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A Parting Shot

With her wedding just around the corner, Kickboxing Crusader Allie Cobb decides it’s time to hang up her sleuthing cap for good. But when an affable local cop on the verge of retirement is shot dead at the town’s Fourth of July picnic, Allie can’t help but reconsider her decision. And with everyone at the festivities a potential witness, the police have their hands full and are more than happy to accept Allie’s help.

Certain that the murder has its roots in one of the policeman’s old arrests, Allie begins digging into his past and discovers a surprising history of clashes with regional drug dealers and a local gambling ring. But then her investigation unearths a more alarming possibility that hits much closer to home, and Allie will have to bend a few rules to break the case and bring down a killer . . .
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Chapter One
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An old proverb says all good things must come to an end. And so it was with my part-time career investigating murders. It was time to set the case notebooks, lockpicks, and sleuthing aside.

It would be inaccurate to say that I looked back on my time spent investigating murders with fondness. In all honesty, it had been emotionally exhausting as well as hazardous to my health. The decisions to insert myself into the middle of five separate murder cases hadn’t been made lightly. They’d been made because I wanted to make sure justice was done.

When friends and family members of the victims asked for my help, I couldn’t turn my back on them. Not in their greatest times of need.

So, instead of categorizing my efforts as an amateur sleuth as a good thing, I’d prefer to think of it like Granny Weatherwax in Terry Pratchett’s Discworld fantasy novels. Simply doing what needed to be done. And good things came out of those efforts. Murderers were put behind bars. The community was able to return to a state of normalcy. Grieving families received answers, sometimes after decades of waiting.

I’d played my part in making my town of Rushing Creek, Indiana, a safer place. It was time to step away from that part of my life, though.

I was getting married in two weeks. That meant my decisions would no longer be only about me, Allie Cobb, owner of the Cobb Literary Agency. They would also be about Brent Richardson, the kindest, funniest, and most supportive man I’d ever met.

If I survived until my wedding day.

Between my bestie Sloane’s plans for my bachelorette party, my brother Luke’s plans for Brent’s bachelor party, and all the other wedding plans to be finalized, there were moments when I wanted to grab my fiancé by the hand, jump in his truck, and elope. His dog Sammy and my cat Ursi would be perfect wedding attendants.

Of that I had no doubt.

Alas, as I was continually finding out, even though I was the bride-to-be, countless things were out of my hands. Brent’s updated passport still hadn’t arrived. Without it, our Caribbean cruise honeymoon wasn’t going to happen. My mom and the florist couldn’t agree which flowers to use at the ceremony.

And then there was the weather. We were getting married at the Winchester-Cobb Memorial Park gazebo. Every time I looked at the forecast, I shook my head and asked Ursi why I thought getting married out of doors in July was a good idea.

All in all, not an ideal situation for someone who liked order in her life.

Which was why, as I finished off a banana and blueberry smoothie, I reminded myself to take things one day at a time. Let go of things out of my control. Everything was going to be fine.

“Time for me to head out, girl.” I placed my cup in the dishwasher as Ursi gobbled up the last of the kitty treats I’d given her. Today was going to be a welcome distraction from the stress of the buildup to the wedding. It was July Fourth and Rushing Creek was having its annual Independence Day Festival at Memorial Park.

The festival was a great time if one wasn’t a cat. I loved every minute of it, but between the heat, the crowds, and the noise, it wasn’t a place for my fur baby. It was also a long day. By the time the fireworks show ended and we headed for home, it would be eleven o’clock.

Thus, the larger-than-normal number of treats for Ursi. It was a way to salve my guilt from having so much fun without her. Then again, a day spent in climate-controlled comfort with unlimited opportunities to nap meant she wasn’t exactly getting a raw deal.

I picked up my tortoiseshell baby and snuggled with her until she let out an annoyed mrrw. That was the signal she was ready to be put down. After kissing her head twice, I placed her on the middle couch cushion. In typical feline fashion, she leapt to the cushion to the right, where she settled down.

“Thank you for not jumping off the couch, my queen.” I laughed when she gave me a long, unblinking look that seemed to say, “Whatever. You may go, Mom.”

Having been dismissed, I got a water bottle out of the fridge and grabbed my bike helmet. As I was strapping it on, my phone’s ringtone went off.

“Sloanie Balonie, what is up this fine Independence Day?”

“The sky, of course, duh.” My bestie let out a laugh. It was full of joy and reminded me how lucky I was to have her in my life. “So, hey, your dude Brent and I got us a prime spot here in the park. We’re halfway between the Memory Oak and the main shelter. Perfect for enjoying the festivities.”

“Fabulous. I’m heading out now. Be there in a few.”

“Don’t forget the paper plates and napkins.” Over the past few weeks, Sloane had relieved me of many of my mundane, everyday chores. That included organizing the annual Cobb Family Independence Day picnic. She said it was her way of making sure I enjoyed the time leading up to the Big Day.

Whatever her motivation, I couldn’t be more appreciative. I did have a lot on my mind. Getting married took a lot of planning. “They’ll be in my saddle bags, along with the plasticware. And a full bottle of bug spray.”

We ended the call and I headed out the door of my apartment, blowing Ursi a kiss as I made my exit. Before leaving the building, I made a detour to the third floor to check in with my friend Calypso.

I gave her door three quick knocks. Calypso was expecting me, so the wait wasn’t a long one.

“What’s up, Boss?” She gestured for me to come in. “Just need to put the green beans in a travel container.”

One could have heard my jaw hit the floor when I laid eyes on her. My young assistant normally dressed in black from head to toe. And used a lot of black eyeliner. And colored her hair jet black.

Today, however, her hair was a shocking shade of fluorescent red. Her shorts were navy blue. Even though her tank top was splashed with the raised fist logo of hard rock band Rage Against the Machine, the rest of it was white.

“Great hair. And if I may say so, you look like a living, breathing rendition of the American flag.”

Her serving spoon stopped in midair, halfway between the cooking pot and a plastic container. She turned toward me and narrowed her eyes. The good old prickly Calypso was alive and well.

“Proceed with caution, oh wise literary agent. I’m proud of my citizenship, but the choice of this top was not by accident. Most people won’t get the message. For once I’m probably being too subtle. Those that do get it are my kind of people.”

“Taking on the patriarchy on Independence Day. Expressing your First Amendment right to dissent. Am I on the right track?” I took over putting the green beans in the container. Calypso had something on her mind and this way she could get if off her chest.

“Totally.” She grabbed a lid for the container. “Last night, at the Pub, some middle-aged dude started hitting on me. When I didn’t respond to his satisfaction, he threw a few insults my way and left me a penny for a tip. And this was for a dinner and drinks with his buddy. I waited on them for ninety minutes. The bill was almost a hundred bucks.”

I grimaced. In general, the residents of Rushing Creek were decent folks. We depended on each other to keep our little tourist town vibrant and tried to take care of our own. That meant treating those in the service sector, especially those on the front lines, with respect while tipping reasonably.

Unfortunately, not all of the tourists were on the same page. I’d heard too many stories to count from my sister Rachel, who owned the Rushing Creek Pub, about customers from out of town, especially men, who treated her frontline staff like trash.

It made my blood boil.

“Some people are the worst. And they’re everywhere. Here, New York, anyplace where someone wants to think they have power over someone else. I could tell you some stories from my time in the City—”

“I know.” Calypso let out a long sigh. “But why do people have to be jerks? I know I’m as cuddly as a cactus, but I never act like a tosser for the fun of it.”

“Deep down, they’re insecure. Like the Emerson quote, ‘Be curious, not judgmental.’ People should spend more time getting to know each other instead of making snap calls that someone is lesser because of how they look or what they do.”

“Do you really think it’s that simple?” Calypso’s eyes got misty.

“Not always, but sometimes, yes. Which is why it’s so important to have a support system. Folks you can lean on when things are lousy. Like now.” I placed my hands on her shoulders and turned her toward the door. “Today’s going to be a good day with people who care about you. We’ll eat, laugh, and have a great time. My mom will be there. Maybe you could talk to her. She’s the best listener I know.”

Calypso took a deep breath and then straightened her top. “Maybe I’ll do that. She told me she’s looking forward to seeing the new hair color. She said she’s thinking about adding some color to her own hair.”

I stopped in my tracks. “No way. She better not mess with her hair. Rachel and I have told her thousands of times how jealous we are of her glorious silver locks.”

“All I know is it came up when Tristain asked if he could color his hair blue for the holiday.”

A shudder ran through me from the top of my head to the bottoms of my toes. “My nephew is going to be the death of me. He’s a terrible influence on his grandmother.”

“You mean he keeps her young,” Calypso said and laughed. It was an encouraging change from her earlier dark mood. “He reminds me a lot of you, actually. Curious. And kind of bossy. Theresa’s a lot more like her mom. Competitive and organized. It amazes me that a set of twins could be so different in the personality department.”

My twin niece and nephew were becoming more and more fascinating. At almost eight years old, their individual personalities were revealing themselves more every day. They weren’t my babies anymore. It was an exciting thought. A frightening one, too.

Where had the time gone.

“I’ll buy the curious part. The bossy part, I reject on all grounds. Now, come on. We need to get to the park.” I winked. If Calypso was going to call me bossy, I might as well play the part.

Calypso waited for me to load my paper products into one of my saddle bags. Then she placed the green beans in the other, wrapping the container with a beach towel to make sure it stayed upright during the ten-minute ride to the park.

“Ready?” I asked as I buckled the chin strap of my bike helmet into place.

“As I’ll ever be.”

Today was Calypso’s first trip on her brand-new bike. Her beater car’s engine had blown up a few months ago. Without the money to pay for repairs, she had the vehicle hauled to the junk yard. After weeks of indecision, she finally spent fifty bucks on a mountain bike my brother Luke hadn’t ridden in ages.

The first thing she did was paint the frame matte black. The second was to plaster it with stickers from punk bands.

Much to her surprise, Calypso found she enjoyed rolling around town on two wheels. It got her to her job at the Pub faster than on two feet. When she worked the late shift, wheeling home felt safer than walking, too. The bike was too big for her five-five frame, though. A week ago, she’d purchased a brand-new set of wheels online.

She’d spent the week assembling it. This would be the first time she’d be seen on it. Oh, yeah, the rig was candy apple red. A very unlike-Calypso hue.

Until she got the new hair color.

I wanted to call her the Girl on Fire but kept the comment to myself. Instead, I remained content with the thought that Calypso Bosley, my proud goth girl, was getting comfortable enough with her surroundings, and herself, to add color to her persona. Right on time for the most explosive holiday of the year.

Oh, boy. Was it ever.
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Rushing Creek’s Memorial Park is a hub of activity pretty much every day of the year. Even during the dead of winter, folks run, walk their dogs, and if there’s enough snow, have epic snowball fights there.

During the summer, the level of activity turned up to eleven. On Independence Day, it was off the scale.

We pedaled at a casual pace to soak in our surroundings. Every business on the Boulevard, the town’s main drag, was festooned in red, white, and blue bunting. American flags hung from lampposts at every intersection. They flapped in the breeze, a reminder that even though it would be a hot day, the wind would keep the humidity at bay.

The more pleasant conditions should also make for a better-behaved crowd. At least, that was the hope.

The moment we turned from the Boulevard onto T.C. Steele Memorial Way, a wall of sound greeted us. Despite the fact that the park was a half mile away, a tune performed by a brass band rose above the buzz of activity. It was only eleven o’clock, on a Sunday. A lot of folks were still in church. Yet Rushing Creek’s annual Fourth Fest was already in full swing.

“You sure you’re ready for this?” I glanced at Calypso as we rolled to a stop at a cross street two blocks from our destination.

While she enjoyed her job at the Pub, at least when the customers treated her like a human being, she wasn’t a fan of crowds. She preferred listening to music and hanging out with a small group of friends at Hilltop Roasters, the local coffee shop.

“Actually, yes, believe it or not.” She smiled. “One of my girlfriends is doing a poetry reading at the coffee shop’s tent at noon. It’s her first time doing a public reading. I want to be there for her.”

“How cool.” I appreciated poetry. The creativity and discipline it took to create something that connected with people through the written word was something to celebrate. “Will you be doing any reading?”

“No way. My journal entries aren’t exactly poetic in nature. Besides, the content would be a little dark for this crowd.”

“Fair enough. Someday, though.”

Calypso had started journaling as a way to express her feelings about her parents. Most of her entries were angry, defiant, and reflective of a life spent with adults who didn’t understand her. And never really tried to.

My mom, a family physician, had suggested she put her feelings down on paper since she wasn’t comfortable sharing them with others.

After six months or so, she asked me to read a passage. Yes, it was dark, but it was also honest, raw, and thought-provoking. I suggested she submit the piece to a few online literary sites. It was that good. She declined, but every now and then, she’d ask me to read another entry.

The young woman was like an onion. When a new layer was peeled back, another wonderful aspect of Calypso Bosley bloomed in the sun for all to experience.

Mouthwatering aromas of roasted chicken, deep-fried vegetables, and kettle corn made my stomach rumble. I pressed down on the pedals to get moving.

A minute later, we arrived at the park, a fifty-acre green space containing a playground, two picnic shelters, a bandstand, and even a walking path along its perimeter. A mixture of trees, from decade-old oaks that towered over everything in sight to a red pine sapling that had been recently planted, were scattered throughout the park. The foliage provided much-needed shade on a hot sunny day like today but didn’t overwhelm the space.

There were plenty of sunny areas, too. A group of young ones smaller than the twins were blowing bubbles. They hopped up and down in excitement as they pointed at the rainbows on the surface of a huge bubble one of them had created.

A far corner of the park had become the spot for sunbathers. Young people in shorts and form-fitting tops lounged on beach towels, their oversized, fashionable sunglasses making it tough to know who was checking out who.

“Hey, chickies! Over here!” Sloane was jumping up and down and waving at us like she was trying to bring an airplane in for landing.

“Gods above.” Calypso shook her head. “That woman has way too much energy for this time of the morning.”

I laughed. Sloane was an unending source of all things good in my life. She’d had a tough childhood with an alcoholic father and neglectful mother. Despite those hurdles, she’d grown into one of the most loving, kind, and positive folks I knew. She was no Pollyanna, but she had an inherent ability to find the good in most situations.

She was my bestest bestie in the world. I’d love her until the end of time. Her goofy streak made me love her even more.

“This isn’t the time to mention she’s probably already gotten a fifteen-mile run in, is it?”

“Not really.” Calypso shrugged. “I mean, good on her. I wish I had half her energy, though.”

“Preaching to the choir, sister. Preaching to the choir.”

With the park getting more crowded by the minute, we dismounted and walked our bikes to Sloane. After exchanging hugs, she guided us to our spot. It was a twelve-by-twelve square patch of grass that she and Brent had covered with a couple of Neat Sheets. Rocks the size of my bike helmet had been placed along the perimeter of the blue cloths to keep them in place.

Brent was installing tiki torches at each of the four corners of our domain. He picked me up and twirled me around in a circle, then planted a big kiss on my lips before returning me to Earth. Truly, it was a welcoming hug in all the best ways.

“Welcome to Chez Winchester, ladies. Feel free to park your bikes next to our fine blue carpeting.” He pointed to a card table in one corner. “Food and place settings go on the table. Feel free to grab a cold drink from the cooler underneath. There’s plenty. Calypso, there’s iced coffee in there for you.”

“Sweet.” She sprinted to the cooler like there was a million dollars waiting for her in it.

While Calypso slugged down her liquid caffeine, Brent locked our bikes to the table. “Not perfect, but it should discourage any ne’er-do-wells with any thoughts of stealing from my bride-to-be.”

I gave him a peck on the cheek. “You are so adorkable. What would I do without you?”

“You’d have adopted two more cats and become Rushing Creek’s Official Crazy Cat Lady.” Sloane took the plates and napkins I handed her and put them on the table next to a stack of plastic cups.

“She’s not wrong,” Calypso said as she placed the green beans by a platter of mixed fruit.

“I believe the term you’re looking for is eccentric. Besides, Ursi and I are quite content having the apartment to ourselves.”

“For two more weeks.” Sloane waggled her eyebrows at me as she gave Brent a friendly jab to the ribs. “I still can’t believe Renee agreed to waive her no-dogs policy.”

Renee Gomez was my property owner. She was also Calypso’s aunt, the owner of the bookstore on the building’s first floor, and my neighbor across the hall.

“Yeah, well, a two-hundred-fifty-dollar damage deposit and a hundred-dollar-a-month bump in rent made it easy for her to say yes.” I was still coming to terms with the fact that Brent and his golden retriever Sammy were moving in once we got back from our honeymoon. I’d been on my own for over a decade. Having a roommate was going to get some getting used to. Even if it was my husband.

Any additional discussion of living arrangements was cut short by my mom’s arrival. She was with my friend Jeanette Wilkerson. “I brought the barbecue and Jeanette brought snacks. Who’s ready to eat?”

Calypso raised her hand. “I skipped breakfast for your legendary pulled pork, Dr. Cobb.”

“Seriously? You’re going the ‘Dr. Cobb’ route?” I put the tray Mom handed me on the table next to the buns Jeanette brought. “How come you never suck up to me like that?” I asked Calypso.

“She’ll keep me from dying if I get sick.” Calypso bowed to my mom, then pinched a sliver of the pork. “And she’s a way better cook than you.”

“Preach, sister.” Sloane gave Calypso a high five as the group broke out in laughter.

I joined in because my associate agent was right. On both counts.

All conversation came to an end as we each took a seat in one of the available camp chairs or sat cross-legged on the sheets. We partook of the feast with the typical abandon of Americans celebrating a holiday. With the exception of my ever-sensible mom, the rest of us loaded up our plates as if we were having our last meal.

I looked at my dear mother and gave her a peck on each cheek in the French style. The smoked pulled pork was as fantastic as ever. Sloane and Jeanette added some barbecue sauce to their meals. The savages. In my opinion, the meat was perfect without anything added to it. She grinned, but then admonished me when I went for a second helping of the green beans.

“Save some for your brother. He’s working too hard this weekend to be left with nothing but scraps.”

“Come on, Mom. Seriously? I mean total props to Calypso on these green beans. The bacon and onion are perfect. Five stars.” I pointed at our bikes. “I’m gonna need the energy from these for the ride home tonight.”

Mom gave me a long look before shaking her head. Every strand of her silver hair was in place. I sent a thank-you to the spirits above that she hadn’t done anything to it, yet. Then she looked at Calypso.

“I have to say these are some excellent green beans. They remind me of the kind my mom made when I was growing up.” She turned to me with a mischievous smile. “Which is all the more reason to leave plenty for your brother. Who’s working until midnight to make sure all the parks in town stay tidy today.”

“Ooh, she got you on the whole ‘hardworking dude’ angle.” Sloane slid a forkful of the delicious side dish into her mouth. “I’d wave the white flag before you dig your grave any deeper, Allie.”

I looked to Brent for help. My fiancé had suddenly decided that he needed to busy himself by giving Sammy some fresh water. The coward.

“Fine, whatever.” I put my hands up in surrender. “I see how you all are. You better remember this day when you all want signed copies of S. A. Cosby’s latest book.”

My threat fell on deaf ears because before I could say anything else, two girls from the high school band program came by. They had ice cream sandwiches for sale.

“One for everybody,” Brent said. He must have decided he couldn’t keep freshening Sammy’s water bowl forever. The traitorous golden retriever, whom I loved with all my heart, barked his agreement.

And so, I joined my family and friends in devouring our frozen dairy treats. Not only was the purchase going to help pay for new uniforms for the marching band, but it also brought what came to be known as the Great Independence Day Green Bean Standoff to an end.

Luke 1 – Allie 0.

A little later, Brent and I were wandering among the vendor tents with Sammy at our side when police officer Ollie Watson approached.

“Brent, my boy. How are you?” He extended his hand, grinning ear to ear. When they were finished shaking, he turned to me. “Always a pleasure, Allie. Looking forward to seeing your beau in the spotlight tonight?”

“I am.” I bounced up and down on the balls of my feet. Brent let out a tiny groan at my enthusiastic response. “I appreciate you bestowing the honor on him.”

“Excellent.” He gave Brent an overly exuberant slap on the back. “Well, gotta go. Time to fire up the grill. Talk to you later!”

Officer Watson ambled away, his belly jiggling like his own bowl full of jelly. Today was his last day as a member of the Rushing Creek Police Force. He was a kind enough soul, but I wasn’t mourning his retirement. In the years since I’d returned to Rushing Creek from my decade in New York, I’d found him to be a lazy police officer who lacked attention to detail.

My misgivings about him notwithstanding, he raised oodles of money for Rushing Creek Youth Sports by hosting Cooking with a Cop every July Fourth. He spent the day selling burgers and dogs hot off the grill while overseeing a silent auction and raffle. It was an hours-long affair, culminating in a local big shot drawing the winning raffle ticket right before the fireworks show commenced.

This year’s big shot was none other than my beloved Brent. Every year, a local community organization was selected at random to receive twenty percent of the proceeds raised during the event. This year, the Victoria Napier Memorial Library at Rushing Creek, or the Napier, as I liked to call it, had been chosen. Since Brent was the library’s director, it was his honor to draw the name of the raffle’s grand prize winner. This year the prize package was a weekend getaway for two at the historic French Lick Springs Resort and Casino. By the time the hotel stay, choice of golf or spa, gambling, and complimentary dining were rolled together, it was a package worth fifteen hundred dollars.

A grand prize, indeed.

“Do you have your speech ready?” I bumped my shoulder against his arm. Since he was fifteen inches taller than me at six foot four, the only way I’d ever be able to bump my shoulder against his was if I was standing on a step ladder.

“For the last time, I’m not giving a speech. Nobody wants to hear me prattle on about the library. It’s about the money raised and the people who will benefit.”

Brent had a lovely voice. He also had an easygoing demeanor that made him a natural at public speaking. He didn’t like being the center of attention, though. Even when his library was about to receive a donation that was going to be in the range of five thousand dollars.

Which was going to buy a lot of books.

Hopefully, works by my authors would be among them. As a literary agent, it was my job to always be thinking about my clients, after all.

“Fair enough.” I put my arm around his waist as we resumed our wandering. “That’s one of the things I’ve always liked about, by the way. You work hard but it’s never about you. It’s always about something else. I find that humility very sexy.”

“Sexier than being able to refer to me as your fiancé, Dr. Brent Richardson?”

“Yes, actually.” In May, Brent had successfully defended his dissertation to earn his Ph.D. in Library and Information Science. “I mean, you’re not the first doctor in my family. Don’t get me wrong. It’s an amazing accomplishment. I just really like my mild-mannered librarian.”

He kissed me on the crown of my head. “Not bad. Keeping me humble while propping me up at the same time.”

“That’s why we make a great team.” We were approaching the dessert stand operated by Rushing Creek Elementary’s PTO. “Let me buy you a chocolate chip cookie in case I bruised your ego.”

“If it will get me chocolate chip cookies, you can bruise my ego any time.”

We hung out at the open mic stage while we munched on the cookies. The poem that Calypso’s friend recited, an ode to the beauty of Southern Indiana, sent chills down my spine. Then, Jax Michaels performed an acoustic set of John Prine tunes. The man wasn’t my favorite person, but there was no denying he was a decent singer and accomplished guitar player.

The day flowed by like a float trip down a lazy river. We ate our fill of sweets, and then some, drank more lemonade than I could remember, and had a grand time with my family and friends.

It was one of the best days ever.

Around eight o’clock, as the sun was beginning to set, I finally caught sight of Luke. His green Rushing Creek Parks Department baseball cap was ringed with sweat. I wasn’t sure what color his polo shirt originally had been, royal blue maybe, but now it was ash gray from the grime of a long day working in the heat and humidity.

He plopped into one of the camp chairs at our home base with a groan. Before he uttered a word to any of us, he slammed a thirty-two-ounce sports drink, then doused his head with a bottle of water.

“I take it you’re having the time of your life today,” Calypso said. She was an expert at the deadpan comment. I was a little jealous of it.

“Actually, never better, kid.” He propped his feet up on a cooler. “People are behaving themselves and actually using the trash cans. So far, I haven’t had to call the cops to haul away someone who’s had too much to drink.”

“Music to my ears,” Jeanette said. This was her first Independence Day off duty in three years. She’d confessed to me she was worried that if something crazy happened, like a big fight, she’d have to report in. “You’re going to keep it that way, right?”

“Hope so.” He helped himself to a heaping pile of Mom’s barbecue and all of the remaining green beans. “A lot of folks with little ones will leave when the fireworks people brought with them start going off. If things are gonna get dicey, that’s when it’ll happen.”

As if on cue, the high-pitched whistle and pop of a bottle rocket pierced the air. It wouldn’t get dark for a couple of hours but the pace, and noise level, of fireworks going off would only increase as the evening proceeded.

“Can’t anyone do something about that?” Calypso asked as she pulled a pair of earplugs from a pocket in her shorts. “I mean, the real fireworks show is cool, but this amateur stuff is annoying.”

“We can.” Jeanette took a drink of her soda pop. “If it becomes a problem. The issue is how one defines that. Last year, we had a chat with a guy who was shooting things off at two in the morning. They were so loud, the neighbors’ windows were rattling. Most of the time, we ask the community to remember that it only lasts a few days and is mostly harmless fun.”

I understood Jeanette’s position. I also agreed with Calypso. The loud explosions scared Ursi. Like Jeanette said, though, it was only a few nights out of the year.

While we were discussing the fireworks, Brent wrapped a fabric hood around Sammy, to cover his ears. The dog seemed to relax immediately. His tail started wagging and he gave his human lots of sloppy licks. I guess everyone, both human and not-so-human, had their way of dealing with loud noises.

At nine thirty, Ollie came by to fetch Brent. Amid the pops from firecrackers and other minor explosions, he had to shout to be heard.

“Time for the final drawing. This is so exciting. Allie, why don’t you and Sammy come along, too. For moral support for Brent.”

“You mean the head of the library needs help picking a piece of paper out of a jar?” Even in the darkening conditions, it was impossible to miss Calypso rolling her eyes.

“Ignore her, everyone,” I said. “I want to be there to make sure he draws my name. Let’s go, Sammy. Mama wants that weekend trip. The spa is calling my name.”

We followed Ollie to a makeshift stage at the foot of the Memory Tree, a towering white oak estimated to be around one hundred and fifty years old. According to local legend, the centerpiece of the park was planted by a soldier returning home at the end of the Civil War. Regardless of the tree’s origin, it was magnificent, soaring to over one hundred feet in height and providing ample shade to park visitors.

Calypso and I stopped twenty feet from the stage so we could get some good photos. A table and microphone stand were positioned center stage. Speakers hanging from eight-foot-high poles flanked the platform. The second Brent and Ollie stepped onto it, two spotlights flared to life and a round of applause broke out, just like a rock concert.

Ollie greeted the excited crowd by thanking them for their generosity and hoping everyone had enjoyed a wonderful day. Then police officer Gabe Sandoval stepped out from a nearby shelter that served as the headquarters for the fundraiser. The crowd formed a tunnel of sorts as he strolled to the stage. With an ear-to-ear grin, he placed a wide-mouthed two-gallon glass jar on the table. It was filled to the brim with yellow ticket stubs, the fullest I’d ever seen. And Ollie had been using the same jar during the entire three decades he’d run it.

It had been a fantastic year for the fundraiser.

Ollie, his apron still draped around his neck, tapped on the microphone to get the attention of the crowd that had gathered to watch the drawing. This was one of the top three major moments on the Rushing Creek calendar.

“As you know, this project has been close to my heart. I’m so happy we have such fine weather for the final time I get to do this.”

There was a round of polite applause. When it died down, Ollie spent a few moments thanking key fundraiser sponsors and supporters. Brent did a good job of smiling and keeping still while the retiring cop enjoyed a final moment in the spotlight. Sammy sat by his side, like a sentry. He barely even flinched when a loud boom echoed through the crowd and showered us all in red, white, and blue sparkles.

“Well, folks, I think that’s my cue to move things along.” Ollie laughed. His jovial personality radiated a positive vibe.

Despite my issues with the quality of his police work, especially in the last few years of his career, nobody doubted how much he loved the Rushing Creek community.

And how much the community loved him back.

“Without further ado, here we go. Before we get to the grand prize, we have four first prizes. Brent, whenever you’re ready.”

Calypso performed a drum roll with her index fingers on her thigh each time Brent dug around in the jar before pulling out a winning ticket. When Ollie announced the winner’s name, and it wasn’t hers, Calypso threw up her hands and shouted at my fiancé. Her jabs drew lots of laughs. One of the advantages of living in a community where everyone pretty much knew everyone else.

In Rushing Creek, most folks knew Calypso worked with me. And everyone knew Brent and I were getting married in thirteen days. Such was the life of a local celebrity of sorts.

“And now for the grand prize,” Ollie said, doing his best impersonation of a movie trailer narrator. “Brent, if you will.”

The crowd held its collective breath as Brent drove his arm into the jar. He took advantage of his long limbs to extend his hand all the way to the bottom. After rooting around for a few seconds, his fingers latched on to a ticket.

With a smile, he took his time withdrawing the lucky winner. I made a mental note to give him points for raising the dramatic tension, like I’m always reminding my authors to do in their manuscripts.

He held the ticket aloft to assure everyone there was only one winner in his hand.

“Come on, come on. Let it be me,” Calypso repeated over and over.

Brent reached out to hand the ticket to Ollie. At that very moment, an earsplitting BOOM went off as another firework exploded above us. The noise startled Brent and he dropped the ticket. He got down on one knee to pick it up.

While he was bent over, Ollie suddenly collapsed on top of him. The older man’s weight knocked Brent off-balance. They tumbled into Sammy, rolled off the stage, and fell to the ground in a heap.

Half the crowd let out a gasp while the other half laughed. When Sammy let out a pained yelp, the mood shifted.

Something was wrong. Extremely, horribly wrong.

I sprinted toward the pile. At first, there was no movement. Then, Brent shook his
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