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It all began when I accidently ran into Sissy Smith at the South Haven supermarket—twice.

Luckily, no one was injured either time.

I had never met Sissy before that day. Our contact began as I was standing in the laundry supply aisle, trying to remember which brand of fabric softener made my husband, Joe, break out in a rash around the elastic of his boxer briefs. A threatening voice rumbled from the next aisle over and aroused me from my musings.

“Sissy,” it said, “I’m going to win, so why don’t you just give up? Fighting the inevitable won’t get you any more money.”

A feminine voice answered, “Money is the root of all evil. Let me by, please.”

That exchange got my attention fast. It was much more interesting than fabric softener.

The man’s voice became deeper. “I have the resources, Sissy.”

“Actually, the quote is, ‘The love of money is the root of all evil.’ It’s First Timothy, but I forget the verse. Let me by, Ace.”

“You’re penniless. You don’t even have a job.”

“Yeah, I guess I should have picked my grandparents better so I wouldn’t need a job. Let. Me. By.”

“I’m not going to let my grandson be raised in a hovel.”

“Sticks and stones. Let me by.”

“I don’t intend to break your bones, but it’s not safe to oppose me, Sissy.”

The guy wasn’t shouting. He didn’t even sound particularly angry. That made his words even more frightening.

“I’m going to get him, Sissy. And if you get hurt, I’ve warned you. I can crush you. And I’m willing to do it.”

The woman quit making her snappy replies. She just kept requesting that the man let her by.

She didn’t sound scared. In fact, she sounded slightly amused. After several more exchanges she said, “What’s eating you, Ace? Have the boys in the locker room been teasing you again?”

I won’t repeat what the masculine voice replied to that, but it began with “You little—!”

Scoffing at the size of this guy’s anatomy had apparently touched a nerve. The masculine voice went on and on. But all the insults and the threats were spoken in this quiet, deadly monotone.

The cold-blooded way the man was insulting and threatening the woman was impossible for me to ignore. And he obviously had boxed her in and was preventing her from moving away from him. I was beginning to be afraid things might get rough.

What should I do? I considered calling a security guard, but I wasn’t sure the store had one. And I considered hauling the store manager into the situation, but I wasn’t sure just what he could do. I thought about calling 9-1-1 on my cell phone, but I’d heard no threat of immediate violence.

I decided my next step was to get a look at the people in the adjacent aisle.

Moving rapidly, I shoved my cart down to the end of the fabric softener display and did a U-turn to the left, into the aisle where the ugly talking was going on.

A slender man jumped aside, and I crashed head-on into Sissy’s cart. At least, I assumed it was Sissy’s cart. There were only two people in the aisle.

I yanked my cart back, pretending to be contrite. “Oh! I do oppose. I mean, apologize!” Darn! My tongue has a habit of getting twisted. Once again it had embarrassed me.

“It’s all right. These carts are tough, and so am I.” Sissy’s voice was still controlled, but it was determined. She was a tiny thing—five-one or -two, small boned, and delicate. Eyes of an unusual sea green looked at me boldly, and a sheet of glossy black hair swung out as she turned her head. I was facing a very striking young woman.

She pulled her cart back a few inches and moved it to her right. Then she went around me, ignoring the man she’d been arguing with. At the end of the aisle she turned left, walking rapidly toward the canned goods section.

I pushed my cart so that it blocked most of the aisle. I hoped this would keep the man from following her, and it worked. I was standing amidst racks of paper towels and toilet paper, alone with the man who had talked in such an ugly manner.

I turned toward him, ready to face a monster. But instead, I saw a handsome man, probably around sixty, sleek and smiling suavely. He was casually dressed—khakis, a knit shirt in a soft blue, and Top-Siders—and his outfit was high-end. His features were regular, and he had a beautiful head of white hair. He had a cart, too. It contained several packages of meat and some prewrapped potatoes, the ready-for-the-microwave kind single men buy.

He smiled and spoke. “We need collision insurance to navigate this place, don’t we?” Then he spun his cart toward the other end of the aisle and walked away, graciousness personified.

He was definitely a summer person.

I don’t shop in South Haven all that often. My usual hangout is Warner Pier, twenty miles away and one-third the size of South Haven. But I’d been delivering chocolate to that particular supermarket, so I’d decided to do my shopping there as part of the trip. After all, if the South Haven supermarket was buying our chocolates, I could buy their fabric softener. Not many supermarkets carry our line of luxury European-style bonbons, truffles, and molded chocolates. They’re mainly found in high-end gift and specialty shops.

I’m Lee McKinney Woodyard, and I’m business manager for TenHuis Chocolade, located in Warner Pier, Michigan. My aunt is the expert chocolatier who owns the company and supervises making the chocolates, but I’m responsible for keeping her bills paid and getting her ambrosial product to the retailers who sell it. Usually this means UPS or FedEx, but when our customer is as close to us as South Haven, I deliver.

South Haven and Warner Pier are both Lake Michigan resorts, and both draw wealthy “summer people”—such as the guy with the ugly mouth and the nice clothes—who own vacation homes in our communities. So both towns have supermarkets that aren’t typical of small towns. Yes, it takes a special small-town market to stock prime beef, thirty kinds of imported cheese, and out-of-season fruits. And now the South Haven market had decided to add a selection of fancy chocolates. Naturally—ahem—they’d asked TenHuis Chocolade to supply a dozen flavors of bonbons and truffles, plus an assortment of our special molded items. This summer’s special items were Michigan animals. Aunt Nettie and her genius crew were producing beautiful chocolate deer, moose, otters, raccoons, and foxes.

Our part of west Michigan has some of the most beautiful beaches in the world, and it’s been a resort area for well over a hundred years. In summer, the dozens of towns along the shore of Lake Michigan are packed, and the people packed into them can be classified into three distinct categories—tourists, summer people, and locals.

Tourists come for short periods of time—a day or a week or two weeks. They rent rooms from motels or bed-and-breakfast inns. They come in tour buses or private cars. They tend to wear shorts and T-shirts that advertise other places they’ve visited, such as Lake Placid, the Indiana Dunes, and the St. Louis Arch. Sometimes the shirts even say PARIS or advertise a local junior college. They clog our streets, wandering up and down and buying souvenirs.

We love ’em. They bring money to town and leave it behind.

Summer people own or lease cottages and stay the whole summer. Or at least they come for weekends. They are often members of wealthy families—property on Lake Michigan doesn’t come cheap—and some of them have visited this area for generations. They dress out of the L.L. Bean catalog. If their T-shirts say anything, it’s HARVARD, or at least UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN. Of course, not all of them are wealthy, but they all pay property taxes.

We love them, too. They bring even more money than the tourists do.

Then there are us locals. We live here year-round, and most of us make a living from tourists and summer people. We mow their lawns, put up their shutters, repair their air conditioners, roof their houses. We sell them food, clothing, gasoline, wine, hedge clippers, and—in my case—fancy chocolates. We wear shorts and tees, too, but ours tend to say things such as HERITAGE BOAT RESTORATION or TENHUIS CHOCOLADE.

After the white-haired man walked off, I went back an aisle to get my fabric softener, then moved into the grocery department. I kept an eye out for Sissy. My brief look at her had titillated my curiosity. For one thing, she seemed familiar, though I couldn’t figure out just why.

Sissy had been—well, “vivid” may be the best word. That glossy black hair was gorgeous, and her green eyes were riveting. She had been wearing khaki shorts, like three-quarters of the other shoppers, but her off-white tunic was trimmed in colorful embroidery I was willing to bet had been hand done. Her sandals had a handmade look.

Even her tiny stature made her stand out, but maybe that was most noticeable from the perspective of a woman like me, since I’m five foot eleven and a half. My Dutch ancestors endowed me with natural blond hair, and my Texas ancestors provided the gene for tallness. I tower over most other women and a lot of men.

Sissy was stunning and unusual. I wanted to figure out where I’d seen her before, so I tried to get another look at her. But I caught only one more glimpse, and that was clear down an aisle. She was buying a big box of Cheerios, and she disappeared into another aisle while I was looking at shredded wheat.

I didn’t see her again until I backed into her in the parking lot.

Great. First I whanged into her grocery cart; then I dented her car.

My excuse for the accident is modern automobile design. I have trouble seeing out the back of my van, no matter how I twist my neck. I try to park where I can exit by pulling forward, but during the summer tourist season, that’s not always possible in that particular lot, even on a Monday, so I had to back out of my parking spot, and I backed into the right-front fender of a light blue Volkswagen that seemed to come from nowhere.

We didn’t hit hard, luckily. We both stopped, got out of our vehicles, and went to survey the damage. I had a dented bumper, and Sissy had a ding in her fender. The blue Volkswagen was vintage—probably forty years old—but it had been in good shape before I hit it.

Sissy looked dismayed as she surveyed the damage. Our fender bender seemed to have upset her even more than the run-in with the summer guy with the foul mouth.

“I know it’s best not to admit fault,” I said, “but I will say I have trouble seeing what’s behind this darn van. Luckily, I have really good insurance.”

“I was upset,” Sissy said. “I may not have looked as carefully as I should have. Do we have to call the cops?”

“I doubt the cops want to fool with a minor accident like this, especially on private property. I think we can exchange information and go.”

Anyway, Sissy and I got out our information, and I found a notebook so we could write it all down. Sissy wrote my information down first, then tore out the page and handed the notebook back with her license and insurance card.

I started copying, beginning with her license.

The name at the top wasn’t Sissy, which wasn’t too surprising. Her legal name was Forsythia—Forsythia Smith.

It was impossible not to comment on a name that unusual. “Forsythia!” I said. “My favorite spring flower.”

Belatedly I remembered who Forsythia Smith was. Darn. I’d put my foot in it.

Sissy scowled. “My mom and dad were given to flights of fancy.”

“At least no one will ever forget it.”

She laughed harshly. “That’s true. No one will ever forget Forsythia Smith. The southwest Michigan murderess.”


Chapter 2
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That was a conversation stopper.

I don’t know if I gasped or grinned. But I do know I didn’t say anything aloud. I kept copying off the information on Sissy’s driver’s license and insurance card, gluing my eyes on the bits of paper.

When I finished writing and looked at Sissy, she had dropped her head and was staring vacantly at the parking lot’s asphalt surface. She looked desperately unhappy.

She raised her head when I handed her cards back. I tried to smile. And I spoke, but why I said what I said—well, I still don’t understand it.

“Hang in there,” I said. “You don’t snare me. I mean, you don’t scare me!”

Sissy raised her head. “You’re the exception,” she said. Her expression didn’t change.

“I’ll be in touch about your fender. If you could go on and get an estimate, it might help.”

She nodded, and we each went our own way.

I guided the van out of the parking lot, cursing myself because I’d twisted my tongue again. I do that when I’m nervous, but I reminded myself that Sissy couldn’t know that. She’d just think I was an idiot—if she thought about it at all.

I drove across South Haven and negotiated the crazy entrance to I-196. As I headed home, I kept thinking about Sissy and her life.

A few miles up the interstate, I pulled into a rest area and parked. I sat a few minutes, still thinking. Then I took out my cell phone and called my aunt, Nettie TenHuis Jones, at the chocolate shop.

Aunt Nettie answered the telephone herself. “TenHuis Chocolade.”

“Hi,” I said. “How would you and Hogan like to come over for dinner tonight?”

“That sounds wonderful. We’ve had a really busy day here, and it would be delightful not to cook. And I sure don’t want to go out to dinner. In June. In Warner Pier. Not during what I’m happy to say is a successful tourist season.”

“Great! Come at six thirty. Or seven. Whenever you can make it.”

As soon as I hung up, I called Joe at his boat shop. He didn’t answer, so I left a message, telling him I’d invited some of his in-laws for dinner and that I’d appreciate it if he’d come home ready to fire up the charcoal cooker. I ended with, “I’ll do it if you’re not in the mood.”

Joe is always in the mood to cook out, so I didn’t anticipate a problem there.

I restarted the van and headed on toward Warner Pier. My curiosity bump was still itching, longing to know more about Forsythia Smith, but I had taken steps that would lead to scratching it.

As I drove, I shoved my curiosity into my subconscious and considered dinner. And even though I’d just left the South Haven supermarket, I hadn’t planned for guests. I was going to have to stop at the Warner Pier Superette.

Warner Pier, Michigan, has twenty-five hundred year-round residents. The good thing about living in an ultrasmall town is that you know everybody. The bad thing about living in an ultrasmall town is that everybody knows you, and probably knows your business, too. Or everybody thinks they do.

My mom grew up in Warner Pier, but she moved to Dallas and wound up marrying a tall Texas guy and living in his hometown, Prairie Creek. Prairie Creek is about the size of Warner Pier. When my parents were divorced, the year I was sixteen, my mom moved the two of us to Dallas and got a job in a travel agency. To get me out of the way during that difficult summer, she packed me off to Michigan to work for her brother, Phil TenHuis, and his wife, Nettie, in their chocolate shop. During those three months, Aunt Nettie was truly kind to an angry teenager she barely knew. Eleven years later, when my first husband and I split up, Aunt Nettie—who by then had been widowed—didn’t ask me a single question about my divorce. She just offered me a job running the business side of her shop and factory.

Twice my life had been in crisis, and each time Aunt Nettie and the chocolate shop had been a haven to me.

Things had gone well for me since I moved to Warner Pier. I got my feet back on the ground emotionally. I fell in love again, this time with Joe Woodyard, whom I consider the best-looking and smartest and maybe the nicest guy in west Michigan.

Joe began his career as a lawyer. When he got burned out on law, he bought a boat shop. Now he works three days a week for a poverty law agency in Holland and restores antique powerboats on the other days. Joe is another Warner Pier native, and Joe’s mom, it just happens, runs Warner Pier’s only insurance agency.

Next, Aunt Nettie—after three years as a widow—married Warner Pier’s police chief, Hogan Jones.

Meanwhile—this is a really small town—Joe’s mom married again, too. She married Warner Pier’s mayor, another nice guy named Mike Herrera. I won’t go into Mike’s son being married to my best friend; the relationships are already confusing enough. If I drew a diagram of who’s married to whom, who’s related to whom, and who’s close friends with whom, it would look like a plate of spaghetti. Let’s just leave it at this—between our relatives and our friends, Joe and I know people who know nearly everything that goes on in Warner Pier and Warner County.

When it came to Forsythia Smith, self-proclaimed murderess, I knew that Police Chief Hogan Jones—the second husband of my aunt by marriage—would have all the background on her.

Now, I want to make one thing perfectly clear. That afternoon, as I was stopping at the Warner Pier Superette for steaks and a bottle of Fenn Valley red, I had no intention of getting involved in Sissy Smith’s life. I just wanted to know who the guy bawling her out had been, and I wanted to know why Sissy called herself a murderess.

I’m a nosy person, and that was all I had in mind. I swear.

By six thirty, I had straightened the living room and had the steaks marinating. The table was set. The salad greens were torn up. The potatoes had been rubbed with bacon fat and were baking. The sherbet was in the freezer, and my grandmother’s Depression glass serving dish held chocolates—espresso cardamom, described in our literature as “rich dark chocolate filling flavored with chocolate espresso beans and laced with a hint of cardamom, then enrobed with dark chocolate.”

Joe had come home early enough to take a shower. He was firing up the charcoal cooker, and I was putting snack crackers in a bowl when Aunt Nettie and Hogan pulled into the drive. Ten minutes later we were all on the screened porch, wine or beer in hand, and Joe, Aunt Nettie, and Hogan were complaining about how busy their days had been.

I waited until I’d heard about the rush order at TenHuis Chocolade, the idiot who wanted Joe to paint his 1943 mahogany Chris-Craft with stripes of neon green, and the city councilman who was driving Hogan crazy trying to boss day-to-day operations of the five-man police department.

Aunt Nettie looked at me and smiled her sweet smile. “Lee’s keeping her mouth shut. Today was her day off. I guess she just lazed around at the beach.”

“Oh, I kept busy,” I said. “I went down to South Haven and delivered chocolates. I bought Joe some work shirts at that little department store, and I had lunch at the bakery across the street. Then I went back to the supermarket and did some eavesdropping. I ended up by having a fender bender with a murderess.”

Everybody stared at me. I picked Hogan to stare back at, raising my eyebrows. Hogan is tall and thin, and he reminds me of Abraham Lincoln.

He frowned as he spoke. “Murderess? Who’s that?”

“Forsythia Smith.”

“Sissy Smith? Why do you call her a murderess? And what about this eavesdropping?”

So I told the whole story. Hogan’s frown became a glare. Joe got carefully deadpan, and Aunt Nettie looked more and more worried. When I got to the end, she was the first person to speak. “My goodness, Lee! You certainly ran into an interesting situation.”

“It interested me,” I said. “And it raised a lot of questions. Such as, who was this Ace? Why did he tear into Sissy Smith so viciously? And why did Sissy identify herself as a murderess?”

Hogan was still frowning. “You surely remember the Buzz Smith case.”

“I don’t remember too much about it. Didn’t it happen in February?”

“Oh yeah. I guess that was when you and Joe were in Texas for three weeks.”

“Well, I did hear that Buzz Smith’s wife came home and found him shot to death. But I never heard that she had been accused of killing him.”

Joe spoke. “Gossip!” His voice was full of contempt. “It’s given Sissy a whole bunch of trouble. She consulted our agency about this custody deal, and the whole basis of it is gossip.”

Aunt Nettie nodded. “I keep hoping that story will go away.”

“Nope,” Hogan said. “The sheriff told me last week that he was still having citizens drop in to ask why he hasn’t arrested her.”

“Wait!” I said. “Will somebody explain all this? To begin with, who are Sissy and Ace? I don’t mean just their names. I mean, where did they come from? How long have they been here? Why don’t I know them? Are they locals?”

Joe and Hogan looked at Aunt Nettie. She sighed and began. “Sissy is a local. I guess she’s a sort of holdover from the hippies.”

“The hippies,” I said, “were fifty years ago, and Sissy can’t be more than twenty-two or twenty-three.”

“That’s right. About forty-five years ago, Sissy’s grandparents were part of a group that formed a commune about ten miles east of Warner Pier. Out in the woods.”

I knew the area she meant. Warner Pier looks west over Lake Michigan. We have lots of trees, but it feels open because of the lake and because a town has streets and lawns, so it’s not all trees. To our east, inland from Lake Michigan, the terrain is heavily wooded. It’s flat, but there are lots of trees and bushes.

I was raised in open country, out on the plains of Texas. That area east of Warner Pier gives me the willies. The trees grow right down to the road. Plus, there’s thick undergrowth. You can’t see twenty feet in any direction. When I go over that way—to drive to the township dump, for example—I can hardly breathe.

Aunt Nettie said that in the sixties a group of fifteen or twenty people—Warner County had called them “the hippies”—had moved in over there on land one of them had inherited. There was one good-sized house on the property, plus a smaller house, and they all lived in those in the winter, and some of them camped outdoors in the summer.

“There was one open field on the property,” she said. “They tried to grow strawberries and tomatoes. They had a little fruit stand, but it didn’t work out. There wasn’t work or profit enough to support that many people.”

The experiment lasted only a year or two, she said; then most of the group drifted away. Only the original owner of the property, a woman who called herself Wildflower, had stayed, along with her son.

“Wildflower started a new business,” Aunt Nettie said.

“Oh,” I said. “I know the place you’re talking about! The taxidermy shop! It has a professionally painted sign that says ‘Taxidermy.’ And there’s a homemade sign that says ‘Moose Lodge.’”

Aunt Nettie nodded. “Right. Wildflower is a taxidermist. I think the Moose Lodge sign is a joke. The place has nothing to do with the fraternal organization.”

Hogan spoke. “Wildflower has a moose head over the fireplace, and the insides of the houses are rustic, like hunting lodges. I guess that’s why she calls the property Moose Lodge.”

“Aha,” I said. “I understand that middle-aged gents don’t congregate there on Saturday night to play pool—or whatever Moose members do. But I’ve never seen the taxidermy shop. I guess it’s back from the road.”

Hogan nodded. “Right. It’s not visible until you’re well onto the property. But Wildflower has a well-equipped shop. And by the way, she does have a last name. It’s Hill.”

“Wildflower Hill?” I was incredulous. “You’ve gotta be kidding.”

“I’ve seen her driver’s license,” Hogan said.

Aunt Nettie went on. “Wildflower is considered something of a recluse. Her son—I don’t remember what his name was—worked as a carpenter. He married a Hispanic girl named Maria. But the son was killed in a car wreck, and Maria died of cancer when Sissy, their daughter, was ten or eleven. Sissy has always lived there with her grandmother.”

“It sounds as if Sissy’s had a hard life. Her parents died young, and her only relative was a grandmother who was probably considered odd by the neighbors.”

“That’s true, but it didn’t seem to hold Sissy back,” Aunt Nettie said. “She went to Warner Pier High, and I remember seeing her picture in the paper when she made the honor society. She worked as a waitress, saved her money, and was able to go to the junior college for a year or so. She probably got a scholarship. But then she made a big mistake.”

“What was that?”

“She dated a boy from a summer family.”

I laughed. “Oh no! Not a dreaded summer guy?”

When I came to Warner Pier at age sixteen to work in the small retail shop at TenHuis Chocolade, the first thing the other counter girls told me was, “Never date a summer guy.” It would, they said, ruin your reputation with the Warner Pier high school crowd.

Of course, some of the summer people were extremely wealthy, which might tend to make them attractive to some girls, but I could readily see the problems “summer guys” might produce. First, their wealthy families might object to the local girls, who were likely to come from undistinguished families. Second, the summer guys were going to go home at the end of August, and if the local boys were snubbing you, the winter might get lonely.

So Warner Pier was friendly to the summer people, but it was considered unwise for local girls to date them.

I’d always thought the whole thing was silly, so I laughed. But Joe, Aunt Nettie, and Hogan didn’t.

“Who did Sissy date?” I said.

“Rupert Smith the Fourth,” Hogan said. “Nicknamed Buzz.”

“The guy who was killed.”

“Right. He married Sissy, even though his family supposedly wasn’t very happy about it.”

“And who is his family? I never heard of a Rupert Smith the Third.”

“Not even the Smiths go by their numbers. They all have crazy nicknames. His dad is known as Ace Smith. There’s a cousin called Spud, and another cousin who goes by Deuce. I think there’s a Chip, as well. Most of them live in Chicago. Or else they’re in the army somewhere. The family tends toward the military. Ace is a retired colonel.”

“Ace is Buzz’s dad? So he was the one who was lambasting Sissy at the supermarket?”

Hogan grimaced. “Sissy and Buzz had a little boy. He must be over a year old now. I’d heard that Ace was trying to get custody of the kid, trying to prove Sissy is an unfit mother.”

“Has the welfare department looked into it?”

“Yes, and they didn’t find anything wrong. So Ace has hired private eyes.”

“Oh, Lordy! Now I’m on Sissy’s side!”

All the people present knew that my first husband had sicced private eyes on me during our divorce. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, even though they didn’t find any evidence that helped him.

“I think Sissy came to be sorry she took up with Buzz,” Hogan said. “Ace wouldn’t help them, and Buzz couldn’t hold a job. Sissy might have thought she was marrying money, but she had to support the family. I doubt Wildflower makes very much from her taxidermy business, so Sissy probably helped her, too. Sissy worked in Holland, keeping books for one of the office furniture companies.”

“Why did Ace lambast her for not even having a job?”

“I don’t know. She must have been laid off. But at the time Buzz was killed, Sissy was working. As near as I could find out, Buzz didn’t do anything around there to help out. Sissy and her grandmother were on a shopping trip to Holland when Buzz was killed. And they had taken the little boy with them. Sissy took him to day care during the week. Apparently Buzz didn’t even babysit.”

Buzz had been killed on a Saturday, Hogan said. Sissy and Wildflower had left at midmorning. They were driving two cars, Sissy’s antique blue Volkswagen and a VW van of similar vintage, which Wildflower drove. They dropped Sissy’s car at a Holland garage, arranging to pick it up on Tuesday. Then they had lunch at Russ’, a Holland restaurant. They’d made the regular Holland round—JCPenney for pajamas for the little boy, the health food store for some things Wildflower ate, Office Depot for ink for Sissy’s computer printer, and two carts of groceries at Family Fare.

“That’s why we know for sure Sissy wasn’t home shooting her husband,” Hogan said. “She’s striking—with that black hair and those green eyes—and Wildflower is unconventional looking, too. Plus, they’re regulars at the health food store, so the people there remembered them. Their waitress at Russ’ remembered them. The only place they went that nobody remembered them was the gas station. And they had a credit card slip from there.”

When they returned home, to the old house where the hippies had once lived, the little boy was asleep in his car seat. Sissy began to lift him out, and Wildflower took a bag of groceries inside. She found Buzz dead in the living room.

Wildflower called to Sissy, telling her not to bring the little boy in. Sissy ran inside, leaving her sleeping son in the car. Buzz had been dead long enough that his body was beginning to cool. They called 9-1-1 on Sissy’s cell phone. Wildflower waited for the sheriff in Sissy’s car, but Sissy had stayed inside with Buzz’s body.

“It didn’t seem right to leave him alone,” she had told Hogan later.

Buzz had died from a single gunshot wound in the head. Suicide was ruled out, Hogan said. The position of the wound was wrong, and the gun was missing.

The medical examiner later put the time of death at around noon, and the ballistics experts said the murder weapon was a .45 caliber pistol.

“So,” Hogan said, “Sissy and Wildflower both have good alibis.”

“Could Buzz have been shot before they left for Holland?”

“The ME didn’t think so.”

“Then how could this rumor that Sissy killed her husband get started?”

Hogan’s glare came back. “The problem is, Sissy is her own worst enemy.”
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