakthrough in the earlier test results. Hans had indicated he was planning to alter the research so it looked like his parents' tests had failed, but he would keep the actual results and build a case to present them himself to the institution's executive board members. “I still don't understand what happened. After the lab assistant left, Hans confronted me to steal the formulas. I begged him to talk with our parents together, but he said he was tired of them neglecting us and forcing us to work all the time with absolutely no credit or future of our own.”

“You mentioned he attacked you that day, right?” I recalled Anita Singh having concerns about working with Hans. Was something going on between the two of them? Could she have once been his assistant? Anita was at least ten years older than him, so she might've been working for the Mücks. Surely, Ursula would've recognized the woman from the past. Had they ever met?

Ursula nodded. “I'd been in there all afternoon tabulating results on one of their experiments. Everyone else had gone home. Our parents were in the office on the other side of the floor. I thought if I could get them to listen to us, it would all be okay in the end. Before I could get away, Hans pinned me against the metal table where he was preparing a mixture for an experiment.

“It's understandable you needed to distract him. He sounds like a monster.”

“I reached backward as he held my body against the cold surface demanding I share the formulas with him. I noticed a few powders he'd planned to use sitting in a nearby glass bowl. I tried to grab the bowl to hit his head but knocked it over and out of my reach. Hans had taken out an excessive amount of potassium nitrate which can be dangerous.” Ursula paused and trembled over what looked like a series of erratic post-traumatic stress syndrome reactions.

I felt awful watching my friend relive a painful memory. “What's potassium nitrate?”

“A fertilizer. My parents had been using it to expedite growth in the flowers as part of their research. When you combine it with something else like sugar or honey over an open flame, it creates a small explosion or boom. Enough to startle someone, so they'd stop what they were doing at the time.”

Ursula explained there were several Bunsen burners connected to a large supply of natural gas. She turned on the gas and twisted the top of the burner, so the flame reached out to ignite the potassium nitrate and sugar mixture, instantaneously causing a reaction similar to firecrackers launching and popping. Hans had been caught off-guard, which enabled Ursula to kick him in the shins and run out of the lab to find her parents.

Unfortunately, while Ursula's plan created a distraction in the lab, it unexpectedly caused a second, more explosive reaction. She'd been unaware that in one of the supply closets, Hans had foolishly kept an excessive amount of glycerine, a liquid fertilizer, for a future experiment. As she ran out of the room and across the hall, a full-scale fire broke out from the Bunsen burner continually shooting flames over the potassium nitrate mixture and across all the lab equipment. She tried to get back into the lab, but the fire spread too quickly. Ursula raced toward the other office to alert her parents but passed out from inhaling too much smoke. The building's smoke alarms signaled the fire department who arrived to find Ursula unconscious on the curb across the street from the flame-covered building. When the flames in the lab had reached the large tank of glycerine, the building detonated in a huge explosion despite the firefighters' attempts to contain it. With all the chemicals in the lab, it was an uncontrollable combustion that left only one known survivor—Sofia.

“Given the extent of the damage, we assumed whoever dragged me out must have gone back inside to save the rest of my family. We thought it was my brother and that he'd been knocked unconscious while trying to find our parents. Everything had been incinerated after the explosion. While they found some human remains, DNA testing was only in its infancy,” Ursula explained. She was eventually forced to confess to the investigators that she'd inadvertently caused the explosion, and it was ruled an accident by the forensics unit covering the fire. Her parents and brother had been listed as the only three victims from the incident, which also destroyed any research or test results they'd documented on their experiments.

The lab assistant eventually revealed to the investigators that the Mücks had discovered a cure for a rapidly developing disease. She leaked the information to the press, which led to a public humiliation and attack on Sofia as the only survivor who'd set the entire situation in motion. With no relatives or anyone to take care of her, Sofia stole whatever money her parents had left, sold some of their belongings, and ran away. She lived on the streets for three months, then took up residence at a boarding house, and eventually obtained her GED. Once she turned eighteen, Sofia had changed her name to eliminate anyone connecting her with the explosion and began a new life as Ursula Power. Power had been chosen so she'd never forget what had happened and would remember not to get caught up in her own power trip in the future. Ursula had been chosen because she felt as ugly on the inside as the sea witch from 'The Little Mermaid.'

“It sounds like your brother may have been the one to save you that day. He must have gotten caught in the explosion but somehow survived, escaped, and needed reconstructive surgery,” I added. If George was the supposedly deceased Hans Mück, had someone else helped him leave the building and recover? “Do you remember anything about the assistant? Is it possible that one of Braxton's professors, Anita Singh, worked with your family years ago?” I pulled up the college website and showed Ursula a photo of the woman.

“I haven't been at Braxton long enough to meet the entire staff,” Ursula replied studying the photo. “Anita Singh doesn't look too familiar.”

“It's been over twenty-five years. People can change their appearance.”

“I didn't know the assistant all that well. I think Hans called her Lambertson. It was probably her last name, but I only saw her one time after the explosion when she told me I was to blame for taking her precious Hans away from her. I hadn't even known they were dating,” Ursula explained as the waitress took away our salad bowls and dropped off our entrees.

“We could probably research who worked at the lab with the last name Lambertson. Do you have any other contacts who might remember?” I asked, then made a mental note of how I could track down the former assistant's identity. Could it be the same person Millard mentioned was now working for George Braun? Maybe they'd gotten in contact again to retaliate together against Ursula. I needed to find the cabin George had bought and take a gander at his belongings. Assuming he was Ursula's brother, it would probably be legal. If he wasn't, I'd have to deal with the aftermath later.

“No, I left that life behind,” Ursula said, stabbing at her pasta Bolognese with disinterest. “I'm not sure I can eat anymore right now. I feel sick. We have to confirm George Braun was my brother, Hans. If he is, I'm worried I could be the next victim. Someone might be after us.”

“If you haven't gotten any new notes, the likelihood of your stalker being someone other than him is pretty slim. If he had a partner, I can see why you'd worry for your own safety, but you need to focus on something else far worse,” I added, remembering the red stain on her Frida Kahlo shawl.

Ursula looked like a frightened doe. “What could that possibly be?”

“If it's your brother who was murdered, the police might think you killed him. You told me yourself, you snuck off for a few minutes when you got that note at the costume extravaganza. Did anyone notice you in the thirty minutes before I found the body, or were you hiding the whole time?

A look of desperate fear shot across Ursula's face. “I was alone after the note showed up and before I found you. I don't think anyone saw me in that time frame. I was purposely staying hidden.”

“I couldn't help but notice the red stain on your costume, right near your—”

“It wasn't blood. Somebody dropped sauce on it while I was walking through the crowd,” Ursula said before I could finish speaking. Her eyes were glued to the table. “It was my mother's shawl, one of the only things I managed to keep from my old life. You believe me, right?”

We finished our meal in silence. I promised to dig into George's stay at the Roarke & Daughters Inn. I needed to talk to Helena about George's fight with Cheney in the courtyard, but maybe something in his room would identify the next best step. It might also reveal which cabin he'd purchased, so I could search for his new assistant. If it was the same one from the past, and I got a picture of her, Ursula might recognize the woman. Anita Singh's arguments with George were equally as important to investigate, and I'd have to talk to Dean Mulligan. Although my theories made sense, was I missing something from this puzzle? It couldn't be as simple as Hans and his assistant, Lambertson, had a fight that led to her killing him in some weird power struggle or as revenge for something he'd done.

Ursula picked up the tab, which included a generous twenty percent discount from my sister. I accompanied my boss to the parking lot and waited until she drove off. She shouldn't be alone until we confirmed who was stalking her. After she pulled away, I started my walk to the diner. I heard footsteps behind me and worried about who'd been following us so closely. Was it Ursula's stalker? The person who killed George Braun? Or would I turn around and come face-to-face with another vision of Francesca?







Chapter 7

I stopped short and broke into defense mode. With my legs firmly planted on the ground, I swung my body around and unexpectedly collided into Sam Taft. He was startled when he saw me and tensed up. “Kellan, I'm sorry. Didn't notice you there.”

Sam wasn't aware I'd witnessed him and my brother kissing weeks ago, but Gabriel knew I'd seen them together at the graduation. Had Gabriel told Sam he'd noticed me? I wasn't in the mood to play any games, so I blurted out what was on my mind. “Where is he, Sam? I know my brother is back in town. Why hasn't he told his family?”

Sam took a step backward. “Who? I think you've got me confused with someone else. I don't know your brother.”

“Don't lie to me. I'm sure Gabriel asked you to cover for him and not to tell me anything. I know I was the reason someone in your family was put in jail for killing your grandmother, but I was on your side during the whole situation.” I hadn't spent any time with Sam since I'd discovered who had been playing games behind the scenes, but I didn't think he would hold a grudge against me.

Sam appeared conflicted. “You did, and as much as it hurt to learn the truth, I don't blame you.”

“But you still won't help me with my brother, will you?” I grabbed his shoulder as he stepped toward the diner's entrance. “Please, Sam. He's been gone for eight years. I want to talk with him. To tell him I love him and that…” I worried that Gabriel was in hiding because he didn't want to reveal his life choices to his family. “I want to tell him that there's nothing he can say that'll make me upset with him. I want him to come home. I'll be on his side no matter what.”

Sam relaxed but still pulled away from me. “It sounds like you care about your brother. Did something happen between you two? Not that I know him or can help you. Just curious.” He shrugged his shoulders and looked away as if it were a casual conversation about someone he didn't know.

I could tell Sam was lying, but I also realized he didn't want to be doing it. “I do care about him. I've been gone for a long time, but I'm back. If he were home right now, I'd make him understand. No matter what's changed or what he's doing with his life.” I needed to convey that I supported Gabriel, but I didn't want to scare Sam. If Sam was still hiding the truth about his sexuality, revealing what I'd seen might cause him to refuse to help me on any level.

“If I could help, I would. I see what it's like to have a brother. Brad and I have been talking recently, and we have a lot in common,” Sam noted before turning away to leave. “Good luck with finding Gabriel.”

I had the distinct impression Sam winked at me when he walked into the diner. Maybe he would tell Gabriel what I'd said. If I didn't hear from my brother in the next three days, I'd try again. But for now, I had more urgent business. Before heading back into the diner to collect Emma, I texted Helena.

 

Me: It's Kellan. I need to see you about something important. Can we meet?

Helena: I'm busy with Cheney. It might be my last day of freedom if the cops arrest me for a murder I didn't commit. A girl needs to have some fun before she goes up the river.

Me: I believe you. I want to help. But I also need something from you. A favor. Just between us.

Helena: Sounds kinda fun. Are you hitting on me? Come by the inn tomorrow. I'm on the breakfast shift.

 

I knew she'd bite if I told her I needed her help. While I wasn't above flirting to get answers, maybe if we worked together, I could prove her innocence and figure out who was stalking Ursula. Then life could return to normal again allowing me to focus on finding Francesca. Wait, what had my days come to when it was normal to have a wife who'd been resurrected from the dead?

* * *

After dropping Emma at her elementary school the following morning, I hopped on the highway heading north toward the base of the Wharton Mountains to reach the Roarke & Daughters Inn. There were two hours before my first class began, and I'd already prepared my lecture the prior night upon returning home from the diner. Nana D had left early to meet with her campaign manager about last-minute events at the upcoming town council meeting. Voting day was one week away and depending on which side of the county you spoke with, either Marcus Stanton or Nana D could be in the lead.

When I entered Maggie's family's bed and breakfast, I waved to her mother who was busily checking out a guest currently throwing a tantrum about the bill. Maggie's father was in the kitchen preparing breakfast dishes. They usually served a scrumptious spread of pastries, cereals, yogurts, fruits, and a full oatmeal bar. I nabbed a to-go cup of coffee and a vanilla scone as Helena bounded around the corner and ascended the ornate multi-level staircase.

With my mouth full of succulent, moist crumbs, I managed to mumble, “Wait up, you promised me you'd talk.” Except it came out muffled like a dog who'd drunk too much beer, not that I advocated giving alcohol to a dog.

“I thought English was supposed to be your primary language. How can you eat all that sugary stuff and still look like you belong on the cover of Men's Fitness?” Helena teased in her usual histrionic tone. She stopped at the base of the staircase, curled one of her fingers, and motioned for me to follow her. “I need you in the bedroom right now.”

With bulging eyes, I slanted my head and said, “I'll have you know, I run several times a week to offset everything I eat. I also speak three other languages and can tell you to 'pop a cork in it' in twelve different international tongues. Don't mess with me before I've had enough coffee, soon-to-be-prisoner twelve-oh-four-six-ninety-one.”

Helena stopped on the second floor, turned completely around, and growled. “You're hot when you act all cocky. Is that how they're going to refer to me in jail? Hopefully, I don't get stuck wearing stripes. They don't look good on a girl with my curves.”

If I was about to be arrested—whether or not I'd actually done the crime—I wouldn't be this flippant. “You aren't taking this seriously, are you?”

“Look, Kellan. I've got nothing to hide. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. That sheriff knows I'm innocent, but she's got to follow all the rules.” When we reached the third floor, Helena unlocked room three-oh-five with what appeared to be a master skeleton key.

“Do you have access to every room?” I asked, thinking about finding a way into George Braun's recent residence. As she walked into the room, I peered down the hall at a door with a yellow sign that read 'Keep out. No access without permission from Mgmt.' in bold black print.

“We're cleaning a room for a guest who just checked out. The one you're looking at across the hall belonged to the guy who bit the dust,” Helena said in a very matter-of-fact tone. “This key opens everything. What else do you need to know, Nancy Drew?”

“Oh, you mean the dead guy whose body you were caught kneeling over?” I said with a hint of sarcasm as I walked into room three-oh-five and stood across the bed from Helena. I surmised the police had insisted no one access the other room while they were still investigating George's murder. “Have you been inside since it happened?”

“Ewww… that's creepy. I don't have a lot of time to chat, even if the thought has crossed my mind how sexy you look in that body-hugging dress shirt and how much fun it'd be to take it off you. Maggie should never have given you up the second chance around,” she said while ripping sheets off the bed. “This would go a lot faster if you helped. I might even tell you what you want to know.”

While we stripped sheets and I learned how hard maids work, Helena explained what she knew about George Braun. He was generally quiet and kept to himself, but he asked a lot of questions about the college, its executive administrative staff, and the costume extravaganza.

“How'd he know about the event?” I asked as she emptied all the trash bins in the room. I wasn't sure why he'd attended given he'd just arrived in town and wasn't a wealthy donor.

“Karen Stoddard invited him. She was here meeting with Maggie to plan the event. He'd been sitting downstairs in the lobby reading a book and having a glass of wine. We put out a small spread late afternoon and encourage our guests to mingle, you know.”

That was the second possible connection I'd made between the Stoddards and George Braun. It could've been a coincidence he was from Chicago and they had moved from the Midwest, but this was beginning to set off alarm bells. “Didn't Maggie find it odd he was invited?”

“Yeah, but Karen talked about his friendship with Millard Paddington and how George could cross-promote at the upcoming flower show to encourage additional contributions. Maggie bought into the idea.” Helena sashayed into the bathroom and turned on the faucet in the tub. “Care to join me?”

When stepping into the simple yet elegant white-tiled room, I was reminded of a woodsy spa retreat. “I'm not cleaning the bathroom. I have limits when it comes to my research.”

“Who said anything about cleaning? I thought we might get a little dirty before—”

“Enough, Helena. I know you're joking around, but murder is serious. I'm also not going to flirt with my former girlfriend's little sister who, from what I understand, is already dating at least one other man named Cheney.” It was a good segue, as I needed to learn more about the guy before I visited his parents' restaurant that afternoon to inquire about their past.

Helena marched to within inches of me and kissed my cheek. “Such an innocent. You need to have more fun in your life, Kellan. It must be boring and painful to act so straight-laced all the time.”

I wasn't granting her the satisfaction of knowing her words rang truer than I could imagine. Except for the whole dead wife and mafia thing and finding a few dead bodies, I was kinda boring compared to my former life in Los Angeles. “Talk to me about Cheney.”

Helena explained he'd moved with his parents to Braxton a few months ago. He was super excited to see his younger sister, Sierra, who'd just come home from her first year abroad at law school. Helena and Cheney had gone on a few dates, and she liked him a lot, but he could be possessive at times. “He doesn't like that I am a free spirit. Wants me to stop seeing anyone else, but I told him that's not gonna happen anytime soon. I just go with the flow. Peace is the way.”

“Has he been too aggressive about it?” I asked, growing concerned for her safety.

Helena sighed, then began scrubbing the pedestal sink. “Not really, I mean, like he hasn't gotten physical in a negative way with me, but…”

When she hesitated, I leaned in closer to put a hand on her shoulder. “But what?”

“Remember when I said I saw someone arguing with George Braun at the library?”

“Yes, I know it was Cheney.” I became concerned about her potential next statement.

“Cheney had grabbed George by the collar of his suit and was shouting at him. I stood in the hallway while they were in the courtyard.” Helena's cautious speech pattern showed her nervousness.

“Did they know each other?” I asked, trying to deduce how they could be connected.

“I don't think so,” she hesitated and tapped her foot against the tub. “But Cheney saw George and me arguing in his room the other day. He was flustered over the way George yelled at me. I had to stop Cheney from knocking on George's door that afternoon. Made him promise to let it go. Guests sometimes get difficult over how we leave their room or if we move things around.”

Helena was giving me helpful information and potential suspects. “I have to ask you two things. Both of which you probably won't like.”

“Besides my possible freedom, what do I get in return?” Helena pouted, but when she saw I wasn't biting, she continued. “Fine, what are they?”

“Did you have anything to do with George's death?” I asked as our eyes connected in the mirror.

Helena started dusting the furniture but stopped to look at me while she responded. “No, I swear. I've talked to the guy a few times at the inn. We had an animated discussion about his room, and I told him I'd leave it alone. He was completely nice again by the following morning, the day of the costume extravaganza. Then I saw him and Cheney arguing in the courtyard. When Cheney stepped away and appeared to calm down, I dashed off to the main party room to refill a few food trays.”

“And how did you wind up back in the courtyard again? How many minutes had passed?” I asked, mapping the timeline in my head.

“Twenty minutes, no more than that. I refilled two trays, dropped off the party favors in the main room, decided I needed a smoke break, and thought I'd verify whatever scuffle Cheney and George had gotten into was truly over. When I went back there, no one else was around. I lit my cigarette, and that's when I stepped on something. I told you the rest,” Helena said in a frustrated and whiny tone. “And before you ask, I talked to Cheney. He promised he left George alone in the courtyard and went back to tend bar. He'd been on a break and had to return before he'd get into trouble with his parents. You can confirm with them he was there.”

It would be something I looked into, but I wondered how much of this the sheriff already knew. Helena said that once Cheney confirmed he had nothing to do with George's death, she conveniently neglected to tell the detective she'd even seen them fighting. “What does your lawyer say?”

“I didn't tell him about Cheney. Finnigan is meeting with the sheriff right now to find out what evidence they have, or if anything came back from the tests they've run. I wore gloves, so my fingerprints won't be on the knife. Can they arrest me just for being near the body?” Helena, for the first time, looked worried about the whole ordeal of going to prison. “I guess this could be bad for me, but I've always believed if you didn't do anything wrong and you had nothing to hide, it'd turn out okay. You know, ignore the cops.”

The girl was a dreamer and almost too naïve to realize that wasn't how things worked out. “You need to be careful. And you need to tell Finnigan about this, or I will. He must know everything to help you get out of this debacle. Maggie's worried about you.”

“I'll think about it. I don't want to get Cheney into trouble. So… what's the second thing?”

I gripped my hands together and seesawed back and forth on the balls of my feet. “Can you get me into George Braun's room?”

Ten minutes later, I'd vacuumed room three-oh-five, cleaned its toilet with a nasty scrub brush, and replenished all the towels and toiletries. Helena casually sat on a chair blowing cigarette smoke out the window, then agreed to let me into the dead man's room.

As I shut the door behind us, Helena laughed. “I feel his spirit in here. Almost like he's angry about something. I guess I'd be angry too if I was murdered.”

“You need to spend more time with my sister, Eleanor. She's into all that stuff,” I moaned while scanning the room. The bed was turned down, there was a chocolate on the pillow, and everything seemed to be in tidy shape. “So, from the looks of it, George went to the library for the party after his room had been cleaned for the evening, but he never came back. Who attended to his room? You were at the party which means this isn't your handiwork.”

“Yuri Sato. She's a student at Braxton but has a part-time job with us when we need extra help,” Helena noted as she opened dresser drawers. “The police have been through here with a fine-tooth comb already. Something about it being rather funny how I was found with the murder weapon in my hands and the victim was staying at my family's inn.”

“Yep, certainly more than a coincidence,” I said, rolling my eyes. I remembered meeting Yuri a few months earlier at Paddington's Play House during the King Lear rehearsals. I could ask her if she saw anything odd in George's room on the day of the party. “Did George meet with anyone while he was staying here?”

Helena sighed. “A couple of people, I guess. Millard Paddington was here once. Some other woman came in all dressed up to the nines. He was chatting with her in the front parlor. Something concerning the upcoming flower show, I think.”

I assumed that could also be the person George worked with to stalk Ursula. When I asked Helena to describe the female visitor, she couldn't remember anything about her. “How about paperwork? Did you see anything lying around? Names? Dates? Something that might tie him to his killer?”

“That detective asked me the same questions. You know, you're kinda good at this investigation stuff.” Helena ran a finger across the night table and laughed. “Oops, Yuri missed a spot.”

“That's unfortunate,” I said with indifference. “How about you answer the question?”

“Nope. George was very neat, never kept anything out for me to find, but he did ask me about the wall safe,” Helena gleefully shared.

“Wait, did he put something in there?” I thought I was about to catch a break, but I knew we needed to get out of the room quickly before someone realized we'd entered it illegally. I also needed to get back on campus to teach today's class about honesty in writing publications and reporting news. Isn't irony grand?

“Nah, George thought it was too risky, which is why I showed him the secret hiding spot under the mattress.” Helena lifted the bedspread and pointed to a floorboard near the top side where the pillows laid. “And before you ask, no, I don't know if he actually kept anything in there. I also didn't tell the detective about it.”

“But why?” I scowled. “This could be something to help the sheriff look at other suspects!”

“The detective didn't ask, nor did I think of it at the time.” Helena dropped to the floor, rolled onto her back, lifted a loose piece of floor board, and reached her hand into the dark space. When she popped out from under the bed and angled her head to me, she was smiling.

“I didn't ask about it either, but you told me it was there. Wait, did you find something?” I asked with exasperation. Helena was truly the opposite of Maggie in every way possible.

“Feels like a folder full of newspaper clippings and other assorted papers,” she said as she withdrew her hand from under the bed and tossed her discovery on the throw rug near my feet. “I told you because I like you.”

As it slid across the floor, a picture of Ursula landed on my shoe. I briefly flipped through the folder and saw many photos of her and others, as well as a copy of the news article about the explosion in 1993. The last document was a handwritten note with an inventory of things to do. The first item on the list read 'Find my sister.' The second read, 'Get revenge.' Jackpot, it might not be scientific proof, but it certainly seemed like George Braun was really Hans Mück who'd stumbled upon his long-lost sister after many years.

Just as Helena was about to grab one of the documents from my hand, we heard footsteps in the hallway. I couldn't see anyone through the peephole, but we didn't want to get caught in the room. We gave it a few more minutes, and when we verified the squeaking of the staircase, we snuck out of George Braun's room, rushed to room three-oh-five, and closed the door. “I would love to look through this entire file, but I should probably turn it over to the police, right?” I asked.

Helena walked over to me and looked directly in my eyes. While she spoke, she unfastened all the buttons on my dress shirt and lifted its tails from underneath my belt and pants. Then she spread the shirt open. “I knew you had at least a six-pack hidden under there.”

I shivered as her fingers touched my abdomen and chest. “Ummm… what are you doing?” The words barely escaped my hesitant lips as I tried not to let my mind wander.

“Don't you trust me?” Helena traced a finger across the small dip between my pecs, ran her long red-stained nail down my stomach across a few patches of dirty blond hair, and stuffed the bottom of the folder into my waistband stopping short before we were about to enter a danger zone. It had been the first time in two years I'd taken off my shirt in front of a woman. Helena patted the folder, so it laid flat against my chest, then pulled my shirt closed and refastened the buttons until I was fully clothed again. “See? That's the best way to sneak out of the inn with this file, so you can check it for any evidence that might help my case. If my parents knew you had this folder, they'd insist we turn it over to the Wharton County Sheriff's Office and to Finnigan Masters right away. They follow the law, unlike us.”

“Um, that's illegal, and I always follow the law,” I said in a weird staccato pattern of speech. I think I was still flustered that she'd placed her hands on my shirtless torso seconds before. Did I enjoy it, or was that temporary shock? “I can't take this off property. It doesn't belong to me.” I grunted at myself for being a good guy and not caving to my instincts.

“Too late. Your fingerprints are probably on it. I've watched enough crime shows to know how this is done, Kellan. Take it home to read.”

“Besides crossing a few too many lines, how does that help us with the cops?” I shook my head at her and closed my eyes.

“When you're done, wipe it clean and bring it back. I'll put it in the space between the two floors again, tell the detective I remembered my conversation with George Braun, and suggest that he check under the bed. Voila!” Helena looked like she'd done this before. She also proved she was a lot smarter than I'd given her credit for in the past.

Once Helena kicked me out of the room, I finally succumbed to the risky plan and cursed myself for knowing how wrong it was. I decided to take the folder with me, but before I dug any further into the details, I needed to consider the options. There were lines I was willing to cross, but I didn't want to interfere with an ongoing investigation. On the other hand, this could help me prove Helena's innocence and solve Ursula's stalker problem.

When I sat in the car, I transferred the newly found evidence to my briefcase, drove to campus, and taught my two-hour class. I felt both dirty and electrified over what I'd done. It had been a while since that kind of thrill had tempted me. I had no idea what to do about the sudden change in my attitude and actions. Was Helena going to be bad news for me? Did Maggie know her sister could be so devilish? And if she could steal and lie, how much further away was murder?







Chapter 8

Three hours later, I finished teaching my class and made a call to Dean Mulligan's office. His secretary quickly transferred me when I said it was urgent. “Thanks for taking my call,” I began.

“What's the problem? I have a meeting with Ursula momentarily.” Dean Mulligan's voice was gruff and distant. “I don't have time to deal with everyone's complaints today.”

Someone was grumpy. How could I get him to reveal what he knew about George Braun or the disagreements between him and Anita Singh? An idea began to formulate in my head. “Do you know who will be helping with the Mendel flower show now that George Braun passed away?”

“I never should've agreed to it. That man has done nothing but given me grief since the day he showed up! Are you asking to take his place? What do you know about botany and science, Kellan?”

Nothing, and that wasn't my intention. “No, no. I meant Millard Paddington has a lot on his plate right now, and I'm worried about his health. Just trying to look out for him. Was anyone working closely with George Braun? Maybe I could ask them to take a bigger load off Millard's plate.”

“In my opinion, George Braun was only concerned about getting funding for his lab experiments. When I approved the money for his salary for the summer class, I never expected he'd ask for so much more. I don't want to get involved. Talk to Anita. She's the only other person close enough.”

“I would, but I heard they didn't get along very well. It sounds like George wasn't well liked,” I replied, feeling weird about the conversation but encouraged to learn George might have enemies.

“Ursula's all over me about this flower show… asking questions about how I hired such a pompous man to represent Braxton. I'm glad he's no longer with us, if you ask me. Death was more than that man deserved!” Dean Mulligan shouted before hanging up the phone.

Was this how Dean Mulligan normally behaved? Could there be a chance he had something to do with George's death? I hardly knew anything about the man, but immediately recalled Myriam's frequent digs about her boss's unprofessional style and superiority complex. She was one to talk! Feeling more confused than ever, I got back in the SUV and drove to Wharton County's central downtown quarter to finish my research on the Stoddards before I focused on Anita Singh's and Ed Mulligan's gripes with George.

Set in the middle of all four local villages, the amiable and well-frequented hotspot contained the county's main government branches and agencies as well a cute shopping and restaurant district along the Finnulia River. I parked in the public lot nestled south of all the civic buildings, paid the meter, and walked five blocks until I found and entered the Stoddards' restaurant.

Their new space occupied what was once a waterfront warehouse for storing grains before they'd been shipped by boat along the river. High-ceilings with exposed mechanical and plumbing ducts, cabling and wiring, and wood beams made the place feel industrial yet modern. To my right was a heavy metal door with a frosted glass window and the words 'Simply Stoddard,' the catering and event management arm of the family business, etched in fancy scroll font. To my left was the bar and dining room of Karen and Doug's new restaurant.

“Can I help ya?” a young guy in a royal blue polo, tight-fitting khakis, and dirty tennis shoes asked as I approached the front counter in the small vestibule. On the wall behind him was a glass-covered board filled with antique daggers and corresponding scrolls. Despite one being missing in the right corner, it was clear someone boasted an avid enthusiasm for dangerous and elaborate weapons.

“My name is Kellan Ayrwick. I thought I'd drop by for a bite to eat and to chat with the owners.” I paused to read one of the scrolls that indicated the corresponding and missing knife had been German.

The guy turned to see what I was looking at. “My dad's fascinated by knives and has collected them from all around the world for years. Loves to hunt and keep his skills current.”

“I met him last weekend with my friend, Maggie.” I nodded, feeling lucky to have run into Cheney without inventing a need to track him down. I also considered what he'd just told me about his father's obsession with sharp weaponry.

“Surely. I know Maggie, she's Helena's sister. I'm Cheney, and you're looking for my parents.” Cheney's smile displayed nearly perfect teeth as he grabbed a menu from the shelf behind him and walked toward the dining room. “You probably want something by the back window, right?”

“Yes, please. Helena's told me a little bit about you.” He was at least six-feet tall, carried wide shoulders across his muscular frame, and had gotten an early bronze tan for the summer. A chiseled structure to his face and a small indentation in his chin stood out as his best features. Classically handsome, but he walked with a slouch and slow gait. For a moment, images of Neanderthal men popped into my head as I waited for Cheney to end his quandary over which table he'd seat me at.

“Yup, quite a chick. Been seeing her for a few weeks now. She might be the one, if ya know what I mean,” he said, dropping the menu on the table with a thump. His hospitality skills needed some work.

“Oh, I think I understand what you're saying, but she's still young. Might want to keep an open mind, right? You've only been here for a couple of months, if I recall.” I pulled out my own chair and sat facing the gorgeous view of a small waterfall and windmill near the riverbank.

Cheney turned to me with a dark, brooding gaze. “She didn't say something to you, did she? About not wanting to see me anymore?” When I shook my head slightly, he calmed down. “Sorry, man, I just really dig her. I guess I'll get your server.”

As Cheney walked away, I called out his name and waited for him to turn around. “Maybe you could bring me a glass of water and tell me more about yourself.” I wasn't particularly highbrow, but it was clear he hadn't adapted well to the service industry. “Are you in school or is this your only job?”

Cheney shrugged his shoulders. “I'm in construction, but there aren't any jobs available right now. So, I'm working here with my folks till something comes through. Kinda sucks, but what are ya gonna do, right?”

Maggie's sister sure knew how to pick them. “I think I saw you the other night at the costume party in Braxton's Memorial Library. You were working the event with Helena.” I'd have to ask simple, specific questions to get anything out of this one.

“Yup. My parents needed the help, and it was good money. The costume stuff was kinda fun. I went as Robin Hood. Did you see that awesome bow and arrow slung across my shoulders?” Cheney fiddled with the back of a chair, tossing it left and right, so that it dangled only on two of its four feet.

I shook my head not truly remembering him in the costume. At least he didn't go with the loincloth as Maggie's sister had originally intended. “Helena's certainly got herself stuck in a tricky situation. I can't imagine what it was like for her to find, well, you know… that professor in the courtyard.”

Cheney's eyes grew wide and alert, then his hand missed the chair on its return sway back toward him leading it to fall to the floor with a loud crash. “She had nothing to do with it, so don't be giving her a hard time!” He leaned down to pick up the chair but continued to stare at me. There were a few other diners at several tables in the center of the room who looked over at us.

“Whoa, I'm trying to help clear her. I'm a friend of the Roarke family, Cheney,” I whispered, hoping to calm the guy. Helena mentioned he had a bit of a temper, but the panicked look in his eyes read as pure anger and innate fear.

“Yeah, sorry, man. I worry about Helena. That guy made her feel all sorts of skived out.” Cheney motioned to a busboy walking nearby, so he'd stop at my table to fill the water glass. “I gave him a piece of my mind in the library that night right before someone axed the loser.”

“What happened when you grilled him?” I asked as Doug and Karen entered the main dining room. They'd probably heard the crash and came running to see what'd happened.

“The guy claimed he was asking for more towels, but I knew better. He'd already broken his promise to me a couple of days earlier. I didn't trust him anymore,” Cheney said, softening a little. Maybe he needed to vent his frustrations to someone.

“Had you met George Braun before his run-in with Helena?” I wasn't sure I understood the specific timing of the past events. Cheney clearly had something to share, but we were interrupted.

“Is everything okay here, son?” Doug said curtly as he reached the table with Karen hovering at his side. “Oh, we met the other night. You're Kevin, was it?”

I smiled. When a guy had a unique name, he's used to hearing the wrong one called out. “It's Kellan, Kellan Ayrwick. We met at the costume extravaganza. You invited me to stop by for lunch at the new restaurant. It's a stunning space.”

Karen put her arm around Cheney's waist. “There's something wrong with the computer in my office, honey. Can you take a look at it? Sierra usually fixes that stuff, but she's been busy since she got home this week.”

As Cheney stepped away without saying goodbye, I realized his mother was trying to keep him from speaking to me. Had she overheard what he'd started to tell me or was she being an overprotective mom? “Technology can be difficult.” I glanced back toward Doug. “No issues, we just bumped into one another, and the chair fell over.”

Doug didn't look like he believed me, but he wasn't about to question me in front of the rest of the patrons. “Sorry to hear, but I'm glad all is well. I'm pleased you came by. Lunch is on us.”

Karen pushed the chair further against the table, then said, “Of course it is. Were you and Cheney getting to know one another? He's a good kid. Both my kids are great. Sierra's in law school at Queen Mary University in London.”

“He's attentive and helpful,” I lied. No need to anger his parents any further. “Cheney mentioned you moved here recently but didn't say from where. What led you to our secluded town?”

Doug began to speak, but Karen put her hand on his forearm. “We lived in a few places. Cincinnati, St. Louis, and Chicago most recently. One of our daughter's friends attended college across the river over at Woodland. She raved about it so much, we took a trip and fell in love with the surrounding villages.”

“There's something about starting fresh in a small town that makes you feel part of the community,” Doug added while removing the extra place settings and looking strangely at his wife. “Can I recommend anything for you? I am the executive chef, you can trust me. The salmon was caught fresh this morning.”

“Sounds perfect,” I noted while handing him the menu. “Tell me all about your experience moving here. I grew up in Braxton but took off to the West Coast for a few years. I only returned again this year, hence why I'm curious what others think about the place.”

While Doug seemed interested in talking, Karen was distracted and wanted to get away. “Oh, it's quite lovely. We both worked for other people for so many years, we got to that point where it was time to take our chances and start our own business. The Roarke family has been generous with introducing us to some of the more influential folks in the county.”

Doug added, “If I had to get sweaty in the kitchen and stick it out until well after midnight, it might as well be for my own restaurant, right? And Karen was tired of the late nights constantly checking on her results at the—”

“Office. I had a lot of projects that often kept me working around the clock,” Karen interrupted gently tugging on her husband's arm. “We should sort through the upcoming events, Doug. Let's give Kellan a chance to look around and eat his lunch.”

I thanked the Stoddards for their hospitality and assured them I'd share how my meal turned out. I couldn't push Karen or Doug any further without causing a scene, but I'd learned enough to let them scurry away. It would be more helpful to corner each of them by themselves in the future. One of three would share something that might confirm a stronger connection to the late George Braun. For now, I could follow up on the leads I'd gotten thus far. What promise had George broken to Cheney? What kind of work did Karen do that caused her to check on results late at night? Who or what really led them to Wharton County? They hadn't been completely truthful, I was certain. I'd share what I learned with Ursula, and maybe she could decipher what was going on.

While devouring my lunch, I checked with the Wharton County Sheriff's Office on the updated statement I needed to review and sign. Officer Flatman confirmed I could stop by that afternoon to take care of it. I couldn't help but notice the new confidence and maturity in his tone. He was gunning for the detective spot on the force that would be open once Gilkrist retired.

The salmon was brushed with a delectable horseradish-flavored glaze and broiled until a perfect char coated the crispy skin. For a side, they roasted Brussel sprouts with pancetta, shallots, garlic, and red chili flakes. The combination of sweet and spicy was mouth-watering and comforting, I'd definitely recommend the Stoddards' restaurant to friends and family. And it had nothing to do with the hazelnut crème brûlée dessert that magically appeared on my table after I complimented the entire experience. When finished, I left a twenty-dollar tip for the server because the check was on the house.

Given that the sheriff's office was only a few blocks away, I walked along the riverfront and breathed in the faint scent of honeysuckle and the blossoming rose bushes lining the path. When I reached the Wharton County administrative building that contained the courthouses, jail, and town offices, I felt a flood of renewed energy consume my body. I was prepared to navigate the muddy waters of my tepid relationship with Sheriff April Montague. I needed to encourage her to divulge anything useful about George Braun's untimely death.

Flatman escorted me to the sheriff's office noting Detective Gilkrist was offsite on an interview. He declined to answer my question of who the detective was interviewing. “Can't discuss open cases, Mr. Ayrwick,” he rattled off like a squeaky robot needing more oil or to be fed better canned lines.

Sheriff Montague looked up from a mound of paperwork on her desk and told me to take a seat. “I needed to talk with you anyway. That's why I'm doing this instead of my team.” The blazer and jeans were gone today, replaced by a pair of jade-green dress pants and a cream-colored V-neck light cashmere sweater. She'd applied product to her hair, parted it on the right, and neatly combed the rest across the top of her head. There was a gentle wave in the classic cut making April look more styled than usual. She wore a silver locket around her neck and had a small amount of cleavage showing. It was the first I'd ever seen her look so feminine.

After sitting, I looked around the sparse room and grumbled. “This might be the blandest and most impersonal office I've ever seen, April.”

“Not that I need to explain myself to you, Little Ayrwick, but I prefer a pristine working environment. No distractions. It's important that I focus on the cases hitting my desk and nothing else,” she said in a cordial tone while handing me the revised statement. “Let's get business out of the way, then I'll talk to you about something else that crossed my path recently.”

After reading the statement, I signed it and placed it on the desk just out of her reach. “You made every correction I asked for. How come?” I wasn't surprised she'd included the proper updates as much as I was that she didn't purposely leave in something incorrect to frustrate me.

“I'm good at my job. There's no need to waste this county's time or money. Believe it or not, you're beginning to grow on me like harmless barnacles to an undocked ship.” She sat back in her chair until she found the most comfortable position. “Don't let that go to your head.”

Was she comparing me to a parasitic sea creature that latched itself on a boat and traveled the world in search of greener pastures? “I appreciate it. So, before we jump into this other topic you mentioned, can I ask a few questions?”

“As long as it's not about a current case, certainly,” she said while cracking her neck to the left in quick motion.

I tried my best but squirmed a tiny amount when her neck made an incredibly loud popping sound. “It is, but I'm not interfering this time. I promise.”

“Go on.”

“Hypothetically speaking, of course, if someone were to find… let's say… a folder of papers in a room… let's say… at the Roarke & Daughters Inn. And still hypothetically speaking, of course, the said papers belonged to someone who'd recently been murdered… how should they handle it?” I asked while staring directly at the sheriff's perplexed face.

To her credit, not a single muscle or nerve twanged on her face. “Hypothetically speaking, of course, an intelligent and reputable detective would have clearly marked such a room as off-limits to the general public. I'd also assume the said papers must have been found by the inn's staff who'd been given permission to enter only because the detective supposedly completed a thorough search of the said room and no longer needed anything within it.”

“One would think, yes.”

“In that case, hypothetically speaking, of course, the employee who found the said papers should be the one to notify the sheriff's office. If it was to happen under my jurisdiction and someone else had taken the said papers from the said room, I'd feel compelled to arrest the said person who wasn't an employee of the inn for as many crimes as I could sway a judge to render a guilty verdict on,” April said, still with the only movement a faint rising of her chest as she exhaled a breath of air.

“I think we're on the same page. I appreciate your candid and detailed advice on such a complex matter. I'm confident if this particular situation were to happen, the inn's owners would notify the sheriff before the day was over. But, since this is only hypothetical,” I continued, pausing as April's jaw set a little tighter, “we should move on to my next question.”

“Go on.”

“Maggie Roarke, a very good friend of mine for many years, asked me to talk with her sister about the experience of finding a dead body. As you know, I've had the unlucky occasion to stumble upon a handful of them myself in the last few months.” I was trying to tread as carefully as I could before her jaw unhinged and she injected venom from two of her fangs into my neck. I'd either die from her poison or a nasty bleed-out from the wound itself.

“You've certainly been much closer to any murder investigation than I'd like.” April leaned forward and took the signed statement from me despite my fingers pressing it tightly to the surface of the desk. “Please get to your point more quickly. I'm growing age spots listening to you ramble.”

“Okay. I'll be blunt and ask you about the knife. Maggie told me it had some writing on it. She mentioned seeing some unusual letters. I happen to be a bit of an expert in different languages and believe it's from the German alphabet. Perhaps I might be able to lend a hand?”

“In exchange for?” April said while snapping my photo and scanning the statement into her computer files. Who knew the Wharton County Sheriff's Office had current technology at their disposal!

“Finding out if the victim's name was really George Braun or if that was a fake identity he'd been using.” I tapped my fingers on her desk, patiently waiting for her to respond.

April stood and shut the door to her office. “Obviously, you know a lot more about this case than you're letting on. I'm going to forget you are a private citizen and that it annoys me to no end that you have firmly planted your feet in my shoes ever since you showed back up in Braxton. So, spill it now, and if I like what you tell me, I'll consider being more open with you.”

I knew it was my only chance at helping Helena and Ursula but also at building a better relationship with the sheriff. I shared as much as I could without revealing anything confidential. I told April that Cheney had seen Helena fighting with George at the inn and that it seemed to revolve around something in his room. I explained what'd happened at the Stoddard restaurant and how I knew beyond any doubt they were hiding something. I also mentioned Millard's news about George renting a cabin and hiring an assistant, as well as the notion George could be someone who'd had facial reconstruction. I left out what his real name might be, to see what the sheriff would actually reveal to me.

“The autopsy's not complete, but I can confirm George Braun had extensive plastic surgery done to his face and various parts of his body. The coroner suspects he'd been marred in a fire or an explosion at some point in the past. The skin-grafting work was intricate and probably handled by an experienced specialist, but it's at least twenty years old based on some of the scarring.”

“Do you know what his real name might be?”

The sheriff shook her head. “Not yet. We found no evidence in his room at the inn or office-space on campus that points to anything other than George Braun. If he's changed his name, it was done a very long time ago. He has records dating back to at least the mid-1990s, but we've sent out an alert to check a wider area and period.” She opened a file on her computer and turned the monitor around, so I could see the screen. “This is a close-up picture of the knife. What can you tell me about it?”

I cleaned a smudge on my glasses with a tissue from the box on the corner of her desk, then leaned in to study the photo. It was a touchscreen monitor, but when I attempted to double tap with my finger to magnify the results, it didn't work.

April extended her hand near mine and enlarged the image with two fingers. “You have to use both with this software program, not one finger.” When I turned my head in her direction, our faces were inches apart. Her breath smelled like a tempting peppermint candy covered in dark chocolate and magical dreams. My finger slipped, brushing against hers, causing us to both flinch from the encounter.

“I'm sorry.” I might have blushed at the sudden intimacy between us. It was weird and soothing at the same time.

April took a deep breath, glanced away for a few seconds, then said, “Well, anything?”

“Oh, right,” I mumbled trying to push a very unexpected and alarming thought from my head. Did I feel something or was my brain playing tricks on me? “It says Mück. I'm sure that's someone's last name, perhaps a family crest. It's German.” Guilt began to consume me for leading April directly to Ursula, but it needed to be done.

“That's helpful, I appreciate it.” April turned the screen back around to only face her.

“I was just at the new Stoddard restaurant. Doug Stoddard collects knives. You might want to check out the display on the wall when you first walk in.”

“I get the feeling you know more than you're saying.”

Had one of the Stoddards stolen the Mück knife? Was it just a coincidence? “I'd like to speak with someone before I reveal anything else. It might not be important or even have anything to do with this case. I promise I'll share whatever I know. Can you give me a day?”

“No.” There was a hint of yes somewhere in her voice.

“A few hours?”

“No,” she said emphatically. Maybe I was wrong about the hint. It could've been a hiccup.

“One hour?”

“Fine,” April consented, pushing her chair backward in a grand flourish.

“I should get going. Either I'll contact you again, or someone else will call to share what he or she knows. Is that fair?” I stood and backed up a few steps like a teenager awkwardly entering puberty.

“You have one hour, but if I don't hear from either of you, I'll have Officer Flatman arrest you for obstruction of justice. Am I clear, Kellan?”

“You called me Kellan.” I ignored the electric shock racing inside my body. What was going on?

“It's a segue into the other topic I need to discuss with you,” April added with noticeable discomfort. “It's of a more personal nature.”

I wasn't sure where the conversation might go next because I was still keenly focused on whatever peculiar moment had happened when we were both touching the monitor. “I'm all ears.” I silently kicked myself for taking the bait. What was she about to scream over now?







Chapter 9

“You probably realized I mentioned in the library the other day that you were connected with the Castigliano family. More specifically to Vincenzo and Cecilia's dastardly branch of criminals.”

I gulped. Was she about to say she'd located Francesca? “I was once married to their daughter.”

“I knew your wife had died, but I didn't know about the circumstances.” When the sheriff clasped her hands together on the back of the chair, her face showed a touch of empathy. “I know what it's like to lose someone you love unexpectedly, especially when the facts surrounding their death don't add up.”

I couldn't tell what she might be trying to convey to me, but I wasn't about to interrupt her with more questions. “Thank you.”

“What I'm trying to say, perhaps not as well as I could be, is that I hope I didn't offend you when I talked about connections to a mob family. I'm starting to understand why you behave the way you do.”

“Meaning?” I asked apprehensively, staring at a water stain on the ceiling. My right hand couldn't stop squeezing my thigh. I was certain I'd bruised myself from the pressure, but at least my hand was hidden in my pants pocket so she couldn't see it flinching.

April went on to say she'd taken a step back after I helped her team solve the Gwendolyn Paddington murder investigation earlier that year. When part of their discovery revealed the culprit's connection to the Castigliano mob, April was determined to get to the bottom of the shenanigans. She wanted Wharton County to be free of any crime family's dominance and shady deals. “When I learned Francesca Castigliano was your wife and that she'd been killed in a car accident, I felt awful for you and for your daughter. Emma is such a sweet girl.”

“She's my reason to keep on living,” I said as my heart skipped a beat. Did the sheriff know Francesca was still alive?

“Did you ever wonder if the circumstances of your wife's death were a little suspicious? I'm not trying to open old wounds, but I read many of the reports. They never found the other driver, but the car smelled like liquor which is the only reason it was attributed to a case of drunk driving. A witness reported seeing another dark-colored car pull up and take something in a black bag away from the scene.” She paused to see if I had any reactions.

I hadn't been aware of that detail. When I showed up at the accident scene, they wouldn't let me get close to Francesca's car. I also couldn't verify the body at the morgue and asked her father to do it. In retrospect, I couldn't imagine what Vincenzo Castigliano would've done if I'd wanted to see my wife one last time. I trembled at my increasing fear over how far her family would've gone to keep me in the dark. “I was a mess when she died. I crawled into a hole for several weeks and barely paid attention to anything on the news. My nana came out to Los Angeles to take care of Emma for me.”

April reached a hand in my direction but paused before actually trying to physically comfort me. “As I said, I know what it's like to lose a loved one. There's a reason I'm mentioning this.”

“I'd rather not talk about the past,” I said, worrying Francesca had blown her cover.

“Listen to me, Kellan. Your wife died in a way that you had no control over. I understand the cause was listed as a drunk driver t-boning her car and pinning her against a tree. I'm worried that you're letting yourself get too close to the couple of murders we've had here in Braxton, as a way to help you move on. To accept Francesca's death. To eliminate any traces of guilt you might still feel.”

“Huh?” It's all I could manage. Was she trying to tell me that I wanted to resolve what happened to my wife by helping the friends and family of victims discover who killed their loved ones? “I don't understand what you're insinuating.”

“It's a coping mechanism. Rather than process everything you've been through, you're throwing yourself into complex and risky situations,” she added.

“Are you not convinced Francesca's death was an accident?” I muttered.

“I'm slightly concerned at this point. I've read all the reports, as I said earlier. I've also learned what that family is capable of, and one of my former colleagues who's now in the FBI has hinted at something sinister going on in that family's LA mansion the last few years.”

I needed to escape. It didn't matter whether I could or couldn't trust April with the reality of what went on. I had to put Emma first, and no matter what happened or what the sheriff discovered, I would always focus on my little girl's safety. “I don't know what you're talking about, but I also can't discuss this right now. Francesca's gone. I had to accept it. Maybe in time, I can think about the past again, but not today.” I began walking away quickly with loud, determined steps past Officer Flatman.

April followed and grabbed my shoulder, unwilling to let me leave. “I'm not trying to pry. Nor am I intentionally looking to hurt you. But I need to investigate that family based on what happened with the Paddington Enterprises drug case. I thought you might be interested in helping me at some point. I hope I didn't upset you by bringing up what my instincts are telling me about Francesca's death.”

“I should go. I have to pick up Emma soon,” I explained and rushed out of the sheriff's office. I heard April apologize but also remind me of my promise to share what I knew about George Braun's death within one hour. When I reached the front lobby, I exited without looking back.

By the time I walked to my SUV, my entire body was fueled with rage and anxiety. As much as I was furious with April for bringing up the topic, I'd already detached my emotions about losing my wife. Francesca wasn't dead. April's message didn't evoke pain or loss. It made me realize how frustrated I was that my wife was hiding from us and had left a horrid mess for me to deal with. Again.

Organizing my priorities, I called Ursula and explained what I'd learned. She knew it was time to tell the truth and promised me she'd talk to April within the hour. Ursula also mentioned the knife sounded exactly like a family heirloom she'd brought with her to the office weeks ago. “I kept it in the drawer to protect myself from the stalker. I'll have to check if it's still there.”

“Did anyone know it was in your office?” Like Doug?

Ursula took a few seconds to reflect. “Dean Mulligan walked into my office the day I brought it on campus. He saw me put it in the drawer, even made a joke about having weapons on campus.”

After we hung up, I spoke with my mother who agreed to pick up Emma from school and watch her for the evening. I wanted to hold my daughter in my arms, but before I could see her, I needed to lose the tense aggression building up inside me. I was grateful I had my gym clothes in a bag on the backseat and quickly changed into them to go for a run before dinner that night with Nana D. It was our last opportunity to strategize how she could pull off winning the mayoral race. I desperately needed a distraction that evening where I focused on anything but death. Whether it was Francesca's or George Braun's, my mind required a night off from morbid thoughts.

* * *

“He's bringing a surprise guest… a date… what's that all about?” I finished setting the dining room table in Nana D's house as the concern escaped my lips. While the run had helped, I wasn't completely relaxed. Millard and my nana had dated for a brief period, but it was not meant to last. All she ever said was that he could be selfish and too old-fashioned.

“I don't believe it's a date. Millard only told me he had someone who could assist with the campaign. We need all the help we can get, especially after that unfortunate incident at the Paddington estate. Eustacia still hasn't forgiven me completely,” Nana D said raising her voice from the other side of the kitchen. She pulled open the oven door and tasted the beef brisket. “Twenty more minutes and this baby will melt in our mouths.”

I loved how she casually mentioned the Paddington estate incident where she thought Eustacia and Millard had been cavorting with the enemy, Marcus Stanton. The Paddington family housekeeper, Bertha, had told me Nana D went berserk by dumping a pot of meatballs and sauce all over everyone. Nana D had not been in the loop on Eustacia's trick to force the councilman to reveal some of his campaign secrets. “I thought you'd resolved your differences again. I can't keep up. You two are worse than twin sisters out to hurt one another over the silliest of misunderstandings.”

“What's that, brilliant one? Did you say you needed a margarita?” Nana D shut the oven and poked her head in the dining room to see if I'd laughed at her idle threat. “Water glass on the right, please. Just above the knife. You never did learn to set a proper table. As far as Eustacia, we're still close, but I'm waiting for that old bag to get her revenge.”

It was going to be a long night. I offered to answer the door when the doorbell rang. I wondered if Millard was bringing Eustacia to smooth over the whole situation. I checked the table one last time and walked through the main hall to greet our guests.

“Good evening, Kellan. It's always a pleasure to see you. Let me introduce you to someone,” Millard said while stepping to the side so I could meet the person hiding behind him.

It was Lissette Nutberry. She wore a stylish little black dress that covered her knees and shoulders, with a turquoise-colored silk wrap draped across her chest and matching high-heel pumps. The radiant hue brought out the blue specks in her hazel eyes. She looked much different than when I'd seen her at the costume extravaganza with Marcus Stanton. Wasn't she on the enemy's team?

“Kellan Ayrwick, twice in one week. Aren't I a lucky gal?” Lissette said leaning in to kiss my cheek. “I'm very excited to catch up with you. There simply wasn't enough time the other evening.”

I gave Millard an inquisitive look and ushered them both inside. After taking her wrap and his coat, I complimented them both on how they were dressed and escorted them down the hall. Nana D wasn't one for formalities and preferred they hung around the kitchen while she finished cooking.

Lissette rushed right to my nana. “Oh, Seraphina, it's been ages. I've missed you so much.”

I recalled our families had known one another, but those two seemed quite close. “May I get you a drink?” After pouring four glasses of a California pinot noir Millard had brought with him, I decided to be blunt. “Lissette, it's wonderful to see you again. I didn't realize you and Councilman Stanton were so close. He seemed smitten at the library.”

Lissette guffawed. “That old horse's patootie? Don't be a fool! I certainly know him from the social scene, but I wouldn't be caught dead on his arms. In his dreams!” She gulped a third of her wine and then raised the glass upward to offer a toast. “To Seraphina Danby, the next mayor, and her darling grandson, Kellan, who's finally come back home.”

After a rousing round of 'hear, hear,' Nana D noticed my discomfort. “Kellan, dear, Lissette has offered to talk to all the ladies in her auxiliary league about supporting me on election day.”

“We're also going to put up some campaign signs around the family pharmacy and the funeral homes. I thought it might be a little tacky, but Seraphina astutely reminded me she was counting on the senior citizen's vote. Who spends more time at a pharmacy or a funeral home than this county's elder population? Am I right, or am I right?” Lissette clinked Nana D's glass, and they both swallowed another huge gulp.

“Lissette grew up with your mother and your Aunt Deirdre. I've known this one since she was a tiny girl begging me to help shear the sheep every year,” Nana D noted while dropping a few pads of butter in the bowl of mashed potatoes. If she didn't kill me with pastries, my arteries would clog up before Emma reached her teenage years. Oh, did I dread those days!

“Watching you spin wool was magical. I have the fondest memories of this farm,” Lissette added with a distant stare in her eyes. “I do wish Deirdre would come home from Europe. She's been gone for far too long. Like my sister, Judy.” Lissette's voice grew soft and held a momentary pang of sadness.

Millard grabbed the bottle of wine and refilled her glass. “Lissette and I had tea yesterday. We got to talking about the upcoming flower exhibit and how I needed to find someone to help me get it organized now that we've lost George Braun. Awful business, eh, Kellan?”

“Truly. I can't make heads or tails of what happened to the man.” I turned to Lissette. “Are you a gardener like Millard?”

Lissette reached out to grab his hand and brightened the room with a huge smile. “Millard's not a gardener. He's a brilliant landscape architect with an immense knowledge of the world of flowers. I could never attain the success he's achieved, but I have won Braxton's annual Grand Garden award a few years in the past.”

“Don't be shy. You and Judy ran the Grand Garden committee for years. It's a shame she felt Braxton was too small for her, but I'm glad she found happiness somewhere else,” Nana D said as she carried a giant orange, enamel-coated cast iron pot full of brisket, carrots, onions, and delicious gravy to the table.

“I wish I could be sure she found happiness, Seraphina. Judy and I kept in close touch the last two years, but she's been hard to reach ever since she got sick and moved again,” Lissette huffed as she poured water in everyone's glass. “I'm so worried about her.”

“What do you mean she got sick and moved away?” I asked.

Since Lissette was swallowing another mouthful of wine, Millard responded. “Judy wrote to Lissette a few months ago telling her she'd met a wonderful man on the train one day. She planned to come home this spring to introduce him to everyone, but he whisked her away to some secluded little town where she could recover from her heart condition. You must remember what new love is like.”

“Your Aunt Deirdre is trying to locate them,” Nana D offered as she took her seat.

“I've booked a flight to London tomorrow. Deirdre's letting me stay at her place before I fly to Judy's new home to surprise her, assuming the detective can locate her. It's her first love, you know, and at our age, it's quite difficult to catch a man,” Lissette said sneaking a quick glance at Millard.

If Lissette and her sister were about Aunt Deirdre's age, she was also in her late forties or early fifties—odd that neither sister had married before. I also realized Lissette might be after Millard, despite his being old enough to be her father, because Judy's departure left her all alone. “I wish you much luck in finding Judy. I'm confident Aunt Deirdre will locate them. As queen of the romance novel, she's bound to unearth two lovers hiding from everyone while they begin a new life together.” An odd thought crossed my brain that Judy and my aunt were secretly together, but I let it drift away quickly.

After everyone sat, Nana D said a quick grace. While we all dug into our rich, home-cooked meal, we began chatting about the mayoral campaign. Lissette assured us she was supporting Nana D and provided a few unknown pieces of gossip about Councilman Stanton. We might be able to use them to get Nana D the lead she needed in the home stretch.

After a scrumptious black cherry pie and our guests' departure, I squinted sideways at Nana D. “Was I imagining it, or was Lissette possibly flirting ever-so-faintly with Millard?”

Nana D spit out her mouthful of wine. “Oh, I hope so. I would love to see those two get into a little spat once Millard tries to smother her with his insistence she stay home and cook his meals. He's never lost that warped sense of a woman's responsibilities. A very antiquated man despite his worldly ways in most other matters. “I'm done with that farkakte foray into the past.”

“Is Aunt Deirdre coming home anytime soon?”

Nana D laughed. “Last time we spoke, my daughter promised she'd be back before summer. That's only a few weeks away. Maybe she'll find Judy and bring her and the new guy to town.”

I hugged Nana D and walked to my guest house. My phone vibrated as I unlocked the door.

 

Ursula: It's done. I told the sheriff what I knew and that George is most likely my brother, Hans.

Me: I know you were worried, but she needed to find out. What's she going to do now?

Ursula: She wants to see both of us in her office tomorrow morning. Apparently, you have a folder that she needs to retrieve?

 

I opened my briefcase and confirmed it was still inside. I would leaf through it before bed to determine if it had anything important prior to handing it over to the police.

 

Me: Yes. I just got hold of it a little while ago. What about the knife?

Ursula: I'll look after our meeting to see if it's the one I brought to my office.

 

After going home, I checked on Emma who was thrilled to have a sleepover with my parents at the Royal Chic-Shack. While she loved spending time at Nana D's farmhouse and setting up our new home in the guest cottage, my parents had a huge game room and every movie channel. They'd watched a new Disney flick and stayed up much later than I would've liked. But my mother would be the one to rouse Emma when it was time to go to school, not me. Emma had inherited her intense dislike for the early morning from me.

* * *

By seven thirty, I left to meet Ursula at The Big Beanery on South Campus for a prep session. Since I'd spent most of the previous evening reviewing all the paperwork in the folder Helena had found, we wanted to catch up before our scheduled appointment with the sheriff in an hour. I needed to be back on campus to teach my morning class, and the sheriff had promised Ursula she'd be expedient. As I grabbed the open briefcase, I banged my elbow into the console. A few minutes later, once my funny bone stopped torturing me, I gathered everything that fell to the floor of the passenger seat and went inside. What was I in store for next? Something told me it was going to be a dreadful day.

“Anything valuable in the folder? If it's my brother's stuff, I might recognize something,” Ursula suggested as I placed two coffees and bowls of whole wheat cereal with almond milk on the table. She insisted on buying breakfast but also demanded it didn't include anything sugary or full of carbs, citing my normal obsession with desserts. I compromised only because she was my boss and had mastered the look of someone ready to throttle you if you'd disagreed with her.

“Have a gander.” I pushed the folder across the table. “I'll tell you the key things I noticed.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Besides a handful of photos and articles from the explosion, there are extensive clippings from multiple newspapers. He's tracked your entire career in the last few months. My guess is George, or Hans, whatever you want to call him…” I said, stopping to verify she was handling the news calmly.

“Go with George for now. We don't know he's definitely Hans.” Ursula sipped her coffee.

“My guess is George didn't know anything about you until he found out about your appointment to Braxton's presidency earlier this year. Given the newspaper clippings are well preserved and smell fresh, he probably gathered all these articles recently. He's got copies of things such as your wedding announcement to Myriam, your graduation from Columbia, and pictures of your current home.” I sat back in the chair and paused to let her absorb the news.

“He's angry with me. I can tell by some of the notes he's made in the margins. I don't understand why he would hide all these years,” Ursula said, pounding her fists against the table.

“Look, we need to give all this to Sheriff Montague. She'll have more access to his records than we do. I'm sure she's planning to get Interpol files of George's time in that Swiss institute. My research noted he was employed there, but I'd bet money that's where he had his reconstructive surgery.”

“I think you're right.” Ursula was about to say something else, but Myriam abruptly stopped at the side of our table and cleared her throat so loudly that Shakespeare himself could've heard it.

“I've been patient. I've been open-minded. I've even been quiet about the amount of time you two have been spending together. But tell me, 'How poor are they that have not patience! What wound did ever heal but by degrees?'

In the entire three months I'd known Myriam, not once had I ever seen a hair out of place, a tiny quake in her composure, or a twinge of jealousy in her voice. I'd now seen all three and confirmed she wasn't wearing a wig! “Morning, boss.”

“What are you doing here? I thought you were meeting with Dean Mulligan this morning?” Ursula said, reaching for her wife's hand. I turned away at their moment of intimacy to be respectful of their privacy. “Kellan, would you mind giving Myriam and me a minute to—”

Although I stood, Myriam raised her gloved hand in my direction and with the gentle press of one finger pushed my shoulder down until I was sitting again. “The three of us are going to have an honest and highly diplomatic conversation about what's been going on. If we do not, Kellan will find himself with the worst possible class schedule this fall. I'll assign him to the freshman writing center, so he's forced to correct grammar all day long.”

There were very few things I abhorred. Other than Myriam, of course. Freshmen were the bane of my existence. At least the ones forced to take a writing course in order to satisfy Braxton's general requirements for all graduates. “You wouldn't!”

“Absolutely, I would. If you think Desdemona was the downfall of Othello, think again. He couldn't take the simplicity of everyone around him and thus caused his own demise. That'll be you working with all the little brats who can't tell the difference between me and I. Myriam dragged a chair from a nearby empty table to ours and scowled. “Start talking!”

I looked to Ursula, but the defeat in her composure was already apparent. So, we conversed as peacefully as three frustrated and suspicious people could. Myriam explained she'd begun putting odd details together and learned Ursula's secret weeks ago. She hadn't revealed her discovery hoping her wife would choose to come clean of her own accord. Unfortunately, someone at the sheriff's office called their house that morning to remind Ursula not to be late to an important meeting. That's when Myriam decided to rip the curtain off the charade and step in to save the day.

“Obviously, you need proof this man is your brother before we do anything further,” Myriam directed at her wife. “Let's forget how furious I am with you both for a moment. We must focus on how to prove you had nothing to do with his death.” Myriam glared at me and took a spoonful of Ursula's leftover cereal. “As for you, since I've known you, Mr. Ayrwick,” she said, pausing as a drop of milk splashed on my chin when she raised the spoon in my direction, “you are nothing but a nosy, interfering, non-stop questioning, painful wart on the tip of my pinky toe that has aggravated me beyond any reasonable expectation. You're also, I hesitate to acknowledge, the perfect solution to this problem.”

Ursula and I turned to one another with puzzled expressions. “Come again?”

“Isn't it obvious? He works for you. He works for me. The man is compelled to investigate anything from an unplanned change in the wind's direction to the exact time a speck of dirt clung to his shoe with a desperate need to find something inaner than itself.” She settled into her chair, crossed her legs, and made a noise like everything had been agreed to between us. “I expect a daily report. Make that twice a day. You have seventy-two hours to find the person responsible for this entire horrid affair and to keep the love of my life from getting arrested or being killed by this vulture. I don't need to ask if I am being clear because that's a fact.”

Sometimes I can be a little reticent to acknowledge a warped version of a compromise. Other times I can be a little dense if I haven't had enough coffee. That was not the case right now. “Ummm… don't you think that's why Ursula and I have been meeting so much lately?” I said, darting my eyes to the floor. Before the snakes had appeared in lieu of Medusa's hair, people thought they could trust her. I didn't want to make the same mistake as the ancient Greeks by staring directly at Myriam.

“Now you've got me involved, so best be on your toes.” Myriam stood and shot an obsequious smile in my direction. “I've got work. Don't be late for the sheriff. I expect a full report as soon as you both get back.” Myriam bent down to peck her wife's forehead. “I'll deal with your lack of trust later tonight. Be home by five o'clock. I wouldn't suggest being any later. The bell currently tolls for thee.” Then she turned to me. “Do this properly, and you'll have only the best course schedule this fall. Fail me or my wife, and let's just say… George Braun's death won't be the only suspicious loss of life in Braxton this week!”







Chapter 10

Once Myriam left and I regained my wits, I leaned over the table. “She wouldn't really do anything to me, would she?”

Ursula shook her head. “I wish I could be certain. I've never seen her behave this way. Usually when she's upset, she screams lines from Chaucer at me. At least you get Shakespeare as her muse. I don't think I've ever seen her be this nice to you. I'm a little petrified right now, if I'm being honest.”

That was her being nice? We agreed to move on and flipped through George's folder marking the important items for the sheriff to follow up on. While we waited at the Wharton County Sheriff's Office, I prepared for my second dress-down of the day. I still hadn't fully interpreted what'd happened with April in her office the previous day when our fingers accidentally brushed against one another.

“Ah, if it isn't two examples of the most perfect, upstanding leaders of Braxton College. Tell me, are you proud of yourselves? Do you think this is how a college president and a supposedly well-liked professor and mentor to graduating students should behave?” April tore the folder from my hands, pointed at the two chairs across from her desk, and slammed the door shut.

After we listened to April's tirade about the need to protect evidence, the stupidity of trying to determine on our own who'd been stalking Ursula, and a litany of crimes that she was tempted to arrest us both for, she popped a glazed donut in her mouth. “Talk to me. What do you see as our next steps?”

I eyed the last donut knowing I shouldn't reach for it. April would probably shoot me, so instead, I offered to summarize what we'd learned to date. “George Braun is most likely Hans Mück. We need to find any proof that he changed his name after surviving the explosion. We don't know why he was trying to hurt Ursula, but if he hadn't done anything other than stalking her, it's probably because he still had a deal he wanted to make with his sister. Someone killed him, and we think he had a partner who was helping him with whatever sinister plan he'd concocted.” Now I fully understood his choice to wear a Dr. Evil costume.

“We need to understand what he'd planned for his special exhibit in the Mendel flower show,” Ursula suggested. If he'd been planning to expose her, there might be evidence we're missing. So far, it looked like he'd been focused on unveiling his latest research on how bees were the potential solution. He planned to stress the importance of saving them from rapidly declining numbers.

April said, “People don't realize how much of what they consume requires bees to thrive and transport pollen.”

I glanced at her with a curious eye. “I didn't know you were so knowledgeable.”

“I have several hives in my backyard. I'll invite you over to see them one afternoon,” she replied.

Ursula cleared her throat. “I'm sure my brother was planning to hurt me. He held grudges when we were younger.”

“Do you wear a full bee suit?” I asked unable to picture April in one.

“I do. I have a spare for when Myriam helps,” April replied ignoring Ursula's presence. “You should check out the Indigo Acres Apiary website. Lots of cool stuff.”

“As interesting as this bizarre connection is between you, and as much as this train wreck fascinates me, can we get back on topic?” Ursula said. After the sheriff and I complied, Ursula shared everything she could remember about the assistant who'd worked in the lab years ago. A couple of new suspects had risen to the top and warranted further investigation.

April confirmed they hadn't been able to find Anita Singh's missing lab coat, but she'd interview the chairman of the science department the next day to find out exactly when it disappeared. April was also going to interview Dean Mulligan at three o'clock that afternoon to clarify the crux of the disagreements with George about his research presentation at the Mendel flower show. “While these are all valid angles, my primary one right now is determining where the knife came from.”

When she brought up its image on the screen, Ursula gasped. “That's definitely the Mück family crest. And it's my knife, or it was the knife my father kept in our house as a reminder of his ancestor's battles against French invaders in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. When I ran away after the explosion, I took it with me for protection.”

“Are you telling me with certainty the murder weapon belonged to you, Ms. Power?” the sheriff said in an accusatory voice. It made Ursula look as guilty as Helena who'd been caught with the knife.

“I kept it in a drawer at the office but didn't know it was missing. I haven't looked for it in a long time,” Ursula noted. Her eyes filled with worry and nostalgia over the death of her parents and her complicated past. “One of the Stoddards must have broken in and taken it for display on the wall at the restaurant. It doesn't make any sense why or how Hans got hold of it.”

“You don't know it was a Stoddard or Hans. All we know is that's what was used to kill your brother. Someone else might have found it and brought it to the costume extravaganza,” I added.

April made a noise that sounded like she disagreed. “Based on the preliminary work-up of how George Braun, possibly Hans Mück, died, it was definitely from a knife wound to his abdomen. Actually, he was stabbed twice. The killer knew exactly where to cut George for maximum pain and almost immediate death. Oddly enough, only Braun's prints were found on the weapon. I might be going out on a limb, but I think he stole the knife from you because he planned to kill you with it that night. Perhaps he saw it as a fitting way to get revenge. It seems someone else got to him first.”

The sheriff went on to indicate that because there were no other prints on the knife, it meant the killer either wore gloves or wiped it clean. Hans had likely tried to pull the knife out of his own abdomen but died in doing so, which explained why his bloody prints were found on it. I couldn't imagine how it felt to rip the blade from my own flesh and know I was about to bleed to death.

“If we're to believe Helena Roarke, she stumbled upon Hans moments after the killer escaped and Hans tried to remove the knife to save himself. Helena picked it up, but since she wore gloves as part of her costume, there wouldn't be any prints,” the sheriff noted, flipping through a report on her computer screen. “Helena Roarke witnessed George Braun arguing with Cheney Stoddard in the courtyard at eight twenty-five. Multiple people will verify Cheney returned to the bar by eight thirty. Helena had already left to fill several food trays for the party and didn't return to the courtyard until eight forty-five. This suggests that George was killed between eight thirty and eight forty-five. Tell me again where the two of you were?”

Ursula said, “I found the note just before eight thirty. I was nervous and rushed behind the silk draperies near the doors to the private back office area in the library. I needed to decide what to do next and hid there for about fifteen minutes. That's when Kellan came rushing by me, and I grabbed his arm to show him the note.”

“That's all true,” I confirmed recalling the stain on her shawl. Should I believe her that it was only sauce? “I remember looking at my phone at eight fifty when I left Ursula to search for someone in a white costume.”

“Perhaps Cheney is responsible. Cheney or his parents have some sort of a connection to George from what Kellan's told me,” Ursula reminded us.

“Detective Gilkrist is meeting with Cheney and his sister, Sierra, today. She returned to town recently and has been hovering around her brother every time we visit him. She's a first-year law student and thinks she can protect him. I'll explore that avenue if it offers up any new leads. So, if we believe George is the one who left you the note just before eight thirty, it means he then snuck into the courtyard and argued with Cheney. Helena witnessed the disagreement but disappeared when she saw the two men stop fighting.” April paused to let that information sink in. “If the killer isn't Cheney, then we have some mysterious person who managed to get into the courtyard between eight thirty and eight forty-five and found enough time to stab George and escape without being noticed by anyone. While it's possible, that's very tight timing.”

“Helena admitted to leaving the door unlocked earlier in the night. Anyone could've snuck back there before Cheney did. There were several offices and restrooms to hide in,” I said.

“True, but I can't ask over a hundred guests who might have had access. We're collecting statements from everyone and verifying any known absences from about eight until eight forty-five. I don't believe we've finished interviewing the Stoddards, but they are a priority for today. You must see this is currently pointing to three primary suspects,” the sheriff noted.

“Helena. Cheney. And me,” Ursula whispered.

“Unfortunately, I don't have enough evidence to arrest any of the three of you. I'll go through this file you found, and I plan to research your brother's likely stint as George Braun. At this point, I will be sending someone to your office with you right now to check for any fingerprints left behind during the supposed burglary. I'll need you to show us which desk drawer you kept the knife in.” April stood and indicated it was time for us both to leave. “Do not speak to anyone else, and please stay out of this investigation, Kellan.”

“I'll do my best, but Ursula has asked me to help figure out what happened to her brother,” I reminded the sheriff. “And who might be trying to hurt her if it wasn't him.”

“Stay out of my path while you do.” April began closing the door after Ursula and I left her office. “I'll invite you over to see the bees when this investigation is done, Little Ayrwick.”

“I'd like that. I'm fascinated by the whole concept.” Did I really just say that? Was I feeling okay?

When we got back to campus, Ursula left with Flatman to check her office, and I taught my morning class. It went by quickly, but in the back of my head, something was bothering me about the timing of the entire situation and the connections of the people involved. I couldn't think clearly, but I was certain Cheney Stoddard hid something important. I had to find a way to talk to him again but needed a valid reason to show up and ask pertinent questions. Hopefully, Ed Mulligan or Anita Singh would confess something to help April find the killer, unless of course, it was one of them.

After class, I had a quick bite to eat and drove to the Pick-Me-Up Diner to collect Eleanor for her appointment with the fertility clinic. I'd almost forgotten we were going today, but I'd luckily carved out enough time.

After we were escorted past the nurse's station, Eleanor said, “You look different. Almost like when you were a teenager smitten with some new girl. Did you meet someone new today?”

“No! What are you talking about? I think it's all the hormone drugs you're taking. By the way,” I replied as we sat in a private room waiting for the doctor to arrive, “have you told anyone else what you're doing here?” I hadn't seen anyone today, what was she talking about? I probably looked tired, it'd been a long day already.

“No, Mom and Dad can't know yet. Once I've got everything in order, I'll tell them it's already a done deal.” She crossed her legs and squirmed with excitement and apprehension. “I still can't believe what they have to do to make this happen.”

“I don't want to discuss it. I promised you I'd support you throughout the process, but I will not listen to a step-by-step itinerary of the procedures. I will help you select the donor. I will drive you to and from the doctor's office. I will be the first one to say congratulations when it's confirmed you're pregnant, but—”

Eleanor interrupted, “But if I bring up the words turkey baster, you'll throw me in the Finnulia River and claim a bear ate my body in the woods on a camping trip. I should've asked Nana D to come.”

“Like she can keep a secret. She might be okay with you doing this, but you know Nana D would relish the thought of explaining the entire thing to Dad.” I could imagine the props and pictures our grandmother would use to divulge the secret to our poor father. He'd die of a heart attack on the spot.

“While that might be true, please forget about that part for now. Look at these three profiles,” Eleanor said while keying a few numbers into the computer. Everything was secure and advanced at this facility. She could look up only a certain amount of details at this point in the process, but she'd have a picture if the donor had included one to help make the ultimate decision.

Within seconds, the three images appeared on the monitor. I wasn't sure if Eleanor noticed my reaction, but I felt my own heart begin to race. “Ummm… Eleanor…”

“What? You don't think we'd be a good match? I see gorgeous babies!” she exclaimed.

Did she not realize it? “That's not the point. Do you see anything… about these photos… that might remind you of anyone?”

Eleanor leaned in further while I cleaned my glasses on the off chance the surprise I saw wasn't actually on the screen. “I guess the guys all look similar. Maybe I have a type,” she quipped.

All three men had similar striking facial structure, light brown skin, and dark hair. One was from Barbados, another from South Africa, and the third from St. Kitt's. They had the exact same color eyes, a vibrant green that clearly stood out as a mesmerizing feature. As I read the bios, each worked in dangerous jobs ranging from airport security to personal bodyguard for a well-known celebrity. “Ummm… Eleanor, you have a type. And his name is Connor Hawkins.”

To say I was shocked would be an understatement. Eleanor had gone on a few dates with my former best friend in the months before I'd returned to Braxton. She thought Connor was very interested in getting more serious, but he did a quick sidestep and dated Maggie Roarke. I'd eventually come to learn that Connor was attracted to my sister, but he'd also had a crush on Maggie ever since we'd broken up years ago. Instead of talking to me about the possibility of dating my sister, he shut the whole scenario down and almost broke Eleanor's heart. They'd been talking about giving it a chance again, but I did my best to stay as uninvolved as possible since I wasn't the most unbiased person to help Connor sort out his romantic dilemma.

Eleanor whacked my arm with an open hand. “That's not true. These guys are all… well, I mean… Connor has… oh no!” She crumpled against my chest and groaned loudly as the doctor walked in.

“Hello, Eleanor. I'm excited to review your choices. I see you've got someone here with you today. I'm Dr.—” he began until my sister stood and rushed out of the room leaving me behind to explain the situation.

“I'm her brother. We just got some urgent news from our parents. We need to help them with something. Eleanor will give you a call to reschedule, I'm sorry,” I said backing out of the office. By the time I'd gotten to the reception area, Eleanor was already gone. I called her cell, but she didn't pick up. I felt awful for what'd happened, but she was hanging on to a hope that Connor would choose her, and she truly didn't realize what she was about to do until I'd pointed it out.

I waited a few minutes but couldn't find her. As I started the SUV's engine, my phone pinged. Eleanor said she needed some time to herself and would call me that night. She'd called an Uber to pick her up and would get back to the diner herself. Knowing my sister, a few hours of space and a focus on her job would help her feel better. I replied that I loved her and invited her to come by later that night for rocky road ice cream and Reese's Pieces, her favorite candy.

I drove back to campus and dashed to Paddington's Play House to retrieve a copy of the summer play. Myriam had indicated it was in the office behind the main stage. I needed to reread Sunset Boulevard before casting was finished. Upon arrival, I saw one of the students I'd worked with in the past. She was breaking down part of the King Lear set given its final performance had occurred last Saturday.

“Hey, Yuri. It's great to see you. I've been meaning to check in with you this week,” I said, recalling she'd been working at the Roarke & Daughters Inn as a chambermaid in George's room the day he'd been killed.

“Professor Ayrwick. What's happening? I got confirmation I could attend your advanced filmmaking class in the fall. I can't wait,” she gleefully replied. Just as last time, her hair was neon green, but it had been cut much shorter than before. She'd gained a few pounds and no longer looked waifish, but she'd added a new piercing to her left ear with a chain that ran to her nose ring. I was surprised the Roarkes allowed her to wear that at the inn. She must have caught me staring at it. “Cool, huh? I have to remove it at home or when I'm at work. Bummer, yeah?”

I wasn't sure how to respond to the last comment, so I didn't. “That's wonderful news. It'll be good to have a student of your caliber in the room next time,” I noted. She had a lot of potential but preferred behind the scenes work, which was not my exact area of expertise. “Listen, I heard you work at the Roarke family's bed and breakfast.”

“Yep, it's good money. I don't really dig having to clean up after some guests, but most are pretty solid about not making a huge mess.” She wiped her hands on a towel and stopped fidgeting with the set. “What can I do for you?”

“I was curious if you happen to remember someone named George Braun. He was a guest there recently, and a friend of mine thought she—”

“The dude that died, right?” she said loudly with an excited expression. “I can't believe I saw him that afternoon and then poof! Life's too short. That's why I make every day count,” she advised me.

“Definitely. Any chance you learned something about him? I'm looking out for Helena Roarke and her family. From what I understand, he could be rude to the staff.” I tried to be tactful without setting off any alarms. Yuri was a nice girl, but I didn't know if she was the type to gossip about things with her friends.

“Oh, yeah. He was a pistol. I heard him yelling at Helena the day before the party. She picked up the phone when it rang in his room. He'd walked back in and gotten so upset about it,” Yuri noted. She looked like she had more to say but didn't know where to begin.

“Really? Did Helena know who was on the phone?” I asked, assuming that was the incident where George kicked her out of his room and told her not to come back again.

“Nah, she was getting off work and her boyfriend, Cheney, was there. He looked real aggravated and said he wanted to teach that Braun dude a lesson.” Yuri grabbed her keys from the table at the side. “I'm about to head out. Need anything else?”

I wasn't sure but wanted to find out what she might've overheard. “Did you see Cheney talk to George Braun?”

“No, Helena persuaded Cheney to leave. I had other rooms to clean, but I did see George Braun the next day when he asked me for extra towels. I dropped them off and overheard him talking to someone,” she explained as we walked through the main lobby. “He'd been screaming at someone on the phone about not giving the money back and how sorry he was for the whole situation.”

“Do you know who he was talking to?” I asked.

“I think he used the word marriage.” Yuri pushed open the theater door to leave the building.

If George was married, then maybe the wife was his next of kin. Not Ursula. I needed to find out if he was married and to whom. “Did you hear any names? Locations?”

“Nah, he kept saying that he loved her, and it wasn't his fault. Then he hung up the phone and told me to get lost. Gave me five dollars and told me not to tell anyone about his call.” Yuri shrugged her shoulders and waved goodbye. “Gotta jet.”

“Hold up. Then why'd you tell me?” I said, puzzled over what had happened.

“If he'd given me twenty, I might have kept quiet. But five bucks doesn't even buy you a decent meal these days, professor. Plus, he was discourteous to us, so I figured he didn't deserve my silence.” Yuri shrugged her shoulders as if she hadn't felt any guilt about what she'd done.

“Anything else you can remember? Other visitors?”

“Ummm… oh, yeah, I forgot. Dean Mulligan from campus came by after the phone call. I was cleaning another room and saw George's door open. I thought it was super odd, but then I heard George talk about the upcoming flower science exhibit thingy. The dean was yelling just like he always does, ya know? Something about if it was important enough to keep the secret buried, it was important enough to get hold of the money.” Yuri indicated she hadn't heard anything else, then rushed off for an important dorm meeting.

When I got back to my car, my brain went into overdrive. I'd gotten lucky tonight in finding out several new important facts about George Braun. I would tell the sheriff what I'd stumbled upon, but that could wait until the morning. I wanted to analyze what Yuri's news meant. Could George's wife have snuck into the library and killed him for some unknown reason? Was Dean Mulligan involved in some sort of blackmail scheme with George Braun?

As I pulled out of the parking lot, the speed bump accidentally knocked my briefcase off the seat. When I leaned over to retrieve it, I saw an index card had fallen on the floor. I stopped the SUV on the side of the road, picked up the index card, and read the writing on the lined front side. It was an address I thought I'd recognized, so I checked my phone and realized it was one of the cabins near the Saddlebrooke National Forest. A bell went off in my head. I'd seen another index card just like it in the file Helena had found under George Braun's bed. This probably fell out of his folder when I pulled it out of my briefcase to deliver it to the sheriff.

It must be the cabin George had purchased, and if memory served, the assistant he'd hired was staying there to finish some of the renovations. I looked at the time but needed to pick Emma up from school and finish preparing lesson plans. I decided to stop by the cabin after tomorrow's classes when I had more time. Three major leads in a row. Today was certainly improving!







Chapter 11

After dinner, I reviewed Emma's homework and was happily surprised she'd received an award for the best show-and-tell experience in class that week. Everyone loved her drawings of Danby Landing and the photos of the different buildings and crop fields. Nana D only kept a few horses and chickens around, but she was still faithfully planting tons of fruits and vegetables to bring in supplemental income. Although my grandpop had left her with a small inheritance and she'd sold a chunk of the farm to cover her expenses once she became a widow, the extra money came in handy throughout the year.

“Can we read a bedtime story before Auntie Eleanor arrives?” Emma asked as I tucked her into bed. It was her turn to pick a book since I'd chosen 'The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe' the previous week. There was a rule in my house—you can't watch the film or television show until you've read the book, if one existed. She'd begged to watch the most recent adaptation, but I wouldn't budge as I knew what a treat it'd had been as a child when Nana D had read them to us.

“You've got twenty minutes before she'll be here,” I noted while my daughter perused the shelves in her bedroom. That was another rule I'd made when Emma was born—electronic books are fair game, but you must always have more physical books than e-books. I wanted Emma to experience a multitude of technology at her fingertips from an early age, but she also needed to respect and cherish all that our country had accomplished in the history of bookmaking and printing.

While Emma decided between an item on her classics shelf and a newly published fairy-tale retelling, I quickly surveyed the rest of our home to ensure it was ready for company. Nana D's guesthouse was a two-bedroom standalone ranch-style abode on the south corner of Danby Landing. The ten-minute walk to her cozy farmhouse just beyond the apple orchard gave us both the right amount of privacy and proximity. We'd fixed up the smaller bedroom for Emma with a fresh coat of paint and some unused furniture from the attic. All our stuff was back in Los Angeles in the house I'd left behind. I'd signed a one-year lease for a young couple who'd wanted to rent something furnished before buying their own place. It worked out well for me since I was technically bound to the LA television network who'd put my reality show, Dark Reality, on hiatus for one year while they revamped the entire program. I'd have to decide about returning early next year, pending my contract at Braxton.

Eleanor texted that she craved a movie night as her way to regroup from the visit at the fertility clinic. Emma found me in the kitchen as I took two bowls from the cabinet in preparation for my sister's arrival. “Let's go, Daddy. I want you to read two chapters in this one,” my daughter said thrusting a copy of 'Charlotte's Web' in my hands.

“Works for me, then you can decorate your room to match the farm Wilbur lives on.” I followed her into the bedroom where she climbed into her single platform bed, tossed bright purple covers over her body, and asked me to snuggle up next to her.

Shortly after I began reading chapter two, Eleanor arrived and let herself in. She stood in the doorway watching Emma's eyes flutter open and shut as I continued to read. Eleanor approached us, kissed Emma's forehead, and scuttled off to the kitchen to scoop ice cream into the bowls I'd taken out. “Goodnight, Auntie Eleanor,” Emma said groggily as she turned on her side. After she fell asleep, I put the book on her nightstand and drew a picture of a piglet and a little girl named Emma on a piece of construction paper. I wrote 'Rise and shine, you're gonna have an oinky day!' She'd find it in the morning and start out the day with a laugh.

Once the lights were turned out, I joined Eleanor in the living room and waited for her to initiate the conversation. She looked more relaxed than she had earlier in the day, but I could tell my sister was still out of sorts. From the comfort of a plush recliner, she sighed. “I feel like such a fool for not realizing all those photos resembled Connor.”

I'd been thinking about her situation all afternoon. Eleanor had always been the favorite child among the five Ayrwick siblings. She'd done everything the exact way our parents expected her to except for when it came to marriage. Eleanor went to college and later obtained a master's degree, ensuring she could support herself in the future. She traveled around the world for six months to get life experience, as our Dad referred to it. He'd offered to pay for each of us to take a trip upon graduation, but I didn't snatch that prize since I wasn't keen on airplanes. Those aluminum cans on steroids will kill you!

When she returned and searched for a job, Eleanor decided she wasn't ready to join the business world. She volunteered at various charities and not-for-profit organizations throughout Wharton County and built a vast network of contacts. One connection led to a job as the manager of a diner, and she accepted it because it meant she could interact with people daily and learn a new trade. Over time, she grew obsessed and turned it into a career culminating in her purchase of the diner from the previous long-time owners who'd moved out of town. Somehow along the path, finding a husband never happened. Unfortunately, our parents were known to frequently pressure her about it.

“Is this about something bigger, Eleanor? You've always been motivated by your job and inspired by your hobbies. Do you even want to get married? Is Connor the right guy or are you fixated on him because he flirted with you a few times?” I knew my best friend was a solid guy, but he couldn't make up his mind either. Maggie or Eleanor?

Eleanor slurped a huge spoonful of rocky road. “I know I'm attracted to him. I know I want to be a mother. Maybe I'm confusing the two things and trying to force something between us.”

“I think you need to decide what you want out of life. You're thirty years old and have lots of time to get married and have kids. Don't push it if you aren't clear about your needs and desires right now. Maybe you and Connor will work out. Maybe he belongs with Maggie. Maybe you will have a baby and won't need someone to help. I can't answer those questions, but I can tell you how proud I am of you,” I said while reaching for the candy hidden behind the pillow. “Here, I know these are your favorite.”

“I guess I need to screw the lid on my juggernaut jar of jealousy over their budding relationship.” Eleanor smiled and tore open the Reese's Pieces bag with her teeth like a ravenous animal. “You're the best brother I could ask for. Seriously, I'm so glad you came back home.”

Eleanor was laughing by the end of our talk about our older siblings' current adventures. I didn't bring up our younger brother, Gabriel, because I didn't want to tell her what I'd seen him doing. It wasn't my secret to reveal. Instead, we downloaded a new horror movie and pretended not to be scared. By midnight, she left agreeing to think things over before making any permanent decisions, and I went to bed. I needed to teach my class and hunt down George Braun's cabin the following day.

* * *

After my normal routine dropping Emma off at school and educating the future of America for two solid hours, I popped in to update my truculent boss, Dr. Myriam Castle, per her orders. “I'm heading over to the cabin to see if George left anything behind. Ursula is aware I'm going, but she can't make it. She has a meeting with Maggie Roarke and the Board of Trustees about the library renovation.”

'Travelers never did lie, though fools at home condemn them.' Since you don't seem to always recognize the quotes I generously share, I'll give you this one free of charge. The Tempest,” Myriam replied while gathering her purse, a Coach bag that matched her trim brown and white Chanel suit.

“Yeah, thanks. I gotta go,” I shook my head to detach her particular brand of crazy from nipping at my brain. There was only so much of the woman I could take without theorizing all the illegal ways to silence her.

“I'm coming too,” she insisted. “We'll take my car, it's faster.”

Five minutes later, after countless threats, she entered the address into her GPS while her black four-door BMW zoomed across the river. At one point, I thought we'd been airborne, but I had to close my eyes to prevent getting sick. “Are you not aware of the village speed limit?” I remembered she'd earned a reputation for an almost Indie-500-like erratic driving style.

“Pish. I'm the safest driver out there. Look, we're already here,” she snapped as the car came to an abrupt halt in front of a cabin. “Must be that dilapidated-looking one over there.”

We exited the car. She walked to the front door of a building that needed an overhaul. I rested a moment until my stomach found its proper location inside my body again. I was grateful I hadn't eaten lunch since I was sure my entire digestive system had made a complete loop from the crown of my head to the soles of my feet. “We should be a little careful, don't you think? Someone murdered the man.”

Myriam didn't pay attention to my warning. By the time I'd reached the front of the cabin, she was already halfway around the side heading toward the back. “Don't dawdle, Kellan. I have to be back in an hour for a meeting.” Her shuffle through the muddy terrain looked like one of Nana D's farm animals clumping through the dirt after a rainstorm.

As she approached the rear entrance, I noticed something useful. “There's a box that might be tall enough to climb into this open window.” I moved the wooden crate closer and stepped on it.

Just as I was peering through the window, a shadow moved inside the cabin. It was followed by two hands unexpectedly appearing at the bottom of the sill and pushing the window upward. “I'm already here. Would you please try to keep up?” Myriam scolded in her usual haughty tone.

“How did you get inside?” I said, leaning into the window. Then I fell back and crashed through the wooden crate. At this point, I could heave myself into the cabin easily and didn't want to wander all the way through the mud around back.

As I fell to the floor and found myself covered in dust, Myriam made a tsk tsk sound. “You really are an oaf, aren't you? The door was unlocked. Not very safe, if you ask me.”

I hadn't asked her but debating the topic any further wouldn't help the situation. We devised a plan to each search half of the cabin as quickly as possible. There were two bedrooms, a kitchen, living room, and a shared bathroom. It wasn't very large, but it had a quaint woodsy feel about it. One bedroom was fully renovated, and the other appeared to be half-finished. The bathroom had also been upgraded, but the kitchen and the main living area needed work. The inside had fared better than the exterior had over the years. It wasn't too far off from being habitable.

Thirty minutes later, we'd completed an exhaustive search of the premises. “There's not much here, is there?” Myriam said in a disappointed tone.

“At least we know this is definitely George's cabin. He has a few pieces of mail addressed to him,” I noted before doing a final sweep of the bathroom, including checking inside the toilet tank in case something had been hidden there. No luck.

“And we know the assistant must be staying here based on the items in that finished room. The outfits in the closet did not belong to George Braun. Ursula's brother was a big guy, but those clothes fit someone thinner and shorter. Given today's gender non-specific approaches to wardrobe, I can't tell if those belong to a man or a woman.” Myriam checked her phone and sighed. “I need to return to campus. Let's go. This was as useless as your non-existent knowledge of anything valuable.”

I ignored her insult assuming it was meant in jest. She'd been toying with diverse ways of torturing me lately. “I'm not sure what I was hoping to find, but I feel like I'm missing something. Whoever the assistant is doesn't have anything personal here. Either he or she is incredibly careful, or we missed a spot.” I followed Myriam out the back door, verifying we didn't leave anything out of place. We'd worn gloves so our fingerprints didn't show up, but I was still worried whoever killed George might appear at the cabin and kidnap us. Wait, maybe that's how I could escape from Myriam!

As we walked around the side of the house, a car pulled up. Myriam's BMW was in the front driveway, but we couldn't reach it without being seen by whomever had arrived. “Let's go, get behind this tree with me,” I whispered. Myriam followed me across a side patch of grass, and we took cover behind a giant oak.

A blue Volkswagen SUV parked next to Myriam's car. We both watched with bated breath to see who stepped outside. Between the slight tinting on the windows and the shade from the foliage on the trees, I couldn't get a solid look at the person's face. The driver opened the door and walked to the front of the cabin calling out, “Hey, I'm back. You around?”

It was a younger guy's voice I thought I'd recognized. When he finally came into view, I gasped, inhaled a fly, and began choking. Myriam covered my mouth and said, “Keep your trap closed, he'll hear us, you ninny. It's a good thing I'm wearing gloves. I'm not thrilled about touching you!”

“No, it's okay. I know him. I haven't a clue what he's doing here, but I think we can approach him,” I added, flicking her hand away. My mind was a sea of confusion trying to sort out what I was viewing. I stepped back onto the lawn and looked toward him. “Hey, it's Kellan.”

Sam Taft jumped backward and glanced in our direction. He'd turned bright red when he saw us approaching him. “I… I… think I must be lost.”

“Mr. Taft, ah, yes, I do recognize you now. Just what exactly are you doing here?” Myriam chastised the kid. He'd graduated five days earlier, but she still treated him like a student.

“I was visiting a friend. Guess I must have the wrong cabin,” he said with eyes darting back and forth from the cabin to his car.

“Are you living here?” I asked, suddenly wondering if he was caught up with George Braun's plans for revenge on Ursula.

“Ugh. I guess I can't hide from the truth anymore,” Sam said leaning against one of the poles supporting the roof of the front porch. “It's not what you think, Kellan.”

Myriam tapped her foot on the ground. “I don't know what's going on here, but I need to get back to campus. Kellan, maybe you could stay to talk with Sam about this situation.”

“That's a good idea. There are a number of things I need to discuss with Sam,” I replied to Myriam, then turned to Sam. “Can you give me a lift back to campus when we're done chatting?”

Whether it was Myriam's presence or plain old guilt, Sam assented. “Sure, no problem.”

I walked Myriam to her car and confirmed I'd call her as soon as I learned anything. Once she left, I narrowed my gaze on Sam. “Talk.”

Sam sat on a chair under the covered porch. “As I said, this isn't what it looks like. I had nothing to do with George Braun.”

“Perhaps you better tell me the full story,” I urged him wondering if he had the skills to renovate a cabin. Although I'd only known him for a bit, he didn't seem particularly handy or experienced in home repair. He grew up in a family who hired servants to do everything except go to the bathroom for them.

“I really was visiting a friend. He's been staying here until he could get his own place,” Sam explained while fiddling with his phone. “I'm guessing you're about to put two and two together now.”

“Gabriel,” I said feeling my heart begin to race. “Is that who's staying here?” Was my brother aware that George wasn't who he said he was?

Sam nodded. “He wants to talk to you, but I don't think he's ready to see your parents again.”

I pushed Sam to explain everything. Sam had no clue about Ursula's connection to George Braun. I also couldn't figure out how much Sam knew about George's past. “Is Gabriel working for George Braun? Are you in cahoots with them?”

“Cahoots? Did we suddenly slip into a western movie? Let me get out my boots and spurs, cowboy. We're gonna have ourselves a good, old-fashioned duel with pistols.” Based on his exaggerated slow speech, Sam had a funny side. “We're only ten years apart, Kellan, but you act much older sometimes.”

Did I get sideswiped by a millennial? I thought I still was one at thirty-two. “Just tell me what you know, Sam.”

“He was. At least until the man was killed,” Sam said. Of all the people Sam and Gabriel could have found themselves connected to, George Braun was not someone who came to mind. “Gabriel had nothing to do with his death.”

“You need to tell me everything. Start at the beginning.” This couldn't be real. What happened to my shy, sweet, and innocent brother? How could Gabriel return to town to work for a man with a huge vendetta and a nasty past. Was the guy holding something over Gabriel? Had my kid brother gotten into trouble and needed help?

Sam nervously shared what he knew. “Gabriel came back to town about three months ago for his own reasons. I met him at a bar one night but didn't know he was your brother. We hung out a few times and felt a connection. I know you probably weren't aware of this part of his life, but he's an awesome guy, Kellan.”

“I had no clue. I assure you I'm cool with it, but I wish Gabriel would've told me the truth.” Things were beginning to fall into place. My brother was angry when our father took the job as president of Braxton College eight years ago. He must have been going through so many discoveries about himself at the time, he took off to learn how to deal with and accept it. “Why did he come back?”

“You'll have to ask him. It's not my place to say.” When Sam looked at his phone, a panicked expression appeared.

“I'd ask him if I could find him. You haven't been willing to help me in the past.” I knew I was getting closer to locating my brother, but I was suddenly afraid he might run again. “What exactly was he doing for George Braun?”

Sam was ignoring me and intently reading his phone. After scrolling through a few screens, he stomped his foot and looked toward the sky. “No, this is awful.”

“What's awful, Sam? Who are you texting with?”

“I'm not sure what's going on, but Gabriel was brought to the Wharton County Sheriff's Office. He texted me twenty minutes ago and said he'd been hauled in for questioning regarding George Braun's death. I didn't see the messages while I was driving here.” Sam's eyes were beginning to tear up. “You have to come with me to help him.”

“Of course, he's my brother. Let's go,” I said as we rushed to his SUV and drove downtown. What had my brother gotten himself into, and how would he react when I showed up with Sam?







Chapter 12

Sam and I sat in the Wharton County Sheriff's Office for over an hour while April Montague and Detective Gilkrist spoke with my brother. Sam wouldn't tell me anything else until he could visit with Gabriel. The sheriff left the interrogation room at one point to get Gabriel a cup of water. She popped into the main lobby where we nervously waited. “He knows you're both here. We're almost done questioning him, but he'd like to speak with Sam first.”

“Are you arresting him?” I asked. It reminded me of when we played cops and robbers as children. Gabriel always wanted to be the criminal. He said it was more fun that way.

“Not today, so don't go lawyering up already, Little Ayrwick. He's a person of interest who knew the victim. I have no reason to believe Gabriel was at the library or had a motive to murder George Braun.” The sheriff motioned to Sam to follow her down the hall. “You can chat with him for a few minutes after you and my detective have a conversation about that cabin.”

While I paced the precinct's lobby floor, I considered whether I should call my parents, Eleanor, or Nana D to let them know about Gabriel's triumphant return. I ultimately decided it would be better to reveal his presence after I'd gotten the chance to speak with him. I sent Myriam a text message that I didn't yet know anything from Sam but would update her that evening. I also checked in with Helena to let her know that I'd turned over the folder we'd found in George's room to the sheriff.

April returned ten minutes later and escorted me to her office. “I spoke with Mulligan and Singh. Both agree George Braun was difficult to work with. Mulligan claims Braun was obsessed with his research and only out for himself. I can tell something more serious was going on between them, but I haven't gotten far yet.”

“Maybe I can get him to talk. He hung up on me the other day when I asked questions, but I have an easy way to follow up about the flower show. What about Anita Singh's relationship with Braun? Was she the assistant from the past?”

“Anita Singh is an Indian-American who was born in Connecticut and grew up in New York City. I can't place her in Chicago during the 1993 lab explosion, but I'm not done with my research. She was married earlier this year, but she's very reticent to give any details about her husband. Detective Gilkrist is tracking down those records,” April noted.

I updated her about Yuri Sato overhearing Mulligan and Braun arguing, as well as Braun having a wife somewhere. “Could he and Anita be married and working a scam together?”

The sheriff shook her head. “I appreciate you giving me Yuri's news, but I've told you enough so far. Now that we're alone, can you explain to me what your brother is doing by getting mixed up with this George Braun aka Hans Mück character?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I found out an hour ago. I ran into Sam Taft who finally told me the truth.” I left out the part about my trip to George's cabin. It didn't seem important enough to include in my response. “Wait, do you know for certain it's Hans Mück?”

“Yes, we have confirmation. Our European contacts were more than happy to cooperate once they knew George Braun was dead. They'd also documented reasons to locate him. I can't reveal any of those details at the moment.” April handed me a cup of coffee from the sizzling pot behind her. “You look like you could use this. Now talk to me about Gabriel.”

“Thanks, it's been an unusual day. Is my brother okay?” Had he shared anything with the sheriff about his past or why he left?

“Your brother is fine. He reminds me a lot of you. Not so much in attitude but in looks,” April replied. She answered a brief call then asked Officer Flatman to escort Gabriel to her office in ten minutes once he was done meeting with the detective and Sam. “Kellan, from what I can tell, your brother was shocked to hear about George's death. He'd already known from the newspaper what had happened, but he claims he barely knew the guy.”

“I wish I could help. I know nothing. I want to find out where he's been, what brought him back, and whether he's okay.”

“You're a good brother. He's lucky to have someone like you in his corner right now. I'll tell you what I know,” she said. For the first time, I noticed the vivacious lime green color of her eyes. “When we went through George's room, we found an employment contract he signed with your brother. I didn't know about it when we last spoke. I would've told you if I did, but this all happened overnight.”

“Gabriel was George's assistant? I had no idea he knew anything about science or botany. Or even construction. He was an unusually sensitive and nervous kid the whole time we'd grown up. Always by himself reading Business World or the Wall Street Journal. Smart as they came, but I thought he'd get into stocks or banking.” Sam had said Gabriel was working for George, but it just fully hit me.

“For whatever reason, he hasn't said, your brother returned to Braxton and overheard George Braun at a coffee shop talking about his search for an assistant. Gabriel applied and was one of the final candidates based on his prior experience. He'd also gotten the job because he was quite handy and could renovate Braun's cabin.” April leaned against the padded seatback and waited for me to respond.

“I'll find out more when I can talk to him, thanks. You're definitely letting him go today, right?” When April nodded, I said, “If George has an angry wife, then maybe you have a new suspect.”

April said, “I'm considering all leads right now. Are you okay with everything else we talked about yesterday? The Castiglianos, the drug case I need to investigate?”

Truthfully, I hadn't much time to think about it. I still didn't know where Francesca had escaped to next. I needed to check in with Vincenzo to see if he knew anything additional about his daughter's whereabouts. Since it seemed like April didn't realize Francesca was still alive, I told her I was fine. “I'm not sure I can help with the Paddington and Castigliano drug connection, and I don't spend a lot of time with my former in-laws. They're in my life only because they're Emma's grandparents.”

“I understand. I don't need anything from you right now, but if the time comes, I was hoping I could count on you,” April added as someone knocked on the door.

“Okay, we can chat in the future,” I consented, knowing I was only able to focus on one shock at a time. “I would like some time alone with my brother.”

April opened the door. Detective Gilkrist, Sam, and Gabriel were waiting in the hallway. “It's really you,” I said.

April gave me the use of her office for as long as I needed it. She and her detective brought Sam back to finalize his statement confirming anything he knew regarding George Braun. Before he left, Sam hugged Gabriel. “Give him a chance, babe. I'll wait for you in the parking lot.”

Once Sam left, Gabriel turned to me. While there was something different about him, many things hadn't changed. He was still five nine, the same height as me. He still had dirty blond hair like me. Where I'd cut mine short recently, he'd let his grow out, so it curled around his ears and at the back down his neck. He looked a little worse for the wear, but he had the same innocent smile and angelic hope in his eyes. “I've missed you, brother,” I said with misty eyes as I hugged him tighter than I ever had before.

Gabriel hugged me back just as hard. “I'm sorry. I shouldn't have left the way I did. It had nothing to do with you.”

After Gabriel assured me that he was fine, we talked about his relationship with George Braun. “It was pure luck. I'd only been in town for a couple of weeks. Sam and I had met the night before and enjoyed a couple of drinks. We stayed up to watch the sunrise over the Wharton Mountains and stopped at a coffee shop on the way back. After breakfast, Sam took off for class and I stuck around.”

“And that's when you overheard George talking on the phone about needing an assistant?” I pieced together what April had shared and what my brother was starting to tell me. Gabriel had heard enough on the call about what George was looking for and located the ad posted on a local job site. He updated his resume, applied, and was called by the recruiting company right away. He'd matched his resume to exactly what George had said on the call, so he was a shoo-in.

“Smart thinking. I assume you actually knew how to do everything he required?” I'd never known my brother to lie. He was almost too truthful in the past.

“I'm not a kid anymore, Kellan. I've done a few things I'm not proud of. Sometimes you have to push the boundaries if you want to achieve a goal.” Gabriel's face took on a darker tone, and in those few seconds, it became clear my brother was hiding something from me.

“Did you have anything to do with George's death?”

“Do you think I did?” As Gabriel stretched his back, his shirt sleeve rose a little higher on his arm. I noticed a colorful tattoo on his upper bicep. It was a circle broken into four separate pie-shaped quadrants, each dyed a different color. There was a word listed on the outer perimeter of each quarter—honor, knowledge, love, and respect. He'd spent more time at the gym since we'd last saw one another eight years ago. Gabriel had been scrawny in the past. Even though I wasn't as built as I am now, I could still pin him to the ground anytime we'd wrestled or played football with our friends.

I didn't want to believe my brother could commit murder, but a lot of time had passed since I'd last seen him. “When did you get the job?”

“I interviewed with him the next day. It was down to me and one other person. When he talked about his cabin, I clinched the deal by offering to fix it up in exchange for a place to sleep for a few months. I made it so he couldn't say no to me.” There was a slightly wicked smile forming on his face.

“Do you know any reason why someone might have killed him?” I asked my brother, feeling my stomach tighten over his purposefully vague and shady answers.

He shook his head and told me the same thing he'd told the sheriff and Detective Gilkrist. “Nope, George was always kind to me. I spent a good chunk of my time running lab experiments for him in the first week, but then he asked me to focus on the flower show. I planned the whole thing for him.”

“Have you met Millard Paddington? He's the guy sponsoring the event.” I wondered if Millard had been keeping Gabriel's secret from me.

“Nah, I only worked behind the scenes. George gave me specific assignments to coordinate shipments, work with vendors, and sometimes interface with an event company who's doing the guest relations.” Gabriel yawned, then apologized for being so tired. He'd been working too much lately and hadn't gotten a lot of sleep. “We done here?”

I felt bad for pushing him, but he was connected to all the bizarre events happening around me. As soon as he said there was an event company, I remembered I hadn't asked the sheriff if she'd found anything out from her interview with Cheney Stoddard. “What company was that?”

“Simply Stoddard. I worked with someone named Karen who was the account manager overseeing the flower show,” Gabriel explained. “Is that important?”

Things were getting clearer for the first time. “Maybe. I'm not sure how it fits in, but it can't be a coincidence,” I said, then explained what I'd known about each of the Stoddards.

“I only spoke to Karen on the phone. George spent most of the time with her, but occasionally I had to help. I don't know anyone named Doug, Sierra, or Cheney,” my brother added.

Gabriel indicated he needed to use the men's room. We left the sheriff's office, and I waited for him in the lobby. April was heading out but stopped by my bench. “I'm off to meet with Cheney Stoddard. He was out of town with his sister yesterday and just got back to me this morning. Then I'll swing by Paddington's Play House to garner anything else I can from Yuri Sato. I appreciate the tip.” As she left, she yelled back, “Good luck patching things up with your brother. Go easy on him. I'm sure you know what it's like when you first come back home.”

For the first time since I'd known April Montague, it felt like she was warming up to me. Maybe we could find a way to be friends in the future. Perhaps that's why I had such an odd reaction in her office the other day when we were looking at the photo of the knife on her monitor.

The Stoddards, George Braun, and my brother had all come to town around the same time and been involved with an exhibition completely new to Braxton. Between Karen working on the flower show and Cheney's run-in with George, there had to be something I was missing. Sierra living in London and George previously working in Switzerland sounded like an angle to follow up on. Ursula's parents worked with flowers and had found a cure, but it had been lost forever when she accidentally caused the explosion. Could someone have figured out what the Mücks had discovered years ago and was now trying to recreate it? If they were, it'd be amazing to help people recover from an awful disease. Then it hit me—what if they were only trying to profit financially from the discovery?

Gabriel returned from the bathroom anxious to catch up with Sam. He promised to explain why he'd left town in the first place but begged to get some rest. “I'm not ready to see everyone else. Can you give me a couple of days?”

Although I didn't like the idea of hiding his return from our family, I was afraid if I said no, Gabriel would run away again. “Sure, but where are you going to stay? I doubt you can live at George Braun's cabin now that he's dead and the police know about the place. It'll be off-limits to everyone.”

“You're right. I only have some clothes there. I keep everything else in my car. Sam's gonna take me back to it, and then I'm gonna crash at the boarding house over in Woodland where I stayed before I met George.” Gabriel left the sheriff's office and walked to Sam's car in the parking lot. When he arrived, Sam kissed my brother like he had the first time I'd seen them together.

I gave them a moment alone before walking toward them. “How do I reach you, Gabriel?”

Sam looked at my brother. “You promised you'd make an effort to trust your family again, right?” When Gabriel nodded, Sam sent me a text message with Gabriel's number. I'd already had Sam's number from earlier in the year when I was helping his grandmother, Gwendolyn Paddington.

“Lunch tomorrow?” I asked Gabriel.

“I guess that'll work. I've got no job at this point. Why not push off my search for a couple of hours so we can catch up,” he replied.

An idea began to formulate in my head. “Do you still want to work on the flower show?”

“Of course. I'd love to see it through.” Gabriel perked up. “It's important I get a job quickly.”

Sam and I looked at one another and smiled. Sam said, “I never thought of asking Uncle Millard to assist. I haven't told them anything about what's going on in my life. They still think I'm figuring out the next steps after graduating from Braxton. But Kellan could.”

“I'll talk with Millard tonight. I'm sure he'll be willing to give my brother his job back once he knows Gabriel was doing a lot of the work for George before he died. Millard has a friend volunteering her time, but I think she's left town to visit with her sister.” I didn't bother explaining to Gabriel that Lissette was going to be staying with our Aunt Deirdre who might also be home for a visit soon. I couldn't overwhelm my brother with the whole family at once.

“You'd do that for me?” Gabriel asked. When I confirmed, he hugged me again and promised to meet me for lunch the following day. I agreed to find a remote place since he didn't want anyone to know he was back. “You have no idea what I've been through the last few months. A man has limits.”

After Sam, Gabriel, and I left the sheriff's office, they dropped me off on campus to pick up my car. I called Millard and told him all about Gabriel. I left out my brother's connection with Sam and begged Millard to keep quiet about Gabriel's return for now. He offered to meet for lunch the following day to work out the details. I couldn't shake my concern over the secrets my brother was keeping.

On my way to collect Emma after school, I called Vincenzo to get an update on my mysterious wife. Although talking to the man was a surefire way to sour my mood, it needed to be done. I pictured him sitting behind his beloved old banker's desk with a lit cigar in his fingers, the tip glowing like a firefly, and a Billy Joel classic kicking off his favorite Spotify playlist. “Any leads on Francesca?”

“Good of you to call. My daughter will be incredibly pleased to hear you are worried about her,” he said. 'We didn't start the fire' clearly played in the background. “How is my granddaughter? It's about time she came home, don't you think?” Although he'd grown up in the United States to American-born parents, he often spoke in a rugged, broken version of the English language I'd only seen in every stereotypical mafia movie. His voice somehow made it sound more frightening than the films.

“Emma's doing well. I am planning a trip to visit you this summer. You're always welcome to fly here, Vincenzo. I've never kept you from her.” I parked the SUV outside Emma's elementary school and watched the buses form a line outside the entrance. A crossing guard was beginning to direct traffic.

“We see this three-thousand-mile distance a little differently. When I grew up, children respected their elders. Listened to them. Honored and obeyed them. It's a pity your parents didn't teach you those lessons, Kellan. I might have to do that.” Vincenzo paused and mumbled something I couldn't understand. It probably wasn't meant for me but for one of his many hundred employees. “Eh, things change. I'm sure you realize that. Easily. One day you wake up in Pennsylvania. The next, maybe a lovely little ranch I know in Venezuela where there are more coyotes than human beings.”

“You're a funny guy… you know I'm not a huge fan of travel. I appreciate the offer, but I think I'll stay where I am for now.” Was he serious? He'd never been this obvious with death threats aimed directly at me before. “What about Francesca?”

“You tell me, Kellan. She was in your care last anyone saw her. We followed up on this lead you provided. My daughter is not in Canada anymore. Are you keeping her from me?” In a moment of near-silence, the only noise heard was the crisp pop as his cigar was relit. Vincenzo's manservant always stood a few feet away, ready to react to his boss's every whim.

“I've provided you everything I know at this point. The only two remaining places we visited together that she hasn't mailed a postcard from are Yellowstone Park and Savannah, Georgia. My guess is she's stopping there next.” I'd convinced myself she wasn't appearing in Braxton the last few times I thought I'd seen her, in particular entering the private back-offices in Memorial Library. It had to be my imagination or someone who looked like her.

“Teams will be placed there. You will know if I hear anything. Should we not be able to locate my daughter within the next week, Kellan, I trust you understand what happens next.” A loud buzzing indicated the conversation was over.

I didn't have time to deal with this situation. The Castiglianos had the resources and money to track Francesca down. Why weren't they doing more to help find her? I turned the car radio on to keep myself from thinking about anything until Emma exited the school. I flipped to the first station with a clear signal and listened to a country song about a girl who'd been kidnapped by her daddy.

Suddenly, I had an intense panic attack and a stunning revelation at the same time. It's amazing what a lack of oxygen will do to a desperate man. What if Vincenzo and Cecilia had known all along where their daughter was—in their house safe and sound. They'd faked her death once, could this be another scheme to frighten me enough that I'd be forced to move back to Los Angeles? Maybe Francesca was part of their plan to trick me and had fed them details about all the places we traveled to, so they could send someone to mail personalized postcards from each destination. They'd been sent to my office at Braxton which ensured none of my family saw them, keeping the whole thing a private affair. If they'd arrived at my house, someone else might realize the postcards came from my dead wife.

As I pondered how to prove my theory, the car door burst open and highlighted the sound of children's laughter. I'd been so distracted, I hadn't realized Emma was already finished with school and ready to leave. “How was your day?”

“Better than ever. I'm next to bring Rodney home on the weekend. Let's go to the store, Daddy,” Emma screeched at the top of her lungs. “I got some research to do, so I'm ready to handle the responsibility.”

It took me a solid thirty seconds to realize Rodney was the class pet, a rabbit who went home with a different student each weekend. “I got some research to do, so I'm ready to handle a few things, too, baby girl.” Mine didn't exactly involve rabbits, but I'd need to move as quickly as one if I wanted to solve each of the puzzles controlling my life.







Chapter 13

Emma and I spent the rest of the afternoon at the pet store talking to a friendly salesman about how to care for a rabbit. Had I thought ahead, I would've called to see if the shop had any puppies available to adopt. As luck would have it, they did. Unfortunately, it was bad luck for me. Emma cooed over a ten-week-old black and tan shiba inu that'd arrived at the store the day before. Although it was adorable, the puppy bit and growled at the glass cage. Shibas were known for their severe dislike of restraint and the word no. Did I really want to subject myself to someone or something else who didn't listen to me?

I danced around the entire topic of why we needed to wait until the summer started to properly train a puppy, but it didn't work. I still left the pet store with a very sad little girl who cried the whole car ride home. Nana D was on-hand to cheer Emma up during dinner and even kept her distracted by planning for the rabbit's weekend stay.

While Emma visited with Nana D, I had time to strategize how to handle my situation with Francesca. I had a former colleague who was in Orlando for a film shoot. I asked him to send me a postcard from one of the Disney properties with a message about our time with Mickey and Minnie Mouse being the most fun ever. It didn't matter which resort because Francesca and I had never been to Orlando. If Vincenzo and Cecilia were faking her absence, this new postcard would certainly cause a reaction. If they acted as though it was just another one of Francesca's trips, maybe they really weren't behind her mysterious disappearance.

By the next morning, Emma was one-hundred percent focused on Rodney, so we didn't discuss the shiba inu puppy. For some reason, I had a dream where he'd come to live with us, and I'd named him Baxter. What a rambunctious little tyke he was, too!

While Emma was in school, I went to work and caught up with my boss. Myriam had learned nothing new from Ursula but steamrolled right over me with her normal disgruntled attitude and perseverance. “I don't know what all the fuss is about you, Mr. Ayrwick. Students seem to love you, but all I see is a lot of talk and no action. 'What a terrible era in which idiots govern the blind.' ”

I ignored her as she clomped down the back stairs of Diamond Hall mumbling to herself about the ignorance and limited necessity of men. How did Ursula put up with that dragon-lady? Instead, I taught my class and looked forward to lunch with Gabriel. When my session with the students was finished, I checked my cell phone. Unfortunately, Gabriel canceled lunch without giving me any reason. He promised to be available the following day whether it was a meal or a quick beer at a remote pub in one of the nearby villages.

I strolled over to the student union building to grab a quick lunch. Situated in the center of campus, the building was one of the more modern structures on campus. It held the student cafeteria, a quick access to-go sandwich and salad outlet, the mailroom, two bookstores, an auditorium for holding assemblies, a lounge, and a few other student hotspots.

Dr. Singh and Fern were in line ordering lunch when I arrived. I waved and waited for Fern to finish paying for a large cup of oatmeal. “Dr. Betscha says my cholesterol was a little high and insisted I eat more oatmeal. Who does that in May?”

We reveled in hilarious banter about food choices in our thirties versus our fifties, catching a few puzzled expressions from students as they wandered by. I asked Fern how her son Arthur was doing with the big changes in his life, namely a new baby that would be due in about five months. “Do he and Jennifer have a wedding date set?”

“I keep asking, but Jennifer is adamant about keeping it simple. I was worried about my son marrying into the Paddington family after the whole sordid affair with that murder,” she said shaking her head back and forth. “But she's been nothing but pleasant and down-to-earth lately.”

“Speaking of weddings, I hear you were married recently,” I said, turning to Dr. Singh.

She nodded. “My apologies, I must be going. Class starts in ten minutes.”

“Congratulations. When was it?” I didn't want to let her escape without answering me.

“I'd rather not discuss it. It is a private affair, and I don't understand why everyone keeps asking me about it today,” she replied and began to scamper away.

“Oh, okay. I'm sorry. By the way, did you ever find that missing lab coat?” The timing of her marriage shouldn't be something to make her nervous. Would questions about the night of the murder?

“No, someone must have accidentally taken it or thrown it out. I'm very late. Goodbye.” She briskly jogged out the front entrance toward Cambridge Hall of Science.

“Anita's usually much more composed and friendlier,” Fern said.

“Definitely surprising.” Dr. Singh's behavior was suspicious, but I knew little about her to offer any reasoning behind the sudden chilly attitude. Suddenly remembering Fern had asked for my help with a recommendation for a caterer, I said, “How did your conversation go with Karen and Doug Stoddard to discuss the plans for the engagement party?”

Fern indicated she'd made the appointment with Karen, but when she went to meet her at the downtown office and restaurant, the woman never showed up. “It was odd. She called later to apologize and cited an urgent meeting with Dean Mulligan on the Mendel flower show.”

“That's certainly not a stellar way to grow her business. I thought she was more dependable, I'm so sorry,” I said feeling a bit guilty, then considering what kind of emergency could happen with a flower show. I theorized very little could justify her absence other than something peculiar and devious going on between anyone involved in the event. I clearly was missing relevant information.

“No, it's fine. Doug was there, and he and I spoke about the party. Since it's going to be a small affair, it was mostly about food and beverages. He was very helpful,” Fern added. She explained they'd gotten along well and talked about their vastly different careers. “He mentioned how unsure he was of moving to such a remote town to open a restaurant on his own. But apparently, it's worked out. He'll never doubt Karen's suggestions when she picks a place to live based on a new job opportunity.”

Fern's response confused me. When I'd spoken with Karen, she'd told me that their daughter's friend had shown her a picture of Crilly Lake. She and Doug booked a long weekend trip the following day. “Are you sure he said that Karen picked Braxton? I could have sworn it was more random.”

“Yes, he said Karen came home one day all worked up about leaving the big city. Mentioned she had made a big-time connection and pushed them to move here to handle some major events.” Fern nodded vigilantly as she pocketed some napkins from the counter. “Gotta go. Let's do dinner soon.”

Something wasn't adding up with Karen and Doug Stoddard. Although Millard and Maggie had both hired them to manage or cater their events, and they both had good instincts, I needed to do my own verification on their background. I also wanted to find out how Sierra fit into the puzzle.

Since I wasn't too far from Memorial Library, I checked on Maggie. I was curious about her meeting with the Board of Trustees and Ursula regarding the incident in the courtyard and the future renovations for the building. I called to ask if she needed any lunch, but she'd already eaten. “Come on by, I have pictures from the event to show you,” she excitedly rattled off.

I scarfed down a healthy chicken and avocado wrap as I walked to the library. The yellow tape had been removed from the double doors leading to the private employee offices. I crossed the entrance and made a right in the opposite direction to locate Maggie's office. As Maggie hung up the phone, I noted, “Looks like things are getting back to normal around here.”

“Finally, it's taken the whole week for the detective to collect all his evidence,” Maggie sighed. She flipped the monitor around on her screen and keyed in a few commands to bring up the pictures. “Helena tells me you've been helping her with a file she found in George Braun's room at the inn?”

Maggie and I caught up on everything we'd known about the professor's death and Helena's involvement in the case. With no prints other than George's on the knife, it wasn't looking good for her sister. The sheriff still hadn't made an arrest because Judge Grey wouldn't issue a warrant until they had more sufficient evidence. “I hope she's not trying to prove collusion between Cheney and Helena. He fought with George, but she claims it was about access to his room. That's not enough to kill someone.”

“Detective Gilkrist and his team have been through the bed and breakfast. They aren't sharing much except they have other potential angles they are considering,” Maggie sulked.

“The usual tactics. April Montague likes to let her suspects sweat it out for a few days. Then she comes at them like gangbusters once all her evidence is irrefutable.” I smiled at Maggie and hoped she could feel my support and friendship shining through loud and clear. Although I wanted to explain Ursula's connection to George Braun, it wasn't fair to reveal someone else's secret. “They know whom the knife belongs to now. It might help them figure this out more quickly.”

“That's good news. My parents are worried about the inn's reputation and Helena's future. They still can't rent out the room until the police are finished and they find the next of kin.” Maggie's melancholic voice struggled to push past the fear and hold on to hope. “I thought if you looked through the photos with me, maybe you'd see something.”

“Did you share these with the sheriff?” I asked, assuming April must have thought about whether there was any video recording or photo coverage in the library.

“Yes, she dropped by to get a copy this morning. She asked me not to share them with anyone,” Maggie winked as she clicked open the first photo. “I am pretty certain she was referring to you, but to her credit, she only said, 'nosy non-pertinent people' and didn't mention any names.”

“April definitely meant me. At least she's getting nicer about it,” I replied. I confirmed with Maggie that there were no video recordings in the library, as it hadn't been upgraded like other parts of the campus were the previous semester.

“We talked about putting in some temporary cameras when I first took over, but with the renovation happening soon, it didn't make sense to spend the additional funding. Nothing bad has happened in the library since I started,” Maggie quipped. “Until you came back to town.”

“Just show me the pictures, funny girl,” I said as I stuck my tongue at her. We flipped through several, focusing on anyone I saw dressed in a white costume or at anyone who stood near George Braun in his Dr. Evil costume. Based on the time stamps from the digital camera the photographer had used, most of the photos were taken as people entered the library or during the brief presentation about the library's renovation donation fund.

Maggie saved a local copy of each photo that matched anything we were looking for. When we were finished going through them all, she opened all the images at the same time on her computer. “We should connect these to the projector in the movie room. If they're enlarged, we might catch something we don't see on this small screen.”

“You're quite the detective yourself, Miss Roarke,” I said as she downloaded the ten files to a thumb drive and left her office. We stopped at the front reception desk where she grabbed the key for the movie room in the basement of the library. “Did you ever find out how someone opened the door to the private office area the night of the costume extravaganza?”

Maggie groaned as she inserted the key in the lock. “Yes, the wonderful Helena Roarke strikes again. We have my sister to thank for the whole mess.” Maggie had given the set of keys to Helena earlier in the night so she could unload some of the presentation materials and the bottles of champagne. The temperatures had dropped enough that the champagne could chill in the courtyard since there weren't enough refrigerators in the library for all they'd bought. Helena had conveniently forgotten to return the keys or lock the door, as it was the only place where she could sneak in a smoke break or spend a few minutes making out with Cheney when no one needed them.

“That girl is gonna be her own downfall one day, Maggie.” I followed her into the movie room and thought about what the news meant as she loaded the files. A large rectangular space without windows, the place felt like a cave. There was a chill in the air since we were technically in the basement of the library, but the heat had also been turned off for the summer already. Stadium-style seating supported up to two hundred guests, and the place was used either for weekly movie nights for students and staff or for anyone majoring in film production who was sharing projects with the rest of the class. I'd used it once last semester for a project, but I hadn't yet attended any flicks myself.

If the door to the private employee entrance had been open all evening, anyone could have gotten to the courtyard at any point. The killer could have been in hiding and lured George to the courtyard. Or the killer could have seen George follow Helena or Cheney back there. “Wait, did Helena ever tell you why George was out there? I just remembered she saw him with Cheney earlier. Did Cheney ask George to meet him in the courtyard?”

“Cheney saw George follow Helena into the private office area. He then followed the guy, worried about what he was up to. George must have gotten lost and wound up in the courtyard where Cheney confronted him. Helena was in one of the offices getting a box of party favors I wanted to hand out to guests.” Maggie flipped a switch on a nearby console, and our ten pictures were displayed on a large screen on the north wall.

“That's when Helena saw them fighting but walked away after they'd calmed down. So, if Cheney's not the murderer, someone else snuck in. He or she must have been watching George all night and saw him leave the main room.” I met Maggie in the middle of the seating area so we could focus on the pictures together.

With a laser pointer, she aimed the red dot on the first picture. “There is George talking to Karen in the Bride of Frankenstein costume. They look like they're having an argument, don't they?”

“Yes,” I huffed. “How much do you really know about the Stoddards?” I shared my concerns with Maggie that I knew George had lived in Chicago at one point. I didn't tell her it was when he was known as Hans Mück, but I wanted to gauge her trust with the owners of the newest event management company and restaurant in Braxton.

“Connor and I had dinner there one night earlier this year. I can't exactly remember, but somehow it came up that I worked at Braxton. Karen mentioned she was chatting with a few departments to cater some events.”

“So, you don't know her well? Karen suggested her company to you, not the other way around,” I clarified. Something told me Karen was trying to get herself involved in the costume extravaganza.

“You're right, now that we're talking about it. I didn't think I needed anyone, but she offered a discount and gave me some great ideas.” Maggie pointed the laser at another picture. “You could be right. Here is another one of Karen and George standing near the door to the private offices.”

I noticed Doug was also in the picture, and he had an angry look on his face. “Of the ten photos George shows up in, five also contain the Stoddards.”

“Here's another one with George talking to Dr. Singh and Dean Mulligan. It looks like they walked into the event together. None of them look pleased with one another, huh?” Maggie enlarged the photos.

I agreed. “And in this one at eight fifty, Dean Mulligan's costume looks different. See where the lightning bolt was on the left side in the first photo. Now it's on the right and further down across his stomach.” Could he have been trying to hide any blood evidence from attacking George?

“Check this photo of George with Ursula and Myriam. He looks a little perturbed there, too. Maybe he always has an angry face, Kellan. Some people don't smile very often.” For added emphasis, Maggie chuckled and poked me in my side, hoping to tickle me.

“Stop it! You know I can't stand that,” I practically screamed like a teenage girl and grabbed her wrist so she couldn't do it again. I pushed her back toward one of the seats and leaned in to tickle her, knowing she was just as weak as I was when it came to that form of torture. Not realizing how close we were to the seats, she lost her balance, began to fall and in the process, took me to the floor with her.

For a minute, we couldn't stop laughing. Neither of us had been hurt, but we also hadn't heard someone else enter the room. Just as Maggie reached a hand out to me so I could help her stand, Nana D sauntered over to us. “Is this how you spend your days at work? No wonder your father had to retire if his son was embarrassing himself by crawling on the floor in the basement of the library with the head librarian. Tsk tsk.”

I would have been much more embarrassed if it had been Myriam, April, or Connor who'd caught us, but given it was my seventy-four-year-old grandmother who was also trying to push the two of us together, I didn't worry. “I dropped my glasses. Maggie was helping me look for them. You know how blind I am without them.”

“Absolutely,” Maggie added, handing me my glasses which had actually fallen to the floor. Nana D didn't need to know it was due to a tickle fight. “All good now, Kellan?”

I nodded while Nana D rolled her eyes in an exaggerated fashion and said, “Isn't that what you'd do if the situation were reversed? I might be a few years older than you, but my hearing's not going. I heard your laughter.”

I did not want to think about a reverse situation where Nana D was rolling on the floor with a man. I also needed to stop her from further talking. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to campus to meet with Ed Mulligan but also drop off a book I borrowed from Maggie. Since I'm a woman with proper manners,” Nana D said while holding out a Mary Deal paperback with her right hand, “I thought I would say hello before I left. That kid up at the circulation desk told me Maggie was down here.” Wow! Everyone in my house was reading Mary Deal's books this month after the library recommended her as its author of the month.

“Why are you meeting with Dean Mulligan?” What was Nana D up to now? I couldn't shake the concern growing in my head over the dean's reaction on our phone call and his skewed costume.

“I'm not sure. He called the meeting, but I plan to convince him to vote for me next week, brilliant one.”

Maggie added, “Thank you, Nana D. I am always happy to see you. Why don't we have a cup of tea before you meet with the dean? You've got fifteen minutes before he's expecting you. I've got a new vanilla caramel tea I want to try.”

Before Maggie left with Nana D, she handed me the thumb drive and told me to figure out how it could help her sister. The only immediate way I knew how was to see the Stoddards again, hoping I could straighten out their reasons for moving to Braxton and learn whether they knew George Braun in Chicago. Since I planned to pick up Emma after I met the Stoddards, I drove rather than walked downtown.

All the storefronts on the side of the road opposite the river were mirror images of one another. The Wharton County Civic Center and Merchants Association wanted to maintain a small-town aesthetic and minimum standard with red brick facades, gold and white signs with black scrolled writing, and wrought iron window boxes filled with colorful flowers. On the riverside, each restaurant could design its own exterior, but it had to employ a similar color palette. At Christmastime, it was meticulously decorated with gorgeous fir trees, antique holiday lights, and real garland. It felt magical.

I arrived at two thirty which would be after the lunch rush. As soon as I was inside, I heard shouting. “You've been disappearing for hours ever since we moved to this town. And you never have an explanation! What is going on, Karen?” Doug yelled in an aggravated voice from behind the office door.

I was going to knock so they knew I was in the building, but I thought I might learn more by listening to their argument. I stepped toward the restaurant section and hid behind the reception desk wall where I wouldn't be seen. It appeared they'd been closed for lunch today.

“I'm with prospective clients trying to drum up more business for us. What's gotten into you lately? You've gotten so jealous ever since we moved,” Karen responded in a high-pitched voice. She must have slammed a file cabinet drawer shut as I heard the metal vibration.

“I'd believe you except you vanished in the middle of the costume extravaganza for over thirty minutes last weekend. What was that all about? I've tried to ignore it, but you're up to something,” Doug complained. He was incredibly angry but also asked rational questions. “Ever since that George Braun character hired us to oversee the Braxton stop for the Mendel flower show, you've been secretive and short-tempered with me. Are you having an affair?”

“What? No! I'm busy focusing on making a name for us, so we can stop worrying about the future. Don't we want to be successful here? We don't need more problems like we had in Chicago. Cheney's been through enough already,” Karen said in a softer voice. It sounded like she was trying to calm her husband down. “I was talking with Maggie about the success of the library event. I spoke with a few people about new catering job opportunities. I never disappeared at the costume extravaganza.”

Was Karen and Doug's marriage on the rocks? Had the sheriff known Karen disappeared for thirty minutes? If she was lying to someone about where she'd gone, could she be hiding something important? Listening to their conversation had also given me some key information about the problems they had with their son before moving. While I considered everything I'd just learned, the door opened.

“You suggested we move to this isolated place, Karen. I only agreed so we could give Cheney an opportunity to start fresh where no one knew about his past. I'm going to the store to get some last-minute supplies we need for this weekend's dinner events,” Doug said as he stepped into the vestibule to grab his coat. “We need to fix this marriage, if you still care about me.”

“I'll go. I need to meet with Fern Terry about her son's engagement party. Give me the list. I'll pick everything up on the way back,” she said before clearing her throat loudly. “Maybe if you weren't focused on opening up your expensive restaurant, we'd be able to spend more quality time together.”

Karen left without any additional conversation or even saying goodbye. If she was trying to fix whatever spat they'd been having, she would have kissed her husband or at least apologized. She was in a hurry and definitely had something to hide. Doug must have returned to the office as I heard chair wheels rolling across the floor. I was grateful he didn't walk into the restaurant and find me standing there listening to their conversation.

I quietly snuck into the main vestibule and opened and shut the door so he would hear someone entering the building. “Hello, is anyone around?” I called out preparing myself to play a new role.







Chapter 14

Doug stepped into the vestibule. “I'm sorry, we're closed for lunch today, but we'll be open for dinner in two hours. Oh, wait, I know you.”

After I reintroduced myself, Doug offered to make me a cup of coffee as he was having one for himself. I followed him into the server's side station where he brewed a new pot. It was hidden behind a large movable screen that kept diners from seeing the prep area. “Thanks again for the great comments you left on Yelp about the place. We appreciate it. What brings you back again so soon, Kellan?”

I had to think on my feet. Now that I knew he suspected something occurring between his wife and George and that there was an issue with their son in the past, I had the ideal path. “You're welcome. I was looking for Cheney. I need to speak with him about something that happened recently.” I glanced away to make it look like it was a difficult topic for me to bring up to Doug.

“Oh, no… has he done it again? Look, I'm so sorry. Cheney's basically a good guy, but he's got a bad temper and shoots his mouth off. What happened this time?” Doug grabbed two cups from the top shelf and sat them on the counter. “Milk, sugar?”

I nodded trying to keep my responses to a minimum so he would keep talking. “I didn't mean—”

“Did he cause any damage? We'll pay for it. We moved here so he could start over again. I'd appreciate your help in keeping it quiet,” Doug said while he poured coffee into both cups.

“I think I've given you the wrong impression. I needed to talk with Cheney about his relationship with Helena, but now you've got me worried. Is there something I should know before anything gets too serious with those two? I'm very good friends with the Roarke family and don't want anything bad to happen to them.” I sipped some coffee as we sat at a nearby table.

Doug hesitated at first, but then he ultimately gave in. “When my daughter Sierra left for college, Cheney fell in with the wrong crowd back in Chicago. She'd kept him in line even though she was younger. He was lost on his own and tried to prove himself with a troublesome group of guys. Last summer, he got picked up for breaking and entering into a couple of houses in an affluent part of town.”

“Has he been in prison?” I asked, wondering if Helena knew anything about it.

“A couple of months. The judge gave him a light sentence as a first-time offender. We needed to get him away from the negative influences,” Doug explained. Cheney had gotten kicked out of college after he failed two classes and had an incident on campus with aggravated assault. The college had agreed not to press charges if Cheney dealt with his anger management issues. Doug and Karen thought he'd matured until he started hanging out with a gang in Chicago, which is what ultimately led to his arrest.

“I'm sorry to hear it, but you made the best decision to get him out of there. Is that why you chose to move?” I'd overheard Doug and Karen say that was why, but I needed the rest of the details.

“Yes. We were looking at a few smaller cities on the West Coast. I thought the nicer weather in California might help Cheney relax more. Karen and I had always wanted to open our own restaurant, but we couldn't afford to at the time.”

“It's great she wanted to support you. Why'd you end up choosing Braxton?” I asked.

“Karen met a scientist who was running the Mendel flower show and made the arrangements. She'd come up with a brilliant plan to open the event management arm of the business, so we could be a full-service company.” Doug offered to refill our cups, but I'd already had too much for one day. My hands were getting jittery.

When his cell rang, Doug stepped away to answer it. I didn't want to push my luck when I'd already gotten a bunch of helpful information. I needed to know how Karen had really met George Braun but decided it might be better to talk to her separately. It seemed she was the one lying to people. If Doug didn't know much, and he told Karen I'd asked questions, she might clam up around me.

Doug returned to the table. “Sorry, it was Karen. She couldn't read something I'd written on a shopping list and wanted to verify it with me. I do need to get ready for tonight's dinner seating.”

“Oh, right. Sure. Listen, I appreciate you sharing what you did about Cheney. I won't tell anyone, but if you see him, can you ask him to give me a call?” I wrote my number on a napkin. “I want to look out for Helena.”

“I understand. I think they're growing closer, but he does need to take things slow. I want my son to get his life in order before he settles down with a girl,” Doug added.

I guess he hadn't realized that Helena wasn't looking to be in a committed relationship right now. “We have a deal. I'll keep what you told me about Cheney quiet and try to convince Helena to take it slow for a while. Maybe you shouldn't tell Karen what you told me about the past.”

“I think that's a good idea. Karen can be high-strung at times. She doesn't want anyone to know about Cheney's problems. She's afraid it could set him back again if people started talking,” Doug said as he stood from the table to escort me to the front door.

“Oh, one more question,” I said upon noticing the German knife that'd been missing from the display in the vestibule was suddenly back. “Didn't I see an empty space there the other day?”

Doug pursed his lips. “You're an observant fellow. Yes, you did.”

“I didn't know you were such a fan of hunting weapons until Cheney mentioned it,” I noted.

“I had to clean that particular knife. I noticed a smudge the other day and took it down. With everything going on, I finally got around to it.” Doug couldn't usher me out the door quick enough.

I left the Stoddards' restaurant after amassing a great deal of new information, but how did it fit together? Doug's knife wasn't used to kill George, but the display clearly showed his advanced skills. April had mentioned whoever killed George knew exactly where to stab him for almost immediate death. I put a call into the sheriff's office on the drive to the elementary school to pick up Emma.

“Officer Flatman speaking, how may I assist you and keep crime down today?” the wannabe detective said with an overly cheery greeting and newly polished customer service skills.

“This is Mayor Grosvalet. I must urgently speak with Sheriff Montague about a cat stuck in a tree,” I teased and lied to the junior cop hoping to unnerve him enough to cause a slip of his tongue about the case. “That Braun murder solved yet?”

“Oh, good afternnnoonnn… Mayor, sir… I… ummm… she's not here. Sheriff Montague is out making an arrest right now. I can call and track her down immediately for you,” Flatman anxiously spit out. “Ummm… what's wrong with that cat, sir?”

Upon hearing of the arrest, I'd forgotten about the lie I'd just made up. “No bother. I'll climb the tree myself.” I hung up worried who'd been taken to jail. Where should I go first—to see Helena or Ursula? Which one had April planned to take into custody?

I parked the SUV in the guest lot across from the school. Since Emma would bring Rodney home today, I couldn't wait in the normal parental pick-up line. She couldn't carry his cage and supplies on her own, so I met her inside to collect the rabbit. I remembered Fern had an administrative meeting with Ursula beginning in a few minutes, so I texted her to see if the meeting was still on. If Ursula had been arrested, the meeting would've been canceled. As Emma and I left the elementary school, Fern replied that the meeting was about to start, and Ursula was standing in the doorway speaking to her assistant. I told Emma we needed to make an unplanned stop at the Roarke & Daughters Inn and cut through a few side streets to avoid downtown traffic.

When I pulled up to the front part of the circle driveway, I looked for the sheriff's motorcycle or any police vehicles in the main lot, but there were none present. Since I was parked right outside the front door, I told Emma not to move from the car and asked her to wait five minutes for me. I could see her from the front parlor of the inn and only planned to run in for a moment to see if Helena was okay. I hopped up the stairs, entered the screened-in porch, and opened the front door. When I stepped inside, Helena and her mother were setting up for the daily afternoon cocktail hour. “Hey, sexy man. Finally decided you couldn't get enough of me?” Helena said as she planted a kiss on my lips. “Why are you all flushed? Do I make you nervous?”

Lucy Roarke gave her daughter of disapproving look. “Leave your sister's friend alone. Kellan is trying to help you, now stop being such an instigator, young lady.”

I might have skipped a run or two, but the mad dash up the stairs knocked the wind out of me. “Mrs. Roarke, you look lovely as always,” I said, then turned to her daughter. “Helena, you sound as silly as always. I'm here to save you from the sheriff.” Both women looked at me like I had flies swarming around my head. “Has anyone tried to arrest you today?”

Helena laughed. “As if. I told you, she can't arrest me because I didn't do it.”

“That's not how the law works. I'm sure Finnigan told you this already,” I reminded her. Had Officer Flatman been mistaken when he said the sheriff was out making an arrest?

“My lawyer probably mentioned it, but I wasn't paying much attention to his words. That man is dreamy!” She shrugged her shoulders. “He might be almost a decade older, but that wouldn't stop this girl from saying yes to a date with him.”

“I thought you were still dating Cheney,” I began, but her mother interrupted.

“I can't listen to this nonsense, Helena. Finish setting up the tables and quit acting so juvenile. I need to get the cakes and pastries ready for our guests,” Lucy ordered her daughter. “If I remember correctly, Kellan, you loved my shortbread cookies. I'll bring you a few extra, love.”

When her mother left the room, Helena latched on to my arm. “I thought she'd never leave. I need to run to the store to get a birthday present for Cheney's party tomorrow night. He'll be twenty-five. I guess being three years older than him is okay, right? It's acceptable in modern times even though my mother thinks he's way too immature for me.”

“I believe you have that backward, Helena. She probably thinks you're too immature for him,” I scolded her. It was too much to accept the combination of Helena's flirtatious ways, her inability to stick to one guy, and her focus on Cheney who I'd come to learn had quite a past. “How much do you know about Cheney's life before the Stoddards moved to Braxton?”

“You're making way too big a deal, Kellan. I'm too young to settle down. I talk a big game, but I'm not all that crazy when you think about it,” Helena sulked. As she laid out napkins and wine glasses, a loud siren began wailing on the street.

I felt my stomach begin to turn over. I needed to check on Emma, my five minutes were close to up. I'd suddenly made a connection with something Helena had said. “Wait, when does Cheney turn twenty-five?”

“His actual birthday is tomorrow. I'm having dinner with him, his sister, and his parents. That's how he wanted to celebrate.” Helena stepped toward the front door, walked onto the porch, and turned as white as a ghost. “That siren is coming from a police car pulling into the parking lot.”

Helena's second statement about the cop car hadn't registered. I was too busy calculating the math in my head. If Cheney turned twenty-five tomorrow, it meant he'd been born in Chicago roughly nine months after Hans and Ursula's family's lab had blown up. It couldn't be a coincidence that Cheney was conceived within days of the explosion. If Karen and George had known each other, was she the assistant who told the news outlets all about Ursula's involvement? I began to wonder if it meant George, formerly Hans, could be Cheney's father. If it were true, I might have found a reason why he'd been killed. I could see motives for several members of the Stoddard family lining up.

“It's the sheriff, Kellan, and she's walking toward Emma,” Helena shouted.

I raced out to the parking lot to limit my daughter's exposure to the situation. She and April had chatted a couple of times before, but Emma did not need to see anyone being arrested. “April, what's going on? When I didn't see you at first, I wondered whom you were going to arrest. But now you're here. How did I get to the inn before you?”

“I've tried to give you the benefit of the doubt, Little Ayrwick, but you show up wherever there's a murder or an arrest happening. It's like you've got radar detection for whatever crime's about to occur in Wharton County,” April growled at me. She nodded in Helena's direction and handed one of her cops an official looking piece of paper. Once he went to arrest Helena, April turned back to me. “How is it you guessed I'd be coming here?”

I knew as soon as it'd left my mouth, I'd said too much. “Just visiting, I needed to borrow a cup of sugar from Helena's family and—”

“You shouldn't lie in front of your daughter,” April said with a stern and judgmental frown in my direction. “Now it makes sense.”

I shook my head back and forth, then peeked my head into the passenger window to tell Emma to sit tight for a few more minutes. “I'm not sure what you're talking about.”

“Since Emma's here, I'll be brief. Officer Flatman called me as I was leading my team here to arrest Miss Roarke for the murder of George Braun. Mayor Grosvalet supposedly called the sheriff's office to interrupt whatever it was I'd been doing. I found it odd because I'd only spoken to him and Councilman Stanton two hours earlier when both urged me to make an arrest in this case.”

Why was Marcus pushing for an arrest? It had to be something he wanted to tout as a win for his mayoral campaign before next week's election. “But I don't understand what it has to do with me.”

“Flatman is a very good beat cop. Do you think our heavyset, north of seventy-years-old, asthmatic mayor can climb a tree? Flatman needs to learn how and when to call bulls…” April said as she glanced at Emma. “To call baloney on a prank caller. Given you knew I was about to make an arrest and that ridiculous story about a cat, I'm quite certain you were the caller. As soon as you heard, you rushed your whiny little behind over here to be the knight in shining armor for Miss Roarke.”

I whistled for ten seconds and avoided eye contact with the sheriff. It often felt like the Looney Tunes cartoon where she was the roadrunner and I was Wile E. Coyote. I needed to turn the tables on her, so I didn't constantly feel like an underdog who always lost the race. “Since we both know you have something more important to do right now, perhaps we can ignore Officer Flatman for the moment. It seems neither of us thinks he's got anything important to say.”

“Agreed, but I will caution you not to disparage a Braxton police officer in the presence of others, Little Ayrwick,” April said. The officer had begun reading Helena her Miranda rights.

“Kellan, please help. Contact Maggie for me. Call Finnigan Masters and let him know to meet us downtown,” Lucy Roarke begged, indicating she was going with her daughter to the sheriff's office, so she wasn't alone. Ben was going to keep things running at the inn until one of their other daughters arrived to watch the place and take care of any guests.

As Detective Gilkrist went inside with a warrant to search the place, Helena was driven downtown by the arresting officer with Lucy following closely behind them. I turned to the sheriff. “We need to talk.”

“Yes, I agree. It seems you have a few favors to do for the Roarkes. Why don't you make those calls? I'll keep your daughter company,” April said as she gently tapped Emma's window.

“Wait, why are you being so nice right now?” I asked.

April told me to do as I was told and began talking to Emma about her rabbit, Rodney. I stepped back onto the porch and quickly updated Maggie. She was leaving the library and would meet her mother at the sheriff's office. Connor was with her to help keep things under control for the time being. I also contacted Helena's lawyer, but Finnigan's assistant informed me he was still at court for a deposition. She assured me it would end in the next thirty minutes, so he could be there for Helena.

As I descended the stairs back into the main driveway, the remaining cops carried a bag of evidence to a police van. I looked at my daughter, who was sitting on an outdoor bench with April, and listened to their conversation from a few feet away.

“Rodney likes you, Emma,” April said while gently stroking the rabbit's ears. The rabbit seemed content in her arms as if he had no concerns in the world.

“He's a good boy. I hope he doesn't get scared at home. There are lots of other animals on the farm who are bigger than him,” Emma said with a growing look of panic in her eyes.

“He might get worried, but that's where you come in. He's gonna depend on you to be his caretaker. You'll have to ensure he's loved, fed, and cared for. Don't let the other animals near him until they've calmed down. And maybe only the smaller ones. You're a big girl, I'm sure your Daddy will help you,” April said before looking up at me as she handed the rabbit to Emma. “As I get to know him a little more, I can see how good of a parent he is. I'm sure that's rubbing off on you, so you can be a good parent to little Rodney.”

Just when April did something foolish like arresting Helena Roarke for a murder she would never commit, the self-righteous sheriff paid me a compliment. Now, I had to be nice to her even though I wanted to lock her in a closet until… never mind… whoa, that was going somewhere I hadn't intended it to go. “Hey Emma, why don't you run inside and get a cookie from the parlor. I'll watch Rodney for you.”

Emma put Rodney in the cage, then handed it to the sheriff. “You're not so bad even if Daddy complains about you all the time. He complains about everyone.” She hugged April and started jogging toward the front steps. “Nana D says he's a tool. I'm not sure if he's a hammer or a screwdriver.”

I closed my eyes and leaned against the SUV's passenger door. “Don't have children, April. They know how to make you love someone unconditionally and then rip out your heart and stomp on it!”

“At the risk of sounding sappy, I meant what I said. You're a damn fine father, Little Ayrwick,” April said patting my shoulder twice. “You should also know I don't believe Helena Roarke had anything to do with George Braun's murder, but I've got a few pieces of evidence I can't deny at the moment. There is a lot of pressure from Mayor Grosvalet and Councilman Stanton to make this arrest.”

“He's trying to make a point here, isn't he? The Roarke family is close to my family. This will be bad news for my nana, huh?”

April nodded. “Listen, I shouldn't be telling you this. I'm not sure why I am either, but you're starting to whittle me to the bone. I'm investigating a few other leads, but maybe the killer will let down his or her guard now that we've arrested Helena.”

“Finnigan will get her out. She's not a flight risk,” I added checking the time on my watch. “I'm guessing you have to hold her until Monday. No judge is gonna take her case at five o'clock on a Friday.”

“I'm afraid you're right. I should drive downtown to process Helena and be sure she gets adequate accommodations for the extended stay. I'm sure she could use a visitor this weekend, that is, if you're around,” April said, stepping away from me.

“Why Sheriff Montague, are you trying to help Helena, or do you want to see me again tomorrow?” I snickered. Laughter was sometimes the best way to handle an awkward situation. I didn't know how to behave around April if we weren't enemies anymore. We weren't quite friends, but that in-between, middle ground often caused more problems than necessary.

“For one thing, I'm not working tomorrow. You can spend all day in a jail cell talking to your former girlfriend's sister, buddy. For another, I do believe I've had my fill of Kellan Ayrwick for the month. I'm perfectly happy to wait until Braxton's next murder to deal with the likes of you,” April taunted with an evil grin.

“Before you head out,” I said, pulling my thoughts together. “I overheard a peculiar conversation between Doug and Karen Stoddard. Not only has their son, Cheney, been in some trouble in the past, but it occurred in Chicago. There also seems to be a different explanation between the two of them on how they ended up deciding to move to Braxton.” I told the sheriff everything I'd learned from Doug about his wife's thirty-minute disappearance.

“I'll do some investigating about their arrival in Braxton. I already know about Cheney Stoddard's stint in prison. It makes him look guiltier, but Helena swears she saw Cheney back away from George in the courtyard. She's either covering for Cheney, or he left after his argument with the victim. Helena's case is growing stronger by the minute, even if my gut says she's not guilty.” When the sky began to turn gray and mist, April blinked. Her vibrant green eyes glowed like an LED light.

“But you'll check into where Karen was during those thirty minutes?” I asked.

“Of course. Unfortunately, they backed one another up that neither had left each other's side most of the night, so I'll need to figure out how to introduce this topic. If I catch Doug and Karen separately, tripping one or both up should be relatively easy.” The sheriff warned me not to talk to them again, as it could make her own investigation more difficult. I promised I'd do my best, but I knew if given the chance, I'd poke around. I couldn't help it. Two of my friends were in trouble, and the sheriff hadn't yet proved her dependability to me. I'd been essential to solving the earlier two murder cases, and if I hadn't kept my nose away from where it might not belong, a killer could've gone unpunished.

“Anything else you learned about the phone call Yuri overheard the day of George's murder?”

“I thought you agreed to stay out of it,” April grunted. She crossed both arms and stood next to her motorcycle, glaring at me before putting on her helmet.

“Just following up on a lead I provided, that's all. Closing the item out, so I don't have to think about it ever again once I know you've got it under control,” I said, hoping to appease her concerns.

“In that case, yes, Yuri's information was helpful. I followed up on what you were told, but let's just say… I'm not convinced she was being truthful. Yuri Sato is currently in trouble with Dean Mulligan over something she did at Braxton.”

“Did the dean actually meet with George that afternoon, or did she make the whole thing up?”

“I can't comment on it right now. I need to finish my investigation. Don't push me on this.” April clenched her jaw indicating she was nearing her boiling point over my persistence. “I will tell you that based on some of the documents left behind in his room at the inn, we confirmed George Braun was married. However, we do not yet know her full identity nor her location. She is a person of interest, and as soon as we can track her down, we'll have another possible suspect.” April verified the bike was in neutral, pulled the clutch on the handlebar, started the engine, and roared out of the driveway.

I needed to find out why Anita Singh wouldn't talk about who she married. Now that Yuri was involved in a peculiar lie, I worried how she fit into the whole puzzle. If we couldn't produce another legitimate suspect, Helena might be in more trouble than I realized.

Emma bounded down the steps with two cookies in her hand. “She's so cool, Daddy. Here, have a gingersnap. Mr. Roarke said he was counting on you to help Helena.”

“Thank you, baby. Let's head to dinner with Grandma, Grandpa, and Nana D. I promised them we'd stop by.” Someone needed to stop Marcus Stanton for trying to push the sheriff around. Grosvalet would be out of a job soon enough, but I had to do everything to stop Stanton from becoming the next mayor.







Chapter 15

Emma and I got Rodney settled in for the night. Once we were sure he had enough food and water and fell asleep in his cage, we prepared to meet the rest of the family for dinner. Emma begged for a piggyback ride, so I pretended to be a farm animal and raced around Danby Landing snorting and squealing. I wasn't sure if making that awful noise or the actual running had worn me out first. Before driving to the Royal Chic-Shack, I called Ursula to let her know Helena had been arrested and that I suspected she might recognize who'd been recently consorting with George Braun. I explained who Karen and Doug Stoddard were without talking about their son's jail experience in Chicago. Ursula couldn't remember the assistant's first name and had still thought the person who worked in the lab was named Lambertson. It may or may not be the same person, I reminded myself.

“Myriam has a dinner this evening with all the other department chairs from neighboring colleges. Since I'm on my own, perhaps I should try the new Stoddard restaurant to see if I recognize Karen,” Ursula suggested on the phone. “Care to participate in the fun?”

“I think it's a good idea. I'd join if I could, but I'm pulling up to my parents for some family time with Eleanor, Nana D, and Emma. Be careful, I don't exactly trust the Stoddard family right now,” I cautioned as I parked the SUV and unbuckled my seatbelt. “Don't push her if she's combative or difficult. And be warned, Cheney's got a bit of a temper.”

When we arrived, Emma placed a My Little Pony page holder in her book and waited for me to unlock the back door. My precocious daughter jumped into my arms saying, “What did we bring for dinner?” As I shut the door, I realized I hadn't asked my parents if they needed anything nor volunteered to bring part of the meal. I was a bad son.

“Well, honey, Daddy's had a busy day, and—”

Emma interrupted and said, “Auntie Eleanor just pulled up. She'll save the day.” She jumped back down and ran to my sister's car once it parked behind us. When Eleanor stepped out of the driver side, she and Emma whispered like gossipy schoolgirls. I heard a second car door slam shut and watched Nana D exit the passenger side.

“Really? Your daddy forgot to bring something, how unusual,” Eleanor teased.

“Oh, brilliant one, if the women in your life weren't on top of things, you'd be the worst sort of mess,” Nana D reprimanded me as she walked between the two vehicles. “Take this,” she said, handing me a fragrant bouquet of white daisies and yellow solidago. “Harness some flower power.”

Since I'd been back in Braxton for three months, I could count on one hand the number of times we had dinner together as a family. When Eleanor, Nana D, and my parents congregated in a room, the zingers flew so fast they bounced off the walls and nipped you in the rear before you could get the next one out. As sarcastic as I could be, keeping up was not an option. I knew my place in that viper pit. Would it change now that Gabriel was back? I worried about keeping his secret from everyone tonight as I had only just found him again. Now I had to purposely not mention his name or risk a new world war.

“For me? You shouldn't have.” I kissed Nana D on her cheek and took the bouquet and a cake plate she'd been carrying. “Far out. Were you ever a hippie, Nana D? Lay it on me.” I thought I'd flavor up the evening with a little slang she might remember.

“You bet your sweet bippy I was, now don't bogart my stash! Does that answer your question?” Using her now-free hand, Nana D smacked me with a large canvas bag. “That's what I'm bringing. German chocolate cake made with the cocoa beans Deirdre sent me from her travels to Brazil. Supposedly doing research for her next romance novel, my bippy.”

“What is in that tote, a thousand roles of quarters?” I said, switching the bouquet of flowers to my other hand so I could rub my shoulder. “Nana D's got her freak flag on and is repeating herself,” I said in a drawn-out slur as if I were intoxicated. “She must be like way high on the grass!”

“Stop. No one finds you funny. Emma is probably ashamed to be your daughter,” Nana D said.

“She's been carrying them around for a week and threatening to knock the councilman out if he keeps spreading rumors about her,” Eleanor chimed in and grabbed Emma's hand to walk inside. In her other hand was a bag with at least four bottles of wine poking out the top. Good, one for each of us. My father drank scotch, but the rest of us would need a bottle to get through the night.

“That scoundrel told a group of downtown merchants that I wanted to knock over their stores to build a puppy mill. He's an arrogant son-of-a…” Nana D raised her voice until I leaned my head in Emma's direction. “Poop head! Anyway, you can give the flowers to your mother, so you don't look like a creep who forgot to bring something.”

“Thank you, Nana D. I love you.” I followed everyone inside and prepared for battle.

My father studied his formidable mother-in-law, searching for his best opening line. Then it arrived like a twister. “Mommie Dearest, it's wonderful to see you without your broom this evening. All out of gas? Or did you give the little monkeys the night off, I see?”

He reached for the cake, but she swatted his hand away. “Make yourself useful and disappear.” Nana D pushed past him with a shoulder check and went looking for my mother in the kitchen.

Eleanor dropped off the wine on the dining room sidebar and immediately slid out the top drawer in search of a bottle opener. While Emma told my father all about her day at school, I approached my sister and whispered, “Should you be drinking if you're trying to get pregnant?”

“I'm not pregnant now. I'll stop if and when it happens, but until then I consider this special grape juice a necessary coat of armor for the evening,” she replied and uncorked the first bottle of white. “A French Sancerre ought to get us started in the right mood.”

Emma hopped to the kitchen making rabbit noises to help her grandmother and nana. My father opened the lower liquor cabinet, grabbed a shiny new bottle, and poured himself a scotch. “What's new in your life, son? Ever since you abandoned ship, I hardly ever see you anymore.”

“I've been busy planning the next theatre show at Paddington's Play House. Sunset Boulevard should bring in extra folks while there are fewer students this summer,” I replied, hoping to avoid a few topics he'd undoubtedly bring up. “Last year's Broadway revival caused quite the stir.”

“Excellent choice. Ursula and Myriam are treating you well, I presume.” He swirled the half a glass of liquor and breathed in its heavy, oaky scent. “How's that dirty old farm shed of Nana D's working out for you? Your mother definitely misses seeing you and Emma around the house. She's been sulking more than usual lately.”

Nana D chose that moment to enter through the other side of the room. “That's because Violet's stuck spending all day with you, Wesley. There's only so many cantankerous, old academic scholarly bowel movements she can take at once.” And just as quickly as she entered the room, she grabbed the freshly poured wine glass Eleanor had handed to me and strolled back into the kitchen. “Who picked this dry dud? We should only be buying American wine. And scotch, Wesley. Don't think I didn't notice your fancy schmancy liquor on the sidebar. Entire villages in Africa could eat for a month with what you spent on that bottle.”

“Who invited that wet blanket?” my father asked as he refilled his tumbler. “Doesn't she have a campaign to lose?” Although they often traded ruthless barbs with one another, it was all in jest. They'd never genuinely liked each other, but our family supported their own when it counted in public.

“Actually, Dad, she's picked up a few points based on the latest news reports this morning. Nana D is currently ahead of Councilman Stanton,” Eleanor added as she poured another glass for me.

“Speaking of Councilman Stanton, I ran into him today. He mentioned an arrest in the George Braun murder but wouldn't tell me who it was until it became official. Anyone I know?” my father said.

“Five more minutes until dinner,” my mother cheerfully noted when she poked her head in the dining room. “Hello, my son. It's been so quiet without you here lately. I know you needed your privacy, but if you ever want to come back home, you are welcome.” She stepped to the bar on the side of the room and poured herself a glass of wine, then cupped my cheek with her hand. “I love this face.”

I knew the order of things around the Ayrwick household. “Of course, Mom. I appreciate it,” I said and handed her the bouquet of flowers.

“These look just like the ones I saw at Nana D's house last week. You two must shop in the same florist,” Mom teased before making a complete circle in the room and heading back to the kitchen to finalize our meal.

Eleanor shrugged her shoulders. “Kellan knows about the arrest, Dad. He was there when it happened.”

How did she know? I hadn't had a moment of peace to tell anyone. I cocked my head at her and gave a confused look at her words. “Dish.”

“Emma told me that you and April Montague wanted to be alone at the Roarke & Daughters Inn,” Eleanor said, purposely and playfully throwing me under the bus with our father. “I'm not sure what she meant. What about it, Kellan? What's going on in your love life these days?”

I cleared my throat and cast a menacing look at my sister. “I think you've had too much to drink already. I heard you went to the doctor recently. What was that all about?” I turned to my father and let him know that while Helena had been arrested, it was not going to stick.

“Finnigan will clear the charges, since she's not guilty. Those Roarkes are too wonderful to do anything bad. It's a shame that things didn't work out with you and Maggie, huh, Kellan?” My father had finished most of his second scotch by then and was eyeing the bottle.

Eleanor knew we were swimming in rough waters. My father had made it clear in the past he didn't like Francesca. Given she was alive and only Eleanor and I knew, we needed to steer further away from the topic. My father would be smart enough not to say anything rude in front of Emma, but I still needed to put a pin in the conversation. Eleanor jumped in first. “You know, Dad, Maggie is definitely worried about her sister. Kellan has been helping to investigate. He's looking into the Stoddards and George Braun's history in Chicago. Do you know anything about them?”

I poured more wine into Eleanor's glass. She deserved it. “That's right, did you ever meet them on campus?”

My father took his seat at the head of the table. “Yes, I met Karen when Millard Paddington introduced us. She's also helping plan the Mendel flower show, I believe.” He and my mother had skipped the library's costume extravaganza, so Ursula could assume full leadership of Braxton without her predecessor still looming over the campus. “Never met the Braun fellow. It's unfortunate he was murdered in the library. That won't make things any easier for Maggie with the renovation plans.”

My mother, Nana D, and Emma marched into the dining room like three wooden soldiers carrying dinner. The housekeeper had prepared the meal earlier in the day. All my mother had to do was heat it up when she got home from work. Cooking was not one of her strengths. “We're having a divine lobster risotto with homemade cheese biscuits and haricot vert.”

“She means green beans with fish and rice,” Nana D reminded everyone. “Between you and Deirdre, half my kids think they're Food Network gourmands. I think not!” She exaggerated her words as though she were a high-class snob with an ego the size of the eastern Wharton Mountain range.

“Yes, Mom. Thank you for clarifying our meal, so Emma knows what she's eating,” my mother said in an increasingly agitated voice. Although they got along well under most conditions, they had little in common when it came to domestic affairs. “Speaking of Deirdre, she's on her way home. I'm so excited.”

“Really? I didn't know,” I said. Her name had been popping up quite a bit lately, but I never expected a visit. No one died or got married. That I was aware of. Wait, I needed to check today's obituaries.

After my mother scooped portions of lobster risotto, Nana D added the vegetable as each plate circled around the table. Emma dropped a biscuit on everyone's dish and said 'order up' in a deep voice like Chef Manny. Was she spending too much time at the diner? At least there were two biscuits dropped on my plate. My daughter knew my fondness for bread came second only to desserts.

Nana D sighed. “She's flying back with Lissette Nutberry. The poor woman has been trying to track down her sister. From what I understand, she learned some shocking news and asked Deirdre to accompany her.”

“Lissette mentioned Judy was hard to reach lately. I wonder if she ever found her.” I helped Emma to cut her green beans in small chunks. She loved vegetables but hadn't mastered using a knife.

“I don't know. Deirdre promised to call me when she arrived. She'll be staying at the farmhouse for a couple of days.” Nana D said grace prior to eating, and at the end felt compelled to add, “And may the good lord bring home all the other members of our family, such as Gabriel, who was forced to leave Braxton when some of us couldn't be more open-minded about their jobs and egos.”

Dad was quiet for the rest of the meal until dessert arrived. By the final course, they'd always broker a truce. He couldn't ignore her baking skills and had finally thrown down that gauntlet years ago. “It was delicious. Thank you both very much, but I have a call to return from Hampton. He's looking at real estate in the area and wanted my advice. It's always wonderful to know my children still need me. Not everyone is smart enough to recognize that.” Had he scowled at me as he left the room?

My mother and Nana D retired to the den to watch a television show. Eleanor opened the third bottle of wine. We'd agreed to clear the table, wash the dishes, and clean up the kitchen. The cooks deserved a break, and we were happy to get a few moments alone. Emma emptied the dining room, but then I told her she could hang out in the game room. My parents kept tons of toys, puzzles, and surprises for all the grandchildren when they visited.

“Not too difficult tonight,” Eleanor thoughtfully tossed out while we scraped the plates into the garbage disposal. “I only counted seventeen dirty hits. Lower than average.”

“I thought I'd lose it when Dad brought up my break-up with Maggie,” I responded while practicing my three-pointer shot with the tablecloth in the laundry basket. “Thank you for helping redirect that conversation.”

“Anything new on the dead-not-so-dead-wife front?” she inquired. I shared my theory on Francesca's parents still hiding her away in their mansion to torture me and influence me to move back to LA. Eleanor didn't think they'd do something so underhanded. “Despite everything that's happened, they want the best for all of you. I think something else is going on.”

“Speaking of something else going on… have you talked to Connor? I know he's been supporting Maggie through this whole ordeal with Helena.” I checked my phone, wondering how Ursula's reconnaissance mission to the Stoddard restaurant was going. She hadn't updated me since we last chatted three hours ago.

“He and I scheduled a date for next week. He is seeing Maggie, but they're not serious right now. It's the modern way of doing things, Kellan. We millennials date a few people at once until something clicks. It's not the olden days when couples like Mom and Dad went steady,” she said in a flourish while loading plates in the dishwasher.

Why did this millennial thing keep coming up around me? Was there that big of a generational difference to account for? “I suppose I could get behind that. What about the whole baby thing?” I asked hesitantly. She hadn't brought it up in a couple of days.

“I'm not sure. I told you that earlier. When I know, I'll spill. For now, zip it, big brother. You made your point loud and clear the other night.” Eleanor wanted to seal the gap on that topic for now, which I happily understood and agreed to.

My phone vibrated. “It's Madame President. I need to take this. Can you check on Emma?” Eleanor agreed and ambled to the game room. I answered Ursula's call.

“You were right. Karen's the assistant.”

“What happened?” I asked, hoping to learn something important to clear Helena. I didn't exactly dislike the Stoddards, but if one of them killed George Braun, they should be held responsible.

“It's a long story, but I'll give you the condensed version.” Ursula explained that Karen was shocked when she showed up at the restaurant. The woman first acted confused, but once Ursula mentioned Hans and the explosion, the look on Karen's face gave away the truth. “It was almost like she relived the past right there in front of me.”

“So, she's definitely the assistant who was around the day of the accident? I'm so sorry.” I shook my head at the drama unfolding around everyone in my life.

“Karen claims she loved Hans and was devastated when he died. She blamed me for his death, and that's why she told the cops and the newspapers that I caused everything. She purposely wanted the media to spin all the coverage, so it looked like I was the bad guy.”

“How does Doug fit into the picture?” I said.

“After Hans died, she married Doug. They'd been casually dating, but the fire brought them closer together. Karen moved on and never looked back once she got pregnant with Cheney.”

The timing sounded awfully convenient. “I suppose that's a possibility. Do you think she's lying about which man is Cheney's father? Could Cheney be your nephew?” I asked trying to compare and contrast their facial features and mannerisms. I hadn't spent enough time with either Karen or Cheney to make a solid assessment.

“I need to see a picture of Cheney, I can't be certain.” Ursula indicated she'd been worried Karen might reveal the truth to someone in the media again, but when she asked her about it, Karen was apologetic. “The woman told me the past is in the past. Hans was dead at this point. She wants to rebuild a life with her husband, son, and daughter in Braxton. She won't hurt me, she promised.”

“Did she know George was Hans this whole time? Was she helping him?”

“I outright asked Karen if she'd been involved in delivering the notes. I told her George was stalking me and threatening to hurt me at one point.” Ursula noted that Karen acted upset, almost as if it was all unfamiliar news.

“So, she denied being involved with George or Hans on any level?”

“Not exactly. Claims they ran into one another at the Mendel flower show. He asked for her help for old time's sake. She thought it'd be a great event to launch her and Doug's company in Braxton.”

“Be careful. I don't think she's telling you the whole story.” If Hans was Cheney's father, Karen might have killed him to keep the truth from coming out. On the flip side, if Doug learned he wasn't Cheney's father, or that Karen was having an affair, he might have murdered Hans in revenge.

Ursula asked for a day to think about everything that had happened. We agreed to reconnect once I had a chance to speak with Helena and Sheriff Montague. If the sheriff found anything new contradicting what Karen had told Ursula, we'd have a solid lead. As I hung up, I saw in the reflection of the window Emma and Eleanor skulking past the kitchen with foam Nerf guns. They were going to sneak attack my father in his office and my mother and Nana D from behind the couch. I was definitely on board for that type of distraction.







Chapter 16

Nana D agreed to watch Emma on Saturday while I organized a schedule around the various conversations I needed to hold. Gabriel agreed to meet after his lunch with Millard to discuss the upcoming flower exhibition. Since Maggie and her parents were visiting Helena at the prison in the afternoon, there'd be time in the morning to see me. Detective Gilkrist led me to a second-floor waiting room in the Wharton County administrative building which housed the county's entire court system and main prison. Petty criminals were kept overnight at the local jail in the nearby sheriff's office until they were seen by the judge for a decision on bail. If it was granted, the arrestee could leave the building until their hearing or trial began. If they were denied bail, they were moved to the main prison. Since Helena was being held on a murder charge until she could see Judge Grey on Monday, they'd transferred her to the main prison immediately.

Security buzzed me into the visiting area after I was allowed to speak with Helena. The space was painted an off-white color and had little room to move around. Detective Gilkrist told us he'd return in twenty minutes and that a guard was posted outside the door. Helena sat on the other side of a glass wall preventing us from any physical contact, and we spoke via two phones that connected underneath the thick barrier. She was in a dingy, light gray jumpsuit and wore no makeup but looked better than I'd expected.

“At least I'm not wearing those stripes yet,” Helena teased after we'd sat down and picked up each phone receiver.

“You survived your first night. Only two more to go before Finnigan gets you out hopefully,” I said. Helena told me he'd explain everything he'd learned about the case against her later that afternoon. They would prepare on Sunday and present the best possible scenario of why she should be released on her own reconnaissance at Monday's hearing with the judge.

“Finnigan doesn't think they'll deny bail. I'm not a flight risk. Their case isn't completely solid.”

“I'm sure he's got your best interests in mind. There are a few questions I need answers on, if you expect me to help.” I offered my best pseudo big brother worried look and hoped the glass window between us didn't distort my intentions.

“Ask away. I've got plenty of time apparently.” She tapped her fingers on the counter in front of the glass. Helena handled her stint in prison better than I would if the roles had been reversed.

“I need to get hold of Cheney without his parents around. I think he's hiding something. If you won't tell me anything else, I'll have to ask him directly.”

“I didn't hear any question there,” Helena said, shrugging her shoulders and looking at me with a coy expression. “Should I assume you want me to tell you how to find him?”

“That would make my job a lot easier,” I noted.

“Cheney didn't do anything. I trust him, but I wouldn't have blamed him if he did. His parents aren't very honest people. He found something out that upset him when he spoke with George. I don't know all the details. You'd have to ask him.”

“Go on. I'm glad to see you're opening up and trying to protect yourself. What if the Stoddards are involved in George Braun's death?”

“Doubtful,” she said scratching her nail on the counter. “I don't know them all that well, but they don't seem like killers to me.”

“Someone murdered the man.” I knew in my heart Ursula hadn't murdered the guy. Looking back, the shock on her face was one-hundred-percent authentic when she realized he was her brother. I wasn't certain at first, and the stain on her shawl had confused me, but she would've told me the truth if she'd done something stupid and accepted the consequences of her actions. “How can it hurt if I talk to Cheney? I won't tell him you sent me. I'll feel him out to see if he's comfortable talking about whatever he'd learned.” I waited a minute before Helena finally responded with something helpful.

“You might find him at happy hour at Kirklands, a pub in Woodland.” Helena indicated they had two-dollar beers starting at four o'clock every day. It was remote enough that I could also suggest the location to Gabriel for our catch up.

“What else do you want to know?” she asked. “I appreciate everything you're doing. I don't mean to be rude, but this place is boring. I want to get out as quickly as possible.”

“Working on it. Are you sure there's nothing else you recall about George Braun that might lead me to another suspect? How about the name Hans Mück?”

“Don't recognize it. I told you he met with some woman about the flower show. Maybe it was his girlfriend or wife. He had one but rarely talked about her.” Helena leaned forward on the counter and rested her head against the glass.

The guard banged on the door to startle Helena before poking his head in the room. “Don't forget I'm watching through this window.” She turned halfway around making a quick gesture in his direction.

Since Helena's back was to me, I couldn't see what it was, but I had a feeling it was highly inappropriate. “Young, old? What'd she look like?”

“I only saw her for a second. She could've been anywhere from early twenties to late forties, maybe even fifty. She had a kerchief around her head, so I couldn't see her hair or any facial features.”

It might've been Anita Singh. I also hadn't seen a picture of Sierra Stoddard. “Have you met Cheney's sister?”

“Nah, she just got back last week from Switzerland. She finished her first year at law school in London, then went skiing before coming back to the States for the summer. Cheney was gonna introduce me to her this weekend.”

“Could the woman you saw with George have been Sierra?” I asked. Had they met in Switzerland at some point?

“I guess it's possible. I don't know the exact date Sierra arrived in Braxton, but I think it was before I saw this woman talking to George. Cheney would know for sure.” Helena cradled the phone against her neck and fluffed up her hair. “I need shampoo. Maggie better bring the good stuff. I think they gave me generic body and hair soap to use this morning. How uncivilized!”

“You look fine. Focus on listening to Finnigan this afternoon. Do whatever he tells you, he's the best.” I had no other questions for Helena, so we said our goodbyes. The guard escorted Helena back to her cell. Detective Gilkrist was tied up, but the sheriff wanted me to stop by if I had time.

On the walk next door, I considered everything Helena had revealed. If Sierra was in Europe at the same time as George, Sierra could've been the one helping him get revenge on Ursula. Maybe she had something to do with his death? I texted my brother to meet me at Kirklands in Woodland at two thirty. It'd allow us enough time to chat before Cheney showed up for his afternoon buzz.

I let the receptionist at the front desk know April Montague asked for me. I was brought to her office right away. “Little Ayrwick, I appreciate you stopping by. How'd your conversation go with Helena? Is she sticking with the same story?”

“Helena is one tough cookie. She gave me a few ideas to follow up on, but nothing concrete. I'll let you know if anything comes to fruition,” I said.

April's office was as understated as it'd been earlier in the week, except she now had a picture on her desk with a man she'd had her arms wrapped around. I knew she wasn't married but didn't know anything else about her. Where had she moved here from? Did she have a special someone in her life?

In the brief silence, April caught me staring at the photo. “Darren was my fiancé. We'd been engaged for two months until someone gunned him down in a drive-by shooting six years ago.”

That's what she meant the other day by knowing what it was like to lose someone. “I'm so sorry, April. I had no idea.”

“I rarely talk about it. It wasn't a good period for me. The jerk who killed him had been released on bail after stealing a dozen cars and shooting a parking lot attendant back in Buffalo. I'd been the arresting officer. I could never prove it, but I think Darren was killed as a revenge message to me.”

“That's awful. You keep things locked up pretty tight, don't you?” I asked.

She nodded. “As I said, it wasn't a good time for me. That's why I took this job when it came up. I needed to get away from cities with a lot of crime.”

“And you thought Wharton County would be a calmer place to work?” I began understanding more about April Montague in the few minutes she let her wall down in front of me.

“I want to keep the citizens of my jurisdiction safe. I couldn't do that in Buffalo anymore. There wasn't a huge amount of crime, but there were murders and gang shootings. I thought it'd be different here,” she said gently caressing the picture frame.

“And now we've had four murders in Braxton in the last three months.” It was a statement, and I didn't expect a response, but April laughed.

“I told you earlier this week. I'm worried you're a magnet for disaster. It was quiet my first few years running this county. Now, you've got me a little flustered about things.” April paused for a moment to collect her thoughts. “That's why I put this picture back up again. I needed a reminder of what I was fighting for. What I came to this beautiful place to do.”

“Saving fine, upstanding citizens like myself from the bad guys?”

“The jury's still out on whether you're one of these fine, upstanding citizens, but you get the point. I'm not afraid of a challenge, and I won't let things get out of control around here. I'm supposed to keep the law and order. And that includes reminding you of appropriate boundaries.”

“Duly noted. I consider myself protected and warned, but please remember, April… I'm only trying to help my friends.”

“I know that. It's why I plan to go a little easier on you. I'm not about to share everything on this case, but I'm glad we're collaborating rather than antagonizing. In the interest of protecting Ursula Power and Helena Roarke, let's talk about some new things that've come up.” April retrieved a bank statement from a folder on her desk and handed it to me.

After looking it over, I said, “If I'm reading this correctly, George Braun made many large transfers from another account into this one in the last four months. Who owns the other account?”

“Very good. You're asking the right questions. I'm not sure, but we're trying to pull those details. I suspect he was financing his lab experiments to find the cure he'd lost twenty-five years ago. I think someone was helping to back his research. None of the big medical companies would handle it this way. They'd publicize their work to keep getting more funding. He made efforts to hide it.”

“You think this other account belongs to George's partner?”

“Maybe. I should know within the next twenty-four hours. I've also been able to locate his last known residence in Switzerland and confirm he'd been living there up until taking the Mendel flower show to the States. It was held in Chicago last January, then he made this special stop in Braxton.”

“Can you share anything about George's relationship with Anita Singh or Ed Mulligan?”

April waffled but eventually conceded. “Mulligan admits he went to see George the day of the costume extravaganza. George wanted more money and claimed he had information that would embarrass the dean.”

“Did he?” What had Dean Mulligan done? It'd explain the dean's anger on our phone call.

“Ed Mulligan has a temper, and he did something he shouldn't have done. It's certainly compromising for Braxton, but it only impacts a few people. That's all I can reveal right now.” April pressed her fingers against the bridge of her nose to relieve pressure or tension.

“Okay. You mentioned Yuri was angry with Dean Mulligan and probably exaggerated what she told me that day?” When April appeared to agree, I said, “Ursula did mention Dean Mulligan saw where she'd kept the knife in her office.”

“I'm aware and following this closely. The same goes for Anita Singh, even though you didn't ask me. The lab coat never turned up, but she has been keeping a secret about her marriage. I can't tell you anything additional at this time.”

I knew it was best to back away, but it felt comforting to know she was pursuing all the leads I'd suggested to her. Before taking off, I updated April about Sierra Stoddard's skiing trip in Switzerland. She agreed to check it out with her international contacts to find out if Sierra and George were ever in the same place. I was glad to develop a newfound tentative partnership with the sheriff. After I left her office, I squeezed in a workout for the day, quickly downed a protein shake for lunch, and drove across the river to Kirklands to meet Gabriel.

He sat in a corner booth intently staring at something on his phone when I arrived. Despite the trim beard and leather jacket, my brother still looked naiver than his twenty-eight years. I wasn't sure how he'd explain the nose piercing and tattoo to our parents, but it did give him a certain edge. His dirty blond hair was still spiked and messy, making him look like a cross between a well-known British model and the lead singer of any popular rock band.

When Gabriel heard my footsteps approaching, he greeted me with a hesitant grin and removed his earbuds. “Just listening to some Callum Scott. His voice is off the charts. So, I ordered us both two of whatever was on tap.”

“That works for me. I lifted for the last hour, so it'll burn off quickly. I might be drinking here for a while,” I said, explaining my hope to run into Cheney at some point.

“Where do you want to start?” Gabriel asked.

I had a lot of topics. How long had he known he was gay? Had he been involved in any serious relationships? Did anyone else in the family know? Why did he jump ship eight years ago? What had he done with his life? When did he decide to come back to Braxton? I didn't want to overwhelm him, so I suggested he tell me whatever he was comfortable with right now.

“Sure. Let's start with why I left Braxton,” he began as two pints of lager were delivered to our table. “I think I always knew I was different, but I couldn't do anything about it. I met someone when I was a sophomore at Braxton. He changed my life.” Gabriel finished his story, and when it ended, I was proud of my little brother.

After a few weeks of hanging out with the guy between classes or during meals, Gabriel knew his old life was about to end. The guy was transferring to Penn State and wanted Gabriel to come with him. Gabriel applied and was granted the transfer, which is when our father also accepted the role of president at Braxton. Unfortunately, my brother's fling ended weeks later when the other guy's parents found out and sent their son off to some psychiatric institute for evaluation. Gabriel had gotten one last email before he disappeared, and while it devastated him, my brother knew he couldn't transfer schools on his own. He returned to Braxton, but our father wouldn't budge about giving up his new position. Gabriel didn't want to get special treatment if his father ran the college. In a last-ditch effort to work it out with him, Gabriel confessed his secret to our father and begged for the same opportunity to finish school like all his older siblings without any influence. They fought about it, and our father wanted to talk to our mother, but Gabriel wasn't ready to tell everyone else.

“So, I took off. I made him promise to keep my secret, which he agreed to do since he didn't relinquish his new job. That's when I moved to San Francisco. It's where I thought I was supposed to go… until I got there. Let's just say it wasn't for me.” Gabriel rolled his eyes.

April was right. We did have similar mannerisms. “Why stay away for eight years?”

“It's a difficult thing to go through, Kellan. At first, you think because you're different, there's something really wrong with you. Then you go through your own acceptance phase. Enough time went by that I was afraid to tell you guys. I liked my life. I grew up sheltered and quiet, almost as if I never had a chance to become me. It's no one's fault, but it happened.”

Gabriel stuck it out for two years in San Francisco, earned his bachelor's degree in biology, then moved to Seattle and got a job in a pharmaceutical company. “I focused on my PhD, made good money doing construction work on the weekends, and held a nine-to-five lab role weekdays. Everything was working out great.”

“But now you're home again. Why?” I asked, wishing we'd known we were both living in California for all those years.

“I don't want to talk about it. Something happened, I got angry. Can we just forget it for now?” Gabriel immediately changed topics noting he'd kept tabs on the family by reading local papers. “I'm sorry about Francesca, but I can't wait to meet Emma.”

What was my brother hiding? I wanted to tell him the truth, but it wasn't the right time. “I think you'll be welcomed back with open arms. Seriously, everyone will be fine.” I explained how Wharton County and Braxton had become more open-minded and tolerant in the last few years, citing Ursula Power as the school's president. I hadn't heard a negative thing about her, which showed our growth.

“That's what Sam tells me. He's a really honest, caring, and supportive guy. But we're taking it very slow,” Gabriel said, signaling the bartender for two more beers.

By the time Gabriel and I finished talking about what'd happened to each of us since we'd last seen each other, it'd felt like old times. Part of me was concerned he still concealed something about his connection to George Braun, especially given how withdrawn Gabriel had become at several points in the conversation. We decided I would schedule a family dinner the following week where Gabriel would show up and attempt to reintegrate.

“Where are you planning to live?” I asked my brother.

“Not with Mom and Dad. I need my privacy. I was thinking about buying some land and building a house once I got a permanent job again,” Gabriel said as he swallowed the last of his beer and checked if I wanted another round.

I looked across the bar as Cheney Stoddard hopped on a stool. “I do, but somehow I gotta get that guy to spill some secrets.” After explaining to my brother what I needed to know from Cheney, he offered to handle it.

“Cheney can be a little rough and has been looking for a job. I think he's angry about the whole situation,” I said as my brother walked away and sidled up to the bar. A few minutes later, he bumped into Cheney causing the beer to spill out of his mug. I worried if my brother was about to start a brawl in the bar. I monitored the situation for at least ten minutes while they drank a couple of beers together followed by at least two shots of a clear liquid. When the two of them turned around and began walking toward the table, they laughed like they were lifetime friends.

“Hey, Kellan, this is Cheney. Cheney, this here's my brother Kellan,” Gabriel said introducing the two of us like we hadn't already met earlier that week. “You called it, bro, I'm always causing accidents. I totally sideswiped him ordering more beers. I offered to buy him another, and we started chatting. Turns out today's his birthday.”

Cheney said, “Yes, and I'm celebrating all alone. Did you know your brother's in construction? He knows of a possible job to help me out… hey… wait, don't I know you?”

I adopted my brother's more relaxed, friendlier attitude, ignoring how much he'd probably already drunk. “Yeah, we do, this is too funny. I came to your restaurant for lunch this week. You're dating my friend, Helena. Such a small town!”

Cheney clunked his beer on the table, sat across from me, and smacked his hand against his forehead. “Helena Roarke. That beautiful vixen is gonna be my downfall. You won't believe what she's doing to protect me this time. I could use some cool dudes to talk to about how screwed up my life is right now.”

And just like that, my brother returned to town and busted open the best lead I had on the murder investigation. Wow, it felt good to be home again with Gabriel.







Chapter 17

Cheney finished his beer, summoned a waitress to order three refills, and pounded his fists on the table. “Ugh, did you ever live your whole life knowing something wasn't right? Then you find out it's all one big lie!”

I emphatically agreed with him. “Not my whole life, but definitely a few of those years,” I said thinking about the last couple when Francesca was supposedly dead. Gabriel chimed in with similar woes, and we all commiserated for at least ten cathartic minutes. I didn't want to push Cheney, but the more he drank, the more he might reveal.

After the waitress dropped off the newest round and took away the rest, Cheney's gaze widened and he whispered, “I can trust you guys, right?”

I noticed Gabriel's previous glass had still been full when the waitress took it away, and his new one now had a clear liquid that I guessed was vodka. I leaned over to smell it. There wasn't any liquor in that glass. What was he up to? “Sure, of course, you can, Cheney.”

Gabriel bugged his eyes out at me, then turned to Cheney and took a swig from his glass. “Totally. You were saying something about Helena, right?”

“Yup.” Cheney belched and shook his head. “She's covering for me because of a stupid argument I had with someone.”

“Is this about what happened in the library?” Out of the corner of my eye, while Cheney focused on telling me his story, I watched Gabriel pour my drink into an empty glass at his side. He dropped a ten-dollar bill next to it, and a minute later, the waitress came by to collect both the glass and the money. He hadn't been drinking anything since he bumped into Cheney at the bar. Gabriel was keeping us sober, so we could convince our new friend to talk.

“Exactly. That dead guy… my mother knew him years ago. Twenty-five years today to be exact.”

Oh, I knew what he was about to say next. My detective skills were becoming top-notch. “That's some weird stuff, man!”

“Get this. He's my real father. He and my mother had some fling going years ago before he disappeared. So, she married the guy I thought was my father and has been keeping it a secret this whole time.” Cheney growled under his breath about all the disappointments in his life. “You think you can get me a job, so I can get outta this place?” he mumbled at Gabriel.

“Yeah, I'll definitely try. I've got lots of contacts,” my brother replied as he took another swig from his water glass. He clinked Cheney's, encouraging him to finish his own. “Did the dead guy know he's your father?”

I didn't exactly approve of Gabriel's ingenious plan to get Cheney intoxicated, but he'd probably have drunk this much on his own if he was by himself on his birthday. We'd be sure to hire a cab to get him home safely.

“Not this whole time, but he found out last week.” Cheney swallowed the remains of his beer and waved for another before finishing his story. He'd overheard his mother talking to George one afternoon about giving birth to his son but thinking he'd been gone forever. Cheney wasn't aware George was really Hans Mück who hadn't been killed in the explosion. Cheney's impression from overhearing the conversation was that his mother had simply lost touch with his biological father and moved on.

“I don't understand how Helena fits into this,” I inquired, knowing there was some connection, but perhaps it wouldn't be logical. Cheney wasn't the brightest guy I'd ever met.

“Helena knows I confronted George in the courtyard. I'd found out the truth the day before the costume extravaganza and tried to talk to him, but he wouldn't cut me any slack. That man originally promised me a construction job. When he found out who I was, he took it away.”

“George didn't want to acknowledge you were his son?” Gabriel asked while swapping his drink again. My brother just realized George had hired him instead of Cheney to work on the cabin.

“Nope. I told him we were both lied to and deserved a chance to get to know one another. We got into an argument when he told me to leave him alone and forget I ever found out the truth. I don't need another parent to tell me what to do. What a loser!”

“Sorry, that's some dysfunction,” I said supporting the guy. “Did you tell all this to Helena? Is your real connection with George what she agreed not to share with the cops?”

“Yep. She only told them about her disagreement in his room. Turns out, someone else overheard me tell Helena I wanted to teach George Braun a lesson and confessed to the cops what'd happened at the inn.” Cheney was getting too drunk to keep talking anymore. “I walked away!”

Yuri was the person who saw George hassling Helena at the inn and Cheney subsequently defending his girlfriend's honor. Was she playing games in the background to cast suspicion in a different path? “No disrespect meant, but did you have anything to do with the guy's death?” I didn't get the vibe that he had, but without asking the question, I might've missed something valuable.

Cheney stood up and flailed his arms around. “Hell no! I told that jerk he wasn't ever gonna be my father because I was too good for him. I grabbed him by that stupid costume to shut him up. That's when he showed me the knife he had in his pocket. I backed away. I wasn't stupid enough to take the risk he'd stab me. He was acting all sorts of crazy about the way I'd confronted him. I left the courtyard and went back to tend bar for the rest of the night.”

Cheney leaned too far to the side, but Gabriel jumped up to catch him. Despite Cheney having at least forty pounds and five inches on my brother, Gabriel was able to hold him upright. “We need to get him in a cab,” Gabriel said.

I nodded and was about to pull out my cell phone when a woman's voice scolded us. “Leave my brother alone. What's going on here?”

Sierra Stoddard had shown up finally. Layers of curly ebony hair cascaded down her back with a large bunch pulled together at the top and wrapped in a tight bun. High, prominent cheekbones and a beauty mark just above her lip made her look mysterious and contemplative. She wore a mid-thigh black skirt, knee-high leather boots, and a gold-colored silk blouse mostly hidden by a trim business coat. In a way, she reminded me of what Francesca had looked like before the massive makeover.

Cheney hugged his sister. “It's my birthday, sis, but I gotta use the little boy's room.”

“Can't you wait, honey? I'll put you in the car and take you home,” Sierra pleaded as she swung a tiny beaded purse across her shoulders. It collided with a chunky necklace and made a popping noise.

“Nope!” Cheney grimaced and took off toward the men's room.

Gabriel rushed after him. “I'll take care of him. We'll be back as soon as we can.”

I turned to Sierra. “Hi, I'm Kellan Ayrwick. We were having drinks with—”

“I know exactly who you are. My mother told me all about you nosing around with questions about our family. What gives?” she said, dropping her purse on the table and pulling out a chair to sit.

I threw my hands up in the air and backed away. “Innocent. I was having drinks with my brother. Cheney showed up on his own, and then we all sat down to shoot the breeze.”

“My brother's gonna be a while in the state you got him into,” she said kicking the leg of another chair toward me. “Sit and shoot the breeze with me.” The excessive confidence in Sierra's voice and her intense attitude was not winning her any points in my book. Was this a tactic she'd learned in law school or her natural cosmopolitan charm?

“I'm not sure why you're being defensive. Cheney's dating Helena who happens to be the sister of a good friend of mine. I've known her for over ten years. As for your parents, I've met them two or three times. Who said I was nosing around?” Doug wouldn't have shared our conversation with his daughter, he wanted to keep that situation quiet. Karen must be worried about something.

“I'm not defensive. I'm cautiously protective of my family. They're all I have, and I'd do anything to keep them safe.” Sierra crossed her arms and relaxed into the seat. “I don't mean to be rude.”

“Fine, I can understand looking out for those you love.”

“My mother said you have a reputation for digging into people's personal lives. Ours is just fine, we don't need a mole inventing drama for the sake of drama,” Sierra warned as she dabbed a napkin on a few sticky spots on the table. “If you need to know anything about us, funnel your questions through me in the future. Capiche?”

“Law school agrees with you. You'll make a fine ambulance chaser one day.” I doubted I'd get very much out of the girl if I annoyed her, but maybe she'd echo her brother and say something in frustration or anger. I signaled to the waitress to bring me the tab. “I think we're done here.”

“No, we're not,” she said, pointing an index finger at me. “What did Cheney tell you?”

“Nothing for you to worry about. The guy's alone on his birthday, just needed some company. Tell me, why weren't you celebrating with him tonight if you're such a fantastic sister?” I stood and pulled out my wallet to collect a few twenty-dollar bills.

“I was helping my parents with legal documents for the business. We were supposed to have a family dinner tonight, but Cheney never showed. I know he likes to hang out here, so I came to get him.”

“Then you admit your brother caused his own problem tonight. It wasn't me.” I saw Gabriel and Cheney walking back from the restroom. Her brother appeared to have sobered up some.

Sierra snorted. “Consider this a formal warning or free advice, whatever you want. My parents are good people. My brother's trying to get his life in order. I'm fiercely loyal to them and will stop anyone from hurting a Stoddard. So back off!” She smiled and turned to the waitress to snatch the bill from her hands. After rummaging through her pocketbook, Sierra grabbed a handful of cash and handed it to the server.

“I was gonna buy, you know, it is his birthday,” I said.

“No, thank you. You got Cheney into this mess, I'll get him out of it,” she said almost indifferently. When Cheney reached the table, she grabbed his hand and pulled her brother closer. “Come on, let's get to dinner, babe. We've got a fun night planned.”

Cheney followed his sister to the front door but leaned back and whispered to me with a wide grin, “I'm in trouble. Don't ever piss her off, she always wins in the end!”

Gabriel sighed. “That was fun. Is this what things are like for you all the time, brother?”

I didn't think they were, but he had a point. People always had extreme reactions around me, whether good or bad. Had Sierra been listening to our conversation and heard Cheney tell us about George being his biological father? Was she responsible for getting rid of the man, so he couldn't hurt their family anymore? I needed to find out when she flew to Switzerland and Braxton as well as if she'd been a guest at the costume extravaganza that night.

“It's unintentional, Gabriel. I don't know what happened here tonight, but the best thing about it was seeing you in action.”

“You learn how to survive when you're on your own. I'm a people person. I know how to connect and get someone to talk. You should try me some time,” Gabriel said. He verified we left nothing at the table. “Let's motor. I need to meet Sam.”

“You promised you'd come for dinner next week with everyone,” I reminded him as we walked to the parking lot. “I'm proud of you.” He kept walking to his car without any response.

After Gabriel left Kirklands, I called the sheriff and let her know what I'd learned from talking with Cheney and Sierra. She was stunned to learn the truth about George being Cheney's father, but Sierra wasn't on her radar. April promised she'd check into Sierra's travel records and would consider how to move forward with Cheney.

“I want to haul him in for obstruction of justice, not to mention add those charges to Helena Roarke's rap sheet. Why do people lie about something this important?” April asked.

“I think you know the answer to that question. Either this secret has nothing to do with why George was killed, or they're all scared about something.” I wasn't an expert in human psychology, but Cheney was emotionally devastated on many levels. His mother had been lying to him all his life, and George rejected his son without knowing much about him. Cheney had anger management issues, and they could've escalated to the point he grabbed the knife from George and stabbed his newly discovered father in a moment of delusion or extreme anger and pain.

“That is what I'm going to find out,” April insisted. The woman needed a night off. Too many unresolved leads were ripping her apart. “I appreciate you sharing this news so quickly. I need to remind you not to discuss it with anyone else. Not even Maggie. Helena is in enough trouble for keeping this from me. I'm stopping all visitors the rest of this weekend, so she and Cheney can't communicate.”

April hung up. I understood why she had to limit Helena's conversations with anyone else. If she'd shared what Cheney had told her sooner, Helena might not have been arrested. Cheney might have been, but it wouldn't have wasted the Wharton County Sheriff's Office's time for the last few days. They could have been investigating other angles instead of a disagreement about access to George's room at the Roarke & Daughters Inn. Although I didn't want Helena to get in more trouble, perhaps something a little stronger than a slap on her wrist when this was done might be a good thing.

Before heading to Nana D's to pick up Emma, I stopped on campus to get my mail and dashed into the faculty mailroom in the student union building. I punched my code into the keypad and collected my post. The Orlando postcard I'd asked my friend to send had arrived, but so did another from Yellowstone Park. It read:

 

Emma loves Animals so much, I thought she'd never let us leave. Between the elk and the bison, she could barely contain herself. I wish we had the chance to return together as a family. So much has changed in the last few years. If only I could see her reaction as the snow fell on her face and made her laugh like she did when Old Faithful erupted.

 

Recalling our family trip to Yellowstone comforted me in a way I hadn't felt for a long time. As much as I wished we could have that life back, we couldn't right now. I needed to push back on the Castiglianos if they were playing games with me. I snapped a photo of both and sent them to Vincenzo. There were several days between the dates on the two postcards, so it didn't look suspicious when he read them. It looked like she'd left the West Coast and flew to the East Coast to finish her tour of the past. If things continued, the next and last one I'd get would be from Savannah. Would she go back to Los Angeles afterward, or visit Braxton to convince me to give us another chance?

When I arrived at Nana D's, I called out to them and dropped off my satchel on the couch. No one answered me. My stomach rumbled as I checked in the kitchen. A whole chicken was roasting in the oven, and gravy was on a slow simmer on the stove. Sage and rosemary tempted my nose enough to taste a spoonful. I peered out the back window and saw them feeding the horses in the barn. Nana D always followed the same rule—animals eat first, then humans can have their chow. When I waved to them, Emma jumped up and down and began running up to the house.

While I waited for their return, my phone rang. I picked up the call. “Did you get the photos?”

“I did. You never told me about Orlando. You said Savannah and the park. Is this a trick you are playing on me?” he asked in an eerily calm tone. 'Only the Good Die Young' played in the background.

Bingo! Vincenzo took the bait. Now to figure out if he was upset because I didn't tell him about Orlando or because he was sending the postcards and didn't have a clue where this one came from. “I must have forgotten. Your daughter and I were married for six years before she disappeared, Vincenzo. We went to a lot of places.”

“I will send people there tonight. I do not have anyone in Orlando, but they are close by in Miami. Maybe she's still at Disney.” Vincenzo sounded like he believed she was there.

“Perhaps Francesca needed this time to decide her future. She'll come home again soon. It must have been difficult being cooped up in the house for so long.” I was treading a thin line by annoying my father-in-law, and he was much better at games than me. Giving my plan a shot was necessary.

“No! My daughter would not ignore me for this long. She sends these postcards to you. I get nothing. Her parents have no messages. She is a good daughter. She does what I tell her to do.” Vincenzo began losing his perfect composure.

Maybe he wasn't sending them. Maybe Francesca did this on her own. I'd soon find out, but in the meantime, Emma came running in the room and hugged me. “Hey baby,” I said to my daughter. “Talk to Nonno.” I told Vincenzo his granddaughter was getting on the line and that I'd let him know when the next postcard arrived. Emma took the phone and raced into the living room.

“Trouble with the Castiglianos?” Nana D asked while washing her hands. Although my parents never knew about the devious underworld my in-laws lurked in, Nana D had hinted a few times in the past that she was aware. “Need me to get involved? The Septuagenarian Club has always wanted to take a trip to Los Angeles. We could be a major distraction to keep them off your back!”

Just what I needed. Nana D stepping into some mafia war to protect me. While she was clever at getting revenge and verbally torturing people, the mob was not a world she needed to experience. “It'll be okay. They just miss Emma.”

Nana D pinched my cheeks. “This new shorter do looks good on you. I'm glad to see you're taking care of yourself again. I can't imagine what it's like to lose your wife at such a young age and have to raise your daughter on your own. You are truly an inspiration, brilliant one.”

No sarcasm? No backhanded compliment? Who was this woman and where was my Nana D? She's one to talk. Nana D and Grandpop were together for almost fifty years when she lost him to a heart attack. We were grateful it happened quickly and there was little if any pain, but she was the inspiration. “I love you, Nana D. I don't know what I'd do without you.”

“You'd probably screw up a lot more often.” Nana D took the chicken out of the oven and instructed me to pour iced tea for the three of us.

She was right. I probably would, but so would she. “How are your last couple of days as a free woman working out? Stanton concede yet?”

“Nah, that rascal won't give up until he counts every ballot himself. The team tells me I'm pulling ahead enough they aren't too worried. It's still a close race, so I can't—”

“Can't get your hopes up. Just keep on being your confident and humble self. You're what this county needs to fix the sins of the past,” I said.

For too long, Wharton County had been led by wealthy families who took bribes, bought cops in their pocket, and let fear hold back any change. When the former sheriff retired and the people voted in an out-of-towner, the beginnings of a new future had emerged. April had no tolerance for bureaucratic ways and ruffled as many feathers as possible. It worried me when she arrested Helena due to pressure from Councilman Stanton and Mayor Grosvalet, but she had an ulterior motive to draw out the real criminal. She was smart enough not to let them win at their game.

“You bet I am,” Nana D cheered. She handed me the knife to carve up the chicken. “Any news on that murder you're all hopped up about? You still helping out Maggie's sister?”

“I am. What did Dean Mulligan want from you?” The curiosity was almost killing me.

“To ask me to convince you to stop looking into George Braun's murder.”

“What?” I hadn't expected her to say that.

“He overheard you and the sheriff talking about him being closely involved with the flower show, the disagreements with Anita Singh, et al. The dean didn't want to cause a problem for the college by confronting you himself, so he asked me to do it.”

“That makes no sense. He's actually a suspect right now.”

“Ed Mulligan and I go way back. He thought I could get you to leave him alone before he had to file a formal complaint about it,” Nana D replied.

I felt like the man had stabbed me in the back. “What did you say?”

“Oh, brilliant one. He and I might be friends, but you and I are family. I told him to fight his own battles, and that if you were poking your nose in his business, there was a valid reason!”

“Did that shut him up?” I remembered the two pictures showing his rearranged costume. Had we found our killer?

“Yep. He assures me he had nothing to do with offing George Braun. But I'll leave that to you to prove.” Nana D might believe him, but all killers said they weren't guilty. He knew something important.

“Thanks, Nana D. I'm working with April who's checking into him as we speak.”

“April? Since when do you call that mooncalf sheriff by her first name?” Nana D banged the lid on the gravy pot.

“We're getting along better these days. I'm tired of fighting with her,” I said, wondering who I was convincing—Nana D or myself. I enjoyed the banter, but was that the most effective approach to eliciting pertinent facts from a sheriff who was supposed to keep quiet about the details of crime? “Aren't you the one who taught me about catching more flies with honey?” As I finished slicing the chicken, Emma entered the kitchen and stuck the phone in my pocket.

“That woman is made of vinegar. She doesn't count,” Nana D blasted.

There was no use pushing Nana D on that situation. Ever since the sheriff almost arrested my nana several years ago, she'd held the biggest grudge I'd ever encountered. “Dinner looks amazing, doesn't it?” I said, turning to Emma.

“Nonno said your time ran out. What does that mean, Daddy?” Emma tugged on my shirt as we walked to the table with the rest of the side dishes—mashed potatoes and carrots jubilee.

“We're playing a game and he's afraid to lose, that's all.” Vincenzo knew better than to pass messages to me through Emma. I wasn't gonna let this proceed any further.

Nana D looked inquisitively at me as she poured gravy on her chicken. “He's gonna lose if I have anything to say about it.” Did my grandmother know more than she was letting on?

“Can I play?” Emma asked.

“No, it's an adult game. We can play a different one tonight with Nana D.”

“I like Uno. Can we play that?”

“Yes, baby.”

While we finished dinner, we chatted about their day on the farm and how Rodney was adapting to his weekend home. Before we settled down with Uno, we played with the rabbit and fed him a carrot stick. As I watched my daughter comfort the little tyke, I remembered our jaunt to Yellowstone. She had only been three years old and still too young to appreciate the trip, yet she'd had the best time that summer despite the unbearable temperatures. We never should have gone hiking in that weather, but Francesca made sure we'd all had sunblock and taken plenty of water breaks.

Wait! We were in Yellowstone during the summer. Why did Francesca's postcard mention snow? There was definitely no snow on our trip. Had she been confused?

“Rodney's back in his cage, Daddy. Let's play Uno,” Emma said.

I couldn't shake the feeling that something weird was going on, but what did it mean? Emma grabbed my hand, and we met Nana D in the den to play cards. After an hour, Emma won a few hands, but Nana D triumphed on the rest. I was in last place by way too many points to admit.

We left Nana D's and went back to our cottage. I tucked Emma in bed at her normal time without any issues. My daughter truly was the most perfect child. Every parent said it, but I was certain, unlike the rest. I got lucky and would never forget it.

I debated calling Ursula to let her know what I'd learned about George being Cheney's real father. She now had a nephew, but would she be able to acknowledge him? I sent a text to see if she was awake. It was still before ten on a Saturday, yet I didn't want to risk calling and have Myriam answer the phone. Who knew what quote she'd blast me with at this hour?

Ursula called me instead. “Hi. Myriam's making popcorn. We're about to watch a documentary on PBS. What's going on?”

I'd never thought Myriam would watch television. Actually, I never thought about what she did outside of torturing me and working at Braxton. Did she have a personal life where she did normal things? “I spent some time with Cheney this evening. Our suspicions were correct. He is your nephew.”

There was a long moment of silence on the phone. “I have to talk with him. He's family.”

“I wouldn't do that yet,” I cautioned Ursula. “He's a troubled kid.” Although he was twenty-five years old, he seemed a lot younger. Perhaps all the misfortune he'd gotten into and his immature attitude and actions made it feel that way. I relayed everything I'd learned about Cheney. “I don't think Doug is aware Cheney isn't his son. Sierra is a wild card. Karen might be lying to you about not wanting to kill George.”

“Do you believe one of them killed my brother?” she asked.

“I think it's highly possible. Karen is the only person I haven't had a one-on-one conversation with, but you have.” I wasn't sure how to move forward next, but Karen definitely hid key information.

“She's wily and talks in circles. Let's think through it overnight. Then we can hatch a plan to confront her tomorrow,” Ursula suggested.

“The Mendel flower show starts on Monday. Maybe we'll catch her off-guard while she's trying to get ready for it?” I said before hanging up the phone and preparing for bed. It had been a long day and too many miscellaneous facts had been dropped at my footsteps. I had a strong inclination the answer was buried somewhere in the details of what I'd already learned, but I couldn't connect the dots.







Chapter 18

On Sunday morning, Emma and I met my parents at church. My family grew up Catholic, attended weekly mass, and celebrated all the major holidays, but beyond that, we weren't particularly religious. I wasn't sure what I believed anymore, but Emma needed to learn as much about the world as possible. She could make her own decisions about where religion fit into her life once she was old enough.

I suggested a family dinner for Thursday evening since that was also the day of the mayoral election. We could spend the afternoon together and support Nana D once she won. She had to win, I'd convinced myself. Aunt Deirdre would want to see everyone, and I had the biggest surprise of all, assuming Gabriel showed up. I was half convinced he'd take off beforehand, but I had to keep focused.

Emma went home with my parents for a few hours. She wanted to select new perennials for their flower garden. Since I was planning to confront Karen Stoddard at some point that day, I was more than happy to let my daughter spend some quality time with her grandparents.

When I arrived at the Pick-Me-Up Diner, Eleanor was chatting with Connor. I was meeting Ursula and Myriam for brunch to discuss everything we'd learned the day before. I waved to them and took a seat across from my two bosses. “Morning, ladies. Are you as starving as I am? Chef Manny makes the best Belgian waffles covered in real maple syrup and—”

“A diabetic coma? How lovely for you, Mr. Ayrwick,” Myriam blasted. “My wife has learned she has a long-lost nephew, her family's antique knife was used to kill her brother, and her entire sordid past is about to become a public relations nightmare. And the only thing you can bring up is food! Well, I've got news for you, you poisonous bunch-backed toad—”

“M, please don't overreact. Kellan was simply—” Ursula attempted to squelch the battle of puns about to be unleashed, but it was unsuccessful once another of Myriam's humorous tirades interrupted.

“ 'He hath eaten me out of house and home, he hath put all my substance into that fat belly of his.' The man is truly a selfish and useless waste of space on our campus, my darling. How do you continue to put up with him?” Myriam exploded with pent-up frustration.

“Oh, Myriam. That's the second quote this week from Henry IV. I thought you were more careful than that with your invectives,” I replied, suppressing a desire to gloat with a song and dance.

“Stop antagonizing her, she only responds with more—” Ursula warned.

“At least I know what plays the lines come from, thou elvish-mark'd, abortive, rooting hog! You boil, a plague sore on my—” Myriam shouted.

“As opposed to saying something original? Are you incapable of insulting me with your own fresh barbs? Must you always use five-hundred-year-old phrases that make you sound just as antiquated?” Oops, I might have gone a little too far. She was my boss after all.

“Enough!” Ursula screamed at the top of her lungs. Complete silence suddenly overtook the diner. Every patron in the place turned to look at our table.

When I looked at Myriam, she nodded. “Sorry folks,” I announced to the room. “We're rehearsing lines from this summer's upcoming theatre production at Paddington's Play House. We got carried away with our love of the script.”

“Please come check it out, we're looking forward to seeing everyone there,” Myriam added. Knives and forks scraped plates again, giving my table a chance to calm down.

“Are you two finished?” Ursula reprimanded us. “I ought to fire you both.”

We both looked at Ursula, lowering our glasses to the tip of our noses. Myriam spoke first. “Doubtful, my darling. You love me too much.”

Ten minutes later, we agreed Ed Mulligan hid something, Anita Singh behaved strangely, and that it was my turn to push Karen for answers. If Ursula approached the former assistant from her parents' laboratory about Cheney being Hans's son, it might prevent us from learning anything else.

“I'll talk to her about the flower show and transition into her relationship with your brother. If she doesn't tell me exactly how and when she reconnected with him again or what he was up to, then I'll spring the truth on her.” I dug into my Belgian waffles. They were so delicious, I even offered a piece to Myriam. She declined with only a frown. I wanted to tell her that frowning caused wrinkles, but I promised Ursula I'd be on better behavior mode.

“Meaning?” Ursula asked for clarification.

“I'll tell her I'm aware Doug isn't Cheney's father and that I'll inform the police if she doesn't fess up about Hans's ultimate motives.”

“But you already told the police,” Ursula countered.

“Karen doesn't know that, dear,” Myriam said. “Keep up with us now.”

Ursula shot her wife a look that sent a chill through my body. Those two were a formidable match, and I could only imagine what kind of power struggles happened in their house.

“April isn't going to talk to her until she has all her ducks in a row,” I reminded Ursula and Myriam as they left the diner. “I'll update you afterward.”

“I'll also call Anita Singh and Ed Mulligan into my office today to find out what's going on between them,” Ursula replied.

Before leaving, I stopped by Eleanor's office to check on her and Connor. “Hey, kids. What's going on? Brunch was delicious.”

“That was quite a scene you caused earlier,” Connor jested as he stood and shook my hand. “You really ought to be acting in those productions on campus.”

“Oscar-worthy, huh?”

He nodded. “Are we still meeting at the gym tomorrow before your classes?”

“Yes,” I confirmed. I planned to attend the flower show in the afternoon, so we'd agreed to an eight o'clock morning workout. “Anything new from your bestie on the George Braun murder?”

Connor shook his head. “Nah, nothing April's shared recently.” He attempted a smile in Eleanor's direction, but it was an awkward one given he didn't want to mention anything in front of my sister about Maggie or her family.

“I'm sure Helena will get bail tomorrow,” Eleanor said. She opted to be the brave one and not hide behind the elephant in the room. “You can talk about Maggie, guys. We're all adults.”

“Just being careful,” I said looking at Connor's relaxed reaction.

“I've got something to discuss with you tomorrow at the gym, Kellan. It's important,” Connor said as he stood. “But I need to do my rounds on campus right now. I'll see you all soon.” He glanced at me, then at Eleanor deciding what to do. Eventually, he kissed my sister's cheek and left the diner.

“Phew, that was fun. He must be such a romantic, it goes directly over my head!” I said.

“You can be a nuisance sometimes!” Eleanor scolded me and left her office to check on the main dining room.

I drove downtown to the Simply Stoddard catering offices. Karen had been avoiding me all week. Sunday brunch was a memorable event in Braxton, she had to be onsite helping her husband run the new restaurant. When I walked into the main vestibule, a hostess greeted me and asked how many members in my party.

“None. What happened to Cheney?” I thought he was usually at the front desk. Maybe his hangover prevented him from working today.

“He just fills in during the week on occasion. I'm the hostess most nights and weekends. How can I help you?”

“Are Doug and Karen around?” I asked the young woman, noticing her solid hospitality skills.

She pointed to the door on my right. “Karen is working in the office over there. Doug is in the kitchen cooking. I think Sierra is helping her father today. Cheney was supposed to stop in, but he wasn't feeling well.”

I smiled and thanked her. She greeted a couple who'd walked in behind me while I pushed open the door to Simply Stoddard's catering offices and called out for Karen.

“May I help you?” she said, standing from behind the desk. When I came into view, she looked upset. “Oh, Kellan. I know you left a few messages. It's been unexpectedly crazy around here lately.”

“I've heard. I ran into your daughter, Sierra, yesterday.”

“I'm actually quite busy right now. Maybe we could make an appointment for next week if you need to plan an event.” She sat back down and moved the mouse. Her computer screen lit up, but I couldn't see what was on it from the other side of the desk.

“I had a few questions for you. Surely, you can spare a few minutes for me right now. Maggie and Millard have said nothing but wonderful things about working with you.” I wasn't lying, both had praised the work Simply Stoddard had done for them.

“Look, I don't mean to be rude, but you got my son drunk yesterday. You've been asking questions about us all around town. People talk a lot about how you like to get involved in private situations you don't belong in. I don't have time for idle gossip or manufactured small-town drama.” She waved her hand at the door, indicating I should leave.

“Now I see where Cheney gets his customer service skills.” I wasn't going to debate my involvement in other people's situations, but I was always asked to do the investigation. “I'll consider leaving if you give me the name of one person who said anything negative about me.”

“I'll give you two, then maybe I can also skip our second meeting.” She didn't bother to look up as she typed away on the keyboard. “Ophelia Taft and Myriam Castle. Goodbye.”

Ophelia, I could understand. I had words with the woman a few times while determining if she had something to do with her mother's death earlier that year. Myriam would disparage me on most occasions, but she wouldn't have done it while I helped her wife. “When and what did Myriam say?”

“Myriam contacted me to plan a cast party for a recent show. Probably a month ago, but she ultimately decided not to spend the money. She mentioned I should ignore anything you brought up, but you and I've never had the pleasure of meeting. Is that all?”

I knew it wasn't recent. Myriam must have been excluding me from the King Lear celebration at one point in time. I'd ultimately convinced her to hold the cast party at the Pick-Me-Up Diner, which is why she never went with Simply Stoddard. “Fine, we can play it this way. I'll take my questions about George Braun being Cheney's biological father to Sheriff Montague. Have a good day, Lambertson.”

I turned and walked back into the vestibule, then tried to leave the building. Karen called out, but I ignored her. She finally rushed from the office, grabbed my arm as I stepped into the outdoor patio, and dragged me back to the desk. “On second thought, now might be a fine time for us to chat, Kellan. How did you know my maiden name was Lambertson?”

“A mutual friend told me. How kind of you to consider sticking around right now. I'll be sure to remember the best way to motivate you in the future, that is, assuming you don't end up in prison for killing Hans Mück.” Karen responded to threats, which meant the more I could frighten her, the more she might consent to tell me everything she knew.

“What exactly do you know?” she asked. Most of her face blanched white, but her cheeks brightened like two shiny red delicious apples when I said the name Hans Mück.

“No, I'm in the driver's seat right now. If only you'd been more open-minded in the beginning, we could've had a quiet, civilized conversation about the past.” I took a seat across from her, rested my right foot and leg on my left knee and put my hands behind my neck. “Tell me whatever you'd like. I'll give you a few hints. You already know I'm close with the Roarke family and that Helena didn't kill him. I work for Ursula Power, who's shared her past as Sofia Mück. She also didn't kill her brother.”

“I didn't kill him either!” Karen snarled.

“Maybe someone in your family murdered him. The sheriff will figure it out eventually, but I'm giving you this opportunity to help me help you. If we can work with each other, everyone could come out of this disaster without getting further singed.”

“Fine! The Mücks hired me to work in their lab right after I graduated from college. I was fascinated by their research and spent a lot of time with their son, Hans. I'd been helping them with a bunch of experiments, mostly documenting results each night and early morning.”

“That explains Doug's slip last week about you working late nights.”

She nodded. “Hans flirted with me. He was smart and worldly. I fell in love, but he was too focused on making a name for himself. I'd met Doug one night at a bar. He paid a lot of attention to me, and I threw myself at him. Next thing I know, Hans asked for my help to fudge test results at the lab. I didn't want to do it, but he told me once he got famous, he wanted to marry me and travel the world.”

“Hans took advantage of you,” I said. It had happened more often than people realized. “But you didn't know it at the time.”

“Exactly. He would sneak breaks with me to hold my hand or make out with me in the closet. I thought he was serious. Then he asked me to switch some chemicals to invalidate his parents' experiments. He was running the same experiments but with excessive amounts of glycerine and other fertilizers. He had me buy and store substantial amounts of it in the lab. I'd no idea someone would purposely create a fire that day.”

A pit began to deepen in my gut. Ursula thought she was only creating a small boom to stop Hans from hurting their parents. “You caused the explosion that killed him.”

Karen threw her head against the desk and began crying. “Yes, it was my fault.”

Ursula didn't know about this part. “You need to tell me everything right now.

Karen continued to explain what'd happened twenty-five years ago. She'd kept all the Mücks accurate results in a separate file cabinet. Hans didn't want them to leave the lab, but he also didn't want anyone to know about what he was doing.

“I thought Hans died in that explosion for the last twenty-five years. Once his sister told me what she had done, I realized I was to blame but couldn't tell the police. So, I leaked it to the press that she had caused the explosion and destroyed all the results. They were close to finding a cure for certain forms of cancer.”

“What happened next?” I shook my head at the damage Hans Mück had caused over the years.

“A few weeks later, I found out I was pregnant. Once I knew the timing, I figured out Hans was probably my baby's father, but he was gone. I liked Doug well enough, so I told him he'd gotten me pregnant. It was only a few weeks difference, he didn't think to ask questions.”

At that point, Karen left Sofia alone because she had to move on. Sofia ran away and became Ursula Power. Karen moved around the Midwest with Doug, had Sierra a few years later, and pretended the past never happened.

“I loved working with plants and flowers, running laboratories, and being part of something complex and challenging. I eventually got into planning medical conferences and fundraisers. When my daughter, Sierra, chose to attend law school in London, I visited her more often and even accepted a couple of event planning jobs over there. That's how I ran into Hans. He'd been running the Mendel flower show in Europe and planned to take it to the United States at some point.” Karen explained that Hans had earned a name for himself as George Braun, a botanist who taught at various medical schools and colleges. He'd still been trying to recreate the experiments from years ago, but he never could find the right balance of all the formulas and inputs. He believed his sister would remember them.

“How did you end up getting to Braxton?” I asked, feeling unclear how it brought everyone to my hometown.

“I wanted to confess the truth, but he seemed so different. I decided not to tell Hans about Cheney until I got to know him a little better again. Hans, going by the name George at that time, pressured me to remember as much as I could about the experiments, but it wasn't enough. I went back home and would occasionally talk to him on the phone.” At that point, Karen wasn't sure how it had happened, but George told her he'd found his sister again. She was living in Braxton, Pennsylvania, and he'd asked Karen to move to Braxton and help him rediscover the cure again.

“Now I understand how you got to Braxton, but what does Doug know?”

“Doug knows nothing about this. I convinced him we could start over here. That's when we decided to open the restaurant for him to focus on, and I set up the event management company.”

“Is it real, or a cover to help George?”

“Completely legitimate. My company helped George coordinate and transition the Mendel flower show to the United States. He was using all the plants in his experiments to find a cure.”

“Why did you agree to help him after all these years?”

“At first, it was because Doug and I were having problems. Cheney had gotten into some legal troubles back in Chicago. Doug and I were thinking about splitting up. I thought I had a chance with Hans again. After we got situated in Braxton, Hans and I grew close. I told him I never stopped loving him and that…” she paused and stood behind the desk.

“What?”

Karen was panicking about something. “Is someone there?” She rushed past me and into the vestibule. When she came back in, she looked frightened.

“Was someone listening?”

Karen shook her head. “No one was out there, but I saw a shadow.”

“Maybe it was the hostess or a patron walking in.” I waited for Karen to sit again.

“I might be nervous. My family doesn't know about all of this.” Karen continued to explain what'd happened after she updated Hans about Cheney being his son. “He told me he couldn't think about it until after he found a way to compel his sister to remember everything about the experiments.

“Did you help him stalk Ursula? Or Sofia… however he referred to her.”

Karen nodded. “In the beginning, I collected information about her and dropped off a couple of notes. I thought if I could push his plan along, we'd be finished sooner. Then he and I could be together.”

“What stopped it from happening?”

“He'd broken into his sister's office and realized she'd created a whole new life for herself and had forgotten about him. Hans was angry that his sister had disfigured him. He wanted revenge.”

“Was he going to kill her?”

“I was afraid he might. That's when I stopped helping him and tried to ignore him. But he wouldn't let me. He blackmailed me.”

“That he'd tell Doug and Cheney the truth?” I asked.

“Yes.” We sat in silence for a few minutes while I debated my next move.

“Karen, did you kill him?”

“No, I told you I didn't. He kept forcing me to do things right up until the end.

“Like drop that final note off for Ursula at the costume extravaganza?” I asked.

“Exactly. I finally told him that was the last thing I'd do. He confirmed he wouldn't need my help after that night anymore.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“He showed me a knife. He was going to kill his sister after he got the formulas out of her.” Karen explained that Hans had followed Helena into the private employee offices to find a quiet place to bring Ursula once he confronted her at nine o'clock. Unfortunately, Cheney snuck back there delaying Hans from returning to the main room, ultimately giving the killer an opportunity to strike.

Everything had finally fallen into place. Except understanding who killed him. I realized at that moment Karen didn't know Cheney had learned the truth. “Your son confronted Hans that night.”

“I know. He was upset about the way Helena had been treated at her family's inn.”

“No,” I said shaking my head. “Cheney overheard you and Hans talking about your past together. He knew the truth and tried to bond with his father.” I updated Karen with everything Cheney had told me at the bar.

Karen was overwhelmed. “Cheney might have provoked him, but my son wouldn't kill him.”

At that moment, Sierra poked her head in the office. “Mom, do you know where Dad is? The sous chef is holding the entire kitchen down, but he needs help.” When she saw me sitting across from her mother, she froze. “What are you doing here? I told you not to bother my family anymore.”

Karen looked back and forth between me and her daughter, deciding what to do or say. “Kellan, I need to put out a couple of fires. Can we finish this conversation later or tomorrow?”

Although I was concerned we might lose momentum if I let her go, she had a restaurant to run. I also needed to update April on what I'd just learned. “Sure, but you know this conversation needs to be held with someone else, right?”

“As soon as I locate my husband and talk to my son. That's my priority right now. Goodbye, Kellan.” Karen pushed us out of the office and into the vestibule. She locked the door and told the hostess not to let anyone inside again. “Sierra, let's get the kitchen organized before I find your father.”

When they disappeared, I walked to the parking lot. Had Doug overheard our conversation and left the restaurant? Based on what Karen told me, her entire family had good reason to murder Hans Mück. Which one actually did it? I put a call into the sheriff's office, but Officer Flatman informed me she was on an international line. He was not able to comment on whether she'd found out when Sierra Stoddard arrived in Braxton, but he'd tell Sheriff Montague I urgently needed to speak with her.







Chapter 19

On the drive to the farmhouse, I updated Maggie with my progress on the case. I couldn't tell her about Ursula's involvement, but I mentioned the Stoddards had a past connection with George Braun. “I'm not sure what it all means. It could depend on when Sierra Stoddard arrived in Braxton.”

“I don't know exactly when she flew here, but she was back by the costume extravaganza. Karen asked me if her daughter could stop by that night. She even had time to rent a costume. I think she was some sort of nurse. I guess that's a hero, but there was a patch over her eye.”

“Dancing with my cousin, Alex!” It suddenly smacked me upside the head why Sierra had seemed familiar. “You've been such a help, you can't even imagine.”

“Do you think Sierra had something to do with George's death? She wasn't supposed to be at the party. It was a last-minute request, Kellan. I was shocked she got the costume from the shop. Dot told me she practically sold out after I recommended her place to all the guests to choose between a hero and a villain.”

“I'm not sure, but she might know something she hasn't shared with anyone.” I told Maggie I needed to hang up and make another call. I tried to reach Alex, but his phone went directly to voicemail. I sent him a text message and called his assistant. He was affiliated with the Wharton County General Hospital and often turned off his cell phone if he was in surgery.

While driving home, I tried to piece together what I knew about Sierra. She'd been skiing in Switzerland, she'd come home in time to attend the costume extravaganza, and she was fiercely protective of her family. Yuri had told us she overheard George fighting with a woman about something not being his fault. George was married, but the sheriff couldn't track down the name of his wife. Could it be Sierra Stoddard? Had George gotten mixed up with Sierra in Europe which was how he subsequently ran into Karen again?

I arrived at Danby Landing excited to see my daughter but desperate to learn anything my cousin, Alex, knew about Sierra. I knocked on Nana D's door and entered the living room expecting to see my grandmother and my daughter reading or working on a puzzle.

“We're in the kitchen cleaning up, brilliant one,” Nana D called out. “Guess who's here!”

I wasn't in the mood for those kinds of games right now. “My parents?” I knew Eleanor was working at the diner. Who else could it be? I found out when I slithered into the kitchen.

“Kellan, you look amazing!” Aunt Deirdre shouted while looking up from the counter. She must've forgotten she was drying a sharp knife. Her hand slipped, and a pool of red welled up leaving a bloody trail down her sleeve. “Ouchhh!”

Emma screeched and covered her eyes. She didn't like the sight of blood and was known to faint upon seeing any. Nana D said, “Kellan, check on your aunt. I'll go to Emma.”

“Raise your hand above your head.” I rushed to Aunt Deirdre and covered her wound with the towel. I also wasn't thrilled to see blood but had to see how deep the cut was. “Let me take a peek.”

As I glanced at the situation, Deirdre laughed. “I'm such a klutz. Bollocks! It's all over the brand-new blouse I bought with Lissette at the airport yesterday.” While her finger looked tender and cut up, she didn't appear to need stitches.

“I think if we put a butterfly bandage on it and wrap the wound tightly, you'll be fine,” I said.

Once Emma calmed down, Nana D took Aunt Deirdre to the bathroom to attend to her injury. I breathed a deep sigh of relief followed by one of the biggest aha moments I'd ever had.

April had shared with me that George was stabbed twice. If his killer pulled the knife out of his body to stab him again, blood had to have splashed on the killer. It was a costume extravaganza, everyone dressed up—even the servers rented costumes for the night. If there was blood on the killer's costume, the store might inadvertently know who murdered George Braun.

I called the costume shop, but they were closed for the evening. It was after eight o'clock on a Sunday, of course, they'd be closed when I needed them most. I left a message to call me back the next morning as soon as they could.

Once Aunt Deirdre was all patched up, we sampled an apple pie Emma and Nana D had baked earlier that day. Deirdre explained that Lissette had traveled all the way to her sister's place only to find out she'd passed away two days before. Since Judy was new in the small town where she stayed, no one knew who her family was, to inform them about her death. Lissette was heartbroken and begged Aunt Deirdre to meet her at a London airport, so she had someone to fly home with. They'd only arrived in Braxton that afternoon, but Aunt Deirdre would check on her friend again soon. As I said, it was always funerals and weddings that brought her home to Braxton. No one was getting married that she knew, so I counted this as a visit for a funeral. Lissette would be arranging services for her sister in the near future at their family funeral home.

I took Emma home and tucked her in bed since she had school the following day. When I went back to my bedroom, I checked my phone. Fern Terry sent me a text message that I'd dropped a piece of mail near her the other day when we met up in the student union building. I had a postcard from someone in Savannah, Georgia which she'd give to me on Monday. For now, she sent a screenshot of the front picture and back message:

 

You wanted to move here after a trip to the hostess city of the South. Imagine what that would have been like for Emma to grow up in the grand world of antebellum style. Too bad you broke your ankle and couldn't stay the whole week to experience the possibilities. Maybe another trip without so much pain is the answer.

 

Savannah was a gorgeous city, and I wanted to move there at one point. I preferred more humid climates and missed Los Angeles weather. But Francesca was mistaken again. I'd broken my ankle at the airport on the day we left Savannah. It didn't interrupt our trip at all. Maybe the flight home was worse than usual given I was doped up on painkillers the whole five hours. Had she confused another one of our trips? It didn't make sense, but other messages were more important at the moment.

Alex left me a voicemail stating he'd only met the girl at the costume extravaganza. Her name was Sierra, they'd spoken about her visiting her parents for a few days and that she lived in London. When I called him back, he was on rounds and had to keep it quick. “Nope, I danced with her twice. She talked to a few other people. Honestly, don't recall who.”

“Did you ever see her enter the private office area?” I asked my cousin.

“I don't know. Right after you came running by us, she excused herself to go to the ladies' room. I never saw her again that night.”

“What was her costume? A nurse?”

“Yes, she was Elle Driver from the movie, Kill Bill. Remember the evil nurse Daryl Hannah played?” Alex had to visit with a patient and hung up after mentioning a day to have dinner next week.

At least I'd learned from my cousin what Sierra's costume was and that she'd disappeared just before George had been stabbed. Could she have left the event because she had blood on her costume?

Sheriff Montague had also left me a message that she'd been following up on the leads for George Braun's wife and would connect with me in the morning to discuss whatever I'd learned that night from my discussion with Karen Stoddard.

Despite an early bedtime, I slept poorly given everything on my mind. Visions of Francesca chasing me around Braxton plagued my dreams. Every time I'd try to catch her, she'd vanish into thin air. At another point during the night, I was tied to a pole while four women in masks chanted in a circle. One by one, each removed her mask. Myriam, April, Sierra, and Karen were casting spells to torture me. Shortly before I woke up, a mysterious shadowed figure kept plunging a knife in my gut. I'd come back to life each time, and just as I was about to open the door to see who killed Hans, I'd die again. Maybe Eleanor would be able to interpret it all because I certainly couldn't.

After dropping Emma at school the next morning, I met Connor at the gym for an hour of weights, then checked in with Maggie. Helena was Judge Grey's first case of the day. “Is she ready?”

Maggie sighed. “I couldn't talk with her yesterday. She was only allowed to meet with Finnigan. He said she's been cooperating with him.”

“I wish I could be there, but I've got class. Then I'm heading over to the costume shop you told me about. If the killer got blood on his or her costume, we might be able to solve this more quickly.” I knew we were getting closer, but it wasn't far enough for me to slow down and let the sheriff handle it on her own. My curiosities were aroused, and there was little chance of this dog letting go of his bone.

After Maggie and I hung up, I chatted with Ursula and Myriam. They were having coffee in Ursula's office before the day got too busy. Ursula said, “I met with Dean Mulligan. I expected better of the man, but it seems retirement should be looming for him next semester.”

Ursula explained that Dean Mulligan had developed a crush on Dr. Anita Singh over the last year. Both had been single and weren't too far apart in age, but he knew, as her boss, nothing could happen between them. Anita begged him not to hire George. She'd known of the man's ruthless and underhanded schemes from various international science conferences. Mulligan had already signed the contract and had to play arbiter between them for weeks. George later discovered Mulligan's secret crush and tried to extort more money from him for the Mendel flower show and his own personal experiments. The dean refused at first, but to protect Anita from any backlash, he'd ultimately given in. He'd confronted George at the Roarke & Daughters Inn the afternoon of the costume extravaganza, which is what Yuri overheard and used to get favors from the dean. When it didn't work, she'd exaggerated the story to get even with Dean Mulligan.

“It's all very childish. It doesn't explain why the dean's costume was so disheveled later in the evening,” I noted. What had the dean done to Anita?

Myriam hooted. “I can explain that. His Zeus getup consisted of a rather large Greek robe. Each time the man used the restroom, he needed to pull the whole thing off. It just never got put on the same way again. What a fool!”

While Myriam made sense, it clearly pointed out a silly mistake I should've realized myself. “That leaves us with figuring out what Anita Singh's hiding.”

“Pish! I know Anita, and she's much too gentle to stab someone. I'm now leaning toward Sierra Stoddard. She has a motive, and I think she had the opportunity,” Myriam retorted.

“The timing is really tight, but she could've snuck into the courtyard right after I saw her on the dance floor and stayed in hiding until Cheney and Helena left,” I said.

“I was too busy telling you all about the note I'd found. I didn't pay attention to anyone walking through the double doors to the private offices while we were behind the silk draperies,” Ursula reasoned out. What came out of your discussion with Karen?”

“She hasn't gotten back to me. I suspect she and Doug are getting their stories straight, or she's avoiding me until I force the issue again,” I explained. Ursula wanted to talk with Cheney, but I convinced her to wait until we found out who killed her brother. She could already be in a dangerous position because of him.

I left to teach my two-hour class for the morning, then grabbed a snack bar out of the vending machine. There was no time to waste on lunch. Maggie texted that Judge Grey was delayed, and Helena would see him at one thirty. Finnigan had gotten additional information from Detective Gilkrist about a new lead the sheriff was on top of. Maggie didn't know if it hurt or helped her sister's case. April still hadn't returned my second call from the night before. I wanted to text her, but we really weren't close enough that it felt appropriate to blur the lines between us.

I hightailed it to the costume shop on the town border in Woodland. The costume shop hadn't called, but an emergency to them and an emergency to me were probably two different things. I parked the SUV and climbed down a few steps to the garden-level floor of a brownstone building.

I walked through the door, noticing dozens of mannequins artfully arranged in scenes. Each held a sign describing the type of costumes and which floor and section to find them in. The building had five floors and was divided into four quadrants or rooms on each one. In the lower garden-level were steps going up to the second floor and another door leading to the cellar. They probably kept all the returned costumes in the basement either to be cleaned on premises or sent out to a separate facility.

There were two other patrons nearby. One was flipping through a book in the front parlor, another was talking to an older woman wearing a tie-dyed dress and light-colored wrap around her shoulders. She had a peace sign tattoo on her left wrist. When the guest left, I marched to the counter, introduced myself, and asked if she'd listened to my voicemail.

“I haven't been able to return any messages today. My new girl didn't show up, and Mondays are always rough. People need to chill like we did in the sixties,” she mumbled and huffed.

“Does that mean you have an answer for me or no?” I said with a scrunched-up face.

“You asked about a Tarzan costume for a weekend getaway? Lay it on me, dude.” The woman had a name tag pinned to her waist that caught my attention as she flowed from side to side in a daze.

Was she on the wacky stuff right now? “Ummm… no. I called about all the costumes that were returned from Braxton's Memorial Library extravaganza.” I was, however, curious who called about the Tarzan costume. I would never show that much skin, but more power to someone who felt comfortable in their skivvies in front of the entire world. “Listen, Dot, this is really important. I need to know if a certain costume was returned.”

“All my customers are important. What's your bag, man? This shop is my pride and joy. I take my job very seriously, and I make sure I do everything I can to help them out.” She caught her ring on the wrap and spent thirty seconds trying to remove it. “Well, ain't this a gas!”

When desperate exasperation bubbled inside me, I reached over to help her. “Let me.” After it came loose, we laughed about the chances of it happening again. I really didn't care, but I knew I needed to be as sweet as pie. Not only would Nana D whack me upside the head for treating one of my elders poorly, she passionately believed you got more answers by being kind. And with this hippie, I'd have to be extra patient. “Could you tell me if someone returned a costume with a stain? Something red all over the front.”

“Like pasta sauce?”

“Not exactly.” I shook my head. I felt a headache coming on.

“Red wine stains are the hardest to get out. My momma taught me a trick years ago. Hydrogen peroxide with…” she said with unbridled gusto before pausing to remember what she meant to say.

“No, but I appreciate the tip. Something a bit stickier. Trust me, you'd probably know the costume if I described the stain.” Please don't make me tell you it's blood. No store owner wants to find out someone bled on one of their garments.

“We could try that approach, but I can't give names out. I respect my customer's privacy. The fuzz don't like it when I talk.” She reached behind her to grab a clipboard. “The law clearly states—”

“Dot, I need you to work with me here. I understand you have privacy concerns. If we need to have the sheriff ask the questions, I'll get hold of her right now.” I knew that probably wouldn't work, but I had to take a chance Dot wouldn't challenge me. I painfully curled my toes inside my shoes until I felt the seams begin to separate.

“Don't get your knickers in a twist, boy.” She closed the book and sipped from her cup of herbal tea. “Tell me again. What did this costume look like?”

Okay, maybe we were getting somewhere finally. I explained what I could from memory. I flipped through the ten pictures Maggie had given me a copy of, but there were none of Sierra in the white nurse's uniform. I described the patch and the shape of the dress, but not until I said it was from the Kill Bill movie did Dot know which one I meant.

“Yeah! Elle Driver. She's a popular Halloween rental. I've seen that movie five times. Much prefer Uma Thurman's yellow leather and spandex costume, you know what I mean. No foam domes hiding in that chick's costume!” She clicked a button on the keyboard and searched for The Bride costume Uma Thurman had worn. “Here we go.”

“No, that's not what I want.”

“Are you sure? It's a great costume. Although, you might not fit in it with those broad shoulders. What size coat do you wear? Forty, Forty-two?” Dot was falling into that category of older women who flirted with me too much. We were also getting nowhere on this midday train to crazy.

“Let's try this again. White nurse costume. Eye patch. Was it returned with a red stain?” My face must have turned redder than the strawberry stickers on Dot's cheeks.

“Is that all you needed to know?” She clicked another button on her screen. “You really should've asked that the first time. You need to hang loose a little more, sir.”

“I'm not a sir! I'm only thirty-two.” I pulled my bottom lip into my mouth and crunched down hard. Dot was doing her best. I needed to have patience. “Did you find it?”

“Oh, I didn't need to look that one up. It was returned the next day. Cleaned it up quick and sent it back out two days later for another party. Lickety-split!”

“Did it have a stain?” I asked.

“I just told you I sent it right back out, sir. Do you think I'd give it to someone else with a stain on it? We're the top costume shop in all of Wharton County. That ain't no way to do business. Definitely no stains on that costume.” She turned to a new customer who'd entered the store. “Be with ya in a jiffy, hon. Almost done teaching this young kid how we operate around here.”

This was useless. Could the killer have worn the lab coat to protect their costume from getting blood on it? That would mean it was premeditated murder, but April thought this crime happened unexpectedly. No one would choose to murder somebody in a place with a huge crowd. I needed to have Sheriff Montague question Dot, maybe put a little fear into her so we'd get better answers. “I was kinda hoping you told me that costume had a stain on it. It would have made my life a lot easier.”

“I'm not rightly sure why you want a stained nurse costume, but to each his own.” She smacked her hand on the counter and laughed. “My ex-husband used to tell me people were fickle when—”

“Thank you for your help.” Maybe Nana D would've gotten the answer instead of me. These two would have gotten along famously.

“You're welcome. That costume extravaganza made this month our best sales record in a while. Peace out!” She smiled at me and left the counter holding two fingers in a V-shape as we walked to the front door.

“I'm glad you're doing so well,” I said, finally remembering my manners. I'd only been distracted by my desire to find a murderer. Definitely not important. I slapped my head and began to leave.

“Yesiree. And we only had one item that never got returned. That was quite a shame, too. Had to keep the deposit. It was a costume we'd just started selling on the one-hundredth anniversary of the person's death.” Dot yelled back to the other patron that she'd be right with her.

“Why didn't the customer return it?” It was a long shot, but Dot might surprise me.

“The renter told me the costume just vanished. I don't know how a costume gets up and splits on its own, but at least I got my money to buy a new one.” She pulled the door open and waved as I stepped through the threshold.

“Wait, Dot, can you tell me the customer's name?” Please let this be the lead I need.

“Didn't you hear me earlier? I got to keep customer data private. The fuzz man, the fuzz!”

“Right, you mentioned that,” I growled.

“But I'm sure there's no harm in showing you a picture of the costume, right?” She winked and waved me back in. “I kinda like you. It'd be a shame to send away an unhappy handsome customer.”

She brought me back inside the store and flipped through a few screens on her computer. When she stopped on the one she wanted to show me, she cheered. “Great Mother Earth! I found it.”

I gaped at the screen in complete disbelief. I knew who'd worn that costume, but I couldn't make heads or tails of why the person would kill George Braun or Hans Mück. “Thank you, Dot. You've just made me a very curious man.” Maybe it was a coincidence?

* * *

As soon as I got back in the SUV, I called my brother. Gabriel picked up on the second ring. “Hey, great news! Millard hired me to help him with the rest of the flower exhibit and wants me to come work for him on the landscaping over at the Paddington estate.”

“That's awesome. I can't wait to hear all about it. I need to ask you an important question.” I wasn't sure if he'd remember, but I had to give it a shot.

“Sure, go ahead. We can chat later about my new job.”

I loaded up the ten photos Maggie had shared with me. “You told me you briefly met the other person who interviewed for the job with George Braun. I know Cheney was hoping to do the cabin renovation, but it was someone different who wanted to work on the flower exhibit, right?”

“Yeah. George said the other candidate was very annoying and had ulterior motives.”

I texted Gabriel all the photos. “Are any of these the person who interviewed with George?”

Gabriel took a few seconds to respond. “It's hard to be certain with that costume, but I think it's that first photo. I only got a brief glimpse when I left the interview at who talked with George next.”

“One more question. Did George ever say anything about having a wife?” I'd never thought to ask Gabriel that question when he told me about his work with the man.

“He shared very little about his personal life, but he did mention being married at one point. Are you going somewhere with this, Kellan? I'm not sure I understand all the questions.”

“I'll explain everything later. Did he say his wife's name or what happened to her?” Things were coming together, but I had a couple of pieces that didn't quite fit into the puzzle.

“You know, I'm sure he mentioned she passed away a little while ago. Never got her name.”

I hung up with Gabriel after telling him I might need his help with something else. What a fool I'd been! The answer was right in front of me the whole time. I needed to find the proof. The culprit was extraordinarily clever and had built an elaborate ruse to provide the perfect alibi. There was only one other person who might be able to bang the final nail into the coffin. Time to make another phone call!







Chapter 20

“Hi, brilliant one. Did you need me to pick up Emma today? You were supposed to let me know earlier,” Nana D said.

“Yes, that's exactly why I was calling. Well, that and another reason too.”

“Sure, I'll get Emma when she's done with school. What else can I do to help?” Nana D was hands-down the best grandmother in the world. I could count on her at the last minute for almost anything. I asked Nana D to put my aunt on the phone.

When she picked up, she said, “Hello, Kellan. What's going on?”

“Aunt Deirdre, I have a weird question for you. But first, how's your finger?”

“Those are the best kind of questions, sweetheart,” she said with a boisterous laugh. “It's healing, thanks to your quick thinking.”

“Great! Now for the odd question. When did Lissette Nutberry find out her sister, Judy, died?” I knew something was off with the timing but needed to prove it.

“A couple of days before we flew home, I don't remember the exact time. Is it important?”

“Not the specific time. Are you sure Judy Nutberry only died a few days ago?”

“That's what Lissette told me. It's why I rushed back here with her. I wasn't planning to come for a visit until next month. It's changed all my plans and nearly ruined the surprise I have for all of you.”

Surprise? I couldn't get distracted right now. “Where was she before she met you in London?”

“Switzerland, I'm sure about that. I waited with her at customs and immigration when we arrived in the States,” Aunt Deirdre replied. “I also noticed her passport stamp.”

“I knew it. There's a connection between her and George Braun.” What was their relationship?

“It was odd. I didn't go up to the booth with her since we're not family. I thought I heard the man behind the counter ask Lissette if she often traveled to Switzerland for work. Apparently, she'd already been in and out of the country a few times this year.”

Bingo! Lissette had claimed not to know where her sister was living. She lied. “Thank you. You're the best aunt in the world. Do me a favor, don't tell her about this conversation. It's important.”

“Okay, but I'm heading over to the college campus to meet her for the opening of the Mendel flower show today. I hope I don't forget and accidentally say something, Kellan. You know me, I get caught up in my book ideas and next thing I know, I prattle on—”

“Please stay home today. I think something terrible has happened.” I hung up the phone after extracting a promise from my aunt that she'd keep her lips zipped or fake a stroke if she couldn't stop herself from babbling.

I had to try reaching the sheriff again. After Officer Flatman transferred me, April picked up the phone. “You are pushing your luck, Little Ayrwick. I am trying to solve a murder case and couldn't call you back until this afternoon.”

“I think I've unintentionally solved it for you, April.” I covered everything I'd learned including my discussion with Dot at the costume shop, my conversations with Gabriel and Aunt Deirdre, and the photographs from the library's extravaganza.

“I've been busy myself. I have confirmation on the exact date George's wife passed away. According to the death certificate, Judy Nutberry Braun died of heart failure four weeks ago,” April confirmed. “Given what you just told me, Lissette is lying about discovering her sister died only last week. Why would she do that?”

“I have my suspicions, but only Lissette will be able to tell us the truth. I have an idea how to force it out of her. How much do you trust me?”

* * *

Maggie and I had just hung up our call when I arrived at Braxton. Helena had been granted bail, and her parents were paying the necessary ten percent to get her released. After the paperwork was processed, Ben and Lucy Roarke would escort Helena home to shower and get some uninterrupted sleep. Maggie knew Helena would rush off to find Cheney but couldn't stop her sister from doing what her heart told her to do. Maggie wouldn't attend the flower show as she needed to get back to Memorial Library after being absent most of the morning waiting at the courthouse for answers.

The Mendel flower show was held in Cambridge Hall of Sciences on North Campus. Tomorrow was the official opening day of the show, but today there was an invitation-only preview for a select group of Wharton County citizens. Millard Paddington wanted to offer an opportunity to Braxton administration, faculty, and students to attend for free without a massive crowd standing in their way.

Simply Stoddard, Karen's event management company, had handled most of the coordination for the public and press while Millard worked behind the scenes with the botanists and scientists who would be sharing some of their recent research. Gabriel agreed to assist in the back offices even though he was concerned someone might discover his return to Braxton sooner than he preferred. I couldn't tell anyone about the plan to force a confession from Lissette Nutberry, but I required Gabriel's and Karen's help to be successful.

“Kellan, I don't understand why you need to present at today's opening ceremony. Why wasn't I told about this sooner?” Karen asked. We stood in a lecture hall on the second floor of the building preparing the opening address before it was time to allow folks into the show.

“Millard asked me to say a few words to everyone. I won't take too long.” Millard had no idea what I wanted to say, but he trusted me and knew I wouldn't have asked him unless I had a solid reason.

After Millard's opening remarks at the ribbon-cutting ceremony, he'd introduce me to those who'd gathered in the main hall. He'd already confirmed with Lissette that she planned to attend given how much she loved flowers and had helped him with a few details before my brother was rehired. I prepared a succinct memorial, a eulogy of sorts, for the late George Braun. I had a few key messages to convey. If everything went according to plan, Lissette wouldn't be able to resist herself.

“That's fine, but you have five minutes. Seven, tops. Everything's been coordinated down to the smallest of details,” Karen advised me as if I'd asked her to rearrange the whole schedule. “You might think I'm an awful person for lying about the explosion and the identity of Cheney's real father, but I'm determined to make this event a success.”

I told Karen I found her previous actions difficult to accept and that she should apologize to Ursula for everything that had happened. “Cheney is her nephew. She lost her brother and has no family left. Maybe she won't want to reveal her true identity to the world, but I'm certain she won't ignore a blood relation.”

Karen shuffled to the main hall to verify everything was ready. I instructed Gabriel on what I needed him to create for me. Then, I called April to verify her team was in place.

“I've got two undercover officers at the front entrance and a couple more stationed throughout the main floor. She has two possible exits, and we'll stop her whichever route she takes,” April confirmed. She hadn't been comfortable with my proposal, but the evidence she'd collected to date wasn't enough to arrest Lissette. “We have a fifty-fifty chance of getting her to react today. Be careful you don't ruin any opportunity I have in the future of getting her full confession.”

“I understand.” As we hung up, I kept repeating the same lines to convince myself our plan would work. I didn't want to shock Ursula and Myriam at the opening ceremony, so I shared the gist of my strategy. They fully supported the approach and would watch for reactions from the room. I hadn't told them we suspected Lissette of killing Ursula's brother, but both knew I was focused on the mysterious wife whom Ursula's brother had left behind.

I found Millard in one of the nearby offices and walked with him to the main hall. Millard waved to Lissette who was chatting with Fern Terry. I wasn't comfortable with the idea of a good friend standing so close to a possible killer, but there was little to be done. About two hundred Braxton College employees and Wharton County citizens had gathered outside the doors brimming with excitement over seeing all the elegant flowers, lush foliage, and brilliant research conducted in the past year. Beyond those doors on the other side of the room was the first exhibit, George's personal unfinished research, on extracting vascular and epidermal tissue from certain flowers to cure diseases.

At the front of the room was a stage raised three feet off the floor. Lined up on either side of the podium was a bevy of pots of various shapes and sizes filled with robust colors and species of flowers. There were common ones most people were familiar with such as roses, tulips, daisies, and lilies, but there were also strange and rare species such as the Kadupul flower from Sri Lanka and candy cane sorrel from South Africa. The marvel of beauty in front of us was intimidating. Was George Braun on the precipice of a major discovery before he died? Would his death be in vain?

As Millard took to the podium, Karen sidled up next to me. “Gabriel says your slides are loaded. All you need to do is click the top button, and they will appear. Don't cause me any delays!”

If it had been someone kinder and more honest, I would've felt worse about causing a big scene at Karen's second major event for Braxton. She skirted by the first disaster with George Braun's death in the library, but if we arrested the killer at the second event her company had handled, Simply Stoddard might earn an unfortunate reputation. Or worse yet, bad reviews on Yelp!

Millard introduced himself to the crowd explaining how his love of flowers had blossomed at an early age. He spoke about what'd initiated his involvement in the Mendel flower show while traveling in Europe. He shared some highlights they could expect in this year's exhibitions and experimental findings, then introduced me by noting I had a special presentation before everyone entered the show.

April nodded at me. I caught a glimpse of Old Betsy, her black SIG P227 .45-caliber handgun, pushing the bottom of her plaid coat a few inches away from her hip. Too obvious in my opinion, but everyone knew she carried protection with her wherever she went. I shook hands with Millard, thanked him, and adjusted the microphone.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” I began. Lissette was front and center, which made it both easy and difficult for me to concentrate. “As everyone is aware, we lost a much-honored and cherished colleague last week. George Braun had achieved remarkable success in his field over a long history of time. Today, we will see his recent work and take a moment to say goodbye to a pillar of the science community.”

I caught a sneer forming on Lissette's lips. Her nose wrinkled and twitched as I spoke. A few folks applauded while I paused to click the button Karen had shown me earlier. Gabriel's efforts had worked. A photo of George Braun taken on his first day on campus was projected on the screen behind me.

“Before we show you George's special exhibit this afternoon, let's take a minute to get to know the man behind the flowers and the science.” I clicked the button again and watched as a picture of George and Judy burst on the screen.

I felt a tad guilty goading Lissette in such a manner. She was a friend whom my aunt and Nana D had known for years. I assuaged my concerns knowing all I planned to do today was say enough to force Lissette to react. She had little way of knowing I'd discovered the truth. Once the sheriff showed me a picture of Judy Nutberry, I recalled seeing a similar one of her in the folder George had kept under his bed at Maggie's family's inn. We didn't realize who she was at the time given how she'd been sick and had deteriorated in the last year. I, unfortunately, had to besmirch Judy to push Lissette over the edge.

“We're privileged to have a photograph of George and his wife, Judy, from sometime earlier this year. We don't know a lot about his private life given the professor rarely spoke about himself, but judging by the look on their faces, George and Judy had a happy marriage. It's a shame Judy hasn't returned our calls to be here with us today. Perhaps she was jealous of the man or wasn't a very supporting wife.”

Lissette gasped. Fern turned to her with a mixed sense of shock and apprehension. I glanced at Ursula who'd made a concerted effort to hold it together, but it was obvious this exercise was a painful experience. I'd come to know her well in the last few months and recognized when she was frightened, saddened, or worried. I had to keep pushing further.

“As we all gather today to launch the Mendel flower show, let us remember this bright and kind man for all he's accomplished over the years. Let us hope George Braun can rest in peace and that we can locate his indifferent wife to share some important news with her about his profound legacy.”

Lissette took a step forward. Not a huge one, but enough that I could see a tear rolling beneath her eye. A thin line of mascara traced the contour of her cheek. It took all the remaining energy I had left, but I pushed myself to deliver the final blow.

“We're building and dedicating a memorial to the late George Braun, a scholar, a brilliant scientist, and an honorable humanitarian who deserved our gratitude.” I clicked the button for the last slide to appear. A memorial plaque Gabriel had created using Photoshop earlier that afternoon—beautiful stone background, crisp and elegant black writing, and a flowerpot etched in all four corners.

 

George Braun, In Memoriam of a Beloved Professor, Friend, and Husband.

 

“No! This is nonsense. He wasn't any of those things. George Braun was a monster,” Lissette shouted as she climbed to the stage and trembled uncontrollably. She dropped her purse and walked up to the podium.

“Lissette, are you okay?” I asked while reaching a hand toward her shoulder.

She shoved me away, grabbed the remote aiming it randomly all around the room, and pressed buttons until the picture with Judy reappeared on the screen. “That devil killed my sister.” She rushed behind me and thrust her hands on the image as if she were trying to connect with Judy. “He abandoned her. He stole her money and left her to die all alone.”

One of the sheriff's team members moved closer to the steps on the opposite side of where Lissette stood. I walked toward her and gently removed the remote from her hands. “Lissette, let's get you some water in the other room. I'm sure you're confused. George is the one who died. We need to honor him before we cut the ribbon for today's exhibit opening.” I clicked the power button and let the image fade from the screen. I felt awful further torturing the woman, but she'd killed a man and needed to pay for her sins.

“No!” she screamed at me as she scanned the room for someone to believe her. “That man deserved to die. That man killed Judy. But I got revenge. I made him suffer for everything he did to her.” Lissette morphed into a mad and raving animal who'd been trapped and cornered only five feet away from me. She seized one of the flowerpots on the table and rushed toward me with fury in her eyes.

I had only a moment to turn to the side and protect myself as she raised the pot and forcefully slammed it against my head. I fell to the floor while she ran across the stage to the other set of steps. The last thing I remembered seeing before my vision went pitch black was April whooshing toward us.

* * *

“He's come to,” someone said. I recognized the voice, but my head was too groggy to properly connect it to a person.

Another one, definitely a woman's this time, said in a soothing tone, “Don't get up. Do you know where you are?”

I mumbled a yes or a no, I wasn't sure what sound came out of my mouth. Suddenly, the focus in my eyes began to clear. I seemed to be lying down. Fern sat next to me. Why did she have dirt on her hands? I tried to get up, but a strong grip held me back.

“Stay put. You might have a concussion,” the first voice said again. Whoever he was cradled my head in his hands. He leaned over me and smiled. “Do you know who I am, Kellan?”

I did. “Brad Shope. You're a nurse. Did you give me the good drugs?”

Brad and Fern laughed. “No. You were hit on the head with a flowerpot, and it knocked you out,” Brad replied.

“Apparently, your head isn't as strong as you think it is,” Fern added.

I began to recall what'd taken place before I was rendered unconscious. “Did they catch her?”

Fern explained what'd happened. As soon as Lissette reached for the flowerpot, April leaped up the stairs to prevent her from throwing it at me. The sheriff had been too far away, and in the rush to escape, Lissette clunked me on the head. When I fell to the ground, Lissette tore across the stage finding herself caught between Officer Flatman and the sheriff. “It was quite a scene for two minutes. Lissette ran back and forth until they closed in on her, then she jumped off the stage to escape through the crowd,” Brad noted.

“She got away?” I mumbled feeling my strength come back. How could that happen?

“No, someone tackled her,” Brad said, rubbing something on my head. “This might sting a bit.”

Footsteps approached from the other side. “How's he doing?”

“He's doing fine,” I told April. “Was it you who tackled Lissette Nutberry?”

“Not exactly.”

“I guess that would be me,” Fern said with a hearty laugh. She was built like a quarterback, there'd be no getting past her.

“Thank you.” I felt the pain in my head settle in for what would be a long night.

Brad cleaned out the wound with antiseptic and applied a bandage. “I think you'll be fine, but we should really get you to the hospital to see if there's any damage.”

April laughed, “I'm not sure how they'll be able to tell. He must've been brain damaged already to come up with this hokey plan.”

“You went along with it,” I retorted. It hurt to laugh, though. “Did Lissette confess?”

April nodded. “We took her into a private office to let her calm down and vent. We got enough to arrest her, but she's asked for a lawyer before saying anything else.”

While Brad helped me sit upright to see if I was able to walk on my own, Fern told me that Millard ushered everyone else into the first exhibit. He'd given them the choice of continuing or going home and coming back tomorrow for the full show. Most wanted to move forward to see George's special exhibit. April and her team interrogated Lissette. Brad and Fern attended to me while I laid stretched out on the stage. They'd put a pillow under my head and called Nana D, so someone knew what had happened.

Although I was able to get up, I needed more time before I could walk to a car. April grabbed a chair and helped me get situated. “Lissette told us she'd finally tracked her sister down to a small town in Switzerland over a month ago. She'd been sending Judy money to help with all the medical bills. Judy couldn't work on account of her heart condition. She left the United States last year because she thought her family made too big a deal of it and wanted her privacy. That's when she met George.”

As April paused for me to process what she said, Connor walked over to us. “Hey, man. I hear you lost a fight with a flowerpot. Definitely an uneven match. You never had a chance.”

“Ha! We'll see about that when I kick your butt in the gym tomorrow,” I jeered as my head throbbed. “Maybe the day after.”

Brad laughed, “I've seen you both at the gym. Connor will destroy you in under a minute.”

“Let's give it a few days before exercising again. I don't want to shame you two days in a row,” Connor teased. “We'll do coffee tomorrow. I have to chat with you about something.”

For friends, those two sure liked to gang up on me. Since I remembered that was the second time Connor had mentioned needing to talk to me, I knew I hadn't sustained too much damage from the whack to my head. He'd also failed to tell me his news at the gym earlier in the day. “Were you just meeting with Lissette?” I asked.

“Yes. It happened on college property, so I sat in with the sheriff and her team while they grilled the woman,” Connor noted. His role as director of security at Braxton came in handy. “George had been stealing all the money Judy's family had been sending her for the medical bills. He used it to further his research, finance the special flower exhibit, and track his sister.”

“Lissette went to visit Judy four weeks ago and found her near death. She was all alone in her bed without anyone to take care of her. Judy died that evening, and when Lissette searched the house, she discovered George Braun's deception and the missing family money. Lissette followed him to Braxton, even tried to get a job with him at the flower show. She used a fake name with a perfect resume, then showed up to meet him. She wanted revenge, but he never hired her.” George hadn't recognized Lissette in their interview because his wife had looked much different due to her illness.

“He didn't hire her because George gave the job to Gabriel,” I said.

Connor choked. “Your brother's back?”

“Let's chat about that another time,” I whispered. At least I hoped I did. Either the acoustics in the room were off or my head was worse than I'd thought.

Brad said, “You ought to take a break right now. Your head needs rest to properly recover.”

April supported Brad's insistence that I head to the hospital. “This is the second time you've put yourself in the line of fire to get a killer to confess to their crime. Do you have a death wish?”

I shook my head. Probably too quickly because everything was fuzzy for the next twenty seconds. Trails of blurry dots followed me wherever I focused. “I do not. I'm motivated to protect people I care about. Fears are meant to be conquered.”

“Does that mean you want to hop on a flight with me to Antigua to visit my family this weekend?” Connor asked with a sly grin.

“Stop messing with me. I'm a sick man,” I finally relented. There would be no flying in my future. Brad and Connor helped me stand. When I declined to go to the hospital to have any scans or tests run, we cut a deal. Brad would take me home to Nana D's and monitor me for a few hours. Fern agreed to follow Brad in my SUV, so it wasn't left on campus overnight.

As we prepared to leave, Officer Flatman escorted Lissette in handcuffs into the main room. She stopped him when they passed us. “Kellan, I'm sorry I hit you. I… I… was so upset at seeing Judy's picture with that arrogant bastard. How could you say all those wonderful things about him?”

“I'm sorry. I know he hurt your family.” I felt bad, but I couldn't tell her I'd tricked her in case it caused any issues with her future trial. As far as everyone else was concerned, Lissette simply broke down and confessed when she heard me talking about her sister.

“I'm sure my lawyer will fix this. It was a misunderstanding. I confronted George at the costume extravaganza. He pulled a knife on me. I had to protect myself.” When Lissette began to struggle, Officer Flatman yanked her away.

“Maybe that defense would work if she stabbed him once and rushed out to get help. But she stabbed the guy twice and lied about the timing of her sister's death. The rest of her family still thinks Judy only died a few days ago. Lissette's going away for quite a long time,” April advised.

“Will the charges be dropped against Helena now?” I asked April.

“We're working on it. She did lie to us, and she helped someone we know remove evidence from George's room.” April had her hands on her hips and cast a warning look in my direction.

“But if that didn't happen, we'd never have—”

“Take Little Ayrwick home, Brad. He's sounding a bit delusional.” April followed Officer Flatman out of the building and waved her fingers goodbye in my direction. “Toodaloo.”

That woman was truly going to drive me up a wall. I needed a vacation from her before I got myself put into jail for crossing lines I knew better than to cross. “I need some pain medication. Stat!”







Chapter 21

As we walked toward the parking lot, a woman's voice called out to us. “Hold up, can I have a minute with him?” Ursula said with Myriam closely in tow.

“Sure. Make it quick. He needs some downtime.” Brad stepped to the side to talk with Fern as I leaned against his car.

“I don't know how to thank you, Kellan. My brother wasn't a good man, but he didn't deserve to die that way. It doesn't really matter now, I made peace years ago. It's time to move on,” Ursula said.

Myriam swallowed something that must have been stuck in her throat. “I suppose you will be needing a day or two to recuperate, Mr. Ayrwick?”

Ursula swatted at her wife. “M, I'm sure we can find someone to cover his classes for a few days. We owe Kellan that much.”

“Let not sloth dim your horrors new-begot,” Myriam replied in my direction with a gentle bow. Henry VI. I couldn't muster the nerve to fight back, but as she walked away, I caught her wicked little wink in my direction. Myriam had been grateful for my help, and her choice of apropos quotes made it obvious. Was this a turning point in our relationship?

Fern and Brad helped me get situated in the car. As we pulled out of the parking lot, I fought the urge to fall asleep. I hadn't gotten proper rest in a long time, but even now I wouldn't be allowed to sleep until Nana D knew I wasn't concussed. I'd finally come to realize that despite winning a battle here or there, I'd never win the war when it came to the women in my life.

The rest of Monday was a blur. Nana D informed me Brad and Fern stayed until I was beginning to function normally again. Of course, my grandmother told all her friends I'd drunk too much that evening. While I was in and out of brief naps—she'd wake me every hour to be sure I was okay—all her cronies called to check on me. A few had been at the flower show and wanted to know why Lissette Nutberry went crazy living up to her name in spectacular fashion. Although usually one for gossip, Nana D had been close to the woman and wasn't ready to talk about what had gone wrong.

“Thank you, Nana D. Everything is coming together, but I still can't figure out why Anita Singh was so upset this week when we asked about her marriage. At one point, I thought she might have been George's wife.” Lissette had confessed to taking Anita's lab coat to hide the blood stains on her costume. She eventually threw everything out, which is why nothing had been returned to the shop.

“Oh, I wish you'd asked me that,” Nana D replied, heading to the front door. “Anita Singh got married earlier this year, but the folks at the immigration office are harassing her about it.”

“I didn't realize she wasn't an American,” I noted finally realizing why she was apprehensive to talk to us.

“No, you have it backward, Kellan. Anita was born here, but her husband wasn't. He's from Iran, and with all the focus on border patrol, travel restrictions, and the reticence to grant citizenship, they've been threatening to deport him. Her family also hasn't been supportive of her marrying outside her culture.”

“Did she marry him for love or to keep him in the country?” I said.

“Don't be a fool! Anita is one of the most honest and caring people I know. Of course, it's legitimate. But she's been fighting with the government all year long. Unfortunately, Ed Mulligan is the one who reported Anita's husband to immigration. He thought he was protecting her.”

“Meaning what… he might have had a chance with her?”

Nana D nodded. “If he couldn't have her, then no one else could. I told that man he was a stupid fool. I think he's learned a lesson this time. Once George found out what Ed had done, it was easy blackmail to elicit more money for his lab experiments.”

* * *

While Nana D dropped Emma off at school on Tuesday morning, I had breakfast with Aunt Deirdre. Myriam had found someone to teach my class that day, which meant I could take some time off. I knew I'd be back to work on Wednesday, so I didn't worry too much about the impact.

“I'm devastated for her,” Aunt Deirdre said, sulking in her Earl Grey tea and crumpets. She'd brought them from London knowing Nana D wouldn't have anything like them at Danby Landing.

“People do crazy stuff when someone they love is hurt.” I comforted my aunt in words and with a great big bear hug before I sat at the table. “I'm not sure we'll ever know the full story of what went on between Judy and George.”

“Oh, Kellan, I have to confess something to someone, or I'll go batty thinking I'm the cause of all this drama.” Aunt Deirdre pulled up a seat next to me and slung her head on my shoulder. She still wore her satin nightgown and a silk robe. The garment covered the essentials, but it was like looking at a younger version of my mother parading around in very little. I would've imagined this was how the heroines in her novels dressed, but they were from at least a century earlier.

What could Aunt Deirdre possibly confess about the situation? “You didn't kill Judy or George. I'm sure whatever you're anxious about is a lot less worrisome than you think.”

“I'm the one who sent Judy the article about Ursula Power becoming the new president at Braxton. It was that big newspaper article the Wharton County Gazette published earlier this year about the transition of the decade when your father announced his impending retirement.” She moaned and wallowed in her own little world as if her actions were as horrific as the murder itself.

I didn't understand what she was trying to tell me. “How does this make you responsible?” I poured myself another cup of coffee on the off chance I wasn't awake enough to understand her incoherent explanation.

“Judy was reading that article on a train ride from France to Switzerland. She'd just come from visiting me in London and had taken the Chunnel to Paris. She was tired of her family watching every little thing she did back home. That's why she moved to Europe in the first place. I encouraged her to travel more as a way to meet new people.” She tugged at her robe as if a spook had entered her body.

“Okay, so she was reading the article on the train and George saw it. It doesn't mean you pushed them together.”

“But I did. Judy called me after she met him. George wined and dined her in those first few weeks. He convinced her to move to Switzerland to be with him. She'd no idea how to take care of herself and let him lead her on. When she asked me what to do, I told her to enjoy falling in love.” Aunt Deirdre sighed and pulled out her cell phone. “I've begun falling in love myself, you see.”

“Are you saying you knew Judy was living in Switzerland but didn't tell Lissette or the rest of the Nutberry family?” I ignored her statement about falling in love. She'd suggested something the previous day about having a surprise for us. I'm sure we'd hear soon enough. Some English lord or land baron, I surmised.

“I did, but I never knew who the man was. Judy referred to him as her doctor friend. I guess because he had a PhD and was fussing all over her at the beginning about her heart condition. I didn't know they'd gotten married.” Aunt Deirdre's eyes were swollen and distant. “I wonder if I could have prevented her death.”

“You couldn't have predicted the man was going to milk Judy for all her money and abandon her once he found a reason to…” I stopped realizing it wasn't appropriate to conjecture. We didn't know if he'd killed Judy or she'd died of her illness.

She perked up. “You're probably right. Besides, does anyone know why he chose to come to Braxton? It doesn't make sense, that's where Judy was from.”

I knew the reason. His sister, Sofia, now living as Ursula Power, had moved here. But I couldn't tell my aunt or anyone else. That would be up to the sheriff and to my boss to decide. “I know it's hard to mourn the death of a friend and to accept that another one will be going to prison for murder. Take some time while you're visiting us and regroup. Nana D is so excited to have you here, Aunt Deirdre.”

She stopped searching for something on her phone and chuckled. “I do have a secret to share. I was going to wait until the big family dinner Thursday night, but it wouldn't hurt if I told you before.”

I braced myself for whatever shocker she was about to unleash on me. It couldn't compare to the one I'd bring to the table about Gabriel. “Sure, I'm curious to hear your surprise.” I gulped the muddy coffee remnants at the bottom of my cup.

“I'm engaged. We're getting married next month. I think we'll do it here in Braxton,” she cheered. Her mood had gone from sullen and distraught to frenzied and ecstatic. I thought I was on a roller coaster of the highest proportion when it came to her emotions. Maybe Brad had given me some sort of drug to keep me in a woozy state.

“Congratulations! I look forward to meeting him.” What else could I say? It was the first I'd heard of it. “Where'd you meet one another?”

Aunt Deirdre handed me her phone. “That's his picture, isn't he gorgeous?” she said with a puzzling grin. “He wants to have a baby as soon as possible, and well, I don't see why we shouldn't when we're in love.”

I wished I could have seen my jaw drop to the ground, but my eyes had exploded from their sockets and landed somewhere in Danby Landing's eastern apple orchard. I knew Aunt Deirdre was younger than my mother, but I didn't think she was that young. I couldn't think of the most tactful way to ask, and I had to stop myself from going into a choking fit. “Water, please.”

She jumped up and filled my coffee mug from the kitchen tap. “Drink up, Kellan.”

When I regained my composure, I did a double-take on the photo staring back at me from her mobile phone. “That's Timothy Paddington!”

“Yes, I've known him all my life, but we drifted apart. We found each other on the Facebook again this year. All us girls have been getting more into social media. He's such a generous and caring man.” The smile on my aunt's now happy face was so bright I couldn't look at her. If there were ever a female counterpart to Batman's Joker, she was it right now.

“But… you know he's… I mean, not that it means you can't, what I'm trying to say…” I couldn't get the words out of my mouth.

“He's in rehab for an alcohol and drug addiction. I'm aware, but he gets sprung from Second Chance Reflections in two weeks. I was planning on meeting him that day to start our new life together, then Lissette asked me to accompany her back home. It was fate!” she proclaimed before doing a little dance on the kitchen floor.

Another voice in the kitchen laughed raucously. “I thought I'd check on you, but I can see your aunt has you in stitches,” Connor teased. He hugged my aunt who thanked me for cheering her up, then demanded I keep her secret. While she went to take a bath, I poured myself another cup of coffee and offered one to Connor.

“Don't ask. I'm not sure if I'm loopy or she's actually here. Am I seeing people? Are you real?” I grabbed a few crumpets from the bowl and threw them at him.

“Oh, I saw her dancing that broken Irish jig. That woman needs to take a few lessons on how to find some rhythm.” Connor caught one, leaned against the counter, and slurped his coffee.

“No doubt about it. It's good to see you,” I said.

“I couldn't keep the news to myself anymore. I had to share it with you before you found out from someone else.” Connor was beaming, and it was unusual for him to wear his emotions on his sleeves. Ten years in security had made him rigid and hard to read.

Was he about to tell me he was getting married too? It couldn't be Eleanor. My sister wouldn't have been able to contain that news. Then I realized he wouldn't have proposed to Maggie with everything she's been doing to support Helena this week. “Out with it. You've got that devious look on your face like you're about to sideswipe me with something big,” I replied.

“You're looking at the newest detective in the Wharton County Sheriff's Office. Or at least as soon as Gilkrist is finished at the end of this month.” Connor rushed over to hug me, spilling coffee all down both our backs. He went on to explain that he and April had been talking a lot about their partnership to keep the town of Braxton and its college campus safer. “You know I quit the force in Philadelphia because I didn't want to be around all the gang fights, high murder rate, and urban crimes.”

“You wanted something more laidback where you could make a real difference,” I said. We'd previously spoken about it when I'd returned to Braxton.

“She suggested it. I talked to Gilkrist, and it's a great fit. I'll really miss working at the college, but Ursula understood.” Connor had been interviewing all along and never told me. Neither did Ursula. I guess there was a distinct line between business and personal relationships.

“Does Maggie know?” I asked.

“We're meeting for an early lunch. I hinted about it but never told her I interviewed with April,” Connor noted. He checked his watch and mentioned he had to leave to pick Maggie up on time.

After he left, I had a moment where I felt depressed. I was happy for my friend who found a great new job, but with him and April working so closely together, it might make any future homicide investigations harder on me. Then I realized something. Why was I predicting there would be another murder I wanted to solve? At the rate things had been going since my return to Braxton, maybe there was some truth to April's jokes about me being at the center of all the crime in our charming and secluded town.

When Aunt Deirdre finished bathing and dressing, I said goodbye and headed to the guesthouse to determine how to introduce Gabriel back into the fold. I needed to wake up, so I decided to get my own shower out of the way. Just as I stripped naked and turned on the water, my cell rang. It was Maggie. “Hey, you caught me at a bad time. Can I call you back in fifteen?”

“Connor is on his way to pick me up. I wanted to thank you for everything you did. Helena is home with all the charges officially withdrawn from her record. It's only because you stuck your neck out for us,” Maggie said in a soft, gentle voice. “I'm grateful more than I can say.”

“I only did what you would've done for me, if the situations were reversed. Let's get together soon.”

“That sounds perfect. I need to run. Helena and Cheney set up this brunch for the four of us to get to know one another.”

“Say hi for me.”

“Maybe we could meet next weekend. I'd love to pick your brain about the renovations at Memorial Library. We start construction in twelve weeks,” Maggie added with a passion in her voice.

“That's great news!” I told Maggie we'd catch up again soon and hung up. I checked the water temperature and hopped under the full blast. My shoulders were sore and needed the relief. I only stepped out again when I heard someone moving around in the hallway. I quickly dried off with a fresh towel and called out, “One minute. Just throwing on some clothes.”

I grabbed the jeans and black tank top I'd hung on the back of the door and slipped into them. I located my glasses and wandered into the living room. No one was there. I poked my head into the kitchen, then my bedroom, but they were also empty. Emma's door had been shut and was still shut, so no one was in there. Maybe I'd started hearing things as well as seeing things.

I grabbed my satchel and flipped through all the postcards Francesca had sent. Now that we'd found George Braun's murderer and I'd received postcards from all the places my wife and I had visited, it was time to figure out what she was up to.

As I reread each one, I realized there were other mistakes besides the two I'd recognized on the postcards from Savannah and Yellowstone. Not only had Francesca incorrectly mentioned snow on one of them and my broken ankle on the other, but she'd referred to Emma as being six years old. Emma had turned seven years old several weeks before that postcard had arrived the previous month. I laid them all out on the table and tried to make sense of what was in front of me.

The front door opened and in ran Emma with Nana D following closely behind. “I'm back from school!” She had an early release today.

“Hey kiddo! Did you just get here, or were you in the house a few minutes ago?” I asked my daughter. Maybe I hadn't been hallucinating about the noises.

“Mmm, you saw us walk in, Daddy. Is your head still hurting?” Emma asked while tapping my nose. “Rodney is back at school. I miss him.”

Nana D looked at the table in front of me, then at me, and finally at my daughter. “Why don't you make yourself a snack, Emma? I left some cut-up apples in the fridge earlier. Maybe some peanut butter with it, okay?”

Emma cheered and rushed off to the kitchen. Nana D sat next to me and picked up the Mendoza postcard. “What's going on, brilliant one?”

I wasn't ready to share with my grandmother that my wife was alive. I needed to find her first. “It's nothing, Nana D. I was looking at old messages from Francesca. Are you ready for election day?” I took the postcard from her hand and tucked it under the rest of the pile.

“I think so. I'm feeling good about it, but you never know what dirty tricks Marcus Stanton has up his sleeve.” Nana D leaned forward to study one of the other postcards, but I confiscated it from her before she could. “Nothing good comes from focusing on the past. I'll put these away later.”

“Never be afraid of history. Those who forget the lessons they've learned are condemned to repeat the same mistakes. It's like all those jewelry thefts that started up again,” Nana D cautioned.

I hadn't been aware of any but recalled the sheriff mentioning something about a burglary she'd been investigating the night of the costume extravaganza. “What do you mean again?”

“You don't remember?” she asked inquisitively while leaning over the table to get a better glimpse of the only postcard still accessible. “Oh, that's right, it happened while you were in LA.”

Was I going to have to beg for details? “And the award for the best dramatic reveal goes to—”

“Slow your roll, brilliant one. I'm getting there.” Nana D knocked over a pillow as she stood from the couch, but I was aware of how tricky she could be. “Get that, will ya?” she said while swooping down to collect the postcard.

I shuffled the entire lot into a pile, gathered them into my left hand, and reached for the pillow with the other. “Go on. I'll put these away now.”

“Oh, about eight years ago… right around the time Gabriel left Braxton… there were a bunch of robberies on campus. Started out small at first, but the thief worked his or her way up to expensive jewelry and a lot of money.” Nana D thrust herself back into the couch with a long sigh, obviously disgruntled that I'd kept her from nosing into my business.

“His or her? Didn't they catch the person?”

“Nope. By the time it was all done, a fifty-thousand-dollar donation had been stolen from the alumni building. Some fool had dropped off cash. It was pinched before the night fell.” Nana D shrugged her shoulders and tossed her hands in the air. “Never found the culprit or the money. It just happened again last week.”

“As in more money was stolen?”

“Don't you read the newspapers? Get with it, you're losing touch with reality.” She wagged her finger at me disapprovingly. “Same calling card was left, but a lot more was stolen this time. Your father thinks it was one of the professors. Maybe it's a case for you to get involved with?”

Emma interrupted us from continuing the conversation about the stolen money and jewelry. It was intriguing, but I needed some downtime to relax. “What's up, baby girl?”

“Can I go play on the iPad in my bedroom? I want to beat my high score on Candy Crush Saga.” She giggled and put on her adorable pleading face.

“Your homework is done?” I asked. When she nodded, I let her have thirty minutes on the device. Then she'd have to help prepare dinner with Nana D and me.

Nana D cleared her throat after Emma rushed out of the room. “When were you gonna tell me Gabriel was back?” She narrowed judgmental eyes in my direction.

How did she know? “I… ummm… he asked me to keep his secret.”

“I don't like when you lie to me, brilliant one.” Nana D made a tsk tsk noise to shame me. Unfortunately, it was beginning to work.

Before I could reply, a scream came from Emma's room. We both jumped off the couch and rushed to check it out. I thought she'd fallen and hurt herself.

When I got to the room, Emma was bent over a wicker basket on her bed and crying tears of joy. “It's a puppy. It's the one we saw at the pet store, Daddy. You got him for me!”

I didn't get him for her. I looked at Nana D who vehemently shook her head. “Not me.”

While Emma clutched the shiba inu puppy against her chest, Nana D sat on the bed and ruffled her hair. I looked in the basket and found another postcard. It read:

 

It seems Francesca has run out of places to visit, so she stopped back home. Emma loved her trip to the pet store the other day. She took such great care of the rabbit last week. Maybe this puppy will keep her happy until Mommy comes home. If you'd ever like to see her mommy alive again, you need to convince your in-laws to do exactly what I say. I'll be in touch soon. Don't try to locate me, or Francesca will truly be dead this time.

-Familia Las Vargas

 

I hurried into the living room to look at the nine postcards. I checked the first one thoroughly and found the letter 'L' written under the handwritten address. In the second, I found an 'A' hidden under the postage stamp. By the time I scanned them all, there were nine letters scattered on each of the nine cards. She'd capitalized some of the letters in her words to make a point. It wasn't random. They spelled out LAS VARGAS. But it spelled out way more than that. Francesca hadn't been visiting all the places we'd gone to together in our past. Her parents weren't keeping her safe in the Castigliano mansion. The Vargas family had kidnapped my wife and forced her to share details about our trips, so they could send those postcards. They didn't want us to find her!

Francesca must have been sending clues to reveal what was going on. I had no idea what to do next. Should I confess everything to Nana D? Was it best to contact Vincenzo and Cecilia for help? Did I need to get the FBI involved?

My phone rang shrilly, jerking me out of the unexpected stupor. The puppy barked in Emma's room while I panicked at the number on the screen. It was the sheriff. I suddenly knew exactly what to do at that moment. “April, I need your help. Something insane has happened, and you're the only person I can trust right now.”
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Sneak Peek at Mistaken Identity Crisis (#4)

A clever thief with a sinister calling card has invaded Braxton campus. A string of jewelry thefts continues to puzzle the sheriff given they're remarkably similar to an unsolved eight-year-old case back when Gabriel vanished one stormy night. Once a missing ruby is discovered near an electrified dead body during the campus cable car redesign project, Kellan must investigate the real killer in order to protect his brother. Amidst sorority hazing practices and the victim's connections to several prominent Wharton County citizens, a malicious motive becomes more obvious and trickier to prove.

As if the latest murder isn't enough to keep him busy, Kellan partners with April to end the Castigliano and Vargas crime family feud. What really happened to Francesca while all those postcards showed up in Braxton? The mafia world is more calculating than Kellan realized, and if he wants to move forward, he'll have to make a few ruthless sacrifices.

Election Day is over, and the new mayor takes office. Nana D celebrates her 75th birthday with an adventure. A double wedding occurs at Crilly Lake on Independence Day. And Kellan receives a few more surprises as the summer heat begins to settle in Wharton County.

 

If you haven't read the first two books in the series…

 

Academic Curveball (#1)

Who killed professor Abby Monroe? When Kellan Ayrwick returns home for his father's retirement, he finds a dead body in Diamond Hall's stairwell. Unfortunately, Kellan has a connection to the victim, and so do several members of his family. Soon after, the college's athletic program receives mysterious donations, a nasty blog denounces his father, and a trickster attempts to change student grades. Someone is playing games on campus, but none of the facts add up. With the help of his eccentric and trouble-making nana, Kellan tries to stay out of the sheriff's way. But who is behind the murder?

 

Broken Heart Attack (#2)

Who killed Gwendolyn Paddington? When an extra ticket becomes available to see the dress rehearsal of King Lear, Kellan tags along with Nana D and her buddies. But once one of them dies of an apparent heart attack in the middle of the second act, Nana D asks Kellan to investigate. With family members suddenly in debt and a secret rendezvous between an unlikely pair, Kellan learns that the Paddingtons might not be as clean-cut as everyone thinks. But can Kellan find the killer, or will he get caught up his own stage fright?
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