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Chapter 1

 


 


Chocolate icing shot out of the pastry bag as
Samantha Sweet tested the consistency of her newest batch. The
ridges held shape. Perfect. She picked up a triple-chocolate Kahlua
cupcake and proceeded to pipe a thick base of chocolate buttercream
on it. On top of that, a smaller cone, which she built up then
tapered to form a snout. Two perky ears. Switching to a small round
tip she quickly added short fur and watched as the cupcake became a
shaggy puppy’s head. White chocolate eyes with dark chocolate
irises. White chocolate tinted pink for its tiny tongue.

Sam smiled at the happy little face she had
created. Set him down and started another. The order was for the
Tuesday night book group and local chapter of Chocoholics
Unanimous. Every detail, right down to the dogs’ collars, had to be
chocolate, and Sam enjoyed matching the theme of the weekly treats
to that of the book they were reading, in this case a story
featuring a dog walker. Unlike typical ‘anonymous’ twelve-step
groups, this bunch celebrated their addiction. They reveled in the
utter enjoyment of all things chocolate. There was absolutely no
intention of overcoming their mutual habit. Sam wasn’t
complaining—the weekly order gave a nice boost to her fledgling
little home business. And someday ... a shop ... Sweet’s
Sweets.

She added the final touches to a schnauzer,
then covered the bowl of chocolate cream and put it in the fridge.
Chided herself as she licked a gob of the frosting from her
finger—where did she think those extra pounds came from? She ran
hot water and detergent into a bowl and tossed all the implements
into it to soak until she could get back.

She had to break into a house and she was
running late.

 


* * *

 


Sam rechecked the address, debated hitching
up her utility trailer and decided against it. This wasn’t supposed
to be that big a job. The pickup should handle it fine.

The house turned out to be a flat-roofed
adobe with traditional two-foot-thick walls, on the south side of
Taos. She backed into the driveway, a long one that led to the back
of the place. Getting out, she circled the whole house, checking
doors and windows for anything inadvertently left open. She
couldn’t remember how many times she’d gone to a huge effort to
pick a lock or drill a deadbolt, just to find out that the back
door was unlocked all along. Talk about frustrating.

No such luck this time. The traditional
blue-painted doors were all buttoned up tight. She pulled out her
tool bag and analyzed the lock on the back door. They were almost
always less beefy than front doors, for some stupid reason. And
that held true at this place. Rather than drill the lock, which
then required that she replace it before leaving, she decided to
see if she could pick this one. One of these days she would see
about getting one of those little triggered pick guns, but at the
moment all she could afford were standard picks, which take two
hands and a lot of patience to operate. It was nothing like it
looked in the movies, she quickly discovered when she began this
line of work.

She worked the picks for close to five
minutes before feeling the telltale release of the tumblers. Blew
out a breath. That was another part of success at this—seemed like
you had to be holding your breath to make it work. She grabbed the
doorknob and got that tweaky feeling in the gut, that uncertain
what-lies-behind-this-door question, each time she entered a
strange house.

She’d envisioned a recalcitrant homeowner,
refusing to leave, shotgun in hand, or maybe a wall-high stack of
newspapers ready to topple onto her. Everyone’s read about some
weird old man who had a house full of them. But none of that had
happened to her, yet.

Breaking into houses for a living—all
perfectly legal and sanctioned by the U.S. government. The USDA
hired folks like Samantha to clean and maintain abandoned
properties where the homeowner defaulted on their loans. Sadly,
there were a lot of them these days.

She noticed that a thin crust of dirt covered
the door and all the glass panes on this side of the house,
remnants of New Mexico’s famous “mud storms” where blowing dirt and
a small amount of rain combined to coat every surface with a haze
of brown. Sam actually liked this part of the job, assessing the
situation and imagining how good it would look after she’d applied
Windex and hot water. The knob twisted in her hand and the door
swung open with a hellish creak. A little oil would take care of
that. She brushed her hands on her jeans and stuffed the lock tools
back into her canvas bag, leaving it sitting just inside the back
door. Flipped on the lights. At least the power had not been cut
yet.

Here’s where the surprises usually showed up.
In this case the kitchen was remarkably untrashed—sometimes
kitchens were a nightmare. A few crusted dishes sat in the sink but
the table was clear, trashcan still had its top firmly in place,
and no roaches scurried away. No noxious odors from the fridge. She
would come back to that.

She walked through a doorway into a
living/dining L and saw that the home still contained furniture.
Three doors opened off a short hallway—a little pink bathroom was
visible but the other two doors were closed. A starter home for a
young family, certainly adequate for a retired couple. She’d seen
quite a few similar, and it wasn’t a whole lot smaller than her own
place on Elmwood Lane.

In the living room an ancient sofa looked
like prime real estate for dust mites and a round coffee table held
several red pillar candles with hard wax drips down their sides.
Dusty-looking bundles of dried herbs lay among the candles, and an
open book sat on the sofa, as if the reader had simply gotten up in
mid-chapter and planned to return. The rest of the room was
cluttered with a lifetime’s accumulation—shelves held stacks of
magazines and cheaply framed photos of children in 1940s attire. An
old fashioned wooden radio had cobwebs lacing its speaker and
trailing between the knobs.

Sam wandered through the room, trailing her
fingers across the fringe on the shade of an old floor lamp. Then
she heard a thump.

The hair on her neck rose. I’m getting too
old for this.

She searched for a weapon of any kind. The
floor lamp looked heavy but completely unwieldy. She edged back to
the kitchen and pulled the biggest wrench, a crescent only ten
inches long, from her tool kit.

“Hello?” she called out.

The thump came a tiny bit louder this
time.

“Hello? USDA caretaker. Anyone here?” She
tiptoed into the hallway, her steps silent on the worn Saltillo
tile.

This time she swore she heard a moan. No way
this could be a good thing. She should call 911, she thought, even
as she reached out to the first closed bedroom door and turned the
knob.

The smell of illness and old-person emanated
from the room as soon as the door opened. Sam held her breath for a
moment. The place was so dim she had a hard time finding the source
of the sound. A wooden bed took up most of the space, while a high
dresser on the far wall and a nightstand cluttered with bottles,
drinking glasses and wadded tissues filled the rest of the space.
Crumpled blankets created waves on the surface of the bed and it
took her a moment to realize that a tiny, shriveled woman lay under
them.

Another moan, barely above a whisper.

“Ma’am?”

A thin hand fluttered upward. Sam stepped
closer to the bedside.

“I’m sent here by the USDA,” she said. “I’m
supposed to clean up the house, but I’m sure they didn’t realize
anyone was living here.”

The toothless mouth opened and a sound
emerged, something like a piece of cellophane being crushed and
then ripped. The old woman wiped at her forehead and made some more
throat-clearing noises. Finally, words emerged. “Not ... for ...
long.”

“What? Can I do something for you?” Sam
reached for one of the water glasses on the nightstand but the
claw-like hand waved her away.

“I have ... something ...”

Sam leaned in a little closer, and the woman
cleared her throat noisily. She jammed a tissue at the scrawny
fingers and stepped back. When the woman spoke again her voice was
noticeably stronger.

“I have something for you,” she said.

“I don’t think you even know me, ma’am.”

The birdlike woman raised up on one elbow and
her tiny eyes lost their blurry look for a moment. “I know ... you
were meant to come here ... today. You are to possess the
secret.”

What on earth did that mean?

She fell back against her pillows, clearly
tired from the effort.

“Quickly, girl. The bottom ... drawer ... in
the dresser.”

“You need something from the dresser.” Sam
turned toward it.

“A wooden box. Bottom drawer ... look ...
under ...”

Sam went over to the dresser, stooped
clumsily, and fumbled at the cheap brass handles, pulling it open.
It seemed to be stuffed full of cloth—bedding, knitted items and
such.

“Get ... the ... box. Under—” The words
caught in her throat.

Sam glanced up at the sick woman. She lay
against the pillow, eyes closed, breathing shallowly through her
mouth. Sam dug through the fabric, feeling for anything that might
be the box she wanted. In the back left corner she felt a hard
surface and pulled at it.

It was about the size of a cigar box, with a
crude metal clasp and a lumpy, carved surface. She picked it up and
went back to the old woman’s side.

“Here you go. Here’s your box.”

The eyelids fluttered but didn’t really open.
“No ... for you.”

“Me? Are you sure?”

From somewhere deep inside, the ancient woman
called up the strength to raise her head again. “The box has ...
special powers. It holds ... many truths.”

Sam stared at the ugly, lumpy thing. “What’s
in it?”

The old head fell back to the pillow.
“Quickly ... take it. Put it in a safe place.”

Sam stood there, uncertainly, wondering what
the woman was telling her.

“Now, girl. Take it.” A labored breath. “No
one must know.”

The lady needed medical attention but the
poor thing wouldn’t be satisfied until she thought Sam had taken
the box to a safe place.

“I’m going to call an ambulance for you. I’ll
put this in my truck for safe keeping.” Sam’s voice shook, worried
that the woman would go into cardiac arrest at any second.

The pained expression on the old woman’s face
relaxed. The answer seemed to satisfy her.

“Okay, just rest. I’ll have some help here
for you soon.” Sam patted the woman’s shoulder, shocked to feel
sharp bones under the papery skin. She rushed outside.

But by the time she’d put the box on the
backseat of her truck and returned to make the 911 call, the old
woman was dead.


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


In her fifty-two years, Sam had never been
alone with someone recently deceased, and standing by the bed gave
her the willies. She stepped outside and dialed her USDA
contracting officer’s number. She’d never met Delbert Crow in
person but she imagined a gray-haired fussy bureaucrat who was a
year or two from retirement. At times he was so by-the-book that he
drove her crazy with details; other times she got the impression he
didn’t want to be bothered, that he couldn’t wait to be out on his
fishing boat on a lake a hundred miles from nowhere. Somehow she
had a feeling that finding a dying woman at one of her properties
would be something he’d want to know about.

“Have you called the police?” he asked.

“The Sheriff’s Department, actually. We’re
just outside the town limits here. Well, I just dialed 911
and—”

“Fine, fine.” She heard papers rustling, as
if he were looking in the procedures manual for an answer. What
could this be listed under—discovery of dead body on premises? “Ms.
Sweet, it will be all right. Just wait there until the authorities
arrive. I’m sure they can handle it. If the sheriff needs to speak
to me, I’m at my office all day.”

Sam paced the front porch, unable to make
herself go back into the house with the dead woman. A Sheriff’s
Department SUV, an ambulance and a private car arrived within
minutes of each other. The man in the private car introduced
himself as the county’s Field Deputy Medical Investigator before he
bustled into the house.

The lean guy who unfolded himself out of the
SUV walked over to her. “Ms. Sweet? Deputy Sheriff Beau Cardwell.”
There was definite Southern in the accent and the way he said her
name made it sound like an invitation to dance a waltz. The last
guy she knew named Beau was way back in her teen years in Texas,
but that was a whole other story involving a girl with lusty
hormones and a football player whose kiss would send any good girl
off the deep end. She firmly shut that image out of her
head.

The deputy was staring at her.

Awkward moment. “Uh, yes. I’m Samantha Sweet.
Just call me Sam.”

He sent a lopsided grin her way, as if he’d
just read her mind.

“Okay. Sam.” He cleared his throat and
flipped open a small notebook.

At the back of the ambulance, two EMTs
snapped on latex gloves and yanked out a gurney, which they wheeled
toward the house.

“The mortgage on the house was government
guaranteed and was in foreclosure,” Sam told the deputy. She gave
the basics of how she’d gotten inside. She told him the old woman
had spoken to her very briefly and died while she’d stepped outside
to summon medical help. Remembering the woman’s warning, she didn’t
mention the wooden box although she felt a little funny about
that.

“Do you know who she was?” Sam asked.

“Bertha Martinez. She lived alone.” He
scratched notes as he talked. “We think there’s a grandson in
Albuquerque. He may have been the one who talked her into signing a
mortgage to get some cash out of the property. Can’t imagine why
she would have done it otherwise. Place has been in her family for
a couple hundred years. She refused to go to a care home when her
neighbors recommended it. I’d been out here several times, but
never could convince her. Last five years or so she used to chase
me off. Met me on the porch with a shotgun a couple times.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. A real sad thing. Local stories ran
wild. Some say she was a witch, some just held that she was crazy.
Got old and sick but never would see a doctor. Just wanted to be
left alone, I guess.”

“USDA sends me to clean out abandoned places
so they can be sold. I’ve never had one where anyone was still
living in the house. I’m sure they thought she’d moved away or
already died.”

He wrote on his forms, filling out the
address of the property and noting what she’d just told him.

The M.I. came out of the house, stuffing his
stethoscope into the black bag he carried. “Natural causes, old
age,” he said. “Albuquerque OMI will confirm that and issue the
death certificate at the morgue.” He got into his vehicle and drove
away.

“So, what should I do?” Sam asked Deputy
Cardwell. “Ordinarily, the owners have taken away whatever they
want and I just clean the place up.”

“Can it wait a day or two? Give us time to
remove the body, do a quick check of the house to be sure nothing’s
out of order. Make one more run at finding the grandson. Maybe you
could come back on Thursday?”

“Sure, no problem. I’ll leave a sign-in sheet
on the kitchen counter. Anyone who comes in is supposed to sign it
and state what they’re doing here.” She hoped following that bit of
protocol would satisfy Delbert Crow.

Cardwell didn’t look especially happy about
complying but he nodded.

She retrieved her tool kit from the kitchen,
found a house key in a dish near the front door and, after
verifying that it worked in the lock, placed it in a lockbox and
went out to her red Silverado.

The day was still young—not quite noon. Sam
drove through town, past Walmart and the movie theater and turned
right on Kit Carson Road, at the plaza. Zigzagged a couple of
blocks south and east to her little lane. Her house felt cool under
the shade of the huge cottonwoods that grew everywhere in this part
of Taos. She went into the bathroom and washed her face and hands
thoroughly, eager to rid herself of the morning’s disturbing
experience. A brush taken to her hair only made the graying, short
layers stick out in all directions with static electricity. Giving
up on that, she went to the kitchen and made a quick sandwich from
leftover ham and decided she could still earn a little money today,
even though one of her jobs was on hold.

She grabbed the wide platter of chocolate
puppy-dog cupcakes she’d made earlier and headed out to Mysterious
Happenings, the bookstore where the Chocoholics group met to solve
mysteries, and gorge. They liked to choose a mystery novel, read up
to the final chapter, and then meet to guess at the ending. They
read the ending of the book together and then there was some kind
of prize for whoever came closest to figuring it out. One of the
members, a British born little slip of a thing, always seemed to
come away with either the prize for eating the biggest quantity of
the evening’s chocolate treats or for figuring out the mystery. As
a female who had always carried about thirty pounds more than she
wanted, Sam had no idea how Riki managed to stay barely above the
weight of a Doberman.

A bell tinkled over the bookshop door when
she entered, balancing the tray of cupcakes and squeezing past a
display rack of jigsaw puzzles.

“Madame Samantha!” The bookshop owner, Ivan
Petrenko, spread his arms wide and stepped from behind the counter.
“Is looking most fabulous today!”

When he made statements like that, Sam was
never sure if the flirtatious man was talking about the cupcakes or
her.

She held up the tray. “Dogs. To go with this
week’s theme.”

“Da, how très bien!” Ivan’s
curious mixture of English, French and Russian came—according to
local legend—from the fact that he’d defected from the Soviet Union
with his wife’s ballet troupe on a trip to Paris. The more
outrageous versions of the story held that he’d worked in a diamond
mine, apprenticed with a Cordon Bleu chef, waited tables in New
York and finally had come to New Mexico where he’d opened the
bookshop ten years ago. As far as a timeframe for all this, Sam had
no idea. He looked about forty, but that was a lot of living to
cram into those few years. Although skeptical about a lot of Ivan’s
story, she had to admit that he was a colorful guy.

“Thanks, Ivan,” she said as he handed her the
check for the cupcakes. “Another treat for next week?”

“Absolutement. Using your judgment,
please.”

She left the shop, careful to hide the fact
that she was nearly laughing aloud.

Next on her list was a property north and
west of town, somewhere off Highway 64 toward the little crossroads
town of Tres Piedras. Her paperwork mentioned that the place might
need mowing, so she stopped back by her house and hitched up her
utility trailer with lawn mower and the assortment of rakes, hoes
and other gardening tools that were a requirement for a lot of
these abandoned properties. She cruised through town and found the
place about twenty minutes later, where a collection of a
half-dozen small homes sat on plots of scrubby land, no more than
an acre apiece.

A short drive led to the weathered wood frame
house, which she entered by drilling the lock. No messing with
picks on this one—she had a spare lockset in the trailer and it was
a lot quicker this way. Replacing the damaged lock took only a few
minutes.

This place was clearly abandoned, for which
she was glad, after this morning’s surprise. Although some pieces
of furniture remained and there were papers and junk everywhere,
the rooms had that hollow feel and neutral smell of a place that
hadn’t seen human habitation in awhile. Lucky me, she thought.
Sometimes the first thing that hit when she walked in the door was
eau de rotten meat, especially in a place where the fridge
was full and the power had been cut off.

Although the kitchen was messy, the power was
still on—probably an oversight by the rural co-op—and a glance in
the fridge revealed that it was empty but for a ketchup bottle and
a chunk of fuzzy blue-green cheese.

Sam put the requisite sign-in sheet in the
kitchen and spent a few minutes making a list of projects: gather
trash, sort possessions, then start cleaning. She could probably
fit the trash in her truck and trailer, avoiding the need to hire a
roll-off. At the back door she scanned the yard. The half-acre
property had mainly been left wild, native sage dominating. But
someone had gone to the trouble of planting grass around the house,
and there were flower beds against the walls, a garden of sorts. An
ancient swing set, rusty and obviously unused, sat in the middle of
the grassy area, and she could tell that one of her first duties
would be to mow. The stuff was a foot tall in places.

A glance at the sky revealed clouds towering
in the distance, over Taos Mountain. The area would likely be in
for a shower, which might vary from a few sprinkles to a
full-fledged downpour. Since lightning could also be a factor it
would be smart to attend to the mowing first.

Back at the pickup truck and utility trailer
that she’d left out front, Sam unloaded the lawn mower, topped off
the gas, and rolled it to the back. Bless it, the mower started on
the first pull and she worked her way across the yard, finding her
zone, taking pleasure in the neat rows of cut grass in her wake. It
wasn’t until she reached the far north edge of the grassy area that
she realized part of the lawn was missing. Bare earth rose in a
hump. A glint of white paint caught her eye and she stopped the
mower. At one end of the mounded earth stood a small wooden cross
with no markings. She walked over to it. A grave.


Chapter 3

 


 


The hair on her arms rose. Curious. And
spooky.

According to the paperwork the owner, Mr.
Riley Anderson, had abandoned the house less than six months ago.
To Sam, the grave didn’t look much older than that. What sad or
morbid secrets had Anderson left behind?

Lightning cracked, no more than a mile away
and Sam scurried to steer the mower under the protective cover of
the carport beside the house. A thousand thoughts crowded her head,
not the least of which was: What the hell! She had no idea whether
a grave on private property was legal or not but figured she’d
better report it.

As the first large raindrops splatted on the
driveway, she pulled her cell phone from her jeans pocket and
dialed.

“Delbert? Sam, again. You’re not going to
believe this.”

He clearly didn’t want to deal with any more
dramatics. After listening to several longsuffering sighs, she
suggested that he not worry about it—she would call the
authorities, herself. Again.

The 911 operator, after hearing her fuzzy
description of what she’d found, didn’t seem to consider it a true
emergency—as in the lights-and-sirens variety—but she did connect
Sam with Sheriff Orlando Padilla’s office.

Sam repeated her explanation about the
gravesite and asked whether the sheriff might want to take a
look.

“Sorry, he’s out on a call,” the dispatcher
said. “Can you hold for a minute?”

Sam held, watching fat raindrops as they
picked up speed, plopping off the hood of her truck, filling the
air with the scent of wet dust.

The dispatcher’s voice came back on the line.
“I tried both radio and his cell phone, but he’s up in the ski
valley, probably out of range. I left a voice message.” She paused.
“It might take awhile for him to get back to me.”

Sam gave her cell and home numbers—didn’t
mention that the sheriff’s department had already responded to one
call from her today. She debated waiting for him but it could be
hours. She didn’t want to stand around in the pouring rain, staring
at the grave, but from this morning’s instructions by Deputy Beau
she figured she shouldn’t work indoors either. She tapped an
impatient toe as heavy raindrops saturated the freshly cut lawn. It
seemed to be tapering off. She dashed for the front door, gathered
her tools and locked the newly installed lock.

The strange events of the day were wearing
her down; she thought of her friend Zoe, who operated a homey
B&B with her husband Darryl. The rain had slowed to a drizzle
and blue sky began to show in the west. This was usually how New
Mexico rainstorms went. Sam pushed her mower up into the utility
trailer, backed the little rig around and headed into town,
envisioning a cup of tea and some good conversation to smooth over
the afternoon.

She’d just reached the intersection of
Highway 64, when her cell rang.

“Samantha Sweet? This is Beau Cardwell. Two
bodies in one day? I have to say, that might be some kind of
record.”

She couldn’t tell if he was irritated or
joking so she quickly explained about finding the grave and how
she’d quit mowing the minute she found it. “Is it legal to bury
someone on private property?”

“With a permit, usually it’s fine,” he said.
“But since the place was abandoned, it might be smart for me to
check it out. Don’t touch anything until I can get some
answers.”

She told him about her plans for Zoe’s,
clicked off the call and drove on. The Chartrain’s B&B was
right in the middle of Taos, a hundred-year-old house sitting on a
winding lane amid picturesque adobe neighbors. Maneuvering Sam’s
truck and trailer in there would be iffy, so she drove to her own
house on Elmwood Lane, two blocks away. A narrow drive led to the
back of the property, where she had a good, wide turnaround spot.
She parked there and walked over to the B&B. The rain shower,
which had drenched the county west of the Rio Grande, apparently
hadn’t touched this part of town at all.

Zoe was out front, knee deep in a bed of
wildflowers, rose bushes and zinnias. Hollyhocks in full pink and
burgundy bloom towered behind her and a graceful weeping willow
draped its slim branches over a pond on the northwest corner of the
lot. Zoe wiped a wisp of stray hair out of her eyes and tucked it
behind her ear.

“Hey,” she greeted in her soft voice. Wearing
a gauzy skirt and tank top, with leather sandals on not-quite-clean
feet, she looked every bit the child of the commune in which she’d
been raised. Her parents were some of the true free-love hippies of
the ‘60s and Zoe never gave up her roots. It wasn’t until she met
Darryl ten years ago, that she settled into married life at thirty.
The B&B came about as a result of their love of people and the
fact that Darryl had inherited the six-bedroom house when his
father passed away. Sam had the feeling that Zoe would rather
simply tend the huge organic garden out back, but rave reviews on
both the accommodations and their bountiful table kept her
interested in the business.

“What’s going on?” Zoe said, dusting soil
from her hands. She gave Sam an intent look and her pale brows
pulled together. “Something’s happened, Sam. You look upset.”

“Do I?”

“Yes, you do.” She picked up a watering can
and tipped it to rinse her left hand, switched and rinsed the
right, while Sam gave a quick recap of both of the day’s strange
events.

“The sheriff will check on the grave, but
they don’t want me out there right now. I was thinking ...”

“… about a cup of tea.”

“Chai, if you have it.”

Zoe kicked a bunch of clippings into a little
pile and then led the way around the side of the low adobe, to the
kitchen door. Just inside, she kicked off the Birkenstocks, wiped
her bare feet on the mat, and headed toward the kitchen sink,
giving her hands a good scrubbing before reaching for the cookie
jar.

“Here—I still have a couple of your brownies
that the guests didn’t get.”

Sam stepped up to the sink and washed off the
dust, rust and weird feeling that she seemed to have picked up
during her morning labors. Zoe’s kitchen was a cheerful place,
painted in soft terra cotta with lots of bright Mexican tile, large
copper pots hanging from ceiling hooks, and a round table with
fuchsia and yellow placemats and cloth napkins. It always smelled
of Mexican vanilla. Darryl remodeled it about two years ago,
bringing in the latest professional appliances and knocking out a
divider wall so there was plenty of room around the island counter
for guests to have their first cup of coffee as the muffins were
coming out of the oven. They loved that homey atmosphere.

Zoe brought chai mix out of the pantry and
put the kettle on to boil.

“It’s the first time I’ve found anything like
... death ... at my properties, and now twice in one day.”

“You don’t find it kind of spooky going out
to those houses and sneaking in?” She pulled a colorfully painted
plate from the cabinet and put brownies on it. “I mean, there has
to be some strange energy in those abandoned places.” She set the
plate on the counter near the barstools.

“So far, in the months I’ve been doing this,
it’s been pretty tame,” Sam said. “Usually just a lot of junk that
has to be hauled off before the authorities can consider holding an
auction. I had one place where the trash filled a whole roll-off
Dumpster. Once the clutter is out, most places clean up pretty
well.” She didn’t mention the time she’d come across the earmarks
of a meth lab. That one had been in the middle of town and local
police came right in and handled it. Since it was only her second
property after taking the job, Delbert Crow had taken over and
she’d been out of the picture quickly.

The kettle whistled and Zoe poured, stirring
in the chai. She joined Sam at the counter and Sam was well into
her second brownie when her phone rang.

She swallowed a hunk of the brownie and saw
the caller was Deputy Cardwell.

“Sam? Are you still at that property where
you found the grave?”

“No. I left after the rain shower.”

“Things are pretty well stacked up this
afternoon and I can’t get there until tomorrow. But I’d like to
have you meet us there—say eight in the morning?”

Sam wasn’t eager to visit the grave again.
There had been such an eerie feeling around it. But she had to
finish cleaning the house and tending the yard, and it would be
easier to approach it for the second time with the authorities
there.

“If you get there first, don’t touch
anything,” he said. “It’s potentially a crime scene.”
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