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Chapter One

As hard as I tried, I couldn’t break into the house. Every door, back and front, was nailed to the adjacent wall and every window on all three floors and the conservatory was painted shut. I might have been able to bore my way down the chimney, but that would have wrecked the roof. Finally, I decided to sacrifice a wide back door and simply knock it out and toss the splintered wood. Then I could reach in, chip away at the paint, release the windows from the inside, and push out the back wall. A lot of work. I was beginning to think the house was not a bargain after all. But, for only two hundred dollars, I hadn’t been able to resist the thirteen-room mansion with Victorian gables and a wrap-around porch that ended in a small gazebo.

Before I could change my mind, I extricated a small hammer from my toolbox and banged at the dollhouse door.

“What’s that racket?” the man asked. A deep, smooth voice, to go with his long, easy gait. Henry Baker calling from the next room. “Are you okay, Gerry?”

“Not exactly,” I admitted. My fiancé had perfect pitch when it came to woodworking noises. After all our time together, I knew he was aware that my main reason for instigating the metal-on-wood clamor was so that he’d come and bail me out. I’d use my talents later, for painting the pastel gingerbread trim and furnishing the rooms. I wasn’t cut out for heavy-duty demolition work, even if the dimensions were only one inch to one foot, traditional dollhouse scale. I wiped my brow, feigning exhaustion from hard labor. “Why would someone nail shut all the sides of this beauty?” I asked.

Henry took the hammer from me and led me to the nearest stool. “There, there,” he said. “Let me take over.” Always willing to play the game. One of the many things I loved about the former high school woodworking teacher, who’d be my husband in only one week.

I smiled and kissed his cheek. “If you insist.”

While I enjoyed a second cup of morning coffee, Henry donned a heavy denim apron that he kept at my house and chipped away at the dollhouse. He tapped here and there at a wall or a window frame, as if he were a physician performing surgery on a fragile patient, careful not to fracture a brittle bone or bruise tired muscle tissue. I flashed back to a time when Henry and I knew each other only as faculty colleagues at Abraham Lincoln High School. I’d talked to him casually at meetings, and he’d volunteered when I needed a hand building a miniature theater for my Shakespeare class. Both our lives had changed so much since then, and not only because we’d both retired.

I knew that my reminiscing and leisure time this Saturday morning wouldn’t last long. Once local businesses opened at ten o’clock, my phone would come to life with back-to-back calls from the endless list of people involved in the planning of our wedding. Our determination to keep it simple had gone south as soon as Bev, my sister-in-law and best friend, teamed up with Maddie, my preteen granddaughter, and Kay, Henry’s daughter. Throw in a half dozen miniaturists from my crafts group; my artist daughter-in-law, Mary Lou; and assorted other relatives and friends of mine and Henry’s, and the event was out of our hands and out of control.

The first call came from the Lincoln Point Inn, a newly refurbished B&B in town, coinciding with the spirited arrival in my workshop of two energetic preteens—our granddaughters. My Maddie and her BFF, Taylor, bounded in. While Nora Michaels, the inn’s owner, put me on hold to take another call, I motioned to the girls that I’d be with them shortly. Maddie and Taylor were still wearing what they called their vacation sweatshirts. Tall-for-her-age and redheaded Maddie sported a pink HAWAII THE ALOHA STATE shirt from Taylor’s trip over the Christmas holidays last month, and short, blond Taylor looked comfy in an oversize navy-blue NYPD sweatshirt brought back by Maddie from our journey to New York during the same period. Maddie was having a hard time adjusting to being back in her California home, constantly wishing (some said whining) for a uniformed doorman and buildings high enough for a decent elevator ride.

“Or, at least we could have some yellow cabs on the street,” she’d said yesterday. “Palo Alto isn’t any better than Lincoln Point,” she’d noted, comparing her hometown to mine. “All you see on the streets are stupid SUVs.” One of which was the late-model green vehicle that took her to and from school, and to and from her grandmother’s house, I’d reminded her.

“Still,” she’d said. “It’s so flat and boring out here.”

“Out here” was where poor, disadvantaged Maddie had a room of her own in each of two California cities and enough doting relatives to grant most of her wishes (except for the doorman). Not that my darling was spoiled, however.

Nora came back on the line. “Crazy morning already. These young brides are going to drive me nuts,” she said. “Not you, Gerry,” she added, as if I weren’t aware that, at nearly sixty years old, and a widow, I was hardly the target audience for brides’ magazines. “The girls are always calling about something, like, just now, one of them wants a bigger table because she changed her mind about what’s going into her swag bags.”

“Her what?”

“You know, what we used to call wedding favors.”

“You mean like white candied almonds wrapped in netting?”

“You don’t get out much, do you?” I had to admit the last wedding I’d been to featured the Macarena at the reception. “Swag bags are simply a collection of favors, some useful, some not, in a fancy tote. But you don’t have to worry, Gerry. The ladies and one gentleman in your crafts group are taking care of that for you.”

Now I was worried. “I’ll bet you have another reason for calling this morning.”

“I need your seating chart, for one thing,” Nora said.

“I thought we were dispensing with assigned seats. All my friends and family like each other.”

Nora let out a wry chuckle. “That’s what you think now. Wait until the next day when they’re pouting about who got to sit closest to the head table, who was stuck near the kitchen, whose table was too crowded, who got served last, et cetera, et cetera.”

I took an exasperated breath. “Isn’t that all the more reason to let them choose for themselves?”

“Hmm,” Nora said.

Had I stumped her for once? “How about no head table?” I said, wanting to settle the matter.

Another “Hmm,” then, “What about a sweetheart table?”

“A what?”

“A small table with just you and Henry.”

“Do couples really do that?”

“It’s the thing lately.”

“Not for us. What’s the point of having guests if you’re going to isolate yourselves?”

Silence from Nora, while she recouped. Then, “Next you’re going to tell me you’re not going to have Henry remove your garter and toss it to a gathering of single gentlemen in the room.”

“What? What are you—”

Nora’s delighted laughter interrupted me. “Just kidding.”

I realized this was a trick I’d used often myself. Offer one suggestion that was so outrageous, that your real suggestion would then be welcomed as reasonable and good, infinitely preferable.

“I’ll think about the head table,” I said, hearing an extraneous beep on the line. “I have another call,” I added, ready to switch to a call-waiting from the baker. Could the butcher and the candlestick maker be far behind?

I was almost happy that Dolores, the baker responsible for my wedding cake, hung up before I could take the call. I knew it would be only a short reprieve.

I turned back to our granddaughters who were head to head, chattering. Henry was busy with my new dollhouse. As the gables came to new life under my fiancé’s expert workmanship, I thought back to the days when I taught an advanced high school class on Victorian literature. I thought of Queen Victoria, who’d married Prince Albert during her reign. Had there been more fuss over a bride who was Queen of England in eighteen-forty than I was experiencing now? Had there been a larger coterie involved in the planning of a wedding breakfast at Buckingham Palace than there was over my nuptials? I wouldn’t want to bet.


Chapter Two

At one o’clock, my weekly crafts group meeting came to order. Disorder, to be exact, as my miniaturist friends made themselves comfortable and spread out their supplies on long tables. Since most of the crafters had to carry out their obsession in a dining room or were restricted to a corner of a bedroom in their own homes, my house was the designated go-to place for all our meetings and common projects. I was lucky enough to live in an Eichler home, a popular mid-twentieth-century architecture, mine with four bedrooms surrounding an atrium. The generous square footage and floor-to-ceiling expanses of glass provided a perfect, well-lit meeting place. Two bedrooms were now devoted to crafts, but, as my first husband had claimed, miniatures took up part of every other room, also. The late Ken Porter, my soulmate for nearly thirty years, had been an architect who appreciated dollhouses, as well as life-size houses, so space allotment was never a problem.

At today’s meeting, I was relieved that conversation was free of wedding talk, until it dawned on me that surprises were probably in store for the latest bride and groom on their calendars. My crafts mates had asked to be in charge of the decorations and favors. At first, I was only too happy to give up items on my list, but now I suspected them of plotting something more elaborate than what I had in mind. I’d urged them to “keep it simple,” but could I trust them? Were they dreaming up swag bags to end all swag bags?

Images of the Abraham Lincoln High School gym on prom nights crept into my mind. Like Henry, I’d had a long career teaching at ALHS; and we often shared experiences of prom or dance settings that seemed to become more elaborate with every graduating class. I’d lived through chaperoning parties with such themes as “International Waters,” when the cuisine from all nations made most of the seniors too ill to show up for the class camping trip the next day; and “Midnight in Paris,” when the foam-board Eiffel Tower collapsed on the duly elected King and Queen, fortunately causing nothing more serious than headaches. Henry’s favorite themes included “Hollywood” and “Carnival,” topped by “Alice in Wonderland,” where a giant teapot toppled, spilling water over the eight-foot-long refreshment table. Were my crafts friends smarter and more responsible than a committee of high school seniors? I hoped so.

The presence of a newer member—the first male to join our crafts group—hadn’t changed the tenor of the gatherings as much as I’d expected. I thought there might be a little less gossip punctuating our crafts talk, but Ron Templeton, who’d recently moved to Lincoln Point from Denver, fit in immediately, with his own brand of small talk, rumors, and dubious news flashes. His wife, Audrey Moore, was a computer software specialist who hadn’t been able to resist a job offer from an up-and-coming Silicon Valley company. Since Ron’s skills as a miniatures artisan were portable, they’d made the move last spring.

Ron, probably a decade younger than me, was at the high end of the spectrum for skill and artistry, specializing in tiny china and pottery. As an initiation fee, he’d called it, he’d given each of us in the crafts group a lovely wheel-thrown piece from his inventory. My new acquisition was an exquisite teapot, less than an inch high, with a turquoise glaze. At his first meeting, Ron announced that he was trying to learn more about general dollhouse crafts, starting with exterior construction.

“You’ve come to the right place,” we all said, in one way or another.

Today, all were admiring my new Victorian real estate. Henry had released all the doors and windows and added hinges to both front and back panels. We were free to see the whole house exposed, from the grand circular stairway winding up to all floors, to the conservatory with its rooftop deck. A big attraction was the finished loft that ran the length of the house as the third level.

“The loft makes a perfect kids’ play area,” Karen, the mother of a toddler and an infant, said.

“I’d use it for a crafts workshop as big as Gerry has here,” Susan said, “so I won’t have to scrape glue from the dining room table before I can have my quilting group over for lunch.”

“I see it as a giant walk-in closet,” Betty offered, her bouffant hair especially blond today. “I’m tired of competing for space with Ed’s golf equipment.”

Two other members, Phyllis and Barb, also known as Koko and Bozo for their frequent roles as clowns at local crafts fairs, were missing today, off on a good will trip distributing supplies to various children’s programs. I suspected they’d also have voted for turning the mini-loft into more storage space for the mini-occupants’ projects.

“Do you suppose they had man-caves in the Victorian era?” Ron asked, provoking a rousing “No” from all of us women.

Maddie and Taylor had pitched in with their votes earlier, before Henry drove them to Taylor’s soccer practice, both agreeing that the top-floor space was made for slumber parties, “as long as there’s a door that can be locked from the inside.” Another reason I dreaded the time when my granddaughter might decide to shut herself off from the adults in her life.

We were in the middle of a group project—making furniture for a room-box replica of an old-time schoolroom, destined for a charity auction at the Lincoln Point Library—when my phone rang. The screen identified Nora from the B&B. Again. I was tempted to ignore it, but I knew that eventually I’d have to deal with her and whatever cute bridal idea she’d come up with.

“Hi, Nora. Let me guess. There’s a nine-one-one-level wedding emergency,” I said.

“How did you know, Gerry?” Nora asked, surprise in her voice.

“I didn’t exactly—”

“Of course,” Nora interrupted. “Skip probably called you.”

Skip Gowen? My homicide-detective nephew? “Why would Skip be calling me about the wedding?” I asked.

“Not the wedding. It’s been a disaster for everyone here,” Nora broke in again. “The poor woman, Gerry. Didn’t Skip tell you?”

An uncomfortable chill ran up my spine. I hoped I was jumping to wrong conclusions about the poor woman and what might have happened to her. The insertion of Skip’s name was a clue that I was on the right track, however. “I’m not sure what—” I began.

“I have to go now, Gerry. I’ll call you later. I just wanted to give all my up-coming brides a heads-up. We’re cancelling all meetings today and maybe part of tomorrow. If any of you drive by, you’ll freak out, seeing all that awful yellow-and-black tape and the coroner’s van taking over my driveway. I’ll call back as soon as I can.”

“Wait. Crime scene tape? The coroner?”

I realized I’d spoken the words out loud and, though I’d walked to the doorway, everyone in the crafts room would have heard me. I bit my lip and squeezed my eyes shut, as if to take back the sound and to erase the horrible images that were forming in my mind.

The crafts work came to a halt. Susan’s shiny silver glue gun stopped mid-air. Karen’s wide brush, dripping bright red paint, went unattended. Betty stopped sorting through a box of tiny baubles in her search for trim to finish off an elaborate window covering. Ron held a miniature shingle that he’d pulled from a bag of birch veneer pieces, a quizzical look on his face. All eyes were on me, dread filling the air.

Nora hung up and I was left to explain my outburst.

“A murder,” I said, whispering, another attempt to hold back the reality of the news.

“Oh, my,” Betty said, quickly joined by utterances of shock, disbelief, curiosity. Who? How? When? Where?

“A woman,” I said. “At the B and B.” I took a seat at one of the crafts tables and pulled myself together. “That’s all I know.”

When my phone rang again, everyone jumped. I thought Nora might be calling again to take it all back, saying “April Fool.” Never mind that it was January, and one of our coldest at that. Seeing the number ID for the Lincoln Point Police Department was one more sign that Nora hadn’t been playing tricks. Nor had I misunderstood her.

I slid my phone on.

“Aunt Gerry? How are you doing?” Skip asked.

Now that you’ve heard about the murder went unsaid. “What happened, Skip?”

“Is your crafts group meeting there this afternoon as usual?” he asked. My nephew was in cop mode, which meant he asked the questions, no one else, not even his favorite aunt.

Knowing better than to probe further, I reverted to cooperative-citizen mode myself. I stood and walked out to the hallway and into my atrium. “Yes, they’re here,” I said. I pulled a dry leaf off my ficus tree and calmed myself by drinking in the sight of the lovely plants that lined the perimeter of the sky-lit space.

“Who exactly is in attendance?”

A strange question, but I listed my friends. “Why are you—?”

“When will you be finished?” Skip asked.

I checked the wall clock in the kitchen behind me. Three-thirty. “Probably about another half hour. We usually work until four-ish, but there’s no set time. It depends on—”

“Does everyone leave at the same time?” Interrupting me over and over. Moving on to rude cop mode. On a case. I was glad Maddie wasn’t around. At eleven years old, she was all too interested in her cousin Skip’s cases. She had recently learned that Skip wasn’t her uncle, as she’d called him all her young life, but her cousin-once-removed, her father’s first cousin. Unfortunately, this seemed to give her more confidence in her status with respect to him, and a likely candidate for becoming an informally deputized colleague in the LPPD.

“Aunt Gerry?”

Unlike me, Skip hadn’t let his mind wander. He’d been waiting for an answer. “Yes, they all leave at more or less the same time,” I said, deciding it was useless to expect any explanation from him.

“Thanks, Aunt Gerry. I’ll talk to you later.”

“I certainly hope so,” I said, but he’d already hung up.

Before I returned to the crafts room, I made a call to Skip’s mother, Bev Gowen. When she answered on the first ring, a wave of relief traveled through my body. Bev was alive. What if my best friend and matron of honor had business at the B&B related to my wedding? Silly thought, I’d told myself, since Nora knew her well and wouldn’t have referred to a generic “poor woman.” And Skip wouldn’t have sounded so clinical. Still, I was glad to hear Bev’s voice.

“I suppose you heard,” Bev said.

Besides her trifecta of relationships to me, Bev was a civilian volunteer for the LPPD and didn’t miss much by way of local crimes, small or large. Skip was known to comment that his mother’s enthusiasm for her work was at least as great as that of the most eager rookie in the department.

“I know only that a woman was murdered at the B and B,” I said, hoping Bev would offer up more details. She paused long enough to convince me that she wasn’t free yet to share. I needed to let her off the hook. “I’m sure you’re tied up right now. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” I let out a nervous laugh.

“I knew you’d be worried. That’s why I took your call. Sorry I can’t say more at this time.” Bev’s last line sounded as though she were reading from a cue card. My patience, not my strong suit in the best of times, was being sorely tried.

“No problem. I’ll talk to you later. I have to get back to my crafts group anyway.”

I heard a tiny gasp, then Bev cleared her throat. “That’s right. Your crafts group is there. I forgot. Oh, dear.”

Oh, dear? What could that mean? But before I could ask, Bev signed off with “I’d better run.”

I clicked my phone off and made a detour to my kitchen. My mind reeling, I kept my hands busy preparing another plate of my famous (if I did say so myself) ginger cookies. If I couldn’t take comforting information back to my friends, I could at least provide more sugar. The mood in the crafts room when I returned was decidedly bleak. While I was on the phone, the crafters had themselves been making calls, ostensibly for random check-ins, I guessed, but most likely wanting reassurance that all their female nearest and dearest were alive and accounted for and not the “poor woman” in the hands of the coroner at the B&B.

“Gerry? What’s the story?” Susan asked.

“I have no further details,” I said, offering cookies instead.

Without further discussion, my crafter friends snacked and packed, their creativity now channeled into how to deal with a murder in our small town. Unless the victim was a drifter, a rare phenomenon in Lincoln Point, we all knew there couldn’t be too many degrees of separation between one of us and the woman who’d been the subject of Nora’s last call and the crime scene tape draped around her establishment. As each of the members left, we hugged and promised to keep in touch if we heard any new detail.

Ron Templeton had made it halfway down my driveway when an LPPD patrol car pulled up to the curb, Detective Skip Gowen at the wheel. Skip got out of the vehicle and made a motion to Ron that he wanted to speak to him. I flashed back to Bev’s “Oh, dear” and had a feeling that my nephew wasn’t dropping by for my cookies or to admire our group’s schoolhouse project.

Only Betty, the last to leave the crafts session, was around to witness the scene. Skip looked anything but casual talking to Ron, although the two men had met several times. Betty idled her car, taking her time, adjusting her rearview and cleaning her sunglasses before pulling away as both men headed back to my house. I figured it would be only a few minutes before the rest of the crafts group, and beyond, heard about what seemed to be a development in the case of the “poor woman” at Nora’s B&B. A development taking place right in my home.

It was clear from their manner that my nephew, Detective Skip Gowen, and my colleague in the world of crafts, Ron Templeton, were not here to socialize. But how else could I respond except to offer food and drink to the two men who entered my home under such unusual circumstances?

Skip spoke first, shaking his headful of Porter-red hair, as we called it. “Nothing, thanks. We won’t be staying long, Aunt Gerry. I just wanted to give Mr. Templeton here a minute to collect himself, then we’ll be going downtown.” Downtown. Coming from Skip, that meant the police station, in the heart of Lincoln Point’s Civic Center.

“I could use some water,” Ron said, stumbling toward a seat in my atrium.

I was conscious of the dust on the side table and of the plant beds along the periphery that needed tending. Trying to keep from thinking about what was coming next.

“Sorry for the drama, Mr. Templeton,” Skip said, joining Ron at my dusty glass table. “I couldn’t snag an unmarked and my own car is in the shop. I wanted to get to you as soon as possible before you got a call.” Skip took a breath and looked at me, then back to Ron, who’d begun to dig his fingers into his thinning brown hair. “I thought since I knew where you were, at my aunt’s house, I’d come in person to, you know …”

I finished the thought in my mind. In deference to his aunt, Skip had decided to track down Ron at my home instead of showing up at Ron’s house with uniforms in tow.

“What else can you tell me?” Ron asked.

Although it had been only a few minutes since the surprising meeting in my driveway, it felt like hours since I’d figured out that the deceased woman at the B&B must be Ron’s wife, Audrey Moore. My internal clock seemed to have broken down. I stood in the atrium, awkward and worried, wishing I could do or say something useful.

Skip gave me a look that sent me back to the kitchen to await further notice. I did my best not to eavesdrop, even washing the lunch dishes, making as much noise as I could, but in the open environment of an Eichler home, I would have had to retreat to the back bedroom to be completely out of earshot. Ron’s heart-wrenching sobs broke through the clatter of plates. When I looked back, I saw that his head was pillowed on his arms and his legs drawn up, as if he were trying to make himself smaller, disappearing, hiding from this new reality.

“I’ll need you to come with me, to make an identification,” Skip said, at the same time motioning that it was okay for me to return. “We’ll need you to answer some questions, too,” he added, confusing me for a moment. How could I answer questions? I knew hardly anything beyond the fact that Ron’s wife had been murdered. But, of course, he was addressing Ron.

The sorrowful look on Ron’s long, thin face intensified my own sadness. I rubbed his shoulders, feeling the hard knots. I saw that his water glass was empty and replaced it with a bottle to go, and one for Skip.

“Thanks,” Skip said to me and then to Ron, who hadn’t stirred from the chair, “Take all the time you need.”

But I knew there would never be enough time.


Chapter Three

Skip drove away with Ron in the back of the patrol car. He was simply following protocol, I was sure, but I hated the way it looked. I consoled myself with the fact that there were no lights or siren, and struggled to determine Ron’s status. A grieving husband, certainly. But also a suspect in his wife’s murder? I replayed in my mind Nora’s call to me. There had been no doubt from the beginning that a murder had been committed. If the rolls of crime scene tape weren’t enough, the presence of a homicide detective had sealed it. Wasn’t the spouse always a prime suspect? But surely not in this case. If the victim had been murdered during our crafts session, no one had a better alibi than Ron. He could call on a group of respected members of the community, some of Lincoln Point’s most upstanding citizens—my crafts friends—and me, to vouch for him.

It was a good thing Henry showed up fairly soon after Ron and Skip left. Talking to myself seldom led to a good outcome. The soccer practice ended, Henry had dropped Taylor off at her home (which was also his for another week), and brought Maddie home to me. Her parents were on a much-needed weekend getaway combined with a conference in Los Angeles for her surgeon father, my son Richard. Maddie ran off.

“Have to change clothes. Be right back,” she said.

Henry and I shared what we knew of the most recent crime in our small town. Henry, it turned out, had spent the later part of the afternoon with a better source of information than a mere homicide cop—a group of parents who were only too willing to be distracted from the action on a middle school soccer field.

“Some of the parents were getting texts about the news,” Henry said, “but before we knew who the victim was, mostly people were checking that all was well with their own families.”

“It was the same with our crafts group,” I said, taking a seat across from him at the atrium table. The sun had set and the temperature had plummeted, as we former New Yorkers liked to tease, to fifty-five degrees, the norm here for a mid-January evening. I pulled on a sweater, realizing that back in the Bronx, my former neighbors were deep into their winter wardrobes. Those who hadn’t escaped the icy air by fleeing to sunny Florida, that is.

“If you can believe the rumors from the cell phone chain, Audrey Moore was shot to death early this afternoon,” Henry said. “There’s construction going on around the B and B. They’re upgrading the area around their swimming pool, so it’s very noisy and no one heard the shot. Or shots. There’s speculation about whether it was one or multiple shots, and even more speculation about what she was doing in a room at an inn less than a mile from her home in the first place.”

“She checked in yesterday afternoon,” Maddie said, coming out of nowhere.

“Where did you hear that?” Henry asked.

I had a feeling I knew. Her red curls, inherited not from me, but from the Porter gene, were still tangled; her clothes the same mud-covered outfit that she wore for soccer. I should have known that Maddie hadn’t simply run into her room to change out of her uniform—she was still at the age where a little perspiration wasn’t a problem, and the mud on her shorts certainly wouldn’t keep her from checking email and browsing for information. She had run straight to her computer.

“I heard everybody at the game talking about what happened at the inn, so I checked all the local news sites,” she said.

“What else do you know?” I asked, wanting the scoop, but feeling guilty that I was supporting my granddaughter’s habit of nosing her way into her cousin’s investigations.

“Can I have a snack?” she asked. The biggest grins appeared on Maddie’s face when she knew she had the upper hand.

Maddie shared her information, a combination of legitimate news feeds and what I suspected were blogs or rumor sites. The most crucial detail came from an “inside source”: Audrey Moore’s body had been discovered at two-twenty in the afternoon by a member of the housekeeping staff responding to a request for clean towels.

“She called down for towels before she was murdered?” Henry asked.

“I guess so. The maid said she felt all guilty because she waited so long to deliver them, and maybe if she had been quicker …” Maddie shrugged, her face taking on a sad expression. Her gaze drifted off and I thought she might be holding back tears. She barely knew Audrey, so I knew she was making deeper connections with the inevitable end of life for those close to her.

My protective instinct kicked in. I couldn’t stand the thought of Maddie having to deal with the aftermath of death. Or, worse, trying to reconstruct a murder scene, as if she herself had witnessed it.

“Why don’t we go back to the crafts room,” I said. “I need to find some fabric suitable for a Victorian bedroom.”

“Maybe we should call Aunt Bev first,” Maddie said, snapping to attention, apparently not so traumatized that she was ready to give up the chase for clues. “She’ll know everything. She’s probably at the police station now, and she can tell Cousin Skip that I can help him with the new case.”

“We’ve talked about this, Maddie,” I said, shoveling a few baby carrots onto her snack plate to counteract all the cookies she’d helped herself to. “It’s not our job to solve crimes.” I straightened to my full height, still a couple of heads over my granddaughter. “Is your homework done?”

She gave me a look that said “Nice try.” Out loud, she said, “Of course my homework’s done. And some day my homework might be to solve crimes because of my job.”

I opened my mouth to utter the usual response I gave when Maddie threatened to apply to the police academy before she finished junior high. Henry intervened.

“I have an idea for making a four-poster bed,” he said. “I picked up some fancy dowels that could work as the posts. I’ll check my wood supply at home.”

How nice to have a natural peacemaker in the family.

Maddie’s bedtime ritual, which tonight included a forced, no-excuses shower, had changed a lot over the years. She now often read to me from her favorite mystery stories and, to get her giggling, I frequently suggested she take dance lessons. Tonight, as she lay in her father’s old bed, wearing the same kind of sports-logo pajamas he wore as a kid, she was full of questions about the murder at the B&B. Would poor Mr. Templeton still be able to come to the crafts group? (In time, I thought.) Would he finish helping her with the faux concrete buildings she needed for her science project? (I saw no reason why he’d wouldn’t.) Would the crime scene tape be taken down from the B&B in time for our wedding? (I was sure it would be, but, no, I didn’t think the LPPD would hand it over to her for a decoration in her bedroom.) From these queries, she moved seamlessly into ideas about The Case, a phrase she’d picked up when her verbal skills were barely formed. She had a way of saying it such that it was clear the words should be written in initial caps.

“There’s a lot of things I can do, Grandma. Like, if Mr. or Mrs. Michaels would give me the guest register for the inn, I could look everyone up and see if anyone has a criminal record or something.”

I shook my head. “I can’t believe that’s even legal. Except by Uncle Skip and he probably already has his people on it. And how do you even know about criminal records?”

“Skip’s not my uncle, even though my whole life you told me he was. Aunt Bev—she’s really not my aunt either—is Grandpa’s sister, so that means their kids are cousins. That’s my dad and Skip. So I’m Skip’s cousin, too, except once removed. I can show you a chart online if it’s confusing to you.”

This wasn’t the first time Maddie had laid it out for us since she’d discovered the rules of genealogy. None of her elders had had any idea how important the correct identification of the relationship was for her. She’d always looked up to Skip and still admired him, but now seemed to think they were on an
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