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Chapter One
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IVY

Wham!

The ponytailed woman shot out of the small crowd clustered at the intersection and barreled head-on into the red-caped woman holding a sign high overhead. They both went down, out of my sight. Shrieks, thuds, flying mud—

I hesitated a moment. Caution told me Stay out of this, Ivy. Curiosity said Go for it! Guess which one won with this little old lady? I grabbed a rain jacket and jumped out of the motorhome, mutant curiosity gene in high gear, and dashed around the people blocking my view.

I stopped short at the sight of the two women wrestling in the muddy grass on the far side of the sidewalk.

Red Cape Woman was on top . . . no, Ponytail Woman flipped her over and pounded her head into the mud. Screeches, shrieks. Yells from the watching crowd. Red Cape Woman powered her way to the top and took her turn with head pounding. Rain splattered both of them and me too.

But just when I thought Red Cape Woman’s victory was ensured, Ponytail Woman got in a blow to the side of the woman’s head. She slithered out from under the other woman and grabbed the sign they were fighting over. She scrambled to her feet and raced down the street, cradling the sign as if it were a precious treasure. I leaned over to see where she was going. Which was when Red Cape Woman blasted into me. I oofed as we both went down. On the hard concrete sidewalk this time. With me on the bottom. I groaned.

“She got away!” the woman shrieked while I wiggled and squirmed. “You jumped in front of me, and she got away!”

I’ve realized for quite some time that I seem to have aged into invisibility, but never before has that invisibility gotten me slammed to the concrete. Although invisibility can sometimes be a handy asset, maybe I need a fluorescent vest for occasions such as this. The woman pounded my head into the sidewalk, and, with my mind going a little woozy, I saw no way I could overcome a woman so much younger and stronger than I am.

But even so, the pounding hit a response button somewhere in my head. I kneed her in the leg and shoved her chin up with one hand. Dimly, I heard yells from the crowd.

“Five bucks on the gal in the cape!”

“Ten on the old lady!”

New voice. “Twelve on the cape lady.”

Another new voice. “Fifteen on the older woman!”

Even in the midst of battle, I felt a certain indignation. These people were betting on the outcome of two women scuffling on a sidewalk, and one of those women was me. And one of those voices was familiar.

Then the woman grabbed my hair. My hand slipped off her chin and skidded up to her nose.

Is there anything less dignified than brawling on a street corner with your finger up some strange woman’s nose?

Then we both got tangled in the cape and floundered like a couple of fish in a net. I grabbed hold of the cape and felt it rip in my hand. I scooted out from under her.

Mac helped me to my feet and brushed off my backside. I realized I still had a chunk of torn red cape grasped in my hand. Did that make me the winner? I resisted an urge to hold the scrap high as a trophy of victory.

Red Cape Woman managed to fight her way out of the entangling cape and stumbled to her feet. I now saw that she was slim and stylish, fortyish, auburn-haired, mud from head to foot. “I didn’t see you. But you did step in my way,” she accused.

No, I did not step in her way. I was just standing there, and she bowled me over. Although I had to admit that if I hadn’t been so curious, I wouldn’t have been in the target area. “We were looking for the library—”

“There’s a sign right over there.” She pointed to a sign on the far corner of the intersection. With an edge to her voice that said, Where any numbskull could see it.

Yes. There was a sign. It was large and brown and read City Hall. Fire and Sheriff’s Department. Library. An arrow pointed in the direction opposite Ponytail Woman’s escape route.

Rain was falling harder now. I brushed a strand of wet hair off my face and became more aware of the crowd. Someone yelled, “Hey, ladies, take a bow! Good show. You oughta be charging admission!”

A uniformed police officer stepped up beside us. I assumed he’d just arrived and hadn’t been just standing there watching us, maybe deciding who to bet on. “Everything okay here? Is anyone hurt?”

“Go after that woman. Arrest her!” Red Cape Woman flung her arm toward an old pickup now storming away from the scene. “She stole city property!”

“It was just an old street sign. It was headed for the trash anyway.” The officer glanced up at a new-looking metal sign that had apparently replaced the wooden sign the women were battling over at the intersection. It read Champagne Drive in white letters on a green background. “No harm done to the new sign.”

“I want her arrested. She attacked me.”

I offered another point of view. “I could say you attacked me.” I stabbed a finger toward my chest.

“That’s ridiculous,” Red Cape Woman objected. She repeated her accusation against me. “You jumped in front of me!”

The officer looked back and forth between us. “Is anyone pressing charges?”

I mumbled something about looking for the library, and Red Cape Woman just stalked away without saying anything, torn cape dragging on the ground but muddy head held righteously high. She headed for an SUV with the emblem of a river and mountain scene on the door, Riverview Estates written above the scene, Your Fabulous New Retirement Home below it.

“We’ll . . . uh . . . just be moving along,” Mac said. He clamped a protective arm around my shoulders.

“That’s what everyone should do,” the officer said. He motioned people away from the sign and intersection. “Okay, folks, sign-changing ceremony is over. Everyone move along now.”

Rain and the encounter with Red Cape Woman had flattened my hair into witchy gray wisps, and cold drops dribbled down my back. I felt as bedraggled as a discarded dishcloth as we walked to the motorhome parked farther down the street, Mac’s hand now holding my elbow. But I was still clutching my trophy of victory, that scrap of red cape. Embarrassed, I stuffed it in my jacket pocket.

BoBandy greeted us enthusiastically at the motorhome, tail wagging wildly, just as he always does, whether we’ve been gone five minutes or a day. Cat Koop twitched his orange stub of a tail and looked at us with mild interest in his one good eye. I went to our tiny bathroom and washed my face and hands. There is that saying about washing something because you don’t know where it’s been. I knew where this finger had been, and I scrubbed it hard. I spotted bruises already polka-dotting my body when I struggled out of my wet clothes. I fingered the back of my head after changing to dry clothes. A fried-egg shaped bump from my collision with the sidewalk had formed there.

“I didn’t know you were a gambling man,” I grumbled when I came back out to the living room.

“I’m not. But there were two bets against you, and I couldn’t let that go. Besides, I thought you could win.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence,” I muttered.

“Maybe we should find an RV park for the night and you can go to the library tomorrow,” Mac said.

Probably a good idea, even though it was only eleven-fifteen in the morning. We’d been exploring around Mount Saint Helens for the last couple of days. It’s an interesting volcanic mountain in western Washington that blew its top some years ago.

After a hike on the mountain, I’d been looking at a Vancouver newspaper we’d picked up and spotted a help wanted ad for a temporary assistant librarian in this small town of Stumble on the Washington side of the Columbia River. I haven’t held a regular job for some time, but before I retired, I was a librarian for years back in Missouri, and the idea of a temporary library job suddenly appealed to me. Mac was agreeable . . . he’s an agreeable guy . . . so instead of going on down the Oregon coast to consider places where we might settle down permanently, we changed direction and headed back up the river. That’s what you can do when a motorhome is your home, change direction any time, and your home comes right with you.

Which is how we came to be in Stumble on this rainy fall day, population 2,872 according to a sign at the edge of town, just in time for me to get flattened by a woman in a red cape.

We drove around the small town for several minutes but didn’t find an RV park and decided to locate the library and see about the job yet today. We found the library in what had once been a big, old-fashioned house with a green-shingled exterior. Blobs of green moss mottled the roof. Mac parked the motorhome across from the library, and we ate lunch before I fluffed my hair to cover the lump and walked across the street.

I was pleasantly surprised by the interior of the library. Bookshelves lined the walls of what had once been a living room, and several women, perhaps a book club, clustered around a table in a reading corner in the adjoining room. Green plants stood on the windowsills. A sign reading “Children’s Room” pointed down a hallway decorated with teddy bears and cheerful robots. A bucket was catching drips from a roof leak in one corner, but altogether the library had a pleasant, homey feel, the kind of place where I could sit and read all day.

A sixtyish woman with nicely styled salt-and-pepper hair sat behind a checkout counter near the front door. I approached the counter with my short résumé in hand. I’d written it up on our laptop and printed it out last night.

“I saw your ad for a position as a temporary assistant librarian, and I’d like to apply. I’m Ivy MacPherson. I haven’t worked for some time, but I was a head librarian with a library system back in Missouri for a number of years.” I held out the printed pages. I suppose I sounded a little challenging because I halfway expected instant rejection because of my age. Without actual mention of age as a reason for rejection, of course. That would be illegal.

The woman smiled and stood up. “I’m so glad to meet you! I’m Edith Morrison. My assistant is out on maternity leave, and we need someone to fill in for her for two to four months.” We shook hands, and she took my résumé. “Let me take a look at this. You can wait over there.” She waved to a couple of upholstered chairs in the corner of the room, a lamp between them.

So I sat. Children’s laughter came from the room down the hall. Water dripped into the bucket. A calico cat appeared from somewhere and jumped into my lap. Our initial introduction to this town had been rather peculiar, and the fried egg on the back of my head still throbbed, but the library felt nice. Maybe Stumble was where we should settle down to live permanently? I snuggled the cat and waited.

Edith consulted something on her computer while reading my résumé. Perhaps checking the existence of the library in Missouri or the names I’d given as references there? But it wasn’t more than fifteen minutes before she motioned me over. She said the job required some computer familiarity and my résumé didn’t mention that. I told her I was no expert, but I had used a computer at the library for a short time before I retired and now had a laptop for personal use.

“That should be sufficient.” She went on to tell me what the assistant’s duties would be, the hours, and the pay. “We’re closed Sunday and Monday, so it would be five days a week. Because the position is temporary, I’m sorry to say that no benefits are included. Are you interested?”

“Yes, indeed I am.”

“Good! You’re hired, then.”

I was astonished. “Just like that? I’m hired?”

“It looks as if you’ve had more experience than I have, so yes, you’re hired. Approval will have to go through the Town Council, but that’s just a formality. The only paid positions other than mine are the assistant who is out on maternity leave and one other part-time assistant. And now you. A great group of volunteers handle everything else. It would be really helpful if you could start immediately. I haven’t had time to catalogue a shipment of new books.”

I must have looked doubtful, because she smiled. “Not right this instant. But tomorrow?”

“Actually, we live in a motorhome and arrived in town only today. We need to find an RV park.”

“Oh, dear.” Edith’s forehead wrinkled in dismay. “Stumble doesn’t have an RV park. The closest one is over at Finley, and that’s about twenty-five miles away.”

I felt dismayed too. “I don’t think I want to make a fifty-mile round trip every day.”

“But surely there’s somewhere right here in town where you could park for a temporary stay. Let me think.” She tapped a fingertip on her lower lip. “I’d be glad to have you park at my place. There’s plenty of room. But I don’t have any hookups for an RV. Let me see if Tracy has any ideas.”

She started down the hallway to the children’s room but turned back before reaching the door.

“Hey, I thought of something! Jodi Calhoun had a trailer parked at her grandmother’s place, but she moved into the house when Martha passed away. The trailer is gone now, but the hookups must be there.”

“That sounds workable.”

She picked up a cell phone and tapped in some numbers. “Oh my. Jodi isn’t answering. But she’s probably working and just has her phone turned off. Could you drive over and talk to her? Doing it in person would probably be better anyway.”

“We can do that.”

“She’s usually there because she works out of her home. It’s on Two Mule Road, and you can’t miss it. There are all these statues and ornaments and things in the yard.” She grabbed a scratch pad and started to write down an address. “Oh, but it isn’t Two Mule Road now. They were having the name-changing ceremony today, and it’s—” Another tap of fingertip on her lip.

A new street sign, white lettering on green popped into my head. “Champagne Drive?”

“Yes, that’s it! The people developing those new retirement estates have all their streets named for wines, and Two Mule Road didn’t fit their theme, so they managed to get it changed. Actually, I think Paris Wineteer would rename the town too, if she could. Stumble is a little hillbilly-ish for her uppity standards. If it were up to her, we’d probably all be living in a town called Chianti or Chardonnay.”

“We kind of wondered about the Stumble name,” I admitted.

“It came from an early pioneer here, Garwood Stumble. He built a sawmill, and the town grew up around it and got named for him. The sawmill grew and expanded into quite a business, right down through a grandson running it. But when the great-grandson took over, he, as my grandma used to say, ran the business into the ground quicker than Grandpa driving a fencepost into a pile of manure.” She smiled. “Except Grandma didn’t mince words, and she used a more earthy term for manure. It’s within the city limits, but it’s a real jungle out there now, twenty-five or thirty acres all overgrown with trees and blackberries and Scotch broom.”

“That’s rather sad. It sounds as if it could be a nice historical site.”

“Right. At a town council meeting a while back, someone brought up the idea of cleaning up the mess and turning it into a park, but the Wineteers buried that idea. Which is what Paris should do with those capes in her wardrobe. Bury them deep. Drive a stake through them to be sure they stay dead.” She shook her head and smiled ruefully. “Oh, my, now I’m getting catty, aren’t I? But Paris . . .” She shook her head again and didn’t go on.

Retirement estates. I had the sudden feeling I may already have encountered Paris Wineteer and her capes. I almost volunteered information about brawling on the sidewalk with an angry woman, but I decided I shouldn’t get any more involved in local conflicts than I already was. I just commented on the name of the road instead. “Actually, I rather like the name Two Mule Road. It has history. And character.”

“I like it too. An old guy named Nester owned the property. He had a vineyard and two old white mules. They died years ago, but the name stuck. Then, when Nester died, his brother’s grandson, Travis Wineteer, inherited the place.”

“Paris’s husband?”

“Right. They were living in Portland then and ignored the place for several years. Just let the vineyard deteriorate to weeds. But a couple of years ago they decided to subdivide the property into retirement estates and moved here. They’ve been living here in town until their new house was built out there. They’re in partnership with some builder from Portland, and they’re promoting their lots and houses as package deals all over the Portland-Vancouver and Seattle areas. With Paris’s picture right up front in the ads. In a cape, of course.”

She didn’t say anything more about the Wineteers or their retirement estates, but the wrinkle of her nose, as if she smelled something of the skunk variety, made a silent comment.

“I’ll be in touch about the job after we go see this Jodi Calhoun,” I said.

“Great!” She wrote the library phone number on a scrap of paper and handed it to me. “I hope this works out. I’m looking forward to working with you.”
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IVY

We knew the way to Two Mule Road/Champagne Drive. The intersection with the new street sign was empty when we drove by. Farther out, Edith Morrison was right about our not being able to miss Jodi Calhoun’s place with its statues and “things.”

The front yard held everything from a spiky-backed dinosaur and a black cat to a unicorn and a big fake cactus, the ground in between covered with a fresh layer of bark mulch that made the yard ornaments stand out. There was also a scarecrow, a donkey, a pink flamingo, and various other creatures. The crowning glory was an old toilet overflowing with pansies. Kind of a combination junkyard and yard-sale zoo. A pickup parked in the driveway had paintings of a flamingo and a unicorn blazed across the tailgate. A mailbox still had the road name Two Mule Road painted on it. Pines and bare-limbed maples, plus heavy brush and a tangle of blackberry vines covered the ground across the road from the house.

While I was still trying to decide whether I was appalled or intrigued by the odd display in the front yard, a young woman dashed out of the house with a sign and hammer in hand. I didn’t recognize her until she reached the front of the yard and vigorously nailed the sign to the trunk of a fir tree. The sign read Two Mule Road, the sign she’d victoriously wrestled away from the caped woman at the intersection. Cleaned up, she looked rather different now than she had wrestling in the mud at the intersection, but it was the same ponytailed young woman.

Mac gave me a raised-eyebrow look. “What do you think?”

“Let’s see what she has to say.”

He pulled our motorhome and the old Toyota pickup we towed behind it over to the side of the road. Mac followed me out the door.

“Interesting yard,” I said when we approached the young woman who was now moving the unicorn to a different space in the yard. I guessed her age at an energetic thirtyish.

She smiled. “Thank you. Some comments aren’t that nice.”

“Edith Morrison at the library gave us your name. I’ll be temporarily employed there if we can find a rental space to park our motorhome for a few months. She said you used to have a trailer parked here and must have hookups.”

“Grandma and I had hookups put in when I came to help after her heart attack, and I lived in the trailer for several months before she had a second attack and died. The trailer was parked right back there alongside the house.” She waved toward a grassy area next to the opposite side of the house with another, less-used driveway leading to it. “Renting the space after I sold the trailer has never occurred to me. I’m interested, but I wouldn’t have any idea what to charge.”

I named a price range we had paid for spaces in the past.

“I could use the extra money . . .” She gave the motorhome and our old Toyota pickup a quick appraisal. She tilted her head and suddenly smiled, as if she’d just thought of something. “Sure. Why not?” She named the lowest price I’d mentioned.

Mac said, “Sounds great.”

She showed us where to hook up the electricity, water, and drain connections, and within minutes we had the motorhome connected and leveled. Mac went inside to slide out the living room tipout, and I was writing a check for the first month’s rent when an SUV slowed and stopped by the mailbox. I recognized the emblem of a river and mountain on the vehicle. It looked as if the woman in the SUV was staring at the sign Jodi had just posted on the tree. Jodi smiled and waved before the SUV spurted gravel as it screeched away. It was the kind of smile that could stop an alligator at twenty feet; the kind of wave that might accompany the toss of a pipe bomb.

“I should have mentioned that we have a dog and a cat,” I said uneasily.

“That’s fine. My cat Spice probably won’t be very friendly toward them, but she’s getting old and spends more time inside than out.”

“Well, okay, then.” I handed her the check. “We really appreciate your renting the space to us. I’ll call Edith and tell her I can start at the library tomorrow.”

“The library should be a great place to work. Edith is a sweetie. I volunteer there a couple days a month.” She reached out to straighten the yard scarecrow that was tilted to one side.

I eyed the strange array of yard ornaments and made a guess. “The yard decorations belonged to your grandmother?”

“No, these are my own choices.” She surveyed the cluttered yard. “It’s kind of awful, isn’t it? Especially that old toilet.” Her tone held satisfaction. “But the toilet needs to be up front where it will be more visible, doesn’t it?”

She picked up the obviously heavy porcelain toilet and dragged it to a more prominent space in the yard, then kicked out the trail left behind in the mulch. She wasn’t muscular looking, but she was definitely a strong young woman.

I didn’t know quite how to respond as we all looked at the toilet in its new setting. “It’s a . . . unique display.”

A blast interrupted my thoughts. A sound boomed across the yard and echoed off the hills.

“What was that?”

“They’re doing some dynamite blasting out at Riverview Estates. Clearing out rocks and some huge old stumps, I think.”

“Do they do it often?”

“Fortunately, no. And I think they’re about done with the blasting.” She went on with our conversation about the yard. “Grandma had the yard filled with pink flamingos, a beautiful arrangement. Grandpa gave her the first one before he died a dozen years ago, and she and I kept adding to the collection. But, with the flamingos gone, I decided on a different variety of ornaments. I spotted a full-size Bigfoot in a junk store in Portland that I’d like to have, but it was way more money than I could afford. Or maybe I’ll just get another toilet. I could probably get one free at the dump.”

What do you say to someone who wants to add a Bigfoot statue . . . or another toilet . . . to an already weird collection of yard ornaments? She seemed like such a nice young woman to have such peculiar taste in yard décor. I used my handy, all-purpose comment. “Umm.”

“Hey, would you and your husband like to come over for dinner later? I’ve been wanting spaghetti, but it’s impossible to make spaghetti for one. I’d be eating spaghetti for a week if I made a pot. I’ll use Grandma’s special recipe with her secret ingredient.”

I hesitated momentarily. What secret ingredient might a pink-flamingo grandma and her Bigfoot-yearning granddaughter put in a pot of spaghetti? The possibilities, anything from a liquid with a high alcohol content to a generous helping of roadkill, were a bit alarming.

“I always add a pinch of cinnamon when I make spaghetti,” I said warily.

She looked surprised. “That’s it! Grandma’s secret ingredient. Oh, you and she would have gotten along great!”

Maybe. Although I’ve never had any great fondness for pink flamingos. Or the ornaments filling the yard now. I had to wonder why Jodi had replaced the flamingos with this menagerie. Especially that awful pansy-filled toilet.

“Come over about six,” she said.

“Could I bring a salad or dessert?”

“Dessert would be great!”

**
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MAC

When we were together inside the motorhome, Ivy called the library and told the woman that she’d be in to start work tomorrow. We relaxed with a cup of peppermint tea and talked about our rather odd first day in Stumble.

“But nothing to keep us from deciding not to live here permanently,” Ivy pointed out. “No murder, no dead bodies.”

True. Our not being involved in murder was one of our main requirements for a place to settle down permanently. Although I had to add a qualification to what Ivy said: no dead bodies or murders yet. That volatile Paris person and her cape were a little worrisome, and that big SUV could be an intimidating weapon. But it did seem like a really nice small town, except for this one resident.

The setting here on Jodi’s big lot was serene, no traffic on the road, a bit of a view of the broad Columbia through the trees, an impressive stand of fir and cedar among the brush, and blackberries on the opposite side of the road. Ivy said our new landlady had invited us for dinner, and she was making a peach cobbler to take for dessert when I took BoBandy out for a walk.

BoBandy and I headed away from town on the gravel road, and around a bend I came to an elaborate wrought iron gate with Riverview Estates scrolled in metal across it. A big McMansion stood on a hill beyond the gate, another finished house and two in earlier stages of construction farther back, a big yellow bulldozer and a backhoe between them. A banner reading Sales Office written in red fluttered across a small building just inside the gate. BoBandy barked at a deer that jumped out of the trees and ran across the road.

At six o’clock we took the cobbler and walked the short distance to the front door of Jodi’s small house. A tantalizing scent of spaghetti and garlic bread met us when Jodi opened the door. An oversized, old Siamese cat inspected us as we came inside.

“The cobbler smells yummy!” Jodi said.

“So does the spaghetti.” Ivy handed the dish of cobbler to the young woman.

The interior of the house looked a little old-fashioned but normal, unlike the outside display. The small, one-story house appeared to have only one bedroom, perhaps the reason Jodi had lived in a separate trailer when her grandma was alive. A brown-plaid blanket covered a sofa in the living room. The coffee table was made of a redwood burl, beautiful even with a crack forming at one edge. The dining room table was set with red-flowered, pottery type dishes. A fire crackled in the brick fireplace, and framed photos stood on the mantel. Ivy crossed the room to look at the photos, and I followed her. The largest one was of a smiling older woman with gray hair in a bun and an apron around her roly-poly figure. She was standing at the edge of a yard covered with pink flamingos.

“That was Grandma about three years ago, before her first heart attack,” Jodi said. “She took pride in the fact that all her flamingos were metal, no plastic cheapies. Some of my statues are metal, but I’ve had to settle for plastic on most of them.”

Ivy said, “Umm.”

I could feel Ivy practically humming with curiosity. I’m not quite as curious as my wife, but I had to wonder why Jodi had replaced a flamboyant, but harmonious, collection of flamingos with the motley assembly now out front.

“Something happened to Grandma’s flamingos?” Ivy asked with what I thought was admirable delicacy.

“That’s one way to put it. Before I came, Paris Wineteer bullied and threatened her into getting rid of them. She scared Grandma by telling her the Town Council could fine her for having an offensive display, maybe even take her house if she couldn’t pay the fine.”

Flamingos aren’t my thing, or Ivy’s either, but I didn’t think they could be considered “offensive.” Certainly no reason to grab an elderly woman’s home.

“Paris thought Grandma’s flamingos detracted from their snobby Riverview Estates subdivision down the road. I’d never have let her get by with bullying Grandma into getting rid of her flamingos if I’d been here, but they were gone by the time I moved in with my trailer. Grandma loved those flamingos. Paris has tried to intimidate me too, but I warned her there could be disastrous consequences to that.”

Unspoken was how Jodi had retaliated to what this Paris Wineteer woman had done to the grandmother: populate the yard with an even more objectionable display. And, even if Paris had managed to get Two Mule Road renamed, the old sign was still quite prominent now out in front of Jodi’s place. It occurred to me that Jodi’s willingness to rent space for our motorhome may have been influenced by her hostility toward Paris Wineteer. Our motorhome is fairly nice looking, but Paris would no doubt consider a motorhome with people living in it too much of a trashy trailer-park ambience, a detriment to her elite subdivision. And our old Toyota pickup with a dented fender would be even more objectionable. We were, it appeared, part of an ongoing feud whether we wanted to be or not.

Ivy picked up on something that hadn’t even occurred to me. “Aren’t we outside the town limits here? Does the Town Council have authority to regulate yard decorations out here?”

“No, but Grandma didn’t understand that. And with Paris’s husband on the Town Council, I guess Grandma figured they could fine her for an ‘offensive display’ if they wanted to.”

“I think in most towns a council member has to live within the city limits. Is it different here?” Ivy asked, another point that hadn’t occurred to me.

“That’s the rule here too. It looks to me as if Paris and her husband are living in their new house out in Riverview. They threw a big party out there a couple weeks ago and hauled potential buyers out from Portland in limousines. But they’re still renting a house in town to maintain the illusion of being Stumble residents, so Travis has stayed on the council.” Jodi’s tone registered distaste at what she apparently considered an underhanded ploy to detour council regulations.

“And he got the road name changed?”

“Right.”

“Will these people object to our motorhome and old pickup parked here?”

“Probably.” Jodi smiled, and I heard satisfaction in the comment. “But you don’t need to worry about them. The trailer was legal when it was parked here . . . I checked . . . and the guys in the construction crew at Riverview are using trailers too, so the motorhome should be fine. The Wineteers can’t make any trouble for you.”

Maybe not about the motorhome. But as we soon learned, Paris Wineteer could make trouble.
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I was at the library when it opened at ten o’clock the next morning. Mac drove me over. He’d be back to pick me up when my workday ended at six. He planned to spend the day working on some of his old travel articles about odd festivals with the idea of making them into a collection for possible publication as a book.

My first task was emptying the drip bucket, which didn’t require a lot of librarian skill. But after that, Edith had me work in a back room entering some new books into the library’s computer system and removing others that had been discarded. She had to explain the system to me because it was a different software program than the one I’d briefly used back in Missouri before retiring. A couple of times I had to go out to the front desk and ask her how to do something.

The morning passed pleasantly. I hadn’t known what to do about lunch, so I’d brought a tuna sandwich, a cookie, and a tangerine in a sack. I ate with a couple of friendly volunteers in what had once been the kitchen of the old house. They were interested in our RV travels. I told them about where we’d been, but I left out the parts about the dead bodies and murders we’ve encountered in the various towns. I also discovered that there was another room with four computers for library patrons to use. One was in use by a long-haired young man wearing a red kerchief tied biker-style around his head.

After lunch, I came to another point in the software program that puzzled me, and I went out to the front room to ask Edith. Uh-oh. Edith wasn’t alone. Paris Wineteer and I recognized each other with an instant spark of hostility, although neither of us said anything about already having met when Edith introduced us. Today Paris’s cape and boots were purple. Trying to be the Batgirl royalty of Stumble?

Bad Ivy, I chastised myself. Snarky. The woman must have some good points. Everyone does.

“Ivy and her husband are staying at Jodi Calhoun’s place while she’s working here, filling in for Valerie while she’s on maternity leave,” Edith said.

“You have that motorhome and the old pickup?” Paris said. Yes, the pickup is old and a bit battered, but she said the words as if the Toyota were a junkyard escapee marring the entrance road to the rich-retiree ambiance of her upscale Riverview Estates.

“It’s a good vehicle for pulling behind the motorhome,” I said. “Nice meeting you,” I added before heading back to my workroom.

Then I had to chastise myself again. I have a policy against untruths, and even if “nice meeting you” falls into the politically correct category for a response to an introduction, it was still an untruth. What I really felt toward meeting Paris Wineteer was less kindly: About as nice as stepping on a rattlesnake in my flip-flops.

I didn’t get to the door before I heard Paris explode behind me. I stopped short.

“You hired that woman? Edith, what were you thinking? She’s so far over the hill she’d need a telescope to see back to the top of it! She can’t possibly be competent to work here.”

“She’s had considerable library experience—”

“When? Back when the printing press was new? I suppose you felt sorry for her, if she needs a job at her age, but the Town Council isn’t going to okay paying someone to wander around the book stacks in a senile fog.”

I was indignant. Okay, I’m old. An LOL actually, shorthand for little old lady, and occasionally invisible. But I’ve never felt over the hill or as if I operated in a senile fog.

But a dismaying thought hit me. Maybe Mac and I were senile and over the hill and just hadn’t realized it yet?

“Getting council approval has always been a minor formality, just a matter of a signature,” Edith said.

“It won’t be that way this time! This will come up at the council meeting next Tuesday.” Obviously because she’d make sure it came up. “And you’d better not count on getting that new roof you asked for either, if you’re going to waste money on this kind of foolishness.”

“You’re willing to risk an age discrimination lawsuit?”

I was thinking a small-time kick in the shins rather than a courtroom showdown, but now I was totally shocked. Paris Wineteer was willing to use a new roof for the library as a bargaining chip against me? All because she and I had a little tussle on the sidewalk? Maybe a beat-up old pickup that was probably too visible to potential buyers at her Riverview Estates? And maybe most important of all, our association with her arch enemy, Jodi Calhoun.

If Paris had any good points in her personality and character, I wasn’t seeing them so far.

A moment later I heard the outside door close. I went back out to the front desk.

“You overheard her rant and rave, didn’t you?” Edith said. “I’m so sorry.”

“If my working here is going to cause problems—”

“Paris Wineteer is not going to dictate who I can hire! And if her husband manages to do it through the council, maybe it’s time for a recall election. A lot of people aren’t happy about Riverview Estates changing the character of our little town. Or how Travis Wineteer led getting that road name changed.” She flashed a rueful smile. “Sorry. Both the Wineteers get my panties in a twist, as the saying goes. Her and those ridiculous capes. Like Batman in drag.”

A comment that outdid even my snarky thought about Batgirl. I refrained from commenting and went back to the computer.

Later I worked at the front desk while Edith took a break, and Mac was waiting for me when I went outside at five after six.

“How’d it go?” he asked on the drive back to the motorhome.

“Paris Wineteer objects to Edith hiring me to work at the library.” I went on to explain about the confrontation between the two women, including Paris’s “over the hill” and “senile fog” comments. I wanted to laugh about the malicious remarks, but I’m afraid I instead sounded a little plaintive when I asked, “Are we over the hill?”

Mac patted my leg reassuringly, but what he said was, “Don’t worry about it.” Which was somewhat less than reassuring. He changed the subject by asking, “Is Edith going to give in to the woman’s demands and fire you?”

“I know she doesn’t want to, but my hiring needs council approval, and Paris’s husband is apparently an influential member of the council.”

“When will they make a decision?”

“Probably at a meeting next Tuesday evening.”

I kept telling myself it didn’t really matter if I was fired. A little extra money to add to our fund for buying a home and settling down somewhere would be nice, but we wouldn’t be going hungry without the extra money. We also talked it over with the Lord and told him however he wanted this to go was fine with us. We could put Stumble in our rearview mirror with no more than a couple hours’ notice.

After dinner, we looked to see if there was a Riverview Estates website on the internet, and there was. It showed a completed house and a couple more under construction along with several photos of the river views. A map showed where a golf course would be, as well as where an indoor swimming pool and community center would be built. There was a big section of endorsements by rapturous buyers. The site in total was quite slickly done, very glossy and professional.

I went to work the next couple of days at the usual time, and no one made any mention of my shaky employment status. Although I kept feeling as if a senile fog that everyone but me could see floated around me like a bad body odor.

Edith did ask if I could be present at the council meeting next Tuesday. I wasn’t all that eager to attend and hear Paris Wineteer complain about my over-the-hill status, but I told Edith we’d be there. She mentioned that her church was having a potluck on Thursday evening and invited us to come. Which we did, and everyone was friendly and nice. They also ate every bite of my two lemon pies, and we went back for services on Sunday. The pastor’s message was based on one of my favorite Bible passages, the story of how Ruth loyally followed her mother-in-law back to her God and homeland. They also sang one of my favorite old hymns, “In the Garden.”

Next morning, I noticed something odd about the yard. What was it?

Gaps. Yes, that was it. Empty spaces. I wasn’t sure what was missing, but something definitely was. I went to the house and got Jodi. She stared at the empty spaces.

“I can’t believe it! Somebody stole my clown. And my unicorn, and my cactus too!”

But not the old toilet filled with pansies. An unfortunate omission. Although I didn’t mention that.

“My very best pieces. All three of them metal, not plastic like most of the others.”

“Who would steal your statues? And why?”

“Paris Wineteer, that’s who!” Jodi said instantly. “Or some hit man she hired. She couldn’t bully me into getting rid of the statues, so she’s going to do it another way.”

“Hit man” in reference to a thief stealing yard ornaments seemed a bit melodramatic, but I knew Jodi had a strong affection for each of her offbeat statues. “Will you report the theft to the police?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’ll do a little prowling around and see if they’re hidden at their new place out in Riverview Estates or at that house they’re still renting in town. I’ll just take back what belongs to me. And maybe booby-trap a few of the other statues in my yard so she can’t do it again.”

Both the prospect of searching private property or booby-trapping her own yard held a certain appeal, but neither sounded too legal to me. “Are the local police special friends of the Wineteers?”

“Stumble doesn’t have a police force of its own. They contract with the county sheriff’s department to have some deputies stationed here. I’ve never had any contact with them.”

Why did I have the uneasy feeling that might change in the near future? Maybe because Jodi looked angry enough to throw a remaining statue or two through a big window of that Wineteer McMansion in Riverview Estates?
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I was surprised to see Jodi’s pickup parked down the street from City Hall when we arrived on Tuesday evening. I’m not good at vehicle recognition, but even I can recognize a pickup with a flamingo and a unicorn blazed across the tailgate. Why was she here? Did she intend to bring up something about crime in the area of Riverview Estates, with her stolen statues as an example?

Inside the building, the five members of the council sat at a raised, semicircular table at the front of the room, identifying metal nameplates in front of each of them. An older, silver-haired woman, with a nameplate identifying her as Mayor, sat separate from the councilors at the table. The audience seats were about half filled. Jodi, wearing jeans and a baseball cap backward, sat in a middle row. We threaded our way through people milling around and sat down beside her. She looked surprised to see us.

“I didn’t realize you’d be interested in a council meeting,” she said.

“Apparently the matter of my employment at the library may come up. Paris Wineteer objects to it. She says I’m too old, ‘over the hill’ as she put it, and paying me is a waste of money.”

Jodi gave me an indignant look. “I hadn’t heard about her objections to you working at the library, but she’s always causing trouble about something. Someone ought to wrap her in one of those silly capes and toss her in the river.”

I wouldn’t go that far, and I doubted Jodi meant a literal toss in the river, but Paris floundering in a cape in an even bigger mudhole was a not-unpleasant vision. But all I said was, “You came to the meeting for some other reason?”

“I’m here because they’re bringing up a proposal for the town to pave the newly named Champagne Drive out to Riverview Estates. A big money saver for the Wineteers if they can get it done without having to pay for it themselves.”

“How can the town do the paving if it’s a county, not town, road?”

“With Travis as chairman of the council, all kinds of underhanded things get done.”

“Such as?”

“Getting the idea for making a park out of the old mill site turned down. Wouldn’t benefit Riverview, of course. Putting up a new sign at the city limits with the addition of ‘Home of Riverview Estates’ on it. That’s him, there in the center.” She nodded toward a broad-shouldered, good-looking guy in the middle of the semi-circle of councilors.

Travis Wineteer, like many men in the audience, was casually dressed in jeans, plaid shirt, and a rugged-looking leather vest. A tan cowboy hat lay on the table in front of him. Just one of the good ol’ boys, the outfit said, not an outsider importing other outsiders and spending the town’s bucks on projects that benefitted him. He stood and, with an air of authority, called the meeting to order. I saw Paris now. She’d slipped in, wearing a green cape tonight, looking like an oversized green bug . . . uh-oh, Ivy, there you go getting snarky again . . . and was sitting in the front row next to a middle-aged man in khaki pants and a baseball cap, a sheaf of papers in his hands. They appeared to be conferring about something.

“Who’s that man next to Paris?” I whispered to Jodi.

“That’s their builder, Joe Malcolm. Malcolm Construction, from Portland. He’s hired some local workers, but he and the guys in the construction crew he brought with him are staying in trailers out at Riverview. Out of sight, probably because Paris wouldn’t want trailers detracting from the view she wants potential buyers to see. I’ve heard he’s not an easy guy to work for, a
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