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      Deb Powers was beginning to suspect she’d made her distractibility problem worse rather than better.

      She currently sat in her back yard outside her basement office, under the shelter of her greatly expanded porch. What had been a postage stamp-sized concrete pad and tiny roof barely big enough to hold one chair and an umbrella now stretched a good fifteen feet to the right of her office door.

      The new porch floor also stretched several feet further out into the yard, leaving plenty of room for an outdoor sectional couch, two chairs, and a porch swing, all fitted with cheery blue and green cushions.

      She hated to admit it, but those cushions were deep and plush enough to be more comfortable than her sofa inside the office.

      Right now, late in the Virginia mountain spring and early in the afternoon, the porch was open to the warm breeze. But rolled up and nearly hidden under the edge of the roof hung screens that would connect with magnets, letting in air and light while it kept pesky mosquitos and other flying creatures out.

      Deb even had a set of clear plastic covers to hang up when the weather turned cold in the fall. And there was still plenty of room in the big back yard of her Auntie Zelda’s house for a modest gas grill and plenty of flowerbeds.

      Creating an outdoor paradise, especially in a town as pretty as Estonoa.

      From where Deb sat on the porch swing—beside her more-like-a-boyfriend-every-day friend Jeff Denton—she could look out over the sheltering ridge that surrounded the town. Her house perched on the highest edge, giving her a view of all the red brick buildings spreading out below, with bunches of brilliant green trees and colorful banners accenting the scene.

      She even caught a glimpse of the sparkling water of the Clinch River twisting along the edge of Estonoa, anchoring miles of trails and a state park that drew people here for recreation all year long. Also the location of a most unusual discovery involving an eddy that seriously disturbed people and animals alike.

      The banners informed all those tourists and locals that the annual Chow Down on the Clinch festival started tomorrow. As if anyone within sniffing distance needed any reminders that something special and mouth-watering was coming up.

      Someone had a meat smoker going full strength, and the enticing aroma of baking bread floated along the breeze as well. Deb was pretty sure she’d caught a whiff of cooking onions earlier, which she was determined to sample no matter what sort of dish they were destined for.

      Before she could say anything or ask about the festival, Jeff’s father Wayne lifted his nose in the air like a good hound dog sitting in one of the chairs. Both Denton men wore blue jeans and t-shirts to go with sturdy work boots. Deb wore much the same thing, with her wavy brown hair wrangled under a faded blue handkerchief.

      Once work on the porch finished a couple of hours ago, they’d all abandoned their toolbelts in favor of celebratory glasses of beer brewed right there in Estonoa.

      Wayne had the same curly hair as Jeff, but his had lost every trace of Jeff’s red to snowy white. He still had the same twinkle in his eyes, though, and the easy good humor. Wayne also had the musical local accent stronger than his son did.

      “I don’t know how on earth you can get any of your computer work done, Deb, not with all that good cooking smell floating right up into your yard. Pretty as your porch turned out, you might have to head back inside to get your wits about you.”

      Deb managed not to laugh too hard at that, mainly because she’d been having a heck of a time focusing on her supposedly new career as a computer consultant since she moved to Estonoa a couple of months back.

      It all made so much sense in her mind, especially when she was near-desperate to get out of the rush and hustle and busyness of Atlanta, and the ongoing stress of her years as a private investigator.

      Move to her family hometown, into her dear Auntie Zelda’s house. Change gears and careers, and downshift into a much calmer and more reasonable lifestyle. Use her brain in a different way for a change, with computers and websites rather than tracking and chasing and investigating.

      But she’d never quite managed to get beyond setting up her fabulous basement office, with a wall full of big windows that lent itself to distraction almost as well as the porch.

      “I hate to admit I get pretty distracted with the view inside my office, Wayne,” she said. “And the computer business keeps taking a back seat to my old line of work.”

      Investigating a steady stream of disappearing tools at Wayne’s house was the first thing that pulled Deb back into PI work. That overnight stakeout had revealed a far stranger cause for the trouble than Deb or anyone else could have imagined.

      And created the first time she’d seen Jeff since they were both teenagers, which became more of a good thing every day.

      Wayne grinned. “That reminds me. Unless I’m forgetting about something, those tiny little critters in my back yard have returned everything they pilfered out of the garage and the house. I keep leaving out the candy and cookies and such, and they keep taking everything sweet. But I haven’t had a single new thing go missing.”

      Jeff nodded and pushed the swing into gentle motion. Deb probably wouldn’t have believed her own eyes if he hadn’t been with her that night. When they discovered a den full of glowing green mountain faeries or pixies or something like them, surrounded by all the things they’d been stealing from Wayne.

      She hoped they’d figure out a way to communicate with them eventually.

      “They haven’t shorted out any more security cameras either,” Jeff said. “I’m not sure if they’re happy with Dad now, or just bored with both of us.”

      Deb took Jeff’s hand and gave it a squeeze, wondering if he got the same increasingly pleasant tingle every time they touched lately.

      The kisses they indulged in more and more often turned the tingles into fireworks.

      “We might have to liven things up for them,” she said. “See if that gets them to communicate more.”

      Movement caught her eye before she could think up anything fun to suggest.

      An all-too-familiar woman wearing faded blue sweatpants and an Estonoa Deacons t-shirt that might have been new when Deb and Jeff were in high school. Deb in Cincinnati, Jeff here in Estonoa, and a good bit over twenty years ago.

      Deb’s cousin Terri Walsh, sheriff and bringer of all manner of curious happenings that kept pulling Deb right back into her PI ways.

      Terri stopped in her tracks, scowling and tilting her head to the side.

      Deb tried, she really did, but an overly loud snort of laughter escaped anyway. Jeff and Wayne joined in with a little bit more restraint.

      When Terri left for a week’s vacation, the porch was its former miniature version. Deb realized with a bit of a shock that she really had made the decision to expand her outdoor space, accepted the Denton men’s offer of help, and gotten it all finished in one exciting (and exhausting) week.

      Shaking her head, and still scowling, Terri kept walking. Rather than turning onto the short sidewalk that led to the basement office’s door, she plowed ahead to the new relaxation spot.

      “So tell me,” Terri said, standing in the middle of the porch, hands on her hips and looking around, “did you purposely decide to make all these changes while I was gone so you could sit there and watch me wonder if I’d turned up the wrong street?”

      “Well, I didn’t do it all in a week just to confuse you,” Deb said. “But I have to admit that’s an unforeseen bonus for all the hard work. You just get back into town?”

      Terri leaned over and poked at one of the green cushions on the couch, then the blue one beside it. She shrugged and flopped down into her normal dramatic and somehow graceful sprawl.

      “Nice couch. We got back late, late last night. I slept like the dead, but it takes me at least two weeks to fully recover from a week spent with my in-laws. I swear those people could turn a marble statue into dust in an hour with the sheer force of all the hot air and nonsense gushing out of their mouths.”

      Jeff laughed under his breath and shook his head.

      “I’ll ask the obvious and indelicate question then. Why do you go on vacation with them? Doesn’t sound to me like you got to relax.”

      Terri blew air out through her lips like a horse.

      “Of course I didn’t relax. I’m about as far from relaxed as I think a human being could possibly be and still be more or less coherent. The problem is they’ve got me all figured out, and that includes my insufferable jerk of a husband. They pick places they know I won’t be able to resist and things they know I’m dying to do. This time it was New Orleans, and the French Quarter, and swamp tours, and Cajun cooking classes. Which you will all appreciate when Deb throws a porch-warming party and turns me loose in her kitchen.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Wayne said, winking at Deb and Jeff. “Sounds like a great vacation to me. What have they got planned for next year?”

      Terri rolled her eyes. “Next year? I should be so lucky. They were plotting and scheming about a trip in October, which they refused to tell me a single thing about. They know I’ll have time to work up my resistance if they give me too much warning.”

      Terri tried to hide it, but Deb caught the sparkle in her cousin’s blue eyes.

      She didn’t doubt Terri’s in-laws were exasperating, as so many in-laws managed to be. She also knew Terri wasn’t the sort to do a single damn thing she didn’t want to do, and how absurdly smitten she and her husband had been since the day they first laid eyes on each other.

      “I hate to ask,” Deb said, “but if you’re so wiped out, what are you doing here? Not that I’m not glad to see you, of course.”

      “If you were glad to see me, I expect you would have offered me one of those refreshing beverages all three of you are enjoying.” She stared at Deb, gradually widening her eyes until Deb pointed at a bright red cooler at the foot of the couch.

      Terri got up with an exaggerated sigh, fetched herself a bottle, and let Wayne open it.

      “I suppose that will have to do,” she said, resuming her sprawl and taking a sip. “Anyway, I went in to work early this morning to try to catch up before Monday. No one else was supposed to be there, so I figured I’d actually get some work done without drowning in the post-vacation flood of bullshit.”

      “That explains the remarkably casual clothing,” Deb said. “Even I wouldn’t be caught out and about in a getup from...what, the Reagan years?”

      “Second Clinton term, thank you very much. Which is last century, yes, but not all the way back to the Eighties. So I did manage to get through a small mountain range of paperwork before someone came wandering in. Have you heard from Gina Vanover over the last couple of weeks?”

      Gina was the high school principal in Estonoa, and thankfully much less strict and forbidding than her grandfather had been in the same job. Though Deb supposed if Gina had been the one to catch her sneaking around the high school over summer break—and when she didn’t even attend that high school—the response would have been equally stern.

      Probably more so.

      She and Gina had become fast friends since Deb and her other new friend Annie helped with a distressing situation at the high school.

      “I haven’t seen her for a couple of weeks,” Deb said. “She’s not having trouble with those shadow creatures in the cave again, is she?”

      “No, nothing like that.” Terri set her beer on the concrete pad, kicked off her ugly pink rubber clogs, and stretched her legs out. “This is...it feels a lot more personal. To Gina and to me. You know the old train depot in town? Down near the river?”

      Deb nodded, pushing the swing back herself this time.

      “Yeah, I’ve seen it. Beautiful old building, in rough shape last time I really paid attention, which was when you dared me to run up and touch the door if I remember right. One of those ‘if these walls could talk’ kind of places from what I hear about the partying that used to happen in Estonoa.”

      Wayne laughed, and Deb saw Jeff smile at his dad out of the corner of her eye. Jeff
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