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Chapter One

	 

	The waiting room’s hushed quiet had me on edge, scent of chemical cleaner and heavy air making me squirm. Or maybe that was the pressure on my bladder the nugget kept shifting just when I thought I had a comfortable position? Crew looked up from the magazine he was pretending to read, blue eyes locking on mine, concern showing. As adorable as it was that he worried, I was getting a little tired of his constant monitoring.

	“I’m fine,” I whispered despite the fact there wasn’t any reason to, the few others waiting while the receptionist behind the desk spoke quietly into the phone hardly reason to keep my voice down. What was it about hospitals and doctor’s offices that always had me lowering my volume?

	He nodded, gaze falling to the swell of my belly where both of my hands had settled, a faint smile pulling at his full mouth, handsome face lighting up as it always did when he looked at me. Well, at the bambino, at least. I shifted again, one hip aching slightly, my need to run to the washroom prodding me, though I wasn’t willing to give in to it just yet, thanks, since I’d already been twice at home and stopped on my waddling way here. My attempt to ease the dull throb in my hip only managed to twinge the spot in my lower back that kept me up last night.

	Anyone who said being pregnant was a cakewalk was asking for a punch in the face. And the next person who told me I was glowing?

	Just test me.

	The fact I still had two months to go before the critter I was creating came out? Horrified me when I let myself think about it. I glanced sideways at the young woman down the row, her own protruding belly softly rounded and graceful only making me grit my teeth in frustration. She made pregnancy look delicate, adorable. My physique leaned toward the ponderously bovine, thank you, with a dash of the pachydermically challenged thrown in for good measure.

	I wasn’t going to make it to December.

	The cupcake shifted around inside me, what felt like a foot or fist pressing into my resting palm. In that instant, all of my complaining went away as I reached for Crew’s hand and settled it over the protruding bump. Just in time, too, because his eyes lit up as MiniFee carried on their wombnastics in a stretching and energetic rollover that had me breathless and thinking of movies about aliens.

	Crew beamed at me, leaning in to kiss my cheek while the pumpkin seed settled again. I smiled in return, the emotional overwash of joy mixed with a healthy dose of anxiety triggering tears and a thickening in my throat. He left his hand where it was despite the sausage’s return to a more sedate state, his touch comforting and a reminder of why I was doing this in the first place.

	He’d been good to his word when he promised me that he was coming home to support me. July, August and September had passed with my husband in our local office, taking over my field work while the rest of the team filled in the gap his return to Reading had left. And while I’d volunteered to retreat from field work for the duration of my pregnancy, I have to admit my days spent researching for the others were weighing on me as much as the kidlet in my tummy.

	Speaking of which, my phone hummed, the text from my bestie, Daisy Bruce, only triggering my emotional state all over again. Thanks for the info on the tax company, she sent. Nelson’s delighted to have leverage against them. It hadn’t been all that hard to uncover some serious allegations against the accountants he’d been considering shifting some of his business to, so her praise felt flat despite the fact she meant it one hundred percent, like always. You’re the best. Hope your ultrasound is awesome! Send pix!

	I sighed as I set my phone on my lap and did my best not to feel bitter. Because Crew’s return had signaled another big change. I’d lost my best friend to the Montpelier office and then to Miami as my very own Daisy was poached utterly and completely by none other than Nelson Delamonte.

	Not that I begrudged her that success. Day deserved to find her happiness, had been through enough, thank you, only to finally be hitting her own stride. I was proud of her, of course, I was. But I was also pregnant and my best friend and sister from another mister wasn’t here.

	My protruding peach wasn’t going to be the only crybaby in the family.

	“Ms. Fleming? Mr. Turner?” I immediately looked up at my name being called, Crew standing and taking my hand, helping me to my feet. Honestly, did every pregnant woman feel this awkward? My center of gravity would never be the same, I was sure of it. I puffed a little as I steadied myself and frowned at the pain that shot down my right leg as my lower back tweaked again but did my best not to show it. I’d learned that complaining made Crew overly protective and I just wasn’t in the mood for him treating me like I might fall apart at any second.

	Even though I worried that might be the case.

	“I’m so sorry,” the receptionist told us as we joined her at the counter, a cute little pumpkin cutout grinning up at me, her pencil holder a waving scarecrow. There were still several weeks to Halloween, but even the staff in this rather serious place made an effort. “The ultrasound technician had a family emergency and had to leave. Dr. Aberstock will make you a new appointment, hopefully in the next few days.”

	“No problem.” Crew turned to me, one hand holding mine, the other at the small of my back. “Ready to go?”

	I nodded, offering a little grimace smile to the woman, allowing my husband to guide me, feeling more and more like a giant cargo ship being nudged by a tugboat and trying not to be cranky about the cancelation. After all, we’d just had a scan due to my age and Dr. Aberstock’s protectiveness. And yes, I admit my grumpy demeanor about being back a week later for another wasn’t solely based on being put out. No, it was the fact that Dr. Aberstock wanted another one so soon that had my mind whispering worries to me about what he’d seen—or not seen—in the previous one that had me disguising terror something was wrong with temper.

	We reached the elevator, Crew tapping the button down, when my phone buzzed and, distracted, I checked it without looking at the number. Only to flinch as I read the nasty words scrawled across my screen.

	Something’s wrong with the baby, my secret tormentor sent. And it’s your fault.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Two

	 

	Most of the time, I did my best not to let the messages get to me. I’d decided to wait out my nasty little friend and not respond. That choice had been one of the hardest things I’d ever done, let me tell you. My redheaded temper hadn’t improved with the onset of pending birth, either, so despite my teeth gritting and deleting of the offensive texts that came every other day or so, I’d convinced myself whoever it was would tire of their activity and eventually quit.

	I might have had a short fuse, but stubborn? No one did stubborn like Fiona Freaking Fleming.

	This was taking the jerk bar really low, though. I mean, you want a piece of me? Come at me, bro. But leave my baby out of it. Still, whoever it was hadn’t taken things past the nasty message stage and, in all honesty, sticks and stones, right? Except as I mashed my thumb on the delete icon while protectively shielding my belly with my free hand, I have to admit I was at the breaking point with my plan. If only my attempts to block the anonymous number(s) would finally work already. Either my enemy had access to a lot of burner phones, or they’d found a way around traditional blocking technology. Regardless of the truth, I was going to have to do something more permanent about the messages, it seemed, before the baby came.

	I glanced up as the elevator door opened, Crew guiding me through the doors, guilt warring with the need to vent. No, I hadn’t told him and didn’t plan on it. In fact, I’d intended to tell Daisy, but now that she wasn’t around it felt like I was dealing with the situation alone. Yes, my fault, I got that, without a doubt. But if I thought Crew was protective now… one read of the messages, and he’d lose his mind. Bad enough I’d already relegated myself to desk duty for the foreseeable future. No way was I giving my handsome husband a reason to lock me away from the world until our precious cargo made a permanent appearance.

	Scowling at my phone didn’t help. I’d considered changing my phone number, but that would mean coming up with some kind of excuse to tell Crew and I just didn’t have the energy to deal with it. Besides, maybe something good (or at least useful) could come from the attacks? Yes, I was deleting the messages, but the contacts were being logged, so if I did manage to find tech to track the sender at some point, look the heck out.

	That possibility kept me warm at night.

	Sour mood or not, Crew didn’t seem to notice and as we exited the elevator on the main floor, stepping out into the hospital lobby, the sight of a perky and smiling young woman heading our way had my angst softening enough I accepted the warm hug from Dr. Penny Keene before she gently patted my tummy. She’d asked permission over a month ago and I’d granted it, shocked at how many people thought they had the right to just touch my bump without checking in. Leave it to Penny to make sure she didn’t step out of line, the county’s newest ME beaming as she then turned to hug Crew.

	“Lloyd told me you were here again,” she said, looking back and forth between us. “Everything okay?”

	“Our ultrasound was canceled.” Yup, there was the bitter sullenness I was becoming known for.

	“I’m sorry,” her face immediately fell, triggering my guilt for another reason.

	“It’s fine,” I waved off my previous statement while shifting my weight from one foot to the other, unable to stop my right hand from creeping around behind me to press to the small of my aching back. “Just a precaution, I guess.” Or was it more than that? Dr. Aberstock was taking my request to watch over me and the beebes very seriously, but was another scan really necessary? I needed to stop panicking every time I thought about it. “I hear you took on your first solo case last week.”

	Penny bobbed a nod, dimpled smile returning as her shiny blonde ponytail danced its coordinated response over the white collar of her lab coat. “I guess this means I’m a grown up after all.” Her laugh had a faint trill of nerves to it, but she seemed happy enough. I’d been worried about her and our resident BCI detective. Their relationship had hit a rocky patch in July with the arrival of her former fiancé, Sgt. Kenny Wisner, but she’d since sent him packing and seemed content to carry on dating Rowan Mallory, so hopefully I didn’t have anything to be concerned about. And yes, I was well aware their relationship wasn’t any of my business, but I adored them both and I was hormonal.

	Being pregnant excused a lot of sins.

	“I’ll see you both at the pep rally tomorrow?” Penny eye rolled as I groaned a little. “I can’t believe you don’t love football.”

	I shrugged at the reminder I’d agreed to help my mother support our local high school team. “Boys and balls and violence,” I said, prodding my husband who grinned. “I’ll never understand it.”

	“And beer,” Crew reminded me. “And lots of yelling.”

	Penny laughed. “Maybe it’s for the best you’re not a fan,” she said, eyeing my belly. “The baby might come early if you get too riled up. You’re sure you have two months to go?” She shook her head with another grin, not knowing her words made my stomach plummet and then churn with renewed anxiety. She was a doctor. She’d know if I was too big. Was there something wrong after all? I had to remind myself as I jerked hard on the coattails of my panic that Penny was a medical examiner, that she dealt with the dead, not the morbidly pregnant.

	Except thinking about death only made things worse, didn’t it?

	At least I did a good job hiding my anxiety because neither Crew nor Penny seemed to notice, my friend parting ways with another hug for each of us before my husband led the way to our SUV. He made sure I was as comfortable as I could manage and pinned down with the new specialty seatbelt positioner that he’d brought home a month ago before closing my door and circling to take his own place behind the wheel. I wasn’t useless, thanks, but he seemed to think I was, only reinforcing my decision to keep him in the dark about the texts.

	The drive home turned into a front seat karaoke contest as our favorite song came over the radio and I was smiling as we turned off the highway and into town. Mayor Olivia Walker had gone all-out with the decorating this year, every lamp post hosting lights and spooky creations, the parking meters dressed up as various witches, ghosts and black cats. She’d even had the street in front of town hall painted in sparkly orange with BOO! written through it in black. This time next year I’d have a pumpkin of my own to deck out in a costume and carry door-to-door in the cool, fall evening, an idea that appealed to me greatly.

	Except, as I passed the Happy Halloween! banner that had been strung over Main Street, I caught myself scowling. After all, it wasn’t Olivia who’d enacted the décor, was it? No, it was her newest hire, Karla Jensen. The woman was supposed to be the town’s event planner, but she seemed to be wheedling her way deeper and deeper into the mayor’s good graces. The fact Karla couldn’t stand me? Had her at the top of my crap list and first in line for the identity of the mystery texter. Not that I had proof, but we’d head-butted sufficiently since July I did my best to skirt her and she the same for me.

	Way to ruin my attempt at a good mood with curmudgeonness.

	“Did Olivia mention her plan to hire a chief of police?” Crew interrupted my reverie as we passed the sheriff’s office where both he and I had once been employed as keepers of Reading’s peace. And while my stint as sheriff hadn’t lasted very long, I still felt a certain fondness for the place that had me shrugging.

	“She’s been wanting to send Rowan and the state police packing for a while now,” I said. “But why not just another sheriff?”

	“Image,” Crew said in his deep, warm voice, turning at the end of the street and pulling into our driveway, the foursquare’s front door adorned with a festive haunted wreath, the carved pumpkin he’d deposited on the top step grinning its maniacal welcome at us. “Too many bad memories attached to that title. And a chief can be under her full control. Town council always had the right to revert the sheriff post to being an elected position which I hear they’ve suggested, considering.” I guess I didn’t blame them. “Chiefs don’t have that luxury.”

	I thought about it as he exited the SUV and came to my door. Oh, trust me, I’d have exited on my own recognizance if I thought he’d let me get away with it. But I’d learned in the last few months my husband’s expression would transform from loving adoration and care to hurt and regret if I didn’t allow him the privilege. I really was a lucky woman. Cranky, but lucky.

	“Rowan doesn’t seem all that worried about it,” I said, stepping down as Crew’s strong hands supported me. One of my knees buckled just a bit and I was finally as grateful as I should have been to have him there. He steadied me while I composed myself. “I think he’s sick of cleaning up after us.”

	“You mean, he’s sick of you finding dead people.” Crew laughed at that while I wrinkled my nose at him and leaned into him as he let me find my balance. Whew, I really was kind of winded. Maybe Dr. Aberstock was right to be cautious. How was I going to make it eight more weeks again? “Sorry, Fee. I know it’s not funny.”

	I was used to being the brunt of that particular joke, so it didn’t hurt all that much. “Are you thinking about taking the job?” He’d earned that dig. Crew’s choice to leave the FBI for the Reading sheriff’s badge that led him to abandoning law enforcement for private detection had seen my husband evolve from strait-laced, by the book, intensity to a more relaxed and intuitive professional who loved what he did so much the idea of seeing him in uniform again seemed laughable.

	“I thought you might take it,” he said with a breezy grin. “You’re always in the middle of everything anyway.”

	Smartypants husband. I didn’t get to respond to his attempt at being funny (yeah, Crew, ha ha, honey). Mom popped out the front door of The Iris and waved to us before we made it to the steps, the wriggling form of our pug puppy, Petunia the Fifth, clutched against her chest as she called out.

	“Come get lunch, you two!” She disappeared back inside before we could respond. My stomach growled, ending any debate that might have come up anyway, Crew laughing at the sound even as his echoed mine.

	That made me giggle and lifted the gray pall from inside me. Grinning together, my husband helped me waddle my way down the sidewalk, sun beaming down on us as the scent of fall wafted on the light breeze that seemed to wash my troubles away with a gentle caress.

	Two more months? With Crew at my side, I could manage anything.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Three

	 

	Mom waved us into the kitchen as Crew and I arrived, the bouncing bundle at my feet greeting me with her cinnamon bun tail wiggling and tiny yips of happiness elevating my mood even further. My husband bent and picked Petunia up, since such an act was mostly impossible for me at this point, depositing the vibrating pug into my arms. She immediately snorted in my face before diving in for licks and love, a meowing yawn following. The sound was so familiar I had to catch my breath, that much adored mirrored into the younger version of my previous Petunia still stirring my emotions.

	“She’s been the belle of the ball,” Mom said, gesturing for me to follow her, hands full with her own burden as she led us all into the small dining room off the main one she’d set up for just this purpose. I settled Petunia on my knee when I sat (since my lap had its own occupant), knowing any attempt to help set up lunch would be rejected outright and with assurances the others could handle things. Not that being pregnant was making me feel useless or anything. And I didn’t really have anything to complain about, did I? Most people would love to be waited on hand and foot by their loved ones, in the family way or not.

	Except all this coddling really was getting to me.

	I kissed Petunia before Crew took her and placed her on her fluffy bed in the corner. Like that was going to end well. She immediately hopped off and followed him to his chair, forcing him to repeat the journey three more times. I was surprised when she did finally stay put, but only, I think, out of puppy weariness because she spun in a circle and dropped like a rock, closing her eyes and snoring almost immediately. Hilarious really how four adults could sit and watch a sleeping furchild for almost a full minute before shaking free of the spell she’d cast over us in her utter cuteness.

	“Thanks for babysitting, Mom,” I said, shaking my napkin over the round of my belly, already well-versed in the fact I’d be dropping food on the curve of my tummy rather than what was left of my lap. “I don’t mind taking her to daycare, but it means a lot to me she’ll have the same experiences as the other Petunias.” Grandmother Iris had been the original owner of the first four, and always made sure they were well socialized through her business.

	“Everyone loves her,” Mom gushed. “Don’t worry a minute about it.”

	“You’re not feeding her any scraps, right?” I cast a worried look the puppy’s way. She’d rolled over on her back, now twitching and yipping softly as her paws scrabbled at the empty air. She either caught whatever she was chasing, or her dream shifted because she sighed with a deep groan before rolling over again. Amazing how much bigger she’d become in the last few months since Crew brought her home. And yet, I was determined she would not suffer the same issues as my last Petunia. No portly, farty, begging pug for me, thank you. Not this time. I wanted her in my life as long as possible.

	“We’re behaving,” Mom said, jabbing Dad. “Right, John?”

	My father grinned at me. “You do realize Mom had the same intention with every one of hers, right?” He chuckled as he glanced back at the puppy, now sleeping soundly and quietly in the beam of sunlight coming through the window to light her in angelic illumination. “She’s a Petunia, Fee. She’ll do as she pleases.”

	She was right about that.

	“You’re sure you have time to help me tomorrow, sweetheart?” Mom doled out a helping of lasagna and handed it to Dad who passed it to me, the next plate landing with Crew before Mom gave my father his. Of course, she was the last served, and a portion half the size of mine while I struggled with the idea that she was fattening me up. Yes, I was eating for two, but not two sumo wrestlers, thanks. “I don’t want you to exert yourself too much.”

	Yup, done with the protectiveness, thanks. “I’ll be there,” I told her a little more firmly than I’d intended, smoothing out the startled look she gave me with an apologetic smile. “I need to do something, Mom. I’m going a bit nuts at the office.”

	Crew reached over and squeezed my hand. “Just two more months,” he said.

	Except it wasn’t going to be, was it? Having the baby was just the beginning. I cleared my throat and didn’t reply, wondering where this weird sense of being trapped had come from all of a sudden. But was it sudden? I ran one hand over my belly while Dad complimented Mom on lunch, the discomfort in the room a tension I’d created.

	“I can use all the help I can get.” I met my mother’s green eyes, the ones that matched my own, and had to swallow hard from the compassion there. “Though, I really hope you’re not bored. I know you don’t like football.”

	“I won’t be playing,” I said. “Honestly, Mom, whatever you need.” I took a bite of my pasta, realizing I was starving and already forking in another portion before I forced myself to slow down. “Remind me what the big deal is, again?”

	Dad chuckled while Crew pretended to gasp.

	“Fiona Fleming,” my husband said. “It’s the big game.”

	“Uh-huh,” I said. “Sounds thrilling.” Hey, Fee. Shift your attitude already. I sat up a bit straighter and smiled at Crew. “Someone said something about college scouts?”

	“Two of this year’s players are exceptional,” Mom gushed, not giving my husband time to respond. “It’s so exciting, Fee, for them and for Reading High.”

	Considering she was the previous principal of said high school, I could understand her pride, even by proxy. She’d had her own star player back in the day, though Skip Anderson’s career hadn’t ended in a way anyone would have wanted, but that was an old story I didn’t want to bring up again. “Good for them,” I said. “Anyone I should know?”

	“You remember Donald Courtney.” I did. He’d been Mom’s vice principal when she worked there. I recalled he was far too into athletics and the old boys club than was comfortable for a teenage girl at the time I attended Reading High, but whatever. “His son, Bryson, is team captain and their quarterback. And his best friend, Miranda Murphy’s son, Shayle, is Left Tackle.” Whatever that meant. Maybe I should have been more interested, but I really couldn’t muster much enthusiasm, letting her carry on without interrupting. “They’ve been best friends forever. It’s so lovely they’re going to succeed together.”

	“Don’t count the scholarship money before the paperwork’s signed, Lucy,” Dad said, but his blue eyes were twinkling and his energy seemed high, too. “They’re playing Crombie High, and they have a solid team.”

	“Their halfbacks needs throwing lessons,” Mom growled.

	“And their defensive line can’t stop a quarterback to save their souls,” Crew said.

	I was now sorry I asked, though the three carried on in footballspeak for several minutes while I inhaled the remains of my meal. If any of them noticed I’d fallen quiet, they didn’t say. Despite their good spirits, I found myself retreating further into myself, hugging Mom and Dad both before Crew harnessed up Petunia and handed me her leash. The short walk to the Fleming Investigations office felt like I was plodding to my doom, though apparently, I did a good job hiding it because within minutes of arriving and greeting the beaming Kit Somersby, my husband and the cheerily waving PI in training were out the door, heads down and talking a case while I stared moodily at my waiting desk.

	There was a time I delighted in coming here to the office, to sitting behind the gorgeous cherry wood, to digging into the job I’d fallen into (and fallen in love with) to the point I admit to being a bit obsessed. Now? The idea of spending another afternoon alone in the quiet under the buzzing florescent lights doing other people’s research had me ready to scream.

	“I might has well have quit.” Petunia looked up at me, head tilted, her black velvet ears perked, squish face dear to me already. She did an awkward scratch at her cheek with one wobbly back foot but never took her gaze from me. “Okay, give me a minute to feel sorry for myself, sweet girl.” I inhaled, pushing back from my desk, scowling at the fact I couldn’t see my feet or my future for the baby bump in the way. “I love you, kid,” I said, hands settling on the roundness that had taken over my life. “I really, really do. But I love my life, too. Or the one I had. It feels like I was only just hitting my stride.” I sighed deeply, rubbing at a tension headache that had started over my left eye. “I can do this for a few more months. And.” Decision time. I nodded to Petunia who let out a soft whine of concern. “I’ll take three months off when the baby comes and then I’m back to work. Field duty. Active cases. No more research pony. Lots of women do it.”

	And, the voice in my head whispered, the one that didn’t let me away with anything at all, what if…?

	“No what ifs,” I said out loud, pulling myself into position behind my keyboard, chin lifting, shoulders square. “We deal with what comes as it comes.” Petunia curled up on her bed under my desk, sighing and closing her eyes. “Exactly,” I said. “I’m excited to be a mom.” That was total truth. Every time I let myself really sink into what I was doing, who I was growing, happiness won. Every single time. “I just don’t want to lose myself.” There was the crux of it, wasn’t it? I’d spent ten years working jobs I hated because of Dad and all the complicated circumstances that came with growing up Fleming in Reading. And even evolving into the detective I knew I was meant to be had been a giant uphill battle I’d finally won. Giving up that victory felt like I was losing myself again.

	Who was I going to be when this was all said and done?

	“Fiona Fleming,” I whispered into the quiet office. “That will never change.”

	Okay then. Pep talk complete for the moment (but far from over), I dug into the seemingly endless requests coming in from the rest of the team, spending the afternoon online and on calls with various organizations and individuals, doing the job I loved to the best of my ability, even if that meant backing up my team instead of being the one making asks for information.

	By the time I closed my laptop and pushed back from my desk for the last time that day (endless trips to the bathroom meant this was a common motion), I felt a little better about the choice I’d made. It came in waves, this sense of loss of identity and I was well aware the nasty message I’d received earlier, the one that still had me nervous about the baby despite knowing I shouldn’t pay attention to anyone but Dr. Aberstock, contributed to my sense of unease and dissatisfaction with myself and my circumstances. There were whole days I went in perfect contentment (well, as close to perfect as I could manage). These bouts of doubt seemed to be coming closer together and with greater intensity, however, and had to be tied to the inevitable freight-train of pending motherhood I was staring in the face. I sighed as I struggled to rise, the wheels on my office chair rolling out from under me and making me wobble and gasp as I caught the edge of my desk for support. I was not going to be calling my husband for help off the floor, thank you very much.

	Not.

	Petunia leaped up in surprise, jarred awake by my near tumble, blinking at me in shock. I was suddenly grateful Crew installed a hook on the side of my desk to hang her leash end from because there was no way I’d be able to retrieve it otherwise. Now back on the verge of misty eyes and self-pity, I had to take a moment to lean against my desk and gather myself, so I didn’t completely lose it. Maybe I needed to mention these mood swings to Dr. Aberstock? Feeling this unhappy over something as silly as a near-fall couldn’t be normal.

	Could it?

	My phone buzzed as I reached for it and I resigned myself to having to sit back down and do the bidding of yet another of the team looking for something when I noted the number was Daisy’s, her smiling face beaming at me from the photo I used to identify her. And the moment I read her message I felt my heart lift like it hadn’t in weeks.

	Hi, Fee! Three hearts followed those words. Guess who’s coming home? A set of lips followed by a daisy ended with, See you tomorrow!

	She might as well have told me I’d won the lottery.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Four

	 

	As I typed back my response, now grinning, I only then realized just how much I’d missed her. I loved Crew, of course, and my parents. But Daisy was the sunshine in my life I really needed right now and the prospect of seeing her again had my heart singing.

	How long are you home for? Petunia followed me as I headed for the front door, donning my coat while I shuffled her leash, my bag and my phone, awaiting Daisy’s reply. It came quickly and I could see her in my mind’s eye, blonde curls bouncing, gray eyes alight, giant smile on her face as she hit send.

	Not sure, she sent. Nelson didn’t say, but it’s going to be a few days, for sure.

	Nelson? I hesitated, keys in my hand, reaching for the light switch. He’s coming here? I had, as yet, to meet the mysterious powerhouse that was Nelson Delamonte. Not for lack of asking. Crew’s reluctance reminded me he still liked to keep things from me.

	Way to ruin the mood, Fee.

	Surprised me, too, Daisy sent. He loves football! I guess he’s super excited about the two players doing so well this year. He even said he might sponsor them at his old school. How cool is that?

	I’d done enough discreet digging to know not only was Nelson Delamonte a big man in business, he was a big man period, a towering former linebacker himself, retired from the NFL, talented enough to have scored millions in endorsements and contracts in his playing days and brilliant enough to have put his earnings to good use in the business world. But our tiny little town’s football prospects catching his attention felt more like he had an agenda in mind, rather than honest interest in the players.

	Maybe I wasn’t in the best of moods to be judging, however. After all, what did I know? Not enough to draw any conclusions.

	I looked up as the door opened before I could exit, catching my husband’s eyes and noting the wariness there. I turned my phone toward him, arching eyebrows in his direction. “Look who’s coming to visit,” I said.

	His immediate discomfort had me frowning a little, though Crew covered his reaction with a smile. “I just heard,” he said.

	I fired off a quick, see you tomorrow, can’t wait, to Daisy before dropping my phone in my coat pocket. Crew guided me out to the sidewalk and took care of locking the door, Petunia bouncing up and down in eager need for attention which he gave her as soon as he was done. When he finally met my eyes again, my husband’s wariness had returned.

	“Okay,” I said, a bit more curtly than perhaps was warranted, but I’d had a day and he’d been playing this game with me over Nelson for almost two years now. “I’ve had it. Tell me what’s wrong with him.”

	Crew shook his head, handing over the puppy and taking my bag from me, linking arms as he turned me and headed up the street for home. The cool October early evening wasn’t exactly winter weather yet, but the sheltering mountains had cut off the sun’s warmth hours ago, full sunset still a half-hour away. I shivered inside my wool coat despite myself, Petunia snuggling up under my chin with her round butt balanced on the crook of my elbow. She’d be too big for carrying soon enough and I found I treasured the time I still could.

	“There’s nothing wrong with him,” my husband reassured me before sighing. “Listen, Nelson is… I’m not sure you two are going to hit it off, that’s all.”

	Why didn’t I believe him? “You do recall I worked a job for him already, without your help.” Sure, we’d done it over the phone and had never actually met, but I felt like I was confident enough in my person not to embarrass my husband or alienate our best client, thanks.

	“I know,” Crew said. “He already adores you. Nelson just has this way of getting what he wants, Fee.” My husband hesitated before going on. “He’s very persuasive and not used to hearing no.”

	“You’ve promised me all along he’s not into anything illegal.” That was one assertion I’d insisted on and Crew had agreed completely.

	“He’s not.” My husband stopped on the corner, turning me to face him, blue eyes earnest in the falling light. “When you meet him, just…”

	“Don’t embarrass you?” I felt my lips narrow into a line.

	Crew’s surprise had me rethinking everything. “Embarrass me?” He laughed, hugging me before kissing my cheek. “Fee, my love.” He let out a long, happy sigh. “You are amazing and beautiful and he’s going to want to steal you from me.”

	He…

	Oh, Crew.

	I hugged him back, Petunia between us, the puppy taking turns licking his cheek and then mine like this was some amazing bounty she couldn’t get enough of. “You’re ridiculous,” I said.

	“I’m a realist.” My husband started walking again, arm relinked in mine. “No, I’m not worried about our marriage. It’s your mind he’s going to want, Fee. He knows talent and he’s already asked me a million times if we’d be willing to relocate to Miami. He wants both of us. Why do you think he’s poached Daisy?”

	“Because she’s awesome,” I said, a bit stilted.

	“She is,” he agreed. “And he’s using her to lure us to Florida.” Crew waited for an oncoming car to pass before tugging gently on me, like a well-trained guide dog himself looking both ways before letting his charge cross the street. Either he’d been home already, or I’d left the porch light on, because the warm glow beckoned us both up the steps to our front door. Crew already had his keys in his hand and was unlocking it when he finished. “He’s going to try to convince you.”

	After everything I’d been through here in Reading? “I wish him luck,” I said.

	Crew laughed, taking my coat, hanging it up for me, the warmth of the foyer banishing the chill I’d carried with me from the street. He unclipped Petunia’s harness, the puppy running free and racing for the kitchen, now unfettered, her claws clattering on the wood floor as we followed. “Like I said,” my husband told me, “I’m not sure how this is going to go.”

	Okay, so I guess I understood a bit better finally. “I won’t antagonize him,” I said, “but regardless, Crew, this is our home. And I’m not leaving it, no matter how convincing Nelson Delamonte thinks he can be.”

	Crew didn’t reply, the rest of our evening spent in happy domesticity, though I admit as I curled up on my side to try to sleep, back aching again, I found my curiosity about our mysterious client kept me awake far more than the pain did.

	 

	***

	 

	




Chapter Five

	 

	I puttered around the house the next morning, Crew gone early on a case in the next county, though he promised to be back just after lunch. Daisy’s constant updates on her pending return had me grinning as she fired off, At the airport!, and Just landed!, and In the car!, all paired with emojis and her special brand of enthusiasm giving me a play-by-play that buoyed my spirits as much as they made my day.

	Mom’s soft knock on the front door just after 1PM was greeted with Petunia’s delight, the pug puppy’s overwhelming adoration of everyone and everything reminding me I could learn a thing or two from her. I let my mother drive, though when I grunted my way through insisting that I transfer the seatbelt adjuster to her car myself, I wished I’d decided to take my own. Bless Mom, she kept her mouth shut and didn’t layer on too much concern, though I caught her side eye when I finally slammed the door shut behind me. Sweating a little and my lower back on fire, I settled into her passenger’s front seat with the pug on my knees for the short drive to the high school.

	I looked up as we pulled out into the street and was surprised to see Robert parked just down from The Iris. My cousin’s change of character seemed to have stuck, though I’d had little interaction with him over the last few months outside of occasional run-ins during events. His job with Karla Jensen’s private security firm, while a step in the right direction for him, was only parttime. Whatever he was up to the rest of his days I wasn’t sure but lurking outside The Iris was a new one.

	Mom stopped long enough for me to drop Petunia off for the rest of the afternoon at Playcare, her doggy daycare just a block from the school. It was oddly hard to let her go, to see her scamper off in the puppy area to be immediately scooped up and snuggled by the loving staff who passed her around. Jealous, who me? And possessive, too, it seemed, and now I worried if this was hard, what would it be like to leave the nugget in childcare when the time came?

	If I sniffled a little when I climbed back into the car, Mom had the empathy not to bring my attention to it, parking a moment later in the back lot where the teachers entrance waited. I made her add an extra box of cookies on top of the single one she’d burdened me with, though I do admit by the time we entered the back hall and walked across the wide corridor to the entrance to the gym, my lower back was twinging enough I realized one box at a time was likely going to be my limit.

	A small group of girls were already there, climbing ladders like squirrels and stringing streamers, chattering and laughing and reminding me I used to be a teenager once, but surely was never quite so energetic. Mom sent me back to the car for another box, so I spent the next hour or so trundling one small carton at a time. As humiliating as it was to only be capable of such small loads, at least I was out of the house, out of the office and making myself useful, right?

	I’m not sure how Mom managed to keep track of all the food she’d brought for the organizers—the real spread would come in tonight before the game to feed the masses—as well as the decorating effort, coordinating the schedule for the volunteers, all while making sure I stayed hydrated, had a stool to sit on but was engaged enough I didn’t feel entirely useless. I sipped a bottle of chilled water and admired her superpowers on full display as the whirlwind of activity seemed to ebb and flow around her, chaotic at times but somehow ending successfully despite the blaring of the marching band trying to rehearse their gym exit and the horseplay from the football team as the conscripted players and their cheer team got in the way of the process rather than contributing to it.

	“Sounds like we’ll have a great turnout.” Mom let out a breathless laugh as she accepted the water bottle from me when I offered it and sipped herself. She never looked so beautiful and glowing as when she had an event to carry off. I made a note to self to talk to her about how I’d been feeling because surely, she’d been through it, too? If anyone would have words of wisdom, it would be the incredible Lucy Fleming. “We’re almost done with the setup, but I have a few things to chat with Donald about. I’m still not sure having the marching band start in here is the best choice.” She winced at the blat of the tuba as the small young man who seemed barely big enough to hoist it let alone play it let out a sour note nearby. “But if it works, it’ll be impressive.” She waved at the open gym doors leading out into the soccer field. “I was hoping for fireworks, but Penny’s nice sergeant friend is already gone.” Mom sighed a satisfied breath and handed back the water bottle, green eyes alight. “Still, I have commitments from most of the parents of all grades to come and show their support, so we should have packed stands.” Reading High School was the central education hub for our part of the county with many students bussed in from surrounding smaller towns and villages, the amalgamation of the territory something I knew Mom had a hand in. I was so proud of her as my hormonal juices churned out yet another cycle of emotional response, I could have hugged her and cried.

	Jeeze with the crying, Fee.

	“Lucy.” Enid Johnson, the librarian and supreme Reading High football fan and pep-club leader, huffed her way to us, hazel eyes sparkling behind her round lenses, the gray streaks in her dark hair aging her despite the fact she was Mom’s age. Okay, yes, Mom wasn’t twenty anymore, but despite their matching years on the planet, my mother’s genes—and mine, thank you to all that was good and kind—meant she looked at least ten years younger than the cardigan-draped woman who barely came to Mom’s chin. “We’re short two extension cords for the twinkle lights.” The faint panic in her voice matched the wringing of her hands. I hissed softly to myself and reached out to touch her wrist at the sight of the red blotches on her skin.

	“Enid,” I said, “what did you do?”

	She glanced down before fluttering them at me. “Someone used a rubber band to tie off the cord I was using,” she said. “Silly latex allergy. It doesn’t matter.”

	“It does.” Mom grasped her hands, holding a cold bottle of water to the red skin. “You need to take care of yourself, Enid.”

	The librarian blinked as if in surprise Mom cared. “I’m all right, Lu,” she said.

	“And Helen?” Mom’s kindness knew no end when she cared about people. “How’s the new treatment?”

	Enid retrieved her hand but took the bottle and applied it herself to the other, the coolness obviously soothing. “I should go see if I can find more cords.” She hurried off while Mom sighed.

	“Poor Helen,” she said. “Enid’s sister has cancer and from what I hear, the treatment she’s applying for isn’t covered by insurance. Such a shame.” She turned to me, sad gaze shifting from her retreating friend to me. “I know it’s a big ask, Fee, but it’s ridiculous when someone who’s worked her whole life and has insurance can’t get the medical help she needs because some bureaucrat says she can’t.” Mom’s protectiveness usually followed on the heels of her caring, so I nodded even though I knew the odds of anyone changing an insurance company’s mind was nil to hopeless.

	“I’ll see what I can find out,” I said.

	“Thank you, dear,” Mom said. “I think I have more cords in the back of the car.” She looked around, finding her purse and pulling out her keys before I immediately felt her assessing my condition and ability to get the job done. Before Mom could kybosh the suggestion she’d been debating, I pushed off from the stool with a little bow—or the most of a bow I could manage without tipping myself over—and accepted her keys.

	“I’ll be right back,” I said, ignoring the pain in my back, the weariness that dragged at my every movement, forcing my shoulders back and my chin up. No way was I accepting the fact I’d be spending the next two months feeling like this. Or, at least, letting it get me down. I could manage like billions of women before me. A quick detour to the bathroom was going to be necessary, however.

	Have you ever tried to balance a bowling ball in front of you while sitting down? And then tried to stand up again while your body betrays you because you’re growing another person inside you who seems determined to suck all that is good and energetic from you in the process? If so, bless you. If not… dear god, I needed my head examined.

	I waddled to the car after managing to not only stand and pull the elastic waist of my pants over the round bulge that preceded me, I even washed my hands despite the pain leaning over the sink created. I successfully opened Mom’s trunk and fished around for the extension cords, too, pulling them free with a sharp ah-ha! of victory, even. Amazing what became a win under these circumstances. I was shuffling my way back through the doors and was almost to the gym entry when a familiar voice called out, “Fee!” and everything was forgotten in the wake of Daisy Bruce and the hug she wrapped me in.

	I embraced her back, leaning into her rocking as she held on as was her way of things. When she finally set me free, I instantly felt both frumpy and utterly delighted, taking in her crisp, navy suit and white silk shell, how she’d tamed those lovely curls of hers into a full but professional upsweep, gorgeous face flawless and figure so trim I could cry.

	Yes, back to the crying. Though I was sure if our roles were reversed, Day would have been radiant, light on her feet and completely put together compared to my frumpy ponytail, elastic pants and aching back.

	Oh, and the attitude, Fee. Don’t forget the attitude.

	“Fee,” she breathed, taking me in like I was some kind of priceless treasure and not ready to collapse after a simple afternoon of light errand running for my mother. “You look gorgeous. Hello, sweet thing.” She gently stroked my belly before hugging me again. “I missed you so much.”

	I blinked tears, choked up, knowing I was probably squeezing her too tight for comfort but couldn’t help myself. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

	“Me too.” She beamed as she let me go, half-turning and only then did I realize we weren’t alone. The shadow he cast over me should have been my first clue, the mountain of Nelson Delamonte looming at my right as his perfect, white teeth flashed against the dark glow of his skin, eyes a light brown color that stood out like two golden beacons from the depths of his thick lashes. He held out one giant paw—that wasn’t a hand, no way—diamonds and gold flashing from a massive ring he wore catching the light. Whoever made his three-piece blue pinstripe suit must have gone through meters more than for some ordinary man, never mind the leather needed for his shoes. I shook his offered mitt, expecting a hard squeeze, but was surprised when he only gripped me gently but with real enthusiasm.

	“Fiona Fleming,” he said in that deep, baritone voice of his, free hand grasping my shoulder as he continued to shake my right one. “Finally.”

	Well. Um. Ahem.

	Wow.

	Holy cow.

	“Nice to meet you in person.” Hey, I managed to speak despite the fact he smelled like the most delicious anything ever. How was it his golden eyes could make my heart flutter? If any other man but my husband leaned into me that way, I’d have been uncomfortable. There was a time only a few months ago when a young model turned my head, but that encounter, I knew, didn’t hold a candle to the sheer charisma of Nelson Delamonte. If he could figure out how to bottle himself, he’d be rich.

	Oh, wait.

	“I have done my best to be patient,” Nelson said, deep voice clear and unaccented, though with a hint of educated culture that caught me off guard. How many giant ex-football players sounded like they could voiceover for Hollywood and announce the royal family all at the same time? “Your husband has been jealously guarding you from me for the last two years.” Nelson flashed another warm smile, both genuine and physically impactful to the point I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. “I don’t think he trusts you with me, Fiona.”

	“I understand why,” I said, pulling myself back together. “Apparently, someone’s been trying to convince him to move us to Miami.”

	Nelson chuckled, amber eyes squinting in good humor. “So I’ve heard,” he murmured. “Rumor has it.”

	“I’m not fond of rumors,” I said, wondering where this playful flirtation was coming from since I’d only just managed to find the energy to walk back from Mom’s car, after all. “I like honesty.”

	“As do I.” Nelson bowed over my hand and only then did I realize he still held it, that his other massive grip remained on my shoulder. His teasing expression settled into professional but remained warm and open as he straightened then and finally let me go. “I have no doubt we’ll be sitting down for a more formal conversation before I return to Miami. But, for now, I’ll help relieve the worry on Crew’s face,” he turned, and only then did I see my husband had joined us, suited and stiff, blue eyes darting back and forth between us as Nelson switched that giant paw to Crew’s shoulder this time, “and get down to the business at hand.”

	“Welcome to Reading, Nelson,” Crew said.

	“Thank you, my friend,” our best client said, grinning all over again. “I think I’m going to love it here.” He winked at my bestie who dimpled. “Shall we, Daisy?”

	“Of course, sir.” She shot him an arch look before gesturing for him to go ahead of her. “Let’s talk football.”

	Crew and I exchanged a look as I let out a long, slow breath.

	“Get it?” He winked at me.

	I did. “We might be moving to Miami.”

	Crew’s laugh sounded nervous.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Six

	 

	Mom didn’t comment about my tardiness when I returned to her with the cords absently clutched in my hand and all but forgotten. She simply liberated them from me and handed them to Enid who trundled off with them while my mother steered me to the stool she’d wrangled me. I perched there with another bottle of water and a cookie, noting yet again that my cousin had appeared as if from nowhere and was loitering at the gym doors, watching. No, not the proceedings—watching me. And while I knew his attitude had shifted for the better, having him staring at me like that was still freaking creepy, yo.

	No, wait. I was jumping to conclusions again because he had several of the security guards he bossed around with him, two of them circling the interior of the gym while Robert did his lurking bit to the hilt. Olivia’s idea to rebrand the rather illegal and now legitimized corporation into a second-chance operation for ex-cons had raised morale sufficiently there was less checking phones and more actual work going on, though for all I knew Robert’s leadership style was the culprit. Not that I could bring myself to believe he might actually be good at something, because apparently despite his shift toward human and humane, I was still a terrible person.

	“Did you see who’s here?” Enid had put the extension cords to good use, repurposed Christmas lights twinkling over the exit to the gym now fully in glow, though the radiant expression on her face seemed to outshine them. And who do you suppose was the center of her affection? None other than Nelson Delamonte who now towered over the cheerleaders and even most of the players who’d gathered around him to welcome him to the school. Enid clasped her hands under her chin, clearly about to wax rhapsodic about Nelson’s virtues. But before she could do so, Miranda Murphy interrupted with a rather cold splash of reality.

	“He’s just another fallen football star.” I was surprised at her attitude as she tossed her head, thin, bleach blonde hair whipping at the ends, her pale skin tone ruddy over her rounded cheekbones, dark brown eyes narrowed as her lips pulled back into a rather unflattering scowl. “Who thinks he knows what’s best for kids he’s never met.” She crossed her arms over her ample chest, chin jutting in his direction.

	Considering her son, Shayle, was the Left Tackle everyone was talking about, I’d have thought she’d be more inclined to welcome Nelson to Reading. Apparently not, though she didn’t run off to separate her son from the towering businessman, keeping her distance with that same slightly sour expression on her face.

	“Now, Miranda,” Enid said, “he’s here to help. Surely, you’d welcome the extra funds he’s offering for both young men’s scholarships if they choose to attend Ohio State.”

	Miranda didn’t comment, though she seemed even more unhappy as Nelson focused in on the star players with an intensity I could feel from where I sat.

	She grunted something as her son turned and waved at her. I watched her go to join Shayle, the handsome young man’s blond head a contrast to his best friend at his side. If the Left Tackle was a shining example of All-American white start athlete, Bryson Courtney was his physical opposite, lean and tall, not bulky like his friend, dark skin so deep it barely reflected light, curls clipped so close his fade made him look on the border of bald. But despite the day and night difference, the lumbering power vs. the lightning-quick beanpole, when they grinned at each other over something Nelson said, they might as well have been brothers.

	I was distracted by the appearance of our school’s principal. Donald Courtney hurried into the gym and made a b-line for Nelson, though he was minus the hand outstretched, huge smile on his face reaction I’d expected. Instead, the principal and football coach looked about ready to drop-kick our famous visitor out into the street given the opportunity.

	Now, what was that about?

	“Fee.” Mom was suddenly next to me, and I was wondering if my powers of observation were going with my attention span because people seemed to be moving around my little bit of personal space without me noticing lately. She caught my elbow in one hand, frowning in Donald’s direction. “Who is that?”

	“Nelson Delamonte,” I said. Mom let out a soft tsking breath, though when she spoke again, her irritation wasn’t aimed at the former football star.

	“Seriously, Donald, a little professionalism.” Mom hurried off, those words muttered under her breath while I watched her move to intercept the principal before he could cause a scene. Because a scene was brewing, believe you me, and while Donald Courtney was now principal in her place, she was clearly not going to let something like rank or retirement get in her way of putting him in his place.

	Whatever the issue, Nelson backed off from Donald when confronted, to my surprise, the bigger man holding up both hands, that diamond ring of his flashing again. While Donald was no slouch in the size department, broad shouldered as my dad and tall enough to give Nelson a run for his money, there was a softness about him that I instantly recognized, something someone of an unkind inclination might term going to pot. Nelson, on the other hand, looked about as fit and dangerous as the pictures I’d seen of him in his college days and wouldn’t have thought much of Donald’s chances if he pushed it to a fight.

	What I wasn’t expecting was the way the final player in this little drama reacted to Nelson’s appearance. I didn’t know Amanda Courtney very well. Donald’s wife was a lovely enough woman, but she’d always been a bit standoffish, at least according to everyone I spoke to. I hadn’t had much interaction with her and always felt a bit like a Reading snob because of it. Donald had brought her home with him from college and married her, so the fact she came from away always stood as a mark against her. It didn’t help she was a tall, slender and stunning woman with massive black curls and gorgeous dark skin, or that she never failed to turn men’s heads while irritating women with her outspoken opinions. Not that I minded, but even Mom’s attempts to befriend her had been rebuffed more often than not. I’d always found it odd she’d married Donald, that she’d moved here from Atlanta and chose to remain in a small town like ours. But all of my previous curiosities about her were firmly trumped as she strode past me like a hurricane barreling down on a trailer park, fury written all over her face.

	I had to follow, sore back and tired legs or not. Whatever was about to happen, my nosiness had a firm hold of me and wasn’t about to let me stay out of the action. While I barely kept up with her, the distance was short and she was loud enough I didn’t miss a thing as she stomped to a halt in front of Nelson, firmly placing herself between her son, Bryson, and the towering football star before jabbing my company’s best client in the chest with one finger.

	“Just what,” she demanded in a rich and vibrant voice, “do you think you’re doing here, Nelson Delamonte?”

	Oh, you better believe they had juicy history and what better way to forget my own troubles than to poke my nose into those of others? Wait, there was more, because what was that look Miranda shot Donald? And why did he suddenly look like he wanted to back down while Amanda was just getting started? I had a feeling this was about to devolve into a crap show and while it might have been entertaining, this was my client we were talking about.

	 “I’ve told you before, you’re not welcome in Reading.” Donald’s voice wasn’t as loud as his wife’s, but that didn’t change the fact there was enough bad blood between the three of them that more might end up spilled if I didn’t take action.

	At least, that was what I imagined would happen, the role I would play. That was always my take-charge kind of storm-the-line redheaded bossiness, right? I, Fiona Fleming, put herself in the midst of drama and discontent and got to the bottom of things while being her own hard-core boss woman.

	Wasn’t meant to be, it seemed. As I drew a breath and gathered my energy to do what I always did, I was usurped. Cut off, set aside, demoted. By whom, you wonder? With what audacity? By none other than my own freaking husband.

	Crew Turner owed me a moment. He just didn’t know it yet.

	I got to watch as he placed himself in my spot, voice low and calming, stepping between Donald and Amanda and the now quiet and watchful Nelson. “I’m sure whatever this is,” the traitor I married said, “there’s no need to air it in public. Or to allow it to damage your sons’ chances to see their dreams come true.” I grit my teeth because damn, that was a good line, and I wasn’t sure I would have thought of it. Not that I even got the chance to, thank you. Growl. “Now, if you’ll please act like grownups, Mr. Delamonte’s generosity needs to meet the possibility that those scouts,” Crew nodded toward a knot of men (and one woman) standing to one side, watching, “might ask your boys to attend their colleges.” Everyone cooled off visibly, Donald shaking his head and taking a step back, Amanda’s frown softening somewhat, though she reached out with one hand and jerked Bryson back away with her as she, too retreated. “Excellent choice.” Crew nodded to our client and gestured. “Shall we?”

	Nelson exited the situation without another word to anyone, though his booming voice made a return as he and Crew joined the scouts, hands shaken and smiles being had all around as though there hadn’t just been a moment of tension so heavy I still felt the weight of it even after it was over.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Seven

	 

	I returned to my stool, now frustrated by being shut out so completely. Yes, I was aware Crew likely had no idea he’d trod on my busybody toes, but the annoyance lingered regardless. By the time I settled myself on my watchful perch again, equating my position with that of a solitary crow, I was about as grumpy as this pregnant woman got. Angsty much?

	At least I wasn’t entirely alone. Enid hurried to the table while I finished my water and what was left of my cookie, busying herself with fussing over the already perfectly arranged selection of sweets, adjusting a price tag here, a stack of napkins there. Mom’s confections would raise a nice amount for the athletics department, I had no doubt, as would the barbeques being set up outside to offer hotdogs and hamburgers to the crowd she was expecting.

	“Enid,” I said, catching her attention. She spun on me with a little smile, and I suddenly had the impression she felt as out of place as I did. “Have you ever met Nelson Delamonte before?”

	“Oh, no,” she gushed immediately, coming to stand next to me, adjusting her cardigan around her before she hugged it to her like it shielded her from the world. “Heavens, how would I have?”

	“Doesn’t it seem to you like Amanda and Donald have some kind of history with him?” I pondered the question, sneaking another cookie because the baby wanted one and Mom wouldn’t begrudge me opening a container, right? Enid’s tsk didn’t stop me from biting into the soft chocolate chip deliciousness, either.

	“From what I understand, they all went to college together,” she said, voice lowering as she scooted in closer, a sure sign some heavy gossip was coming. “Imagine, our principal, in college with Nelson Delamonte.” Imagine. “Whatever the case, as long as they don’t ruin those poor boys’ chances at scholarships.” Again with the tsking. “I suppose I should find something else to do.” She looked around in vague confusion and a wee bit of disappointment. “Though it seems your mother has taken care of everything.”

	“She’s like that,” I laughed. “You should remember.”

	Enid nodded at me with a smile. “Of course, I do,” she said. “We miss her around here, you know.” The librarian sighed deeply then shrugged and tossed her hands. “I’ll go see if they need anything set up outside.” She trundled off, skirting the scouts and Nelson who boomed a laugh as she passed him. Mom joined me a moment later, eyeing the missing cookie from the box behind me but not saying anything, bless her.

	“We’re all done,” she said. “Shall I run you home, honey? We have a few hours before the pep rally starts.”

	I shrugged rather noncommittally, eyeing the arrival of what looked like a news team. Nelson immediately exited his conversation and strode toward the young woman and her cameraman, gesturing toward the two young players who he quickly introduced to the reporter. Crew glanced up as I stood but didn’t leave Nelson’s side. I briefly considered joining him, but the urge was fed by spite, and I was better than that.

	Okay, I was better than that today.

	We picked up Petunia on our way home, the darling worn out from her afternoon of play. I took the time to soak in the tub to ease my aching back then caught a nap with Petunia snuggled against my cheek. By the time 5PM rolled around, I was feeling more relaxed and rested, a quick snack for both of us satisfying my hunger and my pug’s before I bundled her into the cute little jacket I’d bought her for cooler nights and hooked up her harness.

	I briefly considered taking my car, and just as quickly rejected the idea. The short walk to the high school would be good for me and for Petunia. Besides, if I was too tired after the whole thing was over, I knew I would have any number of offers of drives home. It was a lovely evening, with what felt like the entire town of Reading strolling and laughing in the same direction I headed, wearing team t-shirts and waving banners as the support Mom had hoped for poured into the school’s gym.

	Petunia’s excitement quickly wore her out again, as I’d hoped, the puppy’s enthusiasm for everyone she met making her sleepy. I carried her through the parking lot to the gym doors, her sweet meow-yawning making the three girls who passed me on the left giggle and ooh-ahh. I paused to let them pet her before carrying on inside. The shift in energy and noise from earlier in the day hit me like a wave, bright lights glaring overhead, the sound of hundreds of voices that sort of dull cacophony of sound that I felt like soft thuds to my chest. I actually hesitated on the verge of the threshold, suddenly overwhelmed by the press of people and bright activity that left me feeling a bit breathless. Maybe coming had been a mistake? My free hand curved over my belly, the other clutching Petunia tightly and in a moment, I suffered a surge of anxiety so powerful I had to step back and pivot away from the entry to catch my breath.

	Weird. I’d almost died how many times? Found how many bodies and solved how many murders? I’d never had trouble in large groups, attended lots of concerts back in the day. Since when did this kind of gathering give me a fight or flight response?

	I looked down at the sweet face of my pug and forced a long, slow breath before turning and marching with determination for the bathroom. I ignored the group of women chattering loudly about the game, catching Nelson’s name more than once, dodging into a stall and locking the door behind me. Petunia whined a little, licking my cheek when I cuddled her close, closing my eyes and breathing in and out in the steady, meditative pattern I’d learned at a yoga retreat. Was that two years ago? Three? Amazing how time flew. But one thing was certain—I’d changed more than I thought I had if panic attacks were my new normal.

	“I’m being silly,” I whispered to Petunia as the cycle of people on the other side of the door rotated in and out while I stood there, surprised to find I was trembling. “Right, baby girl?” She snorted softly and licked her lips, watching me with her huge, brown eyes, radiating love. It helped, she always helped, and not for the first time I was grateful Crew had thought ahead, had brought her home when grief wouldn’t even allow me to consider the next Petunia in line. I kissed her soft ear and sighed into her fur before pushing away from the stall’s wall. “I’ve been through a lot,” I told her, barely audible because, let’s be honest, I wasn’t talking to her, was I? “And now I’m responsible for a baby. Two babies.” I smiled down at Petunia whose ears perked higher. “It’s going to be okay.”

	She seemed to agree with me, tongue swiping over my fingers when I released my death-grasp on the baby bump to scratch the puppy’s ear. By the time I unlocked the door a moment later, a bit of a lull had fallen over the bathroom and I realized why. The sound of an amplified voice echoed toward me, paired with music, and followed by the dull roar of a mighty cheer as the rally got underway.

	I slipped out of the bathroom, relieved everyone seemed to have made their way into the gym. I thought about going home, I admit it, but something in me refused to allow whatever this anxiety was to win. Instead, I tucked myself just outside the smaller door at the base of the bleachers, down the hall from the main double entry, and chose to participate from there.

	“Donald!” I spun as the sound of a woman’s voice caught my attention despite the noise from inside the gym and turned just in time to see Miranda Murphy grab Donald Courtney’s arm as he emerged from his coaching office and jerk him around to face her. Whatever they were fighting about, he wasn’t having it because he quickly detached himself and headed the other way, toward the wide-open double doors where the marching band was beginning to gather. “We need to talk about this!” He ignored her and carried on. Miranda paused a moment then turned and entered the main doors to the rally. Whatever was between them, it was clear to me he wasn’t about to let it get in the way of the big game.

	“Fee!” Mom popped up out of nowhere, making me gasp in surprise. She caught my arm with a breathless laugh as I shook my head at her. “Sorry, honey, I’ve been looking for you.” She tugged on me, pulling me back from the doorway and easing me around the gathered band in their brightly colored uniforms, barely dodging around the big bass drum and drummer who grimaced in apology at me as I squeaked by. “I have a seat for you, right here.” The gym’s third entry from inside the main school seemed way less crowded and I breathed a sigh of relief I hoped she didn’t sense. My stool was waiting for me, and I settled onto it with Mom tucked in next to me, feeling suddenly very ridiculous about my earlier response to this whole thing.

	I was fine. Blips happened.

	I’d arrived just in time to listen to Olivia Walker as she took the stage to address the cheering crowd. “Our little town has been through so much,” she said, adorable for once in her team jersey, dark bob mostly hidden by the knitted cap she wore. “And while our football team is as small as we are, they are mighty!” The gathering roared. “I know you’ll make Reading proud tonight and every night. Go Reading High!”

	“Go Reading High!” I joined the chant as Olivia waved and stepped aside, surprised to find Nelson Delamonte took her place, though I suppose I shouldn’t have been.

	“Tonight begins a new legacy,” he said in his booming voice. “Tonight, Reading proves yet again that greatness comes from this town. Skip Anderson was a friend.” The now deceased former football hero wasn’t one of my favorite people, but no one seemed to care about the circumstances behind his death, the cheering just increasing, so I decided to let it pass. “He was star in his own right. And he would be so proud,” the crowd went wild, most of Nelson’s next words lost until their enthusiasm dimmed enough for him to carry on, “of this team, and these players.” He gestured at the line of football players in their uniforms standing in front of the stage, helmets in hand, almost vibrating with energy and youth and impending violence. I shivered at the thought as Nelson finished. “Tonight, Reading makes more history!”

	He knew how to drum up a crowd, though in all fairness, he was preaching to the choir. Nelson stepped down as Donald, standing off to one side, waved at someone near the main doors. The sound of the marching band firing up had me wincing, Petunia’s little howl of surprise at the music turning to soft barking while I wished I’d brought earplugs for both of us.

	The band didn’t linger long in the gym, spinning in formation to the rat-a-tat-tat of the snare drums, the big boom of the bass drum leading them out. At least the horns waited until they were across the threshold and outside before they fired up, so we weren’t completely deafened. No one else but me (and my now trembling puppy) seemed to mind, however, so I lingered with Mom as she spun to command her troops.

	“Let’s get these tables outside, now!” There wasn’t much food left, to be honest, what did remain of her lovingly baked sweets now tucked onto two small tables instead of spread over four long ones, so it only took a few people to heft them and hurry outside following the crowd. The scent of barbeque sauce and smoke wafted in through the open gym doors, but the smell only made me nauseated.

	“Fee,” Mom paused next to me, frown of concern on her face, one hand on my arm, “are you okay?”

	“I’m fine.” I forced a smile. “Do you need me to do anything?”

	She hesitated before nodding. “I’m sorry to ask, but I forgot the second cash box in the back of the van. Do you mind getting it for me?” She handed me her keys, not knowing she’d just given me a very happy out.

	“I’ll take care of it,” I said, hurrying off. I risked putting Petunia down, using a nearby wall for support, letting her shake off her own anxiety before skirting the crowd to the back parking lot that bordered the soccer field. Lights glared from over the fence on the other side, the small football field already filling up with visiting fans, the echo of the marching band much more tolerable out here. I found the small, black box inside the cargo area after a grunting search and almost swore at my mother as I retrieved it from the floor of the rear compartment. At least the bench seat in front allowed me to pull myself up, though as I huffed myself to the door to hop out, the sound of angry voices froze me in place inside the darkened van.

	“I told you what I’d do if you showed up.” Donald Courtney’s anger was unmistakable, as was his companion’s.

	“You can threaten me all you want,” Nelson said, the pair pausing near the back of the van, their shadows cast over me as I held my breath and hoped Petunia wouldn’t make a sound. Was my curiosity about to be satisfied? “I’m taking care of this tonight. Right now, in fact. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

	“You’ll ruin everything,” Donald snarled. “I won’t let you.”

	Nelson’s deep chuckle had me frozen. How had he escaped Crew’s attention to sneak off on his own like this? And where was Daisy? “It was nice seeing you again, Donald. I’ll be taking what’s mine now.” I heard his feet march away, Donald’s low cry of anger answering him.

	“I’ll kill you, you bastard,” he snarled under his breath, just loud enough for me to hear before his footfalls retreated too. It wasn’t until they were both gone, I realized my back was killing me and my right knee about to give out. I had to lower myself to the floor of the van again and gather my strength while I thought about what I’d just heard.

	Whatever was between them, it was going down tonight, and I really hoped a dead body wasn’t going to be part of the show.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eight

	 

	I returned to find Mom clearing up the mess left behind by the crowd that had now gathered on the soccer field, the sound of the marching band ending in a crescendo that was followed by a giant roar of approval. I handed over the cash box without commenting on where I’d found it or what I’d heard, instead helping myself to a pair of disposable gloves from the box on one of the remaining tables before selecting a trash bag and joining the thin group of volunteers helping with cleanup. I assisted as best I could in fetching discarded paper plates, napkins and glasses from the bleachers. No, I didn’t bend over, instead reaching up to the next level from the one where I stood to empty the litter into the bag she provided me. Petunia stayed close, snuffling the occasional discarded bit of trash but making no attempt to leave my side. I caught her with a muffin wrapper, however, and had to grunt my way low enough to take it from her before she could eat it.

	Whatever it took, this dog would be healthy.

	I carried my now-full bag down to floor level, Petunia dragging her heels, clearly tired. So was I, and my time as a willing participant in this whole event was rapidly coming to a close. I hefted the bag into the hallway, making it to the exit and the dumpster outside, a mighty heave sending it over the top and into the bin.

	“This used to be easier,” I sighed to my pug, turning to head back inside and tell Mom I was done. Instead, I paused in the thin shadow cast by the big, blue garbage container as Donald and Amanda Courtney appeared just inside the doors. He’d caught her arm, jerked her to a halt, his head down over hers. What were they doing in here? He had a game to coach and likely a speech to give. Instead, he was giving his wife a hard time, though she was handing it back to him. I wished they’d speak up, their hissing at one another very unsatisfying until she finally jerked her arm from his hand and backed up a step.

	“I should never have followed you here,” she said, voice throbbing with fury. “I’ve hated every second of it and now that I know who you really are, Donald, I hate you, too.” Amanda spun and stalked off, heading for the soccer field. The principal/coach of Reading High snarled something under his breath before going after her, both of them missing me and my little pug girl tucked into the dark corner as they went by.

	“You know what, Petunia?” She looked up at me in eager anticipation, yawning again. “I don’t really care what’s going on.” My feet hurt, my back hurt and I was tired all over again. “Let’s tell Mom we’re leaving and go home, okay?”

	The puppy did a spinning circle, her energy returned somewhat. Considering I’d been carrying her most of the time, she’d had ample rest, the monkey. I headed for the soccer field in the wake of the unhappy Courtneys, hoping to spot Mom at one of the smoking barbeque stations so I didn’t have to pursue her into the crowd.

	I’d just cleared the parking lot and the line of cars forming a solid wall between the pavement and the grass when I heard voices and stopped. I know, I know, okay? I was done, but again I recognized one of the voices and couldn’t help myself when Nelson Delamonte spoke.

	“You have my full support,” he was saying while I peeked around the SUV keeping him out of my line of sight and was surprised to find he’d cornered Bryson Courtney. The young quarterback looked stunned, almost upset, as Nelson went on, one hand falling on his shoulder. “I wanted you to know that.”

	“You’re ruining everything.” Bryson pushed past my client and ran for the soccer field, leaving Nelson to stare after him with what looked like longing on his face. Where was Crew? Again, there was no sign of him or Daisy and I had to wonder about a client who kept slipping his tether to have private conversations with the residents of Reading.

	Nelson strode off while I contemplated revealing myself, eliminating the need. I followed more slowly, taking note as I circled to the entry to the soccer field that Nelson seemed back to his charismatic and charming self, shaking hands as he went. I paused at the chain link fence while Donald Courtney stepped up onto the small platform in the middle of the field and raised his hands, bringing a microphone to his mouth as (reasonable) quiet settled for his speech.

	“I can’t be prouder of my boys,” he said. “This team has earned every goal, every point, with heart, with soul and with the skills I’ve taught them.” Laughter rippled through the crowd while the players hooted at him. “Let’s show the rest of the country how football is played! Are you ready?” The screaming was even louder out here, if that was possible, and I had to bend and heft my puppy into my arms no matter how awkward the process was when she jumped up on my leg in clear distress. I caught my breath as I clutched at the fence while Donald finished his pep talk. “Go Pirates!”

	The team jogged off, heading for the football field, cheer team keeping the crowd going while the marching band fired up and sent them off with a song that held more enthusiasm than musicality. I spotted Mom and waved at her, noting that Enid had stopped next to Donald and was saying something to him that made him hesitate before he shook his head at her and ran off after his players. Was that anger on her face? Whatever the case, she watched him go with irritation before heading back inside.

	“There you are.” Mom caught my hand as she exited the soccer field, face alight, now dressed in a Reading Pirate’s jersey of her own. “Everything went off without a hitch, Fee!” She laughed, looking younger than I felt suddenly, and I smiled in return despite my exhaustion. “Your father is saving us seats.”

	I debated, I admit it. I didn’t want to let her down and she looked so excited. And a seat meant I didn’t have to stand any longer and that was appealing. But the idea of lingering in the crowd, amid all those people and their noisiness, had my heart palpitating all over again.

	“I should get Petunia home.” She blinked at me, then at Mom, sagging to one side, her weariness catching up with her again, too.

	“Oh, poor dear.” Mom lifted the puppy into her arms, snuggling her a moment before handing her over. “Of course. You go home and put your feet up, sweetie.” Mom kissed my cheek, already turning toward the football field and the roar of people that rose. The team must have made their appearance.

	“Have fun, Mom.” I waved as she hurried off, not feeling as guilty as I should have for using my puppy as an excuse. Mom was having fun and the last thing I wanted was for her to worry about me. It wasn’t until I turned to cross the parking lot, I realized my mistake. “I should have drove,” I grumbled to myself as I passed a big truck. “I guess we have to walk, sweet girl.”

	“Fee?” I looked up, startled at the sound of my name, to find Bill Saunders just stepping down from the very vehicle we passed. I hadn’t seen him in a while, not since Petunia passed away. The White Valley Lodge maintenance man joined me, his giant black Newfoundland, Moose, whuffing as he thudded out of the driver’s side and landed on the pavement next to me. I immediately offered him the puppy to sniff, Petunia wriggling in renewed joy as the big dog gave her a solid snuffling and then a very wet lick.

	“I heard you got a new girl,” Bill said, holding his hands out. I deposited the puppy in his oversized paws and smiled up at him as he nuzzled her, and she licked him in return. “Moose has been missing Ms. Petunia.”

	“We all have,” I said. “Thanks again for the photos you dropped off.” While disparate in size and breed, my old darling and the massive Newf had been besties and Bill’s thoughtful gift shortly after her passing had brought me smiles and tears. “Our new Petunia is a great comfort.”

	“She is,” he said, crouching to offer her to Moose. Again with the snuffles while she wriggled in pure ecstasy, nipping at his nose. The shaggy black dog took her greeting in his casual stride, as gentle with her as he had been with her predecessor.

	“You’re missing the game,” I said at last, my happiness at seeing him and Moose turning to discomfort quickly as my body’s aches and pains returned to haunt me.

	“I’ll catch up,” Bill said, standing. “I’m regretting missing your mom’s good cooking, though.” I sometimes thought about how Bill spoke of my mother, my suspicions he had a crush on her only ever reinforced by the reverent way he talked about her. Mom had asked me long ago not to embarrass him by bringing it up and I wouldn’t have dreamed of it. My affection for Bill and Moose carried great weight, considering they’d both played roles in saving me a time or two (yeah, two, okay, fine, let it go already). “You’re not walking?”

	I hesitated, not because I didn’t trust him, but because he really was missing the game. “I am,” I said.

	“Not on my watch.” He headed for the passenger’s door of his truck, helping me up and inside when the daunting task seemed impossible despite the running board and step. I was soon settled on the front bench with Moose sitting behind me in the crew cab, panting and drooling on my shoulder where he rested his chin to watch the puglet with adoring eyes. We were quickly on the road and heading for home before I could even offer a thank you.

	“My pleasure,” Bill said. “You feeling okay?”
“I nodded. “Just over did it a little,” I said. “I forget sometimes I’m carrying an extra person around. Takes a toll.” I pointed at the Reading Pirates bobble head on his dash. “You’re a big fan?”

	“I played when I was a kid,” he said. “Not much by way of skill, but I was big and could take a hit, so yeah. I love it.”

	I smiled back at his nostalgic grin. “Everyone in town seems to.”

	He laughed at that. “Tonight, they do,” Bill said, turning onto Main. “Most of the folks in them bleachers don’t know anything about football. But that’s not what tonight’s about.” He was right, and now I felt guilty for leaving. But Bill was rattling on, so I didn’t get to linger in it. “Sure am proud of Miranda’s boy, Shayle,” he said. “Me and his dad, Larry, played together. He was a good sort, sad he’s gone. He’d have been over the moon about Shayle.”

	“Bill, do you know anything about Nelson Delamonte? Or what connection he might have to Donald and Amanda?” I was well aware I used a blunt object instead of a subtle question in this case, but my friend wasn’t much for subtlety, and I was honestly too tired to make an effort.

	“Not much,” Bill said, pulling into my driveway and parking the truck. He made me stay put and hopped out to open my door, helping me down and offering one last pat for Petunia while Moose heaved himself over to the front seat and sniffed her goodbye. When I looked up at him, Bill was frowning, though when I inhaled to ask him what he was about to say, he shook his head and cupped my hand over his forearm, leading me to the house.

	Maybe I was looking for trouble where there wasn’t any for me to worry about? Wouldn’t be the first time, and yet it also wouldn’t be out of the realm of the usual for me to be totally and utterly right. I sighed as my key slid in the lock and I turned back to wave goodbye to Bill and Moose, the bright headlights flashing in my eyes as they pulled away.

	And caught the startled face of Robert Carlisle parked across the street. The moment he saw me looking, he started his car and drove off, weaving a bit as his tires let out a soft squeal of protest. I frowned at his rapid retreat, pretty sure now something was up and hating secrets so much in that moment I almost went after him.

	Chose instead to go inside and rest my weary, pregnant body. Robert could wait.

	And Nelson Delamonte could take care of himself.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Nine

	 

	You’d think I’d have had a lovely, relaxing night, right? Tub time, warm, soft bed hugging me, a snack of popcorn and chocolate ice cream sending me off to la-la-land. That was the intent, at least, but as you know, my best laid plans often ended in death, doom and destruction.

	Okay, so nothing so dramatic happened, except another text landed. That was enough, frankly, to set me off after the long and tiring day I’d had. Whether my tormentor knew I was in a rough place or I simply had that kind of bad luck (yes) and they good timing (seemed that way), whatever the reason for their moment of choice to send along their latest vitriol, it pinged on my final nerve.

	That’s it, run away to Miami, they sent. You’ve made a big enough mess in Reading, don’t you think? Time to spread the disaster around.

	The thing was, this particular text wasn’t all that impactful, considering. And were I in a better state of mind and physicality, I may have done as I’d forced myself to do since my last reply to the nasty culprit months ago. But firing off, Coward, didn’t seem sufficient at this point in time. Because it wasn’t the intent that had me fuming. No, it was the content. And believe you me, my anger? Fed by that very same anxiety that nearly plowed me under earlier in the evening, panic attack barely smothered in the familiar coppery taste of rage I was much more willing to embrace.

	You’re pathetic, I sent, fingers mashing the screen with excessive force, lightening racing through my veins in the need to hurry up and respond already. Hiding behind texts, thinking you’re better than me. My hands were shaking, making it hard to hold onto my phone, but I managed. Either have the balls to tell me this to my face or leave me the hell alone. My text winged off into the ether, gone before I could stop myself. Honestly, I didn’t even try. Tears escaped, trickled, these ones contained from earlier and welling up from the place of fear I’d found so uncomfortable and odd.

	But that fear wasn’t either of those things and my understanding came in a crashing car wreck of realization. The texter knew things they shouldn’t. Private and personal things. Sure, some of the content could have been sussed out, investigated, whispered between confidants. But most of it? Most of it was private and for the ears and eyes of those I loved only.

	Which meant, whoever they were? Had access to my inner circle.

	And that was the hardest blow to take of all.

	I crawled into bed without bothering to bathe, snacks left untouched in the kitchen, though I did give Petunia her night-time strawberries so her growling stomach wouldn’t wake me at 3AM. I curled around Crew’s pillow with the pregnancy one he’d bought me between my knees and did my best not to cry for once. It took all the courage I had to check my phone when it buzzed an hour later, my husband’s message barely registering.

	We won! He sent a fireworks emoji along with the words. Nelson is over the moon. Scouts are already offering both kids scholarships. Nice to have a happy ending for once.

	I didn’t respond, letting my phone flop down next to me. He was right. It was nice. Except I wasn’t in the mood for happy endings. The debate about whether to read him in raged inside me for the next hour while I waited for him to come home, but apparently, I really was tired, because instead of talking to him like I’d planned, I woke to early morning birds singing outside my window and early fall sunlight falling across my face.

	Crew was already up and heading out, kissing me softly on his way. “Nelson doesn’t sleep much,” he groaned. “But he’ll be flying out tonight.” Which meant any hope I had of spending time with Daisy was likely gone with him. Oh well. I half expected that reveal to sour my mood again, surprised when it didn’t. He hugged me then and left while I stared at the ceiling and decided I was happy I hadn’t told my husband anything. Or Daisy, for that matter. The morning light brought a better perspective as did sleep. A solid breakfast made a world of difference, too, so when Mom entered my back door into the kitchen after a short knock, Petunia running to greet her, I was all smiles.

	Day had her life to live, I had mine and I was perfectly capable of carrying on, thank you.

	As for my nasty communicator? They could suck it.

	“I know I worked you hard yesterday.” She really hadn’t but there was enough guilt on her face I figured I’d shown my discomfort.

	“I’m fine, Mom,” I said. “Did you need me again this morning?”

	“I just have to pick up a few things,” she said. “I thought we could go shopping for the baby after. We haven’t spent much time together lately, and with Daisy home, maybe we can tear her away from that client of yours long enough for a nice lunch.” She touched my cheek. “You’re going to be so busy soon enough.”

	The idea of getting out and doing something fun appealed very much. “I’ll get my coat.”

	With Petunia happily at play at her daycare, Mom drove us to the high school, parking right outside the gym doors. The large ring of keys rattled as she sorted through them, looking for the right one.

	“Do you need help lugging?” I almost didn’t offer, bad daughter, but her flickering smile of gratitude had me heaving myself out of the car and following her in through the small side door she unlocked. The school was quietly cool, such a different feeling from the night before, and I let Mom hurry ahead as I breathed in the stillness within. I was feeling great, way better than just twelve hours ago, anxiety just a low thrum running under everything else, and I figured that was the win I needed, so I didn’t argue with it.

	That’s why I was so surprised when a wave of nausea hit me, followed by a bout of weakness that had me shaking at the knees. I spotted an open door and, knowing it was either fall to the floor that second or find somewhere to sit down, I took a desperate three steps forward into the boy’s locker room and sank with gratitude to the low bench in front of a bank of lockers.

	My nausea subsided faster than the weakness, cold sweat breaking out all over me leaving me damp and chilled. Immediately my mind whispered something was wrong, that I needed to call Dr. Aberstock, and I was already reaching for my phone when I realized my physical state wasn’t the only thing that was off.

	A pair of shoes stuck out, toes pointing to the ceiling, from behind the lockers to my left. Shoes attached to ankles, I could tell from this angle, as dread, my familiar friend, woke up and drove me to my feet. I was already circling the bench when I realized I knew the khaki pants that clung to those ankles, confirming my hunch when I cleared the lockers and looked down.

	Donald Courtney stared back at me, eyes milky white, a film of foam standing at his gray lips, hands convulsed as though clutching for something he’d never find.

	The principal of Reading High had coached his last football game.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Ten

	 

	Detective Rowan Mallory had the good grace not to give me a hard time as he patiently took notes, though he did pause at one point when I stopped for a breath.

	“You know,” he said, “you really are getting very efficient at prioritizing your findings. Carry on.”

	I could have smacked him.

	It was hard to focus with all the people crowding at the doorway to the locker room where I did my due diligence with the detective. Oh, wait, you ask. It was just you and your mother in the school when you found the dearly departed. How then did this giant collection of ooglers and spectators come to be? Well, you know I didn’t say a word. I knew better, and when Mom found me standing over Donald’s body, she did her usual calm and collected Lucy Fleming routine and called Dad.

	Trouble was, we weren’t the only people in the school after all, and one shriek from the custodian, who then ran for the exit like her hair was on fire, was all it took. Because you know she made at least one call (yeah, at least one in a long line of just one) in the time I needed to summon the detective. Between me hanging up from Mallory and the first of the curious onlookers arriving, I think two minutes would have been a generous allotment.

	I spotted my husband at the door, Nelson Delamonte at his side, though Brown and Williams were doing an excellent job of keeping people from actually crossing into the locker room and messing up the crime scene. The fact I’d more than likely done that myself, all unknowing, wasn’t lost on me and was hardly the first time so I let it pass.

	Dr. Aberstock hustled inside with Penny on his heels, the pair of them already decked out in their marshmallow suits and blue booties. My friends both paused to murmur kind words to me on their way to the body, the familiar EMTs who always seemed to be on duty when I found corpses nodding to me as they followed.

	“You were saying?” Mallory’s pen poised above the pad of paper he held, amber eyes locked on me, messy, dark curls in need of a haircut, wrinkled overcoat draped in unflattering size across his narrow shoulders. I was well aware Mallory dressed to unimpress, choosing to disarm those he investigated with the appearance of disarray, though I did wonder if part of it simply came from laziness. There was nothing lazy about him otherwise, at least not in his detective technique, so I always chose to lean to the former, even if just to grant him benefit of the doubt.

	I didn’t get to answer. Dr. Aberstock came hurtling around the corner with Penny and both EMTs on his heels, the Santa Claus double firmly grasping the detective in one hand while pushing against me with the other.

	“Out,” my favorite doctor said in a voice that vibrated with command. “Right now.”

	Mallory took one moment of shock before reacting, herding me out into the hallway with the MEs closing the door to the locker room behind them. That forced Brown and Williams to rapidly shove against the crowd to make space, leaving the six of us in the midst of the onlookers.

	“Just a precaution,” Dr. Aberstock said, looking into my eyes intently. “Any nausea? Shortness of breath?”

	Um. “Earlier,” I said. “Weakness. I had to sit down.”

	His panic only lasted a second, but it hit me hard. “Headache?” I shook my head. I felt fine, now. “Drooling or runny nose?” Who did he think I was? “Fee, it’s important.”

	“No, nothing like that,” I said. “I pushed myself yesterday.” I suddenly felt uncomfortable surrounded by all those people, being stared at while Dr. Aberstock exposed me to scrutiny. But he wouldn’t be doing so without good reason. “Should I be worried?”

	He shook his head, though not in denial. “I can’t be certain,” he said, turning to Mallory, “and maybe I’m jumping to conclusions, but I’ve only seen that level of lividity on one other body.”

	Penny’s hands were shaking. “It’s like his entire blood content just…” she let both hands fall. “And his convulsive posture, Dr. Aberstock.”

	Her fellow ME nodded, grim as he stripped off his gloves in the now quiet as everyone listened. “I’ll have a toxin team come in,” he said, “but I think we’re dealing with a nerve gas, Rowan.”

	“Nerve gas?” The last word squeaked as my voice went up half an octave.

	“I don’t want you to worry.” He was suddenly his same old soothing self, Dr. Aberstock’s kind hands patting mine. “I didn’t get a liver temp, but from the corneal clouding, he’s been gone at least eight hours. And many nerve toxins disperse once they are dispensed.” Why didn’t that sound definitive? Oh, right, because he said many. Not all.

	Yikes.

	Crew joined us, face tight, hand on my arm. “Did I hear you right?”

	“I’m okay,” I said before turning to Dr. Aberstock. “I am. I’ve been here a half hour. How long would it take if I did receive a dose?”

	“The level it took to kill Donald?” He exhaled slowly, tension leaving his face. “Minutes, Fee. You’d be dead on the floor next to him by now.”

	That was comforting. And disturbing all at the same time.

	“I’m not taking chances,” Crew said.

	“Neither are we.” Dr. Aberstock fixed his pale blue eyes on my husband, cherub face still surrounded by the white hood he wore, but earnest expression as serious as they came regardless of how silly he looked. “Crew, that’s why I’m calling in a tox team. We’ll get Fee checked out, but it seems like whatever it was, the gas is gone.”

	He turned then, Penny already on the phone, Dr. Aberstock forcing his way through the crowd. Mallory took one look at Brown and Williams, and they redoubled their efforts to move the watchers back, though when Amanda Courtney came crashing to the forefront, it wasn’t either of the state police officers who stopped her.

	It was the strong arms of Nelson Delamonte.

	She pulled free of him after a moment, Mallory sufficiently distracted by his own attempts to assist his officers in clearing the hallway I managed to duck free myself with Crew at my side.

	“Go,” I said. “Get Nelson out of here.”

	“I’m not leaving you,” Crew said.

	“I’ll stay with her.” And then Daisy was there, clutching my arm, Mom appearing at the edge of the crowd with panic on her face. She was trying to force her way through when Daisy tugged me close. “I’ve got her. I’ll drive her to the hospital personally.”

	“Crew,” I said, “I’m fine.” I felt awesome, actually, and now guilty I’d worried him and Dr. Aberstock. Whatever triggered my nausea and weakness was long over. The fact it could have been deadly gas residue wasn’t lost on me, but surely if so, I’d be on a decline, not feeling better.

	My husband agreed to go when he spotted Mom heading my way, free at last, though I could tell he hated it, and I loved him for that. Daisy stayed by my side, Mom finally reaching me with her cheeks flushed and a tight hug making me groan a little. My mother and bestie led me down the hall and out of the limelight while Mallory directed traffic. Bryson Courtney stormed past me, only to have his mother tear free of Nelson when Crew landed at our client’s side. She grasped for her son and dragged him back the way he’d come, though not in earshot of me, unfortunately. Yes, I was still snooping, and you shouldn’t be judging me because my nosiness was hardly a shocker. I did get to see Bryson snarl at his mother, how she backpedaled with horror on her face, before he stalked away, not a tear shed for his dear old dad. Miranda Murphy emerged from the crowd and tried to comfort Amanda only to be firmly and furiously rebuffed. I watched as Amanda ran after her son, Miranda staring after them with all kinds of guilt on her own face. Whatever had been bubbling yesterday? Came to a head today.

	Or eight hours ago.

	I was about to suggest to my two protectors that we go after her when Dr. Aberstock, in a brand-new coverall and gloves, hurried toward me with a kit in his hands.

	“I’m not waiting for the hospital,” he said. “In here.” He pulled me into the gym and sat me on the bleachers, opening his silver case and pulling out a small canister, unscrewing it. The white strip inside seemed innocuous enough, so when he said, “Please hold out your hands,” I did so immediately. He wiped it across my palms and fingers, then stroked it over my cheeks and lips before setting it on top of his case and pulling out what looked like a flashlight. “This test strip works in UV,” he said. “It can detect microparticles of nerve gases.” I held my breath as he flashed the purple light over the strip.

	Nothing happened.

	Dr. Aberstock sat back with a slow exhale, nodding to me, smiling at last. “You’re all right,” he said. Then hugged me so hard I felt him shaking. “Why,” Dr. Aberstock laughed as he pulled away, “am I always worried something horrible is going to happen to you?”

	Daisy smiled through tears that trickled down her cheeks. “Because she’s always having horrible things happen to her.”

	Mom exhaled a long, slow breath. “Amen to that.”

	Dr. Aberstock stood after sealing the test strip he’d used on me away in a plastic bag. He pulled out a respirator, slipping it over his head before nodding to me. “I’m going to test Donald to be sure before the team arrives,” he said. “But at least I know you’re not contaminated.” He paused then, frowned as though registering something he’d missed in the excitement. “You said you were nauseated? Weak?”

	“Honey?” Mom’s guilty reaction flashed into life instantly.

	Oh, boy. “It can wait,” I said. “I’m fine now. Go find out what happened.”

	He hesitated but sighed, nodding. “I’ll keep you posted.” As he hurried off, I leaned into Daisy and felt her trembling, too, wondering why I felt so calm.

	“Heck of a homecoming,” I said.

	She laughed, shaking her head as she sat back. I was so used to her hair down, it was odd to see it up in a loose bun over yet another professional looking suit, this one deep purple with a white button up and platform heels. Like she needed the height, though even my tall and gorgeous friend looked small next to Nelson. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

	“I should never have asked you to help.” Mom’s fretting wasn’t helping, so I changed the subject.

	“Day,” I said. “Tell us everything.”

	I took another moment to rest, Daisy filling us in on her time in Montpelier and, more often now, Miami, even Mom’s reluctance to let her regret go fading as my shiny friend chattered on as only Daisy could.

	“I like it,” she told us at last, eyes bright, “but it’s no Reading.”

	That made me laugh, bless her, and lifted my mood enough that I decided it was time to get up and get out of there. She helped me to my feet, Mom on my other side, though when we reached the doorway, a man in a sport coat cornered her.

	“Tell me it wasn’t Nelson.” I recognized him as one of the scouts as Daisy shook her head with a small, comforting smile.

	“Mr. Delamonte is perfectly fine,” she said, guiding the man away from me. The look she shot me over her shoulder was apologetic and I knew then, deep inside, I’d lost my best friend. Oh, not like that. She would always be my Daisy-chain, my Day-glo. But the woman I’d counted on and leaned on and who I thought would be here forever was walking out of my life, taking her own into her capable hands and I couldn’t fault her for that. No longer the bubbly but self-conscious young woman, nor the enthusiastic and genuine fiancé to royalty, Daisy Bruce was coming into her own at last.

	I just wished her own included more of me, but that was life, right?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eleven

	 

	I hadn’t intended to pursue Amanda Courtney at that point, not with Mom hovering at my side. When she was called away, I encouraged her to go as well, hating that she felt so guilty and finally putting my foot down when she waffled.

	“Sit here for a minute and rest,” she said. “I’ll be back.”

	I did, I swear. But I got a leg cramp about five minutes in and had to pace it out, finally taking the side door into the gym to hunt Mom down and get out of there. I instead found myself interrupting a conversation between the widow and none other than Nelson Delamonte.

	They’d tucked themselves under the bleachers, out of view of most but easy enough to spot when I walked past. Nelson looked up when I paused in surprise to find him there, his hands grasping Amanda’s shoulders, their faces close enough together it was obvious their intimacy wasn’t new. He nodded to me and left her side, stopping next to me for a moment.

	“I’m so happy you’re all right,” he said. “Crew was very worried. I can’t imagine how hard it was to not only find Donald’s body, but to discover you and your baby might be in danger.” Maybe I’d misjudged his familiarity with Amanda because he certainly shared a rather deliberate and yet oddly welcome closeness with me, like I was the only person in the world to him in that moment. “I’ll make sure he goes home with you so you’re not alone. I’m so sorry to have monopolized his time. That was not my intent at all.” He gestured for the exit. “Can I escort you to the car? My driver can take you both home now.”

	I shook my head even though part of me wanted to obey immediately. Wow, he really had that kind of overwhelming influence that made it feel like it was your idea to do what he wanted. I was starting to understand my husband’s concern and wasn’t sure I liked being manipulated, even if it was with the best of intentions. Besides, what did I know of Nelson’s intentions, anyway, despite his display of concern?

	Thing was, I had doubts this was about me anyway. I watched Amanda Courtney sneak past Nelson and hurry off, wiping tears from her face, and knew then he only meant to distract me from their conversation. In that moment, whatever intangible control Nelson might have had over me, and whatever charms he’d adopted and perfected, cracked around the edges and fell away.

	Did he see the shift in my attitude? Maybe. He didn’t argue when I took a step back from him, tilting my head and smiling wryly up at him. He smiled back, with some secret knowledge of his own, so yes, I had no doubt Nelson Delamonte felt his loss of control and respected me for it.

	“I’m sure Crew is looking for you,” I said. “And Daisy. There’s some concern you were the victim, not Donald Courtney.”

	Nelson seemed surprised by that. “I suppose I’d better clear up that misconception,” he said. “Do take care of yourself, Fiona. Whether you believe it or not, I value you and your wellbeing as much as my own.” He nodded to me before striding past me and into the hallway, leaving me to ponder his authenticity. And while I honestly felt ridiculous for allowing his presence and charisma to sway me at all, I found it hard to doubt his sincerity, even if it was for his own gain.

	Let’s be fair, I was pretty proud of myself for my little triumph and knew going forward I’d gained an upper hand with Nelson. That was, in my estimation, no small feat and I’d be putting it to use in the future, make no mistake. But he’d earned my respect, if grudging, and I now struggled with the voice in my head that automatically suspected he had something to do with the death of Donald Courtney. While he might have been familiar with me on the outset, I refused to question my gut any longer when it came to him and the victim’s widow. I had to trust what I’d seen, and that meant Nelson wasn’t so sad Amanda’s husband was dead.

	I pondered the viability of my client’s guilt as I spotted Mom packing up the last of her items, extension cords draped over one arm, and hurried as best I could at a waddle to join her. I did glance up as a commotion at the main doors had people parting to allow a trio in bulky yellow suits with full helmets make their way past the opening heading for the locker room. Mom dropped her burdens and hugged me quickly, worry in her eyes as I shook my head before she could ask.

	“I’m fine,” I said.

	“I know,” she said. “I shouldn’t have left you in the first place.” Ah, that was the source of her guilt, was it? “Fee, they wouldn’t let me back in once I left the locker room and I…” Mom burst into tears and hugged me harder. “I saw the detective arrive and you were talking to him, but those horrible officers wouldn’t let me pass…” she let me go, the items she’d abandoned to fall to the floor scattered around our feet. “I didn’t know what to do. Then Lloyd said it was poison and I just… if anything happened to you and the baby, Fee, I’d never forgive myself.”

	“Mom, it’s okay.” I had to fight the urge to help her pick up everything that had tumbled, though I did relieve her of one box and the three extension cords so she could carry the rest. “But I’ll be happy to go home, if that’s okay.”

	“We’re done here,” she said so firmly I laughed.

	“Yes, ma’am,” I said and turned to go, only to almost run into Enid who squeaked as I stopped in mid-spin, her hands reaching out to grasp for me, tears in her eyes.

	“Oh, Fee,” she said, choked up as she patted me down as though expecting me to drop at any moment. “Are you all right, dear? Poor you, finding another body like that.”

	“Kinda used to it by now.” The joke was old enough it shouldn’t have been funny anymore, but it still resonated, I guess, because she let out a relieved sigh and stopped touching me.

	“How dreadful,” she said, looking back over her shoulder. “They say it’s some kind of poison.”

	“I heard,” I said. “Enid, can you think of anyone who would want to hurt Donald?”

	She instantly gasped, one hand covering her mouth as she looked back and forth between me and Mom. “Good heavens, no,” she said. Then paused.

	Ah. Interesting. Especially when she turned again and, just at that moment, the two young men who were the stars of Reading walked through the main doors with their mothers in tow.

	Enid whipped back around, blushing a little, lips thinned into a line. “Let me help you carry those to the car,” she said. I handed over my burden, following Mom and her former employee as they crossed to where the young men stood. I caught the tears in Shayle’s eyes, the way Bryson looked haunted, if not grief-stricken, Amanda’s weeping and Miranda’s stunned expression all as we approached. If one of them had been responsible, they were doing a great acting job. Then again, killing someone could easily trigger such a reaction, or so I’d discovered, so none of them got a pass as far as I was concerned.

	Yup, lots of empathy in good old Fiona Fleming. I’d solved enough murders with and without compassion I knew better than to trust human emotion as a deciding factor for innocence.

	“Fee.” Mallory distracted me as he appeared at the door, waving for me to join him. I left Mom and Enid, bypassing the grieving foursome, to find out what the detective had found out. He quickly led me past Brown and Williams—earning me the usual unhappy looks from both of them—to the entrance to the locker room. It now stood open, the special team in the hallway, a bag being lowered into one of three black metal boxes with what looked like a small cylinder inside. Another bag was already being placed into the second box, this one holding a football, with four more following, stacked on top of one another.

	“They found the sources,” he said. “Full scan of the room revealed those.” He pointed at the trio of boxes as the lid was place on top of the first one and tape used to seal it closed. “The field test says it was sarin.”

	Sarin gas? What the actual…? “Where did someone get sarin?” This was hardly a terrorist plot situation, was it? The only times I’d heard of sarin being used was in subway terminals and public events. Then again, I was hardly an expert, and my recall of exact instances was vague. All I knew was the very idea of a nerve gas like sarin had the hair on my arms standing up. Was Donald even the target? Was this some kind of mass attack gone wrong?

	Panic wasn’t helping, but Mallory’s intense focus was. “I have no idea,” he said. “I’m just letting you know because Lloyd told me to tell you. He changed his mind about wanting you to go to the hospital.” He nodded to the team as they carried the three boxes past the now dispersed crowd, Robert and his security force holding everyone back. I was surprised to see my cousin there, and while confronting him about his weird activity in following me recently crossed my mind, I had more important things to think about. Prodding Robert about his oddness would keep. “I want to know who would put such a gas inside footballs teenagers were throwing around.” He sounded angry at last. Mallory’s usual tone wasn’t stoic like Dad’s, but more self-deprecating and almost amused. I’d only seen him angry a few times, and most recently had borne the brunt of that emotion. But this deep distress? Had to come from being a parent of a teen himself, right?

	I squeezed his wrist gently. “You don’t know everything yet,” I said, nodding to Dr. Aberstock and Penny as they joined us, both now in their plain clothes, coveralls discarded. “Do we know who was in charge of blowing up the balls?”

	“Donald,” Mallory said. “At least, according to the players.”

	“So, it’s more likely he was the target,” I said.

	“Or,” Penny said, voice soft, “he was the poisoner.” I blinked at that as she shrugged. “Sarin is very easy to make, but deadly more often than not to the maker. They never get to deliver to the target.”

	“Wait, you’re saying he might have been trying to kill the team?” That made no sense to me.

	Or to Dr. Aberstock, it seemed. “If Donald had poisoned the balls before the game, he wouldn’t have made it to the pep rally.” His soft delivery had all of us listening.

	“How do you know?” Mallory’s grim question was met with assurance from our ME.

	“There were no signs of low-dose trauma,” Dr. Aberstock said. “Donald was in contact with enough sarin it would have taken no more than ten minutes for him to die.” He inhaled quickly. “In agony. From convulsions while his lungs gave out and he suffocated.”

	Yeah, I needed that visual, thanks, Dr. Aberstock. Oh, wait. I already had it.

	Carry on, then.

	“That doesn’t negate the possibility someone was trying to kill the players,” Penny said, Mallory nodding with her.

	“Agreed,” he said. “Donald may have taken the dose meant for the kids.” Again with that vibrating anger. This was definitely a protective daddy moment and while I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, I hadn’t seen him this way before, even around his daughter, Ivy.

	“Whatever the case,” Dr. Aberstock said, “we have a serious problem on our hands, Rowan. Whoever made the sarin could have stockpiled more or be making more if the team was their target.”

	I shivered as the four of us fell silent, staring at one another with horror growing like a slowly expanding cloud of smoke smothering all of us.

	It wasn’t often I was grateful for an interruption from Olivia Walker, but today was one of those times. The mayor hustled her way into our little circle, face pinched with anxiety, her elevated energy banishing the chill that hung in a dreadful fog in our midst.

	“We need the school cleared,” she said.

	Mallory frowned immediately. “What is it with you that you don’t understand how serious murder is, Mayor Walker?” But the moment was over, and he was back to himself by the time he’d finished speaking, amber gaze falling to me. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised by this town anymore,” he grumbled. “I’ll have the team sweep the whole school, if you don’t mind, before I allow any students to walk the halls? Unless your political agenda is more important than the lives of your constituent’s children?”

	That was a bit over the top, but I understood his motives, Olivia’s face twitching as he delivered the sarcastic suggestion.

	“I’m sure that’s fine with our mayor,” I said. “We all know she puts the wellbeing of Reading ahead of even her own heath and welfare.”

	She shot me a grateful look before murmuring something apologetic and backing off. Mallory shook his head at me, squinting like I was too bright for him to look at directly.

	“You’re just as bad,” he said. “Go to the hospital, Fee. Now. I’m not kidding.”

	“I’m going.” I held up both hands, Dr. Aberstock stepping in to join me. “See? This is me, going.”

	Mallory watched me leave, on purpose too, the fiend, though I found myself very grateful for his care and attention since the chill that had settled around me didn’t seem to want to go away anytime soon.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twelve

	 

	My hospital trip was only stressful thanks to the gathering of people who loved me who came to hover and make nuisances of themselves while Dr. Aberstock tried to do his job. In all fairness, I understood my track record wasn’t the best and that my family and friends had the right to be concerned. But I hardly needed Mom (okay, she was welcome) and Dad (the hug was nice but the lurking not so much), Daisy (yes, fine, I was happy she was there, too), Crew (you’re missing the point here), Kit, Penny and,(poking his nose in because he could, Rowan Mallory) to watch with bated breath as though I was about to drop dead while I was already out of sorts and just wanted to forget what happened for a second, thanks.

	With Dr. Aberstock’s stamp of approval finally given, clean bill of Mom and baby health delivered to the group delight of my gathering (while I scowled at my feet and swollen ankles and wished they’d all carry on because I was a little tired of being treated like an invalid), I accepted a drive to the office from the detective while the rest attempted to convince me to go home.

	“No way,” I snarled at Mallory as he headed out to the highway with me in the front seat, holding the seatbelt away down with both hands so Crew wouldn’t give me a hard time later. “They can forget it. I’m already riding a desk.”

	“They worry,” he said in his mild way.

	“I’m doing enough of that for all of them,” I shot back. Whoops, hadn’t meant to say that.

	He surprised me by reaching across the console and squeezing my hand. “Anything you want to talk about?”

	I almost told him. I was this close to blurting about the mystery texter. Was it pride that kept me quiet? Or the fear he’d turn on me like a feral dog and force me to give up what little freedom I had in my job and my life right now? Yes, I was over-the-top in my estimation of my liberty to exist, but you try going through what I went through in the physical and mental state I was in and not feel the same.

	Go ahead. I’ll wait.

	Whatever the reason for my reticence (cough, pride, cough), I turned my head instead of speaking and shook it. He must have witnessed my denial, because he sighed and pulled back, silent on the rest of the ten-minute drive, dropping me at the front door to Fleming Investigations. He did exit the car to help me out, not commenting on my grunting, sweating effort, making sure I was stable and safe on the sidewalk before returning to his car.

	“Fee,” he said, stopping before he climbed back in. “I know better than to tell you anything, because it fires up your imagination and I’d rather you didn’t put yourself in harm’s way.”

	“But,” I said with abrupt force.

	“Don’t ask me how I know,” he said, “but I’ve recently been alerted to the fact there’s been chatter about the sale of sarin on the black market.” You don’t say, Detective Mallory. “I’ve been asked to contribute to the investigation.” Which meant it wasn’t state, but federal, maybe Homeland or the FBI. Gotcha. “This has to be a coincidence.”

	“We both know that word has no meaning when it comes to crime,” I said. “You think the source of the sarin you’re tracing is tied somehow to Reading High?” Well, as bizarre as that sounded, weirder things had happened in the cutest town in America, so it was either fight it or accept it and I wasn’t so blind I couldn’t make the leap necessary to believe a terrorist (!) was making and distributing sarin in my own town.

	Did that mean this was bigger than Donald Courtney? Was he caught up in something international that ended his life? Or was this a false trail that I needed to leave to Mallory? He seemed to have second-guessed telling me, though he didn’t leave just yet.

	“We’ll see,” he said. “I’m certainly not discounting it. If you happen across anyone who’s come into a million dollars in the last little while, let me know, okay?”

	“You’ll be the first person I tell,” I said.

	“I know it can’t be easy.” I frowned a little before I realized he’d changed the subject back to our original conversation. “Let me know if you need anything.” Mallory drove off then, leaving me to blink away the frustrating tears his kindness had created before I spun on the door to the office and jammed the key in the lock.

	When I looked up, who did I see reflected in the glass? None other than my cousin, Robert, watching me from his car on the other side of the street. I spun with a snarl, ready to confront him, but found myself instead caught in two strong hands when Bill Saunders stepped into my personal space, Robert driving off while I glared after him in irritation. Probably for the best I hadn’t confronted him then. Any softening of our relationship could easily have gone down the drain if I’d been allowed to yell at him over something that wasn’t his fault. Though, the stalking had to stop.

	Had to.

	“Sorry, Fee,” Bill said, stepping back from me and releasing his grip, hands going into the pockets of his bulky work jacket when I turned my glare up to him. “I can come back.”

	“Bill.” I grasped for his sleeve, tugging on him as he tried to leave. “I’m sorry myself. Please, come in.” I opened the door and turned on the lights, gesturing for him to take a seat at my desk while I removed my coat. He helped, hanging it up beside his own and sat gingerly across from me, turning down my offer of coffee. I didn’t have the energy to make any regardless, so I was grateful he said no, more interested in the way he fidgeted than caffeine at the moment anyway.

	“I shouldn’t be bothering you with this,” he finally blurted. “I heard what happened. You’re okay?”

	I nodded, shoving aside the lingering irritation that fear bubbled through. “Checked out by Dr. Aberstock personally,” I said. “I was lucky.” And swallowed as panic raced a track around my heart and then plummeted into my stomach as the weight of possibility finally had time to hit me. I felt the world waver a moment at my close call while Bill went on and almost missed what he told me.

	In fact, I had to stop him with a raised hand and a frown when I realized what he was saying. “Can you repeat that?”

	He nodded. “Like I said,” he went on, “I got no proof, Fee. Didn’t then, don’t now. But there were rumors, and I figure the truth will out at last. I’d like to know either way, myself.”

	“Bill,” I said.

	“Right.” He licked his lips, face pale, voice shaking a little. “Take a close look at the game balls, and not just the poison thing everyone’s talking about.” Small town, no secrets, it seemed. “’Cause there’s a good chance Donald was fixing the game and, if so, he did the deed that killed him all on his own.”

	I drew a slow breath, thinking about what Penny said, trying not to jump to any conclusions until I understood what he was saying to me. “Can you be more specific?”

	Bill sat back, knees jiggling, anxiety visible in the way his hands seemed to wash one another like he needed something cleaned from them, though it was his mind, I knew, that felt dirty. “You’ve heard of deflating a football?” I shook my head as Bill sighed deeply. “Okay, so all balls are inflated to a specific PSI,” he said. “Typically, 12.5. Makes the ball really hard, tougher to grasp and throw. It’s standard so every player has the same equipment to play with.” That made sense. “There are some who purposely deflate their balls to soften them.” I waited for him to go on, not sure what the significance was. “Softer balls are easier to grasp, to hold, to throw.” He shrugged. “It’s cheating.”

	Well now. “And you think Donald was doing this to the game balls?” My mind raced as I thought about the gas that killed him. What was he doing in the locker room after the game? With a cylinder the techs identified as the source of the sarin, along with several balls? Bill’s suggestion made a lot of sense if Donald was, in fact, reinflating the balls, not deflating them. Covering his tracks, in other words. Which meant he was the target, right?

	Bill’s discomfort only grew as he squirmed in his seat a moment. “I caught him at it,” he finally said, “back in high school. I couldn’t prove it, didn’t say anything because when I checked the PSI after the game that night, the ball was back to regulation full.”

	“But you’re sure he tampered with it before the game.” I watched Bill’s misery descend.

	“I’m positive of it,” he said. “But I spent the last how many years telling myself I wasn’t sure.” He licked his lips, one big hand sliding over the stubble on his cheek, the rasping sound loud in the quiet that lingered before he went on again. “I didn’t want trouble and seeing as I’ve been on shaky ground here in Reading all these years, for good reason, I didn’t say nothing. Wouldn’t have, either, except, well.” He met my eyes again, his imploring for understanding and belief. “You being you and all, and how you know me. I figured if anyone could prove it, use it to find out who killed Donald, it’d be Fee Fleming.”

	I was honestly touched by his faith, earned or not. The fact I’d been one of the only people not to judge him for the terrible accident that killed his ten-year-old son or the fact he’d returned to Reading after his incarceration for causing his own kid’s death due to DUI, and even had him and his faithful dog rescue me (for which I’d be eternally grateful) was definitely part of it, but I wondered too how much of his connection to me came from how he felt about Mom.

	Oh, Fee. Stop lollygagging about that and focus.

	“Okay, let’s say he deflated the balls before the game,” I said, jerking myself back on track while Bill seemed to settle and nodded in response. “Then waited until after the game was over and everyone left to reinflate them so no one would find out.” Another nod from Bill. “Wouldn’t the other team notice the balls had been tampered with?”

	“Everyone uses their own balls,” Bill said. “And if they didn’t suspect he’d deflated them, the other coach wouldn’t have any reason to ask to check them out. The ref should have caught it, but everyone knows they’re not as careful at this level. I know Hal Prescott personally and the man’s seen a few too many bottles of whiskey at gametime to be completely trusted.” Bill’s judgment came fairly, considering his history with alcohol. “Donald could have snuck them through if he knew what he was doing.”

	“And for all we know, the other team was cheating, too,” I said, not liking this streak of suspicion and negativity now running through my suppositions.

	Bill looked mortified suddenly, eyes widening. “I never thought of that.” He seemed sad then, sagging a little. “But you could be right.”

	“It seems a bit of overkill, don’t you think?” I frowned into space, thinking about it. “Making the poison, a potentially deadly act in itself, then injecting it into the cannister. Whoever did this took a huge risk. What could possibly make such an idea worth it?”

	Bill’s answer surprised me. “I know you’re not a fan,” he said, “but a lot of folks take football really seriously.”

	“And there’s money and scholarships and possible NFL careers involved.” Okay, I got that. “But if the team was winning, no one in Reading would have a reason to kill him.” There were still too many pieces missing. “Thanks, Bill,” I said at last. “I’ll look into it, okay? And I’ll keep your name out of it.”

	The wave of relief that crossed his face ended in a grin as he surged to his feet. “Thanks so much, Fee,” he said. “You’re the best.”

	I hugged him before he left, watching him amble across the street to his truck where Moose waited in the driver’s window. By the time I returned to my desk, I no longer resented research because I had a few things I really wanted to know, and this was part of the job I could sink my teeth into.

	Not lost on me research for myself didn’t trigger my resentment, so don’t bother pointing it out, okay?

	My first inquiry was into sarin itself. Penny hadn’t been kidding. The stuff was pretty simple to make, a mix of organophosphorus, found in any multitude of common pesticides, and rubbing alcohol. If that wasn’t scary enough, it only cost about a hundred bucks to make enough to kill thousands of people. The worst part, though? One brief internet search provided the instructions to make, store and dispense it for nefarious purposes. Amazing, as was the warning that came with every single entry tagged to the gas. Making it might be child’s play, but containing it once it was made? Absolutely the hardest part of the job and made manufacturing it for casual reasons about as stupid as stepping in front of an oncoming train.

	Every other line of inquiry I made turned up nothing. Donald Courtney’s record seemed impeccable, his time playing football at Ohio State unremarkable though his team did very well in part, I discovered, thanks to none other than Nelson Delamonte. But whatever their personal beef, none of it showed up in media or school records, so I let it go for the time being.

	I did take note of his Master of Education degree. It was accredited from a school I didn’t recognize and had me frowning a little. Why would he do his master’s degree at a small college when he could have carried on at Ohio? Especially such a small school, and one on the other side of the country. I trusted my instincts and flagged it for further curiosity. Maybe they had football there, too and he’d nabbed funding?

	I was just about to dig into Amanda Courtney when the door to the office chimed and Mom walked in, Petunia in her arms. I winced a little at my forgetfulness, rising to hug my mother who waved off my apology.

	“When I checked in and she was there, I picked her up,” she said, my puppy happy to settle into her bed and close her eyes moments after arriving, her time at daycare knocking her into sleep almost immediately. “I know we’re all a bit much, honey, but you’re sure you’re okay?”

	I hugged her and sat, Mom taking the seat across from me. “I didn’t mean to run off like that,” I said. “And yes, Dr. Aberstock even said so.”

	“I know you’re busy,” she said, “but all of this has me thinking about poor Enid and Helen again.” I had to stop and consider it a second before I realized what she meant.

	“Right,” I said, turning to my computer. “Give me one sec, Mom.”

	“I didn’t mean right now,” she said.

	“Do you know Helen’s last name?”

	“The same as Enid,” Mom said. “Johnson. And she was a teacher, Fee, so she’d be with Hopewell Mutual, the same insurance company that represents Reading High’s staff.” Was that why Mom was so worried? They would be hers, too. “Does that help?”

	It did. I fired off an inquiry to the agency after a short search to get their email, not sure if they’d even answer but wanting to at least try for Mom. I hesitated as I hit send before blurting a question. “Mom, in all the time you were principal, did you ever have any kind of conflict with Donald Courtney?”

	She laughed a little nervously, touching her hair with one hand. “Now, Fiona Fleming, you’re not accusing your mother of murder.”

	“I have no doubt if you decided to kill someone,” I said as dryly as possible, “no one would ever know it was murder. Or the body would never be found.”

	Mom winked, then sobered a little. “Why do you ask?”

	“I had an anonymous tip,” I said. “Something to do with cheating at football. Have you heard of deflating?”

	My mother’s eyes widened. And then she began to swear. Now, I know you know my mother wasn’t a prim and proper lady, per se, but she did carry herself with a certain level of calm, confidence and decorum I often wished I could adopt myself. Yes, I’d heard her use bad words in the past because even she was only human. But the string of profanity she released as her cheeks turned red and her green eyes bulged while her voice finally choked off in strangled rage had me so shocked, I simply stared at her as she visibly and forcefully pulled herself back together.

	It took her a hot second, and when she finally did speak again, her tone vibrated with anger. “He did not,” she snapped. “Tell me he didn’t.”

	I shook my head, still in a daze from her reaction. “No proof,” I said, “but the source is reliable and seemed confident enough it needs to be investigated.”

	Mom looked away, jaw jumping, before her head swiveled back in an almost violent motion. “If he did,” she said, voice cracking, “he ruined everything.”

	That was a bit much, wasn’t it? Mom seemed to recognize my skepticism despite her elevated emotional state, leaning forward and tapping the desktop with one aggressive fingertip as she explained. “Fee, if he cheated…” she drew a slow, shaking breath and let it out before finishing. “If he cheated, our school can lose its standing. The hard work those kids put out on that field?” She jabbed that same finger in the general direction of the school. “Wiped out. We’ll be banned from playing football, Fee, even if no one else had any knowledge. The team will be decimated and those two boys who are relying on those scholarships can kiss them goodbye. Along with their futures.”

	Ah. Okay then. So, a big deal. Got it.

	“But killing him,” she went on then, paused. “Fee, killing him wouldn’t fix anything. It would just bring attention to the cheating.”

	“So, that means whoever it was wanted everyone to know. And for him to suffer for it.” Okay, that helped with motive. Or did it? Because as far as I knew, everyone involved—everyone I suspected—wouldn’t see any benefit from Donald being outed. “Mom, any idea what was going on between Donald, Amanda and Nelson?”

	She thought about it a moment, then sighed. “I barely know Amanda,” she said, confirming what I already knew. “And Donald was never all that friendly, even when he was my vice principal. As for Nelson Delamonte, he’s your client.” She gave me a pointed look. “Maybe you should ask him.”

	Oh, I was going to do just that.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Mom left me alone when I told her I had more work to do, Petunia snoozing contentedly at my feet. I made a call to Mallory and told him what I’d discovered, the detective’s quiet on the other end of the line leaving him open to a question.

	“If it’s okay with you,” I said, “I’d like to keep digging.” He laughed. Not just a chuckle, an outright laugh that ended in a soft coughing fit while I scowled at the coffee machine until he was done. “Got that out of your system, did you?” He let out another soft guffaw at my sarcasm.

	“I never thought I’d see the day Fee Fleming asked me permission to do anything,” Mallory said with great amusement still in his voice. “Granted. Keep me posted, Master Detective. Oh, and Fee.”

	“Yes?” I was still annoyed and wanted him to know it.

	“Research only,” he said. “No field work. Or the deal is off.”

	I sighed. Loudly. “Fine, whatever, I’m hanging up now.” And did just that.

	While he laughed all over again. The jerkface.

	Mallory didn’t realize he’d created a monster, nor did he know how motivating his amusement was. I dove right into further research with a zest for the job I hadn’t felt since the first time I’d sat in this very chair on day one of my life as a private investigator and I would have been grateful to him for his contribution to my renewed love of my job if I wasn’t still irritated by his attitude.

	I was always one to take the good with the bad.

	Next up, after I reviewed my notes from before Mom’s arrival, was Miranda Murphy. Her husband, Larry, had passed from a heart attack several years ago and she’d raised her son, Shayle, on her own as a single mom ever since. I took note of her job as an online rep for a chemical manufacturing company, checking her professional social status on her favorite site and found her CV. She’d begun her career working in a lab, interesting. She got a solid checkmark from me when it turned out she graduated the same year as Donald, though what reason she had for murder, I still hadn’t uncovered.

	I’d shunted the next in line down the roster despite my previous plan. Amanda Courtney was still on the list, however, because every good investigator looked at the spouse, right? Funny, but she wasn’t my lead suspect no matter what the statistics about murder said. As a researcher and investigator for an insurance agency, Co-Ordinated Care Incorporated, she worked mostly from home. The fact she came from money out of state, Atlanta her original hometown, meant she’d not just gone to college with Nelson, they were from the same city.

	A quick check confirmed they went to high school together, Nelson’s face a prominent image at his old alma mater with Amanda right beside him. So, they’d been a couple. How had she ended up with Donald instead of the football star? An excellent question and one I’d be asking her. Or Mallory would, correction. I gritted my teeth against the no field work rule and considered asking her for coffee before moving on.

	Because if she came to the office, that didn’t count, right?

	Both of the star players had stellar records to match, Bryson Courtney and Shayle Murphy peas in a pod according to social media since they started school together. Their mothers had been reasonably close as well, from what I could tell, so Amanda hadn’t been totally out of touch in Reading. Though their interactions seemed to have stopped when the boys hit high school for some reason. Not that it altered their sons’ trajectories to greatness by any means. Both had excellent school records and achievements galore, all reported faithfully in the Reading Reader Gazette courtesy of my friend, Pamela Shard. I considered calling her to see if she had any dirt she was hiding and changed my mind. She’d been out of town the last month, the paper in the hands of her intern, investigating something with her partner, Fleur King. I’d catch up with her when she got home and, if I hit a wall, I’d bug her in the field if necessary.

	In the field. Argh, why did I agree to Mallory’s rule again? Because I wanted his support digging into this case. Not that his lack of enthusiasm had stopped me in the past, but I was trying to do better, be better, a good influence on the cupcake.

	Hey. I hear you laughing. Knock it off.

	I sat back at last, one person left to check out, knowing it might get me into trouble but needing to do it, regardless. Yes, he was my client, technically. But Nelson Delamonte was in this up to his gorgeous eyes, I was positive of that, and while Crew trusted him, I couldn’t let it go.

	Even if that meant we lost our biggest account.

	Something told me Nelson would understand. At least, that’s what I let myself believe as I began typing his name into the search bar. But the chime at my door distracted me, even more so when the visitor who entered with some hesitation turned out to be someone I really wanted to talk to.

	Correction. Yell at.

	Robert waved a little, hovering at the entry like he knew he wasn’t welcome. I let out a heaving sigh and gestured for him to come sit down already and stop lurking, which he did with a hitching gait before throwing himself without grace into the chair across from me.

	“You’ve been following me,” I snapped.

	Robert flinched, looking a little panicked before he spoke, off topic. “I overheard something,” he said. “Thought you might want to know.” He cleared his throat but at least didn’t spit, wonders never cease. “You know how I feel about Mallory.”

	The fact Robert didn’t trust him impacted my own opinion of the homicide detective not even a little bit. “Go on.” I’d give him the benefit of the doubt regardless, because if I knew one thing about my cousin, he was good at skulking and eavesdropping.

	Yes, I know, took one to know one. But I was nothing like him, so hush.

	“One of the students was talking,” Robert said. “At the school, when the tox team was there. Said something about Bryson and Shayle that had me wondering.”

	If he didn’t spit it out, I was going to throw my stapler at him. “Which was?” Fee, patience. He’d come to me, trusted me with information. I just wasn’t in the mood for anyone, I guess.

	Robert bobbed a nod after a frown that told me I’d triggered him as much as this conversation triggered me. “You don’t have to be like that, Fanny,” he snapped.

	He did not just revert to using my hated nickname. “Just freaking tell me already,” I snarled back, “and maybe change my attitude.”

	He grumbled under his breath while I tapped my fingertips on the desktop with enough weight the puppy woke up with a little snort of surprise. I soothed her back to sleep, leaning awkwardly sideways and scratching her ear until she sighed and laid back down.

	“She’s cute,” Robert said with a faint air of sorrow.

	“Thanks.” My irritation slid away, and I rubbed at my eyes, suddenly tired. “Sorry, Robert. What did you hear?”

	He relented too, Petunia to the rescue, no matter her number. “I guess this student thinks those boys know something about sarin,” he said. “Heard her talking about it, even.” He waited while my eyes widened, and I tried to find something to say. “You’re welcome,” he said.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Fourteen

	 

	The phone rang, interrupting my shock that Robert brought me something useful. I put Dr. Aberstock on speaker without thinking, his cheery greeting followed by more information.

	“I wanted you to know,” he said, “the techs confirmed the gas was sarin. They found equal amounts in four of the footballs while one had none. They also found the canister was almost empty.” So, it had to have been the source, right? Which meant Donald had been refilling the balls—or someone else had. Then again, maybe I was jumping to conclusions blaming him. What if he’d caught another perpetrator doing the deed after the game and was killed for being at the wrong place at the wrong time? “They checked the PSI on all five balls. Four had regulation 12.5, all with sarin. The one that didn’t was 10.5.” Bill’s tip about deflating was apparently true, then. And had the two scenarios I’d imagined at war with one another all over again.

	“Thanks, doc,” I said.

	“You’re still feeling all right?” I didn’t snipe at the question because he sounded worried all over again.

	“Promise,” I said. “I’ll call if that changes, okay?”

	Robert’s frown as I hung up from Dr. Aberstock had me scowling in return. “Was there something?”

	He shifted in the seat, but didn’t fire back with a nasty comment, to my surprise. “Nothing,” he said.

	“Not nothing.” I leaned forward, elbows on my desk, more to ease my lower back than to be aggressive. “You’ve been following me around and I want to know why.”

	 Apparently today wasn’t the day I’d be getting an answer, because as my cousin squirmed in discomfort, the door to the office opened and Crew walked in. Robert bolted immediately with barely a nod for either of us, my husband raising his eyebrows at me he sat on the corner of my desk and made a face.

	“What did Robert want?” I might have had a better relationship with him in the last few months, but Crew had worked with him, had him as a deputy, had witnessed all the nastiness my cousin put me through over the years. That meant he didn’t feel the same kind of inclination to empathy I’d leaned into. And fair enough, considering.

	“Sharing a lead,” I said.

	“Nice of him,” Crew said without emotion. “You know, Ms. Fleming, working on a Sunday is a clear sign of workaholism and could impact your health.” He was one to talk. “Maybe a nice day off is in order.”

	“I’m fine, Crew,” I said.

	“I know, honey,” he said. “But I miss my wife and I want to spend the day with her.”

	Whatever his real motives (oh, I was skeptical, believe it), I honestly loved the idea and gave in without grumbling, but only after taking a few minutes to type up what I’d uncovered and send it off to Mallory.

	By the time Crew and I strolled for home, Petunia wandering her way in front of us, sniffing everything, I was content to let the case (and myself) rest for the day. It wasn’t until we reached the front door of our house that my husband dropped the shoe I’d been waiting for him to smack me with, when I asked what he’d like for dinner.

	“Ah,” he said so carefully I almost sighed, “about dinner.” I faced him down and waited while he gave me his brightest, most charming smile. “We’ve been invited to the lodge.”

	“Nelson,” I said. Of course.

	Crew hugged me, rocking me a little as he held on and wouldn’t let go. “You don’t like him.”

	“I don’t know him,” I said. “And he’s far too charming and charismatic for his own good.”

	My husband finally released me, nodding. “I know,” he said. “I was actually worried you’d fall for his routine, but I should have known better.”

	“I did for a bit,” I said, unlocking the door. “I’m over it. Crew, I don’t want to move.”

	“Me either,” he said. “Case closed.”

	Why did I get the feeling it wasn’t, though?

	We did spend a lovely day together, a nice homemade lunch preceding a long walk along Cutter Lake on the path we used to run together. I missed running, to my surprise, but couldn’t imagine even jogging in my present condition, even if it was advisable. Neither of us mentioned Donald Courtney’s death or my pending repeat ultrasound or anything to do with Robert, Nelson Delamonte or my sadness over Daisy’s pending departure from Reading for good. Instead, we talked about the baby, our hopes and dreams for him/her/them, our future together, the new TV show we were bingeing, and nothing really at all.

	It was the nicest day I’d spent in a very long time so when the hour came to go to the lodge for dinner, I was in a solidly happy mood. I even smiled at my reflection in the mirror, my rounded body artfully draped in the lovely wraparound navy dress Vivian had sent me a few months ago, the gorgeous fabric falling perfectly despite my pregnancy, as though she’d made it just for me in this condition. Which, of course, she had.

	I needed to send her a thank you note for making me feel beautiful when that was a very hard thing to do.

	It wasn’t until we were in the car I brought the case up again, if only because Nelson was on my mind, naturally. But when I suggested I needed to dig into our client as a suspect, Crew instantly shut me down.

	“Please, Fee, just leave him out of it.” There was a pained sound to my husband’s voice that almost erased all the good will he’d created over the run of the day. This was a murder investigation, something he normally took very seriously. Why was he blocking me from helping Mallory? Did he know something I wasn’t going to like?

	“Nelson and Donald Courtney had history,” I said. “They played football together at Ohio State. And Donald’s wife, Amanda, knew Nelson in high school. They might even have been a couple, Crew. That’s a connection that Mallory will explore even if I don’t.”

	“Then let him,” my husband said, turning onto the curving entry to White Valley Lodge, the front of the building alight, towering glass frontage showing the glow of the crystal chandeliers within. “Fee, Nelson didn’t kill Donald. You have to trust me on that.”

	Okay, I did trust him, of course, I did. And. “I don’t work that way.”

	Crew parked and turned to me, wry smile not lighting his eyes. “I know you don’t,” he said. “Listen, there’s more to this than you know, but none of it is tied to Donald’s death, I’m sure of it.” He winced then, shook his head, turning to look out the windshield. “Yeah, that’s not exactly true. It might be. But I believe Nelson, Fee. He didn’t kill anyone. He had no reason to.”

	“What aren’t you telling me?” I didn’t want to be angry with him. I loved him, he was my partner and the father of the nugget inside me. “I’m tired of secrets all the time.” I really, really was. Because this wasn’t just about Nelson Delamonte or this case. Ever since I could remember, people had been keeping things from me, lying to me or distracting me from the truth. My father, my ex-boyfriend, Ryan Richards. Everyone in this ridiculous town. And Crew, not for the first time.

	When he turned to me again, his face was tight with tension. “It’s not my secret to tell,” he said. “If Nelson wants you to know, you’ll know.”

	I had to accept that, right? We’d see. “Let’s get this over with,” I said, somewhat shortly, knowing Crew was torn but not in the mood anymore to cut him slack over confidentiality. And though it was petty, when he tried to help me out of the car, when he offered his arm to walk into the lodge, I rejected both gestures and chose my own two feet and my personal power, thank you.

	Nelson was waiting for us on the rooftop with Daisy at his side, my bestie now in a lovely red cocktail dress with her hair down, looking more like herself than she had since she’d returned. Why then was our hug awkward and my smile stilted instead of loving? I guess because I figured she was in on the secrets and possible lies and I was, as always, left to dig for truth on my own. Yup, it was going to be that kind of a night.

	Never mind that our table was the best in the house, in the far corner with the view of the valley and lake below spread out on two sides. It was probably for the best my friend and the lodge’s manager, Alicia, wasn’t present. I still don’t know if I’d have been able to manage kindness for her even, and she wasn’t involved in this mess at all. I ignored the view, shaking our client’s hand before sitting while he guided my chair like a gentleman, settling across from Day whose smile had faded to worry.

	I had plans to confront Nelson then and there, before I could even sip the ginger ale that waited for me in front of my place setting, because I really needed to settle this situation if I was going to be civil. Except, it seemed I wasn’t the only one who had a grievance to air. Amanda Courtney interrupted about a half-second after I drew a breath to make my demand for answers known, stopping next to Nelson’s chair while the hostess huffed to a halt behind her, apology on her face.

	“I’ll be right back.” Nelson rose, following Amanda out of the dining room, unhurried but covering ground quickly. Before Crew could stop me, I lurched to my feet and went after them. I heard Day call my name with distress in her voice, Crew’s deep response to her to let me be, none of which held me back a moment as I followed Nelson and Amanda now retreating into the foyer entry.

	If they knew I’d pursued them, neither indicated it, intently focused on one another. I slowed my approach as they stopped near the entrance to the bathrooms, placing myself strategically behind one of the sculptures that adorned the space, and eavesdropped like a pro.

	Nelson was already speaking, so I missed the first part of his sentence. “—now that I know, I told you, I’ll take care of him.”

	Amanda didn’t sound mollified. “I don’t want his life torn apart over this,” she said. “He’s been through so much already.” She reached out one hand and pushed Nelson firmly, barely making him sway. “I asked you not to tell him.” There was enough despair in her voice I felt for her regardless of her guilt or innocence when it came to her husband’s death.

	“He deserved to know,” Nelson said, voice low and kind and caring. “Manna, I know you think you did what you had to. But I deserved the truth, too. I would have taken care of both of you.”

	And now I had a pretty good idea I knew exactly where this was going, Amanda confirming it a moment later.

	“I was married,” she almost wailed. “I loved Donald. We didn’t work, Nel. We never did. I needed stability for Bryson, not publicity and endless parties and women.”

	“You wound me,” he said, his hand pressing to his chest as he bent closer. “I was never that man.”

	She sniffled, wiping at her nose as he handed her his pocket square. “You know why I left.” Was that fear in her voice? She stared down at the bright pink square of silk in her shaking hands. “That night in Atlanta, that was a mistake. But Bryson has been the light of my life, Nel, a gift.” She looked up into his eyes. “I’ll never regret him.” She hesitated before handing back the pocket square, seemingly resigned as she collected herself visibly, face now grim and determined. “You won’t take him away from me. Not now, not ever.”

	“That’s the last thing I want,” Nelson said. “He’s our son, Manna. You’re my family.”

	She wavered, like a sapling in a storm, before spinning with a low cry and heading for the elevators. If she saw me, she didn’t say so or look up, high heels tapping on the stone floor as she went. I returned my attention to Nelson, noting that he watched me with a quiet sadness that made me feel very much like a terrible person all of a sudden. I crossed to him with forced confidence while he tucked his damp pocket square back into place, nodding to me with great gravity.

	“I know you fear I had something to do with Donald’s death,” he said. “Your concern is fair, Fee. I’d think less of you if you didn’t have me on the suspect list, especially considering my connection to Amanda and Bryson.”

	“When did you find out he was your son?” I had to treat Nelson like a suspect despite the sorrow on his face. And the fact he paid my company a lot of money. There were other clients, though, and truth was my thing.

	“It’s only been a week,” he said with a deep sigh.

	“And you found out how?” I wasn’t doing anything to mask my brusqueness, though Nelson accepted it without pushback, to his credit.

	“Donald contacted me,” he said.

	The victim’s anger at Nelson’s appearance didn’t make sense if he’d been the one to reveal the truth. “I don’t understand.”

	Nelson nodded, golden eyes still sad but expression settling into serious confidence, like he seemed to face his entire life. “I had planned to fill you in on everything,” he said, “but with your brush with illness and finding the body, I wanted to give you space.”

	“Everyone who knows me would tell you that isn’t necessary,” I said.

	He chuckled, smile softening his expression, rekindling that charm that no longer worked on me. Okay, not completely. “So, I’ve been told,” he said. “By Crew and Daisy and Liz and Jill…” he trailed off, shaking his head. “I’ll stop being so careful about your delicate condition, then, shall I?”

	I snorted. “Delicate my butt,” I said. “I need to know what’s going on so I can do my job, Nelson.”

	He nodded. “My apologies. The truth is, Donald found out Bryson was my son and attempted to blackmail me.”

	He. Okay, then. “You realize that’s motive for murder.”

	“It would be,” Nelson agreed, “except the moment I found out, I set plans in motion to share publicly who Bryson is to me.”

	That was big of him, no pun intended. “You can prove this.”

	“Naturally,” he said. “Both Daisy and Crew have the details, but I’m happy to share with you, as well. And with Detective Mallory. I just wanted time to help Bryson adjust to the truth. The boy’s been through so much, Fee, what with Donald’s death so soon after finding out who his biological father is.” He rubbed at his face, weariness showing for the first time, that giant, gold championship ring with the diamonds flashing. “I’d never have told him the way I did if Donald hadn’t confronted me that night. I wanted to do it differently. But Bryson needed to hear it from me.”

	I could tell that was very important to him and that his regret was genuine. “You realize this doesn’t exonerate you completely.”

	He nodded then, softness making him even more handsome than he usually was, light in his eyes and smile that had nothing to do with charm and everything to do with authentic joy. “I know,” he said. “But I have a son, Fee. With the love of my life. I have no intention of ruining my chances to be Bryson’s father, no matter what Donald said or did.”

	Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I believed him. Which didn’t make me feel better, sadly, because there was a good chance one of the people he loved most in the world was going to go to prison for murder.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Fifteen

	 

	I accepted Nelson’s arm and his escort back to our table, noting Crew’s discomfort and Daisy’s lingering worry. As our client settled me back into my seat, he waved off my husband’s inhaled breath and obvious pending comment with a smile and his charm back firmly in place.

	“I hired you for a reason,” he told my husband. “I am not disappointed. In fact, the only thing that will disappoint me is if all of you,” he winked at me, “decide to stay in this lovely little town and not relocate to Miami.” He laughed as my lips twisted sideways. “I’m teasing,” Nelson said, eyes sparkling. “Mostly.” He sat back, sipping his drink before nodding to me. “Now that Fee is read in on what’s going on, shall we have dinner?”

	I actually enjoyed myself from that moment on, even accepting Daisy’s offer to join me in the bathroom, hugging her and apologizing for being a jerk to her on my arrival.

	“I understand completely,” she gushed at me, gorgeous face twisting into guilt so powerful I had to grab her again and squeeze her tight. “I’m sorry, Fee. I didn’t want to keep anything from you. You’re my boss, but so is Nelson, kind of.”

	I hated she’d been caught in the middle of it. “You’re leaving me, aren’t you?” Oh, Fee. That wistful sorrow wasn’t intended and certainly wasn’t helping matters.

	Daisy bit her lower lip, distress so acute I felt instantly terrible for putting her on the spot. “Not if you don’t want me to,” she said. “I love what I’m doing, Fee, and I’m so grateful to you and your dad for the job.” She laughed a little breathlessly, though her anxiety lingered. “This is the best thing that ever happened to me. I had no idea I was good at it.” Her brightness returned as I smiled and nodded, because I was the one person on the planet who got what she meant and should have her back. Which I would, from now on, whiny self-pity or not. “But I’ll come back to Reading if you need me.”

	“You will not,” I said, squeezing her hands. “Day, I’m so happy for you. You deserve everything, all the awesome.” I let out a little laugh of my own. “I’m being silly because I love you and I’m pregnant and it’s weird being here without you around.”

	She nodded, dabbing at the corner of her eyes with a tissue she liberated from the counter. “I know,” she said. “I guess I’m finally growing up.”

	We both were. Why did that make me want to cry and hug her and never let her go?

	By the time we left, I was tired but content enough I had the answers I needed and that if Nelson was lying about his participation in Donald Courtney’s death, I’d have no qualms in uncovering the truth. I let Crew hold my arm on our way back to the car and paused as he opened the door for me.

	“I know you’re torn,” I said as his blue eyes met mine with a hint of wariness. “You trust me, and you love me. You know I’m very good at what we do, but you’re worried about me and the baby. I get that, Crew. I get all of it.” I leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips, feeling him respond with tenderness that had me loving him more than ever. “But every time you keep things from me, you hurt us. I can handle whatever comes, Crew. As long as I know you aren’t holding back.”

	He took a long moment before he nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You’re totally right. I’ve been so worried, Fee.” He hugged me, cheek pressed to my hair, the scent of him surrounding me, warmth of his tall, strong body engulfing me and the pumpkin in his love. “The pregnancy, losing Petunia, your history. I know you don’t purposely put yourself in harm’s way. You’re not stupid or thoughtless. And yet.” He let me go, smiling down at me with enough sadness in his expression I relented completely despite my resolve. “Trouble happens to you, Fiona Fleming. You can’t ask me to stop worrying because the day I do that is the day I don’t love you anymore.”

	Okay, that was fair. But he wasn’t done.

	“I know how hard it’s been for you since Petunia died,” he said. “Don’t think I’m not aware you still blame yourself even though it wasn’t your fault.” He had to bring that up, didn’t he? Stupid tears. “I want you to know how much I appreciate you deciding to ride a desk for the last few months. You’re not a sit around person, you never have been. It’s given me a real sense of peace, though. But I see how it’s effecting you. I want you to know I’m very aware of it. I want to help you figure out a healthy alternative. Because keeping you safe physically isn’t worth hurting you mentally and emotionally.”

	I had the best husband ever. “Thank you,” I sniffled around the tightness in my throat and running tears that wouldn’t stop falling, Crew’s fingers brushing them away as fast as they fell. “I love you.”

	“Fee,” he said, wonder in his smile and the sudden flash of adoration that crossed his face, “that still astounds and amazes me every day.”

	Did I say best husband ever? Yeah, best.

	Ever.

	It was a lovely ride home as we discussed possibilities, both agreeing I would start taking cases outside the office as long as they were small and didn’t involve murder. It felt great to be on the same page again, though I wasn’t sure Kit was going to love returning to mostly research duty after getting a taste of the field.

	“Maybe she doesn’t have to,” Crew said as he pulled in the driveway. “What if Kit was your assistant in the field? That way, if you’re not feeling well or something comes up, you’ll have backup.”

	I wasn’t totally sold on the idea, but it gave me a flash of insight that had me frowning. Though, I didn’t get to contemplate the intuitive leap I’d had, not when my husband led me into the house with a wicked smile and started kissing me out of the blue.

	What came next? Took up all of my attention.

	It wasn’t until I was in the office the next morning, Crew departing after a short meeting with Kit (who took everything in happy stride just like always, so why I was worried I didn’t know), that I had a recurrence of my solid guesswork of the night before. An email from Liz in my inbox erased my train of thought again, however, and had me frowning at the headline.

	Education accreditation check, please. Huh. I opened the body of the email and read her ask. A client is doing a background check on a new hire, she sent, supplying the woman’s information. They’ve been burned before with fake accreditation claims and want proof of completion. Can you look into it for me?

	I had no idea that was even a thing. A quick bit of research shocked me as the search engine I queried gave me thousands of responses, including multiple offers to give me my own fake accreditation (for a fee, of course). I fired off an affirmative, immediately contacting the college in question with the subject’s information, before pondering a moment. I did a short search before sitting back with a frown. The next email I sent was to the small college Donald Courtney’s MEdu came from. Because I finally figured out why his accreditation had tweaked an uncomfortable feeling when I’d read it the day before. I double checked to be sure I was right and got the confirmation I wanted. According to town records, and my own memories, the years after he claimed to be studying, he’d been here working. That didn’t mean he hadn’t completed his course through distance education, I guess. But it wouldn’t hurt to have that much confirmed. For all I knew, there was something else in his past that triggered him being targeted and every detail counted.

	I pushed back from my desk, my new-found sense of freedom convincing me a short trip to the school to look into Robert’s discovery wouldn’t put me at any serious risk. In fact, the idea of heading out felt so good I was smiling when I told Kit I was going out.

	“You want some company?” The wistful hope on her face had me laughing.

	“Your turn to be on call for everyone,” I said. “Honestly, I just need to go alone, if that’s okay. I’ll bring you a donut from Sammy’s.” I was not above bribery and while bringing her along would be the norm for the next little while, this one time? Felt like I was me again.

	She sighed and slumped but flashed a grin. “Okay, but better be glazed and none of that filled garbage Crew likes.”

	I winked. “You got it. See you in an hour.” I headed out the door, sliding into my coat, Petunia at daycare, the sun shining overhead and my heart—if not my body—feeling lighter than it had in ages.

	That lasted about two minutes until I caught his reflection in the glass of the storefront I passed. I turned as Robert stopped in his tracks, my cousin looking right and left in an almost panicked way before he finally crossed the street and joined me.

	“What are you doing?” I couldn’t muster anger, but confusion? Yup, had that in spades.

	“You shouldn’t be alone,” he blurted. Then blushed to the roots of his hair.

	Oh. My. What? “Robert,” I said.

	His scowl was more sheepish than angry, but he had that resolute look of someone who would not take no for an answer. “You know what you’re like,” he said, accusatory and glaring. “You wander into trouble all the time.” I tossed my hands, now amused at his attitude, because what the actual was happening right now? Robert’s upper lip twitched, the tight, tiny mustache he now maintained a far cry from the horrible pornstashe he used to covet, tall, skinny frame still dominated by a potbelly but no longer revolting to me, oddly. Just kind of awkward and goofy and uncomfortable in his own skin. He reminded me so much of the socially backward boy I remembered from childhood that my animosity couldn’t find a toehold any longer and I found myself smiling up at him while he stuttered out the rest of his words. “Your dad knows,” he said.

	“Does he, now,” I said, unable to keep the grin from spreading.

	“We worked it out a while ago,” Robert said. Wait, how long had he been at this and I hadn’t noticed? Likely since July, I guessed. I’d clearly been so deep inside my own self-pity I’d missed a lot that was happening around me. “And Crew?”

	Robert shook his head, sullen response to my good humor fading. “I’m coming with you, even if I have to keep following you and you can’t stop me.”

	He was right I couldn’t make him leave, but I didn’t have to like it. “I don’t need a babysitter, Robert.”

	His jaw jutted with rebellion. “Where are we going?”

	I could have stood there and argued the point. Instead, I sighed and shrugged, oddly touched. “The school,” I said. “I want to talk to that student you mentioned.”

	“Good thing I’m coming then,” he said. “After you.”

	So, this was what my life had become, huh? I wasn’t sure how to feel about it, mixed emotions following me all the way to the high school, just like Robert did, though I finally spun when I realized he was keeping back a few feet from me like an errant child, tsking in irritation and gesturing for him to join me.

	“No more following,” I said.

	Was that actual gratitude on his face? He didn’t comment as he matched stride with me the rest of the way to the school.

	It wasn’t until we reached the full parking lot, I realized I hadn’t thought to check if Mallory had decided one way or the other about class for the day, but Monday morning was carrying on as expected, it seemed, so he must have relented. I wondered if parents had held their kids back for the day after the sarin’s discovery, but from the rush of students at the bell that blared just as we entered the front doors, no one seemed all that concerned. I felt my hands creep to the round of my tummy and forced them to my sides. I would not be that mother who helicoptered herself into terrible parenting, but a certain amount of nervousness had to be expected.

	Didn’t it?

	To my surprise, I ran into Enid on my way through the main office door. She looked horrible, red-eyed and shaking and I hugged her impulsively, feeling her embrace me back while she blinked tears and shook her head when I let her go.

	“Terrible, terrible,” she said. “We should be in mourning, not in class.”

	Poor thing. I squeezed her hand in sympathy. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said.

	She bobbed a quick nod, dabbing at her long, pointed nose with a tissue she fished out of the cuff of her cardigan. “Thank you, Fee, dear. Excuse me.” I watched her go, noting she wasn’t the only one suffering, the school’s receptionist blowing her own nose when I approached.

	“Hi, Norah,” I said. “I’m sorry to intrude.”

	“It’s fine, Fee,” Norah Brown said, waving at her face with one hand, faintly blotchy from emotion, her full chest heaving a bit inside her flowered blouse, though she quickly pulled herself under control. “What did you need?”

	“We’re looking for a student,” I said, turning to Robert. “A friend of Bryson Courtney and Shayle Murphy.”

	My cousin quickly spoke up. “Short girl, glasses, dark hair in braids, black nail polish. Pale face with freckles.”

	Norah thought about it a moment then snapped her fingers. “Sounds like Lera St. Clair,” she said, then hesitated. “She’s a minor,” she said. “You really can’t talk to her without her parents present.”

	“That’s all right,” I said. “We’ll call them, thank you. That’s all we needed.”

	Norah waved as we exited, the silly decision to come to the school at all striking me funny. “I was so eager to get out of the office,” I said out loud, “I didn’t think this through.”

	Robert shrugged. “At least we have a name.”

	He wasn’t wrong, though I wouldn’t have, without him. Obviously, I’d prioritized my newfound freedom over any chance of real investigating, though, and that had to change. I was already planning the phone call to the St. Clairs when Robert stopped in his tracks, nudging me, nodding toward a young woman who fit the description he’d just given Norah. She was walking through the hallway, far enough ahead I’d have to hurry to catch her. Knowing it was a terrible idea, I did so anyway, too slow and achy to make much headway on her lead, almost groaning and giving up when she trotted up the steps. But I dragged myself after her anyway, glad Robert didn’t try to help since that would have been the final straw in my deep regret over this life choice.

	Bad enough he got to watch me huff and puff and turn red as I struggled my fat, pregnant self up a flight of steps. Accepting his assistance? Would have been the end of me.

	I made it to the top in time to see Lera had paused to speak to someone before she entered a doorway. I’d managed to even out my breathing by the time I crossed that threshold, noting it was the chemistry lab. I spotted Bryson Courtney at the teacher’s counter, Lera tossing her bag under her own desk as she perched next to another girl at the front of the room. Bryson seemed surprised to see me and waved a little when I approached, nodding to me.

	“You’re Fiona Fleming,” he said, reaching for a box, clumsy attempt knocking it and the one beside it on the floor and scattering the blue gloves within everywhere. Robert helped him retrieve them, Bryson stuffing them back inside willy nilly while I noted one of them was marked latex and the other non. He saw me looking and shrugged.

	“Happens all the time,” he said.

	“So much for sterile,” I said.

	Bryson laughed a little. “The chemicals don’t care.”

	Fair enough. “You’re doing okay?” His father—or the man he thought was his father—had just died, after all. Maybe finding out he had yet another father eager to fill the role helped? That wasn’t kind, I know. I was surprised to see him in class, to be honest, noting the occasional glare Shayle shot him from the back of the room.

	Wait, I thought they were besties. What was that animosity about? Did it have something to do with talking to me?

	“Thanks for asking,” Bryson said. “Mr. Delamonte, Nelson, he thinks a lot of you.” He looked down at the gloves in his hands. “It’s been hard, but it helps having him here.”

	“I’m sure,” I said. Almost asked him about the sarin when, to my surprise, Lera St. Clair approached us.

	“Ms. Fleming,” Lera said. How did she know me. “You’re looking for me, aren’t you?” She shot Robert a glance. “I know you were eavesdropping.”

	Bryson excused himself as I nodded to her. “You don’t have to talk to us.”

	“It’s okay,” she said, all casual and uncaring, though she kept her voice down as she led the way into the corridor to carry on. “You don’t recognize me, do you? I volunteer at Playcare. Petunia’s adorable.”

	Yet again, my life with pugs gave me an in where I needed one. “She’s pretty awesome,” I said. “I was hoping I could ask you a question.”

	Lena shrugged, about as noncommittal as any teenager I’d ever met, but didn’t seem opposed as she looked Robert up and down. “You want to know about the boys and what I said.”

	I turned to my cousin who cleared his throat before speaking.

	“You’re right that I overheard you talking yesterday,” he said.

	“Eavesdropping isn’t polite,” she said, so deadpan I grinned. Her dark eyes flickered to me, and she shot me a wry smile of her own. “Whatever. I know what you overheard, and I have no trouble saying it again. Thing is, I know for a fact Bry and Shay have been looking into making sarin. I heard them talking about it in class.” She pushed back her glasses with one index finger before shoving off with casual ease from her lean into the locker behind her and turning to go. “Oh, and Bry just found out Mr. Courtney wasn’t his dad, and he was wicked mad about it.” The bell rang, Lera looking inside the class. “Got to go, Ms. Fleming. Say hello to Petunia for me.”

	I watched her go, surprise at that casual reveal catching me flat-footed when Enid Johnson hurried to the door, bobbing a nod at me but not stopping to talk this time, closing the door behind her. She was a chem teacher? Maybe she was subbing. Whatever the case, her walk-by was just a distraction for the real issue.

	Lera handed me two leads. One of which sounded suspicious, the other a possible reason for conflict between the supposed best friends I’d just witnessed. So why was I unhappy about following them? I knew why. If Bryson Courtney had killed the man who had raised him as his father, I was about to destroy Nelson Delamonte’s hopes for the future.

	And yet, he had to have known Bryson was a suspect, too. So be it.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Did you think I was going to let the whole thing go? You know me better than that by now. That’s why Mallory found me waiting in the Courtney’s driveway when he arrived after receiving my text. The fact Robert lurked behind me didn’t seem to alleviate the detective’s dissatisfaction with my appearance, his pointed look greeted with rebellion.

	“No field work,” he grumbled on the way by, Brown and Williams at his heels.

	“Change of circumstances,” I countered. “I have backup.”

	Mallory grunted over my flippant answer but didn’t argue as he rang the doorbell, nor did he tell me to leave, so I chose to stand right behind him (to the disgruntled unhappiness of the two uniforms in tow) until he stated otherwise. When Amanda opened the front door, Mallory immediately handed over a warrant instantly, vague smile and rumpled appearance in full force.

	“Mrs. Courtney,” he said, “I’m sorry to bother you at this time, knowing you’re in mourning, but I have a warrant to search the residence.”

	Her shock couldn’t have been more obvious, but she backed down instantly. “I don’t know what you expect to find, detective, but I have nothing to hide.”

	“I’m sure that’s true,” he said in his mild and unassuming way, stepping into the house and leaving space for the officers to pass him. They apparently already had their assignments because neither said a word as they began their search, Brown heading for the kitchen and Williams moving quickly through the living room and into the rest of the house. I heard another car in the driveway and turned to find Penny approaching with her silver case in her hands. Apparently, she was still moonlighting as a forensics tech. She raised an eyebrow at my presence but grinned regardless, one hand touching my arm as she passed me.

	“Your son’s bedroom, Mrs. Courtney?” Mallory’s request had Amanda suddenly nervous.

	“I’m not sure…” she looked back and forth between Penny and the detective.

	“Where it is?” His attempt at a joke had her shaking her head. “The warrant stipulates the entire home, Mrs. Courtney. Your son’s room, please.”

	She gestured vaguely past the entry to the living room of the split level, down the stairs and Penny hurried off while Mallory did Mallory and distracted the now visibly shaken widow with his casual kindness.

	“I’m sure this will all be cleared up very soon,” he said. “We just need to eliminate you and your son from the investigation so we can find the real culprit. You do understand.” The fact cops were legally allowed to lie to suspects was totally lost on Amanda, it seemed, because she appeared to relax somewhat, buying what he was selling at face value. She didn’t even ask for a lawyer, the poor thing.

	“I understand, of course.” She glanced down at the warrant, letting it fall to her side again while Mallory went on while his people helped themselves to her home, quick and efficient.

	“Where is Bryson, Mrs. Courtney?” I asked the question before Mallory could, but he didn’t respond negatively so I let my own compassionate smile linger. Of course, I knew the answer already, but I wanted her reaction to the fact he went despite his father’s death.

	“In school,” she said, then shook her head. “I know how that sounds.” She was clearly aware it seemed odd. “But he wanted to go. He said he needed the distraction.” She sounded dismayed, her face shifting from grief to confusion and back again. Maybe she loved Nelson Delamonte and maybe she loved her now deceased husband (or both) but there was no mistaking the real and lingering emotional turmoil that murder left behind. So, whether she had anything to do with his death or not, she wasn’t faking her sorrow, at least.

	“We’ll have to speak to Bryson directly,” Mallory said. “If you’d like to accompany me to the school once our search is complete?”

	“Why?” She finally seemed to realize his assurances were just platitudes, her worry turning darker, almost angry at last. “Should I call a lawyer?”

	Mallory shrugged. “Whatever you deem appropriate,” he said.

	Before she could, I interrupted again. “Mrs. Courtney,” I said, “we understand that your son only just found out about his biological father.”

	She flinched, eyes flickering from me to Mallory and back again. “Nelson told him the night of the game,” she said, voice low and shaking. Which told me if he’d only discovered the truth that night, there was no way he’d have had time to make the sarin was slim to none. But could he have wanted Donald dead for another reason? Or had he known all along and only pretended to be surprised? “Against my wishes.” She let out a soft sob, free hand clutching into a fist at her lips before she went on. “He was so angry at me, at his father. Donald.” Her eyes suddenly flooded with worry as she met mine again. “I didn’t mean… he would never…”

	“Detective?” Penny appeared, gloved hands holding a laptop, the open surface covered in football team stickers. Amanda turned in surprise as we all took in my friend’s expression. “You need to see this.”

	I snuck a peek as she turned the screen toward Mallory. Bryson’s search history turned up research into not just sarin, but a number of nerve toxin gasses, including many sites that taught exactly how to make each of them.

	Amanda took one look and gasped, weeping openly now, shaking her head but not in denial. Mallory nodded to Penny who closed the laptop and bagged it while he spoke to the grieving widow and mother.

	“We need to take this,” he said. “And I’m going to have my officers escort you to the office while your son is brought in for questioning. Dr. Keene, please have the full forensics team come and sweep the house.”

	Amanda didn’t argue. It was as if all the fight had gone out of her the way she sagged into herself. I held back as Brown escorted her out the front door, Mallory lingering while Penny exited with the laptop in her gloved hand, heading for her car with her case in the other.

	“We need to get to Miranda Murphy before she hears about this,” I said.

	Mallory eyed me a moment before nodding. “Meet you there,” he said.

	He certainly would.

	Miranda’s response to his knocking five minutes later was much more aggressive, though she couldn’t argue with the warrant he presented. Mallory always managed to impress me and was more prepared than I ever gave him credit for.

	“This is outrageous,” she spluttered as Brown and Williams did the same to her house as they had to the Courtney’s, Penny heading down the hall of the bungalow to Shayle’s room.

	“Just doing our jobs, Mrs. Murphy,” Mallory said.

	“I want a lawyer,” she snapped.

	“You are very welcome to one,” he said. “Have said legal representative meet us at the office, please.” He looked up when Penny appeared with a second laptop in her hands, nodding to him with a grim expression that told me she’d found the exact same content on Shayle’s computer as she had Bryson’s. “In fact, I highly recommend it.”

	She spluttered and tried to argue, but in the end, there was nothing she could do but comply.

	Mallory turned to me as we exited the house, a single state police officer left behind to keep the scene for the forensics team who were hopefully already at the Courtney residence. It was the first time he acknowledged Robert, nodding to my cousin, before the detective’s amber eyes met mine again.

	“You might be more comfortable at your office,” he said before waving off my intake of breath that he had to know preceded an angry retort I’d had planned since I texted him. “However, we both know if I don’t invite you to join me, you’re going to do your best to poke your nose in anyway.” I shrugged, because honestly, he had every right to ban me from the investigation. I watched him relent, faint smirk softening my temper. “You really should have been a homicide detective. See you at the office.”

	I was already on the way to my car, Robert climbing in the passenger’s side, by the time my grin of triumph escaped my control.

	Field work, my favorite.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Seventeen

	 

	The very first thing I noticed when the two teens entered the office wasn’t their nervousness or any reaction of guilt. It was instead their mutual animosity, and it honestly surprised me despite what I’d seen earlier in chemistry class. I’d honestly convinced myself Shayle was worried about his friend and the glares he threw at Bryson while I was there had been intended for me.

	Turned out to be the contrary. I’d been told—and witnessed myself personally—that they were best friends, not enemies. So, why then was it they kept their distance, scowling at one another while their mothers followed them inside? It had me seriously considering that they’d in some way contributed to Donald’s death after all, despite the timing issue. And it was clear from their internet research not only had they been looking into dangerous and murderous recipes, they’d done it together at least a week before Donald Courtney breathed a lethal dose of sarin.

	The final question, however, was Lera St. Clair’s claim about Shaye’s parental question and if that discovery had any impact on the murder.

	“I’m waiting for our lawyer,” Miranda said the moment Mallory gestured for the boys to cross into the bullpen.

	“Of course,” the detective said with that smooth casualness that always seemed to disarm those around him. “I merely have a few questions and I’m happy to ask them while we wait.” Anything the boys said without representation wouldn’t be admissible, so interrogating Shayle now wouldn’t serve any purpose, especially when Amanda piped up.

	“Ours, too,” she said.

	“Very well.” Mallory smiled as he pointed out the chairs that he’d assembled in front of one of the desks, not bothering with the office he’d taken over from time to time. I’d sat in that very space as sheriff myself, and knew the bullpen felt less intimidating, if only a bit. “Please, have a seat, shall we?”

	The four did, though with some hesitation, Shayle relocating himself when Bryson took the chair next to him. That left them facing off with one another across the distance. I perched next to the quarterback, his mother on his left, Miranda on my right with her son at the far curve of the semicircle, Robert lurking behind me while Mallory sat on the edge of the desk with a vague smile for everyone.

	“I’m sure this will all be cleared up shortly,” he said. “And that you boys have an excellent reason to be researching the creation of the murder weapon.”

	They exchanged a look at last, both surprised, before Bryson spoke up. “What are you talking about?”

	“Surely you’ve heard by now,” Mallory said, “your father—”

	“Donald Courtney wasn’t my father,” the young man cut off the detective with enough anger even Mallory showed surprise. Amanda tried to say something, touching his arm, but the star quarterback jerked free of her hand, arms crossing over his chest as he scowled at the floor.

	“I stand corrected,” Mallory said. “However, as I was saying, you’ve no doubt been informed your coach and principal died from inhaling a poisonous substance.” Neither young man responded either way, the detective nodding like they were spilling their guts before carrying on. “Certainly, I was surprised to find research into that very specific target on both of your laptops just a short time ago.”

	They both sat up straighter, though it was Shayle who spoke this time in a surprisingly soft alto voice that seemed out of place for his size. “Are you talking about our chem project?”

	And suddenly it all made sense, at least Mallory’s willingness to talk to the boys without lawyers present. Because he had to ask but didn’t think the inquiry would go anywhere. Which meant he had more information than I did and would pay for it later. “Please explain,” the detective said in a tone that told me he was filling in blanks.

	Shayle shifted on the wooden chair, gesturing at Bryson. “We’re writing a paper on nerve toxins,” he said. “You mean the coach really died from sarin?” They both seemed surprised by that. “We thought it was just a rumor.”

	No way these two were hardened killers, not from their reactions to the question placed before them or the way Bryson now looked around in panic.

	“Mom, I wouldn’t. We wouldn’t. This is nuts.” He turned to Mallory. “Detective, seriously, it was just for school. We never even made the stuff.”

	“Too dangerous,” Shayle agreed with him. “We might be football guys, but we’re not dumb.”

	“Boys,” I said, surprising them as I spoke up, meeting Mallory’s eyes as I asked my question, “did you know Mr. Courtney was deflating balls before games?”

	They froze, a pair of young bucks in my headlights, guilt now so apparent I knew I’d read their initial reactions to the sarin questions right. They both did their best to hide it, but everyone in the room caught it, both of their mothers aghast as Amanda prodded her son, now angry, so angry, Miranda shaking her head with wide eyes at Shayle.

	“He did not,” Amanda said.

	“Mom.” The young quarterback wouldn’t look at her.

	“Bryson Emmerson Courtney.” She might have been grieving her husband, but that didn’t cut her anger even a little. “You knew? Tell me you weren’t involved.”

	“No, Mom.” He looked up as Shayle stared at his feet, that sullenness between them returning. “I wanted to.”

	“Shut up, Bry,” Shayle snapped.

	“No,” the quarterback said. “I’m done staying quiet. We knew, okay? I knew the minute I held the ball.” He sat up a little straighter, facing off with Mallory. “Look, it’s been going on all season, and not just this year, okay? I know, it was wrong not to say something.”

	“You’re going to ruin everything,” Shayle snarled.

	“It’s over, Shay,” Bryson said. “All of it. When it comes out Dad… our team was cheating, our scholarships are gone. We should have said something last year.”

	“We both know you’re going to college without a scholarship,” Shayle lost his temper, voice rising, big body leaning forward in a threatening manner that his mother tried to rein in and failed to. The Left Tackle finger jabbed in Bryson’s direction as he went on. “Your real daddy will make sure of that. I’m the one getting left behind.”

	So, that was the source of their animosity. Yeah, that had to hurt.

	The door to the office opened before anything further could be said, Nelson Delamonte entering with two men in suits behind him. He closed the distance with a firm expression on his face, his companions entering the bullpen with serious frowns, my husband on their heels. I caught Crew’s eyes and his little nod even as Nelson spoke.

	“I think we’re done here,” he said. “Detective, if you don’t mind, I need to speak to my son.” He paused then, head tilting. “Even if you do mind.”

	“Not at all,” Mallory stood, shrugging casually while Bryson rose, Amanda at his side. I’d assumed one of the lawyers was there for Shayle, but apparently not as the quarterback glanced at his furious friend, Miranda huddling next to him while Nelson stood aside so his son and the woman he clearly loved could exit past him. “I’ll be in touch if I have more questions.”

	“You do that.” Nelson nodded to me and then turned and left, Crew waiting for my nod in return before following. When I returned my attention to Miranda, Shayle was surging to his feet, fury now aimed at his mother.

	“This is all your fault,” he snarled while she stared up at him with hurt on her face. “I can’t believe you lied to me. And now he’s gone, too.” The big halfback stormed out of the office, leaving his mother shaking and weeping quietly, while my brain clicked through one last bit of connection that came out of me before I could stop it.

	“There’s more to it, this divide between the boys,” I said. Her eyes met mine and begged me not to say it, but I couldn’t help myself. “How long have they thought they were brothers?” She didn’t respond except to clutch at her stomach like I’d struck her there. “Miranda, how long have they known Shayle is Donald’s son?”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Miranda spilled the truth between bouts of hiccups and sobs, clutching the wad of tissues Mallory hastily handed her. “A few weeks,” she said. “Shayle’s always suspected Larry wasn’t his biological father, but I didn’t realize he’d done anything about it. But I found a letter from a lab he’d sent his DNA to, with some hair from one of Larry’s old brushes. They confirmed what I knew all along. Since the affair.” She choked on that word before going on, lips trembling but seeming to pull herself together now that the truth was out. Funny how speaking reality could erase the tension of thinking of exposing it. I hoped it brought her some peace, because it was still burdening her son. “We fought about it and when he demanded to know who his real father was, I told him.” Miranda blew her nose, misery slumping her shoulders, hanging her head. “I don’t know if he told Donald, but he’s been angry ever since.”

	“So, Donald didn’t know?” What a convoluted mess.

	Made worse when Miranda hitched a breath. “He’s known all along,” she whispered. “He insisted I keep it from Shayle, even after Larry died. He didn’t want to hurt Amanda. At least, that’s what he said.” She blinked at me, anger rising at last. “He wanted nothing to do with his own son, Fiona. Until Shayle suddenly had a growth spurt last year and his talent at football showed up. Even then, he was more excited to be Shayle’s coach than ever acknowledge the fact he was his father.”

	If Shayle had confronted Donald and been rejected, he’d certainly had lots of time to create the gas. We needed to know whose idea the sarin chemistry project was because if it had been Shayle, there was a good chance he was the murderer. He’d already been outed by Bryson in his complicity to deflating, so it wasn’t a huge logical leap to make.

	Then again, she seemed mad enough—and had the right kind of background—we could have been talking to the killer all along.

	“Miranda,” I said, “you have to know you’re a suspect.”

	She flinched but nodded, shredding the tissues in her hands as one knee bobbed anxiously. “I realize my background in chemistry makes it easy for you to think that. But I swear, all I wanted was for Donald to accept Shayle as his son. He didn’t even have to do it publicly. Or, at the very least, to send my kid off to college with a good career ahead of him and no need for Donald to be in his life ever again.” She sighed deeply. “I wanted the first, but I would have settled for the latter if it meant Shayle was happy. But killing Donald? That wouldn’t accomplish either goal, Fiona.”

	“Perhaps you and I can talk more on that subject when your son’s lawyer arrives,” Mallory said with a pointed look at me. Was he dismissing me? Apparently, because even Robert got the hint, moving forward to stand behind me. I made it to my feet without help—don’t freaking touch me, thank you—while Miranda leaned back into her seat in defeat.

	“I didn’t call one,” she whispered. “I can’t afford it. Larry left us so many bills.” She hugged herself then. “I don’t care what happens to me. Arrest me if you must but leave my son out of it.”

	“Unfortunately, Mrs. Murphy, that’s not how these things work.” Mallory nodded in my direction, then toward the door as he went on. “I’ll make sure both you and Shayle have representation moving forward.”

	Like a public defender was going to be of any use in a murder case. I hesitated one last moment then finally left when Mallory’s silent request for my exodus turned to a pointed glare. Outstaying my welcome wasn’t something I typically worried about, but he’d been pretty accommodating and there wasn’t much more I could do here anyway.

	Finding and talking to Shayle before the detective did, on the other hand…

	I’d almost forgotten about Robert by the time I returned to the office. He entered behind me, standing awkwardly by the door as I hung up my coat, turning to see him there with his hands in his pockets, expression set and sullen. Kit was gone, the office quiet, and while I would have preferred someone else to bounce ideas off, Robert was a warm body in the right place at the right time.

	“Sit,” I said, crossing to my desk. He joined me after a moment of pause, crossing one ankle over his opposite knee, hands on his round belly that reminded me of my own self-conscious gesture, only I had an excuse. “So, let’s run this, shall we? If Shayle Murphy found out Donald was his father a few weeks ago, that gave him all the time and build-up he needed to approach him, be rejected, grow rage to the breaking point, all while researching a school paper about a nerve toxin that ultimately killed the man who refused to claim him.” Robert was nodding, chewing at the edge of his mustache. “We can assume that the only thing keeping Shayle from outright explosion was thinking his best friend was actually his half-brother.” I could feel the pieces clicking into place and caught myself frowning at the surface of my desk as I filed each detail into its corresponding space. “Only to discover even that connection was gone when Bryson learned Donald wasn’t, in fact, his father, but that a football star the likes of Nelson Delamonte was. Pretty heavy blows to a teenager’s ego.”

	Robert let out a soft sound that had me looking up. His own anger bubbled behind his dark eyes, jaw now tight and body rigid. “Imagine,” he said, “finding out the man who raised you, and died on you before you were ready, wasn’t your dad at all, and that the one who was? Never wanted you. Had, in fact, fathered another son with another woman. Except, wait, that kid you felt so connected to? His father not only wants him, he’s famous and rich and he’s about to hand over everything on a silver platter when you’re left with nothing.” Yes, this fit what I’d been thinking, but some of it came out far too personal for comfort. Was he speaking from experience when it came to certain details? In my estimation, Robert looked enough like Uncle Roy I hadn’t thought to question his parentage. I had learned recently, however, that Aunt Doris had a bit of a wandering eye in her youth (and likely hadn’t lost it, either, if recent experience was presented as evidence), so for all I knew, Robert had insider information that had him leaning into that bitter rage I saw in him.

	The darkness.

	Oh, Robert.

	I couldn’t fall into empathy right then. As much as I was now beginning to scratch the surface of who my cousin really was, there remained a lot of bad blood between us that lingered and prodded me to take my time before I invested too much in him. Regardless of my ultimate decision, however, he was totally right.

	“We need to talk to Shayle Murphy,” I said. “I think he might have organized this whole thing and killed Donald for revenge.”

	Should I have been troubled Robert seemed to agree with me?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Nineteen

	 

	I called Mallory before taking that rather shallow leap, however, only to be blocked by the detective.

	“He’s now speaking to a lawyer,” Mallory said. “Please, stay out of it from this point, Fee.”

	“So, you think he did it,” I said. The only reason he’d ask me to step aside and let him handle it at this point would be if he was prepping to press charges.

	“Let’s just say there might not be evidence in either household of the necessary chemicals,” he said, “but that both boys had access to everything they needed in the chemistry lab at school. And that according to one of Shayle’s teachers, he’s been logging extra time after class.”

	That could have been explained away, perhaps, if other circumstantial evidence didn’t lead my mind down the same road it had Mallory’s.

	“Oh, and be advised I’ve been contacted by the Vermont Principals Association as well as the Interscholastic Football League. They were, it seemed, previously aware of the alleged deflating situation and were already looking into Mr. Courtney. They’d been tipped off, it seems, by a concerned citizen who chose to remain anonymous.”

	I immediately thought of Bryson. “They don’t know who or they aren’t telling?”

	“They don’t know who,” Mallory told me. “But I’ve had my tech trace the email’s IP. It came from Reading High.” Interesting. Again, my mind shifted to the quarterback in question. “I hate to bring this up,” the detective said as I pondered that information, “but we’re both aware that Mr. Delamonte has the wherewithal to stage an act like this one and point fingers in various directions while a hired expert took care of the problem?”

	I was. “Unless you have proof to that effect,” I said rather primly, “maybe you stay in your lane, and I’ll stay in mine.”

	“Understood,” Mallory said. “Keep me posted.” Because he knew darned well what I was about to do. Despite Nelson’s assurances, my husband’s attempt to console, you better believe I was going to dig into our biggest client just in case.

	“Probably for the best anyway,” the detective said. “I’ve had no luck on my own discovery.” Of course, he’d been poking around. I’d have been very disappointed in him if he hadn’t. We were far too much alike for any other option, maybe the reason he agreed to keep me in the loop. “Your Mr. Delamonte is either very good at hiding his flaws or he really is a giant boy scout who walks on the light side of the law twenty-four-seven.”

	I snorted at the exact moment Mallory did, grinning at the phone. “I’ll call you if I have anything,” I said, hanging up and then looking up at Robert. He hadn’t moved, my cousin visibly uncomfortable, gone back to nibbling his mustache like a wary rabbit chewing a bit of grass while debating fleeing the clearing for safety. “What am I going to do with you?”

	He shook his head, scowl returning, far too familiar an expression for his face to not lend itself toward it. “I’m not letting you go off on your own.”

	“I’m touched, really.” All sarcasm aside, I was. “Well, if that’s the case, you might as well make yourself useful.” I could have called Dad, bullied Robert, figured out a way to drive him off, sure. But it would have recreated the rift we’d begun to close, and I wasn’t sure I had that kind of energy left over after everything else. “Find a computer,” I said. “I need some research done and I don’t have time for it myself.”

	He perked. Honestly, you know when a kicked puppy gets offered a kind word and touch after only abuse? That grateful, pathetic expression, the way they wriggle their way toward you like even the smallest kindness is the world? Okay, I was imagining what that would be like, because if I ever came across a kicked puppy, I’d be so focused on the kicker that I’d be in jail before I had a chance to comfort the victim. Still, that imagined reaction was how Robert felt to me when I motioned for him to wander off to the desk beside me.

	I know, okay? I was trusting him with my business, with the company that paid my bills. But I only gave him a few small things to do, mostly for Liz and Jill, nothing that would leave any lasting scars if he messed up. Besides, having him logging menial time was a better use of mine since I had a deep dive to consider and they still needed their information to do their own jobs, so.

	So.

	Robert and Fleming Investigations. Hell was a frozen wasteland by now anyway, so what was another shocker to throw into the pit?

	I stood and crossed to the coffee pot before doing anything else, brewing a fresh batch and breathing in the heady aroma of steaming java, finding it helped ease my tension and set off inspired thinking like nothing else. I was about to offer Robert a cup, turning as the last of the drip fell, only to hear my phone buzz on my desk. I turned, my cousin standing next to my computer, setting down a few pages he’d printed on my blotter, when his gaze fell to my humming phone.

	I knew the moment our eyes met he’d read something no one else knew about. That my nasty tormentor had struck again, enough of the message visible in preview Robert’s flash of anger was justified. Well, was now, I guess, since there would have been a time he’d have laughed if he found out I was being bullied.

	“It’s nothing,” I said, hurrying to the desk and palming my phone.

	“It’s not,” he growled, sounding a bit like Dad, truth be told. “What was that?”

	“You’re going to drop it,” I said.

	“I’m going to tell Uncle John something is up if you don’t spill,” Robert shot back.

	I glared at him long enough that his returned stare of utter refusal to back down had me sighing. “You can’t tell Dad,” I said at last, sagging into my desk. “You can’t tell anyone. Promise me.”

	Robert hesitated before holding his hand out for my phone. “I need to see the message.”

	I unlocked my phone and read it myself before passing the cell over. You’re a loser, Fiona, it read. No wonder Robert’s attention was caught. Heck of an opening line. You can’t do anything right, it went on. Go home and pretend to be a detective and let the real cops do their jobs before you ruin everything.

	My cousin looked up after reading it, dark eyes meeting mine. “How long has this been going on?” His voice was soft, a bit guttural.

	“A few months,” I said, trying to retrieve my phone. He dodged my attempt, holding it out of my reach like a mean kid in a playground who wouldn’t return another child’s toy. Except the sneer on his face wasn’t aimed at me, for once.

	“No luck finding who it is.” Not a question.

	“Not so far,” I said. “I keep blocking them, but either they have a way around it, or they keep buying new burners. And none of the apps I’ve tried to track them have turned up anything.” Hey, look at my frustration working its way to the surface. I fought off the tears and thickened sensation in my throat because we might be not enemies anymore, but no way was I ready to cry on Robert Carlisle’s shoulder.

	“I won’t tell anyone,” he said, “on one condition.”

	I was almost grateful to him for that arrogant assurance because it snapped me as hard as an unsuspected rubber band, pulling me free of frustrated tears and pushing me directly into sparking anger. “Don’t threaten me, Robert.”

	He shook his head, expression still hard and tight. “I’m not,” he said. “I’ll keep your secret. If you let me chase down who it is.”

	Wait. He wanted to what? “Why?” I blurted that question before I thought it through, so surprised by his offer it floored me.

	Robert blinked like I’d slapped him, his face falling, but when he finally set my phone in my hand, it was with a grim determination I’d never seen in him before.

	“If you don’t know,” he said, voice cracking, “I’m not going to tell you. See you, Fee.” He strode out of the office, leaving me to stare after him in shock, while a flush of shame warmed my cheeks and left me sad.

	I really was a terrible person, wasn’t I? And what better time to do what I was about to do than a moment after I acknowledged it. With a heavy exhale and a half cup of coffee for fortification (yes, it was above my daily quota, but I needed it, I swear), I faced off with my computer screen and firmly typed a name into the search bar.

	Nelson Delamonte was about to show me all his secrets.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty

	 

	You can imagine my frustration when, an hour later, I turned up nada. Not that I was expecting to find something incriminating in this particular case, to be honest. But my mounting irritation only grew with every search, every query, every read through of his seemingly endless selection of good deeds, victories and successes that seemed to define the very life and times of Nelson Delamonte.

	When I surfaced without a single crumb of anything negative about the man (aside from a few detractors who were either crazy and raving or obviously living with sour and envious grapes), I felt my jaw aching from the gritted position I’d been holding it in for who knew how long. No one was that squeaky clean. Everyone had skeletons, even if they were personal and embarrassing in nature. But regardless of the truth—which I took very seriously—like Mallory, I couldn’t uncover anything.

	Was it wrong that made me almost unreasonably angry? Even more so when my phone rang as I slammed closed my laptop, Liz’s number alerting me that she was on the other end of the line.

	“Fee,” she said in her mellow voice. “Whatcha doing?”

	“Research,” I snarled.

	“You do know you just flagged yourself,” she said somewhat carefully. “We have certain safeguards in place to alert our team if anyone starts investigating Nelson.”

	Of course, we did. “You’ll be happy to know,” I snapped back, “I didn’t find anything, so you did a great job glossing over whatever secrets he has to hide. Nice job, Liz. Or do I have Jill to thank?”

	Crew’s former FBI partner, Elizabeth Michaud, had always been the epitome of professional and I respected her greatly for her brilliance and her seeming ability to take everything in stride. Fortunately for me, she had no intention of deviating from those character traits, because I realized as she answered I’d as much as accused her of something she’d never do. Namely, lie for anyone, even Crew.

	“Listen,” she said, “I get it, okay? I thought the same thing when Crew first agreed to work with him. The man can’t be a saint. Just by virtue of his job, come on. A pro ball player without a hint of scandal in his back pocket?” I pictured the line between her lovely eyes creasing, the way her full lips would twist as she spoke, not needing her in front of me to know the cynicism in her voice was matched on her lovely face. “Thing is, I vetted him personally. You know I’m thorough. Like, thorough, thorough.” She was. “I’m the last person who would protect a soul for money and you know it.” I did. “All I can tell you is, I was you not so long ago, staring the freaking horse in the mouth and wondering if the gift was going to punch me in the face.” Yeah, that. “Fee, I’ll tell you this. Until I learn otherwise, from what I could find out, Nelson is exactly who he says he is and has done all the things he claims, all without breaking the law or hurting another human being. At least, off the football field and outside the boardroom.” And snap.

	“Okay,” I said.

	“I’ll be the first to clear out if I discover anything different.” She sighed then. “I know Turner’s been a weirdo about the whole thing, but he worries when he shouldn’t. He forgets you’re formidable in your own right and don’t need him to coddle you, pregnant or murderer prone or not.” I had no right to feel better about the whole thing, but she was helping. “You want the rest of the story now?”

	The rest? “Hit me.”

	“I’m sending you confirmation of Donald Courtney’s blackmail attempt,” she said, the sound of clicking on the other end telling me she was at her computer, “as well as the paperwork Nelson filed to start a trust fund for Bryson the day he discovered the boy was his son. It’s a big number, Fee, nothing to sneeze at. And the letter he wrote via his lawyer asking Amanda Courtney’s permission to make Bryson’s parentage public.”

	Nelson was telling the truth, then, and I was looking for something that wasn’t there. Why? It wasn’t that I wanted our best paying client to be a murderer or a thief or any other horrible things that would mean cutting him loose and setting the cops on him. So why was it I was so uncomfortable with the fact there was nothing wrong with him?

	Was I really that suspicious of people and untrusting of their motives, I couldn’t stand the idea he was exactly who he said he was?

	“Turner’s worried Nelson is going to piss you off,” Liz went on. “Or turn you and have you convinced to move to Miami. He’s been stressed over it for months, ever since you solved that case on Delamonte Island. Nelson’s been talking you up nonstop ever since then.” He had? “He has this way of getting everything he wants, Fee.” Crew had said the exact same thing not so long ago. Hearing it from Liz had me frowning. “There are lines I won’t cross, but even I’m a pushover when it comes to him.” She laughed then. “I think he likes you because you won’t back down. Oh, and the only other person who seems immune? Who he can’t get enough of and lets lead him around on her every suggestion?” I already knew who and caught myself grinning. “Daisy Freaking Bruce. That woman hides a heck of a mind behind her sunny façade. So much so, she scares the crap out of me sometimes.” Day? “We’re keeping her by the way. Non-negotiable.”

	I sighed myself this time. “Saw that coming,” I said. “Thanks, Liz.” I did feel better.

	“Full disclosure,” she said in a cheery tone, “Nelson told me to read you in.” She laughed again and I joined her, weary and wry, but still getting her humor about the truth of it. “You’re welcome.”

	I hung up from Liz, gaze dropping to the sheaf of papers on my desk, realizing then I’d forgotten about the research I’d asked Robert to take care of. To my surprise, he’d followed through with enough efficiency and solid investigatory work in the short time he’d had I was actually a little impressed. I copied everything and sent scans to Liz for her case, dropping the originals in the file folder in the cabinet before leaning into it with a heavy hip.

	My email dinged, sending me back to my desk to open my laptop and scan for the incoming message. To my surprise, only because I’d forgotten about the query, it was from Brumble College and the registrar from the main office.

	Dear Ms. Fleming, Angela Roster wrote, as per your inquiry, please confirm our school has never had a student under that name and nor have we issued any accreditation in any capacity. I’m now very concerned as you are the second such inquiry into this individual’s claim of education he hasn’t earned from this institution and have begun a formal investigation into his claim. We take educational fraud very seriously and are grateful for the opportunity to clear up this issue. Best, Angela Roster, Registrar, Brumble College.

	Well, well, well. Donald Courtney, you dog. I fired off a reply, requesting the name of the original emailer, only to receive a quick but unhelpful answer.

	Unfortunately, she wrote back much less formally, the email was anonymous. I’ve attached it below. Please let me know if you need anything else.

	I sent her a thank you before reading the email. It was an inquiry much like mine, asking about Donald’s degree, answered as mine had been. Whoever sent it had used a throwaway address, and my quick check of the IP address got me nothing. Which meant I had no way of tracing where it had come from, at least not without FBI level help.

	It was, however, apparent someone suspected Donald was cheating at more than just football, and if it was an educational issue, could it have come from the school? And was it possible that was the real motive for murder? My phone hummed as a text landed while I pondered the question, Mallory’s message sending me to my feet and the door.

	Officially arrested Shayle Murphy for murder, he sent.

	I was texting as I exited the office, because I had an important follow-up question for the kid that might cement his fate. On my way.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty One

	 

	Miranda’s crying hadn’t abated by the time I returned to the sheriff’s office, finding a thin and weary young woman in a suit trying to comfort her while Mallory sat back and stared at the sullen Shayle Murphy. The fact he was bracketed by Brown and Williams, both of whom appeared at the ready for anything, told me the young football player had likely resisted their attempts to bring him back for further questioning, though he didn’t appear to be fighting them anymore.

	Maybe the handcuffs jangling on his wrists tucked behind his lower back had something to do with it.

	Mallory looked up when I entered, nodding to me to join them. Since I had every intention to do so regardless, I was grateful not to have to fight him on the matter, especially after what I’d learned.

	“You were saying, Mr. Murphy,” the detective spoke up as I passed through the swinging wooden door into the bullpen and came to a halt at his side.

	“Okay, fine,” Shayle grumbled. “The sarin project was my idea. Big deal.”

	“It is a big deal,” Mallory said in that mild but pointed way of his. “Your excellent grasp of chemistry isn’t lost on me, either. I believe your teacher suggested if football doesn’t work out you would have an excellent career to look forward to in science.” He gestured to Miranda. “No surprise, I suppose, considering your mother’s brilliance in that field.” Where was he going with this? There was a landing point Mallory hadn’t reached yet, I was sure of it, and almost held my breath as he finally dropped into it. “Tell me, Mr. Murphy, how much does a canister of sarin go for on the black market these days?”

	Oh. Yikes. My mind finally made the connection Mallory’s had and I caught a little gasp before it broke his rapport with the young man. So, Mallory thought he had the sarin manufacturer? Seemed unlikely a teenager would be the source, right? Or was it? Shayle’s shock was as genuine as mine, however, despite the detective’s attempt to catch him off guard, which had me leaning toward believing him when he stuttered a moment before answering.

	“What are you talking about? I have no idea.” He glanced sideways at his mother and the weary young woman in the suit who frowned at the detective as Shayle’s panicked answer filtered through to her.

	“Detective Mallory,” she said with crisp disdain, “do you have even an ounce of proof against my client?” The public defender, got it. No wonder she looked tired. Her type carried the kind of case load that would make an ordinary person keel over. Instead, she crossed her arms over her slim chest, dark eyes snapping, thin lips in a tight line that aged her past the twenty-something years I was certain she’d lived. “Because this conversation has gone on long enough. Either charge my client or step off.”

	Mallory’s amber gaze never left Shayle, though he did drop one hand to a file on the desk next to him, a file he offered to the lawyer. “I’ve just obtained this from Mr. Murphy’s workstation at school,” he said. “As you can see, Miss O’Brien, his computer was used to create a fake email address to access certain parts of the dark web and advertise the sale of sarin gas on the black market.” She flipped through the three sheets of paper with a grim expression while Mallory went on. “And, yet another email address to anonymously alert the Vermont Principals Association as well as the Interscholastic Football League advising them of the fact the victim was cheating.” But I thought Shayle didn’t want to turn Donald in? Hadn’t Bryson claimed his friend talked him out of it?

	The lawyer looked up from the pages, squinting at the detective. “Anyone could have used that computer,” she said. “There’s nothing here that proves it was my client.” But she wasn’t sounding all that convinced herself, was she?

	Mallory shrugged, standing. “That’s something we’ll have to leave for a jury to decide, Miss O’Brien. I’m charging Shayle Murphy with the murder of Donald Courtney and with the manufacture and distribution of a Class 1 substance.” He gestured for Shayle to stand, the young man’s panic now making him blubber as he obeyed, all the fight gone out of him.

	“I didn’t make it, I swear.” He spun on his mother who shook her head, unable to speak, it seemed. “Mom, I didn’t. I was mad, yes.” He turned to his lawyer who tried to hush him, but he ignored her. “I sent the email to the board, okay? I tried to talk to Coach.” He swallowed, shaky and talking fast. “To my dad. But he didn’t want me, don’t you get it? He said he couldn’t be my father. Never wanted to be.” Shayle sagged. “All he cared about was football.” He coughed softly, chin falling to his chest, voice sinking with the rest of him as he seemed to diminish in size and presence until he was just a scared kid desperate for someone to listen to him. “I tried to protect him. He was my dad. But he didn’t care about me. I should have listened to Bry.” Anger returned, that resentful simmer that could turn to rage in a moment. I watched his shoulders bunch under his jacket, hands straining against the confines of his handcuffs, but he made no move to hurt anyone as he went on. “Except he was my dad’s real son, the one he wanted. It’s not Bry’s fault, but I hated him so much when I found out.” He looked up and, to my surprise, he met my eyes instead of the detective’s. “I was so jealous. Just hurt, you know?” I nodded, not knowing what else to do. “I wanted to feel different, I did. He was my half-brother. I could have, I think. Until I found out Nelson Delamonte was Bry’s real father. And that even after Bry found out, Coach still wanted him.”

	But not Shayle. Poor kid.

	“None of which explains the sarin project,” Mallory said, “and the fact that very gas was used to kill Donald Courtney. Or that your computer was used to sell that same item.”

	Shayle shook his head in aggressive denial. “I swear, it was just a project, that’s all. A coincidence.” I hated that word, showing up for the second time, because it was rarely true. But could it have been this time? Or were we chasing the wrong suspect and the real killer used this young man’s pain and curiosity about nerve gas against him, setting him up to take the fall?

	“I’m afraid your written words carry more weight than this testimony,” Mallory said, handing over a final piece of paper to the lawyer whose face flickered in anger and then acceptance as Shayle stared down at it, eyes huge. “This copy was taken from your class planner, Mr. Murphy. If you could read out the highlighted line for me?”

	Shayle gaped at him a moment, unable or unwilling. Whatever the case, Mallory shrugged and did it for him, not taking his eyes from the young man as he spoke, repeating as if from memory the words he’d indicated.

	“I hate him. Killing him would be so easy. A few drops of sarin and he’d be gone forever.”

	Well, crap.

	“I was angry,” Shayle whispered, voice cracking. “I didn’t mean it. Wait.” His head snapped up. “I lost my planner a few days ago. Where did you find it?”

	“In your locker, Mr. Murphy,” Mallory said, gesturing to Brown and Williams who stepped forward. “Miss O’Brien, your client is coming with us. If you’d like to escort Mrs. Murphy, you can conduct your next interview after he’s been processed. Mr. Murphy, you have the right to remain silent…”

	Shayle just stared, tears leaking down his cheeks, while everything in me argued Mallory’s choice despite the evidence.

	I was positive the kid was innocent and now I had to prove it.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Two

	 

	I left before Mallory was done reading Shayle his rights, noting Robert waiting outside and across the street, still good to his word despite the fact he’d left in a huff just a short time ago. I joined him, hands in my pockets, nodding at last as he stood there in silence, waiting for me to say what I was going to say.

	“Fine,” I said. “But if you find out who the texter is, you tell me before you do anything. We only need one person in our family who does stupid crap and gets themselves in trouble on the regular.” Yup, me. “Got it?”

	Robert nodded.

	“Karla won’t be happy if you’re moonlighting,” I said. “You sure?”

	He shrugged at that. “I only have part-time work with the security company,” he said rather sullenly. “Like you care if it pisses her off or not.”

	You know, he was kind of right. It would make my day to know I’d irritated her in any way, but that wasn’t what this was about. “I guess you’ll be needing a desk,” I sighed, turning and heading for my office, Robert following a moment later. “I’ll have to clear it with the team, but you might as well be official if you’re going to follow me around all the time.” I spun back on him, caught the flash of hope on his face just before he quashed it with a quick, serious frown and nod. “Please don’t make me live to regret this.”

	“You think I’m happy to take a job where you’re my boss?” He may have sounded like the old Robert, but there was a new light in him I hadn’t seen before. “I figure when I figure this out, you’ll owe me one.”

	I snorted at that and carried on. “You figure it out,” I said, “and I’ll honor that.”

	The rest of the day passed with some frustration as I did my best to dig into the case Mallory seemed to believe had been wrapped up with Shayle Murphy’s arrest. All of my texted questions were ignored, though he didn’t tell me to drop anything, so I carried on.

	For one, if Shayle was selling the sarin online, where was the money? There was no trail I could follow, though I wouldn’t put it past Mallory to hide those details from me if it served him, his resources far more reaching than mine. For all I knew, the young man had used his savvy to open some offshore account and the money was untraceable with the tools I had at my disposal. Why did that sound like a giant stretch to me? Was I that arrogant that I couldn’t wrap my mind around a clever kid with science skills and a grudge managing such an organized operation? The internet made everything easy and underestimating Shayle wouldn’t get me anywhere.

	My request for the information Mallory shared with the lawyer did garner a response, however, and I took time to examine the paperwork as carefully as possible.

	It was a tough pill to swallow that I could find no fault in the detective’s logic. The emails, the IP address source, the threat in Shayle’s handwriting in his school planner all had enough legitimacy, tied to his rage at his biological father’s rejection and Shayle’s brilliance in chemistry as well as his instigation of the sarin project tied up a rather tidy bow shiny and big enough to warrant his arrest. So why then was I hesitant to accept he’d done it?

	I realized as night fell my hesitation was twofold. First, the fact that Shayle would kill his father in that way, when it could so easily point to him. It seemed like an attempt at a clever act that was really epically stupid. Then again, he was a teenager, and they weren’t known for their logical thinking. Still, it had a weird feeling to it that made me pause over and over again.

	And the second reason? Shayle’s fake email had been used to contact the board to finger Donald for cheating, sent the morning of the big game. But who had inquired with Brumble College about the master’s degree Donald lied about? The sender had blocked their email. If I could prove Shayle was the one who was looking into Donald, would that help or make things worse? Either way, there were too many questions hanging in the air for me to leap to any conclusions despite my penchant for it.

	Then again, if Shayle had made the inquiry, wouldn’t he have brought up his biological father’s educational lie in the interview I’d witnessed? Hang on, I’d walked in partway. Had I missed that reveal? I fired off a text to Mallory, sharing the correspondence with the college and mentioned I wanted to try to link the address used to make that contact. When he didn’t get back to me right away, I pushed back from my desk with a frustrated exhale, feeling like I was chasing rabbits down holes that didn’t need chasing but not knowing which ones to let lie.

	Robert looked up from Dad’s desk where he’d planted himself a few hours earlier.

	“I’m going home,” I said. He rose immediately. “My brain is tired.” Mom’s text she’d picked up Petunia had me wincing that I’d forgotten my pug at daycare. I’d already heard from Crew, my husband at the lodge with Nelson, Mallory’s case against Shayle already known, naturally. “Any luck?”

	Robert shook his head as we exited, the door locking behind me as we entered the well-lit street into the cool evening air. “Not yet,” he said. And stood there, staring at me.

	“You don’t have to walk me home,” I said. “Or hang out at my house, okay? I’m fine. Crew will be home soon.”

	Robert hesitated, looking at his watch. “I have a meeting.” He sounded like he resented it. “For the Halloween party.”

	An event, right, and his real job. “Go,” I said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	My cousin paused one more moment before nodding. “Don’t do anything stupid,” he growled at me before turning and walking away, head down, hands in his pockets. I watched him go, another wave of wonder and weirdness passing over me. If anyone had told me even a few months ago I’d be not only working with Robert but no longer hating him while even sort of appreciating what he was trying to do? I’d have had them committed.

	Life was weird, yo. But the lack of animosity? The loss of anger and resentment and wariness that came with knowing someone hated me? That I could live without.

	I was almost home, The Iris’s lights shining into the street reminding me I had a pug to pick up, when my phone buzzed. I checked the incoming message and found myself frozen on the corner, one foot raised to step into the street from the sidewalk, heart skipping as I read the contents of the email that had me rechecking another detail that didn’t take long to confirm. That had me turning abruptly before I could stop myself and making my way, not home or to the warmth and comfort of my mother’s inn, but in an entirely different direction.

	Thanks to a returned message I’d totally forgotten I’d instigated, I was now pretty sure I knew who killed Donald Courtney. I just needed to find out why.

	The school was closed for the day when I arrived and I almost kicked myself for not thinking ahead, my impulsiveness meaning I’d used the last of my energy on a walk that was more than likely going to end with me having to turn around and go home. Instead, as I entered the side parking lot from the street, I caught sight of someone slipping through one of the doors near the gym entry. When I hurried after them and checked the handle, it opened easily. The fact the individual I’d seen entering bore a striking resemblance to my suspect, there was an excellent chance I was about to confront the murderer.

	Alone.

	Without backup.

	Fiona Fleming, not again.

	I slipped inside but took a moment to send a text to Mallory, telling him where I was and what I suspected. But I couldn’t wait for him because if I was right, my quarry was right now heading for the chemistry lab and the evidence I needed to prove who really killed Donald.

	I had to decide what was more important in the split-second I had after hitting send. Allow the culprit—and the real creator of the sarin—to get away with murder and frame a young man for the death of his own father, or…

	Oddly, the idea that Robert was going to kill me crossed my mind as I hurried into the depths of the dark school, heading for the chemistry lab and yet another terrible decision. Maybe I was wrong, and this would end in nothing. That was the only excuse I could come up with to justify sneaking down the hall to the stairs, grunting my way to the second floor using the handrail to pull me along, and finally slipping down the side corridor to the chemistry lab.

	The door stood partially ajar, the camera at the corner dead and black, no red light shining. The killer had turned off the security system and very few people in the school had that power. I caught my breath at the sound of motion inside, the flicker of a flashlight increasing my sense of urgency.

	I should have waited. But when did I ever do what I should? With my knees weak and breath barely caught from the climb, I stepped into the room and hit the light.

	“Enid,” I said as she spun with a soft sound of distress from where she knelt on the floor in front of the storage cabinet, a canister in her hands, “it’s time to tell me why you killed Donald.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Three

	 

	She scrambled to her feet, still clutching the canister, gloves gripping it tightly. I pointed at her as I went on before she could collect herself and respond.

	“You wore the wrong gloves that day,” I said. “Grabbed latex instead of non.” I nodded toward the boxes on the counter. “Turns out students are terrible at putting things back the way they’re supposed to be.” Bryson’s casual comment about the boxes spilling and being reassembled clicked into place. “You loaded the canister that day. That’s why your hands were red at the pep rally. You planned to kill Donald, knowing he was cheating and would reinflate the balls after the game.”

	Enid’s deer in the headlights routine gave way to violent head shaking. “He wasn’t supposed to use it,” she said in a near wail.

	“Oh, right,” I said, nodding. “He was supposed to use that one.” I pointed at the canister in her hand. “You mixed them up the night you made the sarin. The one he took was meant for sale, wasn’t it.”

	Her lips trembled as she looked down at the canister in her hands. “My DNA is on this one,” she whispered. “I’d cleaned the other one, but not this one, not yet. I had to get it out of the school.” She was shaking now, licking her lips over and over again, swallowing hard. “I have to deliver the product.”

	Wait, was that canister full of sarin, too? “You didn’t know Donald was cheating,” I said, suddenly realizing the truth.

	She blinked at me, shook her head. “I had no idea,” she whispered. “None.” She balanced the canister against her, hunching over it. “He could have killed those kids.”

	“You could have,” I said.

	“He wasn’t supposed to use it!” She yelled that at me, flaring in rage and denial. “If he’d just played fair…” She gasped a little sob. “I never wanted to hurt anyone.”

	“Enid,” I said, “you’ve been selling poisonous gas to the highest bidder.” What part of not wanting to hurt anyone fit in that scenario?

	She shook her head at me, lips now a tight line of denial. “I just make it and sell it,” she said. “What happens after that has nothing to do with me.”

	Oh, the delusions we use to justify our actions. And yes, I was well aware I was just as guilty because standing here in the presence of a deadly toxin in the hands of a wavering woman with nothing to lose? Not the brightest choice I’d ever made.

	“You did know about Donald’s fake degree,” I said. I needed to keep her talking until Mallory got there. It was one thing I could handle, and it worked.

	Enid frowned at that. “What are you talking about?”

	There wasn’t much reason to believe her, but I had a terrible feeling suddenly I was still missing a piece of the puzzle and stammered out the next line with fading conviction. “You found out Donald made up his master’s accreditation and used Shayle Murphy’s computer to report him.” Didn’t she? Her glazed expression told me otherwise.

	“That’s horrible,” she said. “He was a horrible person.” She tensed. “He deserved to die.” Why did she sound like she was trying to convince herself she’d done nothing wrong?

	I did have one more piece to drop and did so despite the fact my case against her was falling apart. “I know why you made and sold the sarin, Enid.” I let my voice drop to compassion, into caring, or at least made the attempt.

	Her head snapped up despite my warmer tone, eyes narrowing behind her glasses. “Do you, now? What is it you think you know, Fiona Fleming?”

	“That your sister, Helen, is dying,” I said. “There is no new treatment, is there? When the insurance company refused to pay for her treatment, they doomed her to death. You’ve been drowning in medical debt to the tune of one million dollars and your sister was still going to die.”

	Enid twitched. “Everyone knows Helen is sick,” she snapped.

	“But not everyone knows her bills were suddenly and completely paid anonymously, her medical debt wiped clean.” The message from the insurance company, in answer to my inquiry Mom asked me to make, confirmed it, along with the check I’d done right after that had me take the road to this moment. “One million dollars, Enid. The exact amount of money Detective Mallory uncovered was earned from the black-market sales of sarin gas.” Enid didn’t respond which told me, along with her grim and now panicked expression, I’d gotten this much right, at least. But what was I missing?

	“I had to save my sister,” she said then, tone more normal, but still hunching around the canister. “Nothing else matters to me. Donald’s death was a tragic accident, nothing more.” She looked past my shoulder, eyes widening, and I almost turned until I felt something jab into my lower back as a voice spoke behind me.

	“Not an accident,” Amanda Courtney said, shoving me forward with the muzzle of the gun she waved at me when I stumbled to a halt a few feet further into the room and turned to face her. “He’s dead because I killed him and you gave me the means to make it happen, Enid.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Four

	 

	I was a total idiot and deserved to be standing there with a gun pointed at me and a canister of poison gas a few feet away. “You,” I said in a groan.

	Amanda’s dark eyes flickered to me, expression flat and empty. “I had this all wrapped up, Fee,” she said. “It should have been over. Even if that detestable Detective Mallory found Enid, there was nothing to connect it to me. Except you just wouldn’t stop digging.” She adjusted her grip on the gun in her hand, though her aim was steady enough. “If you had only just let it go.”

	“You found out I was talking to the insurance agent,” I said, glancing at Enid. “Helen’s agent. How?” They weren’t even the same company. Were they?

	“Co-Ordinated Care owns Hopewell Mutual,” Amanda hissed at me. “Helen’s agent works for me.”

	Enid wavered a little. “I didn’t know,” she said, plaintive and lost.

	“You weren’t supposed to,” Amanda shot back at her. “But I know everything about you, Enid. I know all about Helen’s insurance issues and your giant medical bills that somehow just went poof.” She tossed her free hand. “It’s amazing what a sick old woman will tell an investigator for an insurance company when she’s sympathetic enough.”

	“Helen told you what I did?” Enid choked up a moment, lips trembling now as tears escaped from under her glasses to wet her cheeks.

	“Not in so many words,” Amanda said, utterly cold to the other woman’s despair. “But she confessed you saved her, and it didn’t take much to find out how. I’m very good at my job, too, Fiona Fleming.” Her lack of emotional response outside of contempt had me worried she’d be willing to use the gun she pointed at me and not think twice about it. “All the extra chemicals being funneled into the school’s lab, really, Enid. You could have been more subtle.” Amanda tossed her head at me when I frowned. “I know, you missed it and so did Mallory. Because I used Donald’s computer to erase every trace.”

	Not fair. No, not cutting myself slack I’d missed her involvement over evidence she’d tampered with, but still. Not sporting at all. “Why did you kill him?” And how? The poison gas was Enid’s creation.

	Amanda gestured for me to close the distance to Enid, and I did, if slowly, leaning into counters and taking my time as though too weak to move much faster. “I don’t owe you an explanation,” she snapped.

	“But you framed a young man for murder,” I said. Where was Mallory? He had to be almost here. A flicker of motion behind Amanda had my hopes up until I caught a pale, thin form in the hallway, mustached face scrunched as Robert—where had he come from?—hovered, clearly unsure what to do. So much for having my back. Why wasn’t he running for help?

	“That young man,” Amanda hissed, “deserves what he gets.” Wow, that was harsh. “Donald’s son can rot in prison for all I care.”

	“You didn’t know,” I said.

	“I had to read it in Shayle’s school planner,” she said, jaw jumping, her free hand forming a fist and striking her hip with a thudding sound, her only means, it seemed, to let out her fury without pulling the trigger. I was happy she chose that route, personally. Now, to encourage her to continue. “I wanted to kill the cheating liar then and there. But I had to think of my son.” She finally quivered and her weakness showed through. “Bryson is all that matters.” She huffed a little breath. “Donald was going to ruin everything with his stupid blackmail attempt. He should have known Nelson would never fall for it.” Wait, was that fear in her eyes, crossing her face? “His stupid decision brought the last thing I wanted back into my life. Our lives.”

	“Nelson,” I said. Her fear was real, alive as she nodded. “What are you so afraid of, Amanda?” And should I have been, too?

	“You have no idea who he really is.” She shivered before catching her breath, biting at her full, lower lip with enough force it had to hurt. “I couldn’t let my son fall into his hands. Why do you think I stayed with Donald all these years? Love?” She burst into a derisive laugh so harsh I started. “I had to hide the truth. But Donald couldn’t let it go. He couldn’t just be satisfied with what I told him, what we had.”

	“Killing him wasn’t going to change what happened,” I said.

	Her dark eyes narrowed. “Killing him,” she snarled, “was revenge. He wasn’t going to deflate that night, you know. I talked him into it.”

	“You knew about the cheating,” I said.

	“Anything to give Bryson the edge,” she admitted without a hint of remorse. “Donald was a fool, but he was useful for certain things.” She gestured at the canister in Enid’s hands, and I found myself surprised to find the older woman still there. I’d forgotten all about her and the dangerous cargo she carried, the realization triggering fresh anxiety that fed an adrenaline spike I was oddly grateful for. I had a feeling I was going to need the boost sooner rather than later. “I replaced the one in his office with the one you made.” The librarian looked down in surprise. “That’s right,” Amanda said, “it’s just air, Enid. You were about to sell nothing but air.”

	Well, that was one small thing to be grateful for. At least we weren’t about to die from poison gas. Being shot, on the other hand…

	Where was Mallory? And what was Robert doing?

	Enid surprised me. She’d been so passive since Amanda’s arrival that I never expected her to react the way she did. It wasn’t until she spoke, I realized I’d underestimated her, and so had the gun-wielding murderer who refocused on the old librarian when Enid hissed into the quiet that had fallen over us.

	“My sister,” she snarled, “was dying and you were going to let her.”

	Amanda frowned, shrugged. “Get better insurance,” she said.

	I’ve seen wild, cornered animals with more self-control. Enid launched herself at Amanda with the canister in her hands upraised, a screech of fury cutting the air as the small woman pounced on her target with an intensity of rage that made my adrenaline surge all over again.

	The gun went off somewhere in between my moment of frozen shock and the next when I was in motion, pushing my tired, pregnant body toward the pending impact of furious old woman and the now backpedaling Amanda, a second shot making my ears ring as Enid crashed into her quarry, the canister erupting gas over the two of them when the smaller woman carried the murderer to the floor in a crash of bodies.

	Robert reached them before I did, Mallory on his heels, but the gun, now free of Amanda’s hand, skittered to my feet and this was the first time in months I bent and retrieved something from the floor without complaint.

	“I don’t want to hear it,” I said, setting the weapon on the counter while both men glared. Oh, I’d be hearing it, I was well aware, and at length from a number of people. And so be it, really. But right now?

	I just needed to sit down.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Five

	 

	I wished I could still cross my legs. I missed that simple activity, that flexibility and range of motion as I squirmed in the uncomfortable waiting-room chair and wished Dr. Aberstock would hurry up already.

	Crew looked up from his phone and smiled at me, though his expression was tight and still wary. We’d been fighting rather steadily since Mallory delivered me home two nights ago, the beginning of said hearing about what I’d done starting the moment I sat in the passenger’s side of the detective’s car, transferring to my husband in my kitchen, then to my mother, father, Daisy and messages from Jill and Liz that had yet to end, really.

	The only person who hadn’t given me a hard time wasn’t talking to me, so I had no idea yet how he’d come to be in the school when he was meant to be at a meeting. Or what he’d planned to do if Enid hadn’t lunged for Amanda.

	Then again, I’d spent most of my life without Robert Carlisle’s approval, so I’d learn to live with it.

	“Ms. Fleming?” I rose and followed the nurse who led me out of the waiting room and down a corridor to the small exam room. Crew held my hand while I climbed onto the table, the ultrasound technician smiling at me and supporting me on the other side.

	“Dr. Aberstock will be right with us,” she said in a sweet voice. “How have you been feeling?”

	I offered the usual, “I’m fine,” though of course, I wasn’t. Well, physically, yes, aside from the short bouts of nausea and weakness, dizzy spells, back pain, joint pain… okay, so not fine at all.

	But it was my mental and emotional state that struggled with the lie of “fine” as I laid back and tried not to worry. Not about Enid Johnson who was going to prison for the rest of her life for manufacturing and distributing illegal and deadly poison. And certainly not for Amanda Courtney who had plead guilty to murdering her husband. I wasn’t concerned so much for Shayle Murphy, either, though the young man had a rough road of his own ahead. I’d heard rumors the blowback from the deflating investigation might shut down the team and couldn’t look good for him. If he lost his scholarship chances, however, he could still apply for science. And at least he was free and had his mother to support him. I did worry a little about Bryson Courtney, though his life, at least, had taken a huge upswing for the better. With Amanda going to prison, Nelson Delamonte had swooped in, scooped up his football star son, and disappeared from Reading with my bestie at his side and not a single word of goodbye to me.

	Amanda’s fear of our company’s best client had been real, I had zero doubt about that. The fact neither Liz nor my husband had any red flags about Nelson only concerned me more. Especially since my Day was in his company. Speaking of whom, her text to inform me it had been Nelson who was the anonymous inquirer into Donald’s education had me thinking again of chasing innocent rabbits while letting the really dangerous predator go. Though, I suppose it was fair for Nelson to look into the man who parented his kid all those years after Donald tried to blackmail him. Still, I didn’t like the connotation, especially when Daisy denied having anything to do with it.

	Why hire a private detective agency to do your dirty work only to do it yourself?

	Nelson Delamonte was no rabbit. But what would it take to uncover what he really was and was I the woman for the job? Whatever the case, I’d be reaching out to Daisy regularly, make no mistake. And, if anyone could suss out what he was up to that would shake Amanda to her core, it would be the bubbly, sunny and brilliant Daisy Bruce.

	As long as I didn’t have to run to Miami to solve her murder… then again, I’d be in prison for killing Nelson myself, if he even threatened a hair on her head, so.

	So.

	But even my best friend’s safety wasn’t on my mind right now. No, all I could think about as Dr. Aberstock bustled into the room was what he was about to tell me about my baby. Which gave me a deep shiver, because I suddenly understood Amanda Courtney’s willingness to go to any length to protect her son. Because while I told myself I’d do anything for Daisy, for Mom and Dad, Crew? I wasn’t sure I was being honest with myself. But my unborn pumpkin?

	I’d. Do. Anything. Growl.

	I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that

	“I’m sorry about the delay.” He touched my hand, smiling at me but with tightness around his eyes. “It’s been an eventful few days.”

	“Don’t start,” I groaned. “Why are we here?” I let my concern show and he immediately softened, Crew murmuring something as my husband bent and kissed my forehead, everything forgiven when I cracked and allowed the anxiety that had been roiling my stomach for days now surface to the world.

	“I’m so sorry, my dear,” Dr. Aberstock said, smile lighter now and kindly again. “Fee, I just needed to confirm something, and Amy here is the best tech in the hospital.” He patted the young woman’s shoulder. “Shall we get started?”

	“So, you’re not worried,” I said, pulling up my shirt and exposing my belly, the cold ultrasound gel making me flinch and sending a trail of goosebumps over my whole body.

	“Not worried,” he winked at me. “One moment. Amy?”

	She turned on the machine, the handpiece gliding over my skin, as she stared at the screen, turning the tool this way and that. “Strong heartbeat,” she said. “Well formed fetus. Oh!” She laughed then, nodding up at Dr. Aberstock. “Yes, I see it.”

	“What?” Crew and I said the word together with equal angst as Dr. Aberstock chuckled.

	“You see there?” He pointed out something that looked like a hand but was mostly static to me. “And there.” Another hand? Wait, two more hands. How many? Oh my god, was our child deformed? I fought tears, dying inside, as Dr. Aberstock pointed lower on my belly. “Here, I think, Amy.”

	She guided the handpiece lower, and the picture clarified somewhat. Wait, our baby had not only multiple arms, but two heads?

	“Twins,” Crew whispered as my whole world exploded in terror and then narrowed just as quickly to shock, dropping out of the horror I’d done something wrong, and our baby was doomed to the understanding that he was right.

	Not deformed, not damaged. Doubled.

	“Twins,” Dr. Aberstock confirmed with a lovely grin. “Girls, if I’m not mistaken. Their dual heartbeats are in synch, and it looks like the smaller of the two has been hiding behind her sister all along, but yes. Two perfect, growing girls.” Tears stood in his blue eyes as he squeezed my hand, a touch I barely felt as I stared in awe and wonder at the screen. “Congratulations. And good luck.”

	He laughed. Crew did, too, but with fear in it the sound, and stunned wonder.

	As for me? Emotional overwhelm had a funny way of showing relief.

	I’d never been happier in my life. So, why did I burst into tears?

	 

	 

	Don’t worry, there’s more from Fiona and Crew coming soon! Look for Overturned Ruling and Death, coming in November, from Patti Larsen Books!
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		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



