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Chapter One


“It feels very indulgent, being off work on a random Tuesday,” Abigail said as Mark pulled his car into the mall’s large parking lot.

Mark nodded. “I very rarely take time off during the week, but we’ve both been working hard lately. I figure we deserve a day off together.”

“Mandy suggested that we take a few days off and come to visit her, but I don’t feel comfortable leaving the lodge for more than a few hours at a time, really.”

“And leaving my practice for more than a single day now and again is complicated. It’s one thing to take a weekend off and spend it with you at Sunset Lodge. When I do that, I’m still available for emergencies. If we were in New York City, getting back for an emergency would be a lot more difficult.”

“Maybe we both work too hard.”

Mark chuckled. “We probably do, but we also both love our jobs.”

“That’s very true. I love owning my own lodge, even if the hours are long and the guests can be difficult.”

Mark turned the car into a parking space and switched off the engine. “Is owning your own lodge everything you wanted it to be when you decided to buy Sunset Lodge?”

“For the most part, it’s been wonderful. And I worked a lot of very long hours when I was managing hotels in New York City, too. If anything, the hours are better at Sunset Lodge. I work hard when we have guests, but we don’t always have guests, and it’s far more satisfying being my own boss rather than working for someone else.”

“I enjoy having my own practice, but there are times when I wonder what it would be like to join a large practice that has a business manager to handle the business side of things. Then I could simply focus on being the best family doctor I can be.”

“I’m sure you’re already the best doctor in the world.”

Mark laughed. “That’s a very kind thing to say, but it isn’t remotely true. There are probably at least five other doctors in the world who are better than me.”

“Five?”

He shrugged. “Maybe only four. I’m pretty amazing.”

They both laughed and then got out of the car.

“I didn’t realize this was such a large mall,” Abigail said as they approached the nearest entrance. “I took a quick look at the website and checked that some of my favorite stores were here, but I didn’t pay much attention to anything else.”

“It’s one of the largest malls in the state, with what I consider a nice selection of stores. I only shop at about three of them, so I might not be the best judge of such things, though.”

Mark held the door for Abigail. She walked inside and smiled.

“This is lovely,” she said, admiring the mall’s elegant interior.

“Where should we start?”

“Let’s just wander. I don’t actually need anything.”

“Other than a change of scenery.”

“Exactly that. Last weekend was a long one.”

“Did you have unpleasant guests?”

“You could say that. We’re starting to get busier on weekends, even without having special events. We had three couples staying with us this weekend. Two of the couples were lovely people. The third couple seemed determined to make my life as difficult as possible.”

“I’m sorry.”

“They told me when they made their reservation that they’d stayed at the lodge before, back when Janet and Jack owned it, but when they arrived, they acted as if they’d never been there before.”

“That’s odd.”

“It was odd. They seemed surprised that breakfast and dinner were included in their room rate, even though that’s been the policy at the lodge since before Marcia took over in the kitchen. And she’s been there for over twenty years.”

“I hope they didn’t complain about Marcia’s cooking. She’s the best cook in the state.”

Abigail grinned. “She is amazing, and I’m grateful every day that she agreed to stay and continue working at the lodge after Mandy and I bought it. But they did complain about her, if only a little bit.”

“What could they possibly have found to complain about with Marcia’s cooking?”

“It wasn’t her cooking as much as the fact that there wasn’t a menu available. They were happy to learn that dinner was included in their stay, but then they didn’t necessarily want to eat whatever Marcia was preparing for that particular day.”

“I know that’s how things have been done at the lodge for decades, but I suspect today’s guests are more demanding than guests were when Jack and Janet bought the lodge.”

“And we’re more accommodating than Jack and Janet were. Marcia keeps a small stock of simple ingredients so that she can offer alternatives to guests who don’t want whatever is the set meal for a given day. She offered to prepare several different dishes for them each night, but they both preferred to have the set meal and complain about it rather than ask for an alternative.”

“I hope Marcia didn’t let that bother her.”

“She took it in her stride. As I said, we now stock a few options for our more difficult guests, which she appreciates. Apparently, when Jack and Janet owned the lodge, they refused to allow her to offer anything other than a single vegetarian option to guests who didn’t want the set meal. And that was only added about ten years ago. Prior to that, if guests didn’t like the set meal option, Marcia could only apologize and offer to cook them breakfast foods for dinner.”

“That must have been difficult for her.”

“When I said that, she just laughed and told me that over the years most guests had been fine with simply eating the set meal every night. Many of the guests that came while Jack and Janet owned the lodge were frequent visitors. And many of them kept coming back mostly for Marcia’s food.”

Mark laughed. “I can believe that. The lodge is lovely, don’t get me wrong, but Marcia’s food is a real draw.”

“The lodge is nice enough, but the longer I’m there, the more I realize how many projects need to be done. We painted just about everywhere when I first got there, but some of the common areas already look as if they could use a fresh coat of paint. We need new carpeting in several areas. I haven’t really even thought about what I’m going to do with the owner’s suite on the top floor. The annex is a mess. And I’m going to stop there because it’s my day off.”

Mark took her hand and squeezed it tightly. “You’re doing great things at Sunset Lodge. And everyone in Nightshade is enormously grateful to you for buying the lodge and moving to Nightshade to run it yourself. Most people were convinced that a developer was going to buy the lodge and then tear it down and build an apartment complex or condos.”

“I hope everyone in town is happy that I bought the lodge. I suspect they’d be even happier if I’d quit finding dead bodies everywhere I go.”

“I hope you’d be happier, too.”

Abigail nodded. “It’s quite unpleasant, finding a dead body, but I sleep better at night knowing that all of the killers are now behind bars. And I must have hit my lifetime limit of bodies by now.”

“I certainly hope so.”

They’d walked all the way to the south end of the large building. Now they turned around and slowly began to stroll in the opposite direction.

“Can we go in here?” Abigail asked as they approached a small gift shop.

“Of course. We can go in every store if you want.”

“I don’t think I want to try to go in every store, but I would like to find a small something for Mandy. She’s been working really hard lately.”

“But she loves what she’s doing, right?”

“Yes and no. You know she wants to do set design for Broadway. She’s been an assistant designer for a few shows off-Broadway, but now she’s working for a company that does some different things. It’s a good job that pays well, but she only took it because they were supposed to be doing the set for a show she really wanted to work on. They are still supposed to be doing that show, but it’s been postponed, and Mandy’s been given some other jobs to do.”

“What sort of jobs?”

“Right now, she’s designing the candy section of a new grocery store.”

Mark stared at her. “I suppose I never thought about someone designing such things.”

“Yeah, me neither, but someone does and in this instance, that someone is Mandy. It’s a large grocery store and they want the candy section to be an experience all its own, so she’s designing a sort of candy wonderland. She’s enjoying it, but it isn’t Broadway.”

“Maybe she should move to Nightshade, then.”

“She’s tempted, but this job pays well and offers benefits. I have to pay a fortune for my health insurance, even though I’m young and never go to the doctor. Mandy had some health issues a few years ago. She’s much better now, but she still sees her doctor pretty regularly. The insurance she gets through her new job is better than what she could get on her own, and the company is paying for it.”

“So she’s going to be staying in the city for a while, anyway.”

“Unless Scott can talk her into moving to Nightshade.”

“Are they still seeing each other?”

Abigail nodded. “It’s hard to believe that Nightshade’s most eligible bachelor — super-wealthy, super-handsome, super-player — Scott Wright has been dating my sister for months now, but unless they broke up today, they’re still together.”

“I know Scott has a reputation as a player, but I’ve always found him to be a very nice guy.”

“He’s been treating Mandy like a princess. I just don’t trust him to stick around in the long term.”

“Maybe he won’t, but maybe they’ll have a lot of fun together while it lasts.”

“I just don’t want my little sister’s heart to get broken.”

“Maybe she’ll break Scott’s heart.”

“That would be okay,” Abigail said with a laugh.

In the gift shop, she found a few little things for her sister and a small something for Marcia as well. The pair spent the next two hours wandering from shop to shop, buying things that caught their fancy.

“We’ve done about half of the mall,” Mark said as it got close to noon. “And we’re walking right past the entrance where I parked. Why don’t we put our shopping in the car and then get lunch?”

“That sounds good.”

It took only a minute to put their bags into Mark’s trunk. Then they walked to the nearby food court.

“Sandwiches?” Mark asked.

“Sure, that sounds good.”

They joined the short line in front of a small sandwich shop that Abigail thought was trying hard to look more like a popular franchise than the independent business that it seemed to be. There were two young women behind the counter, and they appeared to be doing their best to keep up with the line of customers.

“What is taking so long?” the man in front of Abigail said loudly.

“I didn’t expect it to be busy here on a random Tuesday,” Mark said in a friendly tone.

The man looked at him and then rolled his eyes. “This is ridiculous. Let me back there. I can make a dozen sandwiches in the time it’s taking them to make one.”

“I’m sure they’re doing their best,” Abigail said.

The two women behind the counter looked at the man before exchanging glances. Abigail thought they looked as if they were trying to work faster, but there wasn’t much one could do as the man she was helping seemed unable to decide what he wanted on his sandwich.

“Onions?” the woman asked.

The man nodded. “But not too many. Just a few. Red onions.”

The woman put a few onions on the sandwich. “Peppers?”

The man made a face. “Green or red?”

“We have either or both.”

“Oh. I wasn’t expecting that. Just a few red peppers, please.”

“Lettuce?”

“What kind of lettuces do you offer?”

“Just take your sandwich and get out of the way,” the man in front of Abigail shouted. “You’re too stupid to know if it’s good or not, anyway.”

The man glanced over and then quickly looked back at the woman behind the counter. “Where were we?” he asked.

“Lettuce,” the woman said.

“Just take it the way it is,” the angry man shouted again. “We don’t all have all day to watch you hem and haw over every ingredient.”

The other woman behind the counter stopped what she was doing and stared at the man in front of Abigail. “Sir, there are five other places serving food in this food court. If you are in a hurry, I suggest you get yourself some lunch at one of them instead of here,” she said.

“I guess I will,” the man said. “And I will be detailing everything about my experience here today online.”

“Of course you will,” the woman replied with a sigh as the man turned around and walked briskly away.

Abigail could feel the tension in the air slowly lifting as the man got farther away. The indecisive man at the counter made a few quick choices and then paid for his food and left. The woman behind him was obviously a regular. She just nodded at one of the women and picked up her sandwich a minute later.

“What can I get you?” one of the women asked Abigail a moment later.

“I’ll try the whole grain bread, with turkey, bacon, lettuce, tomato…”

The woman worked quickly and efficiently to build Abigail’s sandwich. Abigail added a bag of potato chips and a bottle of soda to her order. While she was paying, Mark built his sandwich.

“I was going to buy lunch,” he said as the woman rang up his order.

Abigail shrugged. “Thanks, but I don’t mind paying my own way.”

They picked up their trays and then walked toward the cluster of tables and chairs. About half of the tables were occupied. Mark walked around a small crowd and found them a table in a quiet corner.

“This is delicious,” Abigail said after a few bites. “Everything tastes very fresh.”

“Mine is very good, too,” Mark replied.

“Why isn’t everyone else at work?” a loud voice said.

Abigail looked over and saw the angry man from the sandwich shop line. He dropped a tray full of food on a nearby table and then sat down. As he began to unwrap a burger, a woman came and joined him.

“I thought you were getting a sandwich,” she said as she put her tray down. The slice of pizza was huge. Three small garlic bread knots were on a separate plate.

“I was going to get a sandwich, but they were too slow,” the man replied. “I thought you were going to get Chinese?”

She shrugged. “And then I was standing in line, staring at the pizza, so I decided to get pizza instead.”

“You told me you were going to get Chinese.” The man sounded angry.

“I didn’t think it mattered. I got lunch. You told me to get lunch.”

“And you said you were hungry for Chinese food.”

“And then, while I was waiting in the long line, I realized that pizza would be faster and just as good. I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

“So you lied to me.”

“You said you were going to get a sandwich from the sandwich place.”

“I did get a sandwich,” he said, holding up his burger. “And this isn’t about me. It’s about you lying to me.”

“I didn’t lie any more than you did.”

“These lines are crazy today,” another voice said.

Abigail watched as another couple joined the other two people. The man was carrying a tray filled with tiny cartons of food that had probably come from the Indian restaurant at the far end of the food court.

“Why aren’t people at work?” the woman asked.

“We aren’t at work,” the other woman pointed out.

“But we should be,” was the laughing reply.

“I should be,” the angry man snapped. “Today is a colossal waste of my time.”

“You’re getting to spend time with your sister and your wife. That can’t be a waste of time,” the other man said.

“I get to spend plenty of time with both of them anyway. Besides, I hate malls.”

“Maybe you should just go,” the woman with the pizza said.

The man glanced at her. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Then you could do whatever you want. You could spend all of my money and then lie to me about it later.”

“We’ll keep an eye on Kim,” the other man offered. “We won’t let her buy anything she doesn’t need.”

Abigail bristled at the words, but the man was smiling as he said them and neither of the women with him seemed bothered.

“I can’t trust her,” the angry man replied. “This is why I don’t like malls.”

The woman with the pizza, who must have been the angry man’s wife, sighed. “Go home,” she said. “You can take all of my credit cards with you if that will make you feel better. Then I won’t be able to spend any of your money.”

“You’ll just get my sister to buy you things and then I’ll have to find a way to pay her back,” the man countered.

The other woman sighed. “I won’t buy her anything. We’ll just walk around the mall, try on a few things we’d never buy, window-shop, that sort of thing. Kim and I never get to spend time together, just the two of us.”

“Hey,” the other man said with a laugh. “I guess I’m not wanted, either,” he said to the angry man.

“Sorry, darling, but you’re stuck with me.” The man put his burger down and slid an arm around his wife. “Until death do us part,” he said, staring hard into her eyes.

She shivered. “Okay, then, that’s a cheerful thought for a Tuesday. Let’s just eat and finish our shopping. Then we can all go.”

As the foursome focused on their food, Abigail looked at Mark. “They don’t seem very happy together,” she said quietly.

Mark sighed. “I never used to understand why people stayed in unhappy relationships, and then I stayed in one for much longer than I should have. But that’s a story for another day.”

Abigail frowned. “We never really talk about your marriage.”

He squeezed her hand. “And we will. We can talk about it now if you really want to, but this really isn’t the place. We can talk about it on the drive back to Nightshade, though. I’ll tell you everything you don’t actually want to know.”

Abigail squeezed back. “I want to know what you want to share.”

“We’ll talk on the drive. For now, let’s do some more shopping.”

They finished eating and then cleared away their trays, wrappers, napkins, and cups. Abigail frowned when she noticed that the foursome at the next table had finished eating and left all their garbage behind.

“Why do people do that?” she asked Mark as they began to walk away.

“I can’t explain what I don’t understand. And I want to go in the comic book store.”

Two hours later, they’d explored the second half of the mall.

“That’s the last store,” Mark said as they emerged from a large anchor department store. “And the mall feels a good deal quieter than it was at lunchtime.”

Abigail nodded. “It’s very quiet now, isn’t it? I don’t see any other customers anywhere.”

They walked along the otherwise empty corridor, past a handful of stores. They both froze when a loud alarm began to ring.

“Fire, fire, fire,” a mechanical voice said. “All customers and employees must evacuate immediately.”

Abigail looked around as metal gates suddenly began to drop at the entrances to just about every store. She could see employees shoving rolling racks of merchandise back into the stores and security gates sliding into place. A security guard whizzed past them on an electric scooter.

“You need to evacuate the building,” he slowed down to tell them. “Go through the door marked ‘two.’ Just keep walking down the hallway until you get to the exit.” He pointed to the wall behind them and then sped away.

Abigail looked over at the wall. She could see a door with a large number two painted on it. The sirens kept blaring and the automated voice kept talking as she and Mark headed for the door.

“The sign does say ‘staff only,’” Abigail remarked as Mark pushed the door open.

“If someone wants to question us, they can do so once we’re safely outside the building,” Mark said.

The corridor was long, dimly lit, and narrow. There were doors on both sides, and each one had the name of a mall store written on it.

“What’s back here?” Abigail asked as they walked down the hall.

“The rooms are probably overflow storage for the stores.”

“I suppose I never thought about where the stores keep their things. I guess I just assumed that they all have back rooms.”

“Most of them probably do, but some of the small stores or kiosks might not have room for everything. I’d be willing to bet that a lot of these storage rooms are full of things like Christmas decorations.”

The hallway turned left. Abigail could see an exit sign in front of them.

“What’s that?” she asked as she noticed a large object on the floor in front of them.

“I don’t know,” Mark said tightly. He pulled out his phone and turned on the flashlight. As he pointed the light at the object, Abigail gasped.

“Call 911,” Mark said sadly.


Chapter Two


Abigail pulled her phone out of her bag as Mark approached the body on the floor in front of them.

“What is your emergency?” a voice said in Abigail’s ear.

“There’s a body in the hallway of the mall,” Abigail said. She took a deep breath. “We’re at the mall. The fire alarm went off and security sent us through a ‘staff-only’ door to get to an exit. We were nearly at the exit when we found a man lying in the hallway,” she explained.

“So you need an ambulance for the man,” the other voice replied.

Abigail looked at Mark. He was standing next to the body with a frown on his face.

“Do we need an ambulance?” she asked.

He shook his head. “It’s too late for that. We need the police. The man was murdered.”

Abigail repeated his words to the dispatcher.

“Unless your friend is a doctor, I’m going to send an ambulance,” was the reply.

Abigail almost laughed. “Actually, my friend is a doctor.”

There was a short silence before the other woman spoke again. “I’m still going to send an ambulance. That’s standard procedure.”

Let’s hope the paramedics don’t make too much of a mess of the crime scene, Abigail thought.

“I’ve also notified mall security. They’re busy dealing with the fire, though.”

“There is a fire? Are we in any danger?” Abigail asked.

“The fire is under control. Where exactly are you in the mall?”

Abigail told her which stores were nearest the door to the hallway where they’d found the body.

“The fire is on the opposite side of the mall, nowhere near where you are,” she was told.

“That’s good to hear.”

“Can you see the exit from the building from where you are standing?” the woman asked.

“Yes.”

“Can you open the door to let the paramedics in when the ambulance arrives?”

Abigail frowned. “The body is between us and the door. We’d have to, um, step over it in order to get there. If nothing else, that might compromise the crime scene.”

There was a short silence on the other end of the line. “Someone from mall security is on the way. Please wait where you are.”

I wasn’t planning on going anywhere, Abigail thought.

Less than a minute later, Abigail heard the sound of a door opening. She and Mark both watched the corner of the hallway, waiting to see who would come around it. The woman who turned the corner a moment later looked no more than twenty-five. Her dark brown hair was short and her eyes were scanning the area as she approached. She was wearing something like a police uniform with the words “mall security” stitched where a name tag might go. She stopped when she reached Abigail.

“Good afternoon,” she said.

“Good afternoon,” Abigail replied.

“I’m April Shaw, mall security.”

“Abigail Clark. And this is Mark Cooper.”

April pulled out a notebook and made a note. “Why were you in this corridor? It’s clearly marked ‘staff only.’ Unless I’m mistaken, neither of you works for any of the stores in the mall.”

“When the fire alarm went off, a security guard told us to exit the mall through this corridor,” Abigail explained.

April frowned. “That isn’t standard procedure. He should have directed you to the nearest public exit.”

Abigail shrugged. “You’ll have to take that up with him.”

“I will,” April said curtly. She looked past Abigail at the body. “Did either of you try to help the man?”

Mark nodded. “I’m a doctor. The first thing I did was check for a pulse. Unfortunately, the man is beyond help.”

“You’re a doctor?”

“Yes.”

“Do you practice locally?”

“I have a family practice in Nightshade.”

April made another note. “The ambulance and the police should be here soon. It’s tragic that someone died unexpectedly in the corridor, but if we’re lucky we’ll be able to avoid any negative publicity out of this. I assume he had a heart attack or something similar?”

Mark shook his head. “The man was murdered.”

April gasped. “I don’t know that you can determine that under these conditions,” she said quickly.

“There’s a large knife in his chest,” Mark said. “Obviously it will be up to the medical examiner to determine the cause of death, but from where I’m standing it seems quite obvious.”

Before April could reply, something buzzed. She pulled out her cell phone and stared at the screen. “Wait here,” she said after a moment.

“Where else would we go?” Mark muttered as April walked away.

“Anywhere in the entire world,” Abigail replied.

Mark walked over and put his arms around her. “It’s going to be okay,” he murmured in her ear.

She hugged him tightly. “Why does this keep happening?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I should be feeling sorry for the poor man who is dead. At least there’s no chance either of us knew him.”

“We didn’t know him, but we did see him earlier.”

Abigail gasped. “Are you sure about that?”

He nodded. “It’s the man who was so rude at the sandwich counter.”

Abigail looked past him to take another look at the body. “I didn’t recognize him, but now that you’ve said that, I should have. It simply never occurred to me that it would be anyone I knew. Not that I knew him, but, oh, you know what I mean.”

“I do know what you mean.”

“I wonder how he ended up here. What happened to his wife and his sister and the other guy? Or were they with him in the corridor? Did one of them stab him? Or maybe all of them were working together. He was such an unlikeable person. Or maybe he only seemed that way today. Maybe he was normally quite nice, but maybe something terrible happened to him today that upset him. Maybe I’m just babbling because I’m in shock.”

Mark hugged her again. “It’s going to be okay. For what it’s worth, I’ve been asking myself all of those same questions since I realized who we found. I don’t have any answers, though.”

They both jumped as the door on the other side of the body began to open. April walked through it a moment later.

“Right, the ambulance is here and so are the police,” she said.

“Everyone should stay back until the crime scene team gets here,” Mark suggested.

April walked closer to the body. “That’s not up to me,” she said as she stared at the man.

Two paramedics followed April into the hallway. As they walked closer to the body, one of them noticed Mark.

“Dr. Cooper, what are you doing here?” he asked.

Mark shrugged. “We were just doing some shopping.”

“And then you found this guy? Is there anything for us to do here?”

Mark shook his head. “He was already gone when we found him.”

The other paramedic glanced at the body. “This is a job for the crime scene experts, not us,” he said, turning on his heel.

The two men disappeared back through the door. A uniformed policeman was next to enter.

“Above my pay grade,” he announced after a quick glance at the body. “Someone from the major crimes unit will be here soon. In the meantime, you all need to step back from the body.”

Abigail quickly took two steps backward. Mark kept his arm around her as he did the same. April took a small step backward, but kept her eyes on the victim.

“Do you recognize the man?” the policeman asked April.

She shook her head. “We can check the security cameras throughout the mall to try to re-create his day, though.”

“I don’t suppose you have any cameras in this corridor,” the policeman said hopefully.

April shook her head. “The mall itself has a limited number of cameras in common areas only. Most of them are in the food court, actually. But we can request footage from the various stores that have cameras.”

“He was in the food court around twelve-twenty,” Abigail said.

Everyone looked at her. She flushed.

“He was in front of us in line at the sandwich counter,” she said. “But he was rude and aggressive, and one of the women behind the counter suggested that he go somewhere else for his food.”

“I think you need to save that information for the investigator,” the policeman said.

April glared at him. “Did you see him again after that encounter?” she asked.

Abigail looked at Mark. He shrugged. As she looked back at April, the door opened again. A man in a dark suit walked into the hallway. He was probably close to fifty and he looked tired. As he approached the body, the uniformed policeman jumped to attention. April took another step backward and slid her notebook into her pocket.

“Who found the body?” the man asked.

“We did,” Mark said.

“Are you mall employees?”

Mark shook his head. “We were told to exit down this corridor by one of the mall security team when the fire alarm went off.”

“I need to know everything about that fire alarm,” the man said to April.

She nodded. “The last I heard, someone put a small basket full of paper in corridor six and lit a match to it. There aren’t any sprinklers in the hallways, just inside the storage spaces, so the fire triggered the alarms but not the sprinklers. Firefighters were able to put the fire out very quickly, though. One of our guys with a small fire extinguisher probably could have put it out, but the alarm system automatically calls the fire department.”

“So the fire was deliberately set.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Interesting.”

“That sort of thing happens all the time,” April said. “Kids get bored so they start fires or pull fire alarms. It happens at least once a month.”

“But not normally in conjunction with the discovery of a dead body,” the man said.

“No, sir,” April replied.

He looked at the body again and then looked over at Abigail and Mark. “We need to talk,” he said. “The mall is going to let me use one of their empty storefronts as a temporary office. I need a few minutes to get things set up and then I’ll take statements from each of you. I’m going to have to speak to you individually. That’s standard practice.”

Don’t I know it, Abigail thought. She bit her tongue. Maybe the man would never have to know that this wasn’t the first body she’d found.

The man nodded and then turned and started to walk away, pulling out his cell phone as he went. “Harris,” he called back over his shoulder, “keep an eye on the body. And no one should be speaking at all.”

“Yes, sir,” the uniformed policeman replied smartly. He looked at Abigail and Mark and then at April. “No one talk,” he snapped.

Mark squeezed Abigail’s shoulders. She leaned against him as they waited. After several minutes, members of the crime scene team began to arrive. As they began to process the scene, Abigail and Mark moved farther away from the body. They watched as April was asked to leave and the uniformed officer was sent to stand near the door. A few minutes later, Abigail heard the door behind them open. A uniformed policewoman turned the corner a moment later.

“Please come with me,” she said to them.

She turned around and walked back along the corridor. Abigail and Mark followed. When they re-entered the mall, Abigail blinked several times.

“This is weird,” she muttered. “We were just here.”

Mark nodded. “It seems too normal in here.”

Abigail looked around. At some point, the fire alarm had stopped sounding and the stores had reopened. There were a handful of shoppers strolling through the hallways, and everything looked almost exactly as it had before the alarm had sounded. To Abigail, though, it felt as if things had changed quite dramatically.

The policewoman led them to a nearby empty storefront. The gate was down, but there was a door into the store next to the gate. She knocked on the door. Another uniformed officer opened it. Mark and Abigail were led down a short corridor and then into what would have been the store’s back room. A table was set up in one corner of the room. There were a few folding chairs in front of the table. The man in the dark suit was in another chair behind the table.

“I’m going to need to speak with you one at a time,” he said. “I didn’t get your names earlier.”

“Abigail Clark.“

“Mark Cooper.”

“Right, so Mark, if you could wait in the main part of the shop for a few minutes, I’ll start with Abigail,” the man said.

Mark nodded. He dropped a quick kiss on the top of Abigail’s head and then followed an officer through a door in the side wall. The man behind the table waved at Abigail.

“Have a seat,” he said.

Abigail crossed the room and sat down opposite the man. “I didn’t get your name,” she said.

He frowned. “Sorry about that. I’ve been working nights. They woke me up to send me here, and I’m about a quart down on coffee and several hours short of sleep. I’m Joel Mann. I’ll be leading the investigation into the death of the man you found.”

Abigail shuddered. “He seemed quite unpleasant, but no one deserves to be murdered.”

“Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me why you were at the mall today.”

“Mark and I both have busy jobs. He’s a doctor, and I own and manage a lodge, which means we both work odd hours and a lot of them. A few weeks ago, he suggested that we both take a day off and get away from Nightshade for a few hours. A day at the mall seemed like a perfect outing.”

“A lodge in Nightshade?”

Abigail nodded. “Sunset Lodge. My sister and I bought it last year.”

“My wife and I used to go and stay there for our wedding anniversary every year. Her parents used to take the kids for the weekend, and we’d drive down to Nightshade for a romantic weekend together. It was close enough to home that we could get back in an emergency, although my in-laws were more than capable of handling just about any emergency that might have come up. We stopped going once the kids left home. I did hear that Jack and Janet sold the property, though.”

“They owned the property for decades before we bought it.”

“The best part of staying there was always the food. I hope your purchase included Marcia staying in the kitchen.”

“It did.”

Joel grinned. “Maybe I’ll talk to the wife. She might like another romantic weekend in Nightshade for old times’ sake.”

“You’d be more than welcome.”

“But now we’ve wandered off-topic. Tell me about your trip to the mall, then. I want to hear every detail. You never know what might be relevant.”

Abigail took a deep breath. “We arrived not long after the mall opened,” she began. Joel took notes on which shops she and Mark visited, but he didn’t interrupt until she got to the part where the man was rude in the food court.

“Are you quite certain that the man you’re telling me about is the same man you found in that corridor?” he asked.

“I’m pretty certain. I didn’t get close enough to the body to be absolutely certain, but Mark said it was him and after he said that, I recognized the clothes he’d been wearing at lunch.”

Joel had her repeat the conversation that had taken place at the sandwich shop twice before they moved on. When she told him that the dead man had taken a table next to her and Mark in the food court, Joel raised an eyebrow.

“That’s an odd coincidence,” he said.

Abigail shrugged. “We were there first. It was the quietest corner in the area and there were a few large and noisy groups on the other side of the room.”

“What happened next?”

She did her best to repeat the conversation that she’d overheard between the dead man and his wife, sister, and the other man. When she was finished, Joel had her repeat the entire thing a second time.

“I might have you go back through that again,” he said when she was finished. “But before I do, tell me what happened next.”

“We never saw the man again,” she said. “We didn’t see any of his companions, either.”

She told him about the rest of the shopping that they did and then about how the fire alarm had gone off. He asked several questions about the man who’d sent them out of the mall down that particular corridor.

“…and then we went around the corner and found the body,” she said eventually.

“How close to the body did you get?”

“Not very. I stopped as soon as I realized what we’d found. I called 911 while Mark tried to help the man.”

Joel made another note. “And then what happened? Who was next to arrive?”

Abigail told him about April’s arrival, doing her best to repeat the conversation that they’d had with the mall security guard. “…and then you arrived,” she said eventually.

Joel looked up from his notes. “I’m sure this has all been quite shocking for you,” he said. “I appreciate your cooperation.”

“I always do what I can to help the police with murder investigations.”

Joel frowned. “You say that as if you’ve been involved in murder investigations in the past.”

She sighed. “I have.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Investigations, plural?”

“Yes, but it was never my fault.”

“I would hope not.”

She flushed. “Yeah, of course it’s never been my fault, but it’s hard not to feel weirdly responsible when you keep finding dead bodies all the time.”

Joel stared at her. “Let’s back up a bit. Just how many dead bodies have you found?”


Chapter Three


Abigail took a deep breath. “It all started when I first bought the lodge. I had a guest request a room in our annex, and when I went to make up his room, I found his body.”

Joel took notes as Abigail told him about the various murder victims she’d discovered since she’d first moved to Nightshade. When she was done, she sat back in her chair.

“All of the killers have been caught,” she added. “And obviously, I never had anything to do with any of the deaths.”

“I find this fascinating,” Joel said. “I read a book by a former Scotland Yard homicide inspector once about these sorts of anomalies. He was specifically writing about a period on the Isle of Man where murders suddenly started happening at a rate of about one a month. That went on for over two years before they simply stopped as suddenly as they’d started.”

“I don’t even know where the Isle of Man is.”

“It’s a small island in the Irish Sea between England and Ireland. It’s an independent country, but a crown dependency. After I read Andrew Cheatham’s book, I very nearly took a vacation there, just to see all of the places he talked about in the book. It’s not the easiest place in the world to get to, though. In the end, I decided to visit the Grand Canyon instead.”

Abigail nodded. “I really hope I don’t keep finding bodies for two years.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that. It’s more likely that your run of bad luck is over now.”

“I hope so.”

“I’m going to ask you to go and sit in the empty shop while I speak to Mark. It’s possible that I might have some additional questions for you after that conversation.”

“Sure.” The last thing that Abigail wanted to do was go and sit in an empty shop, but she wasn’t about to argue with the detective.

Joel walked her out of the back room and into the shop. Only a single light near the abandoned checkout counter was on. Otherwise, the room was dark and full of odd shadows cast by the empty racks and shelves. Mark was sitting on a chair behind the counter, playing on his phone.

“I hope you were told not to talk online about what happened here today,” Joel said.

Mark nodded. “I was just playing cards.”

“You’re welcome to do something similar,” Joel told Abigail. “But please stay away from emails and social media for now. We still haven’t had a chance to notify the deceased’s family of his unfortunate demise.”

Abigail frowned. “But they were all at the mall together. They must still be here somewhere.”

“We’re looking for them here, and we’ve also sent a patrol car to the man’s address. We’ll find them sooner or later, but for now we’d like to keep what happened here very quiet.”

“Of course.”

“And I’d appreciate it if you’d both refrain from telling anyone the details of what you saw. We’re going to withhold as much information from the scene as we possibly can.”

Abigail nodded.

“Mark, let me get your statement, then. Hopefully, by the time we’re finished, the man’s widow will have been found.”

Mark got up from his chair and followed Joel into the back room. Abigail paced back and forth several times, feeling too upset to just sit. It wasn’t long before she realized that pacing wasn’t a good idea, though. Her movements inside the otherwise empty shop attracted many curious looks from passersby. Sighing, she dropped into the chair behind the counter and tried to slide down in the seat so that she wouldn’t be visible to the shoppers outside the store.

She pulled out her phone and read the notification. Her sister had texted.

“I’ve just heard someone found a body at the mall…” was all that the preview screen showed. Abigail sighed again. Joel wouldn’t want her answering the text, but she didn’t want her sister to worry, either. She opened her messages and saw that she had half a dozen messages from concerned friends.

“News travels fast everywhere,” she muttered as she opened the text from Mandy.

“I’ve just heard someone found a body at the mall. Please tell me that you weren’t anywhere near the discovery? Let me know that you’re okay. Love you.”

“I’m fine. More later.” Abigail texted back.

Then she shut the app and opened one full of card games. Half an hour later, she was tired of losing at solitaire but unable to concentrate enough to care about winning. When the door to the back room opened, she jumped.

“I’m going to let you both go,” Joel said as Abigail rushed to join him and Mark near the doorway. “Please be very careful with what you tell others about today’s incident. If you could not mention it at all, that would be ideal, but I doubt that will be possible. People are probably already talking about the body.”

“They are,” Abigail said. “I didn’t reply to them, but I had half a dozen or more texts from people who knew I was going to be at this mall today. They’ve all already heard about the body.”

Joel sighed. “News travels too fast these days.”

As he finished speaking, his phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket and frowned at the screen. “And now I need to go and let someone know that she’s now a widow. This is my least favorite part of the job.”

Abigail and Mark were escorted out of the shop and back into a public area of the mall.

“Good luck,” Abigail said to Joel as he left them.

“Thanks,” he replied. “I’ll probably be in touch soon.”

“Ready for home?” Mark asked Abigail as they both simply stood and stared at the shops and people around them.

“Yes,” she said emphatically. “Very much so.”

Mark took her hand as they walked together back to his car.

“I have quite a few text messages, too,” he said. “I really want to just ignore them all.”

“I’ll look at mine in the car. Maybe I’ll reply to a few. Or maybe I won’t.”

“Are you okay?”

Abigail shook her head. “I’m not really. That was quite horrible. I feel awful that I didn’t like the man. I’m worried about his wife and his sister. It seemed as if he was quite nasty to them, but his death is still going to come as a huge shock to them.”

“Unless one of them killed him.”

Abigail shuddered. “That’s very true. I don’t have any idea who killed him, but it could have been his wife or his sister or the other man who was with them.”

“I think we’d be wise to leave the investigating to Joel.”

“I have no intention of getting involved. And luckily for us, this time the crime took place some distance from Nightshade. I won’t keep bumping into the suspects every time I turn around.”

“Joel is going to want to talk to us again.”

“That’s fine. I’ll happily drive up to meet him somewhere far away from Sunset Lodge. As sad as I am about the man’s death, at least it didn’t happen in Nightshade for a change.”

“Joel said something about criminal anomalies, where murders suddenly start happening frequently for a short time.”

Abigail nodded. “He mentioned that to me, too. He was fascinated by how many bodies I’ve found since I moved to Nightshade. I hated talking about them all. I got the feeling he might want to write a book about my experiences, but maybe that’s just me being paranoid.”

Mark opened the car door for Abigail and waited until she was situated in her seat, then walked around to the other side of the car. Once he was sitting he said, “But he only has a single case connected to you. If anyone should write a book about your experiences, it’s Fred.”

Fred Williams was the state trooper who’d investigated all of the previous murders that Abigail had been involved in.

“Funny you should say that. I have a message from Fred,” Abigail said as she looked up from her phone. “He wants me to let him know when we’re nearly at the lodge. He wants to talk to both of us.”

Mark sighed. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance he wants to talk about the weather, or maybe he has an odd pain in his left arm that he wants me to check out.”

“I suspect he wants to talk about the man we found. He isn’t the only person who wants that, though. I wasn’t kidding when I said I had a lot of messages. Everyone seems to simply assume that I found the body.”

Mark chuckled. “I know it isn’t funny, but it struck me funny.”

“It isn’t funny. It’s quite awful.”

“I’m just glad I was there with you. I’d have hated it if you had found the man by yourself.” He reached over and took her hand.

She squeezed his hand tightly. “To be fair, I wouldn’t have been there alone. I was only vaguely aware that there was a mall nearby.”

“Now I feel as if finding the body was my fault.”

“Oh, no, don’t feel that way,” Abigail said quickly. “I didn’t mean to imply anything of the kind. I’m glad you invited me to spend the day with you. I enjoyed the mall, right up until the fire alarm went off. If we had been a bit smarter, we would have ignored the security guy and left the mall through one of the public exits. Then someone else could have found the body.”

“The fire was odd. I can’t help but wonder if the killer set the fire for some reason.”

Abigail sat back and tried to think. “Maybe he or she wanted the mall evacuated. Maybe he or she thought that they’d close the mall for the rest of the day after the fire was out.”

“And maybe the killer was planning to come back after the mall was closed to move the body,” Mark added.

“Which means we messed up his or her plans.”

“Which is a good thing, as far as I’m concerned. If the killer had taken the body, it might have never turned up.”

“Surely a body is hard to hide.”

“That depends on a number of factors. I was thinking about this while I was waiting to talk to Joel. If our killer could have gotten back into the mall after hours, he or she could have simply dragged the body to one of the dumpsters behind the building. The smart thing to do would have been to pick a very full one, empty it out at least halfway, throw in the body, and then cover it with the things you’d removed.”

Abigail stared at him. “You really did give this some thought.”

Mark sighed. “I didn’t have much else to do. You can only play cards for so long while your mind is racing.”

“So it was a good thing we were there, even if we didn’t want to be there,” Abigail said as Mark took the highway exit for Nightshade. She sent a quick text to Fred and then put her phone in her bag.

“It was a good thing that we were there. I checked for signs of life without unduly disturbing the crime scene. You stayed calm and reported the incident to the police. Imagine if some young man or woman who worked in one of the shops at the mall had been the one to find the body. He or she would have been traumatized and might have destroyed a lot of evidence while trying to help the man.”

“I feel like I should be more traumatized.”

“I know what you mean. I’m a doctor, so I’ve seen dead bodies many times in the past, but there is something very different and very shocking about finding a murder victim. I feel as if I should be more upset than I am.”

They sat in silence as Mark drove them the rest of the way to Sunset Lodge. Fred’s car was parked outside the main building. Mark parked next to it.

“Are you ready for this?” Mark asked as Abigail picked up her handbag.

She shook her head. “Fred is going to want the whole story, and then Marcia and Arnold and Carl are going to want to talk about everything.”

Carl Young was the lodge’s handyman. Arnold Nagle was the night manager. Both of them had worked for Janet and Jack for many years before Abigail and Mandy purchased the lodge.

“No doubt Jessica will be over to hear all about it as well,” Abigail added.

Jessica Fleming lived right next door to Sunset Lodge. The woman was retired and seemed to spend most of her time gossiping and speculating about the lives of the men, women, and children who lived in Nightshade. While Abigail didn’t exactly enjoy Jessica’s company, she had to admit that the woman’s habit of asking very direct questions of the suspects in a murder investigation had been quite effective in the past.

“I believe Jessica is out of town,” Mark said. “I don’t think she’ll be back until the weekend.”

“So we just have to hope that Joel will get the case solved before the weekend,” Abigail said as she climbed out of the car.

Mark chuckled as he did the same. “We can hope.”

He took her hand and they walked together toward the building. While Abigail preferred to lock the building’s front door at all times, from what she could determine when Jack and Janet had owned the lodge, the door had never been locked during the day. She was unsurprised, therefore, to find the door unlocked when they reached it. None of the people who worked for the lodge had yet to get in the habit of locking the door.

“Fred said you were nearly home,” Arnold said from his seat behind the reception desk. “I had to unlock the door to let him in, so I just left it unlocked for you.”

Abigail nodded. Then she turned and locked the door. Marcia and Carl were sitting on one of the couches. Fred was sitting in a chair opposite them.

“Are you okay?” Marcia asked, getting to her feet. She rushed to the door and pulled Abigail into a hug.

Marcia Burton was a plump, motherly woman, and Abigail could tell that Marcia was genuinely concerned about her. She found herself blinking back tears as she hugged her back.

“I’ve already spoken to Joel,” Fred said as Marcia returned to her seat and Abigail and Mark sat down on the couch next to him. “He gave me a rough outline of what happened.”

“Was it awful?” Marcia asked, reaching over to pat Abigail’s hand.

“It wasn’t nice,” Mark said, sliding an arm around Abigail.

“At least the man was a total stranger,” Carl said.

Abigail and Mark exchanged glances.

“He wasn’t a stranger?” Marcia asked.

“He was a stranger,” Abigail said. “But we’d seen him earlier in the mall.”

Marcia frowned. “Please don’t tell me that he was buying Christmas presents for orphan children or restaurant gift cards for homeless people.”

Abigail shook her head. She looked at Fred, hoping he’d offer some guidance about how much she should say. He shrugged.

“Joel told me about your encounters with the man. I can’t see them being relevant to the investigation, aside from providing some background into the man’s character.”

“And introducing three of the suspects,” Mark said.

Fred nodded. “That’s very true, but once the identity of the body is released to the press, they’ll be able to make a list of suspects. Those three people will be at the top of the list.”

“Please just tell us everything,” Marcia said.

Abigail looked at Mark. He squeezed her shoulders.

“We first bumped into the man in the food court,” he told the others. “He was in front of us in line at the sandwich shop.”

“They have great sandwiches,” Carl said. “It’s the bread. They make their own and it’s delicious.”

Abigail nodded. “My sandwich was very good.”

“At least the victim got a good last meal,” Arnold said.

“But he didn’t,” Mark said. “Or rather, he might have, but he didn’t end up with a sandwich from that shop.”

Abigail sat back and closed her eyes as Mark told the little group about everything that had happened over lunch. When he was done, he looked at her.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked.

She shook her head. “That was everything, until the fire alarm went off.”

“I heard that the fire was set deliberately,” Marcia said. “My source said that someone used a basket from one of the department stores – you know, the ones you get full of free products when you spend too much money? Someone had one of those and filled it with scraps of paper and then dumped gasoline all over it and set it on fire.”

“You know more than I do,” Abigail said.

Everyone looked at Fred.

He grinned. “I can’t confirm or deny anything, but I will say that Marcia’s sources are typically excellent.”

“So they just need to find out who got one of those baskets today and they’ll be able to find the arsonist,” Carl said. “And the arsonist has to be connected to the killer, right?”

“Maybe,” Fred said. “First of all, the department store gives away dozens of those little baskets every day, and when Joel inquired, he was told that at least two or three get stolen every day, too.”

“That’s horrible,” Marcia said.

Fred nodded. “They typically keep them behind the counter, but the store recently got a new manager and he wanted a dramatic display of the baskets near the front of the store. According to Joel, they’ve given away a lot more than they normally do, because the display is attracting a lot of customers, but it’s also attracting a lot of thieves.”

“So anyone could have helped themselves to a basket and then started the fire,” Carl concluded.

“Obviously, Joel is going to go through today’s sales to see if any of the parties of interest in the investigation was given one, but he doesn’t think he’ll have any success there.”

“Does he think the fire and the murder are connected?” Mark asked.

“He’s playing his cards very close to his chest, but I got the impression that he isn’t convinced that they’re connected. Apparently, they’ve had a lot of trouble with teenagers being dropped off at the mall for hours on end. After they’ve wandered through every shop and annoyed every employee, they often dare one another to do illegal things, like stealing a basket full of cosmetic samples or starting small fires in empty corridors.”

“Aren’t there cameras in the corridors?” Marcia asked.

“Not yet, but there might be soon. The head of mall security told Joel that he’s been asking for more cameras for years. They do have cameras in the food court, at least.”

“So Joel will be able to see the dead man with his companions,” Mark said.

Fred nodded. “I don’t know that it will help, though. He knows who the man was with at the mall today. He doesn’t really need to see them eating their lunches.”

“Tell us about the fire and the rest of the day,” Arnold said.

Mark told them about the fire alarm going off and about the security guard who sent them down the staff-only corridor.

“…and then we turned the corner and saw the body,” he said.

Fred held up a hand. “I’m going to stop you there,” he said. “I know Joel doesn’t want any of the details from the scene leaked.”

Mark nodded. “I’m happy to stop there.”

Marcia frowned. “Everyone I talked to seemed convinced that it was murder. Maybe the man just had a heart attack or something.”

“No comment,” Mark said.

“Maybe someone slipped some poison in his burger,” Carl said. “Maybe it was slow-acting, and when he started to feel unwell, he started looking for a bathroom.”

Abigail shrugged. “We could speculate all day. I’m happy to leave the investigating to the police.”

“That’s for the best,” Fred said. “Abigail, Mark, can you walk me to my car?”

The pair walked out of the building with Fred. At his car, he had them confirm the things that Joel had told him about the crime scene.

“Please try to keep all of that to yourselves,” Fred said as he got into his car.

“I don’t want to talk about any of it,” Abigail said.

“Do you know the identity of the victim?” Mark asked.

Fred nodded. “Joel will be releasing that information soon. He needed to notify the next of kin first, though. And he’s going to need to question them as well.”

Mark and Abigail stood together and watched as Fred drove away. Then they turned and went back into the lodge.

“Hot off the press,” Arnold said. “Or rather, hot off an internet news site in Rochester. The victim has been identified.”

“Who did we find, then?” Mark asked.

“His name was Anthony Zimmerman,” Arnold said. “And the site has a long list of suspects already identified.”


Chapter Four


Abigail sighed. “Of course they do,” she said.

“We don’t have to talk about it,” Arnold said.

She shook her head. “We might as well talk about it. Everyone else in Nightshade will be talking about it. And the victim isn’t even from here. At least, I hope he isn’t from here.”

“He’s not,” Arnold assured her. “Anthony lived in Rochester with his wife, Kim.”

“Who was with him at the mall,” Mark said.

Arnold nodded. “Apparently, he was at the mall with his wife, his sister, Carrie Weaver, and his sister’s boyfriend, Trevor Stephens. They are all on the list of possible suspects.”

“What does it say about Anthony?” Abigail asked.

“He was a plumber with his own plumbing business. His reviews all say pretty much the same thing. He was good at plumbing, but he was usually grumpy and unpleasant to deal with. Apparently, he still got some repeat business, but most of the reviews suggest arranging everything through his office and speaking as little as possible to Anthony.”

“Wow,” Abigail said.

“It gets more interesting,” Arnold said. “Guess who ran his office?”

“Kim,” Abigail, Marcia, and Mark all said at the same time.

Arnold laughed. “Correct. Kim worked for her husband’s business.”

“I wonder what they were doing at the mall on a random Tuesday,” Mark said.

“According to this, Anthony very rarely took time off. Because of the nature of the work, he often worked nights, weekends, and holidays. That’s one of the things that his reviews highlight, actually – in an emergency, Anthony would come out at any time. Obviously, he charged extra for nights, weekends, and holidays, but if your toilet was overflowing and you couldn’t get it to stop, I’d imagine you’d be happy to pay extra to get someone to come and fix it.”

Abigail nodded. “But that must have meant that Kim worked all the time, too.”

“Except not today,” Carl said.

“Yeah, this article promises that an interview with Kim is coming soon. It also offers a great deal of speculation as to why the foursome was at the mall today, but I’m not going to bother reading through all of that for now. I don’t know if they’ll actually be able to interview Kim or not, but the speculation isn’t helpful anyway.”

“Is there anything else about Anthony in the article?” Abigail asked.

“They have his entire life story. I’m not sure how they got it so quickly, but maybe someone at the site knew the man. Anthony grew up in Rochester. His father was an electrician and his mother worked at one of the local grocery stores. He was two years older than his sister Carrie. His parents got divorced when he was fourteen. He did some vocational training while still in high school and then went to work as an apprentice plumber as soon as he graduated. About ten years ago, he opened his own business. That was around the same time as he and Kim got married.”

“Does it say how old he was?” Mark asked.

“He was forty. Kim is thirty-five. They went to high school together, but Kim was a freshman when he was a senior. They didn’t actually start dating until years later.”

“What else does it say about Kim?” Marcia asked.

“She worked a lot of different jobs before she got married, but then Anthony started his own business and she went to work for him. By all accounts, it was a successful business. They weren’t making millions, but they were doing okay. When they started the business, they were living in a rented apartment and they bought a secondhand van for the business. Since then, they bought a house in the suburbs, a couple of new vans for the business, and Anthony and Kim both bought brand new cars last year.”

“Good for them,” Marcia said. “I just hope Kim will be okay now.”

“Anything else about Kim?” Abigail asked.

Arnold shook his head. “Just that they didn’t have any children. There’s some speculation about that, too, but I can’t see why that is relevant to anything.”

“Unless Kim wanted a baby and Anthony didn’t so she killed him,” Carl said.

Arnold frowned. “I suppose that’s remotely possible.”

“We can worry about motives later,” Marcia said. “Tell us about the other suspects.”

“Carrie Weaver was Anthony’s younger sister,” Arnold said. “She actually works with her ex-husband, Matthew Weaver. He’s an electrician and she manages his office.”

“She works with her ex-husband?” Abigail repeated.

“Yeah, I know. It’s weird, but apparently they started the business together fifteen years ago. According to this, they were just friends at the time, but Matthew wanted to start his own company and he offered her the job. Over fifteen years, they’ve built it into a fairly large operation. Matthew has half a dozen electricians working with him, and they have another half dozen office staff. Over those years, the pair dated, got married, had a child, separated, and then got divorced.”

“Wow,” Abigail said again.

Marcia nodded. “That’s a lot to squeeze into fifteen years. Just growing the business must have taken a lot of time. How did they find time to fall in and out of love?”

“I can’t believe they still work together,” Mark said. “I don’t think I’d want to work with an ex.”

“Apparently it was a very friendly divorce,” Arnold said. “And they still have to co-parent their son, who is six now.”

“And what was she doing at the mall on a Tuesday in April?” Carl asked.

Arnold shrugged. “Again, there is a lot of speculation, but no real information about that.”

“From what was said over lunch, it seemed as if they were there to spend some time together,” Abigail said. “I didn’t think about it at the time, but now it seems odd that they all took time off work to go to the mall today.”

“We took time off work to go to the mall today,” Mark pointed out.

“Yes, but that was also odd,” Abigail said with a laugh.

“From the sound of it, Anthony didn’t get much time off,” Marcia said. “And from what you said, it didn’t sound as if he liked the mall. So why was he there?”

“Maybe Kim wanted to spend time with her husband, so she scheduled the time off for him,” Carl suggested. “And maybe she invited Carrie to come along for some reason.”

“What about Carrie’s boyfriend?” Abigail asked.

“He’s Trevor Stephens,” Arnold said, reading from the computer screen. “He’s a contractor who used to work with Anthony and also works with Matthew, Carrie’s ex-husband. According to this, he and Carrie met years ago, but only started dating quite recently.”

Marcia frowned. “It doesn’t sound as if any of these people should have had a day off in the middle of the week.”

“But then, neither should Abigail or I,” Mark said.

“I can understand wanting to take a day off with your husband and some friends,” Abigail said. “I don’t understand why they were at the mall, though, especially since it was obvious that Anthony didn’t want to be there and that he didn’t want Kim to spend any money.”

“It is odd,” Mark agreed. “I’m sure there will be quite a lot more speculation about it all over the Internet. What we need is one of the three of them to give an interview.”

“Except any one of them might have killed Anthony, in which case he or she will probably lie about everything to try to hide that fact,” Carl said.

“I can’t see why anyone would lie about why they were at the mall,” Marcia said. “Surely that’s not relevant to the murder.”

“We don’t know what’s relevant to the murder,” Carl said. “Maybe they went to the mall because Anthony was supposed to buy something special for Kim, but then he changed his mind, and that made Kim so mad that she strangled him in a dark hallway.”

“While Carrie and Trevor just watched?” Arnold asked.

Carl shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe they’d already left by that time. Or maybe they were shopping together somewhere else in the building. Or maybe they’d gone off to start a small fire, just for fun, and left Anthony and Kim alone together.”

“The fire does seem to complicate things,” Marcia said.

“Unless it isn’t related to the murder,” Mark said.

“If it isn’t related, it’s an odd coincidence,” Marcia said. “Too odd for me to believe it.”

“Do you want to hear the list of other suspects in the article?” Arnold said.

Everyone looked at him.

“I forgot you had said there was a long list of suspects,” Abigail repeated. “Who else is listed?”

“A woman named Sophie Garrett, for a start. According to this site, anyway, she and Anthony are very close friends. It doesn’t come right out and say it, but the article hints that they were having an affair.”

“Oh, dear,” Marcia said. “Poor Kim.”

“We don’t know that it’s true,” Mark pointed out.

“What else does it say about Sophie?” Abigail asked.

“She’s a neighbor. She moved to Rochester about a year ago and bought a house a few doors down from where Kim and Anthony live. They have neighborhood block parties on their road every Friday during the summer months. Apparently, she met Anthony and Kim at one of those parties last year.”

“And when did the affair start?” Carl asked.

Arnold shook his head. “The article just says that after they’d met, Anthony and Sophie became friends. That’s all that it says.”

“What are the chances of her being at the mall today?” Abigail asked.

“That’s just it – she works at the mall,” Arnold said.

“She works at the mall?” Mark echoed.

Arnold nodded. “She’s the assistant manager of the mall itself, not one of the stores. She’s there pretty much every day.”

“So she’d know all about the various hallways and exits,” Marcia said thoughtfully.

“And the location of all of the security cameras,” Carl added.

Abigail nodded. “Does it say anything else about her?”

“Just that she’s thirty, single, and has a degree in business management,” Arnold said.

“You said she was the first. That suggests that there are other suspects listed,” Mark said.

“There are two others,” Arnold said. “Blake Parks and Austin Mathis.”

“So tell us all about them,” Carl said.

“Blake is Kim’s ex,” Arnold said.

“Husband?” Marcia asked.

“No, boyfriend. They dated in high school before he went away to college. According to this, they tried keeping the relationship going long-distance, but they broke up when he came home for Thanksgiving break.”

“Where did he go to college?” Mark asked.

“A college in Philadelphia.”

“Was that the end of the relationship, then?” Abigail asked.

“From what this says, yes, although they do hint that maybe Kim never got over Blake. They even suggest that she might have married Anthony on the rebound from her broken heart.”

“How long after she and Blake broke up did she start dating Anthony?” Mark asked.

“Like two years,” Arnold said. “Maybe even longer. I’m trying to do the math given the dates that are listed, but I’m not sure. It wasn’t immediate, anyway.”

“What makes Blake a suspect? Does the article suggest that he wants to get back together with Kim?” Marcia asked.

“So Blake stayed in Philadelphia after he graduated. He got married and then got divorced and then moved to Wyoming. About six months ago, he moved back to Rochester. According to this, he told a friend that he was really looking forward to seeing Kim again and that he’d never stopped loving her.”

“After fifteen or more years and a failed marriage, that seems an odd thing to say,” Mark said.

Arnold nodded. “And when the site reached out to him, he claimed that he never said that. He also said that he’ll always love Kim, because she was his first love, but that he didn’t move back to Rochester for her, but because his mother is unwell. He also said that he was happy that Kim had found Anthony and that they had a happy marriage. The site didn’t bother to tell him that Anthony was dead.”

“So he either didn’t know or was very careful about what he said,” Carl said.

“It seems a weak motive,” Abigail said.

“The site does say that Kim and Blake were spotted having drinks together at a bar outside the city just a few nights ago,” Arnold added.

“What did Blake say about that?” Mark asked.

“Ah, he wasn’t asked about that. The site got that information after someone had already spoken to Blake.”

Abigail sighed. “Where was Blake today, then?” she asked. “Did you tell us what he does for a living?”

“His degree is in business management, and he was working for a bank in Philadelphia before he moved to Wyoming. The article says that he lived on a cattle ranch in Wyoming, so he presumably wasn’t working for a bank there. At the moment, though, he appears to be unemployed.”

“If he had to move back to Rochester to take care of his mother, that makes sense,” Marcia said.

Arnold nodded. “Apparently, she was in a car accident and has been left partially paralyzed. The article here speculates that she got a large enough insurance payout to support Blake while he helps her through her recovery.”

“In theory, then, he could have been at the mall this afternoon,” Abigail said.

“He was at the mall this afternoon,” Arnold told her. “He takes his mother to the mall every Tuesday. They have a regular routine. Mondays they go grocery shopping. Tuesdays they go to the mall. On Wednesdays his mother has a care worker who comes and looks after her for several hours so Blake can have some time off. I won’t bother telling you the rest, but they have something planned for every day of the week.”

“So they were at the mall while we were there,” Abigail said.

“And he left his mother in the craft store for over an hour,” Arnold added. “She takes crocheting lessons there.”

“What time is her lesson?” Mark asked.

“One o’clock.”

Mark frowned. “So Blake was just wandering around the mall on his own during the time that Anthony was killed,” he said.

“But he doesn’t have much of a motive,” Marcia argued.

“We don’t know that. Maybe he and Kim have been rekindling their romance over the past six months,” Carl said.

“Who was the other person?” Abigail asked. “Austin something?”

“Austin Mathis. He used to work for Anthony, but last year he quit and started his own plumbing company,” Arnold said.

“And was Anthony upset about that?” Carl asked.

Arnold shrugged. “According to the article, the two men were still friendly, but the article also states that Austin was significantly undercutting his old boss’s prices and that his business was growing rapidly.”

“Oh, dear,” Marcia said.

“If he’s that busy with his business, then surely he wasn’t at the mall today,” Abigail said.

“Except he was at the mall, because he’d been called to deal with some plumbing issues in one of the men’s bathrooms,” Arnold said. “He got there around ten o’clock this morning and was still working when the fire alarm went off. Of course, he was working alone and made several trips back and forth to his van during those hours, so no one can say exactly where he was when Anthony died.”

Abigail sighed. “That’s quite a long list of suspects, then. Kim, Carrie, Trevor, Sophie, Blake, and Austin. And those are just the suspects that one particular website was able to find once the man’s identity was released. No doubt others will be added to the list over time.”

“Unless the police find the killer quickly,” Mark said. “Let’s hope that’s what happens.”

“I’m just glad we’re too far away to be involved this time,” Abigail said. “We can read about the case online, but we won’t see or speak to any of the suspects.”

“I’d like to talk to Kim,” Marcia said. “I want to know why they were at the mall. I want to know if Anthony was having an affair with Sophie. I also want to know if she and Blake were seeing each other behind her husband’s back.”

“I’m sure the police will ask her all of those questions,” Abigail said. “And I’m sure some nosy reporters will, too.”

They talked for a short while longer about the case before the conversation eventually wound down. As it was Tuesday, Marcia made roast chicken with vegetables and rice for dinner for everyone. Abigail invited Mark to stay and enjoy the meal with them. They all ate together in the lodge’s large dining room because they didn’t currently have any guests.

“That was delicious,” Mark said after he’d finished his dinner with a thick slice of apple pie.

“You know you’re welcome to come for dinner every night,” Marcia told him as Carl helped her clear away the empty dishes.

“Thanks, but work keeps me too busy to get here very often,” Mark replied. “But maybe that’s something that Abigail and I need to discuss.”

Abigail raised an eyebrow. “It is?”

He chuckled. “We’ll talk later,” he said.

They all helped clear the table and did what they could to help Marcia clean up in the kitchen, but she very quickly chased them all away.

“It’s my kitchen. You’ll all just put things in the wrong place anyway. Go and do something else somewhere else,” she told them.

“I need to go,” Mark said as he and Abigail walked back into the lodge’s large lobby. “I have a very full day tomorrow.”

“Thank you for spending the day with me,” Abigail said.

“I just wish it had been a better day,” he replied before he pulled her into an embrace.

The knock on the door startled them both.

“Who could that be?” Mark asked.

Abigail shrugged. “Reporters don’t usually bother to come here to ask questions when I find bodies. They usually just call. Maybe it’s a guest?”

Mark chuckled. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. You are a lodge. You should get guests from time to time.”

Abigail nodded. “And we’ve plenty of empty rooms at the moment.” She walked to the door and unlocked it. Then she stared at the threesome on the doorstep.

“We need rooms,” one of the women said. “My husband was murdered today, and we needed to get away.”


Chapter Five


It took Abigail a moment to recover from her surprise. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said.

The woman blinked at her. “Yeah, thanks.” She took a deep breath. “No, really, thanks. I appreciate it. It’s been such a dreadful day. I’ve nearly forgotten how to be human.”

The other woman slid an arm around her. “It’s been a horrible day for all of us,” she said softly.

“But at least we’re away from the reporters,” the man said. He smiled at Abigail. “I do hope you have two rooms available. We’d rather not have to drive too much farther tonight. And we told the police that we’d be here.”

Abigail nodded. “I have rooms,” she said. “Please come in.”

As she stepped back to let the guests into the lobby, she sent a quick text to Marcia, Arnold, and Carl, letting them know that they had guests. Mark helped the man drag several suitcases into the lodge.

Abigail led them all to the reception desk.

“I’m Kim Zimmerman,” the first woman said.

Abigail looked over at Mark. It seemed obvious that none of the new arrivals had recognized them from the mall earlier. She wasn’t certain if she should say something or not. The last thing she wanted to do was tell the new widow that she’d found the body, though.

“Would you prefer the second floor or the third?” Abigail asked, stalling for time.

“It doesn’t matter. I just need a place to be alone and cry. Somewhere where newspaper reporters won’t hound me all night.”

Abigail nodded. “I’ll put you on the second floor, then.”

She tapped through a few computer screens before assigning the woman to a room. Then she hesitated before quoting the room rate. “That does include breakfast every morning and dinner each evening,” she added quickly.

Kim shrugged. “Whatever,” she said, pulling out a gold credit card.

“How long do you think you’ll be staying?” Abigail asked.

“Do you need me to leave by a certain date?”

“We do have a special-event weekend coming up, not this coming weekend, but the weekend after. You’re welcome to stay until then, though.”

The man frowned. “I don’t think we’ll need to be here for more than a few nights,” he said. “I have confidence that the police will find the killer quite quickly. Then we can all go home.”

“Except then I’ll be alone,” Kim said. “In a house that was only a home because I shared it with the man I loved.”

The other woman pulled her into a hug. “It’s going to be okay,” she said. “We’ll get through this together.”

Abigail stood awkwardly with Kim’s credit card in her hand, not entirely certain what to do next. The two women hugged until the man cleared his throat.

“It’s getting late,” he said. “We all need sleep.”

“I don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep,” Kim said as she took a step back from the hug.

“I can give you something,” the other woman said. “I still have some of the sleeping pills that my doctor gave me when I was going through my divorce.”

“That was a long time ago,” Kim said. “They probably aren’t still good.”

Abigail looked at Mark. He clearly wanted to say something, but he kept quiet as the other woman shrugged.

“They’re better than nothing,” she said.

“I’m going to charge you for two nights,” Abigail said quickly. “If you decide to stay for longer, I’ll need to put another charge through.”

“That’s fine. Whatever,” Kim replied.

Abigail ran Kim’s card through the computer and then handed it back to the woman. Then she programmed a keycard for her.

“Just one key?” she asked.

Kim burst into tears. “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m just a mess. Maybe you should give me two keys. I’ll give one to Carrie in case I lose the first one.”

Abigail nodded and ran another keycard through the system. Then she handed both cards to Kim. “Room 202 is right at the top of the stairs,” she told her.

Kim nodded. “Thank you.”

“We’ll need a room for two nights as well,” the man said. “I’m Trevor Stephens and I’m pretty sure Carrie will be happy to share a room with me?” He looked at the other woman.

She nodded. “Carrie Weaver,” she told Abigail. “And yes, of course, we can share. It will be nice to have a shoulder to cry on.”

Kim sniffed quietly.

“Maybe I should share with Kim, though,” Carrie said quickly.

Kim shook her head. “As much as I’d like a shoulder to cry on, I’d also very much like to be alone right now. My mind is racing, and I just need to relax and let myself feel how truly devastated I actually am.”

Abigail ran Trevor’s card through the computer and programmed two keycards for him.

“If you’ll give me a second, I just want to run up and make sure that the rooms are both ready,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting guests tonight.”

“That’s fine,” Trevor assured her.

Abigail grabbed her master key and ran up the stairs. It only took her a few minutes to check that both rooms were prepared for guests. She opened the supply cupboard and put an extra box of tissues in both rooms before walking back down the stairs. There she found Mark having a serious discussion with the guests about sleeping tablets.

“Thank you,” Carrie said when he was finished. “I’ll take the handful of pills I have left and turn them in to my nearest pharmacy. I only ever took one of them and it knocked me out for so long that I swore I’d never take another. I don’t know why I kept them, really. They just seemed like something that might be useful one day.”

“Your rooms are ready,” Abigail told them. “Arnold, the night manager, is on duty all night. You can call him from your room if you need anything.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Kim said. “I think we all just need some peace and quiet and sleep.”

Trevor picked up two of the suitcases. “I’ll come back down for Kim’s bags in a minute,” he said.

“I can take them up,” Mark said.

Kim sighed. “I don’t even know what’s in them. When Carrie suggested that we move into a hotel for a few nights, I just started throwing things into bags. I probably don’t have any of the things I need, and I’m sure I have a lot of things I don’t need.”

“Please don’t hesitate to ask if you find that you need basics like a toothbrush or toothpaste,” Abigail said. “We keep a lot of basic supplies in stock for guests who forget such things.”

“That’s very kind of you. Thank you,” Kim said.

“Let’s get you up to your room,” Carrie said. “If you can sleep, you should.”

Kim frowned. “But when I wake up tomorrow, I’ll have to face an entire day without Anthony. Today he was still part of my world. I don’t think I want this day to end. Every day after this one will be another day without him.”

“The day is going to end whether you want it to or not,” Trevor said in a gentle tone. “You need to focus on taking care of yourself. The next few days are going to be difficult ones.”

“I have to plan a funeral,” Kim said. “But I can’t plan anything until the police release the, er, until the police say I can. I’m not sure I can plan a funeral.”

“We’ll help,” Carrie said. “We’ll do everything the way Anthony would have wanted it.”

Kim gave a small laugh. “Do they make coffins with refrigeration and built-in beer kegs?”

Trevor and Carrie both laughed.

“They should,” Carrie said. “Because that is exactly what Anthony would have wanted.”

“Come on,” Trevor said. “Let’s get upstairs.”

Mark led the way, carrying Kim’s bags. The two women followed. Trevor walked behind them with the other bags. After a moment’s hesitation, Abigail followed them all up the stairs.

“This is lovely,” Kim said when she opened her door. “It’s sweetly old-fashioned and nothing at all like my house. I think it’s exactly what I need.”

Mark put her bags down near the closet. She gasped and then started fumbling in her purse.

“I should give you something to thank you,” she said as Mark reached the door.

He quickly shook his head. “I don’t work here. I’m just dating the owner.”

Kim looked at Abigail. “You have good taste in men. He’s gorgeous,” she said.

Abigail nodded. “I quite agree.”

Kim blinked several times and then sighed. “Thank you for everything. Good night.” She shut the door behind Mark and Abigail.

Trevor and Carrie were standing just inside the door of their room.

“Is everything okay?” Abigail asked them.

Carrie nodded. “It’s a lovely room,” she said. “I hope she’s going to be okay,” she added, looking at the closed door behind Abigail.

“She’s fortunate to have you two looking after her,” Abigail said.

“Yeah. We’ll be there for her unless she gets arrested,” Carrie said.

“Carrie, stop that,” Trevor said.

Carrie shrugged. “Right now, the police don’t know who killed my brother, but if it turns out that Kim did it, I hope she goes to prison for the rest of her life,” she said.

“We all need sleep,” Trevor said to Abigail, his tone apologetic. “What time is breakfast again?”

Abigail told him. “Good night,” she added before she and Mark turned and headed toward the stairs.

“Good night,” he replied.

Abigail heard their door shut as she and Mark reached the top step. Mark took her hand and squeezed it tightly as they walked down the stairs together.

“That was unexpected,” Abigail said when they reached the lobby.

“I think you should call Fred.”

“Trevor said something about having told the police that they were coming here.”

“I’d love to know why they picked Sunset Lodge.”

“So would I. They didn’t seem to recognize us from earlier.”

“No, they did not.”

Abigail pulled out her cell phone and called Fred’s number. He answered after only a single ring.

“Hi, Abigail,” he said. “I just got off the phone with Joel. He called to tell me that some guests were on their way to you.”

“Yeah, they’re here. Kim, Carrie, and Trevor.”

“They called Joel on the way from Rochester to Nightshade to let him know where they were going to be if he needed them.”

“I don’t suppose they told him why they chose to come here.”

“Apparently Trevor said something about having heard that there had been a few murders in and around the lodge, so they thought you might be more sympathetic than most.”

“That’s odd.”

“Yeah, he also told Joel that they wanted to get far enough away from Rochester so that they wouldn’t bump into anyone they know for a few days. That makes more sense.”

“It does.”

“I assume you were able to find rooms for them.”

“The lodge is otherwise empty, so yeah.”

“How long are they staying?”

“They don’t know. I charged them for two nights. We’ll see what happens after that.”

“Are you okay with them staying there? One of them might have killed Anthony.”

Abigail sighed. “I don’t love that they’re staying here, but I couldn’t exactly turn them away. They didn’t seem to recognize me, anyway.”

“Did you remind them that you were at the mall today?”

“No. I didn’t want to tell them that I found the body.”

“I can understand that. I don’t think that information is public knowledge, not yet anyway. If it does get released or leaked, I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks.”

Abigail put her phone back into her pocket and looked at Mark. “You need to go,” she said.

He sighed. “I don’t like leaving you here with them, though.”

“Arnold will be here soon. I’ll give him a room on the second floor for the nights while they’re here. That way he’ll be available if they need anything.”

“And you’ll use the security system, right?”

She nodded. “We’ll be fine. They all seemed like very nice people, anyway.”

“But one of them might have murdered a man this afternoon.”

Abigail shuddered. “I’d rather believe that he was killed by someone else. Maybe it was a random thing.”

Mark looked skeptical, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he pulled Abigail into a tight hug. “I could stay here while they’re here,” he suggested before he released her.

“You’re welcome to stay here if you think you’ll worry less that way, but we’ll be fine. I’ll be in the annex anyway.”

Mark looked at his watch. “I need to get home and get a few things done before work tomorrow. I might come over for breakfast, though.”

“You’re more than welcome. You know that.”

“We need to talk about our relationship. I’d like us to spend more time together, but that’s hard to accomplish the way things are right now.”

“We can talk soon,” Abigail promised. “Like right after my guests leave, maybe.”

The kiss left her feeling loved. She watched him walk to his car before pushing the door shut and locking it. Then she walked back to the computer. She was debating what to do until it was time for Arnold to arrive when Marcia walked in from the kitchen.

“I got your text that we have three guests,” she said. “I just wanted to check in with you to see if any of them said anything about special dietary needs before I head to bed.”

Abigail frowned. “I didn’t think to ask,” she said. “I should have.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll ask at breakfast and make any necessary changes for dinner. You know I can accommodate most requests at breakfast.”

Abigail nodded. “I didn’t put it in the text, but you should know that our guests are Kim, Carrie, and Trevor from the murder investigation.”

Marcia’s jaw dropped. “Say that again.”

“They wanted to get away from the reporters and everyone else.”

“So they came to stay at the lodge owned by the woman who found the body?”

“They don’t seem to know that I found the body. And they didn’t seem to recognize me from earlier, either.”

“It’s still weird.”

Abigail nodded. “It is weird.”

“You should have included that in the text.”

“I need to let Carl and Arnold know.”

“Let me know what?” Arnold asked as he walked into the room. “I saw that we have guests.”

Abigail told him who had arrived.

“Interesting,” Arnold said. “I’m looking forward to meeting them.”

“Let’s hope they don’t keep you up all night,” Abigail said.

He shrugged. “We’ve had guests do that before with less reason. These people are in mourning. If they need more boxes of tissues or, well, just about anything in the middle of the night, I won’t complain about having to provide it.”

“Just be careful,” Marcia said. “One of them might be a killer.”

“I’m not worried,” Arnold said with the self-confidence of a man who lifted weights and trained daily at the local gym.

“Carl is worried,” Marcia said, looking up from her phone. “I just texted him the information. He’s on his way over. He said to tell you that he’ll sleep on a couch in here while they’re staying with us.”

Abigail shook her head. “He’ll do no such thing. If he wants to stay in the lodge while they’re here, rather than in his own cottage, he’s welcome to do so, but he can stay in one of the empty guest rooms. He doesn’t have to sleep on a couch.”

“I’ll sleep in the office,” Arnold said. “You know I don’t mind doing that. That’s what I do when the guest rooms are all full. You can put Carl in a guest room, though. I don’t know if he’s ever stayed in one before.”

“Really?”

Arnold shrugged. “Why would he?”

Abigail didn’t have an answer for that. When Carl arrived a short while later, she handed him a keycard.

“What is this for?” he asked.

“If you want to stay in the lodge while we have these guests, you’ll do so in a guest room, not on a couch,” Abigail told him.

It took her a few minutes to convince him, but in the end, he reluctantly agreed to sleep in the room she’d assigned him.

“You can charge me for the room,” he offered. “Take it out of my next paycheck.”

Abigail shook her head. “You’re staying here to help out during a difficult situation. The least I can do is give you a bed for the duration.”

“What if we suddenly get a bunch more guests?” Carl asked.

“That doesn’t seem very likely to happen, but we’ll deal with it if and when it does,” Abigail said.

“And now, Marcia, you need to get home,” Arnold said. “And Abigail, you need to head over to the annex and get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”

Abigail nodded. She gave Marcia a hug and they all watched as Marcia left the room. Then Abigail hugged Carl and Arnold.

“Thank you both for everything,” she said.

“We’re just doing our jobs,” Arnold told her.

Abigail was too tired to argue, so she let herself out of the lodge and walked the short distance to the nearby annex. The rooms were smaller than the ones in the main building and the entire annex was a bit run-down, but Abigail didn’t mind her room there. She’d put some time and effort into decorating it to make it feel like home, at least as much as it could. Now she got ready for bed before making a quick telephone call.

“Mandy? I hope I didn’t wake you,” she told her sister.

“You didn’t. It’s not even ten o’clock.”

“It feels later.”

“That makes it sound as if you’ve had a long day.”

“You could say that.”

“So I saw on the news that a body was found in a shopping mall in Rochester. I told myself that there wasn’t any way you were anywhere near Rochester today, though.”

“Mark and I took the day off together.”

“And went to a mall in Rochester.”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Did you actually find the body?”

“Yeah.”

Mandy sighed. “I don’t understand why this keeps happening to you.”

“Tell me about it.”

“No, you tell me about it.”

Half an hour later, Abigail had told her sister just about everything.

“And now we’ll both be watching developments as they unfold,” Mandy said.

“There is one more thing,” Abigail said.

“I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“Kim, Carrie, and Trevor checked into the lodge tonight.”

“I don’t like it.”

“I’m not thrilled about it, but guests are always a good thing, really. We have bills to pay.”

“I’ll send you a check for however much they’re paying if you kick them out.”

“I can’t do that.”

“One of them might be a murderer.”

“One of them became a widow this afternoon. Another lost her brother. I couldn’t turn them away.”

“Do they know you found the body?”

“No, and they didn’t seem to recognize me from the mall, either.”

“And Arnold is going to protect you from the killer if he or she decides to strike again, right?”

“The killer isn’t interested in me. He or she probably doesn’t even know I exist.”

“I worry about you.”

“I know, but you don’t have to worry about me. I’m fine. How are you?”

“Fine, busy, but that’s to be expected. Scott is supposed to be coming to see me this weekend, but I’m not sure I’ll have time to see him because of work. We’ll see.”

The pair chatted about Mandy’s job and her relationship with Nightshade’s most eligible bachelor until Abigail found herself yawning between sentences.

“You get some sleep, Big Sister,” Mandy said. “We’ll talk again tomorrow. I want to hear everything that anyone says at breakfast and dinner.”

“I doubt I’ll hear anything interesting, but I’ll call you anyway, right after I share everything with Fred.”

“You could call me first and then call Fred.”

“I could.”

Mandy laughed. “But you won’t. I suppose that’s fair enough.”

As soon as she put the phone down, Abigail switched off the light and snuggled under the covers. She was asleep in minutes.


Chapter Six


“Good morning,” Arnold said from behind the reception desk when Abigail walked in very early the next morning.

“I hope you had a quiet night,” she replied.

“It was very quiet once Carl went to bed. I slept in the office and was completely undisturbed.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Marcia was here early, too. Carl and I already had breakfast.”

“I’ll get mine then, before the guests come down.”

Marcia was humming to herself in the kitchen when Abigail stuck her head through the doorway.

“I’m here,” she said brightly.

Marcia spun around and smiled at her. “Good morning. I bought too many blueberries at the store yesterday, so today we’re having blueberry muffins and blueberry pancakes for breakfast.”

“Those both sound wonderful.”

“I’ll bring out some pancakes and bacon for you in a minute. You can have a muffin for dessert.”

Abigail laughed. “Dessert with breakfast really should be a thing.”

“It is here today, anyway.”

Marcia brought Abigail her plate just a few minutes later. Abigail had already finished her first cup of coffee for the day and was working her way through her second when the food was delivered. The two women sat together and chatted while Abigail ate.

“Everything was delicious, of course,” Abigail said after her last bite of muffin.

“Thank you. I try.”

“You’re amazing and the main reason why Sunset Lodge gets repeat visitors. I can’t imagine the lodge without you.”

Marcia nodded. “I can’t imagine working anywhere else, although I have had a few offers over the years.”

“None lately, I hope.”

Marcia laughed. “Actually, I had an offer last month from one of your guests. He wanted me to move to some small town in Pennsylvania and act as his personal chef. I very politely turned that one down without giving it a single thought.”

“Please come and talk to me if you ever get an offer you’re tempted to accept. I’ll do whatever I can to keep you here.”

“I meant what I said. I truly can’t imagine working anywhere else. I’ve been here forever, and I love my job. The hours suit me. I love my little cottage in the woods. I fully intend to stay here until I’m ready to retire.”

“And you won’t be ready to retire until I am,” Abigail said quickly.

Marcia laughed again. “I don’t know about that, but it won’t be any time soon, anyway.”

Abigail carried her dirty plate into the kitchen and put it in the dishwasher before walking back out to the lobby. Arnold was playing games on the computer.

“You can leave early,” she told him. “I’m here and I’m full of coffee and blueberries, so I can handle just about anything.”

Arnold chuckled. “I ate too many pancakes and then two muffins as well. I couldn’t stop myself. I’m going to have to work extra hard at the gym this afternoon.”

They chatted for a few minutes before Arnold got to his feet.

“If you’re sure you don’t need me, I’m going to head home and then to the gym. I’ll make sure I get back early, though, to make up for the time I’m taking off now.”

Abigail quickly shook her head. “You don’t need to do that.”

“I know, but I will anyway. Our guests make me a bit nervous. I’ll be hanging out here more than normal while they’re here.”

Abigail gave him a quick hug before he departed. Then she settled down behind the computer and started working through the long list of emails that had come in overnight. Two more couples had made reservations for the summer. She quickly checked that the computer hadn’t mistakenly let anyone reserve rooms that were already booked and then sent confirmation emails to both parties. Once the emails were cleared away, she went to work on her plans for special events in the fall and winter months.

While she was working, she heard doors open on the second floor. A short while later, all three of her guests walked down the stairs together.

“Good morning,” she said, smiling at them.

“I don’t know if I’ll ever have another good morning,” Kim said sadly.

“I’m sorry,” Abigail said quickly.

Kim shrugged. “I’m just glad we came here. At least I didn’t wake up alone in the bed that I used to share with Anthony. That would have been much harder on me.”

“It’s going to be okay,” Carrie said softly.

“I don’t know that I’m ever going to be able to go home,” Kim said. “I might have to stay here forever.”

Carrie shook her head. “When we leave here, you can come and stay with me for a few nights. You’ve stayed in my spare room before.”

“Yes, but always with Anthony.”

“Not always. Remember you stayed for a week by yourself before Brenda’s wedding.”

Kim smiled. “That was a wild week. We had such a good time, just the girls.”

“It was a fun week.”

“Breakfast,” Trevor said after a short silence.

“You can follow me to the dining room,” Abigail said, getting to her feet.

She led the trio into the dining room. As they took seats, Abigail stuck her head into the kitchen to let Marcia know they were there.

“Coffee?” Abigail asked.

“Yes, please, lots of it,” Trevor replied.

Both women nodded. While Abigail was pouring coffee into three mugs, Marcia came into the room.

“Good morning and welcome,” she said brightly. “Before I start telling you about your options for breakfast, do any of you have any allergies or food sensitivities that I need to know about?”

“I’m good,” Kim said. “I can eat anything.”

“I don’t have allergies or sensitivities, but I am a bit of a fussy eater,” Carrie said apologetically.

“Fussy isn’t a problem,” Marcia told her.

“I’m also fine,” Trevor said. “And something smells wonderful.”

Marcia smiled. “I bought blueberries yesterday, so today I’ve made blueberry pancakes and muffins for breakfast.”

“I’ll have that, then,” Trevor said.

“Me, too,” Kim said.

Carrie made a face. “I don’t really like blueberries,” she said.

“I can make you plain pancakes or chocolate chip pancakes or apple cinnamon pancakes,” Marcia offered. “Or I can make you a waffle or eggs if either of those sound better.”

“Plain pancakes sound great,” Carrie said.

“Bacon or sausage?” Marcia asked.

“Bacon,” all three said at once.

Marcia laughed. “I should stop buying sausage and just offer bacon every day. I just need a few minutes to put everything together.”

As she left the room, Abigail moved to the refrigerator. “Does anyone want any juice?” she asked. “We have apple, orange, or cranberry.”

“Can I have half orange, half cranberry, please?” Kim asked.

Abigail nodded. “That sounds really good, actually.”

Kim shrugged. “It’s even better with vodka mixed in, but it’s a bit early in the day for that.”

“I’ll have the same,” Carrie said. “Kim makes it in pitchers with vodka when she has parties, and I drink too much of it every time.”

“And now I’m intrigued,” Trevor said. “I’d like to try the same, please.”

As Abigail began mixing up their drinks, Kim sighed.

“For a moment, when I woke up this morning, I forgot that Anthony was gone.”

“You need to give yourself time to work through it all,” Carrie said.

“I just keep wishing we hadn’t gone to the mall yesterday. I can’t even remember now why we went. Everything is a blur.”

Carrie nodded. “You were the one who suggested it to me, but when you first mentioned it, I didn’t know that Anthony was coming along. I thought you wanted a shopping expedition.”

Kim shrugged. “I wanted a day off. Or rather, I found that we had a day off, and I wanted to fill it with something so that I wouldn’t sit around worrying about the fact that we had a day off in the middle of the week.”

“Austin’s business is really cutting into yours, then,” Trevor said.

“Yeah. It was, anyway. Now I guess he’ll just get all of our business. It isn’t as if I can go out and do the plumbing side of things. I hate that Austin has won, though, after everything he put Anthony through,” Kim replied.

“Maybe he’ll get arrested for Anthony’s murder,” Carrie suggested.

Kim’s face brightened. “That would be good news. Okay, it would be bad news for anyone who needs a plumber in a hurry now that Anthony is gone, but it would make me happy to see that man behind bars.”

Trevor glanced at Abigail, who was putting glasses of juice in front of each of them. “I don’t think you mean that,” he said.

“Oh, I do, and I’ll tell the police the same thing if they ask. Anthony taught Austin everything about the plumbing business, and as soon as he thought he was good enough, Austin quit and started his own company in direct competition with Anthony. He might not be a murderer, but he’s also not a nice person,” Kim said.

“Were there a lot of gaps in Anthony’s schedule, then?” Trevor asked. “You know I was still giving him as much work as I could.”

Kim nodded. “And we appreciated your continued support. No, there weren’t a lot of gaps, but there were more than normal. Any gaps were more than normal, and it didn’t help that Austin was deliberately charging less for the same services. He’s still living with his mother and driving the old van that Anthony sold him years ago, so his expenses are a lot lower than ours were.”

“But you had the entire day free yesterday,” Carrie said. “Which is why you suggested the mall to me.”

“Yeah, because I didn’t want to sit around the house waiting for the phone to ring. You know I called and checked the answering machine at least a dozen times just in case there was an emergency. It turned out to be a slow day for plumbing emergencies, though.”

Kim sat back and shook her head.

“If there had been an emergency, maybe Anthony would still be here,” she said as tears started to slide down her cheeks.

“You can’t think like that,” Carrie said.

“I can’t stop thinking like that,” Kim replied. “I wish I’d never suggested the stupid mall. I wish Anthony had done what he always did when I suggested the mall and stayed at home. I wish we’d all stayed together instead of splitting up. And I wish I’d insisted on knowing who he was meeting with so secretly.”

Abigail froze. She’d been keeping herself busy by restocking the refrigerator with cans of soda for dinner. Now she shut the refrigerator door and headed for the kitchen. While she wanted to continue listening to the conversation, it felt wrong to do so. She’d only taken a few steps when the kitchen door opened, and Marcia emerged with two plates full of food.

“I’ll grab the third,” Abigail said as Marcia started serving the women.

In the kitchen, Abigail picked up the last plate and carried it back to the dining room. She put it in front of Trevor.

“Does anyone need anything else right now?” Marcia asked.

“I think we’re good,” Trevor replied.

“The syrup is empty,” Kim said, holding up the small silver container.

“I’ll refill it,” Abigail said. She took the container and crossed to the counter in the corner. As she opened the cupboard and pulled out the syrup bottle, the conversation behind her resumed.

“You didn’t ask him who he was meeting because you didn’t want to hear the answer,” Carrie said.

Kim sighed. “I really don’t want to believe that he was cheating on me.”

“But he was being very secretive about things these last few months,” Carrie said. “He was weird with me, too.”

“Maybe he was just planning something like a birthday or anniversary surprise,” Trevor suggested.

Kim’s laugh was bitter. “That man didn’t have a romantic bone in his body. I loved him dearly, but he wasn’t planning any big surprise, not for me anyway. Maybe he was planning a surprise for his lover. Maybe he was going to take Sophie away for a weekend or something. If things kept going the way they were going, he’d have had a weekend free sooner rather than later.”

“You don’t know that he was cheating,” Carrie said.

“I told the police lieutenant that he needed to talk to Sophie,” Kim said. “I told him that I thought they were having an affair.”

Carrie frowned. “But that gives you a motive for the murder,” she said.

Abigail put the syrup container on the table and then went back to the corner to fill a second one.

“I was his wife. Even if he wasn’t having an affair, I’m sure the police assume I had a motive for killing him. Maybe I was tired of him leaving the top off the tube of toothpaste. Or maybe I was tired of him snoring. Or maybe I’m having an affair and wanted rid of him.”

“Are you having an affair?” Carrie asked. She flushed when Kim looked at her. “Sorry, but I have heard rumors about you and your ex getting back together.”

Kim sighed. “Blake dumped me a long time ago. I was devastated at the time, but since then I’ve come to realize that he did me a favor. If we had gotten married back then, we’d be divorced by now. I’m not the same person he dated all those years ago.”

“You were in high school. I would hope you aren’t the same person,” Carrie said.

“Having said all of that, I never stopped caring about Blake’s mother,” Kim said. “She was incredibly kind to me while Blake and I were dating, and we remained close after Blake dumped me. I used to go and have dinner with her every week before I met Anthony. She came to our wedding, too.”

“I remember meeting her,” Carrie said. “She was really happy for you.”

Kim nodded. “And we’ve kept in touch since then. I was really upset when I heard about her accident.”

“I read about it,” Trevor said. “It was quite horrific.”

“I went to see her while she was still in the hospital, and I’ve been to see her a few times since she went home, too,” Kim said. “Which means I’ve seen Blake a few times.”

“Was that weird?” Carrie asked.

Kim shrugged. “The first time was weird. He’s changed a lot since high school, too. And the first thing he said to me was ‘I’m sorry,’ which I hadn’t been expecting.”

“He apologized for dumping you?” Carrie asked.

Kim nodded. “Yeah, and he seemed really genuine. He told me that he’s dated a lot of women since me and that none of them were as wonderful as I was. I reminded him that he’d been married, but he just laughed and told me that the marriage hadn’t lasted long enough to count for much.”

“So he wanted to start an affair,” Carrie said.

“He wanted us to be friends again. And we are friends again. We even met for lunch one day, just the two of us, as friends.”

“Just as friends,” Carrie echoed, sounding skeptical.

“I never cheated on Anthony,” Kim said as Abigail put the second syrup container on the table.

“You hadn’t started cheating on him yet, anyway,” Carrie said as Abigail went back to rearranging the cans in the refrigerator.

Kim stared at her. “You know our marriage had issues,” she said. “You know Anthony could be a very difficult person to live with. You also know that he was cheating on me. I won’t deny that I was tempted to have an affair of my own, just to get back at him, but I never would have done it. I would have ended my marriage first.”

“Ended it how?” Carrie asked.

Kim flushed. “I hope you aren’t suggesting that I killed Anthony.”

“Where did you go after the shoe store?” Carrie asked. “Anthony said he needed to meet someone and walked away. You looked at your phone and then said you wanted to check one of the stores for your favorite perfume. When I said I’d come along, you told me to stay with Trevor. Why?”

“I just wanted five minutes of peace,” Kim said. She shook her head. “No, that’s not true. I wanted to buy myself something, and I knew that Anthony would be upset if he found out. I knew you’d tell him if you were with me, so I went and looked for it on my own. It was out of stock, so I didn’t buy anything, anyway.”

“What were you hoping to buy?” Carrie asked.

Kim flushed. “Perfume,” she said.

Carrie raised an eyebrow. “Now you’re lying. I watched you walk away. One of the stores in the direction you went is a lingerie store. Were you going to buy something special for Blake?”

“I was going to buy something special for Anthony,” Kim said. “I wanted to surprise him. Things had been a bit quiet in the bedroom for the past few months. I thought I’d buy myself something sexy to liven things up.”

“But you just said you didn’t want him to know that you’d been shopping,” Carrie said.

“Because I wanted it to be a surprise.” Kim frowned. “Where were you and Trevor while I was shopping?”

“I realized I needed the bathroom, so I went and found a bathroom. I don’t know what Trevor did,” Carrie replied.

Trevor chuckled. “I did what most men would have done. I went and found a bench and sat down. I scrolled through my phone until Carrie texted me that she was ready to go.”

“Yeah, she texted me the same thing,” Kim said. “And I texted Anthony, but he didn’t reply. We never should have left him behind.”

“It was getting late, and we’d been in every shop,” Carrie said. “And he wasn’t replying to your messages. There seemed little point in waiting for him to turn up. He had his van there. He was more than capable of getting himself home.”

“Besides, the fire alarm went off,” Trevor said. “And we were told to evacuate the building. I assumed that Anthony would be right behind us as we left.”

Kim nodded. “But he wasn’t right behind us, because someone murdered him. It doesn’t make sense, not at all.”

“It must have been an accident,” Carrie said. “Maybe someone thought he was trying to break into one of the storage rooms and hit him over the head with a hammer or something.”

Kim pushed her empty plate away from her. “I don’t want to think about this anymore. What are we going to do today?”

Carrie shrugged. “I called Matthew and told him that I wouldn’t be in for a few days. He wasn’t happy, but he understands that I just lost my brother.”

“Unfortunately, I do have to work today,” Trevor said. “I can leave my car with you, though,” he told Carrie. “I’ll get one of my guys to come and pick me up here. Someone can bring me back later, too.”

Marcia walked back into the room and began to clear away the breakfast dishes. Abigail quickly moved to help.

“What time is dinner?” Trevor asked as he stood up.

“Whenever you want it after five and before ten,” Marcia said. “Wednesday night is spaghetti with salad and garlic bread. If that doesn’t sound good, please let me know.”

“It sounds wonderful,” Kim said. “And I’m still stuffed full of pancakes.”

“It does sound good,” Carrie said. “We just have to fill the day from now until five.”

“I’ll be back by six,” Trevor said. “Maybe you could wait and have dinner with me?”

Carrie grinned at him. “For spaghetti, I might not wait.”

The trio walked out of the room together. Abigail followed just in time to see them all disappear up the stairs. She shrugged and then went back into the dining room to help Marcia tidy up.

“I’ll be at the desk if you need me,” she told Marcia when they were done. “Unless the guests all leave, in which case, I’ll be cleaning their rooms.”

She settled back down behind the computer and frowned at the twenty-three emails that had arrived while she’d been otherwise occupied.


Chapter Seven


Five minutes later, the doors on the second floor opened and Abigail could hear the three guests coming down the stairs again. Trevor was talking as they descended.

“I’m so sorry,” he was saying. “I never intended to strand you guys here, but I really have to go.”

“You go,” Carrie replied. “We’ll take a walk or get a taxi or something. Don’t worry about us.”

The three walked to the door together. Trevor pulled Carrie into a kiss and then quickly let himself out.

“That was some kiss,” Kim said.

Carrie laughed. “We haven’t been together for all that long. We’re still crazy about each other.”

Kim nodded. “I remember those days. Anthony was a nicer person when we first started dating.”

Carrie sighed. “He wasn’t a bad person. He was just tired and grumpy a lot of the time. He worked too hard.”

“He worked too hard? That’s a laugh. Running the office was twice as much work as the actual plumbing that he had to do. Maybe three times as much work. I had to talk to the customers when they called, which meant I had to know enough about plumbing to know whether their problem was an emergency or could wait a while. I also had to be able to give them an estimate of what the repair was going to cost. Then I had to fit them into Anthony’s schedule, and heaven forbid I gave someone an hour-long appointment and the job was a two-hour job. Anthony used to get furious with me when I did that. He got furious when I gave clients longer appointments than they needed, too. He hated running late, but he also hated having gaps in his day when he didn’t have customers.”

“Maybe now isn’t the best time to complain to me about my brother,” Carrie said.

Kim shrugged. “I’m complaining about my job, not Anthony. All of that was a lot of work, but even worse was having to call customers and nag them to pay their bills. Do you have any idea how many customers wanted to argue about what they were charged after the work was done?”

Carrie nodded. “Remember, I have a similar job. People aren’t any different when it comes to having an electrician fix something than they are with a plumber.”

“Yeah, but you have an entire team of people in your office. I was the only employee.”

“What are you going to do now?” Carrie asked.

Kim frowned. “I have no idea. We had a lot of insurance on Anthony’s life, both personally and through the business. I should be okay for a while, anyway.”

“If you had that much, maybe you’ll be okay for good.”

“While I love the idea of never having to work again, we also have debts. I hope I’ll be okay for a while, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to have to find a job eventually. I don’t suppose Matthew is hiring?”

“We’re fully staffed at the moment, but I’ll talk to him. You’d have to learn a lot about electrical work, though.”

“Maybe Matthew should bring a plumber into the business.”

“Maybe you should see if Austin wants to offer you a job.”

“I’d rather sleep in the street.”

Carrie laughed. “It won’t come to that. Trevor and I will make sure of it.”

“You don’t think Trevor had anything to do with Anthony’s death, do you?” Kim asked.

Carrie frowned at her. “What do you mean? Why would Trevor want to do anything to hurt Anthony?”

Kim shrugged. “I have no idea. I just can’t stop thinking about the fact that Anthony was murdered. No one had any reason to kill him. Not anyone.”

“And on that note, we need to do something,” Carrie said. “If we stay here all day, we’ll just make ourselves crazy.”

She walked over to Abigail. “What can we do with our day?” she asked. “And in case you missed it, we don’t have a car.”

Abigail smiled at her. “It looks as if it’s going to be a nice day, weatherwise. If you’re feeling ambitious, you could walk around Foxglove Lake.”

“Is that the name of the lake out there?” Kim asked as she joined them at the desk. “I just assumed it was Nightshade Lake.”

“It’s Foxglove Lake,” Abigail told them. “I believe there are wild foxglove plants growing somewhere around it, but I could be wrong about that.”

“I don’t feel like walking anywhere,” Kim said.

“I’d be happy to take you somewhere in the lodge’s van, if there’s somewhere you’d like to go,” Abigail offered. “I can drive you into downtown Nightshade if that appeals to you. There are some shops and restaurants there.”

The two women exchanged glances.

“Can you drive me home?” Kim asked. “Then I can get my car and we won’t have to rely on you to get us places.”

“I can do that,” Abigail said. “Give me a few minutes to let everyone know where I’m going.”

“We’ll meet you back here in ten minutes,” Carrie said before she and Kim headed for the stairs.

Abigail walked into the kitchen.

“I’m going to drive Kim and Carrie to Kim’s house so that she can get her car,” she told Marcia. “Trevor had to take his and he’d driven them all down here.”

“Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own with them?” Marcia asked.

“I’ll be fine. It’s the middle of the morning, and I’m just going to drive them to the house and drop them off. I need to get back here so that I can get their rooms cleaned before they get back.”

“I can take care of that job while you’re out,” Marcia offered. “I’ll get Carl to help. We used to help Jack and Janet sometimes when the lodge was busy, especially as they got older.”

“You have enough work to do without worrying about doing my job.”

Marcia grinned. “But if you spend more time with our guests, you’ll find out more about the murder. I’ll happily trade a bit of cleaning for more gossip about the investigation.”

Abigail laughed. “I heard quite a lot this morning,” she admitted.

“So did I. I had to stand right by the door in case anyone needed anything, of course, but that meant that I heard quite a lot of the conversation at the breakfast table.”

“Do me a favor and call Fred and share everything you overheard with him, please. I should have done that, although I haven’t really had time.”

Marcia nodded. “I’ll call him after you leave, and once I’m finished talking to him, I’ll give the guest rooms a quick clean. If you come straight back, you can help me finish the job.”

Abigail gave Marcia a hug. “Let Carl know where I am, please,” she said. “He has a short list of jobs for today, including some painting out in the annex.”

“Except he’s going to help me with the cleaning – he just doesn’t know it yet,” Marcia said with a laugh. “You go and have fun with our guests. We’ll take care of everything here.”

Abigail walked back to the reception desk. She grabbed her handbag out of a drawer and then found the keys to the lodge’s van. Kim and Carrie came down the stairs as she tucked them into her pocket.

“Let’s go,” Carrie said.

Kim nodded. “If we stay here much longer, we’re going to start accusing each other of murder,” she said.

Carrie frowned. “But, of course, I didn’t have any reason to hurt Anthony. He was my older brother, and I adored him.”

Kim shrugged. “He told me that you’d been bugging him about some inheritance recently.”

Carrie blinked hard several times. “I didn’t mean to bug him about it, not exactly. I just wanted what I was supposed to get. He didn’t seem to understand that.”

“I don’t even know what inheritance you’re talking about,” Kim said.

“When our father died, he left everything to our mother. When she died, she left everything to Anthony. In her will, she said that she knew that he’d share half of the estate with me, so she’d tried to simplify things by just leaving everything to him.”

“And he did give you half of everything,” Kim said. “I remember it well.”

Carrie sighed. “He gave me half of the money when he sold the house, but he didn’t give me half of everything.”

“What else did you want? The contents of the house weren’t worth much.”

“I wanted our mother’s jewelry. It wasn’t worth much, either, but it had sentimental value for me.”

Kim frowned. “I don’t know what happened to your mother’s jewelry. Anthony didn’t give me anything.”

“Well, if you find it when you clear out his things, I’d quite like it.”

“You should have asked me about it, not Anthony. We have three or four boxes of stuff in the basement that were from your parents’ house. Maybe the jewelry is in there.”

“I hope so. I’m worried that Anthony sold it all or maybe gave it away.”

Kim shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about any of this. Let’s go. And let’s talk about something pleasant like the weather or flowers or chocolate.”

Abigail laughed. “I can talk about chocolate for hours,” she said. “I have a friend who owns a chocolate shop. She’s taught me far more about chocolate than I ever knew I wanted to know.”

“Bore us to tears with all the details,” Kim said as the trio walked out of the lodge together. “Keep our minds off everything that’s wrong in our world.”

“I’ll do that once you give me your address,” Abigail said.

She led them to the van and unlocked it. Kim and Carrie climbed into the back and sat in the seats right behind the driver’s seat. Abigail put Kim’s address into her phone’s map app and then plugged the phone into the car’s dashboard. A moment later, the fastest route to the house appeared on the screen in the center of the dashboard.

“Okay, chocolate,” Abigail said as she started the engine. “Chocolate is made from the beans of the cacao tree,” she began.

The drive seemed to take forever, but Abigail did her best to continue talking the entire time. It wasn’t until they were winding their way through a residential neighborhood that Carrie finally spoke.

“Maybe we should get my car instead,” she said.

“I thought your car was in the shop,” Kim replied.

Carrie sighed. “Yeah, it is, and it won’t be ready to be picked up for another couple of days. They had to replace the entire left side of the car.”

“What happened?” Abigail asked.

“My car was hit while it was parked outside my house,” Carrie replied. “I don’t usually park on the street. I have a driveway, but I’d only stopped home for a minute, so I left the car on the street and ran inside to grab a few things. When I came out, I found my car very nearly totaled. The guy who’d hit me was disappearing around the corner as quickly as he could.”

“I hope you were able to find him,” Abigail said.

Carrie laughed. “That wasn’t hard. It was my next-door neighbor. I recognized the car as soon as I saw it. I called the police to report the hit-and-run and they stopped him a few blocks away. The entire front of his car was smashed in, and he was leaking a dozen fluids. After roaring away from the scene of the accident, the car was barely able to move by the time the police stopped him.”

“I hope he got arrested and charged with lots of things,” Abigail said.

“He got arrested and had his license taken away. He was very apologetic the next time I saw him, even though he’d tried to convince the police that my car had jumped out and hit his somehow.”

“Is this the right house?” Abigail asked as she stopped in front of a fairly new two-story house.

“Yeah,” Kim said in a tight voice. “That’s the right house. You can pull into the driveway.”

Abigail turned down the long driveway and parked to the side of the two-car garage.

“I don’t want to go inside,” Kim said.

“So don’t,” Carrie said. “Let’s just get your car and go.”

Kim sighed. “The keys are inside. I forgot to grab them when I was packing last night. Trevor offered to drive us to Nightshade, so I didn’t even think about the keys to my car.”

“I can go in and get your keys,” Carrie offered.

Kim shook her head. “Let’s all go in together. Abigail, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to need all the moral support I can get.”

“I don’t mind,” Abigail said.

Kim took a deep breath. “Let’s do this,” she said, reaching for the door handle.

Abigail got out of the van and walked around it as Kim and Carrie emerged.

“It’s a lovely house,” Abigail said.

Kim looked surprised and then looked up at the house. “It was brand new when we bought it. We’d been house-hunting for ages, but we couldn’t agree on exactly what we wanted. Then we found this new subdivision and it seemed ideal. It’s far enough away from the city that it’s quiet, but it’s close enough to give us access to all of the amenities. And Anthony did all of the plumbing for every house in the entire subdivision. It was a good job that paid well and gave him fairly regular hours for that year. He still took a few emergency calls on nights and weekends, but mostly he just worked out here, installing new plumbing systems up and down the street. The developers gave us a good price for this house because of how hard Anthony worked on the project.”

“That was good of them,” Abigail said.

“Yeah, we were able to get more house than we could have afforded otherwise. This house has four bedrooms and three bathrooms. It was silly, really, buying a house this big for just the two of us, but we both fell in love with it when we saw it for the first time.”

She led the others up the path to the front door. There she tapped in a code to unlock the door. Then she pushed the door open. Abigail followed her and Carrie into a small foyer.

“Anthony and I fought for ages about that chandelier,” Kim said, pointing to the large, modern light fixture that was hanging above their heads. “We were able to choose all of our own fixtures and fittings. I wanted something more traditional, but Anthony loved that modern monstrosity.”

“I think it’s lovely,” Carrie said.

“Yeah, so did Anthony. Maybe I’ll replace it now that he’s gone.”

“That’s the living room,” Kim said, nodding to the left. “And this is the office. I should check the answering machine and check emails, really.”

She opened the door on the right. Abigail looked into the small office. A single desk holding a large computer took up most of the space.

“Why don’t you just grab your keys and let’s get out of here,” Carrie said.

Kim sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. Let me show you the rest of the house, though,” she said to Abigail. “The living room leads into a small dining room, which we use as overflow office space. We aren’t formal-dining-room people, although we tried to be when we first bought the house.”

Abigail followed the two women through the comfortably furnished living room and then through a dining room that held a large table covered in paperwork. Kim led her into a huge kitchen full of stainless-steel appliances and gleaming granite work surfaces.

“Anthony let me do whatever I wanted in here,” Kim said. “He hated the backsplash.”

Abigail looked at the green glass tile backsplash. “It’s pretty,” she said.

Kim nodded. “I love it.”

The kitchen was open to a large family room. Abigail could see a spacious, fenced-in yard behind the house.

“We paid extra for the fence,” Kim said. “We were going to get a dog. Anthony promised me that we’d get a dog just as soon as we moved in, but it was never the right time.”

“You can get a dog now,” Carrie said.

Kim stared at her. “But now I want a baby,” she muttered before she turned and opened a door. “The basement,” she said, gesturing toward the stairs. “It’s not finished. That was another thing that was supposed to happen one day but hadn’t happened yet.”

“What do you mean, you want a baby?” Carrie asked.

Kim shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing at all. Come and see the upstairs,” she said to Abigail.

Carrie sat on one of the stools at the kitchen counter. “I’ve seen the upstairs. I’ll wait here.”

Kim nodded. “Like I said before, there are four bedrooms,” she said as she led Abigail to the stairs. “The main bedroom is huge, with its own en-suite bathroom. Anthony put a whirlpool tub in there for me, but I never use it.”

Abigail admired the large main bedroom before Kim showed her three other bedrooms, all made up as guest rooms.

“We never had any guests, but we always had rooms ready,” Kim said sadly. “I suggested that we make one a nursery, but Anthony didn’t want children.”

“But you do?” Abigail asked.

“I didn’t, not for a long time, but just recently, I’ve been thinking more about it. It’s Blake’s fault, really, because Blake and I always talked about our future children. We were going to have a boy that looked just like him and then a girl who would look just like me, and then another baby that would look like neither of us and make everyone think that we’d adopted him or her,” she said, chuckling at the end.

“So you did want children once.”

“I don’t know. I think I just assumed that I’d have them. I never really thought about whether I wanted them or not, if that makes sense. And then I married Anthony, and he definitely didn’t want children, so I just pushed the idea out of my head. But now that he’s gone, I regret so much that we never had a child together. A child would give me a bit of Anthony to hold on to. And now it’s too late.”

She burst into tears. Abigail looked around the guest room they were standing in, trying to find a box of tissues. There was one on the bedside table. She quickly picked it up and handed a tissue to Kim. After less than a minute, the tears began to subside.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here. This was a mistake.”

“But you need your car,” Abigail reminded her.

“Yeah, let’s get that and get out of here.”

“Are you going to be okay to drive?”

Kim took a deep breath. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. Driving will give me something to concentrate on, so I don’t think about Anthony. It will be good.”

Kim went back into the main bedroom and emerged a moment later with car keys in her hand. The pair walked down the stairs together. Carrie was staring at her phone when they re-entered the kitchen.

“I have my keys. We’re good to go,” Kim said.

The sound of the doorbell made them all jump.

“It’s probably a reporter,” Kim said.

“Abigail, maybe you can get them to go away,” Carrie suggested.

Abigail shrugged. “I can try,” she said.

She walked back through the house to the front door. The woman standing on the front step didn’t look like a reporter. She was young and pretty and she looked as if she’d been crying.

Abigail opened the door halfway. “Can I help you?” she asked.

“Where is Kim?” the woman snapped. “I need to talk to her.”

“I’m sorry, but she isn’t available at the moment.”

“Tell her that Sophie Garrett is here and that if she doesn’t talk to me now, I’ll tell the police exactly why she killed her husband.”


Chapter Eight


“Iheard that,” Kim shouted from the kitchen.

“I wanted you to hear it,” Sophie yelled back.

Abigail frowned as she heard footsteps rapidly approaching. Sophie seemed to square her shoulders as she looked past Abigail into the house.

“Sophie, so lovely to see you here,” Kim said sarcastically when she arrived at the door. “Now go away.”

Sophie laughed. “Oh, I’ll go. Straight to the police station. I have so many interesting things to share with them.”

“I’ve already told them that they need to take a close look at everything you did yesterday,” Kim said. “If anyone had a motive for murdering my husband, it was you.”

Sophie shook her head. “I loved Anthony.”

Kim sneered at her. “He was my husband. That should have made him off-limits to you. You had no business falling in love with him.”

“You can’t help what your heart does,” Sophie said.

Kim and Carrie both laughed.

“You can’t fall in love with someone if you stay away from them,” Carrie said. “My brother was married. You should have stayed away from him.”

“I tried,” Sophie said, blinking hard and then running a hand over her eyes. “I tried to stay away from him. That wasn’t easy when we saw each other every Friday at the block parties, though.”

“All you had to do was keep your distance,” Kim said. “Anthony never went out of his way to see you.”

“That isn’t true. Not at all. He always went out of his way to see me. I’d be standing, talking to someone, and then he’d suddenly join us. Even when I tried to avoid him, he’d sneak up on me, bring me a drink maybe, or just suddenly appear next to me.”

“That never happened when I was around,” Kim said.

Sophie nodded. “But you weren’t always around. And when you weren’t there, Anthony always used to try to be by my side.”

“I don’t believe you for one second,” Carrie said. “But if that is true, you should have told him to leave you alone.”

“I would have, but it was already too late. I’d already fallen in love with him.”

Kim rolled her eyes. “You did no such thing. You took one look at him and decided that you’d enjoy sleeping with him, so you chased him. He used to tell me about how you’d always follow him around at the block parties, trying to start conversations with him. If he did cheat on me with you, it was only because you were so persistent that he finally gave in and slept with you.”

“We weren’t sleeping together,” Sophie said. “I told him that I wouldn’t sleep with him until after you two separated. He told me just a few days ago that it wasn’t going to be much longer before that happened.”

Kim gasped. “We were not separating,” she said tightly. “We were very happy together.”

“That isn’t what he told me. He told me that nothing had been happening in the bedroom for months and that you were fighting more than you were talking these days.”

“I’m not having this conversation with you,” Kim said. “The state of my marriage is none of your business.”

“It’s my business if the problems you were having led to you killing the man I loved,” Sophie replied.

Kim shook her head. “Shut the door,” she told Abigail.

“Wait,” Sophie said. “Did you know that Anthony was working for me at the mall?”

Kim stared at her. “What do you mean?” she asked after a moment.

“I mean, Anthony was doing some plumbing work for me at the mall. Well, not for me, but for the mall management office.”

“I was told that Austin had the contract for the mall,” Kim said.

Sophie shrugged. “Austin does some work for us, but I get to make the decisions about who we use and when. Anthony did three little projects for us in the past month or so.”

“When?” Kim demanded. “I never made any of those appointments and I kept track of everywhere that my husband went.”

“I’d have to check my office calendar to be sure of the dates, but I think Anthony did the jobs during his lunch break. He said something about fitting them in around other responsibilities and he had us make the checks out to him personally rather than the business.”

Kim frowned. “He wouldn’t have done that,” she said.

“I have proof. He cashed the checks.”

“I’m amazed he knew how to cash a check,” Kim said. “I’ve been dealing with all of the money and banking since we got married. But none of what you’re saying makes sense. Why would he take jobs behind my back like that?”

“Maybe he wanted some extra money to pay for the divorce,” Sophie suggested with a smile.

“We weren’t getting a divorce,” Kim shouted. “And if we were, he would have needed a lot more money than just what you paid him for a few small jobs. He would have had to buy out my half of the business, and that wouldn’t have been cheap.”

“But the business wasn’t doing very well, was it?” Sophie asked. “Anthony was losing customers to Austin at an alarming rate.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Kim said.

Sophie shrugged. “Anthony seemed to think it was really bad. But he didn’t mind, because he knew he could rebuild the business after the divorce. He told me that he’d be filing for divorce as soon as the business collapsed and that once the divorce was final, we could start over and rebuild everything.”

Kim looked at Carrie. “I don’t believe it,” she said, but Abigail could hear doubt in her tone.

Carrie shrugged. “He never said anything to me about a divorce, but I don’t know that he would have told me anything, especially since he knows that we’re friends.”

“He had it all planned out,” Sophie said. “It was going to take a while, though, and he was getting impatient.”

“He was always impatient,” Kim muttered.

Sophie grinned. “He was eager to sleep with me, but I wasn’t about to give him what he wanted, not until you were separated. I wasn’t interested in being used and then cast aside.”

“And that’s exactly what he would have done, divorce or no divorce,” Kim said. “He wasn’t going to marry you. You must know that.”

“I’m not all that interested in getting married,” Sophie said. “I would have been happy just being in a relationship with Anthony. I know we would have stayed together forever. We were in love.”

“How much did you pay him for those three jobs?” Kim asked.

“I can’t remember. None of them were large jobs. I don’t think any of them took more than an hour, so whatever he would have gotten for an hour of labor plus parts, I guess. If you really need to know, I can look it up the next time I go to work.”

Kim shook her head. “I was just curious. I’m trying to figure out why Anthony hid the money from me.”

“Maybe he was hiding a lot of money from you,” Sophie suggested. “Maybe he’d been taking jobs behind your back for years.”

“He would never…” Kim said before trailing off. “I don’t know what to think,” she said to Carrie.

“I don’t, either,” Carrie said. “I can see Anthony taking a few jobs off the books as it were, to duck taxes on a bit of income, but I’m surprised that he hid that income from you, too.”

“Except he knew that I’d never agree to him working off the books,” Kim said. “My uncle used to have a roofing business, and he did half his jobs off the books. When the IRS caught up with him, he went to prison for a very long time. I always made sure that every penny Anthony’s business generated was accounted for and reported to the taxman.”

“You said he’d been a lot less busy lately,” Abigail said. “Is it possible that he was still just as busy, but doing some of the work behind your back?”

Kim slowly shook her head. “My head is spinning,” she said. “I can’t think. He was less busy. And a lot of the time, when he wasn’t working, he was here, just sitting around the house, complaining about being less busy. But there were times when he’d go out and not tell me where he was going. Sometimes he’d say he was just going for a drive, but I never believed that.”

“Where did you think he was going?” Carrie asked.

Kim glanced at Sophie. “I worried that he was cheating. And now I’m worried that he wasn’t cheating on our marriage, but that he was trying to cheat the IRS. I’m not sure which is worse.”

“You’re going to have to try to track down any payments that he received and didn’t tell you about,” Carrie said. “And I suggest you pay taxes on those payments.”

Kim frowned. “But I don’t know where the money went. I’m going to have to pay taxes on money that I don’t have.”

“That’s safer than upsetting the taxman,” Carrie said.

“Now I’m worried about how much money we might be talking about,” Kim said. “What if he took in thousands of dollars of extra money?”

“Is that possible?” Abigail asked.

“That depends on how long he was taking jobs behind my back. If he’s been doing it for ten years, then goodness only knows how much money might be involved.”

“Probably enough to pay for the divorce,” Sophie said with a nasty smile.

“There wasn’t going to be a divorce,” Kim snapped. “Although I might have been tempted to leave him if I’d found out that he was lying to me about jobs.”

“Maybe you did find out,” Sophie said. “And maybe you decided that it would be easier to get rid of him than to divorce him.”

Kim stared at her. “If I’d wanted to get rid of him, I would have done a better job of it.”

“What does that mean?” Sophie asked.

Kim shrugged. “I can think of several ways that I could have killed Anthony and made it look like an accident. If I’d killed him, the police never would have suspected murder.”

“That makes it sound very much as if you’d been planning something for a while now,” Sophie said.

“I watch a lot of true crime on television. Anthony and I used to watch that stuff together, actually. We used to talk about how stupid most murderers were and how easy it would be to make a murder look like an accident. I always told him that if I decided to get rid of him, I’d get away with it.”

Sophie shuddered. “I wish the police could hear you now,” she said. “Everything you’re saying makes me think you killed the man I loved.”

“He was my husband, and I loved him,” Kim said. “And I thought he still loved me. Oh, I suspected that he might be having an affair with you, but I knew that you didn’t mean anything to him. It isn’t as if he’d never had an affair before.”

Sophie gasped. “That isn’t true. He told me that he’d always been faithful to you, that he’d never even been tempted to cheat before he met me.”

“I shouldn’t have to tell you that he wasn’t to be trusted, should I?” Kim asked.

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that he’s dead and it’s all your fault. Even if you didn’t kill him, you dragged him to the mall yesterday. If you hadn’t done that, he’d still be alive.”

“That isn’t fair,” Carrie said. “If someone was determined to kill him, he or she would have acted at some point, regardless.”

“But why were you at the mall?” Sophie asked. “Anthony hated the mall.”

“We had a day off in the middle of the week, which never happens,” Kim said. “I told Anthony that I was going to talk Carrie into taking the day off and going to the mall with me. He insisted on coming along and invited Trevor to join us. He said it would be like a double date thing.”

“That doesn’t sound like Anthony,” Sophie said.

“No, it doesn’t, does it?” Kim asked. “I was so surprised that I agreed without thinking much about it. And then, after lunch, when he said he had to meet someone and that we should carry on without him, I realized that the whole thing had just been an excuse for him to go to the mall. What time were you supposed to meet him?”

Sophie shook her head. “We didn’t have any plans yesterday. I didn’t even know he was at the mall until I saw him on the food court security camera. The footage was flagged because he was shouting and waving his arms around and security became concerned. They recognized him from the plumbing he’d done, so they sent me the footage and asked if they should do anything. I should have told them to escort him out of the mall. I could have saved his life.”

“So it’s your fault,” Kim said.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I had no way of knowing what was going to happen next,” Sophie said.

“What happened next is that you texted him,” Kim said. “And then you arranged to meet him somewhere, maybe in an empty hallway where you could steal a few kisses and laugh about how you were cheating practically in my face.”

“That isn’t true. I did text him, but only to warn him that security was keeping an eye on him and that I wouldn’t be able to send any more work his way if he wasn’t careful. He didn’t respond.”

“Too bad security didn’t keep watching him,” Kim said.

“They watched him while he ate lunch,” Sophie said. “But then he moved out of camera range.”

“And if you watched us eating lunch, then you must have seen us having a lovely time together,” Kim said. “Did we look like a couple on the brink of divorce?”

Sophie flushed. “He was just waiting for the business to fail.”

“He wasn’t planning on leaving me,” Kim said.

“You can believe whatever you want,” Sophie said. “I know what’s true.”

“And have you told the police all of this?” Abigail asked.

Sophie hesitated and then nodded. “I’ve told them everything I know. I’m expecting them to arrest Kim at any moment.”

Kim laughed bitterly. “They don’t have any reason to arrest me. I didn’t have any reason to kill my husband. We were going through a rough patch, yes. And he was cheating, sure, but we’d gone through rough patches before, and we both had far too much invested in our marriage and our business to let some cheap whore derail our marriage or our partnership.”

“You can call me all the names you want, but we both know that Anthony was taking jobs behind your back and hiding money from you. That should tell you everything you need to know about the state of your marriage.”

“Just leave,” Kim said.

Sophie frowned. “I still think you killed Anthony.”

“I don’t care what you think. I was his wife. Now I’m his widow. You were just a mild diversion who would have been forgotten by this time next year. I hope that thought keeps you up at night.”

“Anthony loved me,” Sophie said angrily. “And we would have been together if you hadn’t killed him.”

“Who else might have wanted Anthony dead?” Carrie asked.

Everyone looked at her. She shrugged.

“You know a lot about Anthony’s life right now,” she said to Sophie. “Was he worried about anything or anyone?”

“Just Kim,” Sophie said. “He was worried about how she’d react when he asked for a divorce.”

“But someone killed him,” Carrie said. “And I don’t believe that that someone was Kim. Maybe it was you. Maybe he tried to end things with you and that upset you.”

“It would have upset me, but that’s a long way from murder,” Sophie said.

“Enough,” Kim said. “Go away,” she told Sophie.

“I’ll go,” Sophie said. “But I’m going to do everything I can to convince the police that you killed the man that I loved.”

“Have fun with that,” Kim said sarcastically.

She pushed the door hard, slamming it shut in Sophie’s face. Then she turned around and ran back toward the kitchen. Carrie followed. Abigail checked that the door was locked before following more slowly.

When she reached the kitchen, she found Kim sobbing in Carrie’s arms.

“He was cheating with that horrible woman,” Kim sobbed. “And he was taking jobs behind my back. Why?”

“I don’t know,” Carrie said. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe she was lying,” Kim said. “Maybe she was making things up to try to upset me.”

“Maybe,” Carrie said.

Kim blew her nose and then wiped her eyes. She took several deep breaths and then sighed. “It would have been stupid of him to take jobs at the mall and try to keep them off the books,” she said. “The mall is going to claim those jobs as business expenses. Okay, the IRS might not notice, but they might. He’d have been smarter keeping private household jobs off the books.”

“Maybe he was,” Carrie said.

“I need to find out,” Kim said. “But how?”

“You need to find out where he cashed the checks and then see if you can get copies of them,” Carrie said. “I don’t know if you’ll be able to do that, though.”

“You need to have a bank account in order to cash a check, don’t you?” Kim asked. “As far as I know, Anthony didn’t have any bank accounts in just his name.”

“As far as you know,” Carrie said.

Kim sighed. “I’m going to have to go through his things. I’m not ready to do that, but I need to do it today, don’t I?”

“I’ll help,” Carrie said. “Abigail, would you mind terribly staying and helping? I think we might need a neutral party as we work.”

“I can stay,” Abigail said.

“Thank you,” Kim said. “This is going to be difficult, but it needs to be done.”

“You really should talk to the police about all of this,” Abigail said. “Some of it could be relevant to the investigation.”

Carrie looked at her watch. “It’s nearly noon. I’m getting hungry. We need to order lunch from somewhere, too.”

“We can get pizza from that place on the corner,” Kim said quickly. “Anthony hated their food. Getting lunch from there will make me happy.”

Kim found a menu from the restaurant buried in a drawer. They ordered what felt to Abigail like enough food for a dozen people. Then Kim called the police station and left a message for Joel to call her.

“I’ll go and pick up the food,” Carrie said a short while later. “After lunch, we’ll start searching my brother’s belongings to see what we can find.”

Kim sighed. “I really want to believe that Sophie was lying about everything.”

“So do I,” Carrie said. Her tone suggested that she didn’t think that was likely, though.


Chapter Nine


“What can I do to help?” Abigail asked as Carrie left to go and pick up the food.

Kim shrugged. “I don’t know that there is anything anyone can do. We’re going to have to search through the office to see if we can find any proof of what Sophie said. It’s probably best if Carrie and I do that, though. You have no idea what is supposed to be there or what to look for.”

Abigail nodded. “Maybe it would be best if I left,” she suggested.

Kim made a face. “Would you mind terribly staying? I’m sorry. I know you have better things to do, but I feel as if I’m holding myself together better because you’re here. If it was just me and Carrie, I’d probably be on the ground sobbing right now. And maybe I need to be on the ground sobbing, but for right now I’d rather keep functioning.”

“I don’t mind staying if I’m not in the way.”

“You are definitely not in the way.”

They sat together in the kitchen for a few minutes before Abigail got up from her seat.

“Where do you keep plates?” she asked. “Do you just want to use paper plates for the pizza? Do you have paper plates?”

Kim laughed. “I have paper plates, but the pizza place should provide a stack, too. Most of the paper plates I have are extras from different pizza places around town. Anthony and I used to get pizza every Friday. Sometimes we’d get it another day, too. I never felt like cooking after a long day of dealing with customers and Anthony never felt like cooking, period.”

“I can understand that.”

“So do you live at Sunset Lodge?”

“I do.”

“Is that odd? Living in a hotel? I used to complain all the time about working from home and never having a clear dividing line between work and not work. You must have the same problem.”

Abigail nodded. “It can feel a bit odd, living at the lodge, but I’ve been working in hotel management since I graduated from college. And for most of those jobs, I’ve lived on property.”

“Really? I didn’t realize that hotels usually had staff living in them.”

“It isn’t all hotels. Most of the big chain properties don’t provide housing for their staff, but I used to work for small, boutique-type hotels. And those often have a few rooms set aside for staff.”

“That sounds wonderful.”

Abigail laughed. “It sounds wonderful, but I can tell you that the rooms set aside for staff were never particularly nice. They were usually very small and often quite dark. I stayed in one room that was in the attic of the property. It was hot and stuffy all year around, and it always smelled like garbage for some reason I could never work out.”

“I hope you didn’t stay there for long.”

“I was there for six months, which was about five months too long.”

“I’m back,” Carrie called. “And I have even more food than we ordered.”

She walked into the kitchen carrying several pizza boxes in a neat stack. There were large white plastic bags hanging from both of her hands. Kim jumped up and grabbed one of the bags. Abigail took the other while Carrie carefully slid the pizza boxes onto the counter. Kim and Abigail removed several smaller boxes from the two bags. Kim also pulled a stack of paper plates and another of napkins from her bag.

“One of these should be garlic bread,” Kim said. “What else do we have here?”

“So when I got there, the guy behind the counter told me that he’d changed our order and given us today’s special. We’d ordered three pizzas and some garlic bread. Today’s special is four pizzas, garlic bread, salad, and dessert.”

“That’s a lot of food,” Kim said.

“Yeah, but the special was cheaper than our original order, so I didn’t complain.”

Kim grinned. “Cheaper than our original order? Wow.”

“Oh, and a two-liter bottle of soda, too,” Carrie said. “I dropped that in the hallway when I came in.”

She disappeared and returned a moment later, carrying the bottle of soda.

“Is it safe to open?” Kim asked.

“It’s ice cold. It should be fine,” Carrie said. “It didn’t get that shaken up. Open it over the sink, just in case.”

Kim opened the bottle and poured soda into three glasses while Carrie started opening boxes.

“Help yourself,” Kim said. “I have salad tongs somewhere. They were a wedding present that never gets used. Is it weird to use them now?”

“We need something to serve the salad,” Carrie said. “Let’s focus on being practical and not sentimental.”

Kim sighed. “Sure, yeah, I can do that.”

She opened a drawer and dug around, eventually pulling out some salad tongs. After giving them a quick rinse in the sink, she put them down next to the box of salad on the counter.

“Help yourself,” she said to Abigail.

“It all smells wonderful,” Abigail said. She put a small amount of salad on a plate and then added a slice of pizza and a piece of garlic bread. The other two women filled plates for themselves, and then they all sat down together at the kitchen table.

“Delicious,” Carrie said after her first bite of garlic bread.

“Yeah, it’s great,” Kim said with a frown.

“Stop,” Carrie said. “Now isn’t the time to cry.”

Kim nodded. “Anthony would have hated everything here. And now I don’t ever have to worry about upsetting him again.” A tear slid down her cheek.

“You worried too much about upsetting him,” Carrie said.

“Yeah, I know.” Kim took a bite of garlic bread as the doorbell sounded.

“Now what?” Carrie asked.

Kim shrugged. “Maybe it’s the police, come to find out about our conversation with Sophie.”

The bell rang again. Abigail stood up.

“I’ll go,” she said.

“Thanks,” Kim said before taking a bite of pizza.

“Hi,” the man on the doorstep said. He looked no more than twenty-five in his jeans and plain white T-shirt.

“Hi,” Abigail replied.

The man sighed. “I was hoping I could talk to Kim. Is she home?”

“She is, but I don’t know that she’s up to seeing visitors.”

He nodded. “Can you tell her that Austin Mathis would like five minutes of her time, please?”

Abigail nodded. “I’ll be right back,” she said.

She shut the door and checked that it was locked before walking back to the kitchen.

“Did you scare them away?” Kim asked.

“No. It’s Austin Mathis. He’d like to speak to you.”

Kim shook her head. “I have nothing to say to the man. He was destroying our business.”

“You should talk to him,” Carrie said. “Maybe he knows something about the things Sophie was saying.”

“I don’t want to talk to him. I want to enjoy my lunch.”

“You should invite him to join us. We have enough food for another ten people,” Carrie said.

Kim giggled. “That’s actually true. But Austin really hurt me. Anthony and I treated him really good. Anthony taught him everything about plumbing, and I packed him a lunch every day and sometimes made him dinner, too. He was part of the family until he left and started his own, competing, business.”

“Maybe he’ll apologize,” Carrie said.

“He can come in if he’s come to apologize,” Kim told Abigail.

She nodded before turning back around. When she opened the door again, Austin was using his phone. He quickly dropped it into his pocket when he saw her.

“I won’t stay for long,” he said quickly.

“You must know that Kim is very upset,” Abigail said.

He nodded.

“She’s agreed to see you anyway.”

“Oh, good.”

Abigail stepped back to let the man into the house. After shutting and checking that the door was locked, she led him into the kitchen. Kim stood up as he walked into the room. He rushed over to her and pulled her into a hug.

“I’m so sorry about Anthony,” he said as Kim began to cry.

The pair stood together for several minutes as Kim sobbed on Austin’s shoulder. Feeling very much in the way, Abigail sat back down and nibbled on her pizza while Kim cried. Carrie kept eating, clearing her plate and then going back to the counter to get more. Eventually, Kim took several deep breaths and then wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

“I am truly very sorry about Anthony,” Austin said again as Kim blew out another breath.

“You say that, but you were destroying his business,” Kim replied flatly.

Austin frowned. “I wasn’t destroying anything,” he said.

“You set up on your own and undercut our prices,” Kim said.

Austin shook his head. “But Anthony told me to set up on my own. He helped me get started, and he was supplying all of my materials. It was all his idea. He wanted to work less so he encouraged me to go out on my own and start building my own business.”

Kim frowned. “That isn’t true.”

“But it is,” Austin said. “That was one of the things that I wanted to talk to you about, actually.”

“Go ahead, then, talk,” Kim said.

Carrie held up a hand. “Austin, have some pizza,” she said. “We have far too much for just the three of us.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want to stay for long.”

“Have you had lunch today?” Kim asked.

“Uhm, no, but I’ll get something later. I’m between customers right now, but I have another job to get to before too much longer.”

“Which means you need to eat,” Kim said. “At least grab a slice of pizza to keep you going.”

Austin hesitated for a moment before picking up a paper plate. He piled two slices of pizza and a couple of pieces of garlic bread on the plate.

“Sit down,” Kim said, nodding toward the empty chair at the table.

Austin flushed, but he carried his plate to the table. As he sat down, Carrie got up and poured him a glass of soda.

“Isn’t this nice?” she asked as she sat back down.

“Yeah, it’s just like old times,” Kim said. “Before Austin betrayed us.”

Austin nearly dropped his pizza. “I never did,” he said. “I was just doing what Anthony told me to do.”

“He told you to set up a competing business?” Abigail asked.

Austin nodded emphatically. “But he didn’t call it a competing business. He called it a complementary business. He hated dealing with the general public with their stopped-up sinks and broken garbage disposals. He preferred to work on bigger jobs, like installing plumbing for a new house or maybe every house in a new subdivision. Those small jobs don’t pay nearly as well, and they can often take a lot of time.”

“He did used to complain about those kinds of jobs a lot,” Carrie said.

Kim nodded. “But they were our bread and butter. Those jobs paid the bills.”

Austin shrugged. “He told me that he didn’t make enough money on those jobs to make it worth his while. That was when he first suggested that I start my own business. He said that I wouldn’t have as much overhead, so I could charge less and still make more profit. He helped me come up with my price list and everything.”

“If you’re telling the truth, then he lied to me about you,” Kim said.

“I’m sorry,” Austin said. “But I am telling the truth. I even still have the original price list we set. It’s in Anthony’s handwriting.”

Kim sighed. “I don’t understand any of this.”

“I thought you knew what was happening,” Austin said. “Although Anthony did say something once about not discussing any of it with you. He said you didn’t like change and that it was best if I didn’t talk to you about my business.”

“And since you weren’t working for Anthony any longer, I never saw you to have a conversation,” Kim said.

“I kept expecting to bump into you when I came for supplies, but I never did,” Austin said.

“When you came for supplies?”

“Yeah. Anthony gave me everything I needed for my jobs. I used to stop here first thing every morning with my job list for the day. Anthony would give me all of the parts that I might possibly need. I used to return things that I hadn’t used the next day if I could, but I nearly always needed everything he gave me.”

Kim stared at him. “Anthony gave you all of your parts?” she asked.

Austin nodded. “It was part of the deal. I would have had to charge customers more if I’d had to pay for the parts.”

“Did you notice that parts were disappearing?” Abigail asked Kim.

She slowly shook her head. “Anthony mostly took care of parts. We have a regular order that gets filled monthly from our supplier with all of the most common items that we need. Anthony used to tell me when he needed extras of anything. And he used to tell me when he needed anything out of the ordinary, but those things were usually rush orders because he needed them for a customer with a problem.”

“Had he been requesting a lot of extra parts since Austin started his business?” Carrie asked.

“No, but I don’t think spare parts have been stacking up, either, which they should have been, considering how much business Austin took away from us.”

“I never meant to hurt your business,” Austin said quickly.

Kim shrugged. “I should have been paying more attention. I should have realized that we were using parts that we weren’t billing customers for. I simply trusted that Anthony was taking care of it. I trusted him and I shouldn’t have.”

“I thought you knew,” Austin said. He ate a slice of pizza in three quick bites. “I wanted to ask you about parts, because I thought you knew.”

“What about parts?” Kim asked.

“Well, I need some,” Austin said, flushing. “I mean, I have a long list of jobs for today, and I don’t have any of the parts I need. I got through the morning by using up the spares that I keep in the truck, but now I need parts for the afternoon.”

Kim stared at him. “Those parts cost money, though,” she said. “And I just lost my sole source of income.”

Austin nodded. “I could pay for them. I mean, I need them. I don’t really have much choice. I’m going to have to set up an account at the supply center, and I’m going to have to start charging more for my services, but for right now, I’m a bit desperate.”

Kim sighed. “What do you need?”

Austin rattled off a list of things, most of which were completely foreign to Abigail. When he was done, Kim raised an eyebrow.

“If you’re doing what I think you’re doing, you’re going to need a few other things,” she said. She listed three more items.

“I have those three already,” Austin told her. “They were left over from another job.”

“Wait here. I’ll get what you need,” Kim said.

As she walked out of the room, Austin quickly cleared his plate.

“How are you?” Carrie asked the man.

He shrugged. “I’m okay. Actually, I’m pretty much a mess, but I’m doing my best not to think about it. Anthony taught me everything I know. He took a chance on me when no one else would. He did more for me than my parents, who kicked me out when I turned eighteen. And now he’s gone, and I’m really struggling, but I can’t stop to think about it. If I stop working, I’ll be letting him down.”

“You can take time to grieve,” Carrie said.

“Maybe, after I finish work for the day,” Austin replied.

Kim walked back in with a large box. “I think I got everything,” she said, putting the box on the table.

Austin opened it and looked inside. “There’s at least two of everything I asked for in here.”

She nodded. “Maybe you won’t have to come back tomorrow.”

He grinned. “Thanks, but now how much do I owe you?”

Kim sighed. “Let’s call that lot a gift for today,” she said. “See if you can get yourself an account with the suppliers before you run out of what’s in that box. If you can’t, come back, but next time I’m going to charge you.”

Austin jumped up and pulled her into a tight hug. “Thank you! Thank you! I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Kim said.

“I’ll get that account set up today. At least, I’ll try.”

Kim nodded. “Eventually, one day, I’m probably going to have a lot of stuff to get rid of. I won’t have any use for all of the supplies that are in the van. I’ll give you a good price for them all when I clear them out.”

“I’d really appreciate that,” Austin said.

The doorbell buzzed again.

“Another visitor. I’ve never been so popular,” Kim said.

“I’ll go,” Abigail said, getting to her feet.

“You can let me out,” Austin said. “I need to get back to work.”

The pair walked to the front door together. Abigail opened it and smiled at Joel, who was standing on the doorstep. He raised an eyebrow.

“Thanks for letting me in to see Kim,” Austin said. “If you ever need a plumber, call me.” He handed her a business card.

Abigail grinned. “Do you go as far as Nightshade?” she asked.

He frowned. “I never have, but I could, if you needed me.”

“Good to know,” she said, tucking the card into her pocket.

Austin nodded and then quickly walked down the driveway. Abigail and Joel watched as he climbed into the white van that was parked on the street and then drove away.

“Kim called and said she’d had a conversation with Sophie,” Joel said.

Abigail nodded. “And now she’s had one with Austin. Both conversations were interesting.”

“I thought that might be the case, considering what they both told me," Joel said. “I’m surprised that you’re here.”

“Trevor drove the three of them to Sunset Lodge, but he needed his car this morning, so I drove Kim and Carrie back here to get Kim’s car. And then we started talking and got lunch and it’s turned into a day.”

“I assume they still don’t know that you found the body.”

“They do not.”

“And they haven’t recognized you from the mall?”

“I don’t believe so.”

“Right, let’s go. I can’t wait to hear what Kim has to say about Sophie and Austin.”

Abigail shut the door behind the man and then the pair walked into the kitchen. Kim waved from her seat at the table.

“Grab some pizza,” she said. “And salad and garlic bread and cinnamon crunchies. We bought far too much food.”

Joel hesitated for a moment before shrugging. “I haven’t had time to get any lunch yet,” he said before filling a plate.

“Get dessert,” Carrie told Abigail. “We have cinnamon crunchies and chocolate brownies.”

“What are cinnamon crunchies?” Abigail asked.

“Pizza dough coated in cinnamon and sugar and then baked until crunchy,” Carrie said.

“They’re delicious,” Kim said. “The brownies are good, too.”

Abigail took one of each of the dessert options before sitting back down. Joel took the seat that Austin had just vacated. Kim and Carrie both had plates full of dessert in front of them.

“Let me get you a drink,” Carrie said to Joel before pouring him a glass of soda.

“How are you?” Joel asked Kim as Carrie sat back down.

“Is that an official police question?” Kim asked.

Joel shook his head. “I’ll warn you when we get to the official portion of the conversation.”

Kim nodded. “In that case, I’m a mess, but I’m doing everything I can to keep functioning. At some point later today, hopefully not until I’m back at Sunset Lodge, I will collapse and just sob until I cry myself to sleep. For now, I’m carrying on through the day trying to act as if everything is perfectly normal, even though my husband was murdered yesterday and today everyone keeps telling me that he was lying to me about everything.”

Joel raised an eyebrow. “Maybe we’d better make this conversation official immediately,” he said.


Chapter Ten


Kim sighed. “I hate this. I hate everything about this. Just so you know.”

Joel nodded. “I’m sorry, but I need you to tell me everything that could be in any way related to your husband’s murder. The more I know, the closer I get to finding the killer.”

“Sophie came to see me,” Kim said. “And I’m going to cry if I have to repeat everything she said to me.”

“I can do it,” Carrie offered. “You and Abigail can correct me if I get anything wrong, but we were all here while Sophie was here. Kim doesn’t need to be the one telling you what happened, does she?”

Joel shook his head. “If you were all here, then any one of you can tell me what was said.”

Carrie nodded. She took a sip of her soda before clearing her throat. Then she launched into an account of the conversation with Sophie. Abigail listened carefully, interrupting once when Carrie forgot what was probably an insignificant detail. When Carrie was finished, Joel looked up from his notebook.

“Do either of you have anything to add?” he asked Kim and Abigail.

They both shook their heads.

“In that case, Kim, do you think that Sophie was telling you the truth?” he asked.

Kim sighed. “I wish I knew. We were going to go through Anthony’s desk and see if we can find any evidence of anything, but we decided to have lunch first. And then Austin arrived. And everything he said made it seem even more likely that Sophie was telling the truth.”

“Tell me about your conversation with Austin, then,” Joel said.

“I’ll do it,” Carrie said quickly.

Again, Abigail paid close attention. This time she didn’t think that Carrie missed anything in her retelling.

“Okay, so it now seems as if Anthony was doing something behind your back,” Joel said to Kim. “I need you to try to find out more, please.”

Kim nodded. “We’ll start going through Anthony’s things now. Do you want to stay to see if we find anything, or do you want to come back later?”

“I can stay for a short while just in case you find something interesting immediately. But I do have an appointment at two,” Joel replied.

Kim and Carrie quickly tidied up the kitchen, putting all of the leftover food in the refrigerator. Abigail did her best to help but wound up feeling mostly in the way. Joel spent the time on his phone, sending and receiving text messages.

“There are only a few places Anthony kept anything,” Kim said thoughtfully as she washed her hands. “Most of the stuff in the office was mine, but he did keep a few things in one drawer. Otherwise, he threw just about everything in the dining room.”

“Let’s start with that one drawer,” Carrie suggested. “The dining room is a mess.”

Kim laughed. “Yeah, it is, but that wasn’t my fault. Anthony used to come home from work and drop everything in there. I had to go through it all and find what I needed to bill our customers and reorder supplies, but those things were only a fraction of the junk that Anthony used to throw in there.”

“So let’s see what’s in the office,” Carrie said.

Abigail felt odd following the two women to the office, but sitting on her own in the kitchen didn’t feel right, either. Joel was right behind Abigail as they walked into the office. Kim sat down at the desk and pulled open the bottom left drawer.

“It’s mostly receipts for things like gas,” she said as she began to remove things from the drawer. “Once every few months, Anthony would sort through the drawer and give me all the receipts that I needed for tax purposes. There are a lot of receipts in here from when he’d stop and grab a sandwich or a drink, too. Those should have just gone in the garbage.”

“You could sort them out now and throw away the ones you don’t need,” Abigail suggested.

Kim stared at her for a moment. “Yeah, I’m not thinking clearly enough to do that,” she said eventually before turning her attention back to the drawer. “What’s this?” she asked, pulling something out of the drawer.

“It looks like a checkbook,” Carrie said.

Kim nodded. “But all of the checkbooks are kept in the center drawer, and I handle all of the money.”

“Clearly not,” Carrie said.

Kim opened the book and studied the check register.

“Anthony had his own account,” she said, sounding surprised and sad. “There’s over five thousand dollars in here.”

“Where did the money come from?” Carrie asked.

Kim shrugged. “There are lots of deposits dating back three years, which is when the account was opened. None of them are for very much money, but clearly the amounts added up.”

“Is it all just deposits?” Carrie asked.

Kim flipped through the pages. “It looks like it was mostly deposits. Every so often, he withdrew some cash, but I don’t see that he ever wrote a check or paid a bill from the account.”

“This is an account that you didn’t know existed?” Joel asked.

“I didn’t know it existed, and I don’t know where the money in it came from,” Kim said. “If Anthony was doing jobs behind my back and depositing the money he got from those jobs into this account, then he should have been paying taxes on this money. Straightening all of this out is going to be a nightmare.”

“May I have a look at the checkbook?” Joel asked.

Kim handed it to him and then went back to looking through the drawer.

“Anything else interesting?” Carrie asked as Kim pulled out more receipts.

“Not really, although maybe I should be going through the receipts. Maybe he was buying presents for Sophie, or maybe he bought presents for lots of other women over the years. Maybe he cheated on me constantly. Maybe this account is just one of many. And maybe Sophie was right. Maybe he was planning to go out of business and then divorce me.”

Abigail handed her a tissue as Kim began to sob. Carrie started to rub her back.

“I’m sorry,” Carrie said. “None of this is my fault, but I feel responsible for some reason. Anthony was my brother. I never for one minute thought he was doing anything like this.”

“Did he often talk to you about his work?” Joel asked.

Carrie shrugged. “Sometimes, especially when he was working on a project that Matthew was also a part of. They did a lot of new construction projects together.”

“Did you have any reason to suspect that your brother was taking on other jobs behind Kim’s back?” Joel asked.

“Not at all,” Carrie said quickly. “He always complained about how busy Kim kept him. He often said he barely had time to breathe between jobs because Kim packed his schedule. I do the same for Matthew and the other electricians, of course. They aren’t making money when they’re sitting in their trucks.”

Joel nodded. “So when would Anthony have found time to do extra work?”

Carrie looked at Kim. She shrugged.

“We’ve been less busy lately,” she said. “Over the past few months, he sometimes had a day with gaps in his schedule. Sometimes he would come back here during the gaps, but sometimes he’d stay out in the field. He used to tell me that he’d sit in the van and watch videos on his phone. I never imagined that he was taking on extra jobs and not telling me about them.”

“How was that even possible?” Abigail asked. “I thought everyone called the office to make appointments.”

“Yeah, that’s a good point,” Carrie said. “Who would have called Anthony directly?”

“Sophie, for one,” Kim said. “Although she wasn’t doing that three years ago, and that’s when Anthony opened his bank account. I suppose he could have told just about any of his customers to call him directly the next time they needed anything, though. They probably didn’t think anything of it, really, either.”

“There are other possibilities,” Joel said.

Kim stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean the money doesn’t all have to have come from plumbing jobs,” Joel said.

Kim sat back in her chair. “You’re suggesting that he was blackmailing someone.”

Joel quickly shook his head. “I didn’t mean to suggest that, although it is one possibility, I suppose.”

“He used to tell me that he could blackmail people,” Kim said. “He used to tell me about the things he saw and how easily he could have used some of that to blackmail customers. We used to laugh about it.”

“Matthew tells me that same thing,” Carrie said. “People leave things lying around that they shouldn’t. Or they have guests in their homes who shouldn’t be there. Matthew knows about dozens of people who are cheating on their partners, but he’d never tell anyone or do anything with that knowledge.”

“I never thought Anthony would do anything, either,” Kim said.

“And maybe he didn’t,” Joel said. “I’m going to try to find out.”

“I don’t think there is anything else here,” Kim said after another minute going through the drawer. “In another day or two, I’ll go through the receipts and see if they can tell us anything, but they mostly seem like gas station and fast-food restaurant receipts.”

Joel glanced at his watch. “I really need to go,” he said. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to turn this checkbook over to our forensic accountants. They might be able to find out more information about the money that went into this account.”

“You can have it,” Kim said. “I’m going to need it back at some point, though. I’ll have to deal with it eventually, but I’m not in any hurry to try to figure out if we owe taxes on that money or not.”

“Call me if you find anything else interesting,” Joel said. “Or if you have any additional visitors.”

Kim shook her head. “I can’t imagine anyone else visiting, aside from maybe a reporter or two. And I don’t plan to be here much longer, either. I’ll take a quick look at the mess in the dining room, and then we’re going to get out of here.”

Joel nodded. “Thank you for this,” he said before sliding the checkbook into a pocket.

Abigail walked with him to the door.

“Call me later,” he told her. “I want to hear about your conversations with Kim and Carrie.”

She nodded. “I’ll call you when I get back to Sunset Lodge, whenever that is.”

After opening the door, she watched him walk to his car. As the car started to drive away, she pushed the door shut.

“Wait,” a loud voice called.

Abigail frowned and then opened the door again. A dark-haired man was running up the front steps. She braced the door with her foot, allowing only a small opening.

“Hey, hi,” the man said, taking a few panting breaths. “I thought I recognized the police car, so didn’t want to knock.”

“Kim isn’t receiving visitors,” Abigail said.

“Yeah, I’m sure she’s really upset. I just wanted her to know that I’m here for her, that’s all.”

“I can pass that message along.”

“Great, thanks.”

He stood in place, staring at her.

“I didn’t get your name,” Abigail said after a moment.

“Oh, sorry. I’m Blake Parks. Kim is an old and very dear friend.”

“I’ll tell her that you stopped by,” Abigail said.

She pushed the door shut and checked that it was locked. As she stepped back from the door, she noticed that Blake hadn’t moved. Sighing, she turned and walked back to the office. Kim was still sitting at the desk, staring at the pile of receipts and other papers on the desk in front of her.

“After Joel left, Blake Parks stopped by,” Abigail said.

“Blake is here?” Kim asked, starting to get to her feet.

“Are you sure you want to see him?” Carrie asked.

Kim sat back down. “I’m not sure about anything anymore.”

“I told him that you weren’t seeing anyone,” Abigail said.

Kim sighed. “Did he leave, then? I wouldn’t mind seeing him. I don’t think I’d mind seeing him. We were once very important to one another.”

“Anthony thought you were having an affair with him,” Carrie said.

Kim shrugged. “Anthony was a bit obsessed with the idea that I was having an affair with Blake. At the time, it just annoyed me. Now I wonder if he was so suspicious because he was the one having an affair.”

“We need to look at the papers in the dining room,” Carrie said.

Kim got up from her seat and walked slowly toward the door. “Is Blake still here?” she asked Abigail.

“I don’t know,” Abigail replied. “I told him that I’d tell you that he’d visited and shut the door in his face.”

Kim laughed. “I suspect it might take more than that to get rid of the man. He can be incredibly persistent.”

The trio walked to the front door together. Kim opened the door. Abigail wasn’t surprised to see Blake still standing on the front porch.

“Kim, darling,” Blake said, pulling Kim into a tight hug. “Are you okay? That’s a dumb question. Of course you aren’t okay. Your husband was murdered. How can anyone be okay after that? I mean, you will be okay, someday, but it’s only been one day since the murder. You’re going to need time to recover from this devastating loss.”

“She is,” Carrie said flatly. “But she has her family around her.”

Blake nodded. “And I’ll be there for you,” he told Kim. “If you need a shoulder to cry on or someone to talk to. And later, when you start to feel better, we can talk about our friendship and maybe see what happens next.”

Abigail winced. This was not the time for Blake to suggest a future romance.

“I’m going to need time,” Kim said as she stepped away from the man.

“Sure, of course, no rush,” he said quickly. “I just want you to know that I’m here for you. And I’ll be here for you forever. I let you go once, and I don’t want to make that mistake again.”

“Thanks,” Kim said, her eyes on the ground.

“Okay, well, it was great to see you,” Carrie said. “But we have a few things we need to do here and then we have to be somewhere. Bye.”

Blake frowned. “Do you want me to leave?” he asked Kim.

She hesitated and then nodded. “Sorry, but we do have a few things we need to do and then we have an appointment later.”

“You know you can call me anytime, day or night.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“Please call me,” Blake said.

“I might, once I start feeling more like myself again,” Kim said. “Right now, I’m mostly in shock.”

Blake nodded. “That’s fair. I was shocked, too, when I heard. But call me.”

“Thanks for coming over,” Carrie said. “Kim has to go now.”

Carrie grabbed Kim’s arm and pulled her back into the house. Then she pushed the door shut in Blake’s face.

“He means well,” Kim said.

“Does he, though?” Carrie asked.

Kim shrugged. “He didn’t want to move back to Rochester. He’s stuck dealing with his mother, who is incredibly sweet to me, but incredibly demanding with him. Looking after her means he can’t work, which makes it really hard for him to meet people. He’s been spending a lot of his time with everyone we went to high school with who still lives in the area.”

“And he’s been spending a lot of time with you,” Carrie said quietly.

“We’ve had lunch together a few times, with his mother mostly, although sometimes just the two of us. He’s a great guy, really, just a bit clingy at the moment.”

“And this isn’t the moment for him to be clinging to you,” Carrie said.

Kim nodded. “Right now, I have other concerns.”

“Let’s see what’s in the dining room,” Carrie said.

They found everything from more fast-food receipts to the instruction manuals for various garbage disposals to scraps of paper with telephone numbers scrawled across them.

“Do you recognize any of the numbers?” Carrie asked Kim as she sorted the scraps into a pile.

“One or two seem familiar, like they might belong to customers,” Kim said. “They might all belong to customers, actually. I don’t know.”

“And it’s getting late,” Carrie said. “We need to go and talk to your lawyer.”

Kim nodded. “He was also Anthony’s lawyer, and he has our wills, although now I’m starting to worry that Anthony might have had a new will drawn up behind my back. He was definitely doing other things behind my back.”

“We can ask him about that,” Carrie said. “He’ll know what will happen if another will comes to light.”

“There had better not be another will,” Kim said. “I need five minutes to get ready to go.”

Carrie and Abigail stood together in the hallway while Kim disappeared up the stairs.

“I should go,” Abigail said. “I’ll see you both back at Sunset Lodge later.”

“Yeah, thanks so much for your help today. I know Kim appreciated you being here.”

“I was happy to help. Good luck with the lawyer.”

“I hope we don’t need luck. As far as I know, Anthony left everything to Kim, aside from a few little things that he was supposed to leave me. A few small furniture pieces that used to belong to our parents is all that I’m expecting. And at this point, I don’t really care if Kim gets all of that, too. Assuming she didn’t kill Anthony, she deserves everything.”

“You don’t really think she killed Anthony, do you?” Abigail asked.

Carrie shrugged. “I don’t know what to think at this point. I’ve learned a lot about my brother today that I didn’t know. He wasn’t the person I thought he was. And maybe Kim isn’t the person I think she is, either. I just don’t know.”

She opened the door for Abigail.

“See you later,” Abigail said.

“Yeah, later,” Carrie replied.

Abigail walked back down the driveway to her car. She climbed inside and then tapped the address for Sunset Lodge into her phone. As she slowly pulled away from the curb, she noticed another car pulling out behind her. When she reached the corner, she put on her signal to turn left. The black car behind her did the same. Frowning, Abigail turned left and then made a series of random turns. Her phone kept recalculating the route back to Sunset Lodge as Abigail turned up and down random streets. The car behind her followed the same circuitous route.

“Now what?” Abigail asked as she drove down a random residential street with the car right behind her.

She looked at her phone and noticed that she wasn’t far from a large grocery store. “That will do,” she said, turning left and heading for the store.

A minute later, she turned into the store’s large parking lot. The black car had followed her the short distance. Abigail found a parking space near the store’s entrance. A moment later, the black car slid into the parking space next to her. Abigail frowned and then slowly got out of the car, her phone in her hand. As she took a few quick steps toward the grocery store, she heard the other car’s door opening.

“Hey, sorry to bother you,” a voice said.

Abigail turned around and stared at Blake Parks, who’d just emerged from the black car.


Chapter Eleven


Blake held up a hand. “I hope I didn’t freak you out, following you like that,” he said. “I’m behaving badly. I know I’m behaving badly. I just don’t know what else to do.”

“Why were you following me?” Abigail asked.

He opened his mouth and then shut it again. After a minute, he shook his head. “I wish I knew,” he said. “I was sitting in my car, replaying all the dumb things I said to Kim, when I saw you come out of the house. When you started to drive away, I just followed you without even thinking. And then, as you kept turning up and down different streets, I became even more determined to stay behind you. I’m lucky you didn’t call the police on me, really. I’m sorry.”

“I think you should go home,” Abigail said.

“I would, but my mother has guests visiting. None of them want me in the house during their visits. Mom is going to call me when they leave. I usually go and wander around the mall when I have nothing better to do, but that didn’t seem like a good idea today.”

“Were you there yesterday?” Abigail asked.

Blake looked surprised and then laughed. “Yeah, I was, actually. And I know that makes me a suspect in Anthony’s murder, too. I didn’t do it, but I suppose I can’t prove it.”

“Did you see Anthony at the mall?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, once, in passing. He was walking on his own, talking on his phone when I saw him. I figured he was there working, fixing blocked-up toilets or something. If I’d known that Kim was there, I would have tried to find her.”

“Why?”

Blake sighed deeply. “I’m crazy about her. I’ve been crazy about her since high school, but I was too dumb to properly appreciate her back then. I broke her heart, and I wouldn’t blame her if she never forgave me for it, but I live in the hope that one day we might get a chance to try again.”

“You’re going to need to give her some time.”

“Yeah, I know. I told myself to stay away from her. Someone said that she’d left town for a few days, just to get away. That’s why I drove past her house, just so that I could see it and think about her. When I saw the police car in front of the house, I wondered if she was at home. I’d just parked my car when the door opened, and the police guy walked out. I should have just driven away, but I decided that I needed to tell Kim how sorry I was for her loss. I needed her to understand that I will be here for her if she needs a friend. I should have written her a note and stuck it in the mailbox. That would have been smarter.”

“I’m sure she appreciates your support.”

“Did she say that?” he asked eagerly.

Abigail wasn’t sure how to reply.

Blake held up a hand. “Don’t answer that,” he said with a sigh. “I’m sorry. My obsession with Kim is taking over my life and causing me to behave badly. I’m going to have to stay away from her for a few days, I think.”

“That might be for the best.”

He nodded. “Can you let her know that I’m only staying away because I think that’s the best thing for her, please? Let her know that I really want to see her, but I’m willing to wait until she’s ready to see me.”

“Sure,” Abigail said, not certain that she was actually going to tell Kim anything about her unexpected meeting with Blake.

“She’s really special to me,” Blake said. “Like I said, I’ve been in love with her since high school. Anthony wasn’t good for her. He didn’t treat her like she deserved to be treated.”

“They’d been married for a long time.”

“Yeah, I know, but she wasn’t happy. She told me as much when we had lunch together last week. She told me that Anthony was getting harder and harder to live with, that he was angry that one of his apprentices had started a competing business. Even worse, that business was taking customers away from him. Kim said she was worried that they might start having trouble paying their bills if things kept going the way they were going.”

“What a shame,” Abigail said.

“I offered to help,” Blake said. He flushed. “I offered to help Kim, anyway. I told her that if she left Anthony, I’d make sure she was okay.”

“And what did she say to that?” Abigail asked.

“She just laughed and said that she didn’t have any plans to leave Anthony. She said that they were going through a rough patch, but that they’d find a way to work it out. She said something about finding a way to put the other guy out of business before the end of the year.”

“Really? Do you know what she was planning?”

“I’ve no idea. I did tell her that I’d be happy to help if she needed me.” He flushed again. “I actually told her to call me if she needed someone to help her hide the body,” he said. “But I didn’t mean it. I wasn’t serious.”

“Would you have helped her if she’d called and said she’d murdered someone?”

Blake started to shake his head. Then he stopped. “Probably,” he said. “I love her. There. I said it. I’ve been in love with her since I was sixteen. And then, when I was eighteen, I decided that there were too many other women out there, that I didn’t want to be tied down. My mother told me I was crazy to end things with Kim, but I didn’t want to listen. My mother was right.”

“There are a lot of other women out there,” Abigail said after an awkward silence.

“Yeah, and I tried dating as many as I could,” Blake said with a small chuckle. “I even married one. And I kept telling myself that I was happy, that everything I felt for Kim was just – I don’t know – nostalgia? They say you never forget your first love. I told myself that was all it was, that she was my first, so I couldn’t forget her.”

“I still have a soft spot in my heart for my first love, but I’m glad now that we broke up when we did,” Abigail said.

“I stayed away. I stayed away from Rochester because I didn’t want to see her. My mother sent me the wedding announcement from the paper when Kim and Anthony got married. When I realized how upset it made me, that was when I knew my marriage was over. But now I had an even bigger reason to stay away from Rochester. The last thing I wanted to do was see Kim happily married to someone else.”

“But then you had to come back,” Abigail said.

“Yeah. Mom’s accident was pretty bad. When I first came back, the doctors didn’t think she was going to make it. They told me to come and say my goodbyes. A week later, when she began to stabilize, they told me that she was going to need someone to go home to once she’d started to recover. That was when I decided to quit my job and move back here. I thought I’d find another job here and pay someone to look after Mom while I was working, but then she got a big enough insurance payout to let me stay home and look after her myself. And it’s working out better than I thought it might, actually. Mom is doing better than the doctors expected. She’s tougher than they realized.”

“Good for her.”

“Yeah, and good for me. She’s paying me to look after her, but I don’t have to do all that much. We’ve agreed that I’m going to start looking for a full-time job next month. She can pay someone to check in on her once or twice during the day, but she really doesn’t need someone with her all the time. And I’ll still be there at night and on the weekends. I think that will be better for both of us.”

“So you’re staying in Rochester?”

“Oh, yeah. I can’t leave now. I can’t leave Mom. We were always close. My dad left us when I was just a baby. Mom worked unbelievably hard to give me a good life. Now she needs my help. Giving it is the least I can do.”

“Who do you think killed Anthony?” Abigail asked.

Blake looked surprised by the question. “I wish I knew,” he said. “I’ve never known anyone who was murdered before. Murders happen in movies and on television. They don’t really happen in real life.”

“I think the police are pretty sure that Anthony was murdered.”

“Then maybe he interrupted a drug deal. I hear about drug deals that go wrong on the news all the time. Maybe some dealer was using that mall hallway to conduct business and Anthony just happened to walk down it at the wrong time.”

“I do wonder why he was in the hallway,” Abigail said.

Blake shrugged. “He did some work in the mall on their plumbing. He probably knew about all of the hallways and exits. Maybe he was just using it as a shortcut to somewhere.”

Abigail thought about the hallway, trying to picture where she and Mark would have exited the mall if they’d gone through the door at the end of the hall. From what she could remember, the door opened into the parking lot between two of the large anchor stores. Maybe Anthony had been parked near one of them.

“But who are you?” Blake asked suddenly.

Abigail opened her mouth to reply and then shut it again while she tried to think of the best way to answer. She didn’t really want to tell Blake that she owned the hotel where Kim was staying. The last thing she wanted was for Blake to turn up at Sunset Lodge while Kim was still there.

“I just happened to be there when Kim and Carrie needed a ride back to Kim’s house,” she said eventually. “I was happy to help.”

“Happened to be where?” Blake demanded.

“Where Kim and Carrie were,” Abigail replied.

“Yeah, but where were they? And why didn’t Kim have her car with her? Where is she even staying? Someone told me that she’d gone to Saunders to find a hotel. Do you work in a hotel in Saunders?”

“I’d rather not answer your questions,” Abigail said. “If Kim wants you to know where to find her, she’ll tell you herself.”

Blake frowned. “Yeah, okay. Look, I’m sure I’ve made a terrible impression on you. I’m sure you think it’s highly likely that I killed Anthony because I’m obsessed with Kim. I didn’t kill him, but I’m not sorry that he’s dead. I just really hope that Kim and I can find our way back to one another. And I hope we can do that while my mother is still here to celebrate with us.”

Abigail wasn’t sure how to respond to him. She discarded a dozen replies before finally changing the subject. “I’m going to go now,” she said. “Please don’t follow me.”

“I said I was sorry. And I really am. I’m not going to follow you again. I’m going to go in the grocery store and do a bit of shopping. That should give you plenty of time to get away, back to Saunders or wherever you’re going.”

“Thanks,” Abigail said.

She got back into her car and quickly started the engine. As she pulled out of her parking space, she watched Blake walk toward the store’s entrance. Once she was satisfied that he’d actually entered the store, she stopped, pulled out her phone, and set up her maps app. A few minutes later she was on her way back to Sunset Lodge.

She kept an eye on the traffic behind her as she drove and was relieved not to see any cars like Blake’s in her rearview mirror. When she got back to the lodge, she parked in a corner of the lot, leaving the car partially hidden by some bushes. The likelihood of Blake driving past, recognizing her car, and stopping seemed slim, but she didn’t want to take any chances. She let herself into the lodge and immediately sat down in the chair behind the reception desk. Sighing deeply, she let her head fall back against the head rest and closed her eyes.

“Tough morning?” a voice asked.

Abigail jumped.

Marcia grinned at her. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said.

“I think I drifted off for a minute,” Abigail said. “It was a weird morning, and the afternoon wasn’t much better. I’m glad to be home.”

“Carl and I cleaned the guest rooms.”

“Thank you so much. I’m sorry that I left that job for you. It isn’t in either of your job descriptions.”

“I didn’t mind at all,” Marcia said. “And neither did Carl, whatever he tells you later. The rooms were both reasonably tidy. It didn’t take us long to make the beds and change out the towels.”

“I hope I won’t have to ask you to do that again anytime soon.”

“If you need the help, you need the help,” Marcia said. “Janet and Jack used to ask me to make up rooms all the time in the last year or so that they owned the lodge. And it wasn’t as if they had other things to do. They just didn’t want to do it themselves.”

“I will never ask you to do something that I could do myself,” Abigail said.

“Which is why I didn’t mind helping out today.”

“It’s very much appreciated.”

“And now tell me all about your day,” Marcia said. “Did you have a chance to talk to Kim and Carrie more? Did either of them say anything interesting?”

“I need to call Joel and tell him about my day,” Abigail said. “You can listen while I talk to him, okay?”

“Sure.”

Abigail called the number Joel had given her.

“Joel Mann.”

“Hi, it’s Abigail Clark. I just got home after a conversation with Blake Parks in a grocery store parking lot. I thought you might like to hear what was said.”

Joel sighed. “I definitely want to hear about that, but I’m about to go into a mandatory meeting. If I send Fred over to talk to you, can you tell him what happened? He can write it all up and send it to me.”

“I can do that.”

“Tell him everything about your entire day,” Joel added. “Even the conversations that were already shared with me. I want to get Fred’s perspective on things.”

“Sure.”

“I’ll see if I can get him now. He’ll probably call or text you soon.”

Abigail got the text just a few minutes later while she and Marcia were talking about some of Marcia’s favorite recipes.

“Fred is on his way,” Abigail told Marcia. “And once he gets here, I’ll tell you both about my day.”

“We should probably talk in the dining room,” Marcia said. “With cake and coffee.”

“I had a brownie and a cinnamon crunchy something after lunch. I don’t really need cake.”

Marcia shrugged. “I need cake.”

Abigail laughed. “And Fred probably needs cake, too. It would be rude of me not to have some with you.”

Marcia went into the kitchen to cut them all pieces of cake while Abigail set a pot of coffee brewing. When Fred arrived, the trio sat down together in the dining room with their snack.

“I had a brief conversation with Joel before I came over,” Fred said after a bite of cake. “He told me that you met Sophie and Austin this morning and that you’d had a conversation with Blake, too. I need to hear everything.”

Abigail took a sip of coffee. “I’ll start with Sophie, then, since she turned up first.”

An hour later, they’d all cleared their plates, and the coffee pot was nearly empty. Abigail finished telling them about her encounter with Blake in the grocery store parking lot and then drank the last of her third cup of coffee.

“You have had a busy day,” Marcia said.

Fred nodded. “So who killed Anthony?” he asked.

Abigail shook her head. “I have no idea.”

“I think Blake did it,” Marcia said. “He sounds slightly unhinged and far too obsessed with Kim.”

Abigail shrugged. “There were times when I was talking to him that I felt certain he’d done it and other times when I thought there was no way he was involved. I just don’t know.”

“What about Austin?” Marcia asked. “Could he have done it?”

“Maybe. He seemed nice enough, but his arrangement with Anthony confused me.”

“It confuses me, too,” Marcia said. “But maybe Anthony was tired of the arrangement. Maybe he told Austin that he was going to have to start buying his own supplies, so Austin killed him.”

“Which means he can’t get supplies from Anthony any longer,” Abigail said.

“Yeah, but I bet Kim gives him everything they have in stock, which is probably enough to keep him going for a while,” Marcia said.

Abigail nodded slowly. “You’re probably right about that.”

“Unless Sophie did it,” Marcia said. “Maybe Anthony dumped her.”

“Maybe.”

“I wonder if she’s ever met Blake,” Marcia said. “Think how much happier Anthony and Kim could have been if Blake and Sophie had gotten together.”

“I suppose it’s still possible that they might,” Abigail said thoughtfully. “Maybe they’ll meet at the funeral or something.”

“They might already know each other,” Marcia said. “Maybe they’re secretly in love and they planned Anthony’s murder together.”

“Why?” Abigail asked.

Marcia shrugged. “I don’t know. Kim is going to get an insurance payout, right? Maybe Blake is after that money. Maybe he’s going to marry Kim and then kill her for Anthony’s insurance money. Then he and Sophie can get married and live happily ever after.”

“That seems like a bit of a stretch,” Abigail said.

“Stranger things have happened,” Fred said. “I hope this case turns out to be far simpler than that, though.”

“We haven’t talked about Kim, Carrie, or Trevor as suspects,” Marcia said. “One of them might have killed Anthony.”

“But now isn’t the time to talk about them,” Abigail said as they heard the lodge’s front door open.

The trio walked together to the lobby. Trevor was standing near the door.

“Ah, are Kim and Carrie still out?” he asked.

Abigail nodded. “They said something about a meeting with Anthony’s lawyer.”

“Is it okay if I wait for them down here? The room is lovely, but a bit claustrophobic, really.”

“You’re more than welcome to wait here,” Abigail assured him.

“I’m going to check on dinner,” Marcia said. “Spaghetti with garlic bread and salad.”

“I’ve been thinking about it all day since you mentioned it this morning at breakfast,” Trevor said. “And it explains why the lodge smells like garlic.”

“I also make all of my own breads,” Marcia said.

“I’m going to get spoiled very quickly,” Trevor said with a laugh.

He sat down in front of the fireplace and pulled out his phone. “Time to catch up on the news,” he said. “I wonder if I can avoid reading about Anthony’s murder.”

A short while later, while Abigail cleared down emails, Kim and Carrie returned. Carrie rushed to Trevor and pulled him into a tight hug.

“It’s been a very long day,” she said after a minute.

“I hope things went well with the lawyer,” Trevor said while looking at Kim, who was still standing near the door.

“Ask me that later,” Kim said. “Like in a year or two or three, when we’re fairly certain another will isn’t going to turn up.”

“Is that likely?” Trevor asked.

Kim shrugged. “I learned today that Anthony was keeping a lot of secrets from me. At this point, anything is possible.”

“You need to tell me about your day,” Trevor said.

“Maybe over dinner,” Carrie suggested. “Something smells wonderful.”

Kim nodded. “I need a few minutes to get ready. I’ll be back down soon.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Carrie said.

The two women headed up the stairs together.


Chapter Twelve


Abigail walked with Trevor to the dining room.

“What would you like to drink?” she asked him.

“I don’t suppose you have bottles of wine.”

She shook her head. “We don’t serve alcohol except on special occasions.”

He sighed. “I really could use a glass of wine. And I suspect Kim and Carrie will feel the same way.”

“I’m really sorry. If we had any wine anywhere on the property, I’d give you a bottle, but we don’t.”

“If I supplied the wine, you would let us drink it, though?”

Abigail nodded. “You’re welcome to supply your own drinks.”

“I’ll be right back.”

Abigail followed the man as he walked back through the lobby, stopping at the desk as he let himself out of the lodge. He returned a minute later, carrying a bottle of wine in each hand.

“Red and white,” he said. “I’m ready for anything. The white should be chilled, but I don’t think anyone will complain. We can just drop ice cubes into the glasses.”

“I can put it in the commercial freezer for a few minutes. It probably won’t do much, but it might help,” Abigail offered.

He handed her the bottle as they walked back toward the dining room.

“I’ll put this in the freezer and get you a corkscrew,” Abigail said.

Trevor laughed. “It’s a screw top. I just need some glasses.”

“They’re in the cupboard behind you. I can get them when I get back or you can help yourself.”

In the kitchen, Marcia was busy dropping long stands of pasta into the boiling water in the pot on top of the stove. Abigail put the wine bottle into the freezer and then took a deep breath.

“That smells amazing,” she said.

“I tried something different this week. See if you can figure out what’s different.”

Abigail frowned. “I’m terrible at that sort of thing, but I’ll try. Did you make any changes to the garlic bread?”

“No, just the spaghetti sauce, and it was only a little change. You might not even notice.”

“Can you tell the difference?”

Marcia shrugged. “I think I can tell the difference, because I know that I changed something, but it’s subtle, even knowing it’s there, so don’t be surprised if you can’t taste it.”

“That’s a problem for later, although problem probably isn’t the right word. For now, though, we need to feed our guests.”

“Are they ready to eat?”

“Only Trevor was down when I came through. He brought a couple of bottles of wine for them to enjoy with dinner.”

“Maybe the wine will get them talking,” Marcia said. “You need to get in there and listen, just in case one of them says something interesting.”

“I’m not going to eavesdrop on our guests.”

“If you aren’t, then I am,” Marcia said. “One of them might have murdered a man yesterday.”

Abigail sighed. “I can’t exactly stand in the corner and listen to their conversation.”

“Why not? You managed it at breakfast.”

“Yeah, but it was all kinds of awkward. And I spent a lot of the day with Carrie and Kim. I’d rather leave them alone to talk to Trevor tonight.”

“For now, go and see if they’re even down,” Marcia said. “And then let me know when I should start serving.”

“I’ll take the salad with me,” Abigail said, picking up the large bowl of salad on the counter. “I’ll be back.”

She carried the bowl into the dining room. Kim and Carrie were just settling into seats at the table. Trevor had a glass of red wine in front of him.

“Kim and Carrie would both prefer white wine,” Trevor said. “It didn’t get much time to get cold, but they don’t mind ice in their wine.”

Abigail nodded. “Let me get you some salad bowls and dressing and then I’ll go and get the wine out of the freezer. I’ll bring back some ice, too.”

She put small salad bowls in front of each of them and then filled containers with three different salad dressings. As she put each container on the table, she told the guests what was inside. As Trevor began to use salad tongs to fill his bowl, Abigail went back into the kitchen. She filled a small bowl with ice cubes and then grabbed the bottle of wine out of the freezer. When she got back to the dining room, she opened the wine and put it on the table.

Kim quickly poured herself a glass of wine. She took a sip and made a face. “Yeah, I’m going to need an ice cube,” she said.

Abigail used a spoon to drop an ice cube into Kim’s wine glass. Then she did the same for Carrie before Carrie poured herself some wine.

“So we went back to Kim’s house to get her car,” Carrie said between bites. “And we had several visitors.”

“Oh?” Trevor said. “Nosy reporters? I hope you didn’t speak to them.”

“Not nosy reporters,” Carrie said. “Sophie stopped by.”

“Sophie who lives a few doors away?” Trevor asked.

Kim nodded. “Sophie who was in love with Anthony.”

Trevor raised an eyebrow. “Did she tell you that she was in love with Anthony?”

“Oh, yes, and she told me a lot more than that,” Kim said before taking a big drink of her wine. “Anthony was trying to run himself out of business so that I wouldn’t get anything when he divorced me,” she said.

“That doesn’t sound like something Anthony would do,” Trevor protested.

“I didn’t want to believe it,” Kim said. “But then Austin came to see me.”

“And what did Austin have to say?” Trevor asked as Kim stopped for another sip of wine.

“He told me that Anthony was giving him all of the supplies he needed to run his business,” Kim said. “And that Anthony was the one who encouraged him to go off on his own in the first place.”

Trevor frowned. “Again, that doesn’t sound like Anthony.”

“Why would Austin lie to me?” Kim asked.

“Maybe because he killed Anthony,” Trevor suggested. “Maybe they had a fight over Austin’s business, and he killed Anthony because of it. Then he decided to rewrite history to try to give himself something like an alibi.”

Kim looked thoughtful for a minute. “But what about Sophie? Her story matched what Austin said.”

“Maybe she was just lying to try to upset you,” Trevor suggested.

“She definitely managed it,” Kim said.

“Are you finished with the salad?” Abigail asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” Kim said. She put the piece of lettuce she’d been absent-mindedly pushing around on her plate into her mouth and then pushed her now empty plate toward the middle of the table.

Abigail quickly cleared away the salad bowls and dressings and carried everything into the kitchen.

“They’re ready for their spaghetti, then?” Marcia asked.

“They are.”

Marcia picked up two of the plates. Abigail grabbed the third and also the basket full of garlic bread. When they walked into the dining room, Kim was refilling her wine glass.

“That smells wonderful,” Carrie said.

“It does,” Kim agreed as Marcia put a plate down in front of her.

“So let’s talk about the elephant in the room,” Trevor said as Abigail walked to the cupboard.

She got out small side plates for each of them for their garlic bread. As she put the plates on the table, Kim spoke.

“What do you mean?” she asked Trevor.

“I mean, we need to talk about who killed Anthony,” Trevor said. “You’ve had all day to think about it. Who do you think killed him?”

Kim slowly shook her head. “None of this makes sense. No one had any reason to kill him.”

“He could be very difficult,” Carrie said. “Not that that excuses murder, but maybe he just had a fight with someone that got out of hand.”

“And that someone just happened to have a gun or a knife or a crowbar or something in his or her back pocket?” Kim asked.

Carrie shrugged. “We don’t know how Anthony was killed. Let’s assume, for this discussion, that the killer had the murder weapon — whatever it was — to hand, okay?”

“So who are the main suspects?” Trevor asked.

“I think that would be us,” Kim said flatly.

Trevor laughed for a moment before the sound died on his lips. “You can’t be serious,” he said. “None of us had any reason to kill Anthony.”

“Except he might have been planning to divorce me,” Kim said. “And I can deny any knowledge of his plans, but I can’t prove that I didn’t know what he was planning.”

“It isn’t a bad motive,” Trevor said.

“And we had all gone our separate ways at the mall. I can’t prove that I didn’t follow Anthony and kill him,” Kim said.

“I didn’t have any reason to kill him,” Carrie said.

Kim laughed harshly. “Maybe you still resent the fact that he was your mother’s favorite.”

Carrie shook her head. “I was Mom’s favorite. Anthony was Dad’s favorite, but only sometimes. Usually, Dad had little patience with either of us.”

“So maybe Anthony still resented the fact that you were your mother’s favorite and tried to kill you,” Trevor said. “And then you wrestled the knife/gun/crowbar away from him and used it on him.”

“I suppose that could have happened, but we all know it didn’t,” Carrie said.

“That just leaves me with no motive,” Trevor said.

“Maybe Anthony was encouraging me to break up with you,” Carrie said. “Would you kill for me?”

Trevor grinned. “Darling, I do love you, but no, I wouldn’t kill for you. I especially wouldn’t kill your brother for you. We had a good working relationship, one that I’m going to miss.”

“Ah, but what if that working relationship had turned sour?” Kim asked. “Anthony was trying to destroy his business. Maybe he’d started doing subpar work so that you’d fire him. And maybe you decided to kill him instead.”

“All I can say is that I never saw any evidence of Anthony doing subpar work. We’d just wrapped up a project a month or so ago, and I have had no complaints about his work on that project.”

“So out of the three of us, only Kim has a real motive,” Carrie said.

“Thanks,” Kim said, making a face at Carrie.

“If I really thought you’d done it, I wouldn’t be here,” Carrie said.

Trevor nodded. “So who are the other suspects?” he asked.

“I hope Sophie is at the top of the list,” Kim said. “Actually, I really hope she did it and that she gets caught and spends the rest of her life in prison.”

“What was her motive?” Trevor asked.

“Maybe Anthony dumped her,” Kim said. “Or maybe she found out that he was lying about divorcing me. Maybe she found out that we were doing everything we could to make our marriage, and our business, succeed.”

“That makes sense,” Trevor said. “And we know she was at the mall, because she works there.”

Kim nodded. “Maybe Joel will arrest her tomorrow. I really hope he arrests her tomorrow.”

“He needs more than just a motive, though,” Trevor said. “And we aren’t sure about the motive, anyway. We don’t know that Anthony had ended things with her. We don’t know that they were involved, actually.”

“She said that they were, although she denied ever sleeping with him,” Kim said.

“If they were involved, then we can assume she had some sort of motive,” Carrie said. “He might have dumped her. Or maybe they just had a fight. Maybe he wasn’t moving as fast as she wanted toward the divorce. Or maybe he told her that he’d filed for divorce, and she found out that wasn’t true. Or maybe she saw us all at the mall together and got angry that he and Kim looked happy together.”

“So we have a dozen motives for her and we know she was at the mall,” Trevor said. “Who else is on the list?”

“Who cares?” Kim asked, emptying her wine glass again. “I want to believe that Sophie killed him. If he has to be dead, at least maybe she can spend the rest of her life in prison. Every cloud has a silver lining, right?”

“What about Austin?” Carrie asked.

Kim shrugged as Abigail refilled all the wine glasses. “I always liked Austin. He was like the son I’d never had. I know he was too old to actually be my son, but he brought out my maternal instincts.”

“I didn’t think you had any maternal instincts,” Carrie said with a laugh.

Kim sighed. “Anthony and I didn’t want children. We said that the business was our baby and that we were too busy nurturing that to worry about children. But lately I’d been having second thoughts. My clock started ticking louder, and I’d started to wonder if maybe a baby would be nice.”

“They aren’t nice,” Carrie said flatly. “They’re incredibly demanding and unbelievably hard work. I love my son dearly and I don’t regret having him for one second, but I got pregnant in an attempt to save my marriage, and having a child destroyed it completely.”

“It didn’t really matter,” Kim said. “Anthony wouldn’t even discuss the matter. He said that we’d already made that decision and that it was too late to reconsider.”

“That sounds like another motive,” Trevor said.

Kim stared at him. “It wasn’t anything of the kind,” she snapped. “If I’d really wanted a baby, I could have divorced Anthony and found someone else. I didn’t need to kill him.”

“Except killing him was much faster than a divorce would have been,” Trevor said.

“I think that’s enough,” Carrie said, putting a hand on Trevor’s arm as Kim burst into tears.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” Trevor said quickly. “I’m trying to look at the case as unemotionally as possible.”

“I can’t do that,” Kim said. “My husband was murdered.”

Trevor nodded. “Why would Austin want to kill him?” he asked.

“To get rid of a business rival,” Carrie said quickly.

“Except Anthony was paying for all of Austin’s supplies and sending business his way,” Kim said. “They weren’t rivals.”

“Maybe Anthony told him that he was going to stop supporting him,” Trevor said. “Or maybe Austin was lying, and Anthony wasn’t supporting him at all.”

“But I like Austin,” Kim said. “And I don’t like Sophie.”

“Austin was at the mall yesterday,” Carrie said. “Which means he could have done it.”

“Is there anyone else on the short list?” Trevor asked. “It’s always possible that Anthony was killed by a random stranger, but that seems unlikely.”

“Blake Parks,” Carrie said. “He came to see Kim today, too.”

“That’s the guy that you dated back in high school, right?” Trevor asked.

Kim nodded. “But he’s a great guy. He didn’t have any reason to kill Anthony.”

“He wants you back,” Carrie said. “He said as much today.”

“Yeah, and he said as much to me the last time we had lunch together, but I told him then that I’d moved on with my life. I’m not the same teenaged girl that he fell in love with all those years ago. I told him that even if Anthony wasn’t in the picture, I didn’t think we have a future together.”

“Well, he didn’t listen,” Carrie said.

“He’s a nice guy,” Kim said. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly, really.”

“He broke your heart years ago,” Carrie said. “So maybe he isn’t all that nice.”

Kim frowned. “He was young, and he was leaving town. He didn’t want to try to keep our relationship going long-distance. And he was right. We both needed to explore our options.”

“And now he’s back and he’s obsessed with getting back together with you,” Carrie said. “I can see him killing Anthony if he thought it would help him get closer to his goal.”

Kim shuddered. “I don’t want to believe that he did it. The idea of someone killing Anthony for me is just horrific.”

“Is everyone ready for dessert?” Marcia asked as she walked into the room.

“What’s for dessert?” Trevor asked.

“I have chocolate cake, apple pie, or vanilla cupcakes,” Marcia replied.

“Chocolate cake,” Carrie said quickly.

“Apple pie,” Trevor said.

“I’ll just drink more wine,” Kim said.

“Have some cake,” Carrie urged her. “It will help soak up the wine so you aren’t as hungover tomorrow.”

“Cake, then,” Kim said. “I’ll have a cupcake, actually.”

Abigail helped Marcia clear the table. In the kitchen, Abigail loaded the dishwasher while Marcia put the requested desserts onto plates. Then they carried the desserts to their guests.

“Maybe it was a random stranger,” Kim said as Abigail put her cupcake down in front of her. “Maybe the police will never find him or her.”

“I think we need to go back to the mall,” Trevor said.

Kim shook her head. “I don’t ever want to go back to that mall. I can’t imagine ever setting foot in there again.”

“Why do you want to go back?” Carrie asked Trevor.

“I’ve been trying to work out where everyone was when Anthony was killed. We’d all gone our separate ways, but for how long? I wasn’t watching the clock or anything. And then the fire alarm went off and we all had to leave the mall. Was Anthony already dead when the alarm went off, or did someone kill him as they exited the building together?”

“I’m sure the police are trying to work all of that out,” Kim said. “That’s their job.”

“This cake is wonderful,” Carrie said.

“So is this,” Kim said after a second bite of cupcake.

“My pie is delicious,” Trevor said. “I want to come here for dinner at least once a week after we check out,” he said to Abigail.

She smiled. “Our dining room is for guests only,” she told him.

He frowned. “I don’t know that I’d want to stay here that often, but I do want more of this food. Can I pay for a room for the night and just have dinner?”

“I suppose you could do that,” Abigail said. “But it would be a very expensive dinner.”

“Let’s just come down and stay once a week,” Carrie said. “We can try a different night each week.”

“We’ll see,” Trevor said.

As Abigail began to clear away the dessert plates, Trevor’s phone buzzed. He read the screen and then looked at the others.

“Maybe Joel has this room bugged,” he said.

“What does that mean?” Kim demanded, looking around the room suspiciously.

“It means that he wants us all at the mall tomorrow. He’s doing a reconstruction of yesterday.”

Kim shook her head. “I don’t want to go back there. He can’t make me go back there.”

Carrie took her hand and squeezed it tightly. “But you do want Anthony’s killer caught. This could help.”

“I don’t want to do it,” Kim said, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“We’ll be with you the entire time,” Trevor said. “It will be fine.”

“I haven’t even been invited,” Kim said.

The words were barely out of her mouth when her phone buzzed. Carrie’s beeped loudly as Kim dug in her handbag for her device.

“And now we’ve all been invited,” Carrie said as she read her screen.

Including me, Abigail thought as her phone buzzed and she checked the screen.

“I’m going to bed,” Kim announced.

“We need to be at the mall at ten, the same as we were yesterday,” Trevor said. “Joel wants to go through the day in real time.”

“I don’t care what Joel wants. I might just sleep all day,” Kim said.

“We need to cooperate with the police,” Carrie said. “Maybe something will happen tomorrow that will solve the case.”

Kim got up and walked out of the room, staggering slightly. Carrie sighed.

“I’d better go with her,” she said before she followed her sister-in-law.

“And I suppose I should be there to lend moral support,” Trevor said. “Thank you for a delicious meal. I think we might need to stay another night, not just for the food, but also because tomorrow sounds like it is going to be a long day.”

“You can pay me when you check out,” Abigail said.

“Thanks.”

As he walked out of the room, Marcia looked at Abigail.

“Are you ready for your dinner?” she asked.

Abigail shrugged. “I should be hungry, but mostly I’m worried about tomorrow. They’re going to find out that Mark and I were at the mall yesterday and they might find out that we found the body.”

“That’s a problem for tomorrow,” Marcia said firmly. “For now, worry about what’s different in the spaghetti sauce.”


Chapter Thirteen


Abigail enjoyed her dinner, even though she couldn’t taste anything different in the sauce. Carl and Arnold joined her and Marcia, and they all ate together. Neither of them was able to identify what had changed either.

“I used a mix of fresh and dried basil this time,” Marcia told them as they helped her clear the table. “I don’t usually use fresh herbs, but the store had a display of them in tiny pots and I couldn’t resist.”

“I saw the plant on the kitchen counter,” Abigail said. “But I didn’t realize you’d used some of the leaves in dinner.”

“Now that you mention it, the sauce did taste more basil-y,” Arnold said.

Marcia shrugged. “I thought so, but I knew what I’d done. I’ll keep using the fresh stuff while the plant stays alive, but I don’t have a lot of luck with keeping plants alive.”

“Which reminds me, I haven’t watered the sunflowers in a few days,” Abigail said. She filled a glass with water and then carried it into the corner of the lobby where she and Mandy had put their small pots of sunflower seeds a month earlier. Some of the seeds had now turned into tiny sprouts and Abigail was doing her best to remember to give them water every few days.

“Do you think you’ll get flowers eventually?” Marcia asked when Abigail returned to the kitchen.

Abigail shrugged. “I just hope I can keep them alive until the next time Mandy is here. She’s very excited about our baby plants.”

“And when will she next be here?” Arnold asked.

“I’m not sure. She’s really busy with a project for a grocery store right now. That store is supposed to open sometime next month. Maybe she’ll get a few days off after the grand opening.”

Abigail spent some time on the computer before heading back to the annex to get some sleep. Mark called her as she was getting ready for bed.

“I’ll pick you up around nine-thirty,” he told her. “Joel wants us to try to do everything exactly the same as we did yesterday.”

“Which means that Kim, Carrie, and Trevor are going to find out that we were at the mall yesterday.”

“Yeah, that probably can’t be helped,” Mark said. “When I talked to Joel, though, he said he was hoping that they wouldn’t find out that we found the body.”

“I suppose that’s something.”

“Have you talked to them at all since they’ve been there?”

Abigail laughed. “I spent the day with Carrie and Kim, and I met a bunch of the other suspects. I’d say that’s a yes.”

“Maybe you’d better tell me everything.”

“Can I tell you everything on the drive to the mall tomorrow? Right now, I’d really like to talk about something more pleasant.”

“Of course. How are you?”

“I’m fine, although I’m not excited about having to spend the day at the mall tomorrow. I’m going to have to leave Marcia and Carl to clean the guest rooms again.”

“Yeah, my team isn’t very happy that I’m going to be away from the office again tomorrow.”

Abigail gasped. “I’m so sorry. I never even thought about that. Can you afford to take the day off tomorrow?”

“It isn’t ideal, but my team will make it work. As soon as I got the call from Joel, they started moving appointments around. It would be a lot easier if I hadn’t just taken yesterday off, but there isn’t anything I can do about that.”

“Do you have to be at the mall tomorrow?”

He sighed. “Joel actually said that he’d understand if I couldn’t be there, but I want to be there. I want to be there for you, and I want to be there in case I can help in any way. Maybe I saw something, but I don’t know that I saw it.”

“That’s true, but I do feel bad for your office staff.”

“I promised them that I’ll buy pizza for everyone on Friday to make it up to them. They understand why it’s important for me to be there.”

The pair talked for another hour. Abigail was careful not to talk about the murder or her guests. Instead, she encouraged Mark to tell her about his day. Eventually, they both began yawning between sentences.

“We need sleep,” Mark said. “Yesterday turned into a long day. It sounds as if you had a busy day today. And tomorrow isn’t going to be easy.”

“I’ll see you around nine-thirty, then.”

“Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Abigail put her phone down and crawled into bed. She switched off the light and almost immediately fell into a restless sleep.

“Why is that so loud?” she muttered when her alarm began to buzz the next morning. “Why isn’t there a volume knob on alarm clocks?”

She hit the button to turn off the alarm and then frowned at the device. “I know I could replace you with a dozen different, far more sophisticated options, but you’ve been waking me up every morning since I was in middle school. And you’ve always been too loud. And now I’m talking to inanimate objects, which suggests that I’m not getting enough sleep.”

Shaking her head, she got out of the bed and got ready for the day. Then she walked over to the lodge. Kim, Carrie, and Trevor were standing in the lobby.

“We’re off,” Kim said. “We need to drive back to our houses and then start from there. We’re supposed to try to re-enact everything exactly the same way as we did on Tuesday.”

“Good luck,” Abigail said. “I’ll probably see you at the mall later. Mark and I were there on Tuesday.”

All three of them stared at her for an awkward moment.

“You were at the mall on Tuesday?” Kim asked eventually.

Abigail nodded. “I didn’t mention it earlier because it didn’t seem to matter, but now it seems likely that we’ll see each other at the mall during the re-enactment.”

“Weird,” Carrie said. “I mean, what are the odds?”

“Did you see us at the mall?” Trevor asked.

Abigail shrugged. “You sat near Mark and me in the food court. We were already sitting at a table when you guys sat down. I’m not surprised you didn’t notice us.”

“But you noticed us?” Carrie asked.

“Only in passing,” Abigail said.

“Because we were loud,” Kim said. “Or rather, Anthony was loud. He was angry with me because I didn’t get the food I said I was going to get and he was very vocal about not even wanting to be there.”

“He should have just left,” Carrie said.

Kim nodded. “He could have saved his life if he’d left, but none of us knew that at the time.”

“Were you still at the mall when the fire alarm went off?” Trevor asked Abigail.

She nodded. “And then the body was found, and we were questioned before we were allowed to leave,” she replied.

“And on that note, we need to go,” Kim said, glancing at her watch. “I don’t want to be late. I don’t want to go, but if I have to go, I want the re-enactment to be a success so we never have to do this again.”

“Let’s hope the police can work out who killed Anthony after today,” Trevor said. “Then this exercise would have been worth the trouble.”

The trio left together. Abigail watched as Kim got into her car. Carrie and Trevor got into Trevor’s car and then they both pulled away.

“Get some breakfast,” Arnold said from behind the reception desk. “I already had mine.”

Abigail nodded. She walked into the dining room and quickly poured herself a cup of coffee. Then she stuck her head into the kitchen.

“I’m really sorry that you’re going to have to clean the guest rooms again today,” she said to Marcia as Marcia started filling a plate for her.

“I don’t mind. They aren’t checking out today, then?”

Abigail shrugged. “Last night Trevor said that they would probably need to stay another night. If they decide to leave after the day at the mall today, I won’t charge them for another night, though.”

“It will be well after your standard check-out time.”

“I know, but it isn’t as if we have other guests waiting for those rooms. And I feel sorry for Kim. She just lost her husband, and now she’s finding out a lot about him that is upsetting.”

“Unless she killed him.”

“Yeah, there is that,” Abigail said with a sigh.

She took her plate from Marcia and carried it into the dining room. Marcia joined her a minute later with a plate of her own.

“What do you think will happen when they spot you at the mall?” Marcia asked.

“I told them that Mark and I were there. They were surprised, but at least they don’t know that we found the body.”

“Maybe you should have told them that, too.”

“Maybe. I hope it won’t come up later.”

After breakfast, Abigail started cleaning Kim’s room. She was nearly finished by the time Mark arrived.

“You didn’t need to do that,” Marcia told her. “You know Carl and I are happy to do whatever needs doing around here, especially under these circumstances.”

“You and Carl both have other jobs to do. Cleaning the guest rooms is supposed to be my responsibility.”

“Just go and help the police find the killer,” Marcia said. “We’ll all sleep better tonight knowing that he or she is behind bars.”

Abigail followed Mark out to his car.

“So, tell me about yesterday,” he said as he started the engine.

“Trevor needed his car to get to work, so I drove Kim and Carrie into Rochester so Kim could get her car,” Abigail began.

Half an hour later, as they pulled off the highway, Abigail finished telling Mark about her conversation with Blake in the grocery store parking lot.

“You should have driven to a police station and had him arrested,” Mark said angrily when she was done.

“I would have, if I’d known where to find one. I was lost in the suburbs where there weren’t any traffic lights or much traffic. If I’d had a chance to stop at a light, I would have searched for a police station on my phone.”

Mark nodded and then picked up her hand and squeezed it tightly. “I worry about you,” he said. “But I can’t exactly tell you that you need to find the nearest police station in advance every time you go anywhere.”

“Although it seems as if I keep needing the police everywhere that I go.”

The entrance to the mall was blocked off. A sign told them that the mall was closed for the day. Mark followed the road around the mall, looking for a way into the parking lot. Eventually, he found one that was being guarded by several uniformed police officers.

“The mall is closed today,” an officer told them when Mark stopped next to him.

“We were asked to be here,” Mark replied. “We were here on Tuesday.”

The man turned and waved at a woman in a dark suit. She was carrying a clipboard.

“Names?” she asked as she approached.

“Mark Cooper and Abigail Clark,” Mark said.

She looked at her clipboard. “Right, you were parked in the southwest parking area on Tuesday. Please drive around until you reach that area, and then try to park as closely as possible to the spot you parked in on Tuesday. Then you can enter the mall at as close to the same time as possible.”

Mark nodded. “We’re going to be late,” he said. “We still have to drive all the way back around and park.”

She nodded. “There are too many entrances to the mall for us to cover them all. This was the best alternative. Please do your best.”

She stepped back and waved for Mark to pull through the temporary barricades that had been erected on the road. Mark drove through them and then followed the road back to the entrance on the opposite side of the building.

“Where did I park?” he asked Abigail as he drove down one of the empty rows of parking spaces.

“It was around here somewhere,” she said.

He shrugged and pulled into a space. “I can’t see that it really matters,” he said. “Ready?”

She sighed. “I hope so. And I really hope that this helps in some way with the investigation.”

Mark took her hand as they walked toward the mall. When they reached the doors, they were all locked.

Mark sighed. “And now what?” he asked.

“Here comes Joel,” Abigail said as she spotted the man walking inside the building.

“Sorry, we’re keeping very strict control over who is in the building,” Joel said as he unlocked the door and let them in. “I need to inform you that we have cameras set up in every corridor. Everything you do will be monitored and recorded.”

“That’s fine,” Abigail said.

“And now I need you to try to re-create what you did on Tuesday,” Joel told them.

“We shopped,” Mark said. “That’s going to be hard to do if the stores are all closed.”

“The stores are all open,” Joel said. “And the same staff is supposed to be working today as worked on Tuesday. I can’t promise that every store managed that, but that’s what they were all asked to do.”

“So we’ll go shopping,” Mark said. “Ready?” he asked Abigail.

She nodded. “Let’s go.”

Joel walked with them as they headed into the mall.

“We asked every customer that we were able to question after the murder to be here again today,” Joel said. “But obviously there were a lot of people at the mall on Tuesday who we’ve been unable to locate.”

“It was definitely more crowded in here on Tuesday,” Abigail said as she looked around at the handful of people wandering between the stores.

“We have more witnesses coming forward all the time,” Joel said. “But for now we need to work with what we have.”

The day seemed to drag as Mark and Abigail did their best to repeat everything that they’d done on Tuesday. Joel stayed with them for a short while before leaving them with a uniformed officer.

“…and then we took the shopping bags to the car and headed to the food court,” Mark told the man eventually.

“Right, but you don’t actually have any shopping today,” the man said. “And I don’t have the keys to let you out and back in again anyway, so we’ll just have to guess how long that took.”

They walked back to the entrance near where Mark had parked. He paced back and forth a few times and then shrugged.

“That was about it,” he said.

“Then let’s go to the food court,” the officer said.

Abigail took a deep breath. Mark squeezed her hand.

“It’s going to be okay,” he whispered in her ear.

She nodded. When they reached the food court, Joel was already there with Kim, Carrie, and Trevor. Kim looked as if she’d been crying. Carrie gave Abigail an awkward wave as she and Mark approached.

“Right, everyone needs to head to whatever restaurant you went to on Tuesday,” Joel said. “I’ll take Anthony’s place for right now.”

Joel made his way toward the sandwich shop. Abigail and Mark followed. The two women behind the counter looked nervously at them as they approached.

“There were three or four people in front of Anthony when we joined the queue,” Abigail told Joel.

He nodded. “Which is why he got upset, correct?”

Abigail nodded.

“He was pretty awful,” one of the women behind the counter said. “The guy I was waiting on was having trouble deciding what he wanted, and the other guy, the one who died, just kept shouting at him to make up his mind and get out of the way.”

The other woman nodded. “We have indecisive customers all the time. They only take an extra minute or two of our time.”

Joel did his best to re-enact the scene at the counter. When the woman suggested that he find some food elsewhere, he turned on his heel and strode away.

“Now what?” Abigail asked.

“We were told that we should provide you with the same thing you ordered on Tuesday,” the woman behind the counter said. “And that someone was going to time how long it took us to put your orders together.”

“I’m not sure I remember exactly what I ordered on Tuesday,” Abigail said. She did her best to get the same sandwich again. Then she added chips and a soda to her order.

“You don’t need to pay for anything today,” the woman behind the counter said as she pushed the tray full of food toward Abigail. “We haven’t even turned on the registers.”

“Are you sure?” Abigail asked.

The woman nodded. “We just want the police to work out who killed that man. As unpleasant as he was, he didn’t deserve to die.”

Mark finished his order as Abigail picked up her tray. They walked together to the corner where they’d sat on Tuesday.

“Please try to eat at the same pace as you ate on Tuesday,” Joel told them.

Abigail shook her head. “I’ve never even thought about the pace at which I eat and now I’m going to be thinking about nothing else.”

A moment later, Joel sat down in the seat where Anthony had sat on Tuesday. Kim joined him a minute later. Abigail took a bite of sandwich as the pair re-created the conversation that she and Mark had overheard two days earlier. Carrie and Trevor joined them a short while later. For several minutes, everyone ate in silence.

“This all feels like a waste of time,” Trevor said as he pushed his half-eaten lunch away from him.

“It is a waste of time,” Kim said. “Nothing we do here is going to bring Anthony back.”

“But we’re learning a lot about the timings from the day,” Joel said. “And that could be important later.”

“What’s important is what happened in the minutes around when the fire alarm went off,” Kim said. “None of this other stuff matters.”

“Except you’ve already told me that Anthony was on his phone several times during the morning, which you didn’t mention when I took your statement,” Joel said.

“I didn’t think of it when you were taking my statement,” Kim said.

Joel nodded. “Who knows what else you might remember as the day goes on.”

Kim sighed. “I don’t think you appreciate how hard this is for me.”

“I do,” Joel told her. “And I’m sorry to put you through this, but I think this is our best chance of working out exactly what happened on Tuesday.”

“What happened is that we finished lunch and went off to do more shopping,” Trevor said. “And then we split up and went our separate ways. And then we left because of the fire alarm.”

“Right, so let’s keep going,” Joel said. “Where did you go after lunch?”

The trio got up and started to walk away from their table. Joel quickly followed.

“And what did you do next?” a uniformed officer asked Mark and Abigail.

“More shopping,” Mark said.

“Yay,” Abigail said flatly.


Chapter Fourteen


Another uniformed officer walked with them as they did their best to remember where they’d gone on Tuesday. They strolled through otherwise empty shops, nodding and smiling at the employees who were standing around staring at their phones for the most part. About half an hour before the time when the fire alarm had gone off on Tuesday, the officer got a text.

“We need to go back to the food court,” he said.

“Has something happened?” Abigail asked.

The man shrugged. “You know as much as I do.”

When they got back to the food court, Joel was standing with a small crowd of people. Abigail recognized everyone as the officer led them over to join the group.

“We’re now at the point where Anthony went off on his own,” Joel said. “I want to walk through what each of you did individually. And I want everyone else to watch and see if you remember anything that contradicts what you’re seeing.”

“How long is this going to take?” Sophie asked. “I have work to do.”

“We’ll start with you, Kim,” Joel said. “I want everyone to remember that there are a few security cameras in the mall. I’ve been through every bit of footage and noted the locations and times when each of you were recorded. I will be comparing what I know from those recordings to what you tell me now.”

Kim sighed. “Where are the cameras?”

Joel shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. Just walk me through exactly what you did on Tuesday.”

Kim looked as if she wanted to argue, but after a moment she just sighed again and then turned and looked at Carrie.

“We were near the phone store when Anthony got a text, right?” she asked.

Carrie nodded.

“So let’s go over there,” Joel said.

Abigail and Mark followed the group as they walked to the phone store that was at the end of one of the longer corridors.

“Anthony got a text,” Kim said. “And then he said he had to go and talk to someone. He said he’d text me when he was done and that he wanted to leave the minute he finished his conversation. Then he walked away, and I never saw him again.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“What did you do?” Joel asked.

“I’ve already told you all of this,” Kim said. “I told Carrie that I needed a few things before we left. She wasn’t interested in visiting any of the stores I wanted to visit, so we agreed to go our separate ways. I gave her a hug and then turned and headed toward the dollar store.”

“So do that now, please,” Joel said.

Kim gave Carrie an awkward hug and then turned and started to walk away. Everyone followed as she went to the dollar store. They all waited outside while she wandered around the store. Then they followed her through a few additional stores. Abigail jumped when the fire alarm sounded as Kim walked out of a shoe store.

“Yeah, the fire alarm started right about now,” she said to Joel.

He nodded. “And then what did you do?”

“I texted Carrie and we agreed to meet back by the entrance where we’d parked. I also texted Anthony, but he didn’t reply.”

“Okay. Someone turn off that alarm,” Joel shouted. “We’re going to go back to the phone store and start again, but this time I want to follow Carrie.”

“Yay,” Carrie said under her breath.

“So Kim has just walked away. What did you do next?” Joel asked when they arrived back at the phone store.

“I asked Trevor where he wanted to go, and he said that he was feeling pretty shopped-out and would meet me later. I went to the restroom and then to look at handbags.”

The group followed Carrie to the closest bathrooms and then from store to store for several minutes. As she emerged from the fourth shop, she looked at Joel.

“And then the fire alarm sounded,” she said.

He nodded. “Your turn,” he told Trevor.

Trevor grinned. “I’m easier. I just went and sat on a bench.”

They walked back to the phone store and then walked as a group to the bench where Trevor had waited for Carrie.

“I want you to think again about everything you did on Tuesday,” Joel said as Trevor sat down on the bench.

Trevor frowned. “I don’t have to think about it. I just showed you everything that I did.”

Joel pulled out a notebook and flipped through the pages. “We can talk later,” he said after checking something in the notebook.

Trevor sighed. “I went and got a pretzel,” he said. “I forgot about that.”

Carrie laughed. “Did you forget or did you not want me to know?”

Trevor grinned at her. “I didn’t want you to know. I know you love the pretzels from here. I didn’t want you to know that I’d gotten one without you.”

“Let’s walk through your actions again, then,” Joel said.

They all walked back to the phone store. Then they walked to the pretzel stand near the food court. When the woman behind the counter handed Trevor a pretzel, he turned and handed it to Carrie. She thanked him before taking a big bite.

“And then you went straight to the bench?” Joel asked.

Trevor nodded. “And I ate my pretzel and played on my phone until the fire alarm went off and Carrie texted me.”

“Okay, Austin, it’s your turn.”

Austin looked surprised. “I was in the men’s bathroom near the food court when the fire alarm went off,” he said. “I was replacing a toilet there.”

“There are cameras that cover the food court area,” Joel told him.

Austin flushed. “I had to go back to my truck for parts a couple of times. I might have gone out to the truck not long before the alarm sounded.”

“Why didn’t you have everything you needed with you?” Kim asked. “Surely Anthony trained you better than that.”

“Yeah, I usually do better, but this was the first time in a while that I’d actually changed out a toilet. First, I had to remove the old toilet, but it had older fittings that needed a different wrench to the one I’d brought in with me. Then I had to take the old toilet out to the truck and bring in the new one. Then I needed another different tool to connect the new toilet to the old fittings. It was just a lot of back and forth.”

“And did you see Anthony or any of the others on your various trips back and forth?” Joel asked him.

Austin shrugged. “I saw Anthony from a distance at one point. It was probably on my last trip back to my van before the fire alarm went off, actually. He was talking to someone on his phone and walking very quickly.”

“Okay. I might come back to you,” Joel said. “Sophie, where were you just before the fire alarm went off?”

“I’ve already answered this question,” Sophie said. “I was walking the mall. That’s part of my job. I have to walk around the entire mall at least twice a day.”

“Why?” Austin asked.

“Just to check that everything is operating smoothly,” Sophie replied. “I check all the bathrooms, well, the women’s bathrooms, anyway. And I make sure that the stores are all open and properly staffed. I check that the air temperature is comfortable everywhere. I check that none of the doors to secured areas have been propped open. There’s more, but I’m getting bored now.”

Austin chuckled. “Fair enough.”

“Let’s walk through the route you took that afternoon,” Joel said.

Sophie made a face. “I can’t remember the exact route I took that afternoon. Part of the job is to vary my route every time I walk it. One of the things I’m doing is checking that security is patrolling the entire building. It’s best to surprise them when I patrol.”

“We’ll start in your office,” Joel said. “Do your best to remember. I do have the notes from when you were seen on cameras to help us.”

“There aren’t that many cameras,” Sophie said. “They won’t have picked me up more than once or twice.”

“Let’s see what you can remember,” Joel said.

They all walked together to the mall offices. Sophie walked into her office and then turned around and walked back out again. She took a few steps to the left.

“You turned right,” Joel told her, pointing to the security camera in the corner.

Sophie flushed. “Yeah, okay, sorry.”

She turned right and started walking down the corridor. When she reached the main mall hallway, she turned left.

“Hang on,” Joel said. “I have you on camera turning right.”

“There aren’t any cameras here,” Sophie snapped.

Joel raised an eyebrow. “There’s a camera on that wall,” he said, pointing.

Sophie stared at the wall. “That isn’t on my list,” she said angrily. “I have a list of all of the cameras. That one isn’t on my list.”

“So while you’re checking that security is doing its job, security is tracking you doing yours,” Austin said.

Sophie flushed. “My list is probably just a bit out of date. They probably added that camera recently.”

“Let’s continue,” Joel said.

“I’m sorry,” Sophie said. “I’ve already messed up twice. I really can’t remember where I went. It didn’t seem to matter at the time.”

Joel nodded. “So let’s talk about where you were when the fire alarm went off,” he said.

“I was nearly back at my office,” she said, turning and heading back down the corridor. “I was about here, actually,” she said, stopping. “And since I was so close to my office, I went back there to deal with the alarm.”

“Does anyone remember seeing Sophie anywhere in the half hour or so before the fire alarm went off?” Joel asked.

“Maybe we didn’t see her because she was in a hallway with my husband,” Kim said.

Joel nodded. “We’re working on getting information from Anthony’s cell phone provider about the texts and messages he received on Tuesday. We should have that information later today or tomorrow.”

Kim looked at Sophie. “Anything to confess?” she asked.

Sophie laughed. “They’ll find text messages from me on Anthony’s phone. We texted regularly and even sometimes arranged to meet. At least some of those texts were business, though, including the ones from Tuesday.”

“Anyone else want to admit to talking to Anthony on Tuesday?” Kim asked.

Austin nodded. “I texted him after I saw him in the mall,” he said. “I asked him if he’d have time to come and check the work I’d done in the bathroom. Like I said, it had been a long time since I’d installed a toilet. I wanted him to check that I hadn’t missed anything.”

“Did he reply?” Joel asked.

Austin shook his head.

“Let’s walk through where you were,” Joel said to Blake, who’d been silently following.

“I told you when you interviewed me that I don’t really remember where I was,” Blake said. “I was just killing time while Mom had people over. I was just wandering aimlessly from one end of the mall to the other.”

“I can tell you that you passed the food court twenty-three minutes before the alarm sounded,” Joel said.

“Which direction was I going?” Blake asked.

“Toward the electronics store.”

Blake shrugged. “I think I went in there and had a look at a few things. I know I was near the south exit when the fire alarm went off because I used that exit to leave.”

Joel nodded. “Let’s talk about that fire, then.”

“The fire?” Kim echoed.

“Yeah, the fire,” Joel said. “Did anyone see anything suspicious that might be related to the fire?”

A few people shook their heads.

“There were a few teenagers hanging around the food court,” Sophie said. “I suspect they got bored and started the fire after they finished their lunch.”

“Actually, they were still in the food court when the alarm sounded,” Joel said.

Sophie frowned. “The mall’s owners are talking about installing additional cameras. Hopefully, if it ever happens again, we’ll be able to catch the culprits.”

“Where was mall security when it happened?” Kim asked. “Surely someone should have noticed unauthorized people going into the hallway where the fire was started.”

“You could say the same for the hallway where Anthony was murdered,” Carrie said.

“There were three security team members on duty on Tuesday,” Sophie said. “One was patrolling on a motorized scooter. Another was doing a continuous walking patrol. The third was monitoring the security cameras. None of them were in the right place at the right time to see anyone entering either corridor.”

“There is a camera near the entrance to the corridor where the fire started,” Joel said. “Sophie, maybe you can explain why you entered that corridor about five minutes before the fire alarm sounded.”

Sophie stared at him. “I was doing a patrol,” she said after a long pause.

“And during your patrols, do you check the hallways that are only meant to be used by staff?” Joel asked.

“Sometimes, some of them. It’s random. Sometimes I walk up and down every single one of them. Other times, I just stick my head into a few. Sometimes I skip them altogether.”

Joel nodded. “And what did you do in that corridor on Tuesday?”

She shrugged. “I must have just stuck my head in, because if I’d walked any distance down the corridor, I would have spotted the fire.”

“That makes it sound as if you know exactly where the fire started,” Abigail blurted out.

Sophie looked at her. “We were told where the fire started,” she said quickly.

“No one has been given that information,” Joel said. “And according to the camera footage, you spent four minutes in that corridor.”

“I must have just missed whoever started the fire, then,” Sophie said.

“Except you were the last person to enter or exit that corridor before the fire alarm sounded,” Joel told her.

“You started the fire,” Kim said. “And you did it to try to hide the fact that you killed Anthony.”

“How does starting a fire on the opposite side of the mall hide the murder?” Austin asked.

Kim shrugged. “Maybe she just wanted the mall evacuated. Maybe she was planning to go back after the mall was empty and hide the body.”

“That would have been a smart thing to do,” Austin said.

“Yeah, too bad she didn’t get the chance,” Kim said, glaring at Sophie.

Sophie shook her head. “Okay, look, I’ll admit that I started the fire,” she said. “It was meant to be a test of our evacuation procedures. Yes, I should have cleared it with the mall’s owners and my boss, but I thought it would be better if it was a surprise to everyone. I expected the sprinkler system to take care of the fire within minutes. Things didn’t exactly go as planned, though.”

“There aren’t any sprinklers in the corridors,” Joel said.

“Yeah, I didn’t realize that until later,” Sophie said.

“Did you warn Anthony that the fire alarm was going to go off?” Joel asked.

Sophie hesitated and then nodded. “I texted him and told him that he probably wanted to get out of the building soon, but I didn’t tell him why.”

“And did you suggest that he exit down a staff-only corridor?” Joel asked.

“I just told him to get out. I assumed he’d leave through one of the public exits,” Sophie said.

“I can’t wait until Joel gets his hands on Anthony’s texts,” Kim said. “Especially the one where you ask Anthony to meet you in the corridor where you murdered him.”

Sophie shook her head. “I didn’t ask him to meet me anywhere. I just warned him to leave the mall.”

“All she had to do was send him that text and then walk up behind him,” Kim said. “He would have let her lead him to the nearest exit. And then, once they were alone in the corridor, she just had to kill him.”

“You’re forgetting that everyone here had the same opportunity,” Sophie said. “Maybe Austin spotted him and started talking to him just before Anthony got my text. And maybe when Anthony did get my text, he and Austin decided to leave through corridor two together. Except that before they reached the end of the corridor, Austin stuck a knife in him.”

There was a long silence after Sophie finished speaking. Abigail thought that it took her longer to realize what she’d said than it took anyone else. Two uniformed policemen started walking toward her before she suddenly spoke again.

“Or shot him or strangled him or whatever,” she said quickly. “Who knows what happened in that dark hallway.”

“I think maybe you do,” Joel said.

Sophie shook her head. “I was just speculating.”

“You killed Anthony, and then you went and started a fire on the opposite side of the mall,” Kim said. “Were you planning to try to hide the body once the mall was empty? Is that what you were thinking when you set the fire?”

“The fire was a test of our systems,” Sophie said. “I’d been planning it for ages.”

“How long ago did you get the basket that you used?” Abigail asked.

Sophie shrugged. “I have a bunch of those baskets just lying around. I buy that brand of makeup and skin care a lot.”

“What about the gasoline?” Abigail asked.

“I didn’t need much. Those little baskets come full of tiny sample bottles of perfume. I used one of them for the gasoline and poured it over some torn-up napkins from the food court.”

“And how long ago did you buy the knife?” Kim asked.

“I had that, too,” Sophie said. “I bought a whole set when I moved to Rochester.”

Again, what she’d said didn’t seem to register with Sophie. Joel definitely realized the significance of her words, though.

“That’s all for today,” he said. “Thank you all for your assistance. Sophie Garrett, you’re under arrest.”

“I told you, the fire was just a test of our alarm system,” Sophie protested. “You can’t arrest me for doing my job.”

“What about the knife?” Kim asked.

Sophie frowned. “I used a knife to cut up the food court napkins. That was what I meant.”

“You killed Anthony,” Kim said. “Did he dump you? Is that why you killed him?”

“He loved me,” Sophie said. “And he wanted us to be together forever. I didn’t want to hurt him. I wanted us to live happily ever after.”

“But you stabbed him to death,” Kim said.

Sophie frowned. “I just wanted him to understand how much he meant to me. I wasn’t going to hurt him. I was going to threaten to cut my own wrists. That’s why I had the knife. I wanted him to know that I didn’t want to live without him.”

“That’s enough,” Joel said. “Let’s go.”

“I want to hear the rest,” Kim said.

“He laughed at me,” Sophie said. “He said that he’d had fun flirting with me, but that he’d decided to stay married. He said that he needed you to run the business and that he’d realized that you’d both worked too hard to build it together to keep on sabotaging it. He told me that he didn’t love you, but he needed you.”

Kim burst into tears. Carrie quickly pulled her into a tight embrace. Mark reached over and took Abigail’s hand. She squeezed his gratefully.

“And then you stabbed him,” Kim said.

“I was just waving the knife around, threatening to kill myself, when he tried to get past me,” Sophie said. “It was dark. I dropped the knife when he pushed me. And then I ran out and went to the other side of the mall to set the fire. I didn’t realize that the knife had fallen into Anthony’s chest. I thought it had just fallen on the ground.”

Kim stared at her. “No one is going to believe that,” she said.


Chapter Fifteen


“I’m going to need statements from everyone,” Joel said. “Give me a minute to get organized.”

“I don’t need to make a statement,” Sophie said. “I need to get back to work.”

“I’m going to need to talk to you down at the station,” Joel told her. He looked at the uniformed officer standing next to her. “Take her down and keep her company until I get there,” he said.

The man nodded.

“Nope,” Sophie said. She looked around and then took off running. Uniformed police officers seemed to appear from everywhere. They quickly surrounded Sophie.

“You can’t arrest me,” Sophie shouted. “It was an accident.”

Joel ignored her as several officers began to escort her away. Kim was still crying on Carrie’s shoulder. Joel pulled out his phone and texted someone. A few minutes later, while Abigail and Mark just stood holding hands, a man in a suit approached Joel. They spoke briefly before Joel cleared his throat.

“We’re going to take statements in one of the empty storefronts,” he said. “Please refrain from speaking to one another until after you’ve given your statement.”

He walked away. A few minutes later, another man in a suit walked up to the group.

“I need Mark Cooper and Abigail Clark,” he announced.

The pair followed him down the corridor and around a corner. They were led into the back room of a different unoccupied store from the one where they’d been questioned previously.

“Abigail, I’ll talk to you first. This shouldn’t take long, but I want to be sure to do everything exactly by the book.”

They sat together next to rows of shelving that must have once held stock.

“Tell me everything that happened after we all regrouped at the food court this afternoon,” Joel said.

Abigail was relieved that she didn’t have to recount the entire day. She did her best to repeat the various conversations that she’d overheard as she walked Joel back through the afternoon.

“That’s great. Thank you. I’ll talk to Mark now, and then you two can head back to Nightshade.”

“Thanks,” Abigail said.

Mark was pacing in the front of the store.

“Your turn,” she told him.

He hugged her quickly before walking into the back room.

There was a single chair in the corner near the gate at the front of the store. Abigail sat down and very quickly discovered why Mark had been pacing. One leg of the chair was shorter than the others, causing the chair to rock every time she moved even the tiniest bit. She did her best to sit still for a minute or two and then decided that she’d rather pace. Mark found her walking in large circles around the entire space.

“Let’s get out of here,” Mark said.

They walked hand in hand back to the door nearest to where Mark had parked. The uniformed officer standing at the door unlocked it for them. They were both silent as Mark started the car.

“That was quite dreadful,” Abigail said eventually.

“Are you okay?” Mark asked. “Do you want me to stop?”

“I’m not okay, but I also don’t want to stop. I’ll feel better when we get back to Sunset Lodge.”

“I wonder how much the people back there will have already heard.”

Abigail sighed. “Probably quite a lot. Gossip spreads faster today than it ever has in the past.”

Mark told Abigail funny stories from his medical-school days for the rest of the drive. When they walked into the lodge, Marcia, Carl, and Arnold were all sitting together in the lobby.

“It was Sophie, then,” Marcia said.

Abigail sighed. “How do you know that already?”

“It’s all over the internet,” Marcia said. “Apparently she more or less confessed in front of everyone.”

“She accidentally said a few things that made it seem likely that she killed Anthony,” Abigail said. “And she admitted that she’d started the fire.”

“According to one of the women who was working in one of the shops near where you all were standing when Sophie confessed, Sophie tried to claim that she’d set the fire as a test of the mall’s emergency systems.”

“That’s true,” Abigail said.

“People might believe that if she’d told her boss that she was going to do it,” Carl said.

Marcia nodded. “Did she have some excuse for why she’d killed Anthony, too?”

Abigail looked at Mark.

“There were a lot of people at the mall just standing around. No doubt they were all listening. I’m surprised that Joel didn’t find a way to stop them talking about it online, though.”

“Stuff has been going up and then getting taken down for the last hour,” Arnold said. “The police are doing what they can, but apparently every shop was fully staffed even though there weren’t any customers in the mall.”

“There were a few,” Abigail said. “But no one was actually shopping. We were all just pretending to shop to fill in time.”

“Are our guests coming back?” Marcia asked.

“I didn’t get to talk to them after Sophie was arrested,” Abigail said. “But they’ll have to come back to get their things, even if they don’t want to stay another night.”

“I’ll make enough beef stew and sourdough bread for them, then,” Marcia said.

“That sounds good,” Mark said.

“You know you’re always welcome to stay for dinner,” Abigail told him.

He grinned. “I’m going to take you up on that tonight, assuming I don’t get called to an emergency.”

Marcia headed into the kitchen to start working on dinner.

“I should get back to work,” Carl said, getting to his feet. “I’ve just about finished everything on the current list. I’ll be ready for a new list tomorrow, I think.”

Abigail nodded. “I think we’re going to start tackling clearing out the owner’s suite next. Or maybe the cottage in the back of the woods that is full of junk. Or maybe we should start working on making the cottages habitable again.” She shook her head. “We’ll talk tomorrow,” she told Carl.

“Sounds good,” he said, walking out of the room.

“I suppose I’ll go to the gym,” Arnold said. “But you’ll have to tell me what I missed if anything interesting happens while I’m gone.”

“You know Marcia will fill you in on everything,” Abigail said.

He nodded. “If I didn’t know that, I’d be tempted to just stay.”

Abigail and Mark both laughed.

“What should we do now?” Mark asked as Arnold left the room.

“I should work on my plans for next month, but all I really want to do is sleep.”

“Take a nap, then.”

“I’m not good at napping. First, I’d have to take out my contacts, which is a pain. Then I’d have to change because I don’t want to sleep in these clothes. By the time I did both of those things, I’d probably be wide awake, anyway.”

“So let’s go for a walk,” Mark suggested. “We can walk all the way back to that cottage you were talking about earlier. And then we can go in and each grab something that you want to get rid of and bring it back here to dispose of. That gets us some fresh air and exercise and it starts clearing out that cottage.”

“There is so much to clear out of there that the few things we can carry won’t matter very much, but let’s do it anyway.”

Two hours later, they were back at the lodge, each carrying a broken lamp.

“Why did Jack and Janet keep broken lamps?” Abigail asked Marcia as they walked back past the kitchen.

Marcia laughed. “Jack never wanted to throw anything away because he hated spending money. He used to put all the broken lamps in that distant cottage and then, once a year or so, he’d go out and try to take parts from all of the broken ones to make an actual working lamp. Sometimes it even worked, but mostly I think it was just an excuse for him to go and sit in the cottage on his own for a few hours. There are probably thirty years’ worth of broken lamps in that cottage.”

“Minus two,” Abigail said, waving the lamp in her hand. “We’ll never get the cabin emptied at this rate, but at least we made a start.”

They tossed the lamps away and then walked into the lobby.

“That was a good idea,” Abigail said as she sat down on a couch.

“I have another good one,” Mark said.

He sat down next to her and pulled her close. Less than a minute later, Abigail heard the front door open. She and Mark jumped apart.

“We’re back,” Kim said as she and Carrie and Trevor walked into the lodge.

“Are you okay?” Abigail asked.

Kim shook her head. “I feel worse now than I did when I found out that Anthony was dead. I can’t quite believe that she killed him.”

“You said it was her the entire time,” Carrie said.

“Yeah, but I didn’t really think she’d done it,” Kim said.

“Who did you think killed him, then?” Trevor asked,

Kim shrugged. “I really thought it was all just a big misunderstanding or something. I guess I thought that he must have been killed by mistake. I really didn’t want to believe that someone had deliberately chosen to end his life.”

“Something smells good,” Trevor said after an awkward silence.

“I never want to eat again,” Kim said.

“Marcia is making beef stew with sourdough bread,” Abigail told Trevor.

“Well, I’m staying another night, then,” Trevor said, winking at Abigail.

“You’re more than welcome to stay for another night,” Abigail said. “I’ll just need to run your credit card through again.” She looked at Kim. “If you don’t want to stay, you can leave any time, even after dinner.”

Kim shook her head. “I want to stay. I want to stay forever, really. Or rather, I really don’t want to go home ever again.”

“We’ll check out in the morning,” Carrie said. “And you can come and stay with me for a few days.”

Kim shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I’ll pay for both rooms for tonight,” Trevor told Abigail as he pulled out his credit card.

She quickly processed the charge and then handed it back to him.

“What time is dinner?” he asked as he put the card away.

“It’s ready whenever you are,” Abigail replied after checking the time.

“I need a minute,” Kim said.

“So do I,” Carrie said.

The pair disappeared up the stairs together. Abigail left Mark with Trevor and went to tell Marcia that the guests were nearly ready to eat. The women didn’t come down until half an hour later.

“Sorry,” Kim said. It was obvious that she’d been crying.

“Not a problem,” Trevor replied. “But let’s eat.”

When they walked into the dining room, Kim looked at Abigail.

“Have you had dinner?” she asked.

Abigail shook her head. “We’ll eat after you’ve finished,” she said.

“Please eat with us,” Kim said quickly. “And talk to us about something completely not related to anything that happened in the past week.”

Abigail helped Marcia serve dinner for five. She and Mark chatted about Mandy’s job and Abigail’s plans for special-event weekends in the months ahead while the other three people were mostly silent. After dessert, they all walked back into the lobby together.

“Now what?” Kim asked as she sat on one of the couches.

“We can watch television for an hour or two,” Carrie suggested.

Kim laughed. “I didn’t mean for tonight, I meant forever. What do I do with my life now? I’ve lost my husband, and I’ve lost my job.”

“Maybe you’ll get enough insurance money so that you won’t need to work any longer,” Carrie said.

“That would be great, except then what do I do with myself all day? I can’t imagine not working. I can’t imagine being happy just sitting around doing nothing all day.”

A knock on the door made them all jump. Abigail frowned and then walked over and opened it.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but I understand that Kim is staying here,” Austin said.

“Guest information is confidential,” Abigail replied.

“Let him in,” Kim called from her seat. “If he went to all the trouble to drive down here, he can have five minutes of my time.”

Austin nodded as Abigail stepped back to let him into the lodge.

“I know today was pretty awful,” Austin said as he approached Kim. “I never imagined that Sophie killed Anthony.”

Kim winced. “Yeah, today was awful,” she said.

“I just wanted to let you know that I’m sorry that you thought that I was trying to ruin Anthony’s business,” Austin said.

“It doesn’t really matter now,” Kim told him.

“It does matter,” Austin said. “You and Anthony did a lot for me. And you thought I was being ungrateful and horrible. That really upsets me.”

“But it isn’t your fault. Anthony should have told me that he was helping you set up your business.”

“I should have talked to you. I kept telling Anthony how much I missed talking to you, but he always said that you were too busy to waste time chatting with me any longer.”

“I would have made time for you,” Kim said.

Austin nodded. “And now I’m going to have to try to build my business on my own. I don’t know how to do that.”

“No way,” Carrie said. “You aren’t going to talk Kim into helping you. She’s in mourning. The last thing she wants to do is help you with your business.”

Kim held up a hand. “That isn’t necessarily right,” she said. “I might be willing to help. I don’t come cheap, though.”

Austin flushed. “Of course I’ll pay you for your time. We always worked well together. I’d love to work together again.”

“Talk to her in a month,” Carrie said. “Or maybe two months. She needs time to think.”

“And she needs money coming in,” Kim said. “Talk to me on Monday,” she told Austin. “We’ll figure something out.”

He nodded. “Thank you. I’m really sorry about Anthony.”

Kim stood up and pulled him into a hug. “We’ll figure something out,” she said again.

“You’re too nice for your own good,” Carrie told Kim as Kim sat back down.

Austin walked to the door. “I’ll come and see you on Monday,” he said. “I assume you’ll be at home.”

“I will be,” Kim replied.

Abigail opened the door to let the man out. Before he could walk through it, Blake rushed into the room.

“Please let me have five minutes,” he said to Kim.

She sighed. “Five minutes,” she said.

Austin waved. “Good night,” he said before leaving.

Abigail shut the door.

“I’m sorry,” Blake said. “I know you probably didn’t want to see me tonight, but I was worried about you. I’m sure finding out that Sophie killed Anthony was upsetting.”

“You could say that,” Kim said.

Blake nodded. “Okay, so here’s what I want to say.” He took a deep breath. “You know that I’ve never stopped loving you. I know that you’d moved on with your life and married someone else. And now I know that you need some time to recover from your loss. And I also know that once you’ve recovered, you might fall in love with someone else and I can’t do anything to stop you.”

“I’m not looking for anyone else right now,” Kim said. “I might never look for someone else.”

“I don’t want to be that creepy guy who keeps stalking you and making your life miserable. So I’m going to leave you alone,” Blake said. “If and when you decide that you’re ready to start dating again, you know where to find me. I’m going to give you time and space. I think that’s what you need right now.”

“Thank you,” Kim said, sounding surprised.

He nodded. “I won’t contact you unless I decide to leave town. And that won’t happen for the next few months, at least. My mother is doing better all the time, but she’s definitely still going to need me for a while yet. Her doctor suggested that I should plan on staying with her at least through the end of the year. After that, though, the situation might change.”

“Please call me if you do decide to move away,” Kim said. “At the very least, I’d want to say goodbye.”

He nodded. “Know that I’ll be thinking of you and that I’m here for you if you need anything.”

“I do know that,” Kim said.

“Take care of yourself,” Blake said.

Kim got back up from the couch and walked over to give the man a tight hug.

“I’ll call you one day,” she said.

“I hope you do,” he replied.

As Abigail let him out, Kim started to cry again.

“Well, now you have a job offer and a potential new boyfriend,” Carrie said. “Things are looking up.”

Kim smiled at her through her tears. “I’d trade it all to get Anthony back, even if he was cheating on me and planning to divorce me.”

“He did love you,” Carrie said. “When we talked on your wedding day, he told me how much he loved you.”

“And I loved him. And I can’t quite believe that he’s gone.”

Kim cried on Carrie’s shoulder for a while before deciding to simply go to bed. Carrie and Trevor followed her up the stairs, leaving Abigail and Mark alone in the lobby.

“She’s going to be okay,” Mark said as they heard doors opening and then closing on the floor above them.

“It certainly seems that way.”

A moment later, Abigail’s phone rang.

“What’s this I hear about a confession?” Mandy demanded.

Abigail quickly filled her sister in on everything that had happened that day.

“Okay, so not exactly a happy ending, but at least a killer is behind bars and the widow has friends who are going to help her,” Mandy concluded eventually.

“How was your day?” Abigail asked.

Mandy laughed. “Not as exciting as yours, but I do have a grand-opening date for you.”

“That’s exciting.”

“The new store is going to open on Saturday, May 14th. There’s going to be a ribbon cutting and everything.”

“Who is cutting the ribbon?”

“I wish I knew,” Mandy said with another laugh. “Probably the mayor or some equivalent elected official in the town where the store is opening. That doesn’t really matter, though.”

“It doesn’t?”

“Not really. What matters is that there is going to be a big grand-opening celebration, and I’m allowed to invite up to three guests.”

“Who are you inviting?”

“I did think about inviting some random people off the street, but then I decided to invite you and Scott and Mark.”

Abigail laughed. “I’ll put it on my calendar, but you know we’ll probably have guests, so I might not be able to make it.”

“I’m trying to be an adult about this and understand, but I really, really, really want you there.”

“You know I’ll do my best to be there. Where exactly is this town?”

“That’s the best part. It’s only about two hours away from you. You can drive up that day. The festivities start at noon with the ribbon cutting, and then the store will be open to the press and the public. The big evening party is in the store and is only open to invited guests, though. There’s going to be food and drinks and a cake, and everyone is going to get congratulated on a job well done.”

“It all sounds wonderful. I’ll tell Mark so he can try to get the day off.”

Mandy sighed. “It would help if you’d date a guy who had a regular nine-to-five job.”

“It would help if I had one, too, but here we are.”

“And I know you both love what you do, but this is really important to me. You’ve never managed to come and see any of the shows I’ve worked on.”

“I know, and I’m sorry about that. I’ll see what I can do.”

The sisters talked for a few more minutes before Mandy sighed.

“I should go. Scott is here, and he’s getting tired of watching me talk to you.”

Abigail laughed. “Mark is here and is probably feeling the same way.”

“Love you, Big Sister.”

“Love you, Little Sister.”

Abigail put her phone down and smiled at Mark. “Do you have any plans for May 14th?” she asked him.
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Chapter One

“Thanks for taking the day off to come with me,” Abigail Clark said to her boyfriend, Mark Cooper, as she drove them away from Sunset Lodge.

“It’s Saturday,” Mark reminded her.  “I don’t usually work on Saturdays.”

“But you always have to be available for emergencies.”

“That isn’t strictly true.  Someone from my practice always has to be available for emergencies, but it doesn’t always have to be me.  I have three people working for me now who can handle emergencies.  We’re still working out a way to schedule things so that none of us has to be on call very often.”

“Well, thank you for arranging for someone else to take emergency calls today at least.”

“I was happy to do it.  Actually, that isn’t true.  I’ve discovered, as I’ve added to my staff, that I’m a bit of a control freak.  I have a hard time leaving someone else in to look after my patients.  But that sort of behavior was part of why my first marriage was unhappy.  I’m trying hard to change my ways so that I’m a better partner this time around.”

Abigail glanced at him.  “We still haven’t really talked about your first marriage.”

He sighed.  “I can tell you all the unpleasant details or just give you an overview.  Which would you prefer?”

“Just give me an overview and then I’ll ask rude and nosy questions.”

Mark laughed.  “That’s fair enough.  The overview is pretty simple.  Sharon was all wrong for me.  I knew that when I met her.  I knew that when I dated her.  And I knew that when I married her.  Sometimes your heart doesn’t listen to your head.  Sharon was beautiful and there was something special about her.  I don’t really know how to describe it.  She just seemed more alive, more vibrant, more incredible than anyone else in Nightshade.”

“Now I’m jealous,” Abigail said honestly.

“Don’t be.  Marrying Sharon was the biggest mistake I’ve made in my life.  We’d only been married for a few weeks when I realized that I’d made a terrible mistake.”

“Wow.  But you stayed together for a long time, didn’t you?”

“We stayed together for years.  In part because I kept telling myself that things were going to get better.  The biggest problem in the relationship was me, not Sharon.  I had certain expectations when I married her, but I’d never communicated them to her, not properly.  That didn’t stop me from getting upset with her when she didn’t meet my expectations, though.”

“That doesn’t sound like you.”

Mark sighed. “I was a lot younger, and I was madly in love.  I suppose I just felt as if Sharon should be able to read my mind.  I hadn’t had a lot of experience with women, either.  I hadn’t really dated in high school.  Then I’d gone to college for pre-med.  The course work was incredibly demanding, which left little time for dating.  Medical school was worse, though.  I think I went on about four dates in total during my medical-school years.”

“I had a friend who wanted to go to medical school.  She worked incredibly hard for four years and then didn’t get a high enough score on the MCAT to get accepted anywhere.”

“That happens a lot.  I know that medical school should be difficult to get into, but I do think that too much emphasis is put on grades and exam scores.  I know quite a few people who would have made excellent doctors who simply couldn’t get accepted into medical school, even after several years of trying.”

“She ended up becoming a nurse practitioner.  She’s pretty happy with her life now, but she was incredibly disappointed at the time.”

“I have an excellent nurse practitioner in my practice.  She’s wonderful with our patients, especially the littlest ones.”

“And now we’ve wandered off-topic.  You said you realized not long after you got married that the marriage had been a mistake.  Why?”

“I had unrealistic expectations.  I’d married the person I imagined Sharon to be rather than the person that she was.  In my mind, she was almost perfect.  She was beautiful, smart, funny, and so full of life and energy.  But that was the face she showed the world.  Once we were married, I discovered that she was far more complicated than that.”

“And not in a good way?”

“Let’s just say that she was very different at home than she was in public.”  He shrugged.  “She used to tell me that she was too tired after work to be the bubbly, fun woman that I’d dated and that I just needed to accept that and leave her alone.  I was doing my best to do just that when I discovered that she was still being fun and exciting, just not with me.”

“Oh dear.”

“One of her friends owned a bar on the outskirts of town.  She used to stop at the bar a few nights a week.  She’d have a drink with her friend before she came home.  I was usually busy at the office anyway, so I often didn’t even know when she’d stopped.  And then one night I finished early for some reason, so I drove out to the bar to surprise her.”

“Don’t stop there,” Abigail said as Mark fell silent.

“Sorry, this is a difficult memory for me.  I was happy when I saw her car in the parking lot.  She’d been complaining a lot about how many hours I was putting in at my practice, so I was really looking forward to surprising her.”

Abigail reached over and took his hand.  “You don’t have to tell me the rest if you don’t want to.”

“It wasn’t even that big of a deal.  I didn’t find her in another man’s arms or anything like that.  I just found her laughing and talking and, well, glowing, the way she’d glowed when we’d been dating.  The way I hadn’t seen her act in all of the months since our wedding.  And I felt betrayed, even though I had no reason to suspect that she was cheating.”

“She was with another man, though?”

“She was with a group of men.  I stood in the doorway and watched for a few minutes.  She was laughing and flirting with all of them.  And she wasn’t wearing her wedding ring.  I’d just decided to turn around and leave when her friend, the bar’s owner, spotted me.”

“That must have been awful.”

“It was awkward.  She shouted something at Sharon.  Sharon looked around and then quickly jumped up and ran over to give me a big hug.  As we walked back to the bar, I saw her quickly slip her wedding ring back on her finger.”

“What did you do?”

“I ignored it, which was another mistake on my part.  I pretended that I hadn’t seen anything.  I bought her a drink and we sat together, just the two of us, talking and laughing.  It was almost like when we’d been dating, except we both knew that we were just going through the motions.”

“But you stayed together.”

“Yeah.  I threw myself into my work.  Not just because I was unhappy at home, but also because the practice was new, and it needed a lot of my time and attention.  Sharon carried on doing her own thing.  As far as I could tell, she was stopping at the bar nearly every night, but we never talked about it.  Her friend who owned the bar had an apartment above it and Sharon started staying there once in a while.  At least, that’s where she told me she was staying.  I was pretty sure she was having an affair, but I chose to ignore it.”

“Did you think that she’d change?”

“I hoped that she’d change.  But I was busy with my practice.  She blamed that for all of our problems.  Whenever I said anything about her going out after work every night, she’d just point out that if she didn’t go out after work, she’d be coming home to an empty house most of the time.  I was working until seven or eight just about every evening.  She was right.  Neither one of us wanted to actually put time or effort into our marriage.”

“So why didn’t one of you decide to end it?”

“I wish I knew.  I told myself at the time that I was too busy to deal with a divorce.  I also didn’t want to admit defeat.  A lot of people had told me not to marry Sharon.  They could all clearly see how ill-suited we were for each other, but I’d refused to listen to them.  Ending the marriage would have meant admitting that they’d all been right.  I suppose I had too much ego back then to consider it.”

“Does that mean you have less ego now?”

He chuckled.  “I’d like to think so.  Doctors are probably some of the worst when it comes to having too high opinions of ourselves.  We do save lives, though, which is a heady feeling.  And after saving a few lives, it’s easy to start to feel as if you’re someone special.  Of course, we also lose patients, so maybe the two balance out after a while.  I don’t know.”

“So what happened in the end?” Abigail asked after a short while.

“Sharon met someone else.  I don’t know who, but she met him at the bar.  He was just passing through, on his way to New York City, I think.  I never got the details.  I didn’t really want to know.  Or maybe I did want to know, but I assumed I’d find out everything during the divorce proceedings.  Things never got to that point, though…”

“If you don’t want to talk about it, you don’t have to,” Abigail said as Mark trailed off.

“I’m sure someone has already told you what happened.  Sharon left me.  She went after the man she’d met at the bar.  They’d been talking and texting every day for a month or more.  It was winter.  She wasn’t the best driver on good roads and the roads weren’t good that night.  I actually suggested that she should wait until morning, until the roads had a chance to clear, but she’d made up her mind to go that night and nothing was going to stop her.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged.  “She lost control and crashed.  I read the autopsy.  She died almost instantly.  I suppose someone must have let the man she was going to see know about the accident.”

“Did he come to the funeral?”

“He did not.  Maybe no one told him when it was going to take place.  Maybe he couldn’t get away.  Maybe he didn’t even know that she was coming to see him.  Maybe he was playing with her.  He could have been married.  I don’t know anything about him.  And none of Sharon’s friends knew much.  It’s possible that none of them knew how to contact him.”

“What happened to her phone?”

“It was destroyed in the crash.  I thought about getting another phone with the same number.  I wondered if the man would reach out, trying to contact Sharon, but I decided not to.  I didn’t want to be the one to tell him that Sharon was gone.”

“That must have been awful for you.”

“It was really difficult.  After the funeral, after I’d cleared out the house and gotten rid of everything that reminded me of Sharon, I found myself a good therapist in Saunders.  We spent three years working through everything from my childhood traumas to the end of my marriage.  When it was all over, I found myself in a much better place.”

“Good for you.”

“It took me a bit longer to be ready to start dating again, but when I was finally ready, I realized that there weren’t a lot of single women in Nightshade.  I tried online dating for a while, but there weren’t a lot of single women there, either.”

Abigail laughed.  “Was it really that bad?”

“Not really.  I met a few women from the Buffalo area.  They were all nice enough, but every relationship I tried fizzled out after a few dates.  After a while, I just decided to be happy on my own.”

“Yeah, I reached the same conclusion a few years ago.  Dating in New York City isn’t fun.”

“And then this beautiful, smart, funny, incredible woman bought the old lodge in town and I found myself falling head over heels in love with her the very first time we met.”

Abigail blushed.  “That isn’t true.”

He chuckled.  “It is true, actually.  I don’t really remember much about our first meeting because I couldn’t stop staring at you.  But then I assumed that you’d start dating Scott, because he owns most of Nightshade and he dates every woman in town.”

“Scott isn’t really my type.”

“He’s handsome, smart, and incredibly rich.  I thought he was every woman’s type.”

“That’s not fair.  Not all women are looking for rich husbands.”

“I know, and I didn’t mean to suggest that they were, but I’ve never known anyone to turn Scott down.”

“And I might have gone out with him if he’d asked me, but we hadn’t gotten to that point yet and then he met Mandy.”

“Your sister is pretty incredible.”

“Would you have asked her out if you’d had a chance?”

“Maybe, if I hadn’t met you first.  Like if I’d met Mandy somewhere and didn’t know you existed, I might have thought about asking her out.  She’s beautiful and smart, but I very much prefer her older sister.”

“Why?”

Mark laughed.  “That’s an impossible question.  I can tell you everything that I love about you, if you want, but I don’t know if that answers the question.”

Abigail shrugged.  “I’ve had boyfriends in the past who dumped me and tried to date Mandy after they met her.  She would never go out with any of them, of course, but that didn’t change the fact that I’d been dumped because of her.”

“I don’t understand that at all.  You’re both beautiful, but you’re very different people.  I love that you gave up your life in the big city to move to Nightshade to run the lodge.  Mandy is still living in New York City, chasing her dreams.  Your dreams are more compatible with the life I want to live.”

“I’m not sure how much longer Mandy is going to be in New York.  She’s enjoying her job, but it isn’t exactly what she wants to do.  She told me the other day that she thinks she might be happier in Nightshade than she is in New York.”

“How much of that has to do with her relationship with Scott?”

“I don’t know.  I’m sure it’s a factor, but I’m afraid Scott might dump her if she actually moves to Nightshade.  I think the distance between them keeps the relationship exciting for him.”

“I’ve known Scott Wright for most of my life and I’ve never known him to date the same woman for as long as he’s been with Mandy.  I think it’s entirely possible that he’s fallen in love with her.”

“I hope you’re right, because she’s crazy in love with him.  Please don’t tell him that I said that, though.”

Mark laughed.  “I won’t say a word.  He’s going to be there today, isn’t he?”

“Yep.  Mandy was allowed to invite three people to the grand opening.”

“I’m flattered that she included me.  I’m surprised she didn’t invite your parents.”

“They’re in Barcelona.  They spend more time traveling than they do at home.  I know that they love Mandy and me, but they also love each other.  As soon as Mandy started college, they started traveling the world.  I don’t imagine they’ll stop, either.”

“They must be sorry to be missing Mandy’s big day.”

Abigail shrugged.  “I’m sure they are, but I think Mandy would rather have us there.  And Scott, of course.”

“Okay, so explain to me again what your sister does, exactly.”

Abigail laughed.  “You know her dream is to design sets for Broadway, right?”

“Yeah, and I thought she was doing some of that, which is why I’m confused about going to the grand opening of a grocery store.”

“Okay, so there are a handful of companies that design sets for Broadway shows.  Mandy always worked as a freelancer, doing odd jobs for different companies.  She always worked off-Broadway, though.  Over the past year or so, she worked on a number of sets for off-Broadway shows, including one where she was the main designer, but that show closed after three nights.  One of the reviews did say that the sets were superb, but basically no one saw them.”

“So now she’s working for a company that does actual Broadway sets?”

“Yes, but they also do a lot of other things.  In fact, they typically only do one or two Broadway sets each year.  But they do a lot of other things in between.”

“What sort of things?”

“They do some sets for off-Broadway shows and sets for theaters all over the country, actually.  They also do interiors for restaurants and stores and various things for theme parks and concert tours.”

“That all sounds really interesting.”

“It is interesting, and Mandy is enjoying some aspects of it, but the hours are long and the work can be quite tedious sometimes.  This grocery store project was her first big project and she spent an awful lot of hours putting everything together.”

“What do set designers design for a grocery store?”

“In this case, Mandy designed the candy section of the store.”

“I’ll admit my experience with grocery stores is pretty limited.  I haven’t been to anywhere aside from Quack Mart in years, but how fancy does the candy section of a grocery store have to be?”

“So this store is going to be the chain’s new flagship store.  It’s the biggest one they’ve ever built.  Every department has been designed to be something special.  Mandy did the candy department, but the company that she works for also designed every section of the store.  Mandy said the experience starts as you walk into the bakery, which is designed to look like a French bakery.  The meat counter has been designed to look like an old-fashioned butcher’s shop.  And that’s just the beginning.”

“So what did she do with the candy department?”

“Apparently, it looks like something out of a movie with giant pieces of candy everywhere and a path through the department with huge blocks of color like a board game.”

“Are the giant candy pieces edible?”

“Sadly, no.  Mandy spent ages working with the technical design team in her office to make them look as realistic as possible, though.  Apparently, they’ve put oversized wrappers on everything to try to stop small children from trying to take a bite.”

“Now I’m looking forward to seeing everything.  What time do the festivities start?”

“There is a ribbon cutting at noon.  Once that’s been done, we’ll be allowed into the store.  It’s only going to be open for a few hours, though, just long enough for the press to go in and take lots of pictures.  Then it’s going to shut for a private party.”

“And that’s where Mandy was allowed to invite three guests?”

“Yes.  We’ll be able to walk around the whole store and get a really good look at everything.  There will be food and drinks and a huge cake as well.  It should be a fun evening.”

“I’m looking forward to it.  I can’t wait to see the store.  I don’t know that any of the decorations will make me want to spend more money at the grocery store, but I’m intrigued by all of it.”

Abigail laughed.  “Ah, come on, surely you’d buy lots of extra ice cream if you’d walked into the freezer section through a series of igloos.”

“There are igloos in the freezer section?”

“Apparently.  Mandy told me about them because she got pulled off of her project for a few days to help with the construction.  The team in her office wanted them put together like the real thing, so they designed a bunch of blocks and then tried to put them together into the right shape.”

“And it turned out to be harder than they’d anticipated,” Mark guessed.

“Exactly.  It took the entire team a week to actually work out how to put the blocks together successfully.  And most of the blocks had to be modified in order to make them fit together and stay together.”

“And now I can’t wait to see the igloos,” Mark said.

“Yeah, me too, but I’m most excited to see Mandy’s work.”

“You did say she helped with the igloos, though.”

“Yeah, but the candy department was all hers.”

“It’s bigger than I was expecting,” Mark said as Abigail exited the highway and almost immediately turned into the huge parking lot for the enormous grocery store.

“It’s huge.  And the parking lot is already pretty full.”

A man directed Abigail where to park.  As they emerged from the car, Abigail got a text.

“Mandy wants us to meet her at the left end of the building,” she told Mark.  “Our left, she said.”

“Since everyone else seems focused on the entrance, that’s probably a good idea,” Mark replied.

He took Abigail’s hand, and they headed through the crowd to find Mandy.
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