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CHAPTER [image: ] ONE

Come—umph—on—Buster!” I pulled and tugged in an attempt to get the monster of a dog out of the backseat of the van. Apparently he remembered Clyde Foster’s pet store all too well. Sorry old boy, shot time again.

I wasn’t entirely sure it was legal for Clyde to be giving shots, but the seniors at Cedar Lodge Boarding House assured me he’d been doing it for years, and the alternative was a thirty-mile drive down curving roads to Branson. One final tug and the unwilling animal came sliding off the seat. Sighing with relief, I blew a stray lock of hair from my forehead, snapped the leash onto Buster’s collar, and headed for the door. I didn’t always win these wrestling matches with the humongous dog.

As we approached the shop, Buster stopped abruptly. His hair bristled, and a low growl emitted from his throat.

“What’s wrong, boy? Smell a cat in there?” I reached for the doorknob.

Buster stared up at me and whined, blocking the door.

Dread washed over me. A feeling I had become familiar with in the past couple of years. This was more than Buster’s reluctance to get a shot.

“It’s okay, boy. Let’s take a look inside.” I turned the knob, then with caution, pushed the door open. Buster pressed close against me as I stepped inside. A loud screech pierced the air. I screamed and pressed my hand to my thundering heart. Catching my breath, I forced a chuckle. Clyde’s parrot, Whatzit, was going to be the death of someone one of these days. Still, it wasn’t like him to screech so long and loud. I glanced toward his cage, surprised to find it empty.

Sunlight streamed in through the open door, flooding the room with daylight. The overhead light still burned, as well as several wall lights. Highly unusual. Clyde was known for being very frugal, or cheap, as some would say. His customers often complained that he kept the shop too dark.

“Mr. Foster?” My voice cracked. I really needed to get a grip. For crying out loud, I was thirty-one, not ten. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Mr. Foster, it’s me, Victoria Storm. I have Buster with me for his shot.”

A heavy silence lay on the shop. I drew a deep breath. Get yourself together, silly. He probably went upstairs for something. But Buster had started toward the rear of the shop, a low growl coming once more from his throat.

I followed cautiously through the door into the dark storage area.

“Mr. Foster?” My strained whisper seemed loud in the dead silence, but Clyde Foster either didn’t hear or chose not to answer.

Swallowing hard, I blinked, and suddenly my eyes became accustomed to the darkness. I gasped and froze in my tracks. Nausea washed over me. Clyde lay sprawled on the floor, halfway on his stomach, his head sideways in a pool of blood.

Buster stood beside him, whining as he nudged the still form.

I forced myself to move, stumbled across the room. Bending, I pressed two fingers against his throat. No pulse.

With shaking hands, I yanked my cell phone from the front pocket of my jeans and dialed 911. After telling the dispatcher what I’d found, I pulled on Buster’s leash and stumbled back into the front room of the shop. Whatzit was perched on a corner of a supply cabinet and continued his ear-splitting screech.

“It’s okay, Whatzit. It’s okay.” My voice trembled as I tried to calm him. Wild-eyed, he stared at me and then began to squawk unintelligibly again.

Poor Whatzit. Of course it wasn’t okay. And apparently, he knew that very well. I approached him warily. Should I try to get him back into his cage? Not with that look in his eyes. I headed toward the door, and Buster growled at the bird before following me.

I peered out the door, watching for the sheriff. What in the world would Whatzit do now? Who’d want to take the cantankerous bird? Miss Aggie, maybe. I took a deep breath. What was wrong with me? Worrying about a bird when a man was dead? Okay, so Clyde was mean and crabby and had scared me half to death when I was a child. But as far as I knew, he was all alone. If he had family, I’d never heard of them.

I sighed with relief as the sheriff’s vehicle turned the corner and pulled up in front of the pet shop. Sheriff Bob Turner and his deputy, Tom Lewis, got out and headed toward the door.

When the sheriff saw me, he stopped in his tracks and frowned.

“Victoria, are you the one who called about a body?”

“Yes.” I was happy the word came out strong. I wouldn’t want Bob Turner to have the satisfaction of knowing how shook-up I was. “Mr. Foster’s in the back room, and I think…he’s dead.”

He grunted and walked past me with Tom Lewis tailing him like a shadow. Like the sheriff’s little puppy. Ah. Stop that, Victoria. Sarcasm seemed to be second nature with me, but I’d been doing so much better lately. Well, except in my thoughts. Sorry, Lord.

I hurried after the two officers.

The sheriff stooped down next to Clyde and checked for a pulse. “Tom, get the coroner over here. He’s dead all right. Looks like he fell and hit his head on that stone doorstop.”

I glanced at the doorstop and could make out a dark blotch. Nausea threatened to rise up again. I swallowed and licked my dry lips.

The sheriff stood, rubbing his back, then turned and scowled as he saw me standing by the door.

“Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t kill him.” My voice sounded guilty to my own ears.

“Did anyone say you did?”

The sheriff and I had a cautious respect for one another, but I suspected he didn’t like me very much. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why. Did he think it was my fault I kept getting mixed-up in what he considered his business? I certainly didn’t get involved with kidnappers and dead bodies on purpose.

After asking a few questions, he told me I could leave.

“Do you have a problem with me taking Whatzit withme? Miss Aggie might be able to calm him down. He’s used to her.”

He scratched his head. “I guess it’s okay. One less animal I have to worry about.” He glanced at the snake cage, and his face paled. I couldn’t help grinning. I’d bet he wouldn’t be the one to care for the other pets in the store. “But only until we can get in touch with Clyde’s next of kin,” he added.

Skirting Clyde’s body, I made my way over to the corner of the room and grabbed Whatzit’s heavy portable cage, then wrestled it into the front room. After a little coaxing, Whatzit hopped into it. Tom carried it to the van for me and placed it on the backseat, while I opened the passenger door for Buster to get in. I drove home as Whatzit’s insane screeching and Buster’s furious barking knifed through my skull. I turned onto my street, and Cedar Lodge Boarding House came into view. Fallen leaves scattered about, promising an early fall. Ivy grew up the bricks of both front-wall fireplaces, lending ambience to the centuries-old ex-hunting lodge. Pulling into the wide driveway, I drove into the parking garage. Then reality hit me. How would my senior boarders and friends take the news of Mr. Foster’s death? None of them were close to him, except Miss Aggie, but they’d known him for years. Besides, they’d been through so much over the past two years with Miss Aggie’s kidnapping and then the murder at Pennington House.

I managed to get Whatzit’s cage off the backseat and onto a worktable in the rear of the garage. When I opened the van door, Buster sprang out and jumped on me, his huge front paws landing on my chest.

“Calm down, old boy. And let’s not spill the beans justyet.” I rubbed his head, grabbed his leash, and headed for the side door. I’d wait until they were all together to break the news gently. It’s hard to hear about a neighbor dying, and all alone, at that.

I inhaled deeply. The spicy aroma wafting from the spick-and-span kitchen washed over me like liquid peace. I un-clipped the leash from Buster’s collar, and he shot out into the hall and headed to the recreation room. I didn’t blame him. He knew where love and safety lay. By the time I got there, he was reveling in the adoration of Miss Jane and Miss Georgina. Martin Downey looked on with an impatient frown.

“Victoria, come join us. We were just about to start a game of dominoes.” Miss Jane Brody motioned from the card table.

“You just want me to play because you and Miss Georgina always beat me,” I teased.

“Why, Victoria Storm, that’s not true. We love your company.” Miss Georgina twisted her hankie and gave me a worried look.

“I know, Miss Georgina. I was joking.” I walked over and kissed the sweet lady on her plump face, then glanced around the room. “Where’s Miss Aggie?”

“Where do you think?” Miss Jane grinned, and her thin face lit up. “Putting finishing touches, as she calls it, on Pennington House. She’s so excited, I think she might explode before opening day.”

I knew what she meant. Since Miss Aggie Pennington-Brown and her nephew Dane, who we called Corky, started renovations on the family mansion, Miss Aggie hardly stayedstill a moment. The grand opening of the swanky hotel and restaurant was scheduled for November 1st, just a couple of months away. A first of its kind for Cedar Chapel. But its proximity to Branson and the Lake of the Ozarks should be favorable for business. Miss Aggie couldn’t wait to move into her new apartment in her girlhood home.

“Did she say if she’d be home for lunch?” I didn’t want to have to repeat the sad news twice.

“Yeah.” Martin snorted. “She’s going to eat lunch, then drive to Branson to spend more money on fancy gewgaws.”

“How about Miss Evalina and Frank?” Evalina Swayne and Frank Cordell, who had been childhood sweethearts before Frank fell for someone else, had surprised us all by announcing their engagement the year before. They’d been married just before Christmas here at the lodge. We’d all expected them to move into their own home since Frank was very well-off due to a percentage from the candy stores he’d turned over to his son. But to our surprise and delight they’d chosen to remain among their old friends. They now resided in the elaborate second-floor suite vacated by former actress and their old acquaintance, Jeannette Simone.

“Eva and Frank are shopping. Should be home any minute,” Miss Jane informed me.

Good. I’d only have to break the news to them once, while the group was together after lunch. That is, if Miss Evalina and Mr. Frank didn’t hear about it while they were out.

The house phone rang, and I hurried into the hall and snatched it from its cradle. “Hello?”

“Victoria, Bob Turner here.” The sheriff’s voice was clipped. “The coroner has ruled Clyde Foster’s death anaccident, just as I said it was. I wanted to let you know we don’t need more information from you.”

Puzzled, I thanked him and hung up. Why would he bother to call just to tell me he didn’t need anything? Did he simply want me to know he was right about the death being an accident? Rather odd. I shrugged and went back into the rec room.

[image: ]

Unusual silence hung over us as we sat in the front parlor. I’d told them about Clyde’s death. After the initial cries of dismay, the seniors had grown quiet. Miss Aggie had taken Whatzit up to her room, and the other seniors had gathered in the rec room. When I’d peeked in an hour or so later and heard the sighs of discontent, I asked them all to come into the parlor for tea. I wished someone would say something. Even Buster, stretched out in front of the empty corner fireplace, lay unusually still.

Finally, Frank cleared his throat. “Are they sure it was an accident?”

A rustling sound spread throughout the room as the rest of the gang seemed to come to attention. Six expectant faces turned my way.

“That’s what the sheriff told me.” Maybe my voice didn’t sound too certain. The expressions across my friends’ faces ranged from vague worry to dread.

“I don’t know why he’d lie to me.” Oops. That sounded even worse.

“Victoria, what are you keeping from us?” Miss Evalina’s intense gaze told me she’d stand for no nonsense. I wondered how many children had folded under that look throughthe years. Even now, the retired teacher could send quivers through me.

“Nothing, Miss Evalina, I promise. It was just a vague feeling I had when I saw the body.”

When they continued to stare, I told them about Bob Turner phoning me for no apparent reason. There, that was all I knew. I hoped it would be enough for them.

Miss Evalina nodded, apparently satisfied. “Makes sense. Bob probably forgot to tell you he might need to talk to you some more. And vague feelings can be caused by indigestion. With a grand opening and two weddings coming up in a few months, we don’t have time for another mystery.”

Butterflies danced in my tummy as I thought of Benjamin, my fiancé. We were planning our wedding for Christmas Eve at Pennington House. Corky and Phoebe’s wedding, scheduled for the week before ours, would actually be the first one to take place at the newly renovated mansion. And that was only right. After all, Corky was a Pennington.

“I’m not so sure.” Miss Aggie spoke up from the wing chair by the door.

“What do you mean, Aggie?”

Excitement darted from Miss Aggie’s eyes. “I know what Whatzit is screaming about.” She paused and glanced around. “I didn’t think much of it, but if there’s any question about Clyde’s death being an accident, it could be important.”

“What is it, Aggie?” Martin hated what he viewed as melodrama. “Are you going to tell us or not?”

“Oh, don’t be so snappy. I was getting ready to tell you. He’s saying, ‘No, no, get out!’“

To be honest, the fake fear in her voice gave me a chill.

Maybe Miss Aggie had taken a few acting lessons from Miss Simone. Or was it possible Miss Aggie really was afraid?

“I don’t remember hearing him say that before.” Miss Georgina’s voice shook, and I knew I’d better do something before she went into hysterics.

“Of course you didn’t,” Miss Aggie said. “He’s repeating what Clyde said to his killer.”

I sidled over to the other end of the sofa and took Miss Georgina’s hand. Oh Lord, please don’t let her faint.

Miss Evalina rose, fury on her face. “Aggie Brown, stop it right now. You’re upsetting Georgina.” She turned to her cousin. “Don’t pay any mind to her. She’s just trying to get attention, as usual.”

“I was merely telling you what the stupid parrot was saying,” Miss Aggie snapped, her eyes flashing. “Don’t be such a scaredy-cat, Georgina. We’re in our own parlor, for goodness sake. Do you think Victoria would let anyone hurt you?”

For the first time since inheriting Grandma’s house, I was having unkind thoughts about one of her old friends. Actually, I felt like shaking Miss Aggie.

“Dang, Aggie, don’t be so mean.” Martin, who usually had little patience for Miss Georgina’s timidity, was actually coming to her defense. Or maybe his dislike for Miss Aggie was stronger.

Feeling a bit guilty for my own irritation, I figured I’d better take control of the situation.

“Okay, folks. We’re all upset, and our nerves are on edge. We need to calm down and stop fighting among ourselves.”

“Maybe Aggie’s right.” Frank sent an apologetic glance in his wife’s direction. “It’s something to think about anyway.”

“I’ve been thinking the same thing.” Miss Jane spoke up for the first time. “Of course, she shouldn’t have spoken so harshly to you, dear.” She cast a gentle smile at Miss Georgina.

The doorbell rang, and I hurried to the front door to find Benjamin standing with a gallon of ice cream in his hand and a tender smile on his face.

“You’ve heard the news,” I said.

“Yep. Thought you and the seniors might need cheering up.”

I took the ice cream to the freezer, then went back to the parlor with Benjamin. I had to think of a way to keep the seniors from telling Ben their suspicions. As owner of the Cedar Chapel Gazette, Ben was always nosing around for anything out of the ordinary. And I had a hunch he wouldn’t take it too well if he thought we were getting mixed-up in another crime. Not that I wanted to keep anything from him, but why spread rumors based on Miss Aggie’s imagination—and mine?

“Benjamin, you’re here just in time. Did you hear about Clyde’s murder?” No, no, Miss Aggie.

I groaned as Ben tossed an accusing glance in my direction. “Murder? I heard it was an accident.”

“I’m sure it is,” I said, shooting a warning look at Miss Aggie. “We have no evidence to the contrary.”

“Humph.” She wasn’t going to let it be. “Maybe not evidence, but I’d say a parrot screaming ‘No, no, get out’ is pretty suspicious.”

“What’s this about, Vickie? I should have known you were up to something when your eyes turned from hazel to green.”

I frowned, but now that Miss Aggie had let the cat out of the bag, I told Ben everything.

“Hmm. That’s not much to base suspicion of murder on.”

“I know. That’s what I tried to tell you.”

“Still, I don’t think I’ve ever heard Whatzit say those words either.” He frowned. “Tell me again what Bob Turner said when he called.”

I repeated the sheriff’s words as closely as I could remember.

“It does almost sound as though he was trying to throw you off the trail, but maybe he was just being thoughtful.”

At my rueful expression, he laughed. “Yeah, thoughtful doesn’t sound like Bob.”

“Not to me anyway. Sometimes I think he hates me.”

“Now, you know he doesn’t hate you.” Dear Miss Georgina, always trying to think the best of everyone.

“He may not hate her, but he doesn’t especially like the way she solves his cases before he does.” Miss Jane had become my champion lately, and it felt good.

I laughed and gave her a hug. “To be fair, Sheriff Turner does a great job of keeping our town fairly crime free. I was just lucky a couple of times.”

“You know what we need?” Miss Georgina’s face was awash with excitement. “We all need to take a trip to Silver Dollar City to get our minds off things.”

“Oh sure, Georgina. We all know your reason for wanting to go to that theme park.” Miss Jane teased her friend relentlessly about the crush she had on the good-looking leader of The Cajun Connection, one of the bands at Silver Dollar City.

Miss Georgina’s face flamed. “Now you stop that. He’s

young enough to be my son. I just like his music, is all.”

Relieved to see them moving on to another subject, I thought I’d add my two cents. “I think Silver Dollar City is a great idea. Isn’t the autumn festival going on now?”

“Yes!” Miss Georgina punched the air with her fisted hand.

I sat back and relaxed as friendly laughter rang through the room. We might have our differences sometimes, but these seniors were family to me—all the family I really had since my grandparents went to be with Jesus. A familiar twinge clutched at me. I drew a breath and shoved away the hurtful past. Mom and Dad had never been family to me, and it was doubtful they ever would be.

“Victoria, stop daydreaming.” Miss Jane tossed a ball of yarn at me, which Buster quickly intercepted. “We were just saying it would be nice to have the wedding at Wilderness Church at the park.”

I laughed at her teasing tone. The quaint, rustic church was truly wonderful, and people did get married there. But Miss Jane knew I’d been dreaming of a Pennington House wedding.

I just hoped nothing was going to disrupt that dream.


CHAPTER [image: ] TWO

Poor Whatzit,” Miss Aggie said on a sigh as she stepped into my office.

I looked up from my account book. The information needed to be entered into my computer, but who had time with everything going on?

“What’s wrong with Whatzit? Not sick, is he?”

“Oh no, no. He’s healthy enough. But I hate seeing him cooped up in that portable cage. Couldn’t we bring the other one over?”

I tapped my pen on the desk. “Not a bad idea. It gives us an excuse to go to the pet store. If the sheriff doesn’t consider it a crime scene, perhaps he hasn’t searched it. But how do we get in?”

“Oh, I have a key. You know I looked after Whatzit whenever Clyde was out of town.”

How well I knew. Once she’d even managed to sneak the cantankerous parrot into her room overnight. I never did figure out how she kept him from making a sound.

“Okay. Let me finish up here.”

“Good, I’ll ask Martin to go along to help with the cage.”

An hour later, after Martin and Frank had carried thecage out to the van, the four of us spread out around the pet shop.

Someone had obviously been in to care for the animals. The cages were clean, and water and food containers had been filled.

“What exactly are we looking for?” Frowning, Frank scratched his head.

“Anything out of the ordinary,” I said absently as I searched though a supply cabinet.

“But how do we know if something wasn’t ordinary? Clyde wasn’t exactly the most outgoing person, you know.”

“Yeah!” Martin chimed in. “Maybe he was a CIA agent or something.” He snickered sarcastically.

Miss Aggie glared at the men. “If you two aren’t going to help, you might as well leave. Victoria and I can handle this nicely.”

“Naw, we’ll help.” Martin grinned and followed Frank toward the back room.

I headed upstairs. Maybe Clyde’s living quarters would be a more logical place to search.

The small kitchenette-style apartment was dark and dreary. I wished I could raise a window, but if Bob Turner got wind of what we were doing, he’d be furious.

A small corner desk caught my eye, and I felt a surge of excitement. I rummaged through drawers, searching every corner with eyes and fingers. I pounced on a ledger in the center drawer and skimmed through the pages. Nothing. Disappointed, I turned away and approached the four-poster.

“Hey! I found something.” Martin’s shout sent merushing down the stairs and into the back room, where he stood gazing at a large box.

“What is it?” I managed to gasp out.

“Look, W. C. Fields.” He held the box so I could see inside.

I was going to kill that man. Him and his obsession with the red-nosed actor from the thirties.

“Martin,” I said, as calmly as possible through clenched teeth. “Clyde’s movie collection isn’t what I had in mind.”

“Sorry,” he mumbled, a sheepish look on his face. “I just got excited when I saw them.”

Nothing had been found downstairs, so Miss Aggie followed me up to the living quarters while Frank and Martin went to the van.

“I don’t think we’re going to find anything, Miss Aggie. I’ve pretty much covered the whole apartment.”

She sighed. “It was a long shot.”

“I was just getting ready to check the bed and dresser.” I began to go through dresser drawers.

“Victoria…”

I whirled at Miss Aggie’s whisper.

She stood beside the bed with a round, wooden knob from one of the bedposts in one hand. A peculiar look was on her face.

“Did you find something?”

She held out a fragment of paper, and I took it. All that I could make out were the letters n-n-e-l.

“I don’t understand. It’s just a piece of torn paper.”

“I remembered how my friends and I used to hide things in the bedpost knobs when we were children, so I lookedinside this one. This fragment must have torn off when someone removed whatever was in there.”

“But what do you think it is?”

“I’m not sure, but the letters could very well be part of the word ‘tunnel.’“

“But…” I stopped, suddenly realizing what was going through her head. “Do you think this is referring to one of the secret tunnels at Pennington House?” Not so secret anymore.

She looked at me with an ashen face.

“Doesn’t every evil event lead back to my old home?” Her voice sounded strangled. So rare for the self-assured exdebutante.

I put my arm around her shoulders. “Now Miss Aggie, even if the word is tunnel, it could mean something quite innocent.”

“No.” The word came out hard and insistent. “Clyde Foster was involved in something illegal going on at Pennington. Just as my brother, Forrest, and my husband were. I’ve always suspected it of those two.”

“But, if it’s true, why would someone kill Clyde now? The criminal activity, whatever it was, must have taken place years ago.”

“I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with the emeralds.”

I didn’t want to admit it, but it did make sense. The Pennington emeralds had disappeared years ago and had never been found. Miss Aggie didn’t even know where they had originally come from.

I tucked the fragment in my jeans pocket and took one last look around the room before we left.

When we got back to the lodge, Miss Jane and Miss Georgina had gone to the senior center to play bingo, so we agreed to share our find with them after dinner. Miss Aggie went upstairs to rest, but the aroma of roasting chicken guided my steps to the kitchen. Mabel, our wonderful cook, stood placing sweet potatoes on a baking pan. She’d been with us for a year now, and it was a relief not to worry about meals.

“Ummm, what’s for dinner? I’m starving.”

“Chicken and dumplings.” Mabel huffed out a breath. “That’s if people stop parading through the kitchen every five minutes.”

I stared at her. I’d never seen her so testy before.

Noticing my confusion, she wiped her hands on her apron and looked me in the eye. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave. And I can’t even give my two weeks’ notice.”

I groaned. Why couldn’t I keep a cook? “But why? Don’t you like it here?”

“Of course I do.” Suddenly, her face crumpled. She reached up and wiped the corner of her eye. “I like it here better than anyplace I’ve worked, but my granddaughter, Sarah, is coming to live with me.”

“Your granddaughter?” I knew her oldest son had a young daughter, but why would she come to live with Mabel?

“Yeah. Bobby’s wife, Carol, walked out on him and their daughter, Sarah, last week. They ain’t heard hide nor hair of her since. Bobby can’t work and take care of Sarah.”

“She’s not an infant, is she?”

“Nah. She’s ten, but she’s a corker. He don’t dare leave her alone after school.” Mabel took a handkerchief from

her apron pocket and wiped her eyes.

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear the news.”

She sniffed and turned back to her task. “Anyway, at least you have Jane to help out until you can find someone.”

That was true. Miss Jane was an excellent cook, and she loved it when she could prepare the meals. Still, it wouldn’t be easy to find another good cook like Mabel. We’d all gotten rather spoiled when Corky was cooking for us. Of course we didn’t know at that time that he was practically a master chef. Mabel had filled his shoes nicely.

I knew I should probably think this over, but I wasn’t about to lose Mabel if I could help it. “How about bringing her with you? On school days she can catch the bus here and then get off here after school. The bus stops at the corner. I know. The monsters across the street ride it.”

Mabel’s mouth dropped open, and hope flickered in her eyes. “Are you sure? The girl can be a handful. What about the old people?”

“Oh phooey. What sort of trouble could a ten-year-old girl cause? I’m sure the seniors will love having a child around.” I hoped so anyway. “When is she coming?”

“In a couple of weeks. Bobby figures he needs to keep her until she adjusts a little more to her mama being gone.” Mabel shook her head. “It would be an answer to prayer, if you’re sure.”

“Then it’s settled. I can’t wait to meet Sarah.” Happy and a bit smug to have resolved the matter, I went into my office to work on the accounts.

I sighed as I sat behind my desk. What had I done? The peace and normalcy had been nice while it lasted.

The temperature had been dropping since midafternoon, so I built a small fire in the front parlor. The first of the season. I hoped it would cheer up all of us. Miss Aggie had called Corky and asked him to come over, and I’d contacted Ben. I suspected I might need help in keeping imaginations from running wild. Things were bad enough as it was. Benjamin was extremely level-headed—sometimes he was too levelheaded, but that’s what I needed tonight.

The comforting warmth and spicy aroma of tea and cookies should help, too. I breathed a silent thank-you to Mabel, who’d made the cookies before she went home.

Benjamin and I sat on either side of a small table directly across from the corner fireplace. Corky and Phoebe shared a love seat, and the seniors sat on the two sofas. The curtains at the front window were open, and darkness outside gave an eerie feeling to the room. I shivered. Miss Aggie must have had the same feeling because she got up, closed the curtains, and switched on the light.

“All right. Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?” Straight and to the point. That’s Benjamin. I figured I’d do likewise.

“We went to the pet store today, and while we were there, we found something.” I handed him the fragment.

Benjamin stared at the fragment, a frown creasing his forehead. “Okay, what is it?”

“Here, let me see.” Frank reached over, and Benjamin handed him the piece of paper. As it was passed to Corky and Martin, they each wore the same puzzled expression as Ben.

Georgina looked at the note and gasped, her face going white. She handed it to Miss Jane.

“Tunnels. It’s about the tunnels at Pennington House.” Miss Jane’s voice was filled with excitement.

“Here, let me see that again.” Frank perused the fragment and nodded, handing it to Miss Evalina. “Could be. What do you think, Evie?”

“It’s a possibility.” She frowned. “In fact, I’d say the letters are definitely part of the word ‘tunnel,’ but we shouldn’t assume it to be a reference to Pennington.” She handed the paper to me, and this time I placed it in a small, decorative box on the mantel.

“But it is. I know it is.” Miss Aggie bit her lip and tapped her fingers on the side table.

I could feel myself getting carried away by her agitation. I inhaled deeply, then slowly exhaled.

Corky got up and went over to his aunt. He stooped down beside her and took her hand. “Aunt Aggie, don’t you think there’s a possibility you’re building this up in your head a bit?”

I cringed. Bad tactic, Corky.

Miss Aggie jerked her hand from her nephew’s and glared. “I’m not senile yet, Dane Pennington. And I’ll thank you to remember that.”

Corky flinched. “Sorry, Aunt Aggie. Of course I don’t think you’re senile.” He stood and returned to his seat beside Phoebe, who patted his hand and smiled sympathetically.

“No one thinks you’re senile, Miss Aggie.” Benjamin smiled her way. “I’m sure you have good reason for believing Clyde may have been mixed up in shady dealings at Pennington.”

I couldn’t help wondering what that reason could be. I knew Miss Aggie and Clyde were friends, but wouldn’t he have been too young to be involved with Forrest Pennington when he was on the scene?

“Miss Aggie, wouldn’t Clyde have been a boy when the emeralds disappeared?”

She sighed. “A little more than that. He was nineteen, I believe. He had a hero worship of Forrest, who rescued him from a bad situation when he was a small child. Every time my brother came home for a visit, Clyde trailed him like a puppy. I can see how easily he could have been influenced.”

“I see. It does seem suspicious.” I glanced at Benjamin, who was nodding. “Okay, so we need to decide our next step.”

“That’s easy. Take the piece of paper to Bob Turner.” Benjamin looked at me intently, obviously expecting an argument.

Miss Jane beat me to it. “He’ll just laugh at us like he always does.”

Martin snorted. “He didn’t just laugh. He was downright rude to us.”

“But if the note is evidence…” Miss Georgina stopped when Martin frowned at her.

“Maybe it is, and maybe it ain’t.”

I grinned. Anytime Martin began a sentence with that phrase, something else was sure to follow. He didn’t disappoint us.

“Where there’s smoke there’s fire, and I think we need to look for more sparks before we go runnin’ to the sheriff.”

“I agree.” Miss Jane nodded emphatically.

Benjamin shrugged. “Okay, but you know if you withhold

evidence you could go to jail.”

“Oh!” Miss Georgina’s face puckered. “We’d better get this to the sheriff right away.”

“Georgina, calm down. If Bob was going to arrest us, he’d have done it long ago.”

Martin could have a point there. Like the time we broke into Corky’s apartment when we thought he was involved in Miss Aggie’s disappearance. Or the time we entered a crime scene with yellow tape warning us off.

“Maybe I’d be safer in jail.” Miss Aggie’s voice trembled and had risen to a shrill tone. “Maybe I’ll just call Bob and tell him to lock me up for a while.”

“Oh, but surely you can’t think you’re in danger.” Miss Aggie wasn’t normally timid, but this wasn’t the first time she’d almost gone to pieces when a death occurred.

“I am a Pennington, you know. Who’s to say I’m not in danger?”

The phone rang, and I excused myself.

“Cedar Lodge.”

“Miss Storm?” The female voice was unfamiliar.

“Yes, this is Victoria Storm.”

“My name is Laura Baker. I’m Clyde Foster’s daughter, calling from St. Louis. I understand you’re the person who discovered my father’s body.” She paused, and I heard her breathing heavily.

“Yes, I did. I’m so sorry for your loss, Ms. Baker.” A daughter? This was news to me.

“Yes, well.” She hesitated and then continued. “Would you be willing to meet with me while I’m in Cedar Chapel?”

“Yes, of course. But I’ve told Sheriff Turner all I know.”

“I’m sure you have, but perhaps you’ll think of something more if we talk for a while.” Once more the hesitation. “To be honest, Miss Storm, I’m not entirely certain my father’s death was an accident.”


CHAPTER [image: ] THREE

I stepped inside the pet store and paused, half expecting to hear Whatzit’s cheery greeting.

“Miss Storm?” The woman who walked toward me appeared to be late middle-aged, with graying hair and sad eyes.

“Yes, I’m Victoria Storm.” I took the hand she extended.

The German shepherd puppies across the room started a racket, and Laura Baker smiled and shook her head.

“Won’t you come upstairs? I’m not in the mood to try to talk above the din. Anyway, my daughter is preparing tea for us.”

We went upstairs, and she motioned me to a matching pair of chairs in the corner. Chairs that hadn’t been there when I searched the place. Apparently Mrs. Baker planned to be comfortable while she was here. I was relieved to see the window open, allowing fresh air into the room.

A young woman, carrying a tray with tea things, came through the door from the tiny kitchen. She stared at me through dark brown eyes that turned up slightly at the outer corners. I suspected the effect was from cosmetics. She set the tray on the table between her mother and me, then pulled up the desk chair. She sat and crossed her legs.

“Miss Storm, this is my daughter, Christiana.”

I held out my hand toward the girl, and she stared at it silently for a few seconds before giving it a brief shake. Her sullen look detracted from a face that should have been beautiful. Black hair fell in waves halfway down her back, and the pouty lips looked like something out of the magazines that women didn’t want their husbands looking at.

I wasn’t sure why, but something about her made me extremely uncomfortable.

Laura poured tea then settled back against the cushion and cleared her throat.

“I appreciate your coming here today. I’m sure you’re busy. I understand you own and operate a boardinghouse for senior citizens.”

“Yes. But I don’t mind. Although as I told you on the phone, I’m not sure what I can tell you that you don’t already know.”

I related the incident of finding Clyde and calling the sheriff. I told her exactly what I saw when Buster and I entered the room.

“I don’t know if the sheriff told you or not, but we have the parrot at Cedar Lodge. One of the ladies there is taking care of him.”

“The parrot? Do you mean Whatzit is still alive?” For the first time, animation appeared on Christiana’s countenance.

“Alive and well.”

“I’d forgotten about Whatzit.” Laura chuckled. “My mother hated that parrot.”

“But why did you take him home with you?” Christiana demanded. Hostility blazed from her eyes. “Who gave you that right?”

“Tiana! Don’t be rude.” Laura frowned at her daughter, then gave me an apologetic look.

“Miss Aggie was a good friend of Clyde’s. She often took care of Whatzit when he had to be out of town overnight.” I spoke directly to Laura, deliberately avoiding the accusing eyes of her daughter. “The poor bird was very distraught, screeching uncontrollably. Apparently he was with Clyde when he died.”

“I’m sure it was very kind of the lady to take care of my father’s parrot. Please excuse my daughter. She never had a chance to meet her grandfather, and his death has upset her.”

“Of course, I understand.” Although to me, the girl appeared more angry than grieved, but then I didn’t know her.

“Mrs. Baker, you said you questioned if your father’s death was an accident.” I wasn’t about to let that one go unexplored. “Would you mind explaining what you meant?”

“It’s more a feeling than anything else.” She bit her lip and turned clouded eyes to me. “You see, my mother suspected for years that he’d been involved in something illegal. She was afraid of something. Whether some sort of retribution or not, I don’t know. She never said. But I think that’s why she left him when she found out she was expecting a child. Me.”

“But that was years ago. What would make you think it’s connected to his death?”

“I’m not sure. But don’t you think the circumstances are strange?”

Of course I thought they were, but I wasn’t ready to tell her that. Or to reveal any of the suspicions we had concerning Clyde’s death.

“Have you mentioned your concerns to Sheriff Turner?”

She sighed. “Yes, unfortunately. He patted me on the arm and told me not to let my imagination run away with me.”

No surprise. I knew from experience that even if he took her seriously he wouldn’t let on.

I took a last sip of tea and stood. “Laura, if there’s anything I can do, please don’t hesitate to call me.”

“Thank you again for coming. And if you think of anything else, please let me know.”

I gave her a noncommittal nod and then realized I was doing the same thing to her that Sheriff Turner always did to me. But it couldn’t be helped. Not until I was sure I could trust her.

I turned to Christiana and smiled. She turned away abruptly and began to gather up the tea things.

Sweeten up your attitude, young lady. The same words my grandmother used to say to me now ran through my head toward Christiana Baker.

I grinned as I descended the stairs and let myself out of the shop. But as I started the van and headed home, I could still see the venom coming from the girl’s eyes. Why in the world was she so hostile to me? Or was that just her nature? Maybe I was taking her bad manners too personally. Imagining something that wasn’t there.

But I was pretty sure someone had killed Clyde. For all I knew, it could have been Laura and her daughter. Although, I had no idea what their motive would be.

I arrived at the lodge to find no one there except Mabel. She was dusting the mantel in the great room. I stood and looked at the picture of my third-great-grandfather, Franklin Storm, who’d come to this country as an indentured servant.

Mabel started as she turned and saw me standing in the doorway.

“Mercy, I didn’t hear you come in. You should have said something.”

“Sorry, I was deep in thought, I guess.” I grinned, and she grinned back.

“Where is everyone?”

“Every last one of them went to the senior center, and they’re all staying there for lunch.”

“Oh, then you don’t need to bother to cook. I’ll just grab a sandwich and eat at my desk.”

I started to leave, then turned back. “Mabel! Why are you cleaning? You don’t have to do that.”

“Go on about your business,” she said, shaking the feather duster my way. “It won’t hurt you to take a little help, and it won’t hurt me to do it. You can’t take care of this big place by yourself.”

“Okay, in that case, thanks. I can, without a doubt, use the help.” The only housekeeping staff I had at the moment was a teenage girl who helped out on Saturdays. I’d been planning to put an ad in the paper but hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

Sandwich in hand, I sat at my desk and picked up the account book. I stared at it a moment, then laid it aside and opened the drawer where I kept writing materials.

It was time to organize my thoughts, and for me, that meant starting a list.

Clyde Foster: Victim of accident or murder?

Clues:

1. Whatzit’s frantic cries of “No, no, get out.”

2. Fragment of paper with letters n-n-e-l.

3. Suspicion of Clyde’s illegal activities.

Possible Suspects:

1. Laura Baker (But why would she question the accident theory if she’d killed him?)

2. Christiana Baker?

I read the list over. This was pathetic, I had no evidence whatsoever. Only a hunch and a big imagination. I tossed the notebook and pen into the drawer and went to work on the accounts. By the time the seniors came home at three o’clock, I’d made a pretty good dent in the paperwork.

“Victoria! Where are you?” A moment later, Miss Georgina burst into the room, followed closely by Miss Jane and Miss Aggie.

“Aggie was right, Victoria.” Miss Jane’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Clyde was murdered.”

“It seems that way,” Miss Georgina added.

“Yes,” said Miss Aggie. “And it’s a good thing we searched the shop when we did, because Bob has declared it a crime scene.”
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I wasn’t surprised when Sheriff Turner called and asked me to come to his office. I ran upstairs to grab a sweater, as the temperature had started dropping again around noon.

When I got to the van, I found Miss Aggie in the front passenger seat, and the rest of the seniors occupied thesecond and third seats. I knew from their determined faces it wouldn’t do any good to protest. They weren’t about to miss whatever might happen. I was relieved to notice that Miss Aggie seemed to have conquered her fears. At least she hadn’t made any immediate plans to leave.

Tom Lewis gave us a sour look as we crowded through the door.

“The sheriff only needs Victoria. The rest of you might as well go home because you’re not going back there.”

His voice revealed his doubt that anyone would pay attention to him.

“Would you please tell Bob we’re here, Tom?” Miss Evalina gave the deputy a pointed look.

“Okay, fine.” He threw his arms up and headed back to Sheriff Turner’s office.

The front door opened, and Benjamin walked in.

“Mabel told me what’s going on. Thought I’d join you.”

Martin cackled. “Yeah, like he’s gonna let a reporter in there.”

“Ben, you shouldn’t have come!” Miss Aggie snapped. “Now they probably won’t let anyone in but Victoria.”

Which proved to be true, and which was fine with me.

All I had to do was repeat what I’d told the sheriff before, sign a statement, and then I was out of there.

As the seniors headed for the van, Benjamin took my arm and stopped me. “Don’t forget our date tonight.”

Actually, I had forgotten that Benjamin and I had plans to have dinner at the Japanese restaurant in Caffee Springs.

“Of course I won’t forget. I’ve been looking forward to it.” Or I would have been if I’d remembered. Just a little fib to spare his feelings.
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Miss Evalina and Frank went to their room to rest before dinner, but all the others headed for the rec room to watch TV.

I decided to relax in a warm bubble bath and almost fell asleep in the tub. I dried off, got dressed, and was downstairs when Benjamin arrived in his truck.

It was a beautiful, clear night, the star-decked autumn sky like a soft curtain hanging above us, hiding us from the world as we rode down the blacktop highway to Caffee Springs. I leaned back against the soft leather and drank in the enjoyment of being alone with Benjamin.

The restaurant was full, and we waited nearly thirty minutes for a private table, even though we had reservations.

Seated at last at a small table in a corner, I breathed in a long breath of satisfaction and smiled across at Ben. He grinned, reached over, and took my hand, stroking my engagement ring.

Dinner was delicious, and as we talked, I could feel myself unwinding. I knew I needed to talk to Benjamin about Laura and her daughter but hesitated to ruin the moment.

I leaned back and watched Ben as he finished his dessert. We’d known each other since we were children, and sometimes I took his good looks and wonderful personality for granted. But not tonight. I gazed at his deep blue eyes and the sandy lock of hair that fell over his forehead.

He looked up and grinned, and then his face softened. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think the lady was in love with me,” he teased.

“You’d think right, sir.”

“Okay. I can see it in your eyes, right through that look of love. What’s on your mind? Besides me?”

“I’m sorry, Ben. I don’t want to spoil our evening, but there is something that concerns me.”

“Something about Clyde’s death, right?”

“I’m not sure.” And I wasn’t. “I met Clyde’s daughter today. And his granddaughter.”

“Oh, you met Laura and Christiana? Nice, aren’t they?”

I felt my mouth fall open and shut it firmly. I should have known Benjamin would have met them. After all, he did own the newspaper and lived and breathed reporting. He probably met them before I did.

“Nice? Laura seems nice. I’d hardly use that word to describe Christiana.”

“Why not? She was very nice to me.”

Yeah, I’ll just bet she was. So that was her games.

I shot him a glare. “Christiana’s ‘niceness’ isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about. Laura suspected her father was murdered even before the sheriff declared the shop a crime scene.”

“You’re kidding. She didn’t hint at that to me.”

“Oh, really? I wonder why not, Benjamin.”

“Yeah, she probably thought I’d write it up in the Gazette.” He frowned. “Still…”

“It seems Laura’s mother had told her about some shady dealings Clyde was involved in. That’s why she left him. She was afraid.” I paused, gauging his reaction. “That’s why Laura has this feeling about her dad being murdered.”

“Hmm, it looks like she could be right. I doubt Turner would have declared it a crime scene without evidence.”

“I wonder if he’ll let them stay in Clyde’s apartment until after the funeral.” There were a lot of cabins for rent in the vicinity, but the closest decent hotel was at least ten miles away.

“I don’t know, but they’re not leaving right after the funeral.”

“They’re not? Why not?”

“I don’t know. But Christiana applied for the job at the Gazette.”

I shut my eyes and drew a deep breath. “The secretarial position, you mean?”

“Yeah. You know we’ve needed someone for a while.”

I waited.

The look he threw my way was definitely worried, if not downright guilty.

“You hired her,” I stated.

“Why not? She’s qualified.” He shrugged. “Oh, come on, Victoria. Don’t be jealous just because she’s pretty.”

“What? I’ll have you know I’m not jealous. I just don’t like her. She was very hostile toward me.” And he thought she was pretty.

“I’m sure it’s just your imagination, Vickie.”

“Excuse me. I know what I saw. And don’t call me Vickie.” How dare he call me jealous, and how dare he call me Vickie. He knew I hated it. That is, I used to hate it. Not so much this last year or two, but I hated it now.

“Come on, honey. I don’t know what the problem is here. If it bothers you that much, I’ll tell her I’ve changed my mind.” He reached across the table and took my hand.

I sighed. Was I just jealous? God had dealt with me aboutthat last year, and I thought I’d overcome it. But the thought of Benjamin spending time with that little vixen made me cringe. Still…I needed to grow up. And I trusted Ben.

“No, I’m sorry. I overreacted. I’m sure you’re right. I must have imagined her attitude to be worse than it was.” There. “I’m all right with it, Ben.”

“Sure?”

“Yes, sure.” In a pig’s eye. Oops. Sorry, Lord.

We talked about other things on the ride back to Cedar Chapel. After all, the little squabble was over. Only I didn’t feel like it was over. We kissed good night at my door, and I went inside.

I went to my office, took the notebook and pen out of the drawer, and scratched out the question mark by Christiana’s name. I then added three exclamation points, tossed the pen on the desk, and went up to bed.
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