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NO CAT DOOR REQUIRED . . .

The steps up to the apartment were at the back of the building. I set the messenger bag down on the floor of the covered porch at the top of the stairs. Herc popped his head out and looked around. “Not a sound,” I warned. “Not a meow, not a rumble, not even a burp. Rebecca will be here any minute.”

I bent down to close the top of the bag. He jumped out, looked right and left and then disappeared through the door before I could grab him.

Yes, through the closed door.

My heart stopped. I dropped down into a crouch. Hercules was definitely gone, gone through a thick, solid door. That was the other thing about him that I couldn’t tell anyone. He could pass through any solid object—doors, six-inch-thick walls, concrete foundations.

I didn’t have a clue how he did it. In fact, the first time I’d seen him walk nonchalantly through an inch-and-a-half-thick wooden door at the library, I thought I was having hallucinations or even a stroke. Because cats can’t walk through doors or walls . . . can they?
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It was pretty clear the body wasn’t going to go in the back of Roma’s SUV. The legs were hanging out, almost touching the driveway.

“Can’t we just push him in?” she asked, kicking dirty snow away from the back tires.

“No, we can’t just push him in,” Maggie said. “That would break his legs.” She walked to the other side of the SUV. “Maybe if we put him in feetfirst . . .” She looked at me. “What do you think, Kathleen?”

What did I think? I thought it was freezing. “He still won’t fit,” I pointed out. “Could we take his legs off?”

Maggie looked at me, aghast. “Take Eddie’s legs off? How?”

“I have a hacksaw under the front seat,” Roma added oh-so-not-helpfully. Because she was a veterinarian she had a number of things in her vehicle that other people didn’t.

I gave her a look. “No, I don’t mean saw off his legs,” I said. “But don’t they detach somehow?”

Wrong thing to say. Maggie laid a protective hand on Eddie’s thigh. “Do your legs detach?” she asked me.

I exhaled slowly, watching my breath hover in the air. “No,” I said, “my legs don’t detach, but I’m a human being and Eddie’s a mannequin.”

“He’s a mixed-media assemblage piece,” Maggie said huffily.

The real Eddie Sweeney—“Crazy” Eddie Sweeney—was number 22, a six-foot-four forward for the Minnesota Wild hockey team and the pride of the state, born and bred. Maggie had been commissioned to create a display featuring Eddie for this year’s Winterfest. I was pretty sure the Winterfest committee had been expecting Maggie’s collage panels, not a life-sized re-creation of Eddie in pads and skates. He looked so real, truthfully, that he had given me the creeps the first time I had seen him dressed and sitting in a chair in Maggie’s art studio.

“Could we wrap him in plastic and tie him to the roof racks?” Roma asked.

All I could see were Roma’s eyes and nose buried under the hood of her heavy coat.

“Realistically, how far do you think we’d get before someone called the police?” I said.

“Good point, Kathleen,” she said.

“We can’t leave him like this.” Maggie looked skyward. “I think it’s going to snow.”

“There’s a surprise,” I muttered.

Winter in Mayville Heights, Minnesota, came in three varieties: About to Snow, Snowing, and Get Out the Shovel. I had to concede, though, that the town looked like something out of an old Currier & Ives greeting card. Snow decorated the tree branches, frost sparkled on windowpanes, and there was a complete snowman in every second yard.

It was my first real winter in town. I’d arrived last year at the tail end of the season to be the new librarian and supervise the renovations to the library building for its upcoming centennial.

I looked at Eddie’s backside sticking out of the rear of the SUV. “I have an idea,” I said. “Roma, can you grab Eddie’s left thigh?”

She pushed back her hood. “With pleasure,” she said with a grin. She gave Faux Eddie a pat on the behind and caught him by the leg and the waist. I took the other side and we lifted him out of the back of the SUV. Though he wasn’t a real body, he was still heavy.

“Now what?” Roma asked.

“Be careful,” Maggie said, hovering behind us.

“Open the passenger’s door,” I told her.

“You can’t put his feet in the front and his head in the back,” she warned. “Once Roma starts driving he’ll slide backward and break.”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” I said. “Trust me.”

Maggie was my closest friend in Mayville. We’d met when I’d joined the tai chi class she taught, and bonded over our mutual love of the cheesy reality show Gotta Dance. She was a talented collage artist, but I’d never seen her so worked up about a commission.

She chewed her lip for a second, then caught herself. Putting both hands on her stomach, she took several slow deep breaths. “Sorry,” she said. “This whole project is making me crazy. Do whatever you were going to do.” She reached over and opened the passenger’s door.

“What are we doing?” Roma whispered.

“We’re putting him in the front seat. You take the shoulders and I’ll take his legs,” I said. We set Eddie on the front passenger’s seat, legs out to the side.

“Turn him around,” I said to Roma. She shifted Eddie to face the windshield, while I moved his legs, resting his skates on the floor mat. Then I leaned in and fastened the seat belt. “Ta da,” I said, backing out of the SUV.

Roma walked around to the front of the vehicle and looked through the windshield. “He looks so real,” she said.

I nodded. “Yeah, he does.”

Maggie couldn’t help checking the seat belt herself. Roma closed the tailgate, then came around and got in  behind the wheel. I climbed in the backseat, sliding over to make room for Maggie.

Roma backed out of the alley and headed down the street. I’d met her at tai chi, too, but the friendship between the three of us had really been cemented last summer when Mags and I had coerced Roma into helping us follow someone, à la Charlie’s Angels.

“Thanks for doing this, Roma,” Maggie said.

She smiled at us in the rearview mirror. “I don’t mind. How often do I get the chance to drive around with a celebrity?” She reached over and patted Eddie’s shoulder. “Well, sort of a celebrity.”

“Eddie’s having the best season of his career,” Maggie said. “Forty goals and thirty-five assists so far.”

“Really?” I said, working not to let her see me smile.

“And he’s probably in the best shape of his career, as well. Did you know he does extra skating drills on his own after practice?”

“I did not know that,” Roma said solemnly.

Maggie pulled off a mitten and reached forward to fix the back of Eddie’s jersey. “Every single Wild home game has been sold out this season and it’s because of Eddie.”

I pulled off my own mittens and fished in my pocket for lip balm. “You know, Roma,” I said, “I never thought it would happen, but I think Matt Lauer has some competition for Maggie’s heart.” I saw Roma’s face widen into a grin.

“Do you think Eddie can dance?” Roma asked, referring to Matt Lauer’s improbable win on the previous season of Gotta Dance.

“Gee, I don’t know. He does have some smooth moves.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” Maggie said. “I don’t have a thing for Eddie Sweeney.”

“Of course not,” Roma said. “He’s only tall, strong and gorgeous.”

Maggie squared her shoulders. “I’m just a fan of Eddie’s athletic abilities—that’s all.”

“Oh, me, too,” Roma retorted. “If I were just a little bit younger . . .” She let the end of the sentence trail away, and grinned.

We turned left at the corner and drove down Main Street under the huge Winterfest banner stretched across the road in front of the James Hotel.

“So, how long has Winterfest been going on?” I asked.

“Since I was a kid,” Maggie said. “And before that.”

Roma nodded. “It started out as an ice-fishing competition back in the forties.”

“I didn’t know that,” Maggie said.

“Oh, yeah. People came from all over the state.” Roma put on her blinker to turn in to the community center parking lot. She shot a quick glance back over her shoulder at Maggie. “Which door?”

“The side one, please,” Maggie said, shifting to peer through the windshield. “Tell me there’s a perfectly good reason it looks like no one else is here.”

Except for one light I’d noticed at the front entrance, the building seemed to be closed.

“Sam’s been on an energy-saving kick,” Roma said. “He can go overboard pretty easily.”

Sam was the mayor of Mayville Heights, and Roma was right. His efforts to save energy had gone a little bit too far for some people.

She pulled into a parking spot close to the door and shut off the SUV. “Let’s get Eddie inside,” she said.

We reversed the process of putting Eddie in the passenger’s seat. Maggie went ahead to hold the door for us.

It was locked. “No,” she groaned, kicking the door with her heavy boot. “Hey, anybody in there?” she called.

Silence.

“Seven o’clock, Thorsten said. Seven. O’. Clock. Where is he?”

I looked around. Thorsten was the building’s caretaker. There were maybe a half dozen vehicles in the parking lot. None of them were Thorsten’s.

“Can you hold on to Eddie while I try to find out what’s going on?” Maggie asked, pulling out her cell phone.

“Sure,” I said. I tucked Eddie’s knees against my sides. Roma pulled his body a little closer, wrapping her arms around his chest. I couldn’t help wondering what this would look like to anyone walking by.

Maggie punched a number into the phone and took a couple of slow deep breaths while she waited for it to ring on the other end. She made a face. “Voice mail.” She waited another moment. “Thorsten, it’s Maggie Adams. I’m at the community center and the building is locked. Where are you?” She rattled off her cell number and pressed the END button. “Who else is on the Winterfest committee?” she asked.

“Rebecca,” Roma said.

Maggie made a face. “I don’t want to bring her down here in the cold.”

Eddie was heavy for a guy that was mostly cotton padding. My arms were starting to cramp. “What about Mary?” I said. Mary worked for me at the library.

“Do you know her number?” Maggie asked.

I recited it to her.

“Thanks,” she said, putting the phone up to her ear. We waited, then Maggie let out a breath. She watched it slowly dissipate in the frigid air. “Does anyone answer the phone?”

Eddie’s back end was hanging dangerously close to a pile of dirty snow. I tightened my grip on his legs.

“Call Oren,” Roma said. “He did some work on the ceiling this week, fixing that leak from the ice buildup. He’ll have a key.” Oren Kenyon was a jack-of-all-trades. He’d worked on the library renovation last summer as  well as getting the Stratton Theater ready for the Wild Rose Summer Music Festival.

“Roma, you’re a genius,” Maggie said, pushing buttons on the phone.

The cold was seeping up through the heavy soles and fuzzy linings of my boots, and the long underwear I was wearing underneath my jeans.

“Oren,” Maggie said. “It’s Maggie.” Quickly she explained the problem. Then she listened, nodding even though Oren couldn’t see her. “Thank you so much,” she said. “We’ll see you then.” She snapped the phone shut. “Oren will be here in about a half hour. Do you guys mind waiting?”

Roma shook her head.

“Why don’t we go down to Eric’s and have hot chocolate while we wait?” I said.

“Excellent idea,” Roma said, her voice partly muffled because her face was pressed against Eddie’s side. “But what are we going to do with Eddie?”

“Stick him back in the SUV,” I said.

Maggie held the passenger’s door open and we managed to get Eddie back in the front seat without dumping him in the snow. We piled into the car, and Roma backed out of the parking spot.

“I know it probably looks like I’m being a little obsessive,” Maggie said.

I raised an eyebrow in my best Mr. Spock impersonation.

“I just don’t want anything to happen to Eddie. He’s the biggest piece ever I’ve done.”

Roma looked both ways and pulled out of the lot. “Hey, I don’t want anything to happen to Eddie, either. He’s the only man in my life right now.”

I laughed.

“Oh, sure, Kathleen. Go ahead and laugh. You have two guys in your life.”

“I do?” I said. Then I realized she was talking about my cats. “You mean Owen and Hercules? They shed, they don’t pay any attention to anything I say to them and their breath smells like sardines.”

“And that would be different from a real man how?” Roma asked.

Maggie and I both laughed.

Eric’s Place was just up ahead. It was one of the best places to eat in town and was run, perhaps unsurprisingly, by Eric Cullen. His wife, Susan, worked for me at the library.

“Look for somewhere to park,” Roma said.

I scanned the street, wondering why there were so many cars on a Wednesday night in February.

Maggie must have read my mind. “Wait a sec. There’s an auction going on tonight over at Fischer’s Warehouse, isn’t there? The stuff from Cormac Henry’s place.”

I remembered reading about that in the paper. “That’s where Mary is,” I said.

“Probably Thorsten, too,” Roma added.

“There,” Maggie suddenly squealed, pointing across the street. Amazingly, there was an empty parking spot in front of Eric’s.

Roma scanned the pavement in front of us. “You didn’t see this,” she muttered. She made a tight U-turn in the mouth of the alley two buildings down from the café, then drove ahead and backed smoothly into the empty space in front of the restaurant. “There,” she said to Maggie. “You can keep an eye on Eddie and he won’t miss all the fun.”

We piled on to the sidewalk and went into the restaurant. It was almost empty. Peter Lundgren was at a table by the end wall, his head bent over a book, probably something to do with World War II history; that was where his reading interests lay. I also knew he liked heavy-metal music, which wasn’t what I would have expected of a lawyer.

Claire, my favorite waitress, smiled at us. “Sit anywhere,” she called, making a sweeping gesture with one hand.

I caught sight of Eric behind the counter.

“Why don’t we take a table by the window so we can keep an eye on Eddie?” Roma said.

“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll be right back. I just need to speak to Eric for a second.”

“Hi, Kathleen,” Eric said with a smile. He was wearing a long apron with splotches of chocolate all over it. That had to be good.

“Hi,” I said. “I just wanted to say thank you for the apple cake this morning.” Eric liked to experiment with new recipes for the café. Sometimes Susan brought his efforts to work.

“Oh, you’re welcome.” He pushed back the sleeves of his dark green sweater. “Did you think there was too much cinnamon?”

I shook my head. “No. But if you feel you need to experiment a little more . . .”

“You’ll all force yourselves to be my taste testers.”

I put my hand over my heart. “We’ll make the sacrifice,” I said solemnly.

He laughed, and I headed back to Roma and Maggie, pulling off my old coat. It was warm, but it was an ugly shade of brown. I’d bought it to wear out to Wisteria Hill when it was my turn to help feed the cat colony that lived at the abandoned house. Since I’d paid only five dollars for the jacket at Goodwill, I didn’t really care that it wasn’t very fashionable. I was pretty sure the cats didn’t, either.

Claire came over with an insulated carafe. “Hot chocolate?” she asked, holding it up.

“Please,” Roma said, pulling off her gloves and rubbing her hands together.

Maggie and I both nodded.

Claire poured three mugs of cocoa. “Marshmallows or cinnamon?”

“Marshmallows!” Maggie and I said in unison.

“Eric made chocolate pudding cake,” Claire said with a sly smile. Her red curls were caught in two pigtails and she looked like a mischievous little girl.

Roma was bent over, fixing her boot. “Yes,” she said, holding up one hand and waving it.

“That sounds good,” Maggie said.

“It does,” I agreed.

“It’ll just be a couple of minutes,” Claire promised, heading back to the counter.

Roma straightened and picked up her mug. “Here’s to chocolate and duct tape.”

“Excuse me?” I said.

“Chocolate and duct tape,” she repeated. “Between the two of them you can solve just about any problem.” She stuck out her left leg, pointing to her boot. “See?” There was a piece of gray duct tape stuck to the heel on the inside edge. “I caught that on a spike this afternoon. Couple of pieces of tape and it’s fine for now.”

I laughed. “Don’t tell me you carry a roll of duct tape in your bag.”

“I do. And a bag of M&M’s.” She held out her right hand, palm up. “Duct tape.” She did the same with her other hand. “M&M’s. If I can’t fix whatever’s wrong with those two things, I’m going home and getting back into bed.”

Claire was coming toward us, carrying a large oval tray. I could smell the warm chocolate. She set a dish of marshmallows in the middle of the table, then slid a bowl of pudding cake in front of each of us.

It tasted even better than it smelled, and it smelled wonderful. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked. All she got for an answer was three grunts. She smiled. “I’ll check back in a few minutes.”

We ate in silence except for the occasional sigh of pleasure. Maggie set down her spoon first and licked a drop of chocolate sauce from the side of her thumb. “That was so, so good,” she said. She pulled a small black notebook from her pocket. “What’s the rest of your week look like?” she asked Roma. “I need to take some more pictures of the cats.”

Roma wiped her hand with her napkin. “What works for you?” she asked. They leaned across the table, comparing schedules.

Maggie had done a collage of photos of the feral cat colony at Wisteria Hill, where I’d found Owen and Hercules. It hung in the waiting room of Roma’s veterinary clinic. Now an animal-rescue organization had commissioned Maggie to create a poster for their spay-neuter program. She was going to take pictures of three new strays that had been left on the doorstep of the clinic last week.

There was a rush of cold wind in my face as the door to the café opened. A tiny, elderly woman stepped inside. Something about her seemed familiar. She hesitated in the doorway, blinking in the light. Was she looking around for someone? I wasn’t sure. I touched Roma’s arm. “Roma, who’s that?” I asked.

She looked up, smiling at the sight of the old woman. “That’s Agatha,” she said, her smile widening as the other woman noticed her. Agatha didn’t exactly smile back, but her expression softened a little. And she ducked her head in recognition. Then her eyes shifted to me and she nodded.

Roma frowned. “Do you know her?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “I saw her a couple of times yesterday. When I was shoveling she, uh, she stopped to talk to Hercules. You know what a wuss he is about getting his feet wet.”

What I didn’t say was that Agatha had picked up my  little black-and-white cat and carried him over to me. Hercules and Owen, like the rest of the cats from Wisteria Hill, were likely feral. I’d found them as kittens, and they typically wouldn’t let anyone other than me touch them.

Agatha was slowly making her way over to where Peter Lundgren was leaning on the counter, talking to Eric. I couldn’t tell how old she was. She was hunched over with what I guessed was osteoporosis, her face lined with a web of fine wrinkles. She wore what looked to me like an early 1960s vintage red-and-black-plaid mohair coat. It seemed just a bit too big, or maybe the woman wearing it had gotten smaller with time.

Peter straightened and walked over to Agatha, offering his arm to her. She took it, shifting a black canvas bag to her other hand, and he helped her the rest of the way. They clearly knew each other.

“Why have I never seen her before?” I said.

“Agatha had a minor stroke this time last year and fell and broke her hip,” Roma said. “She’s been in a rehab center in Minneapolis.” She glanced over at the counter, where Eric was handing Agatha a brown paper bag and take-out cup. Peter was on his way back to his table. “I didn’t think she was coming home and then yesterday I saw her with Ruby.”

Like Maggie, Ruby was also an artist. She painted huge abstracts and taught art. And she was the best student in our tai chi class.

The second time I’d seen Agatha she’d been talking to Ruby, as well. They’d been in the parking lot of the library and Agatha had seemed upset with Ruby, the way she seemed to be right now with Eric. He was gesturing at an envelope the old woman was holding. She’d had it the day I’d seen her with Ruby, as well. It looked like the kind of envelope my sixth-grade report card had been in.

Even at a distance I could see Agatha’s expression, her lips pulled into a thin, angry line. Eric’s face was flushed. He shook his head.

Agatha turned, her shoulders rigid under the out-of-date coat. She made her way back to the door, cup in one hand, bag in the other, the envelope held tightly against her chest with her forearm. It was an old report-card envelope, I realized as she passed us.

“She was a teacher,” I said.

“Principal, actually,” Maggie replied. She checked her watch. “We should get going.” She looked around for Claire.

“You know, Agatha kept more than one kid from becoming a juvenile delinquent,” Roma said, pushing back her chair and standing up.

Maggie nodded. “Ruby,” she said. “And Eric.” Claire came over and Maggie took all three checks from her, then held up her hand. “I’m getting this.”

“There’s two of us,” I said to Roma.

She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “I think we could take her.”

“I want to do this,” Maggie said. “Don’t argue with me.”

Roma and I exchanged glances. “Okay,” I said.

Maggie headed for the cash register. “And there’s no way that you two could take me,” she said over her shoulder.

Through the window I could see Agatha moving slowly down the sidewalk. Roma followed my gaze as she zipped her coat. “Me,” she said softly, with a slightly embarrassed shrug.

It took me a moment to get what she meant. “You were a juvenile delinquent?” Roma as a wild child didn’t fit with the compassionate veterinarian I’d become friends with since I’d moved to Minnesota.

“Maybe not exactly a delinquent,” she said, pulling on her gloves. “But I was hanging out with a bad bunch  of kids—sneaking out of the house, smoking, drinking—and I was only fourteen.”

“That doesn’t sound like you,” Maggie said. She’d come back in time to hear the tail end of the conversation.

“That’s because of Agatha,” Roma said. “She noticed my interest in animals. Also caught me cutting school.” She laughed at the memory. “Part of my punishment was cleaning cages three days a week after school at the animal shelter. For an entire month.”

We headed for the door. I waved good-bye to Eric, who nodded in return. I turned back to Roma. “I take it the punishment really wasn’t much of a punishment.”

“I loved it,” she said. “Not that I let on. When the month was up the shelter director offered me a part-time job, Saturdays and after school. I didn’t find out for years that was Agatha’s doing, too. Walking dogs, cleaning cages—I didn’t have time to get into trouble anymore.”

Maggie flipped up her hood and pushed the door open with her hip. It was achingly cold outside. “Agatha entered a painting of Ruby’s in a statewide contest,” she said. “She won tuition to a summer art camp.”

Roma moved behind the SUV, squeezing between it and the bumper of the half-ton parked behind us. “I know she encouraged Eric’s interest in cooking,” she said. “He was about fifteen and he did all the food for some big teachers’ breakfast.”

Raised voices, sharp in the icy air, came up the sidewalk toward us. Roma stopped and craned her neck to see. Maggie leaned back and looked down the street, her hand on the car’s door handle. I took a step backward for a better view.

What I saw was Agatha, her tiny, birdlike frame in the too-big plaid coat, still clutching the envelope to her chest. It took a few more seconds to recognize the man  towering above her, despite the fact that he was leaning on a cane.

“Is that Harry Taylor?” Maggie asked.

“Uh-huh,” I said.

Harry and Agatha’s voices, not so much the words as the tone, hung in the frigid air. I didn’t need to make out the words to know they were arguing. The old man reached a hand toward the envelope Agatha was holding. She shook her head vigorously, turned and began to make her way slowly along the sidewalk. Harry stayed where he was, leaning heavily on his cane.

I hesitated, looking down the street to where he stood alone on the sidewalk. I didn’t want to interfere, but he wasn’t well. Old Harry—Harrison—was always with one of his sons, usually Harry Junior—Young Harry—but I didn’t see him or the truck anywhere.

“Harry Taylor is as tough as a boiled owl,” Roma said, noticing my hesitation.

I let out a breath. She was right. But it was so cold. What was the old man doing out by himself on a night that was so cold? And why had he been fighting with Agatha?
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“Go,” I said, pulling the hood of my parka tighter against my neck.

“We can wait,” Maggie said.

I shook my head. “No, it’s okay. Go. Don’t keep Oren waiting. I just want to make sure Harry’s all right.”

Roma nodded and patted her coat pocket. “Call my cell if you need anything or you want me to come back and get you.”

“Thanks,” I said. I hunched into my jacket and headed down to where the old man was standing. It was a clear night, the moon a thin sliver in the inky blue-black sky. Harry turned as I got to him, the expression on his face not surprise, but more like What took you so long?, and I had the feeling that he’d known I was up the street and would walk down to him.

“Hello,” I said, pushing back my hood.

“You want to exchange pleasantries or go right to the part where you ask me what I’m doing out here when it’s cold enough to freeze the brass off a bald monkey?” he asked.

“It is cold,” I agreed. “What are you doing out here?”

“Without my keepers?”

“Without a ride.”

“Boys are at the auction,” Harry said, inclining his  head in the direction of the riverbank. “There’s nothing of Cormac’s I want. I’ve got too much junk of my own. So I decided to get some air.”

I didn’t say anything, but my eyebrows disappeared up under my wool hat. A sudden gust of wind blew a swirl of snow down off the roof of the store we were standing in front of.

Harry gave a halfhearted shrug. “I like snow with my air,” he said.

“How do you feel about chocolate with your air?” I asked, offering my arm. “Eric has a pretty good chocolate pudding cake tonight.”

“I can be flexible,” he said, taking my arm with his gloved hand. “Why don’t you walk me up to the restaurant so I don’t get into any trouble?” He glanced behind him, but Agatha had disappeared.

“Harry, is everything all right?” I asked.

“Nothing to worry about.”

That didn’t really answer my question.

“How are your cats?” he asked.

“Fine,” I said as we made our way very slowly toward the café. “But Hercules doesn’t like the snow.”

“There are days I feel the same way,” he said. “Boys were after me to go south for a while, sit on a beach and have some fussy little drink with an umbrella stuck in the top. I said it’s February. In February you’re supposed to be wearing long johns, not some dinky swimsuit stuck up—” He caught himself and smiled. “Stuck up a palm tree.”

“That does sound . . . uncomfortable,” I said with a grin.

We’d made it to the door of the restaurant. “Thank you, Kathleen,” Harry said, letting go of my arm and dipping his head with old-fashioned gallantry. I half expected him to sweep off his hat with its pile earflaps and bow to me. “The boys will be along in a bit.”

“All right,” I said.

“You figuring on standing here until you see me go inside?”

“That’s pretty much my plan.” I stamped my feet on the sidewalk. “Sure is cold.”

He let out a snort of laughter. “I’m going, I’m going.” He waved away my offered hand and reached for the door. “Go catch up with your friends before you freeze something.”

“Good night, Harrison,” I said.

He gave me a dismissive wave as the door closed behind him.

I pulled up my hood again and started for the community center. Snow crunched under my boots and my breath hung in the air like some sort of smoke signal to lead me.

I looked back. There was no sign of anyone. I hoped that meant Harry really was inside Eric’s, waiting for his sons. On the other hand, I knew the old man was perfectly capable of doing exactly what he wanted the second I’d started walking.

Oren’s truck was next to Roma’s SUV in the lot at the community center. There was no sign of him, or Roma or Maggie or even Eddie, and there were definitely lights on inside. I tried the door. It was unlocked. Kicking snow off my boots, I went in.

The main auditorium was at the top of the stairs. I saw boots to the right of the door; Maggie’s Sorels, Roma’s pile-lined mukluks with their duct-tape patch, and big black boots that had to belong to Oren. I couldn’t help grinning as I pulled off my own boots. That was Maggie, making everyone take off their outside footwear to keep the floor clean, when in a couple of days most of Mayville Heights would be clomping around inside.

Her display was at the far end of the auditorium,  along with a larger exhibit of old photographs. She stood in front of the wall, arms crossed, head cocked to one side. Roma stood beside her. Eddie was on the floor, head slumped forward as though he’d just been checked especially hard into the boards. I looked around, but didn’t see Oren anywhere.

Roma caught sight of me and walked over to meet me. I gestured at the wall.

“What is this? The history of Winterfest?” Maggie had been very closemouthed about the project. She’d been sorting through old photos for months.

“Close,” she said. “History of sports in Mayville.” She gave me a searching look. “Harry okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Apparently he was at the auction and got antsy. He’s meeting the boys at Eric’s.”

Roma shook her head. “He’s a stubborn old buzzard,” she said.

“I know.” I couldn’t help feeling uneasy. Had the old man stayed at Eric’s or was he back outside?

“Is Harry okay?” Maggie asked as we joined her.

“He’s at Eric’s, probably halfway through a bowl of that chocolate pudding cake, waiting for the guys to finish at the auction.” I gestured at the wall. “Mags, this is amazing.”

Many of the pictures were black-and-white. They were grouped together with Maggie’s unique perspective. Some of them had been hand tinted, and I was pretty sure the backgrounds were all Maggie’s handmade paper.

The locker room, where Eddie was eventually going to be sitting on a wooden bench, looked as real as any locker room I’d ever been in.

“The lights are wrong,” Maggie said.

“What’s wrong with them?” I asked.

She pointed. “One should be focused on that part of the display there, and I was supposed to have two lights  here in the locker room and the overall quality is just wrong.” She walked over to the wall and glared up at a ceiling fixture.

“Oren went to see if he could find any bulbs in the storeroom,” Roma whispered.

It was warm in the community center. I peeled off my coat, setting it on the floor along with Maggie and Roma’s things.

Across the room the door to the stairs opened and Mary and Abigail came in, both carrying hangers covered with big orange plastic garbage bags.

I walked over to them. Both women worked at the library for me. Abigail was the earth-mother writer. She’d grown up with five older brothers, so she was confident and unflappable. Mary looked like every stereotype of a grandmother, and was. She was also a championship kickboxer. I’d seen her in competition. First time someone fought with her, they inevitably underestimated her gray hair and grandmotherly look. No one did that twice.

“Hey, Kathleen, what are you doing here?” Abigail asked.

“Helping Maggie finish the display,” I said.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” Mary said, her apple-dumpling cheeks bright red from the cold.

I gestured to the hangers. “What are you two doing here?”

“We brought the tablecloths. We thought we’d get the tables set up for Friday night,” Abigail said. “We’re going to be in the kitchen tomorrow night, doing the pies.”

“I didn’t want to leave everything till the last minute.” Mary looked around. “Is Thorsten here? I don’t see any tables.”

I shook my head. “No, he’s not. But Oren’s around.”

“Even better,” Mary said. She turned to Abigail. “Let’s get this stuff to the kitchen and finish unloading  the car. Then we’ll get Oren to open up the storage room so we can get the tables out.” She started for the kitchen. “See you later, Kathleen.”

“I’ll tell Oren you’re looking for him,” I said. I walked back to Maggie. She had Eddie under the arms, and Roma had his feet. They were trying to get him up on to the locker-room bench, but it wasn’t going very well because Maggie was paying more attention to the display than to where she was going with the dummy.

“Maggie!” Roma said sharply. “You almost knocked down that picture with Eddie’s right arm.”

Maggie turned at the sound of Roma’s voice. Too fast, it turned out. Eddie’s other arm came swinging up, carried by momentum, and smacked Maggie on the head. Her hand automatically went to the spot. “Ow!” She yelled.

Eddie’s upper body hit the tile floor. The shift in weight caught Roma off balance. She went down hard on her backside, Eddie’s legs bowing out on either side of her. I scrambled over to them. It probably would’ve been better if I hadn’t laughed.

Maggie rubbed the side of her head just above her ear.

“Are you okay?” I said.

“I’m all right.” She looked past me at Eddie splayed on the floor. “Is he all right?”

Roma waved a hand. “I’m okay,” she said. “Don’t worry about me.”

“All Eddie’s parts seem to be attached, but I think there might be a two-minute penalty for knocking Roma over,” I said. “Unnecessary roughness.”

I climbed over the dummy and offered a hand to Roma. “You all right?” I asked.

She nodded. “Yeah. Luckily I landed on the part with all the padding.”

Maggie was down on her hands and knees, checking Eddie carefully.

“Anything break?” I asked.

She sat back on her heels. “I don’t think so,” she said. “But one of the shin pads shifted.”

“Not a problem,” Roma said. She walked over to our coats, fished in the pocket of her parka and tossed a roll of duct tape to Maggie.

“You have a roll of duct tape in your pocket, too?” I said.

Roma grinned. “I told you. Duct tape and chocolate will fix pretty much any problem.”

Maggie tore off a couple of pieces of tape and reached up under the dummy’s sock. After a minute she smoothed it down and wiggled the leg. “Better,” she said. She handed me the roll and smiled at Roma. “Thanks.”

I slipped the tape on my arm like a fat bracelet. “Okay, why don’t I grab his shoulders?” I said. “Roma, you take his feet, and, Mags, you direct us.”

I slid my arms around Eddie, holding him in a kind of backward bear hug. With Maggie directing us and watching for swinging arms, we managed to get Eddie in place on the bench. Roma kneeled on the floor, keeping him steady while Maggie fastened Eddie into position. I glanced behind me. I could see Mary and Abigail moving around in the kitchen. The door to the hall swung open and Oren started across the floor toward us.

He smiled when he saw me. “Hello, Kathleen,” he said. “How are you?”

“I’m well, Oren,” I said. “Thanks for coming to let us in.”

He gave a slight shrug. “Thorsten probably just got caught up in the auction and lost track of time. Have you seen Maggie’s pictures?”

“Not yet.”

“Would you like to see photograph of my father?” he asked shyly.

“Yes,” I said. “Where is he?”

We walked over to the wall. Oren scanned the panels, then pointed to a scrum of young men gathered by the edge of the frozen river, probably for a pickup game of hockey. “That’s him on the left.”

I could see the resemblance. Oren’s father had the same fair hair and rangy build. Oren himself always made me think of Clint Eastwood. “You look alike,” I said.

“Everyone says that.”

“Where was the picture taken?”

“You know where the marina is?” he said. “Back then they put out a wooden dock in the summer. In the winter the kids—well, the boys,” he corrected himself, “played hockey. It was long before they made it deeper for the boats, so the ice froze pretty solid.”

I studied the boy in the center of the picture. Like the others, his expression was serious, but there was confidence on his face. I tried to picture time adding lines around the mouth and eyes. I shifted back to Oren’s face. “Is that Harrison Taylor?”

Oren nodded.

“I didn’t know Harry played hockey.”

“Good enough to be invited to the Black Hawks training camp. He helped coach at the high school and junior high.”

That was how Harry knew Agatha, I realized, although in a place as small as Mayville everyone pretty much knew everyone else, anyway.

“These photographs are wonderful,” I said to Oren. “Are there any of you?”

He shook his head. “I wasn’t very athletic.”

Oren had been a musical prodigy. He probably hadn’t had much chance to play hockey or softball or anything like that.

I remembered then that Mary and Abigail had wanted to get out the tables.

“Oren, I forgot,” I said. “Mary and Abigail are in the  kitchen. Could you let them into the storage room so they could set up the tables?”

He nodded. “Sure.”

He took a couple of steps toward Maggie and Roma. “Maggie, are you all set?” he asked.

Maggie had her foot up on the edge of the bench, knee jammed against Eddie’s back to keep him upright. “I am, Oren,” she said. “Thank you for coming down here. I’m sorry I had to bother you.”

“You didn’t,” he said. “I’ll be here first thing in the morning if you need to get in to do anything.” He smiled at me. “It was good to see you, Kathleen.”

It was my opening. “Oren,” I began slowly.

He turned to face me. “Yes.”

“Yes?” I said.

His smile got a little bigger and he nodded.

“I haven’t asked you anything.”

“You were going to ask if I’d let you put my father’s sculptures on display for the library’s centennial celebrations.”

“How did you know?”

“When you came out to look at the plan for the gazebo for the library, I think you spent more time looking at the sculptures than the plans.”

“People should see his work, Oren,” I said.

“You’re right,” he said. “I’m going to need to take some measurements at the loading dock as soon as Winterfest is over. Is that okay?”

“Yes.” I wanted to jump up and down, but I settled for beaming at him.

“I’ll be in to the library as soon as Winterfest is over.”

I nodded, and he headed for the kitchen.

Roma was still sitting on the floor, one hand on Eddie’s thigh, the other on his hip. She looked like a groupie sitting adoringly at the feet of her hockey hero. Maggie was standing on the bench, straddling Eddie.

“What can I do to help?” I asked.

“Could you find me a pair of pliers? I think they’re in that box.” Maggie pointed at one of the cartons that had been in the back of Roma’s SUV.

After I’d handed the pliers to her I wrapped my arms around Eddie to keep him steady so Maggie could have both her hands free. From a distance I probably looked like a groupie, too.

“Why does Eddie smell like Christmas dinner?” I asked.

Roma frowned and pressed her face against Eddie’s chest for a moment. “Kathleen’s right. Eddie smells like stuffing.”

Maggie was bending a piece of wire with the pliers. “It’s sage.”

“And why does Eddie smell like sage?” Roma asked.

“It helps to keep negative energy away from the project.”

Maggie was kind of New Agey about some things. She taught tai chi, believed in the power of karma and had been learning about herbal medicine from my neighbor Rebecca since last summer.

“There,” she said, jumping down off the bench and taking a step backward. “Kathleen, you let go first.”

I slid my arms free and stood up. Eddie stayed in place.

“Okay, Roma,” Maggie said.

Roma stood up, too. Nothing moved. Maggie smiled with satisfaction and started gathering boxes.

“So, will you two be at the Winterfest supper Friday night?” Roma said.

Maggie glanced at me.

“Don’t,” I warned.

“Don’t what?” Roma asked.

“Maggie has the insane idea that I should take a date to the supper,” I said.

“A date. Who?”

“Marcus Gordon,” I said. Marcus was a police detective and I’d gotten to know him after I’d stumbled upon a dead body last summer. Not my favorite way to meet new people.

“What’s wrong with Marcus?” Roma asked.

“He likes you,” Maggie interjected.

I crossed my arms and glared at her. “He thought I killed Gregor Easton.”

“You weren’t really a suspect,” Maggie said. “He didn’t arrest you.”

“That was really romantic of him,” I said dryly. I looked at Roma. “Marcus Gordon is not my type.” Even though he was tall, good-looking and liked cats.

“I’m not saying marry him,” Maggie said. “Or kiss him, or even hold his hand. I’m just saying get to know the man.”

She’d been saying that for months.

“Who knows? You might like him.”

“Who knows?” I mimicked her voice. “Pigs might fly.” Roma looked at me and burst out laughing. Maggie followed her eyes and started to shake with the giggles. I tipped my head back slowly because there was no way. No way.

Overhead, a fat pink pig floated in the air just above me.
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