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I was reaching for one of Eve Coleman’s to-die-for brownies when her house lights went out. Every single one of them. It was fitting in a way, and we all giggled a little in the pitch black, since the six of us had been talking about murder. 
“How atmospheric,” my friend Julia Foster said.
“It’s lousy wiring,” Eve grumbled.
“Could it be a power outage?” I asked. “I can’t see into the living room. Can anyone see across the street?”
I heard Eve shift in her chair. “Jared!” she called loudly. “The darn breakers again!”
Silence.
“Jared!”
The chair next to me scraped across the wood floor. “I’m going to look out your window,” Lucy Albert announced. “Maybe it’s the whole neighborhood.”
“Wait for Jared to fix the breakers,” Eve said.
“I can manage,” Lucy said.
She brushed by me as she groped her way out of the dining room.
“Well, don’t trip, for heaven’s sake,” Eve replied. “Jared’s probably reading a book by the fireplace in the den, oblivious to the lights.”
“You were just telling us about motives for murder, Rachel,” Vivian French-Hogan said. “I’d like to hear more. Please go on.”
I’d only just met Vivian—a fussy woman in her sixties, she was Eve’s friend—but already I’d learned that she let nothing detour any conversation she’d started, and she’d been the one to drag the rest of us aboard the murder train.
“All I meant was I don’t understand any motive for murder,” I answered. “Some people say anyone can be driven to murder, but I disagree.”
“Nonsense. You’re a mystery writer. You must have a capacity to see real-life murder and murderers realistically.”
“I think I do, but murder still baffles me. For instance, why do people murder for money? Is it so important you’d risk life in prison? Or why murder your spouse instead of divorcing him?”
As my eyes began to adjust to the dark, I saw Lucy’s shadowy form pass back into the dining room, circle the table, and retake her seat. “Some neighborhood lights are on, Eve. It looks like they’re having a party half a block down, by the way.”
“Rachel, might that be a little naive on your part?” Vivian asked. “Or a little self-serving to say? Motive baffles you, as if the act is morally beyond you? You could murder as well as anyone, I’m sure, regardless of motive.”
Vivian didn’t like me.
“Well, if I think about it—I mean in real life, not when I’m plotting a book—maybe revenge as a motive makes sense.”
“Now was that so hard?”
Carter Hickson, appreciating Vivian’s delightful wit, snickered.
“Jared, get the darn breakers,” Eve hissed.
I rose. “Where’s your electrical panel, Eve? Off the kitchen?” I was on my way before she could answer, and though I quickly realized I’d left my phone and its flashlight function in my purse, stumbling around in the dark beat listening to Vivian lecture me.
“Yes, in the laundry, and be careful,” Eve called. “I’m sure Jared’s working on it, but we’ve had problems lately. Electricians were out here two days last week. I wish we’d never bought this old money pit.”
“But you love this house,” I heard Julia say, “and it’s charming.”
Though I could make out shapes now, I walked with my arms extended in front of me, working my way into the kitchen and through to the Colemans’ small laundry room, second-guessing my decision not to go back for my cell phone or even ask Eve where she kept a flashlight.
Jared wasn’t in the laundry room. Though I found the electrical panel—partly by palming the walls—checking for tripped breakers seemed pointless in the dark, so I headed out an open pocket door on the other side of the room and made my way down a hall to where I recalled seeing Jared’s den a month ago, back in October, when I’d first visited the Coleman home. The soft glow of a dying fire shone from an open doorway two doors down.
“Jared?”
Laughter drifted in from the dining room, and a moment later Vivian’s stern voice rose above it. “What is taking Jared so long, Eve? What’s he doing, rewiring the house?”
I found the open door. “Jared, it’s Rachel. Didn’t you notice the lights go out?”
Jared Coleman was sitting about six feet from the fire in a high-backed armchair, his shoulders slumped forward, his chin tucked in as though he were staring down at his empty lap. There was a closed book on the floor, next to his feet.
“Jared?” On impulse, I touched his shoulder. His head flopped to one side, and I saw an object, something with a stubby red handle, protruding from his chest.
I gasped and backed up, nearly taking a tumble before catching myself on the fireplace mantel. Oh, Lord, he’s dead. He’s dead.
Eve. I had to tell her. Right now. But first I needed to get her away from the others, give her some privacy. I couldn’t just walk into the living room and blurt it out. I started moving toward the door. I’d take Eve by the arm, lead her through the kitchen . . .
My dilemma solved itself when I heard Eve approach the den door. “Jared, where are you? Rachel? It’s like a cave in this hall.”
I strode forward and stopped her before she entered. “Eve, something terrible has happened.”
“What? Jared? Jared?” She pushed her way around me. “What is that?” She turned to me in disbelief. She’d seen the object in his chest, I could tell, but comprehension was dawning slowly. She stepped closer.
“Don’t touch him, Eve.”
“Turn the lights on, Rachel. Please make the lights go on.”
I took her by her arm. “Let’s get out of this room.”
A split second later the den and hall lights came on. Eve groaned, and her hand flew to her mouth.
“Got it!” Carter shouted. Footsteps thudded in the hall, drawing nearer, louder. “I don’t know why the lights went out,” he said. “There’s nothing wrong with the breakers. Where is everyone?”
“Don’t come in,” I told him, holding out my hand like a traffic cop.
“What are you doing in here?” he asked me, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder. “The breaker box is back there. What’s going on?”
“Oh, Jared,” Eve cried. “Is he gone? Is he really gone? Did you check? Maybe he’s still breathing. Call an ambulance, Carter!”
There was no doubt in my mind that Jared was gone, but to allay Eve’s fears, I touched his neck, feeling for a pulse. “I’m so sorry, Eve.” His neck was still quite warm, I realized, and his eyes were partially open, fixed in a death stare.
Carter stood open mouthed at the scene before him, his young face, with its hard, craggy features, frozen in horror. “What’s been going on in here? Who did this?”
“Obviously we don’t know,” I said.
“But where did you disappear to?” he asked.
“I didn’t disappear, I was looking for the electrical panel, but it was too dark.”
“You were looking in here?”
Eve found the room’s second armchair and collapsed into it. She was five foot ten, maybe more, and she sank little by little, first her long legs, then her hips and torso. I figured it was fine for her to stay as long as she remained seated, and anyway, I was in no position to demand she vacate a room in her own house.
“Call the police, Carter,” I said. “Right now, please.”
“You bet I will—and it’s the sheriff out here, not the police.” He waved his cell phone. “And these things have flashlights, you know. So you can see breakers in the dark. Where’s yours?” He shot me an accusatory glance before stomping back down the hallway and declaring loudly to one and all that Jared was dead. Wails and protests erupted, but Julia, using that authoritative voice of hers, the one so at odds with her grandmotherly appearance, insisted everyone stay put until the police arrived.
“What is that thing?” Eve asked, directing a shaky finger at her husband’s chest.
“A screwdriver?” I said without thinking.
“No! Why would anyone do that?” She pushed herself out of her chair and I told her to sit, which she readily did. For a second I thought she might faint.
Thinking I was too close to Jared’s body, I stepped back three or four feet and then examined the immediate scene. A hardcover book was on the floor, inches from his left foot. It was closed, with its back cover face up, as though it had slid off his lap and down his leg. A strip of white paper, maybe a bookmark, jutted from underneath it. On a small round table next to his chair was a brass lamp with a single lit light bulb—the only artificial light in the room—and a glass of red wine. Except for the dead body, it was a cozy scene.
I turned to the fire, which by now was more embers than flames. Jared or someone else had removed a poker from the tool stand and laid it on the hearth, and the black fireplace screen was well off center, as though it had been shoved to one side to light the fire and not replaced properly. On the grate, on top of a burnt-out, charcoaled log, was something that resembled a small, ashen brick. Paper. Having burned old bills and junk mail in my own fireplace rather than shred them, I knew what stacks of charred paper looked like.
“What are you looking at, Rachel?” Eve asked.
“Nothing. Not really.” My eyes roamed the den, committing every detail to memory. A potted ivy plant on a corner stand and about a tablespoon of dirt, probably from the pot, on the floor around the stand. Four hardcover books on one end of the mantel. On the other end, a large white and gray pelican figurine, probably made of wood, with the longest beak I’d ever seen on such a bird.
“I know you didn’t do this.”
I leveled my gaze at her. She was shaking slightly, probably going into emotional shock. “Of course not, but thank you for saying so. I think we should get out of this room. Do you want to lie down?”
She shook her head. “I won’t leave him. How am I going to tell Mason and Max? They’re in Laramie, away at college.”
Carter suddenly appeared in the doorway, startling me. “You haven’t touched anything, have you?”
“Only his neck to check his pulse,” I replied. “And his shoulder.”
“Why his shoulder?”
“I thought he might be sleeping. I didn’t think about it, I just touched his shoulder.”
“That’s irresponsible. Everyone knows better than that.”
“Be quiet, Carter. Eve, when was the last time you saw Jared?”
“Not long before you and Julia drove up. He came into the kitchen for a sandwich.”
“I don’t remember that,” Carter said.
“You were collecting pine cones,” Eve said.
“Where were the others?” I asked. “I saw Vivian and Lucy soon after I arrived, but—”
“Knock it off, Rachel.” Carter took a single, swaggering step inside the room. “You can stop it right now. Asking Eve questions at a time like this—it’s obscene. We all know you like to play detective, but Sheriff Malerton will handle it.”
The Coleman home was a mere three houses outside Juniper Grove’s town limits. Three houses in the opposite direction—three houses being a longish stretch in this more rural area—and Police Chief James Gilroy, not Malerton, would now be on his way to take charge of the investigation. It was a stroke of luck for the killer. Gilroy once told me that Malerton wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.
“I hear a siren,” Carter said.
“Is everyone still in the dining room?” I asked.
“Your friend Julia is standing guard, says she knows all about crime scenes and how you shouldn’t contaminate them. Not that anyone else wanted to come back here after I told them what I’d seen.” He paused and looked at Eve.
“I’m going to be sick,” she said, rising slowly.
In three long strides I was at her side. I grabbed her elbow and steered her toward the door, shooing Carter out of our way. “Bathroom this way?”
“Down the hall on the other side of the kitchen,” Carter said as he maneuvered around me.
“No.” Eve halted and yanked her elbow free of my grip. “I’m better. I just needed out of there. I needed to move and breathe.”
“Of course,” I said.
“I think I hear cars on the drive,” Carter said.
What kind of supersonic hearing did the man have?
“They got here quick,” he added. “Why don’t you go upstairs, Eve? I’ll take care of things.”
Swiftly regaining full control, Eve stiffened her spine, took a deep breath, and exhaled loudly. “That’s my doorbell and I’ll answer it.”
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Sheriff John Malerton was studying the electrical panel in the laundry room, and if the frown on his face was anything to go by, he was thoroughly flummoxed. “Is this exactly what you saw, Mr. Hickson? None of the breakers were tripped?” 
“Nothing tripped that I could see,” Carter answered, “but I flipped and reflipped the main house breaker anyway. Then I saw those gadgets on the side of the box, and when I switched them off, the lights came on again.”
“They’re timers,” I said from my spot in the kitchen. Not wanting to interfere—or appear to interfere—I’d planted myself next to a kitchen counter where I had a clear view of the electrical panel in the laundry room. 
Malerton swung slowly back. “And how do you know that, Miss—what was it?”
“Rachel Stowe. Because I saw one in a hardware store recently, and before you started interviewing us, I took a moment to look at the breakers. I think the timers were set to turn off everything electrical in the house at exactly ten minutes after seven.”
Malerton took three lumbering steps my way. His was a burly, commanding presence, giving him an advantage in the intimidation department, and he was well aware of it. “In your statement you said you left the dining room to check the breakers. Why take a second look?”
I reminded him, since he seemed to have a faulty memory, that the first time around I hadn’t opened the box since I could hardly see my fingers in front of my face. “I remembered that Jared’s den was just down the hall, so I went to ask him if he’d noticed that the lights went out, and I thought he could point me to a flashlight so I could check the breakers.”
“Why not go back to the dining room for a flashlight?”
“Because I was closer to the den, I could see the light from the fire, and I knew Jared was in there. It was easier.”
“Why didn’t you take your cell phone with you? Doesn’t it have a light?”
“I didn’t think of it until I was on my way.”
“How did you know to look for Mr. Coleman in the den?”
“Because Eve said he was there and I saw the glow from the fire. I told you all this, Sheriff Malerton.”
“Uh.” He inched closer, his brow knit in undisguised skepticism. I judged him to be in his mid-forties, though he conducted himself with the kind of bone-tired world-weariness that tended to add years to a man’s face. Truth be told, he was rather homely. His large nose, deep-set brown eyes, and heavy, dark brows, gave him a bird-of-prey look, and when he rubbed his jaw, as he was doing now, my eyes were involuntarily drawn to his huge, knobby fingers.
“If you like, Sheriff, I could go over it again.”
My mildly snotty attitude didn’t go down well with him, I could tell, but he’d already asked me to repeat what he called my “story” twice, and I was irritated. He hadn’t harassed the others, judging by how long he’d spent talking to each of them, so why was he on my case?
“I remember exactly what you said, Miss Stowe, and I remember what everyone else said. Problem is, we have a body on its way to the morgue and someone in this house killed him. I’ve got six suspects and six separate witness statements to break down.”
“Six?”
On hearing the question, I wheeled back. Eve was standing in the arched opening between the dining room and kitchen, raking a hand through her sandy hair and looking nearly as confused as the sheriff had a minute earlier.
“Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry,” Malerton said. “I doubt he killed himself. Not like that.”
Eve’s eyes squeezed shut. “Yes, but you can’t think I did this.”
Malerton shuffled across the kitchen and into the dining room, where the others, having told him their whereabouts and what they remembered of the evening in a makeshift office in the living room, had gathered once again at the table. One of his deputies had stationed himself in a corner of the room, and the other, I presumed, was still in the den, along with three county crime lab people. “Problem is, ladies and gentleman, you can all account for your whereabouts most of the time, and as yet I see no contradictions. As yet. Further, when the lights went out, you were all sitting together at the table. I’ve got that right?”
“Absolutely correct,” Vivian said. She shoved a coil of gray, heavily sprayed hair from her forehead.
“Until first Lucy Albert and then Rachel Stowe left the room,” Malerton said.
“You have a steel trap for a mind,” Vivian said, pulling her black cardigan more tightly around her and then folding her thin arms across her chest. Normally such body language suggested anxiety, but in Vivian’s case, I was certain it signaled annoyance.
Malerton took the open chair next to Vivian’s. “Tell me again why you were discussing ways to murder someone.”
“It was in jest,” Vivian said sharply. “A lighthearted talk after our dinner. Rachel is a murder mystery writer, so it was a natural topic. We’d already covered the purpose for our meeting—finalizing the crafts fair coming up in December—and we were having dessert. Our conversation was wide-ranging, not just about murder, and to be clear, I started the discussion.” As if to say, See? I’m not so bad, she gave me a guarded smile.
“But it’s a coincidence I can’t ignore, Mrs. French-Hogan. Murder talk followed by murder.”
Vivian shrugged as though she couldn’t be bothered to argue with Malerton’s interpretation of events.
Not wanting to make myself even more of a target, I resisted the temptation to roll my eyes or otherwise express my disgust. Malerton had been in the house an hour and a half, yet already I knew he was a clumsy investigator. He was asking all the wrong questions, and his lack of curiosity about the breaker timers was appalling.
“So you’re all part of this craft club?” Malerton asked.
“It’s not a club,” Eve said. She was pressing her fingers against her temples, and for the first time I noticed she wasn’t wearing her wedding band. She and Jared had been married long enough to raise two sons, one nineteen years old and the other twenty-one, and I was sure I’d seen a ring on her hand the last time we’d met.
“My mistake,” Malerton said, looking at a page in his small spiral notebook. “Committee. The Christmas Fair Committee. All volunteers, correct?”
Unless the man was deliberately acting the part of Fumbling Detective, he had Swiss cheese for a brain. We’d already told him we were a committee of volunteers tasked with setting up Juniper Grove’s Christmas crafts fair, and besides, he should have known that the point was irrelevant to Jared’s murder.
I sat forward, my sudden movement catching his attention. “What about the breaker timers, Sheriff?”
“What timers?” Julia asked.
“There are two timers attached to the electrical panel, both set for ten minutes past seven,” I answered.
“Jared had an electrician install timers for our vacation over the summer,” Eve said, “so it would look like the house was occupied. It turns the lights off overnight and then on again the next day.”
“There you go,” Malerton said, snapping his notebook shut.
“Both were set for 7:10 p.m.,” I reiterated.
Eve sat a little straighter. “They shouldn’t have been on. We only use them when we’re away. Sheriff?”
“We’ll look into it, ma’am,” he said.
“The lights . . .” Lucy turned her pale, broad face to the ceiling and tucked an errant strand of blonde hair behind one ear. “They went out about 7:10.”
Good grief, was anyone listening? “They were set for 7:10.”
“I remember the time,” Lucy went on, “because I looked at my watch a little before the lights went out, thinking maybe I shouldn’t have more coffee.”
“So who set the timers?” I asked.
“I’m sure those timers were off before tonight,” Eve insisted.
The corner-stationed deputy cleared his throat. “Could they have malfunctioned?”
“No, they were off,” Eve replied.
“But were they plugged in?” the deputy asked.
“I don’t know,” Eve replied. “Maybe. But even so, they weren’t operating. They haven’t since July. We haven’t needed them.”
“Well, I assure you we’ll look into it,” Malerton said. He pressed his palms to the table, rose, and turned to address his deputy. “Ask the lab folks if the scene can be released.”
The deputy started for the den, and I found myself hoping that the “lab folks” were more thorough than the county sheriff. Malerton hadn’t asked who among us, aside from Eve, knew about the timers, who might know how to set them, or why they were set to precisely 7:10. And that was just for starters. Who among his suspects had a reason to kill Jared? Had Malerton even considered a motive?
“It’s really late,” Carter moaned.
“Hardly,” Vivian said. “It’s not quite nine o’clock.”
“What am I going to do?” Eve said.
Vivian reached across the table to pat her hand. “Do you want me to stay? Is there someone I can call for you?”
“No, I have to call them myself.”
“You mean Mason and Max?” Vivian asked.
“They need to know. How will I tell them over the phone?”
“I can call your sons for you,” Malerton said.
“Good heavens, no,” Eve said. “They can’t hear the news from a sheriff.”
Voices sounded from down the hall and grew louder as footsteps headed our way.
“Well, let me know if I can be of assistance, Mrs. Coleman,” Malerton said. “And again, I’m sorry for your loss.”
As if Malerton’s deputy had stirred them into completing their job, the county lab people made their way through the dining room, into the living room, and out the front door. One paused to ask Malerton to follow him outside, I supposed so he could pass on some sensitive information.
“Thank you, ladies and gentleman,” Malerton said. “That’s all for tonight. Mrs. Coleman, your den is now open. We’re going to have a look at your garage, then we’ll be out of your hair.”
Eve scrunched up her face. “Garage?”
Malerton ignored her and pointed a knobby finger at my face. “I’d like to see you 9:00 a.m. tomorrow morning, Miss Stowe. Sheriff’s Department, Fort Collins.”
I wanted to tell him that saying “a.m.” and “morning” was redundant, and I wanted to ask him why the very sight of me made his hackles go up. Instead, I simply nodded.
“I’ll be in touch with the rest of you over the next few days,” he added.
“Why Rachel tomorrow morning?” Eve asked.
“She was the last to see your husband alive, ma’am.”
“No, I wasn’t,” I said, bristling. “I was the first to see him dead.”
“In the dark, when you told everyone you were going to check the breaker box,” Malerton countered.
“Seriously? You’re focusing on me when you haven’t even examined the timers?”
“What about Lucy?” Eve said, instantly shooting Lucy an apologetic look. “You know I don’t mean that, Lucy. I’m just saying it’s not fair for the sheriff to accuse only Rachel, and it sounds like he’s doing that.”
“It’s okay, Eve,” Lucy replied half-heartedly.
But Malerton was like a dog with a bone. “From what all of you have said, there wasn’t time for Miss Albert to walk to the den, commit murder, and walk back to the dining room, all while looking to see if the neighborhood lights were on.”
Lucy breathed an audible sigh of relief. She was about Carter’s age, late thirties, and like him, she appeared to be numb with shock. Other than a few initial words of condolence to Eve, she’d said little. Carter too, after implying that I was the killer before the police arrived, had lost his voice.
“Oh, for goodness' sakes, this is—” Julia, clearly fuming, started to say something but caught herself.
“Mrs. Foster?” Malerton said.
“Nothing. Not a thing, Sheriff Malerton. Rachel and I are leaving.”
Julia and I had become close friends after I’d moved into the house next to hers a year and a half ago, so I knew full well what she wanted to say. Wait until we talk to Police Chief James Gilroy, Sheriff. He’s Rachel’s fiancé, and he won’t stand for this, you incompetent twit. Okay, so maybe she wouldn’t have said “incompetent twit”—that was my spin on it—but I could see she was fit to be tied. Positively shaking with anger.
I said goodbye to Eve and told her I’d call tomorrow. She seemed to be bearing up well, but I knew her composure was either shock or an act. She hadn’t told her children about their father’s death yet, and that would be excruciating. I hoped Mason and Max were
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