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				“We have to talk.”

				Ah, those four magical words. They strike dread into the most manly of hearts, and as a woman, it was an interesting experience to be on the receiving end. Interesting, but not particularly pleasant.

				“Okay.” I buckled my seat belt. “Talk.” 

				Barr flipped his turn signal, carefully checked both ways, and turned right onto Highway 2. 

				“There’s something I have to tell you, Sophie Mae.”

				Oh, for heaven’s sake, enough with the preamble. I began to regret the super spicy Thai curry I’d had for dinner in Monroe. Barr knew I loved Thai food. Had he been buttering me up?

				“Lord love a duck. Will you just say it, whatever it is?”

				He nodded. Paused. Opened his mouth to speak.

				A flashing cacophony bore down on us from behind. I twisted around to see what was going on as Barr quickly pulled to the side of the road. The screaming sirens and blaring horn nearly deafened us as they passed, and I put my palms over my ears like a little kid. One after another, emergency vehicles raced by: an ambulance, a fire truck, and a Sheriff’s vehicle, all nose to tail and heading toward Cadyville at engine roaring speed.

				As soon as they were past, Barr floored it. His personal car, a normally sedate white Camry, left rubber on the shoulder of the highway, and we trailed closely behind the emergency entourage.

				“What are you doing?” I shouted over the din. 

				“Finding out what’s going on. Whatever it is, it’s not good.”

				A thrill ran through me. I watched, wide-eyed, as Barr maneuvered around traffic at high speed. I grabbed the oh-my-God handle over the door and tried not to grin. I probably should have been scared, but it was kind of fun.

				Even if he was avoiding the issue—which I knew darn well he was. What had he been going to tell me?

				We veered around a BMW, and the driver honked. Barr ignored him. A mile later we rounded a curve and discovered the reason for all the emergency equipment. My urge to grin quickly dissipated. Ahead, a car had left the road and traveled fifty feet before crashing head-on into a telephone pole. Dark smoke rose from the vehicle, and uniformed personnel ran toward it.

				We parked behind the Sheriff’s SUV. Then I saw the light bar on top of the wrecked car. The logo on the side. 

				I turned to Barr. “Oh, my God.”

				His door was open, and he was halfway out of the car, looking grim. “It’s one of ours,” he said and took off toward the gathering knot of people.

				I scrambled out and down the shallow ditch embankment, falling behind as the slick soles of my flip-flops slid around on the long grass. More grass poked at my bare legs and grabbed at my summer skirt. Finally, I hit brown dirt and could run. 

				Panting, I came up behind Barr, but he held his arm out, preventing my further approach. A cloud of chemicals whooshed from an extinguisher as a fireman emptied it over the engine compartment. As the billowing smoke lessened, the pungent tang joined the acrid scents of burning rubber and hot metal. I peered around Barr. The driver’s door was open to show part of a man’s shiny black boot, but when I tried to get a better look, he turned my shoulder and walked me away from the scene. 

				“Who is it?” I asked, breathless. “Why aren’t they trying to get him out?”

				He stopped and closed his eyes. When he opened them, I knew it was really, really bad.

				“It’s Scott,” he said. “He’s dead.”

				“Oh, no.” And again, “Oh, no. Who’ll tell Chris?” I knew Scott Popper’s wife better than I knew him. We were both members of the Cadyville Regional Artists’ Co-op, or CRAC, a somewhat recent addition to our little town’s growing artsy-fartsy scene. 

				Barr nodded toward a rapidly approaching pickup. It skidded to a stop on the highway, and Chris got out. She stared toward the wrecked patrol car, hand over her mouth. 

				He said, “She has a scanner.” 

				Together, we hurried back across the field to Officer Popper’s wife.

				___

				“Slow down. It isn’t a race,” Ruth Black said. “Spinning yarn is about process as much as result.”

				I reduced the speed with which I was pumping the treadle on the spinning wheel. “Sorry. I guess I’m bleeding off some nervous energy.”

				“Oh, I don’t doubt it, after what happened to Scott Popper last evening. But that’s the beauty of it,” she said. “I find spinning allows me to let go of all the other stuff in my life for a while.”

				That must have been why she did it so much. And why I was rapidly becoming obsessed with spinning fiber into yarn. Today, Ruth was teaching me how to take the two spools of single-ply wool yarn I’d gradually managed to create over the last three weeks, and spin them together to create a two-ply yarn. A short and spry seventy, Ruth wore her crop of white hair spiked to within an inch of its life. She leaned close, head bent as she watched me work. Her claim to fame at CRAC was fiber art. I’d always known she was an inveterate knitter but had only realized since joining the co-op that she was also an expert in spinning, weaving, felting, and crochet.

				“Now, see how your yarn is getting too much twist in it? When you ply the yarns together, you need to make sure the wheel is spinning the opposite direction from the one you used to spin the singles. The first way gives it an S twist. The second utilizes a Z twist so the yarn unspins just slightly as the two strands twine together.”

				“Um. Okay.” I stopped the wheel and tried it the other way. “This is hard after spinning in the other direction all this time.”

				“You’ll get used to it.”

				We were watching the retail shop on the ground floor of CRAC. It was ten in the morning, and upstairs the supply area and co-op studio spaces were still empty. 

				Ruth had invited me to join a couple of months earlier. I’d protested that the handmade soap and toiletries I manufactured for my business, Winding Road Bath Products, hardly counted as art, but the other members insisted they did. In truth, they needed as many participants as possible to generate momentum for the co-op, and I was happy to take part. It was Chris Popper who had bought the old library and renovated it into a place for artists of all kinds to make and sell their creations, and she’d been quite enthusiastic about adding me to their roster.

				The screen door opened, signaling a possible customer, and Ruth and I both half-stood to see over the cashier’s counter. Instead of customers, three of the core members of the co-op entered. First through the door was Irene Nelson. Mousy. There was just no other word for Irene. Thin hair, colorless eyes, nondescript features, wearing beige on beige on beige. I had yet to hear her say more than a dozen words in a row, though I saw her nearly every time I came to the co-op. Her sculptures were what I thought of as “menopause art”—lots of chunky naked women shown in varying positions of prayer and/or power. We are women, hear us sing. 

				Dr. Jake Beagle loomed behind her. Tall, broad, and coarse-featured, he looked more like a lumberjack of old than an MD who specialized in family medicine, but I suspected Jake’s real passion lay in the nature photography he considered a hobby. He was certainly talented. But art didn’t often pay the bills, and though I didn’t really know her, his beautiful second wife, Felicia, looked expensive.

				Trailing behind Jake was Ariel Skylark: blonde, small-boned, tan and supple as only a twenty-three-year-old can be. She had big brown eyes, pillowy lips, and a bizarre winsomeness that men seemed to find irresistible. Her oversized canvases, all of which sported untidy splotches of black and white and red paint, took up most of one wall of the co-op. 

				The only missing member of the core group was Chris. Barr and I had managed to get her home the evening before, and Jake had come over, as both friend and doctor. He said he’d prescribe something to help her sleep, but she’d refused to call anyone to stay with her. 

				The screen creaked open again, and Irene’s twenty-something son, Zak, entered last. His Doc Martens thudding on the wooden floor, he was all elbows and knees ranging under long, stringy dark hair and an intriguing arrangement of hoops pierced his lips and nostrils. He managed to look bored and uncomfortable at the same time. 

				As everyone gathered in front of the counter, Zak and Jake both seemed hyperaware of their spatial relationship to Ariel, situating themselves near her, but not touching. Irene watched her son’s antics with a look of unadulterated disgust. I was surprised that he didn’t seem to notice. Ariel did though, and smiled broadly at Irene, who turned quickly away.

				“I just checked in on Chris,” Jake said. 

				“How is she?” I asked.

				“Holding up. It’s hard.”

				“She knows we’re all here for her,” Irene said.

				Ariel waved her hand in the air. “Oh, she’ll be fine. My parents died when I was sixteen, and I’m okay.”

				We all stared at her. 

				“What? I’m just saying, people get over stuff, you know? It doesn’t help anyone to make it into a big deal.”

				“Time is indeed a great healer,” Ruth said, ever the diplomat. 

				Wow. I mean, some people called me insensitive and tactless, but those people had apparently never met Miss Ariel Skylark.

				“Sophie Mae, watch your tension,” Ruth said, and I turned my attention back to my yarn.
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				Scott Popper looked good dead.

				I mean, he looked good when he was alive, too, but the nice folks at Crane’s Funeral Home really did a fantastic job. Crashing his car into a telephone pole at high speed could hardly have been kind to his face, but two days later here he was, open casket and all, looking just as handsome as ever.

				And only a bit less animated than usual.

				Now, that was mean. I’d spent little time around Scott, and even that in fairly large groups. That wasn’t really enough to form a studied opinion regarding someone’s social skills. Maybe he wasn’t always as dull as he’d been in my presence. Maybe he was just shy. Even if they don’t always deserve it, I do try to give the dead the benefit of the doubt. 

				In the pew beside me, Barr’s attention flicked from face to face, ever watchful, more out of habit than for any other reason. Scott lay in peaceful repose at the front of the church. Low music seeped out of speakers hidden behind tapestries in the apse of St. Luke’s Catholic Church, the droning organ underscoring whispered voices and the rustle of clothing as people settled into their seats. Summer was only two days old, and the warm June air smelled of greenery and Murphy’s Oil Soap. I eyed the gleaming wood pews. It must take hours to wipe them all down.

				I sighed inwardly. This probably wasn’t the best time to ask Barr what he’d been going to tell me before Scott’s accident. I watched him out of the corner of my eye, admiring how he looked in his dress uniform while trying not to look obvious. I loved how his chestnut-colored hair was streaked gray at the temples, how his slightly hooked nose looked in profile, how his dark brown eyes could be warm and inviting when he looked at me, but hard as obsidian when the occasion called for it.

				He frequently darted looks at Scott in the glossy walnut casket, then jerked his gaze away as if it were painful to look upon the dead for long. His eyes rested on Scott’s wife, and the muscles of his jaw slackened; he’d been clenching his teeth. Raw pity flashed across his face for a moment, then was gone, replaced with his usual mask of easy-going stoicism.

				I touched his arm. He squeezed my hand in return.

				Chris was a decorative blacksmith. You probably don’t have to be a big-boned, muscular gal in order to form the elaborate metal pieces that she created, but it couldn’t hurt. Nearing six feet in height, with shoulders like a linebacker, her exposed arms rippled with muscles. She wore a simple black sheath to her husband’s funeral, and her straight, peanut-butter-blonde hair hung lank on either side of her wide cheekbones, framing an expressionless face that was notable more for its precise symmetry than for classic beauty. Her blue eyes stared forward, unseeing.

				Remembering how I’d felt when I’d attended my own husband’s funeral almost six years previously, I could understand the confused numbness that must have swamped her. My heart ached with empathy. At least with Mike’s lymphoma, I’d had a little time—far too little, but still—to prepare for his death. But dying in a car accident is a sneak robbery, an unexpected blow to those left behind for which there is no preparation. Suddenly, the rest of Chris Popper’s life looked different than she ever could have imagined.

				She was surrounded by Ruth Black, Irene and Zak Nelson and Jake Beagle. Jake’s wife, Felicia, perfectly coifed and dressed to the nines, stood a little ways away, talking with Ruth’s ninety-year-old Uncle Thaddeus.

				But someone was missing. “That disrespectful little wench,” I whispered.

				Barr glanced over at me. “Who?”

				“Ariel. Ariel Skylark. From the co-op. Tiny, blonde, sticks blobs of paint on great big canvases, then calls it modern art? She’s not here.”

				He shook his head. “Sorry. Have I met her?”

				“I guess not.” I was pretty sure any man who met Ariel remembered the occasion. 

				Her absence was conspicuous, though. CRAC was closed for the funeral, so there was no need for anyone to mind the store. It was downright rude of her not to show up.

				The door to the street slammed shut. Daylight winked out save the dim glimmer of the stained glass windows arching above. The last viewers turned away from the coffin and found seats on the aisle as the funeral director quietly lowered the coffin lid. The priest appeared, and the funeral began.

				___

				When we walked out of the church my dark linen suit smelled so smoky I felt like I’d been in a casino bar. Father Donegan had not stinted with the incense, and if the idea was for the rising tendrils to raise Scott’s soul up to heaven, he was already well ensconced. Barr, a closet Catholic, had explained some of the service to me. I had to admit, I really liked the ritual aspect of it. My parents being dyed-in-the-wool, intellectual agnostics, I hadn’t grown up with any formal religious training. I could see how it might be nice in situations like these.

				I sniffed my sleeve and wrinkled my nose. “What’s in that stuff, anyway?”

				“I never thought to wonder. Frankincense and myrrh?” Barr guessed.

				“I think that might just be for Christmastime. Gifts of the three wise men, and all that.”

				“Mm hmm.” 

				“You okay?”

				“What? Oh. Sure. Yeah. I’m fine.” He watched a squirrel in a yard across the street snake onto a tree branch and then down the chain to raid a rustic wooden birdfeeder.

				I cocked an eyebrow at him. Of course he was upset about his friend’s sudden death. But there was something more. I waited.

				He took a deep breath, then turned his attention to me. Brown eyes, intelligent and discerning, met mine. “If I say this, promise not to make it into something.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?” Was he finally going to tell me why “we have to talk”?

				“Just promise,” he said.

				I took a deep breath. “Okay.” 

				“I was just thinking how odd it was for Scott to die in a car crash.”

				Oh. Not about me. Go figure. 

				“Because he was a cop?” I asked.

				“Well, that, for one. He had a lot of formal training for sure. But he was also an amateur racer. Stock cars.”

				“Really? I had no idea.”

				“Almost every Sunday he was out at the fairgrounds speedway, racing with his buddies.”

				“So he knew a ton about cars. And driving.”

				“Yes. Both.”

				“Do you think the crash was something besides an accident?” I asked.

				His head swung back and forth. “No, no. Don’t do that. You said you wouldn’t make it into anything if I told you what I was thinking.”

				I shrugged. “Okay. You’re the detective, and he was your friend.”

				He reached over and tousled my hair. I ducked away from his hand, nearly twisting my ankle in my brand-new three-inch heels, and he grinned. I still wasn’t quite used to my short bob, after having hair down to my waist for most of my adult life. 

				“I need to get going,” he said. 

				“You’re not going to the reception?” 

				Crap. In the last two days I’d asked him twice what he’d wanted to talk to me about, but he’d sidestepped me each time, telling me it could wait. Maybe it could, but I couldn’t.

				“Robin’s holding down the fort back at the cop shop with a lone cadet,” he said. “She offered, since she hasn’t been in the department all that long, and she knew everyone would want to go to Scott’s funeral. But she shouldn’t have to handle everything herself for too long.”

				Detective Robin Lane: Barr’s new partner. She was also, I might add, drop-dead gorgeous, a fact he pretended not to notice. It was even more irritating because she didn’t seem to realize it, either.

				“I want to make an appearance at the reception and have a quick word with Chris,” I said. “And Meghan’s booked with massages all afternoon, so I need to pass on her sympathies as well.” Meghan Bly was my housemate and my best friend.

				We said goodbye, and Barr walked away down the sidewalk. I watched him go, noting the lanky, confident stride. I was pretty sure he was The One, but even though he kept pushing me to move in with him, I’d resisted so far. Lately, I’d been thinking about it more seriously, about actually sharing his address on the edge of town. 

				The thought sent a bolt of perfectly balanced thrill and terror through my solar plexus. 
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				I went back inside and down the worn, carpeted stairs to the church basement where the reception was already underway. A long table against the far wall sagged under an abundance of food and more food, the traditional buttress against grief. It was almost lunchtime, so I sidled up to take a look. Fried chicken, sandwich makings, and crusty rolls started off the procession of platters, followed by a steaming casserole of macaroni and cheese with ham and a crock pot of bacon-laced baked beans. Then came the pasta salad, the German potato salad, the Parmesan-laden Caesar, and an enormous fruit plate. Strawberry rhubarb pie, chocolate cake ,and raisin oatmeal cookies topped off the menu. I inhaled, slow and deep; it all smelled heavenly.

				About thirty people milled about, several in dress uniform, most with loaded plates already in hand. I picked Chris out across the room, talking to Irene Nelson, and wove my way through the knots of murmured conversation toward her. Irene broke off mid-sentence when she saw me approaching, and both women turned toward me.

				“Chris. How are you?” I asked.

				She smiled, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m doing all right. Thanks for coming.” Her pupils were dilated—no doubt Jake’s tranquilizers at work.

				“Of course,” I said. “Meghan couldn’t come, but she wanted me to tell you that her thoughts are with you.”

				“Tell her thank you for me.”

				“I will.” All this felt very stilted. I took a deep breath. “I lost my own husband a while back. I know how hard it can be. If you need to talk, if you need anything, I hope you’ll call me.”

				Chris blinked, and her smile faded. Her head bobbed once. “Okay.”

				Jake Beagle came up to us then, so I gave Chris a quick hug and left them talking. I passed Zak Nelson, who stood chatting with his boss, Dusty, from the Fix-It shop. Zak’s hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and he wore a decent sports jacket. It looked like he’d even burnished his various piercings, but no matter how shiny and scrubbed he was, he still couldn’t get the black grease entirely out from under his fingernails.

				After I piled a few bites of everything on offer on a flimsy paper plate, I teetered over to a metal folding chair in my heels and managed to adopt a sitting position without spilling anything. Carefully holding the cardboard disk that was the only thing between my lunch and my lap, I took a hesitant bite of baked beans. 

				Oh, Lord. They had onion and green pepper and little bits of sausage mixed in with the bacon, as well as a healthy dose of molasses and spices. I took another tiny bite, trying to make it last.

				Ruth Black plopped into the chair next to me. 

				I swallowed. “Hi, Ruth. Do you know who brought these beans? They’re amazing.”

				She looked pleased. “I did, actually.” 

				“Oh, gosh. Could I get the recipe from you?” 

				“Of course, dear. It was my mother’s, and always seems popular at gatherings.” She looked at Chris, still talking with Jake, and sighed. 

				“I know,” I said. “It seems wrong to have what amounts to a party right after the funeral.”

				“Oh, no. It’s good to do this. It gives people a chance to talk about Scott.” She lowered her voice. “Of course, if Scott had been a real Irish Catholic, we’d be whooping it up big time for days. I just love an Irish wake.” Her eyes twinkled.

				“I’ve never been to one,” I said.

				“Well, if you ever get a chance, you should take it.”

				I almost laughed. “I’ll make a note.”

				She smiled and changed the subject. “I haven’t been out to Caladia Acres lately. How is Tootie doing these days?”

				“Oh, you’re not going to believe this,” I said. “Tootie’s on a cruise. The Caribbean.”

				“Really? With her arthritis? I wouldn’t have thought her health would allow it.”

				“Ninety-five or not, Tootie has taken a turn for the better. In a big way. And his name is Felix.”

				Ruth’s eyebrows climbed her forehead. “You don’t mean …”

				“Oh, yes. I certainly do. Tootie Hanover has a new boyfriend, and they’ve gone on a cruise together.”

				“Good for her.” Ruth looked at me out of the corner of her eye. “Now I just need to find me one of those.”

				“A cruise?”

				“No, silly. A boyfriend.”

				“I’ll keep a lookout,” I said.

				She laughed again. “Be warned: I’m pretty picky. Now, are you coming over to the co-op this afternoon for your lesson?”

				“I figured we’d skip it today, what with the funeral and all.”

				“No, let’s keep going. You’re doing so well, and each day you get a little better.”

				When I began spending time at CRAC, I found Ruth was there more often than not, spinning away on her wheel or giving lessons to a variety of students. I kept watching, fascinated, and one day she let me try. From then on, I was hooked. So far I’d been spinning sheep’s wool, which was wonderful, but I itched to try some other, more exotic fibers, as well.

				“Well, okay,” I said. “I’ll be there.”

				“And I think you should take the wheel home, so you’ll have it to practice on.”

				“But what will you use?”

				“Oh, I have a new one. You can borrow the old one until you get your own.” She said this matter-of-factly, but I could tell she was pleased as punch about the new wheel. Some women love shoes. Some love jewelry. Ruth loved fiber and all the tools to work with it.

				“That’d be great,” I said, a little too loud. A couple of heads turned toward the enthusiasm in my voice. I hunched my shoulders and studied my plate.

				“I have to drop Uncle Thad home, and then I’ll be over,” Ruth said. 

				“How is Thaddeus?” I craned my neck and saw him, grizzled and serene, leaning on his cane by the buffet table.

				Ruth smiled fondly at him. “He’s going to outlast me.” She stood. “I’ll see you in a little while.” She moved to where Felicia Beagle stood alone, nibbling on a piece of cantaloupe and watching her husband. Felicia smiled at Ruth’s approach, holding out a be-ringed hand in greeting as if they were old friends. For all I knew, they were.

				I had to dash home and change out of my hot dressy clothes into something casual, comfy, and cool, so I bolted my food, said goodbye to Chris and left early. As I drove away from the church I thought about Ruth’s offer to let me borrow her wheel. Maybe I shouldn’t. It might distract me too much at home.

				Nah. Surely I could keep my new obsession under control. 

				___

				I arrived at the co-op before Ruth. She’d be at the reception for a while longer, I was sure, but I wanted to take another look at a hand-painted bamboo roving begging for me to spin it into beautiful, luxurious yarn. It was awfully expensive, though, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to work with it yet. 

				The co-op was housed in the old library at the end of First Street, which Chris had bought for a song—and several thousand dollars—after the town had constructed a brand-new, state-of-the-art facility across from the police station. The ancient building reflected the important role logging had once played in Cadyville, built as it was of enormous Douglas fir trunks painstakingly chinked together. Inside, gleaming wood paneling graced the walls, tongue and groove floor boards creaked underfoot and wide, rough stairs worn visibly thinner in the center from more than a hundred years of footsteps curved up to the second level. 

				The first floor no longer held children’s books, but instead offered various arts and crafts for sale. Upstairs, a collection of supplies and crafting tools dominated what was once the fiction section of the library. Toward the rear of the building, the former nonfiction and periodicals section had been divided into a half dozen small studio spaces for use by CRAC artists. 

				Heavy floor cloths painted in earth tones delineated functional areas, and light spilled in from well-placed windows. Chris had asked me to develop a signature aromatherapy blend to add to the atmosphere, and the mild fragrances of sandalwood, lavender, and orange subtly permeated the air, welcoming all who entered. 

				Thank goodness Ruth had wanted to continue my lessons despite the funeral. I really did walk away from those spinning sessions more calm and refreshed. With keys in hand, I hurried up the river rock path that led from the parking lot. 

				A few feet away, I paused.

				The heavy wooden door was already ajar a few inches. I pushed it open, expecting to find someone manning the retail shop, but the interior lights were off. Someone must have come in to use the studio space upstairs and neglected to lock the door behind them. Cadyville wasn’t exactly crime central, but risking robbery like that was downright irresponsible. 

				I looked back over my shoulder at the parking lot. Three vehicles besides mine were slotted into the diagonal spaces in the parking lot, but people unassociated with CRAC were always parking there, especially in the summer. The Red Dog Antique Mall took up most of the block across from the co-op, and customers frequently used our parking lot despite the signage threatening that they’d be towed. Daydreaming about spinning, I hadn’t paid much attention to the other vehicles. Now I squinted into the sunlight. A powder-blue Ford Focus peeked out from behind a monster-sized king cab pickup. 

				Ariel Skylark’s car.

				Between her unkind words about Chris the other day, her absence at the funeral, and now leaving the door to the co-op open so anyone could wander in, it was well past time someone gave that snotty little prima donna a dressing down. 

				Pressing my lips together, I went inside and flipped on all the overhead lights. I strode through the eclectic displays, around tables piled with sculpture, art glass, jewelry, my Winding Road bath products, and a myriad of other items. Past those horrid black-and-white-and-red-all-over paintings and Jake’s photographs hanging on the walls. Up the stairs, past shelves packed with supplies, barely glancing toward the section devoted to various fiber arts. The bamboo roving could wait.

				That girl was going to get what-for, and the words for giving it to her formed with each step I took.

				The smell of oil paint and turpentine attested to some of the activity in the studio. The area was divided into sections by moveable six-foot walls on wheels, so I could see the light was on in the far corner. That wasn’t where Ariel worked; it was where Ruth had her spinning wheel and other equipment set up most of the time. Perhaps she’d arrived before me after all. 

				My ire lessened. No way was I going to yell at Ruth about the front door.

				“Hello?” I called. 

				If Ruth had beat me to CRAC, then where was the old Buick she shared with Thaddeus? And why was Ariel’s car in the parking lot? 

				“Hello?” I called again, weaving through the labyrinth of wall sections.

				Nothing. 

				I came around the corner. “Ruth?” 

				And pulled up short, staring at the floor.

				My jaw fell slack as my mind struggled to process the information it was receiving. The figure lying on the floor on her back. The open eyes, directed upwards, unseeing. The puff of blue and green and pink fiber curled in her fingers.

				The blue lips.

				My first skein of homespun yarn wrapped around her neck.

				I hadn’t even had a chance to set the twist yet. 

				“Ariel?”
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				I hate finding dead bodies. I mean, I really hate it. 

				And Ariel was definitely dead. I mustered the gumption to tiptoe closer, kneel down beside her, and feel for a pulse in her neck. Not so much as a flutter under my fingertips. I couldn’t even tell whether she was warm or not, my own hands had grown so suddenly cold. It seemed crucial to know. I stood again, half-aware of wiping my palm against my shirt. 

				I don’t like touching dead bodies much, either.

				Why was it so important to know whether she was still warm? Something about how recently she’d been killed. 

				Murdered, actually. No question about it.

				And that meant a murderer.

				The thought clamped my jaw shut and sent whatever adrenaline I had left shooting through my veins like acid. I jogged to the stairs, pulling my cell phone from my pocket. As I moved, my attention ping-ponged around the room, an animal seeking a predator, fear sharpening my hearing and sight to something nearly supernatural. Air whistled through the ductwork above. Colors took on an eerie glow. One of Irene’s sculptures seemed to leer at me as I hurried by.

				I had a sudden flash that this could be what it felt like to go insane. Taking a deep breath, I muttered to myself, “This is old hat for you, Sophie Mae. Buck up. You’ve been through worse.”

				The 911 operator sounded ridiculously calm, given the fact that I was reporting a murder. She told me to stay on the line, and she’d send help. 

				“Sorry. I’ll meet them outside,” I said.

				She didn’t like me hanging up, but there wasn’t much I could do about that. 

				I stood in the shade of the giant yellow cedar in front of the co-op and placed another call. Thank God, Barr answered his cell phone after two rings. 

				“I found a murdered woman,” I said.

				A pause, then, “Could you say that again?”

				I took a deep breath. “Ariel Skylark. The one I mentioned at Scott’s funeral, the skinny little blonde from CRAC? Well, she’s dead. Strangled at the co-op. I’ve already called 911.” 

				He swore. Loudly. Not at me, of course, but still. Then, “Are you okay?”

				“I’m fine. I’m out front.”

				A flurry of voices in the background. “Hang on,” he said.

				A pause, more voices, and then he spoke into the phone again. “I have to go. Apparently there’s a murder I have to look into.”

				“See you soon,” I said.

				He was grumbling something unintelligible as he hung up.

				___

				It didn’t take long before Barr screeched to the curb in front of where I stood. Like a leggy supermodel at a movie premier, Detective Robin Lane swung out of the passenger seat of the patrol car they’d obviously appropriated. Barr erupted from the driver’s side, took four long strides and stopped next to me. 

				“What happened?” he asked. 

				“I’m fine,” I said again. Actually, I still felt a little lightheaded, but that seemed to be passing. 

				Detective Lane tossed her thick auburn ponytail and moved to stand beside Barr, notebook at the ready. She seemed to be standing a bit too close, but I pushed that thought out of my mind. Whatever her intentions might be, I didn’t have to worry about Barr straying. After all, he kept bugging me to move in with him.

				A thought flickered across my consciousness: unless that was what he’d wanted to talk to me about and kept putting off. Had he changed his mind? He sure looked mad right now. 

				“Where is she?” Lane asked.

				“Upstairs in the studio area. You know where that is?”

				“We’ll find it,” Barr said.

				“Good,” I said. “Because I’m not going back in there. Can I sit in your car while you work your detective magic?”

				They exchanged glances. “Sure,” he said. 

				So I sat in the front seat and waited. It wasn’t that I was afraid of dead people. Heck, Ariel was the second dead person I’d seen that day. And I wasn’t afraid of the murderer anymore, not with Barr and Robin there.

				But someone had squeezed the life out of her. On purpose. The palpable violence of it took my breath away.

				A knock on the window brought me back from my reverie. Ruth Black stood on the sidewalk, peering at me quizzically. I opened the door.

				“What on earth is going on, Sophie Mae? No one will tell us.”

				I got out of the police car and looked around. All the other core members of the co-op were there. Even Chris Popper, changed into jeans and a T-shirt now, questioned me with her eyes.

				“It’s Ariel,” I said. “She’s … well, she’s dead.”

				A group intake of breath at that.

				I cleared my throat. “She was strangled.”

				Stares all around. 

				“In the co-op. I came early for my spinning lesson with Ruth, and found her.”

				The stunned silence drew out, until finally Ruth said. “You found her?”

				I sighed. “Yes.”

				That seemed to release them, and the clamor of voices rushed over me like water, drowning me with their shouted questions.

				A hand reached through them and grabbed my arm. Robin Lane pulled me away, calling out, “We’ll let you know when we have more information.”

				Inside the co-op, Robin guided me to a corner and gestured toward a rocking chair made out of plum-colored wood.

				I shook my head. “Can’t sit there. It’s for sale. Purple maple. Very expensive. See the sign?”

				Lane looked disgusted. “What use is a chair you can’t sit on? Okay, come over here.” And she led me behind the register counter, where we both perched on stools. 

				Barr appeared at the top of the stairs. “Robin’s going to take your statement.”

				I nodded my understanding. “There might be a conflict of interest for you, huh.”

				“Gee, you think?”

				“I don’t have much information,” I said. “I found her is all. I don’t know her very well or anything.”

				He came down the stairs, the heels of his cowboy boots sounding a sharp report on each step. He’d changed out of his dress uniform, and now wore mushroom-colored slacks, a blue shirt, and a string tie from his considerable collection. This one had a copper slide, beaten into the rough outline of a leaf. 

				Leaning his elbow on the counter, he said, “What is it with you and murder victims?”

				“Hey,” I said. “It’s not like I enjoy it. And come to think of it, I didn’t have this problem before I met you.”

				“No. You met me because you have this problem.”

				Okay. Technically he was right. 

				“Are you going to sit in?” Robin asked Barr.

				“If you don’t mind.”

				She hesitated, at war with her affinity to play by the book. “Shouldn’t be a problem.”

				“Why aren’t we doing this at the station?” I asked.

				“There’s still a lot to do here, and we thought you might want to leave. But we need some information before sending you on your way,” Barr said. 

				“Okay. Shoot.”

				“How did you find her?” Robin asked, pen poised to take down my answer. 

				I told them, and after that there were more questions about when I got there and how long it took before I called 911. We spent quite a bit of time on the open front door, and why I went upstairs in the first place. I explained that I thought an artist must have come in to work and left the door open. Then we moved on to Ariel herself. What did I know about her? Not much. I told them Ruth Black would probably know more. Ariel had always seemed kind of standoffish around me; my gender probably hadn’t helped. Ruth seemed to get along with everyone, though. 

				“Did you see the yarn around her neck?” Lane asked.

				“You mean the yarn she was strangled with?”

				She nodded.

				“Oh, I saw it all right,” I said.

				“Do you know if it came from here?”

				“I know it did.”

				Lane looked the question at me.

				“It was mine. The first two-ply homespun yarn I ever made, and Ruth was going to show me how to set the twist on it this week.”

				Barr’s eyes widened a fraction, but he didn’t say a word. 

				“I’m sorry,” I said.

				“What exactly are you sorry for?” Robin asked, her tone suddenly hard.

				“For being upset about the stupid yarn,” I said. “I really liked it, though. Even if it was kind of lumpy and thick and full of slubs, it was the first time I’d created a decent amount of actual yarn on the spinning wheel.” 

				“Did you touch her?”

				“Only on the neck, to see if she had a pulse.”

				Barr looked worried. Lane didn’t look very happy with me, either. 

				“Oh, for heaven’s sake, I can’t possibly be a suspect,” I said, exasperation leaking into my voice. “What should I have done? Assumed she was dead? What if she hadn’t been?”

				Robin Lane studied me for a long minute. I struggled not to look away or protest my innocence further. 

				“You didn’t like her, did you?” she asked.

				I blinked. “Well, we weren’t best friends.”

				“I saw her name on those paintings.” She indicated Ariel’s work.

				“Yes. She was an artist.” I managed to say it with a straight face.

				“Did she paint here?”

				I nodded. “In one of the studio spaces upstairs. I believe she did almost all of her work here.”

				“Was she interested in the yarn and knitting thing?” She couldn’t keep her disdain for such homey activities out of her voice. 

				“Not that I know of.”

				“Where was your yarn?”

				I tried to remember. “Last I saw it was right after Ruth showed me how to unwind it from the bobbin onto the niddy noddy. We tied the hank and hung it over the back of her spinning chair. You’d have to ask her whether she moved it later.”

				She scribbled in the notebook. “Do you know anyone who might have a motive for killing the victim?”

				I stared at her for so long she stopped writing and met my eyes. “You want my opinion about who could have murdered Ariel?”

				Her smile was wry. “I’m sure you have one.”

				“I have no idea.” A little triumph in my voice, there.

				Lane exhaled. “Okay, that’s enough for now. You can go.”

				“Unless it has something to do with the way men reacted to her,” I said. Gawd. I just couldn’t help myself. It was embarrassing. “I’d find out who she was dating.”

				“We’ll check into it. Thanks.”

				“But—”

				“Go home, Sophie Mae.” Barr’s tone held quiet warning. 

				Fine. I didn’t want to be here anyway. 

				Ruth Black was waiting for me in the parking lot, alone. She fell into step beside me as I walked toward my little Toyota pickup. 

				“Ariel was strangled,” she said without preamble, picking up exactly where Detective Lane had rescued me.

				“Yes.”

				“Do they know who did it?” she asked.

				“I don’t think so.”

				“Are you going to try and figure it out?” Beside me, her legs scissored along nearly twice as fast as mine, her steps short and quick like a bird’s. 

				I stopped cold, and she drew up a few paces ahead and turned back. 

				“Huh uh,” I said. “I’m not figuring out anything. This is a police matter, and I happen to know the police in question, and they are quite good at their job. There’s no need for me to get involved.”

				She tipped her head to one side.

				“No need at all,” I repeated. My hand crept up to my recently shorn head, and I ended by rubbing my neck. The last time I’d tried to “figure it out”—and at Ruth’s instigation, I might add—things had gotten a little out of hand in the danger department. “And I’m glad of it, too.”

				Ruth smiled. “If you say so, dear.”
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