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"Porkchop, where is your Aunt Candie? I want to stake out my spot on the stream before more people arrive." My reddish-brown dachshund and I stood in the parking lot that accessed Ridley Run, the trout stream where Al Gorman’s annual fishing tournament was to take place. The fishing spots were quickly filling up with anglers hoping to win the new fishing pole Al was awarding as a prize for the biggest trout caught today. I was looking forward to a day of fun and fishing. Unfortunately, it turned into one of fear and forensics. At the end of the day, I wanted to use another F-word. No, not that one. My Memaw Parker would have washed my mouth out with soap if it ever passed my lips. “Oh, fudge” was what I wanted to say to express my feelings on how the day turned out. 

I glanced at my trusty Timex and noticed there were only twenty minutes until the start of the fishing tournament. Al owned Al's Sports Shop on Pine Street in Wings Falls, my hometown in upstate New York. While I preferred a designer purse sale to buying fishing tackle, the Sports Shop was the favorite hangout of my fiancé, Hank Johnson.

The strap of my green waders slipped down my shoulder. I pushed it up, then bent and patted my pup on his head. I was dressed and ready to prove to Hank I could catch the winning trout.

The diamond ring on my left hand sparkled in the warm July sunlight. I still wanted to pinch myself when I thought of the handsome man I was engaged to. My Southern Belle cousin, Candie Parker-Hogan, referred to him as Hunky Hank. I called him the love of my life, next to Porkchop, that is.

Until Hank entered my life, almost two years ago, Porkchop was my constant companion. My pup helped me through a nasty divorce after I discovered my ex, George, who I'd been married to for twenty-five years, doing the bump fuzzies with the secretary of the funeral home we co-own, the Do Drop Inn Funeral Parlor.

Porkie and I walked over to the rippling stream. He dipped his small paws in and lapped at the water. It was barely nine o’clock and the sun already beat down on us. I bent and scooped up a handful of water and smoothed it along his back to cool him down. The shade from the pine, oak and maple trees bordering the stream helped lower the temperature, but this was July in upstate New York and the weather person on the local television channel promised today was going to be a “hot one”.

"Yoo hoo. Sugar, I'm here. Let the competition begin."

I glanced up from watching Porkchop snap at a dragonfly skimming the stream's surface to see my cousin walking towards me. I blinked, then blinked again. "Where did you get those?" I asked, pointing to her violet-hued waders.

Candie's equally violet eyes widened at my question. "You mean you've never seen a pair of fishing waders this color before?" 

I flicked my fingers towards her sparkling waders and shook my head in disbelief. "I can't say I have. And the rhinestones. Did the waders come trimmed out with all that bling?"

Candie peered down at her waders. Three rows of twinkling faux diamonds trimmed the top edge. "I have to admit the rhinestones were my creative contribution to my fishing gear. What do you think?" She thrust out a hip and placed a hand behind her head in a model's pose.

I laughed. "Bling is certainly your middle name. If our flies don't catch the fish, you can mesmerize the trout into your fishing net with the sparkle from your rhinestones."

My cousin, for all of her flair, was an excellent fisherwoman. She was raised by our grandparents on their farm in Hainted Hollar, Tennessee, after her parents were killed in an automobile accident when she was five years old. Since I was an only child, my parents sent me every summer to join her on the farm. We’d spend lazy afternoons fishing in the farm's small pond. Our grandpop was an avid fisherman and passed along his love of the sport to his two granddaughters.

"It's hotter than blue blazes today," Candie said, swiping a slim hand across her forehead. The bright sunlight sparkled off the rings decorating almost every finger on her hand.

"I have to agree with you. Even though it is July, this is unusually hot for the Adirondacks. Oh look, there's Raylene pulling in," I said, pointing to a royal blue painted school bus pulling into the parking lot. In large letters, the words Pawfari Bus were painted on the side of the bus.

A grin spread across my face. Raylene Carrigan owned the Adirondack Pawfari, a unique doggie daycare business. She'd drive the bus to her clients' homes and pick up their fur babies. The pups, if needed, would spend part of the day being schooled in obedience. Raylene then took them to the local dog park for a romp, but mostly she saw that they were well cared for and loved. She also helped her sister, Shirley Carrigan, with running For Pet's Sake, the town’s animal shelter. In fact, Al was donating the proceeds from the tournament to the shelter.

"Come on let's go say hi to Raylene," I said to my cousin. 

"Sure, Sugar. I need to double-check to see if she has Annie on her list of pick-ups for next week. Annie loves it when Raylene takes her to the dog park to play." Annie was Candie's rescue pup of indeterminate breed and one of my pup’s best buddies. While Porkchop often accompanied me wherever I went, Annie was more of a homebody and hadn’t joined us today.

I called Porkchop, who had given up on catching the dragonfly and was now pursuing a butterfly. I patted my leg for him to follow me.

Canine heads sat with their wet noses against the bus's windows as we walked closer.

Raylene swung open the bus’s door. "Samantha, Candie, how are you this lovely July morning?" She pushed herself out of the driver's seat and climbed down the steps. Like her sister, Shirley, who had been a professional woman wrestler, Raylene was fit and well-muscled. She wore her poker-straight mousey brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. Because her job dealt with dogs, her clothes were often covered in what she called “glitter”. Her outfits of choice were short-sleeved tee shirts with her paw print logo and the words Adirondack Pawfari printed across the front paired with jeans in the summer. When cooler weather settled in, jeans and long-sleeved tee shirts, with the same logo, completed her wardrobe. Her plain face was usually suntanned from being outdoors with her charges. The most striking feature was her eyes—emerald green—as green as a shamrock on Saint Patrick's Day. While mine were also green they weren't as vibrant as hers. She bent and scratched Porkchop between his ears. His tail wagged even harder when she pulled a doggie treat out of the small canvas pouch threaded through the belt circling her waist and handed it to him. 

Porkie sat and stared up at Raylene with expectant eyes. His tail swished back and forth across the hard-packed ground. 

I laughed. “You’ve spoiled him with your home baked doggie treats.” Raylene made her own dog bone-shaped doggie treats. She even personalized them with a paw imprint decoration.

She bent and placed a bone on the ground in front of Porkchop. He chowed down as if it was his last meal.

I smiled as I watched Porkchop devour the treat, then answered Raylene’s question. "We're fine. I see you brought along a few of the shelter's dogs with you. Trying to pull at the fishermen's heartstrings and get the pups adopted today?" I asked, pointing to a black lab who sat staring down at us with his wet nose pressed against the window.

Porkchop bounced at Raylene's feet. His tail wagged like a flag in a windstorm. Aside from Hank and me, she was one of his favorite people.

Candie walked over to the side of the bus and looked up at a window. An adorable poodle stared down at her. "Isn't this doggie the cutest? Do you think Annie and Dixie would like another sibling?"

Dixie was Candie's calico cat. Annie and Dixie got along fine but Porkchop and the cat were a different matter. They barely tolerated each other.

"Caaannndie," I drawled out. "Right now, you have a full household. What would Mark say if you brought home another member?"

Candie turned and batted her eyes at me. "Sugar, Mark will grant me anything I wish."

I laughed. While Mark was the last person I’d call a wimp—he was Wings Falls's mayor, after all, and the best mayor my hometown had elected in a long time—he was Jell-O in Candie's hands. 

Raylene craned her neck and glanced over my shoulder. "Where are your significant others? They're not going to miss the tournament, are they?"

Even though Hank was often on call as the lead detective for the Wings Falls Police Force, nothing was brewing today, hopefully, to cause him to skip the tournament.

"Fortunately, I don’t think anything has happened lately to require his attention. Mark and he are helping Al, but will be taking part in the tournament, too. They're at the Sports Shop right now, getting together some extra gear in case anyone requires it. They should be here shortly. Do you need any help with the pups you've brought with you?" I asked, pointing at the bus.

"I really appreciate the offer. Shirley will be here shortly. She got tied up at the shelter. One of her volunteers called in and said she'd be a little late. She was having car trouble," Raylene said. She turned and climbed back up the bus's steps. With Porkchop tucked under my arm, the steps were a little too steep for his short legs, Candie, Porkchop and I followed her.

Our town’s shelter, For Pet's Sake, relied on volunteers and donations so it could tend to the needs of all the pets it took in. Whenever I shopped at the local Shop And Save, I picked up an extra bag of pet food to drop off at the shelter.

When we got to the top of the steps, I placed Porkchop on the bus floor. I noticed a harness strapped the dogs into their bench seats, as if they were kids on a school bus. They sat, patiently, waiting to be unhooked so they could enjoy this summer day with the rest of us and, hopefully, be adopted.

Just as I approached an adorable Bassett Hound curled up on his seat, I heard a commotion in the parking lot.  
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"Stop the killing of innocent fish! Fish have feelings, too!"

My head whipped around to the bus window to see who was chanting. I frowned and let out a sigh. I recognized the frizzy-haired woman. It was Luna Wheeler, a local activist. If there was a cause to be championed, call Luna. Not that it was necessarily a bad thing, but to protest this tournament, one that benefited the local pet shelter, I felt was a little out there. From the words Save the Fish printed across her tee shirt she wore with a pair of jeans, I assumed today she was championing the trout. Most people in Wings Falls ignored her. She was a pain, but one we tried to tolerate. 

Candie shook her head. Like Raylene and me, she'd pulled her auburn hair into a ponytail, and it bobbed from side to side. "She's been frequenting City Hall a lot lately."

I raised an eyebrow in question. "How come?" I asked, unbuckling the Bassett Hound from his safety harness and clipping on the leash that lay on the seat next to him.

"She claims she's friends with the owner of this property and has gotten it in writing for this area to be declared Forever Wild. She thinks Mark and the Town Council are stopping this from happening." Candie tugged on the brim of her violet baseball cap to cut the sun's glare.

"Isn't Forever Wild a federal program? What would City Hall have to do with it?" I asked, picking up Porkchop and guiding the Basset down the steps of the bus.

"Nothing. And we told her so, but she thinks we're fibbing. The actual ownership of the land is in question, too," Candie said, leashing up the poodle she’d taken a liking to.

A scowl formed on Raylene’s face. "Her name should be Loonie instead of Luna. You ladies know I use the dog park in town to exercise the dogs in my care, right?" She motioned for the dogs and us to follow her.

"Yes, Porkchop loves it when you stop there. He's become quite spoiled. A romp around my backyard isn't good enough for him anymore." My pup's ears perked up at the mention of his name. "Yes, I'm talking about you, Porkie." I scratched between his ears.


Candie and Raylene laughed. They both knew my dog was spoiled and I couldn’t deny it.


"Well, she's trying to make the town revoke the portion of the park's designation as a dog park and has met with a lot of opposition. Too many people and their pets enjoy it, and I must say the dog park is well cared for. People do pick up after their fur babies," Raylene said. She reached for the Bassett's leash I held and took the poodle's leash from Candie. 

"It would certainly affect your business," I said. Porkchop and all of Raylene’s charges loved the town's dog park. 

Raylene gently tugged on the leashes in her hand. "Sit," she commanded and instantly the dogs sat and raised doleful eyes at her. Raylene reached into her canvas pouch and pulled out a treat for each of the dogs, then offered one to Porkchop. "Can't forget you, little buddy," she said, patting his head as he chewed the treat.

"No wonder he loves you. I know he goes with you on the Pawfari only two days a week, but it's as if he knows when you’re coming. On those mornings he'll sit on the back of my sofa and look out the window until he sees your bus rolling down the road. As soon as he sees it, he wiggles those little buns of his and runs to the front door," I said, smiling at my sweet dog.  

"Annie is the same way, although she gets the pleasure of going more often since I work every day," Candie said. 

Candie worked at City Hall as her husband's part-time secretary. It's how they met and fell in love. Wings Falls’s budget didn’t extend to a full-time position, which suited my sassy cousin fine as it left her time to work on the sexy romance novels she loved to write.

Luna and another protester, wearing a matching tee shirt with Save the Fish written across the front, circled the parking lot, then moved further down the stream, chanting, “Save the fish,” and waving posters nailed to wooden handles as they went. 

"I hope they don’t pose a problem today and harass the fishermen and women. Who was the other protester? I haven’t seen her before," I said, watching as the woods swallowed the two women up.

"That's Karen Fritz, one of Luna's minions. Luna says jump and Karen asks how high," Raylene said, with a disgusted look on her face.

I couldn't imagine being so devoted to any cause that I'd follow it blindly. I guess I'd become too independent since my divorce. I love Hank with all my heart, and we were getting married, although we hadn't set a date yet, but never again would I surrender my willpower to another person. A lesson learned the hard way with George.

"Oh look, the Loopy Ladies are here," Candie said, pointing to fellow members of our weekly rug hooking group.

I turned in the direction Candie pointed and saw my octogenarian neighbor, Gladys O’Malley, with Helen Garber and Lucy Foster. They were busy setting up a canopy and placing a folding table and chairs under it. They spread small, hooked rugs on the tabletop. Members of my group often hooked small decorative rugs and sold them for the benefit of local organizations. The proceeds from these fishing-themed rugs would go to For Pet's Sake Animal Shelter.

I strolled over to them. The legs of my waders slapped together with each step. "Can I help with your set up?"

"We've got this under control," Gladys said, juggling an armful of rugs. 

"Here, give me some of those rugs before you drop them on the ground, and they get covered in dirt." Helen Garber reached over and snatched a handful from Gladys's skinny arms.

"Humph. You think I can't handle a few rugs? I've been toting heavier loads than this for more years than you can count." Gladys placed the rugs she cradled in her arms on the table, then turned and stood nose-to-nose with Helen's large frame. She barely stood tall enough to reach Helen's double chin. Red, white and blue striped curls poked out from beneath her jaunty red fedora. She loved to dye her tightly permed grey curls to celebrate a holiday or season. I assumed the patriotic hue of her curls was a homage to this month’s Fourth of July holiday. 

One of the rugs she placed on the table caught my eye. It featured a red fedora with one side turned down like the one Gladys wore. Next to it, she had hooked a fly rod. “This is really interesting. Does it have a meaning behind it?”

“Yes, it does. It’s my homage to Cornelia ‘Fly Rod’ Crosby,” she said, touching the flipped-down brim of her hat.

“Cornelia ‘Fly Rod’ Crosby? I’m afraid I haven’t heard of her,” Candie said, fingering the rug.

“She’s a Maine treasure. Unfortunately, not well known outside of her state,” Gladys said, running her gnarled fingers over the rug.

“Can you tell me a little bit about her?” I asked. Gladys had my interest piqued.

My neighbor puffed up her thin chest. “She was a famous female fly fisherwoman in the 1800s. She’d catch as many as two hundred trout in a day. In fact, she was Maine’s first licensed guide. Through the newspaper columns she wrote, she was very instrumental in promoting outdoor activities.” She touched the brim of her hat again. “She wore a hat like mine when she went fishing.”

“She must have been something for her era.” I loved hearing any kind of local history even if it was from another state.

Helen rolled her eyes. I swear I heard her say under her breath, “Big whoopee do.” 

"Do you think they'll make it through the day without coming to blows?" Candie whispered in my ear.

I shrugged. "One can only hope." Helen and Gladys rarely agreed on anything. Helen was outspoken about everything, from the bold colors of her wardrobe to her opinions on life and all it entailed.

Gladys, while she may be somewhere in her eighties, no one really knew where, was no shrinking flower. She'd match Helen comment for comment. It would be an interesting day. Fortunately, I wouldn't have to stand around and listen to their bickering. I'd be too busy trying to land the winning trout. Poor Lucy Foster would have to put up with listening to those two arguing about everything from how much to charge for the rugs to how to display them on the folding table. On Monday morning, when the Loopy Ladies gathered at Lucy's wool studio, The Ewe and Me, I'd ask how the day went.

"Gladys, is Frank going to fish today? I haven't seen him, yet," I asked, scanning the parking lot for her boyfriend, Frank Gilbert, or, as she referred to him, her “Pookie Bear”.

"He should be here any minute. I left him at home attaching his ‘lucky’ fly to his line. He swore it would hook the winning trout," Gladys said, rearranging the rugs. The Loopy Ladies had challenged themselves to hook a small rug that had something to do with the tournament. Mine was my version of a rainbow trout, a multitude of colored wool strips in the shape of a fish on a pink background. Why a pink background? Who knows? It’s what struck me at the moment, so, I thought, why not?

Helen rolled her eyes. "Humph, my Orville can out-fish your Frank any day of the week blindfolded and with one arm tied behind his back," she said, referring to her husband. 

Gladys balled up her fists at her side. I leaned over to Candie and out of the side of my mouth I said, "I see Hank and Mark coming. Let's get out of here before fists start to fly."

Candie nodded. "I agree. Oh, there's Shirley Carrigan. Let's stop and say hi on the way to meeting with the guys."

I smiled at Lucy. "Good luck today. I hope you sell all of the rugs." I tilted my head towards Helen and Gladys. "And no blood is spilled."

Lucy laughed. "I'll see you on Monday morning, if not before."

Candie and I waved and as we made our way over to Hank and Mark, we passed by Shirley Carrigan's van with For Pet' Sake Animal Shelter written on the side of it.

"Hi, Shirley," I said, as she opened the back doors of the van and pulled out a folding corral. It would hold the dogs she and Raylene had brought today. I peeked into the van and spied three cages containing the most adorable dogs. I was sure they, along with the dogs Raylene had brought from the shelter, would find homes today.

"Sam, Candie, I see you're all geared up for today's tournament," she said, pointing to our waders. "I especially like yours, Candie."

I laughed. "Yeah, if she can't hook a fish, she'll stun them with all those rhinestones."

Candie swatted my arm. "Sugar, do you need any help?"

"I'm fine. It will only take me a few minutes to set things up. Raylene will be here shortly to help," Shirley said, waving off our help. 

"We saw her a bit ago. She brought along the cutest dogs. I'm sure all these pets will be adopted today," I said, taking in the sweet dogs, with their tails wagging, sitting in the back of her van.

Shirley pointed over my shoulder and waved. "Here she comes now."
I turned to see the dogs who had been sitting on the bus now walking obediently at Raylene's side. 
I didn't doubt Shirley could handle everything by herself. She'd kept herself in her wrestling-days shape by frequenting our local gym, Fitness World. I had a membership but didn't use it as often as I should.

"Well, if you don't need our help, let's go join the guys," I said, pointing to Hank's Jeep. They'd brought Candie's and my poles and tackle boxes along with them since they fit better in the back of his Jeep then my VW Bug or Candie’s Mustang.

Candie placed a hand on my arm and pulled me to a stop. "Do you hear that?

"I hear a lot of cawing by some crows." Suddenly, the sky filled with a flock of crows.

"Do you know what they call a bunch of crows?" Candie asked.

I shook my head at my cousin's strange question.

"A murder," she replied.

A chill shot down my spine.
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"Hi, there, handsome," I said, going on my tiptoes to plant a kiss on Hank's lips. 

He gathered me in his arms and returned my kiss.

"How's my sugar doing? Candie asked her husband as she leaned over and kissed him.  Unlike me, she didn't have to stretch to do so as Mark was about the same height as her, at five-foot-six, while Hank, like my Memaw Parker would say, was a “tall drink of water” at six-foot-two. I smiled at the saying printed across Mark's green tee shirt I'm Hooked on Fishing.

I pushed back the stray dark brown curl that had fallen over Hank's forehead. "Have you two been busy at the Sports Shop?"

"Just a few final things Al needed to do before the tournament begins. You know, last-minute registrants, gathering extra equipment if anyone needs it. He left the store before us so he should be here now."

"He won’t be pleased with someone who has shown up." I wanted to warn him about Luna and Karen.

Hank raised an eyebrow at me. "Not sure by the tone of your voice I want to know."

"Luna Wheeler," I said, with a frown.

At the mention of her name Hank rolled his eyes. "I thought this was going to be a peaceful day of fishing." Hank had become acquainted with Luna from her frequent arrests whether for tying herself to a tree to protest logging or planting herself in front of a bulldozer at a construction site.

Mark overheard what I had told Hank and said, "I wondered if she and her friend would come here today. They were at City Hall again yesterday trying to block Al from holding this tournament. Luna wasn't too pleased when I told her he had filled out all the proper paperwork to have it.” 

"Yeah, the station had to send a squad car over to Al's store yesterday because Luna and her friend started protesting in front of his store, blocking customers from entering,” Hank said, stroking the back of my neck with his thumb.

I shook my head. "I bet he wasn’t very happy."

Hank let out a dry laugh. "You, think? He was spitting mad this morning. Not only was he angry, but so were the customers trying to get into his store. Luna's lucky that Officers March and Reed got there when they did, or I think a few punches would have been thrown. As it was, some angry words were spoken.”

I smiled. Officers March and Reed might be the youngest members of the Wing Falls Police Force, but they were fast becoming a vital part of it.

"Okay, enough of this Luna talk. Let's go fishing. I can feel a whopper hankering for my lure," Candie said, tugging Mark's arm.

Hank walked around his Jeep and opened the back. Stacked neatly were the guys' waders and gear and our tackle boxes, nets and fishing poles. Mark joined him. They pulled out their waders and slipped them on over their jeans and tee shirts. Next, they handed us our fishing equipment, then grabbed theirs.

Once properly suited up Hank asked Candie and me, "Are you ready to eat crow when I beat you with the winning fish?" 

Despite the July temperature which had to be in the eighties already, I shivered and rubbed the goose bumps that covered my arms.

A look of concern crossed Hank's handsome face. "What's the matter, Sam? Are you feeling all right? You've turned deathly white."

A hollow laugh rose up my throat. "No, I'm acting silly. Before we met up with you guys, a flock of crows flew over Candie's and my head. She said it's called a 'murder.' You reminded me of what she said."

Hank slid an arm around my shoulder and pulled me next to him. "Sam, look at today, the beautiful weather, all the folks who have turned out for a great cause, and we're going to get in some fishing. What could be more perfect?" He glanced over his shoulder, then leaned closer to my ear. "Where did Candie get those waders of hers? I've never seen anything like them."

I laughed. "And I don't think you ever will, either. You know my cousin, her middle name is Bling."

Hank joined in my laughter.

"Hey, you guys, what's so funny?" Candie called from behind us.

"Oh, nothing," I said with a wave of my hand. I stopped at the edge of the
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