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A Midsummer’s Fatal Bloom

Prologue

Ashland, Oregon
July 4, 1907
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Long before anyone called her the Blue Lady Ophelia Beckworth wore blue because her mother said it made her eyes appear less serious.

At fourteen, Ophelia considered this a poor reason to wear any color.

Still, a blue sash circled her white summer dress, and a matching ribbon held back her dark-blond hair as she stood among the Fourth of July crowds near Ashland’s Chautauqua grounds. Flags stirred beneath the trees; a brass band labored through a patriotic march while children ran with paper pinwheels.

The air smelled of dust, lemonade, creek water, and the sulfurous mineral springs beyond town.

Ophelia’s father stood nearby with several businessmen, discussing Ashland’s future.

“The railroad will bring visitors,” one man said. “What we need is a reason for them to remain.”

“We have the springs,” said another.

“We have water that smells like spoiled eggs,” Randolph Beckworth replied.

“The public can be taught to admire almost anything,” the first man said, “provided it is presented correctly.”

That earned Randolph’s attention.

Ophelia slipped away before the conversation became a committee.

Hidden inside her folded parade program were four pages of music she had written herself. The melody had come to her three nights earlier while Ashland Creek murmured down the hillside beyond her third-story bedroom window.

Her music instructor had praised her interpretation but smiled patiently when she asked whether she might compose.

“Creation requires a forceful temperament,” he told her.

At the next lesson, Ophelia played every exercise forcefully enough to make him complain to her mother.

She found a quiet place beside the creek where alder branches softened the music and speeches behind her. Sitting on a flat stone, she removed the pages.

The composition had no title.

More troublingly, it bore no name. She had written O.B. in one corner, then rubbed at the letters until only a gray blur remained.

A firecracker exploded somewhere above the path.

Ophelia jumped, and one page sailed from her lap into the creek.

“No!”

Before she could reach it, a boy splashed into the shallows from the opposite bank and caught the paper before it vanished beneath a tangle of roots.

He stood ankle-deep in the water, holding it above his head.

“You nearly lost this.”

He was perhaps sixteen, with rolled trousers, sun-browned arms, and a pencil tucked behind one ear.

“You should not read it,” Ophelia said.

“I haven’t.”

“You looked at it.”

“I had to know which side to keep out of the water.”

He crossed the stones and handed it to her. The lower corner was wet, but the notes remained legible.

“Thank you.”

“You wrote it,” he said.

“No.”

“That was a poor lie.”

“You are remarkably impolite for someone standing barefoot in a creek.”

“I left my manners with my shoes.”

Despite herself, she smiled.

The brass band began another tune above them. The boy glanced at the pages in her hands.

“That isn’t the same music.”

“You said you didn’t read it.”

“I saw enough.”

He whistled the first four notes.

The final one was wrong.

“It resolves downward,” Ophelia said.

He tried again.

This time, he found it.

Something stirred inside her at the sound of her private melody entering the world through someone else.

“What is it called?” he asked.

“It hasn’t a title.”

“Things people want remembered need names.”

She looked toward the running water. “Who are you?”

“Matthew Longfellow.”

She knew the name. His father repaired bridges, retaining walls, and drainage channels around Ashland.

“My father says they’ll build pipes through here one day,” Matthew said. “To carry the mineral water into town.”

“Why?”

“So visitors can drink it without walking to the springs. Men prefer water when it comes through something they can charge for.”

“My father says it tastes dreadful.”

“It does. Good health should taste less like a blacksmith’s bucket.”

Ophelia laughed.

Matthew looked at the creek. “Father says water is the worst tenant in the world. It finds every weakness in a wall and leaves without notice.”

“That sounds as if he dislikes it.”

“No. He respects it. He says water remembers where it used to go. You can dam it or pipe it, but it keeps searching for the old path.”

“Water remembers,” Ophelia repeated.

She spread the damp page across her parade program and wrote at the top:

The Creek Remembers.

Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she wrote beneath it:

Ophelia Beckworth.

The letters looked alarmingly bold.

“There,” Matthew said.

“It may not be good.”

“That is a different question.”

“It may never be performed.”

“Also different.”

“My instructor says composition requires a forceful temperament.”

Matthew studied her.

“What?”

“I was wondering how long he had known you.”

She was still laughing when her father’s voice broke through the trees.

“Ophelia!”

Randolph Beckworth appeared on the path, his expression carefully arranged for public use. His gaze moved from Matthew’s wet trousers to the music in Ophelia’s hands.

“What are those?”

“A composition.”

The word seemed small, but it did not disappear.

Randolph held out his hand. She gave him the first page.

He read the title, then her name.

“A pleasant private accomplishment,” he said.

“I thought perhaps the musicians might play it.”

“No.”

His answer was quiet enough to sound kind to anyone who did not know him.

“A Beckworth does not ask strangers for applause.”

“She would not be asking if the music deserved it,” Matthew said.

Randolph turned toward him.

“You have been helpful to my daughter. That does not grant familiarity.”

“No, sir.”

“Then remember the distinction.”

Matthew lowered his eyes, but Ophelia had already seen the anger in them.

Her father returned the page.

“The Beckworth name is not a label to be placed upon every girlish fancy. Come.”

Ophelia followed him up the slope.

At the edge of the trees, she looked back.

Matthew remained beside the creek, the pencil clenched in his hand. He did not wave.

Neither did she.

That night, fireworks opened above Ashland in red and white stars. The crowd cheered while reflections of fire trembled upon the creek.

Ophelia stood beside her parents in her white dress and blue sash.

Across the gathering, Matthew stood with his family.

When the band paused, he whistled four quiet notes.

The final one resolved downward.

Ophelia heard him.

Years later, Ashland would remember the vanished woman in blue and forget almost everything about the girl she had once been.

But the creek remembered her music.

The creek remembered Matthew.

And the creek remembered the day Ophelia Beckworth first wrote her own name and refused to let the water carry it away.
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Chapter One
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By ten in the morning, the heat had settled over Ashland like a bright, determined hand.

Siskiyou Boulevard and Main Street shimmered beyond rows of folding chairs and quilted blankets. Sunscreen, kettle corn, coffee, hot asphalt, and the syrupy sweetness of berry parfaits mingled in the air until the town smelled faintly patriotic and faintly sticky.

Children in flag T-shirts darted between knees. Dogs in bandannas panted beneath benches. Farther up the route, the Ashland City Band warmed up in ragged bursts, each trumpet blast carrying an edge of metal and sun. The white July glare bleached the bunting above storefronts and turned their windows into mirrors.

William Mills had returned to Ashland to retire.

Instead, since early March, he had acquired a haunted condominium, helped solve four murders, encountered several distressed ghosts, and fallen in love with the real-estate agent who had sold him the condominium without adequately emphasizing the supernatural complications.

He had not yet told Carol Lindsey the last part.

She probably knew.

At present, she sat beside him near the Plaza end of the parade route, fanning herself with the folded program and surveying their surroundings with the satisfaction of a woman who had chosen excellent seats and expected this achievement to be recognized.

“You realize,” she said, tipping down her sunglasses, “that if we’d arrived ten minutes later, we would be sitting beside the mime troupe and the woman with the rescue cockatoo.”

William adjusted the brim of his straw hat. “I can think of worse punishments.”

“You say that now. Last year, the cockatoo bit one of the city councilmen.”

“Perhaps the bird had done its civic homework.”

Carol laughed. It came easily, low and warm, and somehow cooled the air around him by two degrees.

“That is exactly the sort of thing you should not say where Tom Larkin can hear you.”

“Tom Larkin hears everything whether one says it or not.”

“True.”

The parade route narrowed near them before turning toward Lithia Park. Behind their blanket, coffee shops had lines out the doors, and a gelato shop was doing heroic business before noon. A man in a colonial wig struggled to park a bicycle with a papier-mâché eagle attached to the handlebars.

William held out the paper tray balanced on his knee. “Parfait?”

Carol leaned over and stole a bite of berries and cream with the small spoon.

“You’re only pretending to share because you bought the larger size.”

“I bought the larger size because I know you.”

“That is not sharing. That is strategic forecasting.”

“My years in investigation were not entirely wasted.”

She wore a sleeveless white blouse with a bare midriff and a blue skirt embroidered with tiny gold stars, subtle enough to suggest she had not purchased it specifically for the Fourth of July, though he suspected otherwise. Her violet-tipped black hair was twisted up, leaving the back of her neck bare. A silver charm bracelet clicked softly against her wrist whenever she moved, a sound he had come to recognize like a line of music.

“You’re staring,” she said without turning.

“I was thinking.”

“About the parade, I’m sure.”

“Partly.”

She faced him then, and even behind her sunglasses, he felt the directness of her gaze.

“Try not to think ominously today. It’s the Fourth of July. You are required to be festive.”

“I am making a sincere effort.”

She glanced at the tray. “By eating red, white, and blue yogurt?”

“By enduring public spectacle in full daylight.”

“That’s love, William.”

He looked at her. “For Ashland?”

“For me.”

Before he could answer, a little girl in sparkly sandals stopped in front of them. She was perhaps six, with a red ribbon slipping from one braid and patriotic face paint melting down one cheek.

“Mister,” she said solemnly to William, “are you in the parade?”

“No.”

She considered him. “You look like you should be.”

Carol covered a smile. “She means the hat.”

“I hope she means the hat.”

The child turned to Carol. “My mom says there’s going to be a volcano.”

“There is,” Carol said gravely. “Ashland believes in giving people what they want.”

The girl nodded as though this confirmed an important civic truth and ran back to her mother, nearly colliding with a man carrying three lemonades and an impossible number of miniature flags.

Carol watched her go. “I do love this town.”

“It is difficult not to.”

“Even when it’s ridiculous?”

“Especially then.”

A ripple of applause began farther up the boulevard. A youth drumline passed, all concentration and flushed faces, followed by a flatbed carrying a barbershop quartet whose patriotic enthusiasm exceeded its harmony.

Carol leaned nearer. “That man with the trombone sold his Craftsman bungalow twice in six years and still regrets the first kitchen.”

William followed her gaze. “How can you know that from here?”

“I sold it the second time.”

“Of course you did.”

“You underestimate how much Ashland tells me without realizing it. People think they are discussing paint colors and easements. They are actually confessing their souls.”

“A useful gift.”

“Sometimes all they confess is that they want quartz countertops and transcendence.”

A familiar voice behind them said, “In Ashland, those are not mutually exclusive.”

Tom Larkin appeared as if summoned by his own mention, a notebook tucked into his shirt pocket and a camera strap crossing his chest. His thinning hair was doing its best in the heat; he looked like a man who had been gathering local color since dawn.

“Tom,” Carol said. “How many interviews have you stolen already?”

“I prefer the word collected.” He nodded to William. “Mills.”

“Larkin.”

Tom studied William’s parfait. “Dairy in this weather is an act of faith.”

“It’s yogurt.”

“That doesn’t improve the theology.”

Carol shifted on the blanket to make room, though Tom remained standing with the restless energy of a man prepared to abandon any conversation if a better quotation passed nearby.

“Anything promising?” she asked.

“That depends upon your standards. The Hari Krishna chanters are back. Arnold Olsen and the Achooers have apparently surpassed themselves. There’s a satire float involving property-tax notices.” He paused. “And James Fairfax is in the parade.”

William’s spoon stilled.

Carol’s smile vanished. “You’re joking.”

“I never joke before noon while on assignment.”

“Why is James Fairfax in the parade?”

Tom spread his hands. “Because Ashland has the memory of a golden retriever and the appetite for reinvention of a stage actress. I’m told he’s riding with a historic-preservation and civic-renewal committee.”

William made a soft sound that held no amusement.

Tom lowered his voice. “Paroled for good behavior. He’s been seen around town for the last two weeks—all polished shoes and public charm.”

“Charming,” Carol said.

“Like arsenic in good crystal.” Tom made a note in his shorthand. “I imagine Detective Argent is delighted.”

As if conjured by the name, Amanda Argent strode down the opposite side of the street speaking into her radio. Even off duty, she would have looked authoritative. Today she was unmistakably working: dark hair pulled back, sunglasses on, jaw set in a line suggesting she already regretted every decision that had led to crowd control in ninety-eight-degree heat.

She saw them across the route.

Even at that distance, she managed to communicate that she had noticed William and Carol occupying the precise sort of public place where trouble might eventually occur.

Carol gave a tiny wave.

Argent did not wave back.

Tom watched with appreciation. “That woman could stop a bank robbery with posture alone.”

“She might have to,” William said.

Tom looked at him. “You think Fairfax is already causing trouble?”

“I think Fairfax is always trouble.”

“That is a quote.”

“You may not print it.”

“I can attribute it to an unnamed citizen of taste.”

Before William could answer, a trembling metallic hum rose from farther up the route, like a drawer full of spoons discovering religion. A soft boom and a hiss of steam followed.

Carol sighed. “The Achooers.”

Three followers in purple and green robes came first, striking singing bowls with padded mallets. Behind them trundled an extraordinary model of Vesuvius in mauve and emerald papier-mâché beneath a banner proclaiming:

THE HARMONIC WISDOM OF ACHOO

Steam poured from cracks in the mountain. With a muffled thump, it erupted a cloud of lavender and chartreuse confetti over the crowd.

Children shrieked with delight. Adults applauded with the dazed willingness of people who had long ago surrendered to Ashland on its own terms.

Atop the float stood Arnold Olsen, bearded, beatific, and dressed in robes suggesting a peacock had married a bishop. He raised both hands in blessing.

“Beloved seekers!” he cried through a microphone that squealed before settling. “Master Achoo reminds us that all life is vibration, all ash is memory, and all sneezes are portals!”

A woman near William gasped reverently.

Her husband muttered, “I told you he’d mention Pompeii.”

The volcano erupted again, showering confetti over a teenager with a rainbow parasol.

Carol leaned toward William. “After everything, I still can’t decide whether Arnold is a fraud or a genius.”

“Those conditions are not incompatible.”

Tom scribbled. “Another quote.”

One of Arnold’s followers sneezed dramatically into the crook of his elbow, earning another cheer.

The Achooers passed. Behind them came the Hari Krishna chanters in yellow and orange, their finger cymbals bright as sparks, followed by a dance company moving like water through the heat shimmer.

Then a polished convertible entered the route.

It was long, gleaming, and absurdly elegant among the pickup trucks and handmade floats. James Fairfax sat in the back in a pale summer suit, one arm resting along the seat, waving as though he had returned not from scandal but from a diplomatic triumph.

Something in William went cold.

Fairfax looked tanned. Rested. Rehabilitated by excellent tailoring. His silver hair shone, and his public smile was entirely too certain of itself.

“Well,” Carol said softly. “There’s a bad penny in a very nice car.”

Tom gave a low whistle. “He really does think people will forget.”

“Some will,” William said.

Fairfax turned and saw them.

His smile did not disappear. It faltered first at the edges, no more than a tightening around the mouth.

Then his gaze dropped.

At William’s feet, where no ordinary cat had been an instant earlier, Dante appeared.

The ghost cat’s fur rose in a silver ridge along his spine. His body was faint in daylight but clear enough for William to see the arched back and fixed amber stare.

Dante made no sound William could hear.

The effect on Fairfax was immediate.

The man’s hand stopped in mid-wave. For one revealing second, something unguarded crossed his face—not quite fear, but recognition poisoned by memory.

Then the convertible moved on, and his smile returned, thinner than before.

Carol’s hand found William’s wrist. “You saw that.”

“Yes.”

Tom looked between them. “What?”

“Nothing you could put in the paper,” Carol said.

William lowered his gaze. Dante now sat with impeccable composure, his translucent tail wrapped around his paws, watching the departing car as though memorizing its route through hell.

“You are impossible,” William murmured.

Dante blinked and vanished.

Tom shivered despite the heat. “Something just happened, and I dislike not knowing what it was.”

“Then you are experiencing the world correctly,” William said.

Tom looked at the empty pavement. “I’ve spent enough time around you two to know that sentence is not reassuring.”

Several more entries passed: papier-mâché council members dangling from strings labeled PERMITS and PUBLIC COMMENT, cyclists dressed as pollinators, and Morris dancers whose bells appeared determined to outlast the heat.

Carol pointed toward a woman in butterfly wings. “The man dressed as Uncle Sam once backed out of a closing because he thought the rosemary hedge looked accusatory.”

William turned. “What does an accusatory hedge look like?”

“Like rosemary, if you owe money.”

He laughed properly then, and she smiled as though she had been waiting for it.

“You needed that,” she said.

“I did.”

“Too much Fairfax in your expression.”

“He shouldn’t be here.”

“No. But Ashland loves a redemption arc, even when it hasn’t been earned.”

Tom drifted away after spotting someone from the Chamber of Commerce. Volunteers circulated with paper fans and spray bottles as the sun climbed higher.

Other volunteers circulated with spray bottles, misting people who waved them over.

Carol accepted a fan with regal dignity. “I shall remember this kindness when the heat has made me irrational.”

“You imply there are other times.”

“Only around paperwork.”

The city band swelled again.

Children along the curb began to point. A murmur moved through the crowd, different from the earlier cheering—pleased, expectant, distinctly theatrical.

“The OSF float,” Carol said.

William sat forward.

It emerged slowly beneath an arbor of greenery and white flowers.

Even at a distance, it was beautiful.

The truck bed had become a midsummer bower: trailing vines, foxgloves, delphiniums, roses, ferny sprays, and pale gauze draped to suggest moonlight beneath the brutal July sun. Painted trees rose in layered greens at the rear. Tiny unlit bulbs had been woven through the floral work. Across the front, a banner announced A Midsummer Night’s Dream in flowing gold script.

At the center lay the fairy figure.

She reclined on a flower-laden couch like a queen caught in enchanted sleep. Blossoms framed her hair. Garlands crossed her bodice. One hand rested lightly at her side. Petals and pale green silk shimmered around her.

The crowd sighed in collective appreciation.

“Oh,” Carol said, without a trace of irony. “That is beautiful.”

“It is.”

Julian Ashcroft, the OSF Artistic Director, walked alongside the float in shirtsleeves, speaking animatedly with a volunteer and mopping his brow with a folded handkerchief. He looked up, saw them, and waved with theatrical exhaustion.

Carol rose slightly. “Julian!”

He waved back with theatrical exhaustion.

The float rolled nearer.

William narrowed his eyes.

“What is it?” Carol asked.

He did not answer.

The fairy did not move.

That was not remarkable in itself. Performers could remain still for long stretches. Dancers could freeze until the body appeared to have forgotten its own weight.

Yet stillness usually lived.

There should have been the smallest adjustment of fingers, a rise of breath beneath the flowers, an involuntary shift against the grinding movement of the truck. In this heat, with flies, noise, sunlight, and the vibration of the parade route, absolute stillness was something else.

The float drew closer.

A white blossom beside the fairy’s hand trembled in the breeze.

The hand did not.

“William?” Carol said.

“I don’t know.”

Children called, “Fairy! Fairy!”

A little boy tossed a handful of paper stars. They drifted over the bower and caught in the flowers across the woman’s bodice.

She did not react.

Julian turned to answer a volunteer. The driver eased the truck forward. Around them, the crowd leaned toward the illusion, smiling.

William felt the skin at the back of his neck tighten.

“Carol,” he said softly.

Before he could say anything more, the flower-covered fairy began, very slowly, to tilt.
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The fairy figure did not fall all at once.

For one strange second, the movement was so slight that it seemed a trick of heat shimmer—the wavering distortion summer laid over distance until shape lost its honesty. Gauze stirred behind the flower-covered couch. A spray of white blossoms shifted.

Then the woman at the center of the bower inclined forward with a slow, inevitable surrender more disturbing than any sudden collapse.

It was the movement of something no longer holding itself up.

Carol’s hand closed around William’s sleeve.

“Oh no.”

The fairy pitched forward into greenery and silk.

The crowd made one collective sound—not quite a scream, not quite a gasp, but the startled inward cry of several hundred people watching a shared illusion break open.

The brass band faltered in the middle of a patriotic refrain. A trumpet produced one wrong note and stopped. Somewhere, a child began to wail.

For one suspended instant, the parade went silent.

Then sound rushed back from every direction.

“What happened?”

“Is she all right?”

“Someone call—”

“Move back, please!”

The truck engine idled beneath the confusion, hot metal and gasoline rising harshly through the perfume of flowers. Crushed greenery released its scent beneath scrambling feet. A small paper flag slipped from a child’s hand and landed unnoticed on the pavement.

Julian Ashcroft reached the float first.

“Stop the truck!”

The driver braked. The whole floral structure shuddered once and settled. A volunteer in an OSF T-shirt covered her mouth with both hands. Another stood beside the rear wheel, unable to decide whether to climb aboard or run for help.

Carol was already standing.

William rose beside her. “Careful.”

She did not answer. Her expression had changed in the way it always did when social ease gave way to alertness—not panic, but the swift narrowing of attention to what mattered.

Across the street, Amanda Argent moved.

No one in Ashland could cross a parade route with less wasted motion. She ducked under the rope barrier, passed a man with a stroller, and reached the float before the second wave of shouting had fully begun. Her radio was already in her hand.

“Everyone back. Sir, behind the curb. Ma’am, move your child away from the truck.” Her voice remained level even as the crowd broke against it. “Dispatch, medical response at the Plaza approach near the park entrance. Unresponsive adult female. Possible fatality.”

The final two words altered the scene.

William and Carol had not moved toward the float, yet several people were already glancing at them. Trouble had developed a habit of finding the pair with the reliability that other people reserved for theater subscriptions.

Tom Larkin appeared beside William, breathing hard.

“Tell me, I didn’t see that.”

“You did.”

Tom stared toward the float, his notebook forgotten at his side. “Dear God.”

Julian had climbed onto the truck bed. He bent toward the fallen figure, then drew back sharply.

His face, usually so ready with expression, emptied.

Argent saw him.

“Don’t touch anything!”

“I wasn’t—Amanda—”

“Step down and stay where I can see you.”

A paramedic team came running from farther up the route, weaving among abandoned chairs as police officers moved the crowd back.

Tom lifted his camera.

He hesitated, then lowered it.

Carol noticed. “You’re not taking pictures?”

“Not yet.” He swallowed. “Perhaps not at all.”

For once, his reporter’s energy had deserted him. He looked older and less certain that every event ought to become a story.

One paramedic climbed onto the float while the other handed up a medical bag. The first knelt beside the woman and reached for her wrist.

Even from where William stood, the movement possessed the formal emptiness of an action performed because it must be, not because hope remained.

A volunteer began sobbing behind the truck.

Carol’s fingers found William’s hand.

“You were right,” she said quietly.

“Not about what I thought.”

“No.”

A woman behind them asked, “Was she acting? Please tell me she was acting.”

Her companion answered too loudly, “No one acts like that.”

Sirens approached through the bunting and music with indecent practicality.

Julian climbed down from the float as if his legs no longer trusted the ground. His shirt clung damply to his back. A streak of green floral dust marked one sleeve.

Carol moved closer but remained outside the police line.

“Julian.”

He turned toward her and shook his head.

“Carol, I—”

“What happened?”

“She fell.” He gestured helplessly toward the float. “She simply fell.”

“You knew her?”

His laugh came out thin and astonished. “Of course, I knew her. This is Ashland. Everyone knew Lila Beaumont.”

William looked at him. “Lila Beaumont?”

Julian blinked, as though only then remembering that the rest of them had not known who lay among the flowers.

“Foxglove & Finch,” he said. “She designed the installation. She insisted upon appearing as Titania herself because no one else, apparently, understood the visual concept.”

Carol briefly closed her eyes. “That sounds like Lila.”

“You knew her?”

“By reputation. And enough encounters to recognize the description.”

Julian glanced from Carol to William. “Please tell me this is not the moment when you both acquire expressions and my day becomes more operatic.”

“Your day is already dreadful,” William said.

“That has never prevented it from becoming worse.”

Argent’s voice cut across the street.

“Julian. Stay there.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Good.”

The paramedic on the float looked down at Argent and made a small, grim gesture.

Nothing theatrical. Merely final.

The crowd’s noise changed as the news moved outward.

Dead.

Tom drew a slow breath.

Carol looked at him. “Don’t.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything.”

His gaze was already moving across the bystanders, noting faces and reactions.

“Professional instinct is not a moral failing,” he said.

“Today it may be.”

Tom nodded. “Fair.”

On the float, a broken garland scattered white petals and pale leaves across the truck bed, no longer enchanted—only cut and wilting.

William’s gaze moved over them automatically.

Roses. Stock. Delphinium. Ivy.

And among them, something waxy and narrow-leafed that did not belong in an arrangement intended to lie against bare skin.

Carol saw his attention sharpen.

“What?”

“Later.”

“You noticed something.”

“Something I don’t yet understand.”

She studied him for a moment, then nodded.

A uniformed officer stretched yellow tape between a street sign and the rear of the truck. Against the red, white, and blue bunting, it seemed grotesquely understated.

Argent finally turned and saw William and Carol clearly.

Recognition passed over her face, followed by the brief expression of a woman conferring with a deity who had once again failed her in a matter of timing.

She came toward them.

“Why,” she asked, stopping beyond the tape, “am I not surprised?”

Carol raised both hands slightly. “We were attending a parade. In public. Like ordinary citizens.”

“Mm.”

William said, “Your holiday appears to have taken a regrettable turn.”

Argent stared at him. “Do not use that voice.”

“What voice?”

“The one that makes it sound as though you are discussing unfortunate weather in a drawing room.”

Tom took a prudent step backward.

“We weren’t anywhere near the float,” Carol said.

“I know where you were. I have spent the morning watching this route like a prison yard.” Argent looked from one of them to the other. “Did either of you see anything before she fell?”

The question showed reluctant trust. Months earlier, she would have ordered them away first and questioned them only if required.

William answered carefully. “The woman on the float appeared unusually still.”

“Still how?”

“Too still.”

Carol nodded. “We noticed it only a few seconds before she tipped forward.”

“Did you see anyone approach her?”

“No,” William said.

“Anyone leave the float?”

“Not immediately before she fell.”

Argent glanced back toward the paramedics.

“Damn.”

One of the officers called her name.

She ignored him long enough to say, “Stay available.”

“That sounds almost like an invitation,” Carol said.

“It is not.” Argent leveled a look at them. “This is a potential crime scene, not an amateur enrichment opportunity.”

“Of course,” William said.

“Mm.”

She strode away.

Tom watched her go. “I give it an hour before the two of you are involved up to your elbows.”

Carol folded her arms. “A woman has just died.”

“I know. That’s why I said it quietly.”

Julian remained near the float, his face pale beneath the summer flush. A younger volunteer clung to his arm and whispered something. He bent to answer her, then shook his head.

Whatever role he had played in arranging today’s enchantment, he had not been prepared for it to curdle into death.

Carol looked at him. “I should see whether he needs anything.”

“You should not cross the tape,” Tom said.

“I understand tape.”

She moved closer to the boundary.

“Julian.”

He came toward her with the misplaced politeness of the deeply shaken.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. Are you all right?”

“No,” he said. “But I’m trying to be decorative about it.”

In anyone else’s mouth, the line might have sounded absurd. From Julian, it only made his distress clearer.

William said, “When did you last see Lila alive?”

Julian pushed a damp hand through his hair.

“Last night. At the float staging warehouse.”

“What time?”

“After eleven. Perhaps closer to midnight.” He glanced toward Argent, uncertain whether he ought to continue. “There were volunteers everywhere. Parade committee people. Florist staff. Two activists objecting to something in the greenery. Lila was furious because the white stock had wilted and someone had arranged the foxgloves asymmetrically.”

Carol blinked. “She could tell in the dark?”

“She could have detected asymmetry during an earthquake.” He looked toward the truck. “She was alive then. Irritating, imperious, impossible. Alive.”

“When did you leave?” William asked.

“Before the final adjustments. Lila informed me I was breathing too much near the peonies.”

Carol gave a faint, involuntary laugh. “That also sounds like her.”

“It was intended unkindly.”

“I assumed.”

Julian looked at William. “Why are you using that tone?”

“What tone?”

“The investigative one.”

William said nothing.

Julian closed his eyes briefly. “Splendid.”

Before he could continue, a woman in a sun visor and floral capri pants pushed past a patrol officer.

“That is my float,” she announced. “That is my parade permit. Why is no one telling me anything?”

Argent intercepted her. “Ma’am, step back.”

“My name is Ava Brill, and I am on the parade board.”

“Then you should be familiar with instructions.”

Ava looked like a woman who had built three committees with her bare hands and intended to establish another before supper.

“Is Lila dead?”

Argent did not answer.

Genuine shock broke through Ava’s administrative determination. “Oh,” she said. “Oh, dear.”

Tom leaned toward Carol. “That will be a useful conversation.”

“Not now.”

“Later?”

She looked at him.

“Later,” he conceded.

The crowd had begun thinning at the edges. Families with young children left first; others remained beneath awnings in murmuring groups. Farther down the route, a float horn gave one lonely accidental toot.

The heat had not lessened. The abandoned parfait sat where William had left it, the berries collapsing into streaks of pink.

Carol followed his gaze. “That seems symbolic.”

“Unnecessarily so.”

She looked back toward the float. “Lila Beaumont.”

“You knew her by sight?”

“And by reputation. She did high-end floral work, civic installations, weddings, donor galas, environmental causes—the kind with expensive linen and very good lighting. Half the town considered her a genius.”

“And the other half?”

“Wanted to strangle her with floral wire.”

Tom murmured, “Ashland’s answer to Medea in a flower crown.”

William looked at him.

“I’m grieving journalistically.”

Movement on the far side of the street caught William’s attention.

James Fairfax’s convertible had stalled in the interrupted parade queue several blocks away. Through a shifting gap between floats and flags, William saw Fairfax turned in his seat, watching the commotion.

The man no longer smiled.

He did not look concerned, either.

He looked alert in the manner of a scavenger noticing that another creature’s injury had altered the air.

Carol followed William’s gaze.

“He’s still there.”

“Yes.”

Tom looked across the route. “Fairfax?”

“He looks pleased,” Carol said.

“No,” William answered. “Interested.”

“That may be worse.”

The paramedics brought a stretcher toward the float, screening it from the crowd as best they could. Julian turned away.

Carol made a decision. “I’m taking him water.”

“There’s no getting through the line,” Tom said.

“Then I’ll hand it across.”

“Still probably discouraged.”

“I am not requesting your permission.”

She returned from a nearby vendor with a cold bottle. At the tape, an officer began to object, recognized her, and apparently concluded there were simpler battles available.

Julian accepted the bottle. “Thank you.”

“Drink it.”

He looked at the label rather than at her. “Lila always said holiday crowds made people sentimental and stupid.”

“That sounds harsh, even for her.”

“She liked to sound harsher than she felt.” He twisted the cap. “Usually.”

“Usually?” William asked.

Julian drank. “I’m no longer sure.”

William looked toward the ruined bower. “Did she have enemies?”

Julian gave a short, exhausted laugh. “William, she had curation standards. Of course she had enemies.”

“Particular ones?”

“Business rivals. An ex-husband. Activists she treated like unpaid disciples. Donors, committee members, volunteers.” He glanced toward the float. “Lila had a gift for making people feel essential while she needed them and replaceable the instant she didn’t.”

That, William thought, sounded less like a list than a method of living.

“Was anyone especially angry last night?” Carol asked.

“Everyone was angry by midnight. The warehouse was hot, flowers were wilting, the committee kept changing its mind, and Lila believed exhaustion was evidence of insufficient commitment.”

“But no unusual confrontation?”

“Several. None I would have called unusual.”

The answer was useful precisely because it was not.

Argent returned before William could ask more.

“Julian, I need a formal statement.”

He straightened. “Of course.”

Her gaze moved to William and Carol.

“And you two—don’t leave town.”

Carol raised her eyebrows. “Amanda, we live here.”

“Yes,” Argent said. “That is one of the problems.”

Tom disguised a laugh as a cough.

Argent fixed him with a stare. “No photographs of the body.”

“Understood.”

“I mean it.”

“So do I.”

She studied him long enough to decide whether that was true, then led Julian toward one of the patrol vehicles.

The tape fluttered in the hot breeze.

Beyond it, the float stood frozen in its half-enchanted ruin—silk, crushed flowers, painted trees, and the broken promise of midsummer magic under the noon sun. Someone had switched off the concealed fans intended to stir the gauze and make the bower appear to breathe.

Without them, everything lay flat and lifeless.

William looked at the place where Lila Beaumont had lain disguised as a fairy queen.

Something glinted between the broken stems.

A narrow silver object, half concealed among the flowers, caught the sun and vanished as an officer stepped between.

Carol saw his expression.

“What is it?”

“I’m not sure.”

Then, beneath the thick sweetness of crushed blossoms, engine heat, and hot pavement, another scent reached him.

Green.

Bitter.

Wrong.

The waxy leaf he had noticed among the garlands returned to his mind.

And suddenly, William was no longer thinking only about a body on a float.

He was thinking about poison.
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Chapter Three
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By early afternoon, the Fourth of July brightness had turned oppressive.

Heat lay over the Plaza in unmoving sheets. Beyond the barricades, the Midsummer float remained where the parade had stopped, its enchanted bower gone slack in the heat. Around it, Ashland murmured with the small-town instinct to shape disaster into a story before supper.

William stood in the narrow shade of a lamppost and accepted the cold bottle Carol pressed into his hand.

“You haven’t opened that.”

“I’m considering it.”

“You may consider it while drinking.”

He twisted the cap. Condensation ran over his fingers, startlingly cool.

“There,” Carol said. “Better.”

“I was unaware I required supervision.”

“You always require supervision. Today I’m admitting it.”

Tom Larkin had reappeared with a second notebook and the depleted alertness of a man operating on professional instinct and insufficient water.

“I’d supervise both of you,” he said, wiping his forehead, “if either of you were easier.”

Carol looked at him over her sunglasses. “Tom, if you say anything that sounds delighted, I will push you beneath the nearest patriotic float.”

“I am not delighted. I am attentive.”

“You asked a sobbing volunteer whether she wished to be quoted anonymously.”

“She declined.”

“She was crying too hard to answer.”

Tom considered that. “Then perhaps the matter remains unresolved.”

William drank. The water tasted of melted ice and blessed practicality.

He looked toward the torn opening in the floral display.

Lila Beaumont.

An hour earlier, she had been only an impossible stillness among flowers. Now she had a name, a business, and enough history to make the crowd around them speak in lowered voices.

Carol shifted nearer. “You truly didn’t know her?”

“Only by name.”

“That surprises me.”

“Why?”

“Because half the women in Ashland either hired Lila Beaumont, fought with her, or told stories about her over wine. Sometimes all three.”

Tom opened his notebook. “That is an excellent civic summary.”

Carol ignored him. “She created extravagant floral installations and supported causes, preferably causes with good photographers. She also had real talent.”

“You disliked her.”

“I disliked being trapped near her at fundraisers. You can admire the gift and still want to hide the scissors.”

Tom began writing.

“You are impossible,” she told him.

“I’m a servant of the public.”

“You are a carrion hunter with a press pass.”

“Harsh. But rhythmically sound.”

A group of women passed along the police perimeter, speaking in voices low enough to imply discretion and loud enough to ensure failure.

“She ruined Daphne’s spring wedding contract. Everybody knows it.”

“Daphne nearly sued her.”

“No, Daphne threatened to sue her. There’s a difference.”

Tom murmured, “The local chorus has begun assigning motives.”

“Daphne?” William asked after the women moved on.

“Daphne Vale. Petal & Thorn. Lila’s most visible business rival.”

Their feud had included competing bids, arguments about sustainability and floral foam, and insults delivered with professional polish. Lila accused Daphne of commercial sentimentality; Daphne accused Lila of charging people for emotional intimidation.

Tom said, “Last spring, Lila persuaded a bride that Daphne’s entire wedding design lacked moral courage.”

William looked at him.

“I was at the tasting.”

“Why?”

“Cake.”

Carol said, “The bride canceled Daphne and hired Lila. Daphne lost a considerable contract.”

“Enough to kill over?” William asked.

Carol’s expression sobered. “People have killed for less. But public anger is not the same as murder.”

“No,” William said. “It merely provides somewhere to begin.”

Across the Plaza, officers continued pushing spectators back from the barricades. Parade performers clustered beneath trees and awnings, their costumes wilting with them. The Hari Krishna chanters had settled on the grass near the park entrance. Arnold Olsen and two Achooers stood solemnly beside their purple-and-green volcano, which gave an occasional mechanical cough and released a weak puff of lavender confetti.

Ashland, William thought, would stage-manage the apocalypse if provided sufficient ribbon.

Carol watched him.

“You’ve gone quiet.”

“I’m thinking.”

“That is rarely a comfort.”

Tom leaned closer. “He’s doing the face.”

William looked at him. “What face?”

“The one where you have noticed something and intend to make everyone else wait.”

Carol nodded. “That face.”

“I possess more than one expression.”

“Debatable,” she said.

William looked toward the broken garlands.

“There was a plant among the flowers that should not have been there.”

Tom’s notebook opened with almost biological speed.

“What kind?” Carol asked.

“Oleander. Possibly.”

Her brows tightened. “The poisonous one?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?” Tom asked.

“No.”

“How unsure?”

“Enough that I would not touch it.”

“That is not a recognized botanical category.”

“It serves.”

Carol looked toward the float. “Could it have been included accidentally?”

“Possibly. Stems get mixed during hurried work. Someone unfamiliar with oleander might even add it as greenery.”

“But a competent florist should recognize it.”

“Yes. The sap can irritate, and every part is toxic if ingested.”

Carol lowered her voice. “Or someone put it there deliberately.”

“Also possible.”

Tom looked dissatisfied. “You’ve managed to make every answer equally alarming.”

“I prefer that to making one answer prematurely certain.”

Tom said, “You are going to tell Argent.”

“When she has half a moment to hear it. I do not intend to present botanical suspicion as a solved murder.”

A familiar voice behind them said, “That may be the wisest thing you have said today.”

Amanda Argent approached, carrying a paper cup of coffee that had clearly become undrinkable some time earlier. Two officers behind her were taking statements from volunteers, whose expressions suggested equal parts heat, shock, and regret.

Argent stopped in front of Tom.

“If one word of irresponsible speculation appears online before next-of-kin notification is complete, I will arrange for every public-records request you submit for six months to be answered in interpretive dance.”

Tom looked impressed. “That is unusually specific.”

“It is a promise.”

“I have published nothing.”

“Keep developing that virtue.”

Her gaze moved to William and Carol.

“You two are still here.”

“You told us not to leave town,” Carol said.

“I was speaking figuratively.”

“You should avoid ambiguity in official instructions.”

Argent took a slow breath. “The victim is confirmed as Lila Beaumont. Forty-nine. Owner of Foxglove & Finch. Divorced. No children. Her sister in Portland has been notified.”

William said, “Any preliminary cause?”

“Medical is cautious. They are not calling it heatstroke.”

Tom, lacking any useful instinct for self-preservation, said, “You think it was murder.”

Argent looked at him. “I think that if I believed anything less inconvenient, I would be home.”

Carol tightened her grip on the water bottle. “Do they know when she died?”

“No reliable estimate yet. One paramedic made the mistake of speaking within public earshot, so now half the Plaza considers itself forensically trained.”

“But you think she may have died before the parade,” William said.

Argent held his gaze. “That possibility interests me.”

It interested him as well. The body’s stillness had begun before the float reached them. Whatever had happened to Lila hadn't happened the moment she fell.

Argent lowered her voice.

“If you have something useful, now would be an excellent time.”

William glanced toward the bower.

“There may be oleander among the floral wiring.”

Her expression changed slightly—one possible map laid over another.

“Maybe?”

“I saw a narrow, waxy leaf where it should not have been. I could not inspect it.”

“Are you qualified to identify oleander?”

“Qualified is a broad word.”

“William.”

“I have encountered it often enough to avoid eating it.”

Tom made a faint sound.

Argent did not look at him. “How dangerous?”

“Potentially very. But its presence would not automatically explain her death. It could be accidental transfer, decorative ignorance, deliberate staging, or an unrelated hazard.”

Carol said, “He noticed it before officers and paramedics disturbed the garlands.”

Argent turned toward the float. “I’ll have the floral material separated and photographed.”

Tom opened his mouth.

She raised one finger.

“You are not printing ‘poison flowers’ based on a man in a straw hat experiencing botanical discomfort.”

Tom closed his mouth.

“It would be a strong headline,” Carol murmured.

Argent ignored her. “Anything else?”

William thought of the silver glint among the petals.

He did not yet know whether he had seen a cosmetic object, a piece of costume hardware, or sunlight on something entirely ordinary.

“There was something silver beneath the flowers,” he said. “Narrow. Partly concealed.”

“What kind of something?”

“I couldn’t tell.”

“Bottle?”

“Possibly.”

“Costume fitting?”

“Possibly.”

Tom said, “Weapon?”

William looked at him. “Everything need not become a weapon merely because you have a notebook.”

“That is debatable.”

Argent made a note. “I’ll have them look for it. Anything else?”

“The body was too still before it fell,” William said. “But you know that.”

“Yes.” Argent attempted a sip of her coffee, immediately regretted it, and looked toward the cup with personal resentment. “I hate holidays.”

Tom said, “That I can quote from memory.”

“Go choke on your byline.”

He smiled faintly
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