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				More cheers for Jess Lourey’s 
Murder-By-Month Mystery Series

				MAY DAY

				“All the ingredients for a successful small town cozy 
series are here . . .”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Lourey’s debut has a likeable heroine and a surfeit of sass . . .”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“May Day is fresh, the characters quirky. Minnesota has many fine crime writers, and Jess Lourey has just entered their ranks!”

				—Ellen Hart, author of the Sophie Greenway 
and Jane Lawless Mystery series

				JUNE BUG

				“The funny, earthy heroine of June Bug is sure to stumble her way into the hearts of readers everywhere. Don’t miss this one—it’s a hoot!”

				—William Kent Krueger, Anthony Award-winning 
author of the Cork O’Connor series

				“Jess Lourey offers up a funny, well-written, engaging story . . . readers will thoroughly enjoy the well-paced ride.”

				—Carl Brookins, author of 
The Case of the Greedy Lawyers

				“Jess Lourey is a talented, witty, and clever writer.”

				—Monica Ferris, author of the bestselling 
Needlecraft Mysteries

				KNEE HIGH BY THE FOURTH OF JULY

				***Shortlisted for a 2008 Lefty Award from Left Coast Crime***

				Chosen as a September 2007 Killer Book by the Independent Mystery Booksellers Association (KillerBooks.org)

				“Mira . . . is an amusing heroine in a town full of quirky characters.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“Lourey’s rollicking good cozy planted me in the heat of a Minnesota summer for a laugh-out-loud mystery ride.”

				—Leann Sweeney, author of the 
Yellow Rose Mystery series

				AUGUST MOON

				“Hilarious, fast paced, and madcap.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Another amusing tale set in the town full of over-the-top zanies who’ve endeared themselves to the engaging Mira.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“[A] hilarious, wonderfully funny cozy.”

				—Crimespree Magazine

				SEPTEMBER FAIR 

				“Once again, the very funny Lourey serves up a delicious dish of murder, mayhem, and merriment.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Lively.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“[A]n entirely engaging novel with pathos, plot twists and quirky characters galore . . . Beautifully written and wickedly funny.”

				—Harley Jane Kozak, Agatha, Anthony, and 
Macavity-award winning author of A Date You Can’t Refuse
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				For Zoë and Xander,

				who better not read it until they’re 18;

				thank you both for being perfect, every day
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				In my dream, I walked days and nights through the woods to reach the clear stream. A tower built to look like a silo loomed at the water’s edge, and I knew I was home. The creek gurgled, the moon shone, and the frog sounds of night sang to me. I laid down to rest and was swept with serenity. There was warm breath on the back of my neck and a comforting hand on my shoulder. I felt protected, covered in the safety of night and cozy warmth. But when the hand crept purposefully lower and I smelled digesting Schlitz on the tepid breath, I knew I wasn’t in paradise anymore. My body lurched awake, and I was standing before I even remembered I had been lying down. The vertigo caught up with me, and I clutched at a bedpost as I blinked rapidly.

				“What!” I yelled.

				“Sunny?” slurred the voice in my bed.

				I shook my head and some REM-spun cobwebs fell out. I wasn’t in my apartment in Minneapolis, where I had lived for nearly ten years—a little loft on the West Bank where I’d shared a bathroom with a sexy, blue-eyed horn player in his sixties and a compulsively clean law student. I had moved out of there in March, leaving my cheating boyfriend and my career as a waitress and grad student in the University of Minnesota English program, and had been housesitting for my friend Sunny ever since. I was living in her little doublewide on the outskirts of Battle Lake, Minnesota, and there was a strange man in her bed. My bed.

				I flicked on the cat-shaped lamp and angled the lit ears toward the intruder still sprawled on top of the handmade Amish quilt I had lucked on in the Fergus Falls Salvation Army. I yanked it from under him and covered up my body, clad in only my summer pajamas—an oversized, threadbare white tank top. I was usually comfortable with my five-foot-six, 140-pound frame, but I wasn’t a flasher. I pulled my disheveled hair away from my face and stared down my pointy nose at the relaxed drunk.

				“Sunny isn’t here.” I was hoping to conjure a verbal vanishing potion, but my heart was still pummeling my rib cage, and my voice shook. Sunny’s dog, Luna, now my foster dog, barked from outside the open window. “Who are you?”

				“Mira?”

				I squinted. Happy Hands knew me, and his voice scratched an itch in the back of my memory. “Jason?” 

				“Yeah. You’re not Sunny.” He sounded bored. 

				Yup, it was Jason. I had met him through my moody friend C.C. ten years earlier, when my hair was dyed black, I smoked clove cigarettes, and dark, flowing clothes were my signature. Thank God for evolution.

				Back then, C.C. and I were both awed freshman trying to act like we weren’t scared by the vastness of the U of M and its forty-
thousand-plus students. We had ended up as dorm mates through the luck of the draw, two small-town girls, and hit it off from the word go. She brought me to her hometown of Battle Lake on Thanksgiving break of our first year. A few months later, I introduced her to the guy who gave her genital warts, so I suppose, looking back, we’re even.

				During that first introduction to Battle Lake, I met Sunny, one of C.C.’s close friends. I also met Jason Blunt, a high school classmate of theirs. I knew him from the parties C.C. and I would road-trip to during college breaks, but he and I never really connected. He was the guy always trying to get in everyone’s pants, the one who tried to marry anyone not dumb enough to sleep with him. 

				He was tall, over six feet, with dark hair and dark eyes, cute in a way that would be hot if he were an actor but that ended up just average since he was a perpetually horny fiber-optic-cable layer. In small-town tradition, Sunny and Jason had slept together in high school, as had most of their friends. Musical beds. I suppose the process evolved out of long winters and bad TV reception.

				I hadn’t seen Jason in over five years. Word was he had to relocate to Texas to find a woman to marry him since every woman in Minnesota had turned him down. Apparently he hadn’t gotten the news that Sunny had moved to Alaska for the summer, and he was making his area horn call.

				“What’re you doing back in Battle Lake?” I asked. I felt lightheaded and ill. It occurred to me that maybe Otter Tail County had some sort of magnetic pull on people who entered it. That’s the only way to explain why I was still here, running the library and writing for the local newspaper, after the last month I had lived through. It’s a long story, but the short version is that I had just started falling for a guy when I found him shot through the head in my library a couple days later. 

				When I had first met Jeff, I was impressed with his maturity and character. After he was shot and left there for me to find, I learned again the harsh truth that how I feel about someone has no effect on whether they get to live or die. I thought I had learned that one well enough when my dad died in a car accident the summer of my junior year in high school, but in my experience, life keeps dragging you back to the same table until you pick the right food. Anyhow, the whole Jeff Wilson ordeal taught me the mental benefits of tying up loose ends. I also turned twenty-nine last month, but that milestone got lost in the shuffle.

				Jason sat up and rubbed a red scrape on his shoulder, his back to me. He had put on about forty pounds since I last saw him, and I couldn’t help but notice that he had stripped down to his faded black boxers. Confident guy. “I’m in town to visit the ’rents. Got anything to eat?” 

				My mouth opened in a yell, but he was out of bed and in the kitchen before I could answer. Apparently, if he wasn’t getting laid, he was getting fed. I squelched the urge to hand him a mirror. I had just seen a show on chimpanzee behavior on the Nature Channel and was pretty sure the shiny glass would keep him busy for hours. No, better to get rid of him. As I grabbed for my robe, I hissed at the part of me that was thinking like a schoolgirl, worried that he would get mad at me if I was rude to him when I knew I should be kicking the trespassing bastard out on his ass. Media conditioning is a bitch.

				I looked around my bedroom for a pair of shorts to pull on under the robe. The wrought-iron bed was stripped down to its sheets, and I grabbed the quilt off the floor and tossed it on top. I discovered the cutoffs I had been wearing earlier today underneath and tugged them on.

				Now that I was no longer terrified by an intruder in my bed, I could not ignore a black memory that was squirming its way into my consciousness. I didn’t want to be overwhelmed by the remembering, but I couldn’t sit on it any longer, not now that we were bathed in light and I could hear him making himself comfortable in my kitchen. 

				It was born several years ago, that black memory, the summer before C.C. and I graduated from college. The night had opened with promise—a bonfire by the lake, a keg of Leinenkugel’s, and a CD player hooked up to someone’s car lighter. I remember feeling pretty that night, and excited to be with friends. 

				Jason was there, and it wasn’t long before he hit on me. His hair was longer then, shiny black and curling around his shoulders. He leaned in to tell me a joke, and his wide grin was flirtatious. He 
really was cute. I was flattered by the male attention but not drunk enough to latch on to the token male slut so early in the evening. When I didn’t bite, he moved on to the next chick, and I forgot about him. He hadn’t forgotten about me. 

				When I walked into the woods to pee, he followed me quietly. He waited until my pants were down to push me back, onto the ground, and cover my mouth with his fist. His hand smelled musty, like composting leaves.

				I heard Sunny call my name at the same moment the zip of 
Jason’s pants cut through his fumbled grunting. He jumped off me when Sunny appeared and then staggered back to the party. She was weaving and giggling like we were playing hide-and-go-seek and didn’t stop him when he shoved past her. Though she helped clean me off, she didn’t have much sympathy for my situation. She wanted to keep the good times rolling and said he was just drunk and had misinterpreted my interest. She seemed mildly offended that I would even consider that a good friend of hers could be a potential rapist. I started to wonder if maybe I had overreacted.

				I saw Sunny laughing with Jason later that night as I sat on the fringes of the party and tried to act normal, chain-smoking so I’d have an excuse to keep my hand in front of my swollen mouth. I still don’t know what was more of a betrayal—Jason’s aggression or Sunny’s lack of support for me. 

				In the way of small-town German descendants, however, we never talked about that bad night again. Life went on, and when I ran into Jason, he was distant and vaguely unpleasant. Everyone else treated him like a lovable goofball, though I did notice that some people made a point to steer clear of him. Myself, I got to a place where I either wondered whether I had imagined the whole thing or thought that maybe he had been too drunk to remember his attack on me.

				Despite the passage of time and my own self-doubt, it was still impossible to feel comfortable with him in my house, but I didn’t want to work myself into a panic attack, either. I rationalized that there were plenty of people who liked Jason, and he did have a good sense of humor. I stopped just sort of making excuses for his past behavior and strode purposefully into the kitchen.

				The doublewide was set up so that I had to walk past the front door and through the living room to get to the open kitchen, a Formica-topped counter creating the only separation between the two rooms. The living room was decorated in Early Cabin, including a secondhand rust-colored couch, cinder-block and wood-plank bookshelves, mismatched lamps, and a 1984 RCA color TV sporting tinfoil-hugged rabbit ears. The floor was carpeted in forest green, except for the pale green spots where the sun hit it regularly. 

				The kitchen was nicer. It had come with all new appliances, including a dishwasher, when Sunny purchased it. A U-shaped countertop housing the stove and the sinks took up one half of the room. The other half was dominated by a glass-topped dinner table with four wicker chairs around it and also held some freestanding cupboards and a ficus plant. I had kept the kitchen pretty much as Sunny had left it, other than scrubbing it top to bottom, putting my pictures up on the fridge, and alphabetizing the spice rack. 

				“So, I bet your parents are happy to see you.” With my thumbs, I was inscribing infinity symbols on the nails of my middle fingers. I shoved my hands into the pockets of my robe to hide the nervous habit.

				“Haven’t been there yet.” He grabbed a pot from the particleboard cupboards and stuck his hand in the food cabinet all in one smooth move. “You’re gonna need more Potato Buds.”

				I sucked in a deep mouthful of air in a trapped sort of way and sat down on a stool next to the island, girding myself for a confrontation. I knew from experience that it would be easier to get rid of him full than kick him out hungry, so I promised myself I would show him the door as soon as he was done eating. This was my house, and I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me in it. At least not for longer than half an hour. I slowed my heartbeat, made a mental note of the objects within reaching distance that I could use as weapons if need be—the knife rack was inches away in the crook of the counter, and I could’ve touched the nearest lamp with my hand right then if I’d wanted to—and turned to look into the night.

				The June evening was unusually warm, following the precedent set by May, and was soaked in the smell of fresh-cut grass and rich, black dirt. If I listened below the sounds of boiling water and clattering pans, I could hear mosquitoes whining. Whiskey Lake’s waves lapped against the rim of its sheltered arm six hundred yards from my front door, and the oaks and elms stood still as stone, their fresh leaves hanging motionless and a little too green from the exhilaration of spring. I cocked my head. If there was no wind, there should be no waves. I stood and walked to the open door and peered through the screen. Sure enough, I caught the low hum of a motorboat on the far side of this offshoot of the lake. I looked at the clock hung by the door. It was 2:34 a.m.

				“What’s a boat doing out at this time of night, and with no lights on?” I whispered, my fingertips on the cool screen.

				I jumped as Jason answered from directly behind my left shoulder. “Probably looking for the diamond. This lake’ll be crawling by tomorrow.”
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				When Sunny’s parents had disappeared nearly twenty years earlier, all of their property had automatically gone to their only child. It came to a little over a hundred acres of the prettiest land in Minnesota, with a sky-blue farmhouse, a barn, and three red sheds planted in the center of it. The house had burned down a year ago and been replaced by a doublewide, but that only marginally affected the charm of the place. There were still rolling hills, tillable farmland, and wild prairie freckled with thick hardwood groves. And the jewel was the lakeshore. Sunny owned the whole side of Whiskey Lake from the public-access boat landing to the little private beach a mile north. 

				The only gap in her empire was the jutting arm of land known as Shangri-La Island. Technically, it was a mini-peninsula and not an island, since it wasn’t completely surrounded by water. It shared the two-mile driveway that abutted Sunny’s farm and wound east and then south onto the island. A good stretch of this isthmus of a driveway was waterlocked, with Sunny’s pond on one side and Whiskey Lake on the other.

				The dwellings on Shangri-La—a beautiful main lodge and four cabins for the help—were built in 1924 by Philadelphia millionaire Randolph Addams and his wife, Beatrice Carnegie, granddaughter of Andrew Carnegie. Addams had fallen in love with the area on a fishing trip and hired local workers to build the main structure out of fieldstone and cedar. Local legend had it that one summer a wealthy guest of the Addamses had gone swimming wearing a diamond necklace—a gold chain with a diamond dewdrop as big as a baby’s fist dangling from it. She emerged from the water without the necklace, and the other guests and staff searched frantically. The jewel was never found.

				According to Jason, that was about to change. A national travel magazine had published an article describing and rating the resort that now occupied Shangri-La Island. The article mentioned the missing diamond. Many people read the article, and one of those people was an editor at the Star Tribune in Minneapolis. She had family in the Battle Lake area and thought the missing diamond necklace would be an appealing human-interest story. 

				The front-page headline of the Friday, June 1, Source section read, “Hope for a Diamond in Minnesota’s Gorgeous Lake Country.” The paper planned to plant a fake diamond in a weighted box in the lake on Monday the fourth, and they were offering five thousand dollars and a free week at Shangri-La to whoever found it. Apparently, they did not have complete faith in the legend of the real diamond or, if they did, had decided it was beyond recovery. But the article made good copy and was a boon for the tourist industry that drives Minnesota summers.

				Unfortunately, the paper had not seen fit to warn either the local papers or the residents of Battle Lake. Here I was, Mira James, star reporter (well, reporter at least) for the Battle Lake Recall and living on the very shores of Whiskey Lake, and I had to get the scoop from a guy who liked ketchup and Easy Cheese on his rehydrated mashed potatoes. Technically, it was Sunday morning, which meant the contest started tomorrow.

				“So how’d you hear about it?” I asked peevishly.

				Jason took a chug off the can of Dr. Pepper he had found in the back of the fridge and burped. I noticed he had avoided looking directly at me since I had shrieked at him bedside. His jaw had been clenched since he arrived, leaving a shadow from his temple to his mouth. His brown eyes traveled around the room, annoyed or distracted. He wasn’t even close to a smile, so I couldn’t see if he still had those brace-straightened whites that made girls’ hearts flutter. Until they got to know him better, that is.

				He turned to grab his shirt. He had folded it in a pile with his pants and shiny dock shoes outside my bedroom door, next to a flashlight and a six-pack of cheap beer. “Word gets around.”

				“All the way to Texas?” 

				His shoulder blades tensed. Although he hadn’t minded talking about the diamond between shovelfuls of Potato Buds, when it came to discussing his life, he wasn’t very forthcoming. He rubbed the scratch on his back again, this time with more intensity. It looked an angry and infected red in the light, and I could see two lighter scratches running parallel to it. I wondered if he was getting cat scratch fever. The kind you get from getting scratched by a really big cat. “I left Texas a while ago. I was working up on the East Coast.”

				“Doing what?” My fingers were still tracing infinity shapes. I ran my hand through my shoulder-length brown hair and forced my body to be still.

				“Working.” He pulled his shirt sharply over his head, covering the scratch marks. Suddenly, he couldn’t leave fast enough. 

				“Mmm-hmm.” Just like that, the power in the room shifted. I blinked at him, doubtless much like a pit bull does when it senses it should probably let go of the person in its mouth but can’t remember how to unlock its jaw. “What kind of work?”

				He stopped in mid-tuck and turned toward the door. “Construction.”

				“House or road?”

				“Jesus, Mira, back off!”

				My neck twitched in response to his tone of voice. He had more than blue balls on his mind. If I was reading this situation correctly, Sunny’s house had been Jason’s first stop. If he were really in town to visit his parents, then he would have already been to see them at least once. Horny or not, he was still a born-and-bred Minnesota Lutheran boy, and he knew his mom would never stop the nagging if she heard he had come to this house first.

				No, there had to be more incentive to pull him over Sunny’s way than the promise of Potato Buds and tuna surprise. The diamond was the obvious reason, but how had he found out about it? Jason didn’t have a reputation as much of a reader, so it was unlikely he had heard about the missing jewel all the way over on the East Coast by perusing the travel magazine or the online version of the Star Tribune. And since no one in the Battle Lake area yet knew about the diamond search—because if they had it would have gotten back to the Recall given the momentum theory of small-town words—it was even less likely that someone from here had contacted him. He was almost out the door, but I suddenly wanted him to stay and tell me how he had found out about the lost necklace contest and why he was so reluctant to tell me what he had been up to.

				He brushed past me quickly, flashlight and beer in hand. His elbow connected with mine in a sharp crack, and I couldn’t tell if it was intentional. At the door, he turned and glanced once into my eyes, his dark brown staring down my gray. And then the screen door slapped closed and I was left alone with a crusty potato-making pan, a counter full of open condiments, and the feeling that Jason and I would be seeing each other again really soon.

				I wiped my nose and began cleaning up, not relaxing until I heard the roar of his car starting and could follow his taillights as they departed down the long driveway. My hands were still shaky, and I felt displaced and edgy. I knew one thing that would calm me down for sure, but I didn’t like to give in to the bad habit. 

				I paced the kitchen, still thick with the smell of fake potatoes and Jason’s spicy-cheap Drakkar cologne, and listed all the reasons it would be a bad idea to rip into my old standby: although it made me feel good for the moment, coming down was always hard; empty calories at night go straight to the designated ass pockets; and I’d need to brush my teeth again. Screw it. I walked to the freezer and pulled out a red and green Nut Goodie package quickly, before reason or good sense took over.

				Frozen Nut Goodies are the only way to go in the summer. The cool chocolate slides around on your tongue, and the maple center gets hard and chewy all at once, like iced-up honey. I peeled the wrapper and bit off the chocolate lip, letting the sweet darkness and nuts merge in my mouth. When I reached the light brown maple center, I was forced to leverage the bar in the back of my mouth between the molars to crack off a piece. I braced a chunk and sucked it slowly, letting the crystallized, nutty sugar dissolve into my veins. I felt a spreading warmth as I settled into my Nut Goodie high, the world and all its creatures right for one perfect moment.

				I let Luna in before I started cleaning. She usually slept in the house, but tonight, she had wanted to be outside, probably because of the commotion down at the lake. Had Luna been in the house, she would have woken me up before Jason got to my bed. 

				“Hey, girl. Wild night?” I asked as I scratched behind her ears. Luna was a German Shepherd mix that Sunny had found on the side of Highway 210 when she was just a puppy. When I took over as housesitter, the dog was part of the package. She got along fine with Tiger Pop, my calico kitty and consummate coward. I hadn’t seen Tiger Pop since Jason had arrived, and my best guess was that he was sleeping in his second favorite spot in the house—the pile of clean clothes in the laundry room. 

				It was 3:23 Sunday morning by the time I had the kitchen cleaned, and a focused to-do list buzzed in my head: stop the presses and submit an article for Monday’s Recall ASAP so we didn’t look like dorks; ask around about Jason to satisfy my curiosity and get back my feeling of safety; get online and research the tale of Whiskey Lake and the real diamond necklace. Oh, and rent some diving equipment while there was still some to be had. 

				After the kitchen was in order, I forced myself to lie down and concentrate on the inside of my eyelids for two full hours. I considered it a major achievement that I only spent seventy-five percent of that time considering that Jason Blunt was bringing nothing but bad luck with him and that maybe I wouldn’t be lucky enough to escape this time.
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				I woke up around seven a.m. Sunday with enough sand inside my eyes to make a pearl necklace. Two hours of worried sleep does not a pretty gal make. I threw off the quilt and vowed not to look in a mirror for at least twenty-four hours. A loon cried, sad and long, about two hundred yards from my bedroom window, and I looked out to see a low fog kissing the lake. The lake. I had to get to town and spread the word about the diamond contest on Whiskey Lake. I forwent a shower and instead slapped on some deodorant, pulled my hair into a twisted bun at the nape of my neck, and splashed cool water on my face and mint toothpaste on my teeth. I put Luna and Tiger Pop outside along with fresh water and full dishes of food, and I headed into town. 

				I drove through sleepy Battle Lake, the burg quiet but for a couple cars outside the Fortune Café—probably tourists loading up on gourmet coffee—and two heavy-duty pickup trucks pulling sleek, sparkly boats. Battle Lake is in what is called west central Minnesota. This part of the state is closer to the Dakotas than Wisconsin, near the pointy-elbow shape on the left side of the state when you’re looking at a map. In the summer, the town swells with tourists who come in search of great fishing, quality beach time, comfort food at the local restaurants, and hiking at the state park right outside of the city limits. Locals grumble about the tourists, but Battle Lake would dry up without them. I had only been here since March, which put me somewhere between tourist and visiting-family-member status.

				When I had first arrived in town, I got a job at the Battle Lake Public Library in addition to my newspaper job. I started out as an assistant librarian, but some freaky events in May had resulted in my being promoted to head librarian. This was good, not only for the slight pay bump but also because I didn’t have a computer at home. Now that I was the boss of the library, I had regular access to the Internet. 

				I pulled into the empty library parking lot and chose a spot. The library was closed on Sundays, so I would be able to write uninterrupted. Once I got inside and fired up the computer, the article on the diamond didn’t take too long to write. With a BA in English, not to mention a few graduate-level courses in the same, I was really good at plagiarizing. I simply downloaded a copy of the original Star Tribune article, wrote a new lead, reordered some words and replaced others, and the meat of it was complete. The problem was finding a way to make it seem like we had known about the diamond contest all along. As soon as a draft was complete, I tracked down the editor of the Recall, Ron Sims, at the paper’s little headquarters in town to bring him up to speed.

				When I walked into the office, the fresh, metallic tang of ink washed over me. Except for that smell, this two-room rented space could pass for a waiting area in the DMV. The walls were tan, and the carpet was tan with gray specks. There were no pictures on the walls, and the only furniture in the front room was Ron’s desk, his chair, a filing cabinet, and a stack of the latest edition of the Recall. There was a Macintosh in the room at the rear, alongside the outdated but functioning printing press. I loved going back there. The press, with its humming, clanging parts, held so much potential, even though we just turned out small-town fare for the most part. 

				It took me all of thirty seconds to fill Ron in.

				“Oh Christ,” he said. “When did the Star Tribune article come out?”

				Ron was a pretty harmless guy in his late forties. He had thinning gray hair and light brown eyes and usually wore tan clothes. In fact, he was the human version of his office. He was the owner, editor-in-chief, desktop publisher, full-time reporter, photographer, and salesman at the Recall, which was why he was in the office early on a Sunday. The newspaper was his main claim to fame, besides the fact that he and his wife had a tendency for excessive displays of affection, forcing them to do everything short of lift their legs and spray each other in public. The two of them had gotten kicked out of a bar or two for their extreme PDA, but mostly everybody in town was just happy to see married people making out with the people they had married.

				Ron had originally hired me on to write fill-in articles, though he had recently given me more work since I broke the story on Jeff Wilson’s murder last month. This included my very own recipe column, called “Battle Lake Bites.” My weekly goal was to find some gastronomic combination that, in Ron’s words, “was representative of Battle Lake.” So far, my two hits had been Phony Abalone (chicken soaked in clam juice so it tastes like fish) and Deer Pie (think Freddy Krueger meets Bambi, and add Velveeta).

				Between me and Betty Orrinson, who wrote the “Tittle Tattler,” there were a total of three employees at the Recall. And unless Betty was holding out information, which would have been counterintuitive for her, not one of us had heard about the Star Tribune article until it was almost too late.

				I slapped the downloaded copy of the Star Tribune article in front of him. “It came out June first. The contest officially starts tomorrow at dawn, but there were already boats out on Whiskey around two-thirty this morning.”

				Ron leaned back in his swivel chair, crossed his legs, and hoisted them onto his desk with a grunt, lacing his fingers behind his head. I imagine he was going for a Woodward and Bernstein pose of urgent journalistic thoughtfulness, but the gap in his shirt above the top snap of his pants leaked out too much belly-button hair to permit that. 

				“Damn big-city newspapers. Think they don’t need to tell the little guy what’s going on. Well, this little guy has a trump card.”

				I was thinking that this little guy looked like he had eaten a couple other little guys, but I didn’t want to sidetrack his train of thought.

				“We have something they don’t have. We’ve got the human-interest angle. You know Shirly Tolverson, down at the Senior Sunset?”

				I hadn’t been around town long enough to know all the locals by name, but I certainly knew the Senior Sunset. In fact, I was becoming a little too familiar with it. It was a nursing home in the purest sense of the phrase, and I had spent a lot of time there when I was investigating Jeff’s murder, supposedly for my article in the Recall, but mostly for peace of mind. Actually, most of the residents there were great when they weren’t looking for help breaking out. In fact, I had gone back just last week to help them till up and plant their little rectangle of garden, staying to play three-handed Schafkopf with some residents. I left $4.75 poorer and convinced I would spend more time there if not for the smell of the place. It was the perfume of a small-town prom gone bad—cafeteria food, cheap makeup, and Lysol. “I’m sure I could find her,” I told Ron.

				“Him. His dad sold the lumber to the Addamses to build Shangri-La, and Shirly helped out when he was a kid. I used to hear him tell tales of it at the Turtle Stew. Go see him pronto and find an 
angle. I’ll pull the layout and make room.” Ron hitched his pants and sat forward in his desk, a rare look of purpose in his eyes. “You e-mail me an article before midnight tonight. Damn good thing this paper comes out on a Monday, or we’d be caught with our pants down.”

				I saw a forty-watt bulb switch on over Ron’s head, and I wondered if his “pants down” comment gave him an idea of something new to try with his wife. When I left, he was muttering about the “fishing contest on the back page” and “pissed-off Lutherans.” He could complain about the hassle of rearranging the layout on a paper ready to go to press, but I think he was secretly pleased to have a sense of urgency on the job. That’s why most people go into journalism: to feel like they’re breaking news and helping people. At the Recall, most of our reporting dealt with who was dining with whom, who had gotten arrested for what, and whose kids had gotten scholarships to where.

				I stepped out into the cloudy June Sunday and looked at my watch. 10:33. Probably snack time at the Sunset, but if I hurried the four blocks, I could be there and gone before lunch was served. I wasn’t sure what a room full of geriatric diners looked like, but I was willing to bet the sound stuck with a person for a while. I’d make this quick. 

				I was strolling past First National Bank on a shortcut to the Sunset when a barn swallow swooped down from its nest in the bank clock and dove at my head. The deal with the bank clock is that it’s really old and ornate and beautiful, but only one side tells time correctly, and I swear the correct side alternates. Today, the side facing downtown said it was 10:34 and the side facing uptown said it was 7:20. 

				I was concentrating on these details to keep my mind off the fact that a bird swooping at one’s head was bad luck. I have a fear-love relationship with birds: I’m afraid of their little winged lizardness, and they love it. I try to keep my bird feeders at home full to appease the bird gods and to keep them from smelling my fear, but this little brown barn swallow diving at me was telling me something, and it wasn’t good. I wondered if it had something to do with me bringing Tiger Pop when I moved here, or if maybe the water in the bird bath outside my doublewide was stale.

				“Mira? Y’all are sure up early on a Sunday. It’s my good luck, sweetie!”

				Aw shit. That’s what the swallow was telling me. It was just trying to warn me that Kennie Rogers, mayor of Battle Lake, was around the corner. Maybe I’d have to rethink my view of birds. “Hi, Kennie. Actually, I’m usually up—” 

				“And did you get your hair cut? It’s so flattering, that field-worker look. So natural. I wish I could pull it off.” Kennie beamed at me, smoothing her frayed denim vest with her free hand. She must have greased the inside to squeeze into it, because her boobs were squished together into an enormous uni-breast with barely a crack in the top. 

				Her hair was coifed to frosted perfection, the curled ends crackling with Aqua Net. One errant spark and she’d go off like a rocket. Her makeup was applied with its usual putty-knife precision, her eyelids a glittery purple underneath the penciled black brow, dark lines of blush along each side of her nose to make it look thinner, her lips a bruised raspberry with a brown pencil line tracing a perfect pout well outside her mouth’s natural borders.

				She was wearing rolled-up, faded Levi’s and cork-heeled pumps, a la J. Lo, but instead of looking like a trendy Latina, Kennie managed to pass for a stuffed Norwegian. “Well, don’t just stand there gapin’ at me. Aren’t y’all gonna ask me what’s in my hand?” She waved a stack of papers at me.

				“What’s in your hand, Kennie?” I asked, remembering that one is supposed to pretend one’s dead when approached by a charging animal. 

				“Flyers for my new business! Whee!” 

				Kennie’s last business had been old-lady beauty contests, where there were no winners, if you know what I mean. Before that, it had been private house orgies for the aged, complete with bongs and naked rosemaling. I waved over Kennie’s shoulder at an imaginary friend and took off jogging.

				Kennie chased after me, quick as a cheetah in her strappy sandals, and grabbed my arm. “You silly! Just take a look. It don’t cost nothin’ to look.” Kennie flashed me a sly smile.

				I glanced around, my head twitchy, but church was in session and the streets were pretty empty. I was on my own, and I best take my medicine. “Let’s see it, Kennie.” 

				She smiled and nodded, eagerly handing over a brochure.

				I turned over the folded paper. It looked like it had been produced with the cheap desktop publishing software that comes installed on most new computers nowadays. The paper was résumé-thickness, tri-folded to create a pamphlet. On the front were two clip-art suns, one next to the other, with the words “Minnesota Nice Inc.” curved underneath like a grinning mouth. Held at arm’s length, it looked like a New Age smiley face. I braced myself for wrinkly nudity of some sort and folded open the front flap.

				“Well?” Kennie asked, balancing impatiently on one foot while she fiddled with her cheap metal ankle bracelet. 

				I glanced at her and then back to the first paragraph, which was actually a check-marked list:

				[image: check.ai] Having trouble breaking up with that gal who doesn’t let you watch football on Sundays? 

				[image: check.ai] Can’t kick that special someone off the funeral committee, even though NO ONE likes her five-meat hotdish? 

				[image: check.ai] Don’t want to tell Jimmy that he can’t use your deer stand anymore because he’s never got the hang of peeing out of a tree?

				I felt my inner head shake in disbelief as I read on:

				Then Minnesota Nice Inc. is for you! We do your dirty work. 
The truth shall set you free, and we’ll tell it for a fee! 

				I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Kennie might finally be onto something. “So people hire you to tell the hard truth to someone for them?”

				She nodded. “I knew you’d appreciate it, honey. Y’all and me are both intelligent women of the new millennium. We know we gotta do for ourselves.” 

				She nudged me, hard, in the ribs, and grabbed her brochure back. “I’ll give y’all one of these when I get some more printed. I’m sure you’ll let me put a whole pack out at the library. Right, sugar?” Ah. The real reason for Kennie stopping me in the street. She smiled and waved her talons in my face, then turned on her five-inch sandal heels and tottered away.

				I suppose a woman born, raised, and cured in Battle Lake who could pull off a Southern accent should be expected to surprise, but she still had caught me off guard. Minnesota Nice, indeed. I just wish I had written down the number. I’m not a big fan of confrontation. 

				Speaking of which, I hoped I could avoid one with the front-desk people at the Senior Sunset. It was sometimes hard to slip past the security door, depending on who was working. To me, it was just weird that the elderly had so little freedom. This place was like a minimum-security jail, except the inmates couldn’t run to save their souls.

				As I neared the main door of the Sunset, I thought about the turn of fate that had brought me here. Not just here, as in Battle Lake, but here at this point in my life. I had fled my tiny hometown of Paynesville as soon as I had my high school diploma in hand. Minneapolis, one half of the Twin Cities, sang my siren song, and I started out in the dorms at the university and then set up base in my tiny loft apartment on the West Bank of the Mississippi. After ten years in the big city, though, I hadn’t felt any more grounded or purposeful than I had in the horror known as high school. I had been bopping around grad school, waiting tables, and hoping someone would discover me and bring meaning to my life. To make matters worse, I had been cultivating a drinking habit rivaling my dad’s. 

				I remember one particularly lost day, about five months before Sunny called to ask me to housesit in Battle Lake for her, when I was walking home from a late shift at the Vietnamese restaurant where I spent most of my waking hours. It was an icy November night, and I wore black Aerosoles, taupe knee-highs under black cotton pants, and a fish-sauce-splattered white shirt. I had forgotten to remove my required black bow tie, and the smells of spring rolls and curry swarmed between my head and the cold air like sluggish bees.

				It was ten-thirty, two and a half hours before bar close, and I felt relatively safe. Even when I noticed the man walking across the Washington Avenue bridge twenty paces behind me, I didn’t think much of it. The streets were well lit, but out of habit I crossed to get away from the stranger. He crossed shortly behind me. I crossed back. He followed. I was about two blocks from my apartment, and I could see a clot of people laughing and living outside of Bullwinkle’s, a local bar. If I could get past the empty corner I was nearing, I would be enclosed in the warm light of their company and safe from the man who was following me.

				I wasn’t going to run. I was going to walk steadily. My gloved hand felt for my apartment keys deep in my pocket, and I laced one between each of my knuckles. I could hear the man coming closer, his breath matching mine, his feet crunching on the layers of ice frosting the sidewalk like a cake. Forty feet in front of me, I could see the Bullwinkle’s group. Traffic buzzed past, everyone encapsulated in their protected, cozy cars. Suddenly, the man grabbed my shoulder and twisted me around to face him. He wore a woolen cap pulled low over his face, and he brushed up against me, something hard pressing against my side. I felt a hand inside my coat, and then a sharp tug at my shoulder, and then he was gone, empty-handed. I didn’t know if I had been molested, almost robbed, or hugged.

				It happened so quickly that I didn’t take my hand or my keys out of my pocket. I just watched him run away. Later that night, I lay in bed thinking about this life I had chosen for myself, in which I worked, slept, and drank, with only the occasional failed mugging to break up the monotony. It didn’t fit. Fast-forward six months, and here I was, in Hamm’s beer’s land of sky-blue waters, one dead lover under my belt and becoming a regular at the local nursing home. Was this life better than random pat-downs by strangers?

				I stepped off the sidewalk and crossed the street toward the landscaped front lawn of the Senior Sunset. Battle Lake had one main drag—Lake Street—with various avenues leading off of it like fish ribs off a spine. The Sunset was on one of the back streets, around where the dorsal fin would be. The area was mostly residential, and the houses were small and boxy, built in the fifties. It was quiet back here, except for the random ringing of church bells, and when a breeze picked up, it carried the smell of fresh-baked bread. I started to pull open the Senior Sunset lobby doors when I heard a “Psst!” from the bushes.

				I swiveled my head to the right and spotted a fuzz of light gray and apricot on the other side of the yellow-flowered potentilla bush. “I can get you a pack of cigarettes, mint-flavored Maalox, or a pretty new crossword book,” whispered the voice.

				“Mrs. Berns?” Mrs. Berns was one of the younger residents, a spitfire who pretty much came and went as she pleased. My overriding hope in life was to have as much spirit as her in my golden years. And maybe to have her sex life, though I’d be okay with that kicking in anytime soon. This woman had more moves in one arthritic pinky than I possessed in my whole body. She claimed it took her nine marriages to figure out that she didn’t need to buy the cow to get the milk, and she’d been burning up the geriatric singles scene in Battle Lake ever since.

				I walked over the stone path and peered behind the bush. Mrs. Berns was perched on a three-legged gardening stool, an inventory list in one hand and a short library pencil in the other. Her hair covered her head like a steel-wool hat, and most of her face was lost behind a pair of enormous square-framed sunglasses. “Did you just have eye surgery, Mrs. Berns?”

				“Ssshh!” she hissed. “Whaddya need? Liquor? Betty Page poster? Perry Como’s Greatest Hits? You name it, I can get it.”

				You know, as weird as it was, I had to admire the entrepreneurial spirit of this town’s women. “Mrs. Berns, I can buy all that stuff out here. I’m going into the nursing home. You should sell to the people who can’t get out of the nursing home.”

				She looked down at her check-free inventory list and back at the front door, and back at her list again. “Damn!” She grabbed her stool and whipped past me, leaving a faint smell of lemon verbena and pressed face powder. 

				I followed her into the nursing home and was greeted by a wall of odor—antiseptic, fear, and something a little too sweet to pinpoint. The sweet smell actually was reminiscent of marijuana, but I wasn’t going there. I had already encountered the passion for pot held by a certain sector of Battle Lake’s geriatria, but I saw no gain in acknowledging it.

				The Senior Sunset was set up like a cross between a dorm and a hospital. The floors were shiny, faux-marble linoleum, and the walls were institutional green. The pictures hung on the walls looked like the work of a four-year-old with watercolors, all of them set in brass frames exactly five feet off the ground. I suppose the blended pastel colors were meant to soothe the clientele into forgetting they were reasoning, functioning human beings. Thank God that Mrs. Berns was doing her part to keep the resistance alive.

				The ceiling was covered with those squares of pocked ceiling tiles that can be found in any high school. They did wonders for the acoustics, which presently were being tested by a Muzak version of Blondie’s “Rapture” piped out just loud enough to be annoying. I walked to the front desk like a woman in charge.

				“What room is Shirly Tolverson in, please?” I could hear a faint crying in the distance, and the bilious sound of Judge Judy on a bender piping out from the community room.

				The man-child behind the counter wore two-toned beige sunglasses, an unruly mop of Prince Valiant–styled brown hair, and a tie-dyed, long-sleeved Metallica shirt peeking out from under his janitor scrubs. He held a mop in one hand and tucked the phone under his ear with the other. “Yeah, down the hall, fifth door on the right.” He waved me on and returned to his phone conversation.

				I almost signed in before realizing that I might not be allowed to enter if I was still standing here when the receptionist, who must have been on break, returned. I really didn’t have a legitimate reason to be at the Sunset, though I could have lied if necessary. I scurried down the hall and slipped into the fifth door on the right. Mr. Tolverson was lying on the bed, a carpentry book in one hand, Jeopardy on TV, and a bowl of peanut M&M’s within reach. I liked this guy’s priorities.

				“Mr. Tolverson?”

				He glanced over at me, pulling his trifocals farther down his nose. Unlike most residents of the home, who wore white “convenience clothes,” he was dressed in street attire—ironed khakis and a plain white T-shirt. His hair was a crisp white and thick as a dictionary. The brown of his eyes was watery but still sharp, and his lips showcased a smile of even white teeth. They were probably dentures, but who was I to judge? He was a hottie of an old guy.

				“May I help you?”

				“Mr. Tolverson, my name is Mira James. I’m a reporter at the Battle Lake Recall.”

				“Oh yes, of course. I read your article on Jeff Wilson. A true shame about him. What can I do for you?”

				I considered embellishing my story so we didn’t look so stupid at the Recall, but Shirly Tolverson didn’t seem like a man to lie to. “Ron Sims sent me over. We got scooped by the Star Tribune. Apparently there was a diamond necklace lost a number of years ago at Shangri-La, and Ron thinks you might know something about it. I’m trying to write a human-interest angle on the same story.”

				Shirly set his book down, took off his wire-rimmed glasses, and rubbed his eyes. He sighed profoundly. “What’s the sudden interest in the diamond?”

				I studied him. The mention of the necklace hadn’t piqued his curiosity; it had tired him. “The Star Tribune is running a contest. The first person to find a decoy box in the lake gets five thousand dollars. They don’t have any hope of finding the original lost diamond, I don’t think. It’s mostly a marketing article for the tourism industry around here.”

				Shirly got a distant look in his eye and leaned back on his pillow. “Shangri-La, located in the mountains of the Blue Moon.” The reference was lost on me, but I didn’t want to seem stupid so I kept that to myself.

				He looked in my direction, a little past my head and to the left. “Well, Mira James, pull up a chair and I’ll tell you what I know. When I’m done, you can decide for yourself if this necklace is something worth finding.”

			

		

	


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/two_fmt.jpeg
TWO





OEBPS/images/seventeen_fmt.jpeg
SEVENTEEN





OEBPS/images/fifteen_fmt.jpeg
FIFTEEN





OEBPS/images/one_fmt.jpeg
C
s





OEBPS/images/sixteen_fmt.jpeg
SIXTEEN





OEBPS/images/fourteen_fmt.jpeg
FOURTEEN





OEBPS/images/spacer_fmt2.jpeg





OEBPS/images/eighteen_fmt.jpeg
EIGHTEEN





OEBPS/images/seven_fmt.jpeg
SEVEN





OEBPS/images/check_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/check_fmt1.jpeg





OEBPS/images/eleven_fmt.jpeg
ELEVEN





OEBPS/images/three_fmt.jpeg
THREE





OEBPS/images/thirteen_fmt.jpeg
THIRTEEN





OEBPS/images/six_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/june_bug_title_fmt.jpeg
JUNE

BUG

A Murder-By-Month Mystery

jess lourey

MIDNIGHT INK
WOODBURY, MINNESOTA





OEBPS/images/spacer_fmt1.jpeg





OEBPS/images/check_fmt2.jpeg





OEBPS/images/eight_fmt.jpeg
EIGHT





OEBPS/images/spacer_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/twelve_fmt.jpeg
TWELVE





OEBPS/images/jess_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/nine_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/cover_fmt.jpeg
jess lourey






OEBPS/images/ten_fmt.jpeg
=}





OEBPS/images/four_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/nineteen_fmt.jpeg
NINETEEN





OEBPS/images/five_fmt.jpeg





