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				Praise for Sue Ann Jaffarian’s 
Odelia Grey Mystery Series

				“Odelia Grey is delightfully large and in charge.”—Publishers Weekly

				“Jaffarian plays the formula with finesse, keeping love problems firmly in the background while giving her heroine room to use her ample wit and grit.”—Kirkus Reviews

				“[Odelia Grey] is an intriguing character, a true counter against stereotype, who demonstrates that life can be good, even in a world where thin is always in.”—Booklist

				“An intriguing, well-plotted mystery that will entertain and inspire.”—The Strand Magazine

				“Jaffarian’s writing is sharp and sassy—like her protagonist—and she knows how to keep the suspense high.”—Mystery Scene

				“[A] real treat for chick-lit and mystery fans who like feisty women.”—Library Journal, starred review

				“More fun than a lunch pail full of plump paralegals, The Curse of the Holy Pail is a tale as bouncy as its bodacious protagonist.”—Bill Fitzhugh, author of Highway 61 Resurfaced and Pest Control

				“[Curse of the Holy Pail is] even better than her first ... a major hoot!”—Thomas B. Sawyer, author of The Sixteenth Man and former head writer/producer of Murder, She Wrote

				“Sue Ann Jaffarian does a masterful job. Once you get to know Odelia Grey, you’ll love her. I know I do.”—Naomi Hirahara, Edgar-winning author of Snakeskin Shamisen

				“A plus-sized thumbs up. Jaffarian’s a new sharpshooter in crime fiction.”—Brian M. Wiprud, author of Stuffed and Pipsqueak, winner of Lefty Award for Most Humorous Novel

				“Odelia Grey is everything you want in a heroine ... smart, funny, and completely unapologetic.”—Tim Maleeny, award-winning author of Stealing the Dragon

				“Odelia Grey is the perfect take-no-prisoners heroine for today’s woman.”—Camryn Manheim, Emmy award-winning actress and the author of Wake Up, I’m Fat!
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				For my niece Lindsay.

				Thanks for introducing me to corn mazes

				and for tracking through one by my side for

				hours in the heat while I did my research.

				Love,
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				The dead guy on the ground did not look familiar. The woman crouched over the body did.

				I tried to think of something to say to her, but what do you say to someone who walked out of your life thirty-four years ago without so much as a note, leaving worry and speculation of the worst kind in her wake? Not to mention shattering the already shaky self-esteem of an overweight, lonely teenage girl. And, honestly, a part of me always worried about what I would say to my mother, if given the chance. Would I be coldly polite? Weepy? Angry? Sentimental? Accusing? Or would I start off warm and fuzzy and morph into a stumpy Medusa, telling her to stick motherhood where the sun doesn’t shine? 

				Dead body aside, I, Odelia Patience Grey, now had my big chance.

				This whole misadventure started three weeks ago in Seal Beach, California, where I live with my paraplegic husband, Greg Stevens; a golden retriever named Wainwright; a one-eyed, raggedy-eared cat named Seamus; and a sweet, mischievous cat called Muffin. By trade, I’m a corporate paralegal at the Orange County law firm of Wallace, Boer, Brown and Yates. It was shortly after my fiftieth birthday. A pink plastic pig was involved. In fact, I’m blaming everything on that damn pig. And my husband. And my father. And not necessarily in that order.

				It was a Sunday afternoon. The pig had just exploded before my eyes. I raised the hammer in my right hand and delivered another blow to its head, assuring that it would never oink at me or anyone else again. “Die, die, die,” softly escaped my lips as hot tears streamed down my flushed face.

				“What in the hell are you doing?”

				Ignoring the question, I raised the heavy wood and rubber mallet and sent it crashing down for a third time. I would have hit the beast a fourth time, but as soon as I raised the hammer above my head for the next assault, it was snatched from my grip.

				Whipping my head around, I faced Greg, who now held the hammer in his hand. “Give it back,” I demanded.

				His mouth hung open in undisguised shock. “What in the hell are you doing?” he repeated.

				“Killing my birthday present.” 

				Seated on the floor of our kitchen, I was surrounded by carnage. Shards of pink plastic decorated the floor like ill-shaped confetti. Seamus and Muffin had taken refuge under the buffet when the slaughter began. Wainwright had come in with Greg. He was now busy sniffing through the damage, looking for life. He found none.

				“What birthday present?” Greg put the hammer on a nearby counter and maneuvered his wheelchair closer to view the deceased. “I don’t recall any gifts made of pink plastic.”

				He was right. The weekend before, our closest friends, Seth and Zee Washington, had thrown me a big fiftieth birthday bash at their home. The pink plastic pig had not been among the many gifts.

				I got up from the floor. With much of my anger released, I was as limp and rubbery as a deflated balloon. I disappeared into our bathroom to splash cold water on my face. 

				“This morning, right after you left to play basketball, I got a call from Gigi,” I explained when I returned, a wad of tissues at the ready in my hand.

				“Uh-oh.” Greg hung his head in frustration. He knew no call from Gigi, my stepmother, would be pleasant.

				When I was thirteen, my mother had insisted on a divorce from my father, Horten Grey. Their marriage had been as rocky as the Maine seashore and just as cold and stormy, and I was caught in the middle. Both of my parents had their flaws. My father was sweet but extremely passive, allowing himself to be led around, first by my mother, later by his second wife and her disgusting family. I don’t think my mother ever forgave him for not living up to her expectations. My mother, Grace Grey, was delusional, brow beating, and an alcoholic. Both were disappointed by the cards life had dealt them, yet neither seemed to realize they could discard and be dealt more, at least not until much later, when they finally divorced. A few years after the divorce, my mother discarded me and moved on to play in a new game.

				I still remember the day I came home from high school to discover my mother had moved out—lock, stock, and vodka bottle. There was no note, no forwarding address, not even a prior clue that this might happen. That morning, I had left for school, as usual. She was getting ready for work, as usual. When my day was over, I returned to find her and all her personal items gone. I lived in our apartment alone for nearly a month, wondering if she’d return, half-hoping she wouldn’t but not daring to call anyone. I even paid the rent out of my savings account to avoid having to call my dad. On the surface, I was sure she’d be back as soon as her bender was over. In my heart, I knew she wouldn’t be. I wasn’t a favorite handbag she’d simply forgotten. I was old baggage she didn’t want to lug around anymore.

				Eventually, of course, I had to call my dad, who was already married to Gigi, a hateful woman with two grown, just-as-hateful children. I went to live with them and moved out almost before the smoke had cleared from the candles on my eighteenth birthday cake. 

				Between my sixteenth and my fiftieth birthdays, I’d not heard one word from my mother. I didn’t even know if she was still alive. My father never spoke of her and wouldn’t allow me to discuss her. Until now, Grace Grey was the elephant in the corner of the room that is my life—the always-present yet never-acknowledged boogeymom.

				“And?” Greg encouraged me to continue.

				I heaved my shoulders in an exaggerated sigh. When I started to talk, my tears started again.

				“Come here, sweetheart.” 

				Greg rolled over to the sofa. Positioning his wheelchair and locking the wheels, he hoisted himself from the chair and onto our sofa with a strength and grace that always astounded me. Once he was settled, he indicated for me to join him. When I sat down next to him, he wrapped his protective arms around me and pulled me close. I burrowed into the solid warmth of my husband. We sat that way for several minutes—me crying softly, and Greg giving me time to get it out and collect myself.

				“I’m sorry I’m so sweaty,” he finally said, breaking the silence and referring to the fact that he’d just returned from playing basketball.

				I looked up at him. “That’s okay. I like you this way.” I gave him a weak smile. He smiled back and kissed my forehead.

				“So what’s up with Gigi?”

				“She called me to say she had a birthday present for me and a box of Dad’s stuff she’d forgotten to give me the last time we were there.” I blew my nose again. “So I went over to the house. She gave them to me. I left.”

				“Is what you just destroyed the gift?”

				“It was a pink plastic pig.”

				“A piggy bank got you this upset?”

				I shook my head from side to side. “No, it wasn’t a piggy bank. It was this obnoxious plastic pig that you put in your fridge. Every time you open the door, the pig lets out this horrible snorting noise.”

				Greg pulled me closer. “Sweetheart, this isn’t about an offensive gift, and you know it. You usually take Gigi’s insults in stride.”

				He was right. At just over five feet tall and tipping the scales at two-hundred-plus pounds, I was used to barbs and insults from Gigi and her family about my weight. I had endured them for decades, from the moment my father married Gigi when I was a plump teenager.

				“This is about your dad, isn’t it?” Greg squeezed me tight, as if his arms could shut out the pain. “It’s tough being orphaned, Odelia. Even at your age. Inevitable, but tough.”

				It was true; my father was gone. He had died almost four months ago. And even though he was elderly and his health was starting to break down, his death had devastated me. One morning, he simply got up and started scrambling himself a couple of eggs. Somewhere between the cooking and getting the plate to the kitchen table, he’d had a heart attack. The doctor told us it’d been fast, leaving no time for anyone to get help.

				I pulled away just enough so I could look Greg full in the face.

				“But that’s just it, Greg. I’m not an orphan.”

				“Your mother is long gone, sweetheart.” His voice was soft and gentle. “And she’d be in her late seventies, possibly her eighties.”

				“Seventy-seven, actually.”

				“Well, by now, it’s quite possible she’s dead also.”

				I shook my head and fought the tears starting to pool again. “She’s not dead, Greg. She’s alive. I called her today.”

				“You what?” He stared at me.

				I pointed towards the dining room, drawing his attention to a small cardboard box sitting on the table.

				“Gigi gave me that today. It contains some of my dad’s stuff. Scraps and clippings and small mementos of his life.” I took a deep breath. “I went through it when I got home and found an envelope addressed to Dad. It was from my mother. The postmark was more than twenty-five years ago.”

				“What did the letter say?”

				“There was no letter, just the envelope.”

				I got up from the sofa and retrieved a business-size envelope, yellowed with age, from the box on the table and brought it to Greg. He held it as if it were a snake, disbelief radiating from his eyes like heat waves over asphalt.

				“Grace Littlejohn,” he read from the return address. Greg looked up. “I can’t read the address—it’s smudged. But it looks like New Hampshire.”

				“She’s in Massachusetts now—a small town called Holmsbury. I ran a search on her using an online company.” 

				“And you talked to her? What did she say?”

				“Nothing but hello.” When Greg shot me a curious look, I continued. “I called her. Someone answered the phone, a man. I asked for Grace Littlejohn. When she came on the line and I heard her voice, I knew it was my mother. But I couldn’t say anything. I was completely tongue-tied. Can you believe it? So I hung up.”

				“After all this time, you just hung up?”

				“What did you expect me to say, Greg?” My voice rose in frustration as I paced in front of him. “ ‘Hi, Mommy, can you bake me some cupcakes for school?’ ” I stopped pacing. “Not that she ever did that anyway.”

				“It would have been better than nothing, don’t you think?” Greg’s voice was also increasing in volume. 

				We stared at each other, surprised at ourselves. We seldom raised our voices to each other. It told me how much his emotions were feeding off my already near-hysteria. Wainwright, sensing the disturbance between us, trotted over and nudged Greg, looking for reassurance that we were okay. He received a reassuring pat.

				“Sweetheart, I’m sorry.” Greg toned down his voice like the volume on a radio. “I know this must have been a shock to you today, but if you went to the trouble of looking her up, why not speak with her too?”

				Tears rolled down my face again. I was turning into a regular waterworks. “Greg, she left me when I was sixteen, and not once did she try to get in touch with me. Why would she want to hear from me now?”

				“Maybe she did try, Odelia. Maybe that’s what was in that envelope. She might have written you a letter, and Horten didn’t give it to you for some reason.”

				“The envelope was addressed to my father, not me.” I pointed at the envelope in his hands. “Look at it.” 

				He studied the address, then looked up at me. “Odelia, this letter was sent when you were about twenty-five years old and already out on your own. Maybe she wrote to your father asking about you—where you were, what you were doing. It stands to reason she would assume you wouldn’t be living with Horten and Gigi at that age.”

				“If that’s true, then why didn’t Dad tell me or let me see it?”

				Greg held out a hand to me. I took it and squeezed. This man wasn’t just my lover and husband, he was my rock.

				“I don’t know why Horten didn’t let you know about this letter. And unfortunately, you can’t ask him about it.”

				No, I couldn’t. It was a secret he took to his grave.

				“I could always go to a séance and see what he has to say for himself.”

				Greg chuckled.

				“Don’t laugh. There’s a woman at the office who goes to them regularly.”

				“Better yet, Odelia, why don’t you make that call again. And this time, talk to the woman.”

				I eyed him as if he were crazy.

				“I mean it, sweetheart. What do you have to lose?”

				Silently, I ticked off three things inside my head: pride, nerve, sanity. 
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				“Can I come home now?”

				“Did you meet your mother yet?”

				I twitched my nose, hoping my husband could feel my annoyance through the phone. “No, but I’m in front of her house right now, and no one’s home.”

				“Then you can’t come home.”

				“I’m a grown woman, Greg. I’ll come home if I damn well want too.”

				He laughed. “If that’s so, then why are you asking my permission?”

				“Smart-ass.”

				He laughed again, this time with more gusto.

				I could picture Greg sitting in his wheelchair behind his big desk at Ocean Breeze Graphics in Huntington Beach—three thousand miles away. Wainwright would be hunkered down on the floor nearby. It was eight fifteen in the morning in California, three hours behind my current time. His pared-down Saturday staff would be there, and the place would be humming with activity and good- natured ribbing. Greg’s employees love working for him, and no wonder. He treats them great and, thanks to an inheritance from his grandfather, even offers scholarship assistance for those who choose to attend college while working for him.

				But I was still annoyed. After all, he’s the one who insisted I travel to Massachusetts to meet my mother. He’s the one who’d bought the ticket and used frequent flyer miles to upgrade it to first class. On top of that, he’d arranged for me to stay at a charming country bed-and-breakfast while here. And he’d talked my boss, Michael Steele, obnoxious attorney-at-law, into letting me have a last-minute mini-vacation. 

				All I had to do was get my fat ass on the plane and travel by rental car from Hartford, Connecticut, to Holmsbury, Massachusetts, the small town where my mother lived. Oh—and place a call to my mother beforehand to let her know I was coming. Which, by the way, I had failed to do. So now I was sitting in a rental car on the Saturday morning of Labor Day weekend on a lovely village road in front of a sweet house that supposedly belonged to my long-lost mother.

				Just minutes before I called Greg, I had taken the long walk up the short path to the door of the house and rung the bell. When no one answered, I let out the breath I was holding and hightailed it back to the car, ready to catch a flight back to California.

				“Did I tell you,” I said into the phone, “that I rented a GPS with the car?”

				“And what does this have to do with you facing your mother, Odelia?”

				Ignoring his question, I continued down my own path of conversation. “According to this gizmo, the Ben & Jerry’s factory is just a short three-hour drive north of here. If I left now, I might make it in time to take a tour.”

				“Uh-huh. You got a hankering to visit the promised land, do you? Wouldn’t it be easier and more time-efficient to go to the grocery store to get your fix?”

				“But it could be fun. More fun, though, if you were with me.”

				I had mixed feelings about Greg not coming with me. Even though he was swamped at work and short-handed while some of his key people were on vacation, he would have traveled with me had I asked him. On one hand, I thought it would be easier to deal with this meeting, or my inability to deal with it, without his cheerful encouragement and pushing. On the other hand, I missed him terribly, including his support and not-so-gentle nagging to just do it. Ever since waking up this morning alone in the big antique canopy bed, without Greg and without our furry four-legged children, I’d been out of sorts. And not just this morning. Ever since discovering my mother’s whereabouts, I’d been crankier than usual—something Steele didn’t hesitate to point out. Nor had Zee Washington, my best friend, minced words about how helpful and healthy it would be for me to get to the bottom of my mother’s disappearance.

				“Maybe,” Greg suggested, “after you meet Grace, you can take a road trip to Vermont. Kind of like a reward.”

				A reward. I thought of Wainwright’s beloved Snausages. Outside of verbal praise from us, our golden retriever considered Snausages the absolute gold standard in reward treats. When it came to Ben & Jerry’s ice cream, I wasn’t all that different. I wondered if they gave factory tours at the Del Monte plant where they made Snausages.

				I was about to ask Greg about the animals when I noticed, and not for the first time, someone watching me from the house across the street. I could see a face peering out at me from behind frothy curtains framing a window.

				“Greg, I’m being watched.”

				“What?”

				“I’m being watched. Someone across the street is watching me from their window.” I glanced over at the neighbor’s house again, but the face had disappeared.

				“Are you sure?”

				“Yes, I’m sure. Maybe I should be moving along. I wouldn’t want someone to think I was casing the joint for a robbery.”

				He laughed again.

				“Why are you laughing? I wouldn’t want them to call the police.”

				“Well, sweetheart, that wouldn’t be a consideration if you’d called Grace first like I’d suggested.”

				“Are you giving me the old I told you so line?”

				“I told you so.”

				“Uh-oh.”

				“What?” Greg’s jocular mood turned serious in a flash.

				“Someone just came out of that house and is walking towards me.”

				With Greg still on the phone, I watched as a white-haired woman left the house across the street and made her way down her driveway towards my car. She was wearing a white tee shirt and pink sweatpants with a gray stripe down each leg. Draped across her shoulders was a matching pink cardigan-style sweatshirt. On her feet were bright white sneakers. In one hand, she held a leash attached to a long-haired rat. As she got closer, I identified the rat as a long-haired miniature dachshund. The dog, its coat the color of stale baloney, marched in double-time at the end of the leash. When the woman got to the street, she picked up the dog.

				“It’s a little old lady in jogging clothes,” I whispered into the phone. “What’ll I do?”

				“Is she toting a gun or a baseball bat?” I could hear him snickering.

				“Just a wiener dog.”

				He snickered louder. “You’re making this up.”

				“Afraid not. The woman’s gotta be in her late seventies.”

				“Sweetheart, you’ve stared down the barrels of loaded guns and kept company with serial killers. I doubt if a septuagenarian and a dachshund are going to be much of a threat.”

				“How do you know? She could smother me with the dog. Did I say it was long-haired?”

				As the woman approached my car, I gave her as warm a smile as I could muster. The cell phone connection was still open—just in case.

				“Hello,” she said to me, her homey face displaying open curiosity. The dog let out a low growl.

				“Hi,” I answered, eyeing the animal with suspicion. “How are you today?”

				She didn’t respond to my question, but instead asked her own. “May I help you?”

				“I’m sorry?”

				“May I help you, dear?” she asked again. “I’ve noticed you sitting out here in your car for some time and wondered if you were lost.”

				If this were Southern California, no elderly woman in her right mind would saunter out to question a stranger hanging about her neighborhood, at least not without firepower or pepper spray. And a tiny dachshund is hardly a pit bull. 

				The woman was slightly built and would have been considered tall had she not been bent with age. Her face was lined and rosy, and she was wearing a lovely shade of pale pink lipstick. Her hair capped her head like the end of a fluffy white Q-tip. I had no doubt that her home across the street was just as perfectly groomed. Even the dog’s coat glistened in the sun.

				“Um, I stopped by to see Grace Littlejohn. But no one appears to be home.”

				She leaned forward and studied me through thick lenses with pale pink and silver frames. The dog growled more as it drifted closer. I leaned back in my seat. The woman broke into a big smile. “Why, you look just like Grace.”

				“I do?”

				“Spitting image. You must be a relative. Are you a niece or something?” 

				I hesitated. In my tote bag was a photo of my mother taken when I was a child. She always hated having her picture taken, so I didn’t have anything more recent. It was hard to tell from the photo if there was a strong resemblance.

				“Yes, something like that.” Then I added, “I’m just visiting, but it’s a surprise, so I didn’t call first.”

				If Greg was picking up the conversation via the microphone in my earpiece, I had no doubt he was rolling with laughter and mouthing I told you so.

				“I’m Cynthia Rielley. I’ve lived across the street from Grace for over thirty years.” She picked up one of the dog’s paws and waved it at me. “And this is Coco.” Coco growled again. “Shh, Coco,” the woman commanded in a low voice before turning her attention back to me. “He’s so protective of me.” She smiled.

				I smiled back. “Nice to meet you both. I’m Odelia Gre—Stevens. Mrs. Stevens.” I glanced at the Littlejohn house. “I guess I could leave a note on the door and let them know where I’m staying.”

				“This is Labor Day weekend, dear. Grace won’t be back home until very late tonight.”

				“Did she go out of town?” A hopeful tone crept into my voice.

				“Oh, no. Labor Day weekend is when we have the Autumn Fair. Grace always works at the fair.”

				I remembered the owner of the B & B telling guests something about a local fair this morning over breakfast, but I hadn’t been paying close attention. I had been too busy trying to swallow my nerves along with my blueberry pancakes. 

				“Is that like a county or state fair?”

				“Yes, but on a smaller scale. Several of the small towns around here put it on to raise money for various local charities. It started more than ten years ago and grows every year.” She straightened her shoulders in pride. “We now draw folks from as far away as Nashua and Boston. Why, there’s even a corn maze.”

				“A corn maze?”

				“Yes, every year Old Man Tyler plants a field of corn near the fair just for the maze and runs it every weekend for the whole month of September and most of October. It’s very popular.”

				Awkwardness crept between us. I wasn’t quite sure what to do or say. No matter what I’d just said to Mrs. Rielley, I had no intention of writing a note to leave on the door. But clearly she expected me to do something. The dog had stopped growling but was still keeping his big brown eyes fixed on me in case I tried to assault his mistress.

				“I know,” Mrs. Rielley said with a burst of excitement. “Why don’t you drive on over to the fair and find Grace? She’ll be so surprised.”

				You have no idea.

				“I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to disturb her while she’s working.”

				“Nonsense.” Mrs. Rielley turned to face down the road in the direction my rental car was pointed. “You just go down this street a piece until you come to a small rotary. Take the second turn off the rotary; that’s Old Mill Road. Go straight until Turner Junction. You can’t miss it. There’s a Dairy Queen and a Dunkin’ Donuts on the corner. Turn left and keep going until you see the fair. There should be signs for it along the way.”

				“Um … thank you very much, Mrs. Rielley.”

				She turned back towards me. “You’re quite welcome, Mrs. Stevens. Just check the food booths. Grace is always in charge of things having to do with food.”

				Like mother, like daughter.

				I started up the car, and Mrs. Rielley stepped back. Coco looked disappointed that I hadn’t given him reason to sink his teeth into me.

				“Maybe we’ll see you there.” She gave me a small wave goodbye. “My husband and I are going tonight. They always have country music on Saturday night, right after the fireworks.” 

				“Did you hear that?” I said to Greg as soon as I was several blocks away from Mrs. Rielley.

				Greg was laughing. “I even heard the dog growl. I hope you’re heading to the fair.”

				“Are you nuts? I can’t meet her in a public place. What if she makes a scene? What if she faints? Has a heart attack?”

				“Which could have been avoided had you just made that call.”

				“Greg, are you going to nag me forever about this?”

				“Nope, just until it stops being fun.” He paused. “I really do think you should go to the fair, sweetheart. Think about it. You could check your mother out from a distance before actually meeting her.”

				As if on autopilot, the car was following the directions given to me by Cynthia Rielley. I was about a mile beyond the rotary and could see the Dunkin’ Donuts sign in the distance.

				“I’m heading towards the fair now, honey. I’m not happy about it, but I can’t seem to help myself.”

				“You’re doing the right thing, Odelia, and I’m proud of you.”

				“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

				He laughed. 

				“By the way, Greg, I need you to do me a favor.”

				“Anything, sweetheart.”

				“The next time you get the urge to buy me a first-class air ticket, could you make it to Bermuda or Hawaii?”

				“I’ll see what I can do.” He laughed again. 

				I was glad he was so amused, because I wasn’t. I was serious.

				“I’ll let you get back to your driving,” he told me with enough reluctance in his voice to make me feel sad and tingly at the same time. “Call me in a few hours with a progress report. And please find out what a corn maze is. I’m dying to know.” 

				He gave me a sloppy kiss over the phone, and I returned it. 

				Well before I actually reached the fair, I started seeing cars parked along both sides of the road. I wondered if I should stop and park myself, but I didn’t know how much farther the fairgrounds would be. I decided to keep driving, locate my destination, and then decide where best to park. A bit down the road, I saw a sign touting Autumn Fair Parking $3. Obviously, the folks parked alongside the road thought the hike was better than paying $3. They should see our parking back home, where lots charge $3-plus per fifteen-minute increments or $25 a day. 

				The parking lot for the fair was a huge, uneven section of field. I pulled in and paid my $3 to a pimply faced kid wearing an orange reflective vest over a tee shirt and scruffy jeans. Another kid, dressed the same, directed me to an open parking spot between a Ford pickup truck and a Dodge minivan. 

				At first glance, the Autumn Fair looked like any country fair. Not as large as a county or state fair, but much larger than I’d expected. Booths and the usual cheap carnival rides were set up across the street in the large adjoining parking lots of a farm machinery retailer, a country market, and a Veterans of Foreign Wars post. 

				The field used for parking seemed to be part of a large farm. There was a huge barn and matching house on the far edge of the field. The entire area was surrounded by fields occupied with various crops. A short dirt road led from the parking area away from the fair to another cleared spot surrounded by a low wooden fence. Beyond that fence was a large corn field. Within the fenced area were stacks of pumpkins, wagons and hay, a couple of concession booths, and picnic tables. Newly arrived visitors were heading in both directions, towards the fair and down towards the corn field, though most headed towards the fair. It didn’t take a genius to know that this was the corn maze, especially since there was a painted sign on the edge of the field with Corn Maze and Hay Rides emblazoned across it in red letters that were nearly four feet tall.

				As I got out of the car, I was thankful I had dressed casually and worn good, sensible walking shoes. Back at the Maple Tree Bed and Breakfast, I’d tried on a couple of outfits this morning, not sure which I should wear when meeting my mother for the first time in over thirty years. I had only packed enough clothing for four or five days. Had I been home instead of on the road, I was sure half my closet would have been strewn across our bedroom. At first, I had opted for a cute summer dress and medium-heeled wedge sandals. The weather when I’d arrived yesterday had been nearly eighty degrees with high humidity, but the hostess of the B & B advised everyone this morning that they expected lower temperatures today with rain later. That tidbit of information caught my attention. So before leaving, I’d scooted back to my room to change into khaki pants, sneakers, and a light green, short-sleeved sweater. I also made sure I took along my lightweight hooded jacket. Looking at the drifting clouds above me and the uneven ground below me, I was glad I’d changed. 

				Screwing up my courage, I walked across the road and headed into the hubbub of the fair. It was crowded with people of all ages, including countless families towing several children and pushing strollers. I stood still a moment, surveying the layout. The rides were all clustered in an area of the farm machinery parking lot. That’s where many of the young families appeared to be headed. Mrs. Rielley had said Grace Littlejohn worked with the food booths, so I immediately checked the ride area off my list.

				Following my nose, I headed in the direction of the VFW lot, where I discovered the usual fair-type food booths, along with displays of homemade canned and baked goods for sale. Most of the booth food looked and smelled greasy—and delicious. Fair and carnival food should be in a category all by itself, like the sixth basic food group. It’s not the type of stuff you’d eat in day-to-day life. I mean, fried dough, deep-fried Snickers, and corn dogs are hardly healthy eating, but it’s fun to go to these events once in a while and eat the junk you’d normally eschew.

				And I was getting hungry.

				I am an emotional eater, meaning that when the going gets tough, the not-so-tough pick up a knife and fork. And considering that I was about to come face-to-face with my missing-link mother and all the emotions attendant to that, it was quite possible I could put this shindig into a food drought. But, I reasoned, perusing the food booths would also be a sly way of looking for her. 

				If Grace Littlejohn was in charge of the food booths, she could be working at any of them or flitting from one to another, making sure they were all running smoothly. Trying to look like any casual Saturday fairgoer, I picked my way through the crowds at each booth and checked out the people cooking and serving at each one. 

				Most of the food booths were staffed by middle-aged and older women, with the occasional man or teen helping. Most of the women were dressed in slacks and short-sleeved or sleeveless shirts with colorful print aprons. None of them had name tags, which would have been helpful.

				I tried to dig into my brain for my last mental image of my mother. As I recall, she was a bit taller than me and about sixty to seventy pounds lighter. Her hair was also similar to mine, a medium brown, but her eyes were different. I had green eyes, like my father. My mother’s eyes were brown. But thirty years could have shortened her and added pounds. And hair color was always a wild card. It could be white, gray, or dyed any number of colors by now. I would just have to scrutinize all faces within a certain age group and hope Mrs. Rielley was right, that I did look like Grace Littlejohn. Surely I’d be able to recognize my own face in a crowd.
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				Later, when the police questioned all of us who were in the maze, I felt like I was retelling a dream. The whole thing was a hazy occurrence stuck on replay in my brain. I was in the maze, bumping through the closely planted rows over a dirt path, looking for clues to the riddle that was part of the maze’s game. The clues were puzzle stations set up in many of the tiny clearings and along larger aisles. If you solved the puzzle, it gave you a clue to plug into the riddle sheet they gave you when you entered the maze. If you got them all correct, you won a pumpkin. I didn’t care about the pumpkin, but I do like puzzles and was enjoying the novelty of my first corn maze. It also kept my brain from being trapped in a neurotic spooling loop about my mother. 

				When I didn’t locate Grace Littlejohn among the food booths, I’d decided to check out the maze before the clouds overhead did more than threaten—and before I ate three or four more deep-fried Twinkies. One of the greasy, sweet, and yummy concoctions had been enough. Returning to my car, I stashed my bulky bag in the trunk and walked down to the corn maze. After taking in the maze, I figured I would do another turn through the food section, providing I hadn’t successfully talked myself out of it.

				When I first entered the maze, an attendant gave me the riddle sheet and a tall, skinny pole with a stiff numbered pennant attached to the top. The teenage girl who got me started explained that the flag helped control how many people were in the maze at one time and also served to locate folks who might get lost. If I got lost or tired and wanted someone to help me out of the maze, the pretty, freckle-faced girl advised with a toothy smile, all I had to do was raise the flag and start waving it above the corn. A spotter posted on a wooden tower just above the field would see it and send help. If the low number on my flag was any indication, the maze wasn’t very busy yet.

				As I explained to the police, I was stopped in a small cleared circle, trying to solve one of the puzzles, when I heard screams nearby. As quickly as possible, I dashed through the maze, taking a zigzag path towards the noise. I wasn’t the first to arrive. Ahead of me was a woman with a boy and a young couple. I’d met the couple at breakfast that morning at the B & B. Their names were Ollie and Abby. Like me, they were from California. The two of them were taking an uncharted road trip through New England.

				Ollie was tall and slim. He wore wire-frame glasses, khaki shorts, and a Heroes tee shirt. Abby was shorter but just as slim. She was dressed in denim shorts and a bright blue tee shirt. On her head was a UCLA cap with her long brown hair pulled through the back. She was burrowed into Ollie’s side, crying, as he put a call through to 911 on his cell phone.

				The woman with the boy had been the one who’d screamed. And she was still screaming. The boy, who looked to be around twelve years old, resembled a startled meercat as he stood at attention and stared with wide eyes into a small patch of crushed cornstalks. It was here, among flattened cornstalks, that a body lay on its back with a woman hovering over it.

				I turned the kid away from the macabre scene. “Here,” I said, thrusting my flagpole into his hands, “lift this up and wave it around really fast. That will bring help.” After a slight hesitation, he grabbed the pole and did as I asked, though he seemed listless about the task. 

				I turned to the woman. “This your son?” She was white as a sheet.

				“Nephew. I have to get him out of here.” Her voice rose with each word into a building shriek.

				“Help should be here soon,” I told her, trying to calm her down. 

				Indeed, people were heading towards us. The corn bordering the aisle gave way to the crush of a dozen looky-loos, all with their own flags. The stalks of corn bent with a loud rustling and cracking as the arteries of the maze filled with people pushing forward to get a gander at what was causing the fuss. 

				The maze had opened at noon. The girl at the entrance had said people usually visited the maze after they took in the fair, leaving the earlier hours less crowded. By late afternoon, she’d said, there would be people waiting for their turns through the field. Considering there was a corpse in the corn, I was very glad the maze was sparsely populated. I turned from the crowd and faced the problem at hand. 

				The murder weapon was obvious. A flagpole, broken in half, had skewered the man like a hunk of shish kebob. A bright red flag bearing the number one was stuck into his chest and stood straight up as if heralding the first hole on a golf course. Kneeling beside the man was an elderly woman. It didn’t take me long to place where I’d last seen her. As soon as recognition set in, my knees wobbled and the deep-fried Twinkie and corn dog in my gut did synchronized flip-flops. 

				I moved closer.

				My eyes bugged out of my head as my dry mouth tried to wrap itself around my next word, a word as uncomfortable as chewing nails. “Mom?” 

				Even above the pandemonium, the woman heard my voice. She looked up. When she did, it was her turn to go bug-eyed and pale. She stared at me as if I were a ghost, totally forgetting that a dead man was stretched out in front of her, and his blood was on her hands. Forgetting, too, that we were surrounded by acres of tall, claustrophobic corn on a humid September day in rural Massachusetts. My long-lost mother looked at me as if I were something from another world—something fearful that had come to snatch her soul.

				Maybe I was. 

				And maybe being a corpse magnet is genetic.

				Ollie stepped forward with caution and checked the speared body for life. After placing his hand against the victim’s neck, he shook his head slowly at the small crowd and returned to Abby’s side. She leaned once again into his embrace and turned her head away from the scene. 

				Although she’d made no move towards Ollie as he checked the body, no one approached my mother. Unsure of whether or not she was the killer or just someone who had happened upon the body amongst the corn, everyone played it safe. Even I didn’t move any closer than where I was at the front of the pack, but my inertia wasn’t out of fear of harm, it was out of shock. I had planned on meeting my mother quietly, hoping to stem the surprise to both of us with some dignity.

				Well, that ship had sailed.

				I bit the inside of my lower lip. Greg was right: I should have called ahead. 

				A siren could be heard in the distance, its whine gaining in intensity like a hurricane hitting land as it got closer to the farm. Then it stopped short, like a voice cut off in mid-sentence. Soon authorities pushed through the crowd, ordering people to make room. 

				“Mom?”

				This time, the word didn’t come from me.
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				“Greg, are you sitting down?”

				“I’m always sitting down.” He laughed.

				I was back in my room at the Maple Tree Bed and Breakfast, sitting in a comfortable reading chair in a corner by an open window. There were two chairs, perfect for a little quiet time for a visiting couple.

				From my second-story room, I had a lovely view of a meadow bisected by a meandering country road. Lining the road and dotting the landscape were beautiful trees, their green leaves tinged with red, orange, and gold. In a few weeks, they would be ablaze with full-blown fall colors. I had been sitting there quite a while, cell phone in hand, dreading making the call I knew I had to make. The sooner the better, I told myself. Like yanking a Band-Aid off a boo-boo, it would be unpleasant but unavoidable, so just get on with it.

				It had been a few hours since I’d found my mother perched over a dead body in the corn maze. Once the authorities arrived, we’d been herded out of the maze and into an area containing a half dozen or so picnic tables. As soon as other officers arrived, we were efficiently divided up and our statements taken. Because we were the first to stumble across the murder scene, they held me, along with the couple from California and the young woman and her nephew, the longest.

				The picnic tables were under a tent, and good thing. Halfway through giving my statement for the second time, it started to rain. It wasn’t a cool, refreshing rain, but a short shower that only succeeded in making everything wet and the air thicker and stickier. I wasn’t used to this type of humidity. My clothing stuck to me, and my hair was limp and lifeless. Between the cloying air and the stress of seeing my mother, not to mention a dead man, I felt like I was breathing inside a balloon. The young officer taking my statement noticed my distress and brought me a cool drink.

				Besides the body, Grace Littlejohn was the last one brought out of the maze. Guiding her was the man who’d called her Mom. He was tall, slim, and blond, probably in his mid-thirties. He wore a police uniform. While in the maze, I’d looked him over and spotted a name tag that read Littlejohn.

				My mother was thicker in build than I remembered. Her hair was white, worn short with a tight perm. She was dressed in navy blue slacks and a pale green tee shirt embroidered with small blue flowers. Blood stained the front of her shirt. 

				A couple of news trucks had appeared on the scene. Not a swarm like I was used to seeing in California, but enough to let me know that the murder was huge local news. Two reporters with microphones shouted questions at my mother and the cop as they passed. Officer Littlejohn whispered something into my mother’s ear. She shifted her head down, away from the news cameras and reporters, as she was taken from the maze directly to a waiting police car. She was not handcuffed. Along the way, she passed those of us being questioned at the picnic tables. Only when she was near me did she look up. Her eyes latched onto my own and held, but she made no move to initiate further contact. I was sure she knew who I was, but circumstances were hardly conducive to a family reunion. 

				A few steps behind my mother was another cop escorting a young man. He was cuffed. He was tall and lanky and looked like he was in his late teens or early twenties. He wore the same shirts as the other kids who worked the maze—tee shirts printed with the farm name. His head lolled on his long neck and he displayed a goofy grin as he scuffled to another waiting police car. I didn’t recall seeing him before, either in the maze or before I entered it. But being cuffed as he was made me think he was a suspect in the killing. 

				“What’s up, sweetheart? Didn’t the meeting go well?”

				I struggled to find the right words to say. Greg was going to hit the roof when he found out I’d stumbled upon another body.

				“Oh, don’t tell me,” he continued, his voice sounding disappointed. “Grace Littlejohn isn’t your mother after all. The trip was just a wild goose chase.”

				I wish.

				I cleared my throat. “No, Grace Littlejohn is definitely my mother. I recognized her right away.”

				“Did you speak with her?”

				“Yes.” One word constitutes speaking, doesn’t it? I mean, he didn’t ask me to quantify my speech.

				When I paused again, Greg cut to the chase. “Just spill it, Odelia. I know you too well. Whenever you have something unsavory to say, you either babble uncontrollably about nothing or clam up. There’s no middle of the road with you. Just tell me what happened.”

				“Okay, Greg, here’s the thing.” 

				I took a deep breath of humid New England air through the open window. It smelled fresh and earthy.

				“I did find my mother. I did speak to her, and she saw and heard me. She even recognized me.”

				“And what did she say?”

				“Um, nothing. It was an inconvenient time for her.”

				“Quit stalling, Odelia. You know it drives me nuts.” 

				“Okay.” I took another deep breath and shut my eyes tight, as if I were heading into a tunnel on a scary amusement ride. “At the time I found her, she was hovering over a … um … a…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. 

				After a very long stretch of silence, Greg started to talk in a steady, firm voice—the voice he uses when he’s desperately fighting to maintain control. “Odelia Grey Stevens, please tell me the next words you’re about to say are not dead body.”

				I said nothing.

				“Damn it, Odelia. If this is a joke, I am not amused.”

				“It’s no joke, Greg.” He wasn’t the only one getting hot under the collar. “And don’t get mad at me. It’s not like I arranged the whole situation just to annoy you. Believe me, if I’d known this was going to happen, I’d have stayed in California. In fact, it wasn’t even my idea to come here in the first place, was it?” I took a deep breath. “And don’t you even dare bring up the fact that I should’ve called first.”

				There was another long pause while the two of us retired to our respective emotional corners. Greg spoke first. 

				“Tell me what happened. And don’t spare the details.”

				I brought Greg up to speed on everything, including the fact that someone else, one of the police officers, had called Grace Littlejohn Mom.

				“Where are you now?”

				“At the B & B.”

				“Why does this keep happening to you, Odelia?”

				“Wish I knew. Maybe it’s some curse we can have exorcised when I get home.”

				We fell into another uncomfortable silence, and once again Greg was the one to speak first.

				“I want you on a plane home as soon as possible, Odelia. I don’t want you mixed up in anything where I can’t protect you.”

				“I’m not mixed up in anything, Greg. But I do need to make sure my mother is all right. Now that I’ve found her, it hardly seems right to just dump everything and run home, especially since she knows I’m here.”

				“This morning you were begging to come home.”

				“This morning I hadn’t seen my mother bent over a body with blood on her hands.”

				“Do you think she killed him?”

				I was about to say I didn’t know but upgraded it after a quick spin through my brain. “No, I don’t. At least not on her own. Since I don’t know my mother very well, I can’t speak for her mindset, but I doubt an elderly woman could have overpowered and killed a man that way. He wasn’t young, but he wasn’t old either. It took strength to do that. Then there’s also the guy they took away in cuffs. He seems to be the most likely candidate.”

				“So you think Grace just stumbled across the body? Hmm, maybe it’s a family trait.” His sarcasm was crystal clear.

				“Maybe. Except one thing is bothering me. My mother was supposed to be managing the food booths across the street from the corn field. It was lunchtime, and the food booths were busy. What was she doing wandering the maze when she was needed at the booths?”

				“You’re getting involved, Odelia. Just put your brain in park and get your backside on a plane home. Let your brother handle this.”

				My brother? Like a karate kick to my head, the implications of that officer calling Grace Littlejohn Mom hit me. If he was her son, then I had a brother—a brother I knew nothing about. Did he know about me?

				“I can’t, Greg. Not now. Please understand. What if it had been your mother?”

				Greg let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “You really think my mother would even go into a corn field?”

				Greg’s mother, Renee Stevens, was the picture of gracious living. Lovely, relaxed, and always a lady, she never had a hair out of place, not even during harried holiday dinners. Greg’s father, Ronald, doted on her, as did her three children. But she also had a core of steel and a generous heart that I’d seen in few others. Renee had been her son’s biggest champion and strongest advocate following the tragic accident that had put him in a wheelchair when he was just thirteen. And it had been Renee who’d drummed into Greg’s head that he could do and be anything he wanted in life, wheelchair or no wheelchair. 

				Renee Stevens would never hike through a corn field or tackle a corn maze by choice, but put a loved one in trouble in the middle of it and she would take a machete to every stalk until she reached them. I loved my mother-in-law to pieces.

				“Forget the corn maze, Greg. But if your mother were in trouble, wouldn’t you want to help?”

				“Of course I would, but when you help, you damn near get yourself killed.” He paused long enough for me to almost hear the wheels grinding in that handsome head of his. “Okay, Odelia, if you won’t come home, then I’m coming out there.”

				“There’s no need, Greg. And you’re so busy this weekend at the shop.” Through the phone, I heard the clickety-clack of a keyboard being punched.

				“There’s a nonstop redeye into Boston. I can take care of work and then grab that.”

				“No, Greg. I’m fine.” But he wasn’t listening.

				“Not as convenient as Hartford, but at least it’s nonstop.”

				“Don’t come, Greg.”

				“Could you find your way to Logan Airport?”

				“I can find my way anywhere except out of this loopy conversation.”

				Silence on the other end. 

				“There is no need for you to come here, Greg. I’m going to see my mother, check in with my newfound brother, and see what’s going on. I’ll be back in California Monday night, as planned.”

				There were several deep sighs on the other end. I knew that sound. It was the sound of surrender. The sound of Greg understanding that I wasn’t going to budge on the topic.

				“Okay,” he finally said, “stay if you like. Just be on that plane heading home on Monday and call me regularly. And let the police handle the murder investigation. Just meet and visit with your mother. Make sure she’s okay, but that’s it. And if you get the urge to come home early, give in to it. You understand?”

				It was agreed that I would continue with my plan to meet my mother. Since I also wanted to meet Officer Littlejohn, I could kill two birds with one stone and also find out about her involvement in the murder. But, I assured Greg, that would be it. I’d always wanted a bigger family, body or no body gumming up the works. He understood that.

				“You know, sweetheart,” he said, just as we were saying goodbye, “I’m wishing right now you’d made that trek to the Ben & Jerry’s factory.”

				I laughed. Greg didn’t.

				After the call, I took a quick shower and put on fresh clothes—jeans and a simple white camp shirt. My plan was to head over to the police station. It was late afternoon. By now, my mother would either be in a cell or released after being questioned. I was hoping to speak with Officer Littlejohn. I didn’t care if he knew about me or not; I was going to make myself known.

				The B & B kept a small guest pantry just off the kitchen. There they had hot coffee, as well as bottled water, cookies, and fresh fruit for their lodgers. It had been hours since I’d eaten that greasy fair food, and I needed something healthy. I grabbed a bottle of water and a banana to stave off my hunger until after my visit to the police. Just as I was leaving, I ran into the young couple from California as they were coming in. They stopped me.

				“Wow,” said Abby. “Can you believe this? I mean, in LA maybe, but here?” She removed her ball cap and shook out her long brown hair. Her face was pale with fatigue.

				“We just came back from the police station,” said Ollie. “By the way, I’m Oliver Grigsby, and this is my fiancée, Abigail Wong. I don’t believe we were properly introduced at breakfast this morning.” I gave them my name, and we shook hands. 

				“You’ve been there, at the police station, all this time?” I asked, surprised.

				He shook his head. “Not all of it. Several news people were hounding us at the farm, so we just took off. We ended up driving around, finally stopping at this little diner for a late lunch.”

				“Not that we had much of an appetite,” Abby added. 

				“That’s for sure.” Ollie put a protective arm around Abby. “We were on our way back here when the police called us on my cell and asked us to stop by the station. This time we were questioned by detectives from some state-level unit—Sea Pac or something like that. Pretty much the same questions we were asked back at the maze.”

				“You weren’t asked anything new?”

				Abby and Ollie looked at each other several moments before answering.

				“Actually,” Abby finally answered, looking like she’d rather skip the information, “right before we left, the chief of police asked to see us in private.”

				“In private? That’s rather odd, isn’t it, considering a state agency is now involved?”

				Again, the couple exchanged glances before Abby continued. “Chief Littlejohn asked us specifically about you.”
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