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Chapter One

ED BRONSKY WAS leaving a strange trail behind him on Alpine’s grapevine. The Alpine Advocate’s former ad manager was creating a stir with his unusual behavior. He’d been spotted at the Grocery Basket stuffing bananas in his raincoat pocket, at Cal Vickers’s Texaco station putting only three gallons of gas into his Mercedes, and leaving the Burger Barn without paying for his double deluxe bacon cheeseburger with extra fries. Indeed, I had noticed him in church at St. Mildred’s dropping coins into the collection basket instead of waving a check with his usual flourish.

My House & Home editor, Vida Runkel, was sorely tempted to put some of those occurrences into her weekly gossip column, “Scene Around Town,” but even she felt there might be something seriously wrong with Ed. Many years earlier, he’d quit his job at the Advocate after inheriting a pile of money from an aunt. Ever since then he and his wife, Shirley, and their five children had lived the high life—or as high as you can get in Alpine, with its four thousand residents living in semi-isolation eight miles from the Stevens Pass summit.

I was about to discover the answer.

Ed had wedged himself into one of my two visitors’ chairs on this first Monday morning in January. He looked more pugnacious than crazy.

“I want my old job back,” he said without any preamble.

I was aghast. “What?”

Ed nodded once, his three chins settling into his Burberry muffler. “That’s right. I’m—we’re—broke.”

Given the rumor mill, I wasn’t completely bowled over. But I was still flabbergasted. “What happened?” I asked, pretending I hadn’t heard his request to be reinstated. “I thought you had a financial adviser.”

Ed cleared his throat. “I do. But…” He averted his eyes. “The dot-com disaster, 9/11, the whole downturn thing…plus, I made a few investments on the side. They didn’t turn out so good.”

I had to ask. “What kind of investments?”

Ed shot me a swift, furtive glance. “Prune-based fuel. Plastic tires. Paper shoes.”

I didn’t know what to say. “Those sound like kind of far-fetched ideas, Ed.”

He pounded his pudgy fist on the table. “No! Think about it! We’re ruining the planet by relying on traditional natural resources. We’ve got to find other solutions. We have to seek unusual means to maintain our quality of life. Was Ben Franklin flying a kite far-fetched? You bet. But look what happened.”

I sensed that this spiel wasn’t Ed’s but had come from whoever had conned him into his bad investments.

He sighed and swiped at the comb-over that hid part of his bald dome. “There goes Stanford. Shirley and I really wanted to send at least one of our kids there.”

It would have been unkind to point out that even if the Bronskys could have sent one of their five children to Stanford, that didn’t mean that child would get in. I figured Ed would have had to endow most of the Bay Area to get his offspring accepted at the academically challenging Palo Alto school.

But I had to say something. “I’m so sorry, Ed.”

He shrugged, the powdered sugar on his cashmere overcoat sprinkling the air of my cubbyhole office like tiny snowflakes. “You got any more of those doughnuts?” he asked.

“I think you ate the last three,” I said.

“Oh.” Ed frowned. “Maybe it’s just as well I never got that bond issue on the ballot last fall,” he mused. “Even if it’d passed, I’d probably still have had to invest some of my own money for the Mr. Pig Museum and Family Fun Center.”

Ed was referring to his harebrained scheme for an amusement park that would feature the Mr. Pig characters from a Japanese animated TV show that had been loosely based on his self-published autobiography, Mr. Ed.

“Yes,” I agreed. “And it certainly would’ve been a lot of work.” Work. It was a word with which Ed had only a passing acquaintance, as I’d learned to my sorrow when I inherited him from the Advocate’s previous owner, Marius Vandeventer.

“So what about it?” he asked, burying his chins deeper into his muffler. “I mean…that is…what’s the chance of getting my old job back?”

I grimaced. “We have an ad manager, Ed. Leo Walsh has done an outstanding job ever since you quit.”

Ed looked at me as if I were dumb as a rope. “Emma, Emma,” he said in a condescending tone, “Leo came here from California. Southern California,” he added, emphasizing the part of the state to make it sound even worse, like having pulmonary pneumonia instead of simple bronchitis. “I’m an Alpine native. Who knows commerce around here better than I do? Who hobnobs with all the business and civic leaders? Who plays golf with Mayor Baugh?”

I honestly didn’t know what to say—except, of course, to refuse Ed’s request to return to work. “Why didn’t you run for county commissioner in November?”

Ed grimaced. “I missed the filing deadline.” He paused and looked away. “And I forgot there was a fee, even for a write-in candidate.”

I’d known that, of course, but I wanted to hear Ed admit it. “That’s too bad,” I said. “You could have added something to the board.” I was sincere. Our trio of doddering old coots should have been voted out of office long before, but nobody sane enough to replace them had ever offered any opposition. Even Ed would have been an improvement. At least he didn’t drool at meetings.

But I had to deal with reality. “Have you any income?” I asked.

Ed looked wistful. “A little. Not enough to cover the mortgage and everything else.”

I nodded sympathetically. “Given your close association with the business community, surely you can find a job.”

Ed bridled. “Not just any job! Not after what I’ve been…” He leaned forward, his stomach pressing against my desk. “I’m an ad man. I’m not an auto mechanic or a building contractor or anything like that. I need to do what I’ve always done.”

And done halfheartedly, I thought. I sighed. “I simply can’t replace Leo. He’s earned his keep.”

Leaning back in the chair, Ed jiggled one leg up and down. “Right. I understand. Okay.” The chair creaked under his weight. “If…never mind.” He got to his feet, huffing and puffing a little. “I never thought I’d have to put my kids to work.”

“Why not?” I said. “They should work. They’re old enough except for the two youngest. Jobs would be good for them. They need to take responsibility.”

Ed shuddered. “They won’t like it.”

I was tempted to say that was a hereditary trait, but it would have been cruel to kick Ed when he seemed down. My phone rang. I hesitated in answering it, but Ed waved a hand.

“Go ahead. I’m out of here.” He opened the door to the newsroom. The last I saw of him was a mound of cashmere overcoat scurrying past Vida’s desk.

The call was from my brother, Ben, who was still in town after spending the holidays with me. On Christmas Eve day he’d driven over two thousand miles in two and a half days from his temporary parish in East Lansing, Michigan, and he was taking an extra week’s vacation after New Year’s. My son, Adam, who is also a priest, had come down from St. Mary’s Igloo in Alaska December 19 but had to go back to his ice-bound outpost on the third. Adam had stayed with me; Ben was bunking at St. Mildred’s rectory.

“Sluggly,” Ben said, using his childhood nickname for me, “who’s Anna Maria Della Croce?”

The name rang only the faintest of bells. “Am I supposed to know?”

“Den’s not here this morning,” Ben said, referring to St. Mildred’s pastor, Dennis Kelly. “Remember, he was taking a long weekend in Seattle to recover from all the Advent and Christmas hoo-hah.”

“Oh, right.” I saw Vida’s imposing figure heading in my direction. “Anna Maria what?”

Ben spelled her last name. “She called the parish office at seven this morning, asking for Den. I thought she said Ben, so I got her confused.”

The confusion was understandable, since my brother had filled in for Father Den during his six-month sabbatical. “What about it?” I asked as Vida stood behind the visitor’s chair that Ed had recently vacated.

“She started telling me her troubles as if I should know,” Ben went on, “and I finally figured out she thought I was Kelly. I don’t recall her from the six months I served here, and I couldn’t find her in the parish directory file. She needs to talk to Den, not me.”

I looked up at Vida, whose face was puckered with curiosity. “Does the name Anna Maria Della Croce mean anything to you?”

Vida repeated the name several times, very fast. “It should.” She frowned. “Really, I can’t place her. Are you sure she lives in Alpine?”

I started to relay the message to Ben, but Vida’s trumpetlike voice already had reached his ear.

“If Vida doesn’t know her,” Ben said dryly, “nobody does.”

My brother was right. Vida was the font of all knowledge in Alpine, having been born and raised in the small logging town some seventy years earlier.

“Did she give you a local phone number or address?” I asked.

“Yes,” Ben replied. “A number, that is.”

“Is her situation dire?” I inquired as Vida leaned over my desk to try to hear Ben on the other end of the line.

“No. Naturally, I can’t tell you what the problem is even if it’s not under the seal of confession,” Ben said. “Anyway, she rattled on like a steam engine, and I’m not sure what she was talking about, except that it’s something she seems to have discussed with Kelly. Got to go. I have to take Holy Communion to a couple of sick people at the nursing home.”

“Well?” Vida said after I’d hung up. She was leaning on the desk with both hands, and her felt hat with the feather looked like something left over from a B movie version of The Three Musketeers. “What’s going on with that ninny Ed? He wouldn’t even talk to me just now.”

It was useless to keep information from Vida. She’d find out eventually, even if she had to tap every one of her considerable resources. “He says he’s broke. I gather he’s been doing some investing on his own and it hasn’t turned out well.”

“Of course not.” Vida sat down. “So foolish. But I’m hardly surprised. Why doesn’t he sell that ridiculous house of his?”

“Who’d buy it?” Casa de Bronska was an Italian-style villa that Ed and Shirley had built at the east end of town above the river and the railroad tracks. It was complete with swimming pool, marble statuary, and Tuscan tiles featuring likenesses of the Bronsky family and their dog, Carhop. “There’s no market for that kind of house in Alpine.”

“True,” Vida allowed. “So silly to have such a house around here. The only thing it’s fit for is some kind of retreat center, or perhaps an inn.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “You should suggest that to Ed.”

Vida shot me a disgusted look. “He wouldn’t listen to good sense. That’s undoubtedly how he got himself into this mess in the first place.”

“I’m afraid so,” I admitted, and paused. “He wanted his old job back.”

Vida’s jaw dropped. “No! What nerve! Leo can be aggravating, especially when he smokes, but he’s ten times the ad manager Ed ever was. I hope you told him no.”

I nodded. “I wouldn’t jeopardize Leo for the world, and certainly not for Ed Bronsky.”

“Honestly.” Vida thought for a moment, shaking her head and folding her arms across her jutting bosom. “Who is this Anna Maria person? I’m trying to remember where I’ve heard the name. There aren’t that many Italian families in town.”

I shrugged. “Father Den will know when he gets back tomorrow. From what I gathered, whoever she is, she’s not standing on a chair with a noose around her neck.”

“I’ve no patience with people who do that sort of thing,” Vida declared. “So selfish, to the very end.” She turned as our office manager, Ginny Erlandson, came into the newsroom with the mail. “I should see what’s piled up over the weekend.” Vida rose and walked in her splayfooted manner to her desk.

As usual, Ginny delivered my batch first; it was one of the few perks I had as the Advocate’s editor and publisher.

“It looks like the usual,” she said, putting the stack into my in-basket. “PR and news releases, ads, and a couple of bills.”

“Nobody does much between Christmas and New Year’s,” I noted. “How was your weekend?”

“Fine,” Ginny replied. “We took the boys up to the summit so they could go sledding. It’s so weird not having snow in Alpine this time of year.”

It was weird. The Pacific Northwest was suffering from drought. While it might be convenient to not have to dig out from under a couple of feet of snow during the winter, the freezing level in the Cascades had receded above Alpine’s three-thousand-foot altitude. Despite the off-and-on-again rainfall, the lack of snow meant there would be no reserve come spring and summer. I’d written a couple of editorials on the subject, but Mother Nature didn’t subscribe to the Advocate.

“Your boys are getting so big,” I remarked, sifting through the dross of mail in search of gold. Nothing even remotely glittered.

Ginny nodded, her single red braid bouncing over her shoulder. “They grow up so fast. Rick and I wonder if we should try for a girl.”

It wasn’t up to me to offer family planning advice. Over thirty years earlier, I’d given birth to Adam while not married. “You can’t guarantee gender,” I pointed out. “Vida had three girls.”

“I know.” Ginny gazed at the piece of mail that lay on top of the pile that still had to be delivered. “Vida’s getting a shower invitation today from Julie Nelsen. I got one, too.”

I tried to look pitiful. “Not me?”

Ginny, who is quite bright but lacks a sense of humor, looked embarrassed. “I didn’t think you knew Julie.”

I grinned, hoping Ginny would realize I was teasing her. “I don’t. I mean, I know who she is. Julie works at Barton’s Bootery. Her folks are Gustavsons, right? And she’s married to…” I blanked.

“Nels Nelsen, from Index,” Ginny said helpfully. “This is their first baby. They’ve been trying for years.”

I decided not to say that they must be really worn-out. Ginny would take me literally. “That’s nice. The Gustavsons are related to Vida, but I’m not sure how.”

“Sometimes I think Vida’s related to everybody in Alpine,” Ginny declared. It wasn’t much of an exaggeration. “She’s amazing. I’d better take her the mail.”

I polished off my share of the delivery in less than five minutes. The next day was the deadline for the weekly edition. I had no inspiration for an editorial. Maybe I could write a stirring piece asking our readers to donate money to a fund for the Bronsky family. I wondered how many of the locals would be gloating over Ed’s decline and fall. I knew he’d rubbed a number of Alpiners the wrong way with his conspicuous consumption.

I strolled out into the newsroom, where Leo Walsh had just returned and was already on the phone. He gave me a high sign as I passed his desk on the way to the coffeemaker. My only reporter, Scott Chamoud, was scouring the streets for news. Or, I should say, street. Alpine had only one main east-west artery, which was where most of the local government and business offices were situated. Scott had had some news of his own before the holidays when he and his longtime girlfriend, Tamara Rostova, had gotten married in October. The wedding had been celebrated at the Russian Orthodox cathedral in Seattle. Our entire staff had attended, along with many of Tamara’s Skykomish Community College colleagues. I couldn’t give Scott a raise, but I ran up my much-abused credit card by giving them four settings of their china pattern. It was akin to a bribe, since I feared that the newlyweds might make good on their mild threat to move out of Alpine.

Vida was scowling at a single sheet of typewritten paper. “This is bizarre,” she declared. “There must be some mistake.”

“What?” I asked, perching on her desk.

“People get crazier by the day,” she declared, handing me the paper and the envelope in which it had arrived. “Here. Read this for yourself. And check the postmark.”

I looked at the postmark first. It was dated Saturday, January 4, from Alpine. My eyes shifted to the typewritten sheet. There was no heading, only the date, which was the same as the postmark. I read it aloud to let Vida know I wasn’t missing anything:

“Elmer Edward Nystrom, longtime Alpine resident, died Monday, January sixth. Elmer, sixty-one, was born in Williston, North Dakota, the son of Oscar and Alma (née Engelman). He moved to Washington State in 1970 and worked as the service department manager at Nordby Brothers General Motors dealership for the past thirty-four years. Mr. Nystrom was a member of the Rotary Club, the Kiwanis Club, the Alpine Chamber of Commerce, the Elks Club, and Trinity Episcopal Church. He is survived by his loving wife of thirty-six years, Elizabeth (Polly), and his son, Carter. Funeral arrangements are pending.”

I stared at Vida. “Will we know when the funeral is by the time we go to press tomorrow?”

Vida’s scowl deepened. “Emma! Didn’t you pay attention to what you read?”

I looked again at the typewritten envelope with its canceled stamps and no return address. “Oh! Good God—this was mailed before Elmer died! It’s got to be a mistake—or a joke.”

“A nasty joke—and a stupid mistake,” Vida said, retrieving the letter and the envelope from me. “I’m guessing that the son, Carter, wrote it and that he was rattled. From what I know of Polly, she’s probably gone all to pieces. I’ll call the house. Carter lives with his parents, you know.”

I didn’t know. But I was aware that Carter Nystrom had returned to Alpine two years earlier after having finished dental school and getting his orthodontist’s degree at the University of Washington in Seattle. Our longtime dentist, Bob Starr, was glad to have a local orthodontist he could refer patients to instead of shipping them off to Monroe or even Everett. I knew all three of the Nystroms by sight but had never had any personal contact with the family. When Carter had returned to Alpine, Scott had interviewed him for a feature story. His office was in the Clemans Building on Front Street.

Vida had dialed the Nystrom number, but it was busy. “Not unexpected,” she said, hanging up. “I think I’ll drive over there. They live just this side of the college.”

“I’ll go with you,” I offered. “That is, I’ll follow you. I have to admit I’m curious about the obit, too, and I’ve scheduled an interview with May Hashimoto about a couple of new programs they want to introduce at Skykomish Community College.”

Vida glanced at her watch. “What time?”

“Eleven,” I replied. “It’s ten-ten, so I might as well tag along.”

Vida gazed at me through her big glasses. “Why?”

I grimaced. “Maybe I’m afraid Ed will come back. I’d rather not be here.”

“Ed?” Leo had just hung up the phone. “What’s he up to now?”

“You don’t want to know,” I said. “But I’ll tell you when I get back. In fact, want to have lunch with me at the Venison Inn? I’ll treat. I just decided it’s Ad Manager Appreciation Day.”

Leo grinned in his off-center manner. “Sure, why not? See you there around noon?”

“Right.” I scurried into my cubbyhole to grab my jacket and purse. Vida was fastening the black galoshes that she hadn’t bothered to take off. It had been raining all morning, steadily if not heavily.

Before we could make our exit, Ethel Pike limped into the newsroom. “Burl Creek Thimble Club Christmas pictures,” she announced to Vida in her somewhat glum manner. “Got room?”

Vida looked as if she were trying to be patient. “Perhaps. You should have brought them last week.”

“I couldn’t,” Ethel said. “Me and Pike were out of town for Christmas. Pike’s sister invited us to Hoquiam for the holiday. I don’t know why: She can’t cook for sour owl’s sweat, and Pike and her always get into it over some crazy thing that happened when they were knee-high to a gopher. But where else would we go, with our kids and grandkids all the way down to Orlando?”

Pike was her husband, Bickford, but he was known by his last name. Vida accepted the packet of photos. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said. “I noticed you were limping. Not bunions, I hope. Such a nuisance.”

Ethel glared at Vida. “Not bunions. Circulation, ’specially in this damp weather.”

“Ah.” Vida nodded. She and I both knew that wasn’t the whole story. Ethel suffered from diabetes but was too proud to let on. Even some Burl Creek Thimble Club members didn’t know about her health problems.

Vida was smiling stiffly at the other woman. “If you’ll excuse me, I was about to leave.”

“So was I,” Ethel retorted. “Pike’s out and about on his errands, and I got to run him down so he can fix the electrical. The fuses all blew this morning. I won’t touch electrical. Too risky. Pike don’t even wear gloves when he does it.”

“Very foolish,” Vida murmured.

“’Course it is,” Ethel agreed. “He’ll blow himself up one of these days. Serve him right, the crazy old fool.” On that cheerless note, she stalked out of the newsroom.

We waited a few moments until we were sure Ethel was gone. Vida’s Buick was parked two spaces down from my Honda. She carried a plaid umbrella; I simply put up the hood on my car coat. Like many Pacific Northwest natives—Vida notwithstanding—I didn’t own an umbrella. They were a nuisance, especially in Alpine, where winds blew through the Skykomish River valley and down the mountainside from Tonga Ridge.

Skykomish Community College was a little over a mile from the newspaper office, nestled among tall cedar, fir, and hemlock trees. Between the college and the commercial area there were scattered homes, some old, some new, and some originally farmhouses or loggers’ shacks. An occasional gnome or St. Francis sculpture stood forlorn in the rain. Several residents’ idea of garden décor was an old tractor or a rusted pickup in the front yard. There were tree stumps and even a toilet that during the summer months served as a planter for perennials. But on a dark January morning, everything looked a little bleak.

Ahead of me, Vida turned into a gravel driveway. A half-dozen mail and newspaper boxes stood slightly askew. I saw NYSTROM on one of them, a miniature red barn on top of a steel post. Pulling up behind the Buick, I studied the white one-story craftsman house set away from the road. It appeared well tended. The property probably once had been an orchard. A few bare fruit trees remained. Two of them sported large bird nests in their gnarled branches. A chain-link fence ran between the driveway and a newer, if faded blue house next door. There were fruit trees there, too. I suspected that the former orchard had been subdivided at one point.

But what struck me most as I got out of my car was the absence of activity. A death in the family—especially in Alpine, where everyone knows everybody else—usually brought visitors offering condolences along with casseroles and salads and an occasional dessert. There were no cars except Vida’s and mine in the driveway or even alongside the road. The double garage’s doors were closed. It almost looked as if the Nystrom house was deserted.

I said as much to Vida.

“Very odd,” she agreed. “Odd, too, that I haven’t heard about Elmer’s passing. The Nystroms should be Lutheran with that Scandinavian surname, but they go to Trinity Episcopal.”

I translated that to mean that Vida wouldn’t have heard the sad news at Sunday’s Presbyterian church service. But it also indicated that her grapevine somehow had withered. There’d be hell to pay for the slackers involved.

A dried huckleberry wreath hung on the front door, appropriate not just for the Christmas season but for the entire winter as well. Vida punched the doorbell. I could hear a soft chime inside. We looked at each other expectantly.

A few moments passed before the door was opened. “Vida?” said the stout little woman I recognized as Polly Nystrom. “What a nice surprise! Come in out of the rain.”

As usual, I felt like the caboose on Vida’s train. But Polly collected herself as we entered a sunroom filled with bookcases. “You’re the newspaper lady,” she said to me. “I know you by sight.” She put out a pudgy hand. “I’m happy to finally meet you. Let’s go in the living room where we can be comfortable. I’ve just been putting the Christmas decorations away in the basement, and a cup of tea sounds good.”

“Lovely,” Vida said, her gray eyes swiftly appraising the tastefully appointed room with its whitewashed brick fireplace, framed French Impressionist prints, Oriental carpeting, and Duncan Phyfe–style furniture.

Vida sat down on a richly textured traditional sofa with coordinated throw pillows. I decided to join her. Polly smiled at us.

“I won’t be a minute,” she promised. “I’ll put the kettle on.”

“Polly,” Vida said in a solemn voice, “before you do that, please tell us about Elmer. What happened?”

Polly looked mystified. “I’m sorry. What do you mean?”

Vida whipped off her glasses and began rubbing her eyes in a familiar gesture of frustration. “Ooooh! This is so…awkward!” She stopped beating up her eyeballs and sighed. “It must be a prank. I received Elmer’s obituary in the mail this morning.”

Polly’s blue eyes grew enormous. “No!” She stared at Vida. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I,” Vida admitted. “But Emma and I felt we should call on you. Obviously, an explanation is needed. If you have one.”

“Oh, dear.” Polly pressed her thick lips together. She was close to sixty, with short blond hair going gray, and probably had been a pretty girl, though her features had coarsened with age and weight. “I can’t imagine.” She twisted her hands as she stared into the carpet. “A prank. Who would do such a thing? Maybe Elmer knows. Shall I call him?”

Vida shook her head. “No, no. Don’t bother him at work. He is at work?” she added.

“Yes, certainly,” Polly replied, her composure returning. “He left at the usual time, right after he fed the chickens. We still keep chickens, you know. Would you care for some eggs? I’m watching my cholesterol and can’t eat them very often, so we always have some extras.”

“How nice,” Vida replied. “Fresh eggs are such a treat.”

“I’ll put that kettle on now.” Polly attempted a smile. “What a way to start the new year! Goodness, I hope it all isn’t going to be so…strange.” She bustled off through the dining room and into the kitchen.

I looked at my watch. “It’s almost ten-thirty,” I said to Vida. “Maybe I should leave. I don’t want to be late for my appointment with May Hashimoto.”

“Then let’s skip the tea,” Vida said, getting up. “Polly,” she called out, “don’t trouble yourself. Emma and I should be on our way. We both have work to do this morning.”

Polly met Vida in the kitchen doorway. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Vida asserted. “Tomorrow is our deadline. I’m just so glad this turned out to be a farce.”

Polly’s smile seemed genuine. “So am I! Elmer will be upset, of course. But Carter will make him laugh about it. Our son is so clever at always finding the funny side of things.”

“Really.” Vida sounded skeptical.

“My, yes,” Polly declared, bristling ever so slightly. “He has to be clever—and amusing—when he’s dealing with teenagers who don’t want braces, not even the new kind you hardly notice. They’re so self-conscious at that age.”

“Expensive, too,” Vida said, never willing to give an inch. “Thank goodness my grandson, Roger, had his braces removed two years ago. His teeth are now perfect.”

Roger’s teeth. I considered them briefly. They were good, if not perfect. There were few positive things I could say about the spoiled-rotten kid, but maybe I could allow that his teeth weren’t as bad as the rest of him.

“I’m going now,” I said in case Vida and Polly had forgotten that I’d ever come.

Polly stepped forward. “Goodbye, Emma. It was nice to meet you.”

I wasn’t searching for sincerity, which was a good thing. The comment was perfunctory at best, even though Polly smiled politely.

Vida also announced her departure, wheeling around on her heel and heading toward the front door.

“Ninny,” she remarked after we reached the driveway. “No wonder I’ve never enjoyed Polly’s company. She constantly brags about Carter. So irksome.”

I wouldn’t have dared point out that Vida bragged a great deal about Roger, and with far less cause. Carter Nystrom was ten years older and had completed a rigorous education. Roger was still dawdling his way through community college.

Vida stopped just before reaching her Buick. “I wonder…” she murmured.

“What?” I said, taking the car keys out of my purse.

“Ohhh…” Vida made a face. “We didn’t get any eggs.”

“So?”

“I wanted to make an omelet for dinner tonight,” Vida said. “My mouth is set for one. I’d only need three eggs. You run along. I’m going to the henhouse.”

“Vida,” I objected, “that’s stealing.”

Vida glowered at me. “Nonsense! Polly offered them to us. It’d be wrong not to take them. She said they’d go to waste.”

“Then I’ll go with you,” I declared. “If Polly calls the sheriff, I want to be at your side when Milo Dodge comes to arrest you for egg burglary.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Vida gave me a reproachful look. “Very well. But you should take an egg or two for yourself. Do you know how to candle eggs?”

“You hold them up to a light and make sure the center is clear.”

“Correct,” Vida said, opening the wooden gate that led to the chicken coop behind the main house. “Or you can put them in a basin of cold water. If they sink, they’re fine.”

I hadn’t known that, but I didn’t admit it. I was too busy trying to keep to the intermittent brick path that led to the henhouse. I noticed a fishpond tucked in one corner of the garden. The lily pad–dotted pool was shaded by an apple tree in front and several azaleas and rhododendrons around the far rim. We had to pass through another gated fence before we reached our goal.

Chickens do know enough to stay out of the rain. But even though none of them were outside, their leavings were, causing an unpleasant smell and making it even more difficult to walk on the soggy ground.

The door was shut, and that made Vida frown. “Odd,” she murmured. “Why does Elmer keep the henhouse closed up? Chickens should be free to roam.”

“Maybe they have another way out,” I suggested.

“Perhaps,” Vida said, lifting the latch. “Oh, well. People don’t use good sense.”

There were at least a couple of dozen hens pecking around on the ground or sitting on nests. Two roosters perched on a rafter that ran the width of the henhouse. The chickens were all a handsome red-brown color. Despite being city-bred, I was able to identify them as Rhode Island Reds. The hen closest to the door seemed distressed. She was flapping her wings and moving from one foot to the other.

“Don’t bother the ones sitting on their nests,” Vida warned. “They may be broody, though this is not the time of year I would think they’d be hatching chicks.”

“I know, I know,” I said, stepping carefully toward a vacant nest on my right. A couple of the other hens clucked nervously at us. One of the roosters moved back and forth on his perch as if he might be preparing to attack. I eyed him warily. “Sometimes hens sit on their nests and sort of pretend they’re hatching,” I remarked. “Like women who want to have a baby but can’t.”

Vida was removing an egg from a nest just ahead of me. “Such a lovely light brown color. It may be nonsense, but I think the darker eggs have better flavor.”

I collected two eggs and put them in a pocket inside my purse. Vida had confiscated her trio for the omelet. “I don’t think Elmer collected eggs this morning.”

“Let’s go,” I said as the rooster flapped his wings. “I think that one is at the top of the pecking order.”

Vida had stopped almost at the far end of the aisle between the two sets of nests. She gasped. “Oh, dear!”

“What?” I asked, still keeping watch on the rooster.

“Elmer.”

“Elmer? What about him?”

“He’s here.”

“What?” I was right behind Vida, trying to look around her.

“There.” She moved aside a few inches. “You can see his shoes.”

I saw them—black work shoes with the toes pointing straight up. The rest of Elmer was hidden under haphazard piles of golden straw.

“Holy Mother,” I whispered.

“Call for help,” Vida snapped, bending down. “I’ll try to find his pulse. He may have had a stroke. Or a heart attack.”

I rummaged in my purse for the cell phone. Of course I couldn’t find it right away, and of course I broke both eggs in the process. Finally I retrieved the damned phone and was about to dial 911 when Vida spoke again.

“Tell them there’s no rush.” Vida paused, rubbing at her forehead. “I’m afraid that obituary was correct. I can’t find a pulse or a heartbeat. Elmer’s dead.”
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