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      Welcome to Detectives, Sleuths, and Nosy Neighbors, a collection of mystery stories to keep you guessing whodunnit. We have put together an eclectic selection of stories that span all genres. Within these pages you will discover suspicious neighbors, amateur detectives, a mysterious highway, and everything in between. The authors chosen for this anthology come from a wide range of backgrounds and writing experience. Some are published authors that you may recognize and others are previously unpublished. You may just ﬁnd a new favorite author within these pages. If you ﬁnd a story that you love, please give the author a like on their social media!

      

      A. Balsamo studied Communications, English, and Business/court reporting, graduating college in 1984. Her editing journey started in the public affairs department of a major market radio station in Miami. She has been editing the spoken word as a court reporter in the legal arena since 1985. Currently she does freelance editing and proofreading with a focus on the genres of fantasy, horror, memoir/nonfiction. In addition to freelance work, she is a staff editor for INKD Pub working on various anthologies. Her professional affiliations include the Editorial Freelancers Association (EFA), ACES, and NCRA where she has completed additional training and holds several certifications. In her spare time she enjoys pursuing various artistic endeavors and playing with her cats. 

      You can reach A. Balsamo at ABalsamoediting@gmail.com
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          Karen McCullough

        

      

    

    
      Elle almost dropped the crumpled piece of paper in the trash.

      What impulse stopped her, she had no idea. Curiosity, maybe? But then she didn’t know why she’d picked it up in the first place, instead of raking it into the growing mound of debris. She yanked off her gardening gloves, dropped the rake, and smoothed out the wrinkles in the sheet. A stray spring breeze almost snatched it from her hand, but she held tight.

      The penciled lines, written in a shaky hand, might represent some schoolkid’s hasty attempt at a homework assignment. Elle painstakingly deciphered the spidery printing. Her first reaction—that it was a kid’s prank or joke—drowned in growing unease as she stared at it.

      The note said, “Help, please! Prisoner in my own house.” It was signed, “Annie Henderson, 1606”

      She didn’t recognize the name. The number belonged to the house immediately to the left of her own, and she’d found the note just a foot from the chain link fence that separated the two properties. She’d bought her house in this pleasant Charlotte suburb three months before, and in that time the only person she’d seen go in or out of the place was the rather surly middle-aged man she assumed owned it. When she’d tried to introduce herself to him, as she tried to say hello to all of her new neighbors, he’d nodded icily, hopped into his battered F-150 pickup, and driven off, leaving her gaping.

      Elle stuffed the note in her pocket. While raking up more debris previous owners had left in the yard, she considered what to do about the note. Would the police even believe her if she took this to them? Would they take it seriously? Should she take it seriously?

      Maybe enough to try to check it out, at least. First, she wanted to find out if anyone even knew an Annie Henderson.

      That afternoon, she talked to the people in the house on the other side of hers, but it didn’t help. The family with two small children had moved there a year or so ago. They did vaguely remember an older woman living at 1606 when they first moved in, but they hadn’t seen her in quite a while and never caught her name.

      The couple directly across the street, though, did remember.

      “Annie, right,” Martha Lambert, the middle-aged wife said. “I’ve wondered what became of her. She’d be in her late seventies, I think. She liked to putter around in the yard, though she never accomplished much. Seemed a bit ditzy, but sweet and friendly. Haven’t seen much of her since her son moved in about six months ago.”

      “Nephew,” her husband Sam said. “Said he was her nephew. She never had any kids. He moved in to help take care of her. Dementia. She was becoming a danger to herself. I feel bad for her, though. He doesn’t seem a very friendly or caring sort. But it’s not our business.”

      Martha frowned. “Come to think of it, we haven’t seen anything of her in months. But it’s been winter and she’s kind of frail for being outside in the cold.”

      After a quick internal debate, Elle showed them the note she’d found.

      Martha sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, my.” A moment later, she added, “I think this is Annie’s handwriting. She wrote down a recipe for me a while back. Let me get it.”

      She went to a desk on the other side of the room and extracted a sheath of papers. “Here it is.” She pulled one from the stack and brought it over.

      They all compared the two papers. “It is Annie’s writing,” Sam said. “Still, if she has dementia, she may not be…all there. In her right mind.”

      “But what if she is?” Elle asked. “Or even if she’s not, but she’s being mistreated?”

      Sam looked at a loss, but Martha said, “We have to do something. At least try to find out if it’s true. But how? Maybe we should go to the police?”

      Elle thought about it. “Not yet. What are they going to do? Probably send someone to do a welfare check and that officer will likely accept any story the nephew gives them. Why would they doubt it? And besides, it will let the nephew know we’re suspicious. Put him on guard.”

      Sam’s eyebrows rose. “You’re making a lot of assumptions on the basis of a single questionable note.”

      Martha gave him the kind of look only a wife would dare. “Not making assumptions. She’s just being properly cautious. After all, if there really is a threat, we need to check it out. And if it turns out to be nothing, what have we lost?”

      “We’ll feel better for having followed up,” Elle added.

      Sam let out a dramatic sigh. “What’s the plan?”

      Elle glanced at Martha, who stared back at her.

      “I think we just keep a close eye on the place for a couple of days,” Elle ventured. “See if we get any clue about her even still being there.”

      Martha grimaced. “Hmm. Yes. Wait. I have another idea. I’ll make that coffee cake she gave me the recipe for. It was a favorite of hers. Maybe I’ll make a couple. We’ll take one to the Markowitzes in 1604. Have you met them?”

      “Not formally. I think I’ve said hello to the missus a couple of times.”

      Martha nodded. “Time for a formal introduction. We can ask them what they know about Annie. We might even—Yes, I think we could. Take a cake to Annie’s place. Maybe try to do it while the nephew is away. See if she answers the door.”

      “Good idea!” Elle said.

      “Come over and help me bake the cakes tomorrow morning. It’s a Sunday and the Markowitzes are church people, so maybe we can take them over early in the afternoon. And then wait and watch for the nephew to go away after that.”

      

      For the rest of the day and evening, Elle kept watch on the house next door, hoping to catch a glimpse of an elderly lady. She even pulled out a pair of binoculars and carefully searched each window that faced her side for clues.

      She came up with nothing. No sign of anyone in the house other than the nephew. Of course, she could only see this one side, but a door, likely going into the kitchen, faced toward her. The nephew usually came out that way to get to the truck.

      The next morning she joined Martha Lambert and helped her bake several coffee cakes. In the process she got a wide-ranging education on the history of the neighborhood, the people who still lived there, and others who were now gone, including the previous owners of the house she’d just bought.

      As they wrapped up the cakes to transport, they decided not to mention the note to anyone else for now, but to couch their visits simply as Martha introducing her around.

      At 1604, an older man answered their knock. He smiled at Martha and invited them in. Martha introduced her to David Markowitz and his wife, Susannah. After greetings were done and they were ensconced in a comfortably cluttered living room with cups of tea and pieces of cake, Martha explained the reason for the visit.

      “Elle just moved here a couple of months ago and she’s trying to meet as many people as she can in the area, so I offered to introduce her around.”

      “I’ve seen you out walking,” Susannah said. “Tell us about yourself.”

      Elle spent the next few minutes explaining her job as a computer programmer and how she came to buy the house. It took a while, but she finally brought the topic back around to the neighborhood. Martha picked it up from there.

      “I was hoping to introduce Elle to Annie next door, but I haven’t seen her in a while,” Martha said. “Have you talked to her recently?”

      David and Susannah both looked puzzled. “Actually, no. She used to be out in the garden all the time,” Susannah said. “But not recently. In fact, not since that man moved in.”

      “Her nephew?” Martha asked.

      “Is that what he is? I thought he might be her son. We tried to say hello a couple of times, but he isn’t very sociable.”

      David frowned. “I wonder if something happened to her that he had to come and stay with her?”

      “Maybe she had an accident?” Susannah suggested. “Or something bad like a stroke?”

      “I hope not. We’re going to try to say hello to her, too,” Elle said. “We’ll let you know what we find out.”

      “You know, she might be right,” Martha said after they’d left. “It’s likely that the nephew’s there because something happened, and Annie can’t take care of herself. She may just think she’s a prisoner.”

      “It’s a possibility. And I’ll be okay with it if that’s the case. But I hate to think I might be ignoring a genuinely bad situation.”

      Martha nodded. “Let’s check to see if the nephew’s big truck is in the driveway.”

      They walked to the other side of the house. The driveway was empty, so they headed for the front door and rang the doorbell. Unfortunately, no one answered, though they also knocked several times and waited for quite a while.

      “I guess we’ll have to try again when he gets back,” Martha said.

      Elle swallowed her disappointment. “I generally hear that monster truck arrive. I’ll give you a call.”

      “I’ll hold onto the cake.” Martha waved as she headed home.

      

      Almost three hours later, the truck rumbled into the driveway. Elle called Martha, who came across with the cake. Ten minutes after that they knocked on the door again. This time the nephew answered, looking none too pleased to see them.

      Martha launched right in. “Elle and I were baking, and I remembered that I got this recipe from Annie. It was one of her favorites, so we made an extra one for her.” She held out the cake, almost forcing it into his hands. “How is she feeling? I miss talking to her.”

      He hesitated a moment too long. “She’s not very well. Can’t even get out of bed most days.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. She was such a sweet person,” Martha said. “Any chance we could talk with her? For just a minute? We wouldn’t want to disturb her rest.”

      He swiveled and glanced toward the back of the house before he answered. “When I checked on her a few minutes ago, she was asleep. I’ll tell her you stopped by and give her the cake.” He stepped back and put a hand on the door.

      “Thank you.” She didn’t try to hide her frustration and disappointment. “She’s welcome to give me a call any time she wants to talk.”

      The nephew nodded and closed the door.

      Elle drew a long breath and blew it out slowly. “I guess I’m not surprised.”

      They walked to the sidewalk. Martha turned and looked back at the house. “I don’t like that man. I don’t have a good feeling about him. I’m afraid all he really wants is to get his hands on Annie’s money and house, without having to wait to inherit it.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      Martha grimaced. “Maybe not. What now?”

      “I’m thinking about it.” They stopped in front of Elle’s house. “He glanced to the back and right when we asked about Annie. I’ll bet that’s the room she’s in. I have an idea, but it might be better if you didn’t know about it.”

      “No way, honey. If you’re going to do something dangerous, you need backup. What’s the plan?”

      “I’m thinking that next time the nephew is gone, I’m going to try tapping on some windows. See if that gets any results.”

      “Oh, I like it,” Martha said. “Call me when you do, so I can at least know where you are if you get in trouble.”

      “Will do,” she promised.

      Around two the next day, the roar of the F-150’s engine alerted her to the nephew’s departure. She gave Martha a call before putting on her jacket and heading outside.

      Technically, she was probably trespassing, but she worried more about the nephew coming home and finding her snooping. She listened intently while she walked up the neighboring driveway and around to the back yard. At least they didn’t have a dog. She made her way to the window at the far back corner, where she thought Annie might be.

      She glanced around to see if anyone watched, though really the only persons who might see her were the Markowitzes next door and whoever lived in the house behind facing the next street over. Shrubbery stood along the back fence but most of the bushes hadn’t yet leafed out. Still the twigs should be dense enough to impede any casual viewer.

      She approached the back-facing window and encountered her first obstacle. Most of her head was below the bottom of the sill. By stretching she could just barely reach up far enough to tap on a panel. That wouldn’t do, though. She needed to be able to see in. She needed a boost.

      And there it was, not far away. Empty plant pots, each about a foot tall, were stacked against the wall of the house behind the small porch at the side door. She grabbed a couple, carried them to the window, turned them upside down, and stepped up onto them.

      And encountered the next obstacle: closed blinds. But one of the lower windowpanes had been smashed—outward, if the amount of glass on the outside sill was any indication. There was also some on the ground that she’d noted but hadn’t connected to the window. A rectangle of cardboard had been stuck over the broken pane on the inside.

      Elle rapped on one of the intact panes several times and called softly, “Annie?” When she got no answer, she tapped more sharply and waited again. She was debating putting her hand through the hole and pushing out the cardboard, when the blinds rustled from inside and slender, wrinkled fingers snaked between a pair of metal slats. Watery eyes stared at her from the narrow opening.

      She barely heard a rough voice ask, “Who are you?”

      “Elle Saunders. I’m your next-door neighbor. I found your note.” She didn’t shout but spoke loudly enough that she hoped the woman could hear.

      The effort paid off. The blinds rattled and began to rise until they were halfway up. An elderly woman with long, scraggly gray hair pulled the cardboard off the broken pane and gave her a huge smile. “You got my note! That was such a long shot.” Her lips twisted. “In more ways than one.”

      “How did you get the note over the fence and into my yard?”

      “Made a slingshot. Piece of wood, rubber band, couple of tacks, and a clothespin. We used to make them when I was a kid. Wrapped the note around a small makeup bottle. But I’m still amazed that anyone found it, and even more amazed you took it seriously.”

      “I wasn’t sure about it, but I took it to Martha across the street and she remembered you and was concerned.”

      “Martha Lambert?” The woman’s eyes crinkled. “Salt of the earth and a pain in the butt at the same time. But now I owe her a big one. You, too, young lady.”

      Any doubts Elle had about Annie’s mental capacities fizzled and died. “How do we get you out of here? Can you unlock the doors?”

      “Nope. I’m locked in the room. I’ve spent hours trying to pick the lock, but it’s a no-go.”

      “Maybe we can smash the window?” Elle said. “But climbing out won’t be easy.”

      “I’m not as spry as I used to be,” Annie admitted. “But I’ll try it if I have to. But maybe…”

      “You have an idea?”

      “I think so…” She leaned closer to the hole in the pane and told Elle what she proposed.

      “Are you sure?” Elle asked when the older woman finished. “Why?”

      Annie stared at her for a minute, then turned around, got a framed picture from the dresser, and brought it to the window. “This is why. My only sister and her family.”

      Elle stared at it for a moment. “Oh.”

      “You good with it?” Annie asked. “He usually lets me out to watch television in the evening if he’s home, so it should work. If he doesn’t, I’ll take the cardboard out of the window to let you know.”

      Elle nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      Annie replaced the cardboard in the pane and lowered the blind. Elle returned to her house and tried to fill the time constructively. At five thirty the F-150 roared into the driveway. She surreptitiously watched the man get out and go into the house. Per the plan, she waited until seven thirty and then carefully slipped into the neighbor’s yard and angled to the back. The cardboard rectangle remained in the window.

      She crept back to her house and made a call to the police. “I heard screams next door,” she said, giving them the address. After explaining who lived there, she asked that they approach carefully and quietly to avoid a potential hostage situation. The dispatcher agreed.

      Because she kept watch, she saw one uniformed officer approaching the house on foot ten minutes later. She went out to talk to him, explaining that she’d made the call. “It’s been quiet for a few minutes now,” she told him.

      “Backup should be here in a moment,” the cop said, and even as he finished, a female uniformed officer approached from the other side.

      “Please go inside, ma’am, and stay there until we have the situation under control,” the young man asked her.

      Elle did as he requested, though she watched from one of the living room windows. The officers approached the front door and knocked. Moments later a scream came from the house. She hoped it was just Annie trying to force the police into action. The officers jiggled the doorknob and apparently found it locked. She heard them yell, “Police. Open up.”

      Movement on the side of the house caught her attention. The kitchen door flew back, and a man emerged, hustling toward the truck in the driveway. Elle moved. Without stopping to think, she ran out the front door, across the lawn and climbed over the fence. The man now racing toward the driver’s side door of the truck didn’t halt, even when he saw her coming.

      She yelled, hoping to attract attention, and hurled herself headfirst at the fleeing man. She aimed low, going for the knees, but landed even lower, banging her forehead and cheek into his ankles.

      Her knees hit the driveway pavement hard. Then he came down on top of her, jarring all the air from her lungs.

      Fortunately for her, he was just as stunned as she was and barely startled to wiggle when his weight was abruptly rolled to the side, off her. Two police officers stood over the struggling man, pulling his arms behind his back to get handcuffs on him. A third one leaned down and asked if she was all right.

      “I will be…when I…remember how to…breathe.”

      “Do you need an ambulance?”

      “Good heavens…no. Wouldn’t mind a hand up, though.”

      “If you’re sure you’re okay.” He did help her up. “That was a pretty stupid thing to do,” he said, when she finally straightened. “Brave, though. He might’ve gotten away if you hadn’t acted so fast. Still, we don’t encourage civilians to intervene.”

      “I know. How is Annie?”

      “The elderly lady inside? I think she’s all right. Let’s go in and check on her.”

      Martha ran across the street as they headed for the front door. “I saw you tackle him. That was amazing!”

      “Amazingly stupid. I could’ve gotten myself killed. I don’t know what got into me.”

      They walked into Annie’s house. The elderly woman sat on the couch with police officers on either side. She looked up and smiled at Elle. “Here she is. The woman who saved me.”

      Heat rushed to Elle’s cheeks as she shook her head. “You mostly saved yourself. I just lent a hand.”

      One of the officers asked Elle, “How did you know that man wasn’t her nephew? Everyone else seemed to believe it.”

      “I didn’t until she showed me a picture of her sister’s family. Her only sister. I noticed that other than her brother-in-law, there weren’t any males in the picture. And Annie confirmed it after I guessed that she didn’t have a nephew.”

      “But he was telling everyone she had dementia,” Martha said.

      “After talking with her for a few minutes, it seemed to me her mind was working fine. And even if she was only having a period of lucidity, she was still locked in that room by someone who showed no sign of being concerned with her health. But… How did that happen? How did he manage to walk in and take control?”

      Annie’s shoulders slumped. “I’m not sure how he found about me and that I lived alone, but my guess is someone from the cleaning service I used may have told him. He showed up here one day claiming to be a handyman and said he noticed a couple of things that needed work. I can’t believe I fell for it. I hired him, and when he’d cleaned my gutters and raked the yard, I invited him in for a drink. I think he must’ve put something in my glass of lemonade. The next thing I knew I woke up groggy and locked in my room.

      “He tried to convince me he was my nephew, my mind was failing, and he was there to take care of me. He repeated it and repeated it. If I argued too much, he’d drug me again. When I got wise to that, he’d stop bringing me any food at all for a while. So, I decided to play along until I could find a way to escape. Make him think he’d convinced me. That’s when he started letting me out to watch TV some evenings. But he was still careful to lock everything when he left the house. He even nailed the windows shut.”

      She straightened but gave a tired sigh. “He didn’t let me at the computer or the telephone. I’m betting he pretended he was me and kept up my email correspondence with my sister to convince her I was fine. I tried several things to escape, but nothing worked.” She looked at Elle. “Until you found my note. I can’t thank you enough.”

      “I’m glad I could help.”

      The officers stood up, saying they had enough to go on but would be back in touch.

      Annie looked apprehensive.

      “I think you should stay with me for a few days,” Elle answered. “For some recovery time.”

      “Thank you, dear, and I’ll take you up on that—for a few days. But I’d already decided that if I ever got out of that man’s grasp, it was time to sell the house and move to the senior center near my sister. I’m not going to live the rest of my life in fear that something similar could happen again. I’m fortunate to have such caring neighbors, but I don’t want to ever need rescuing again!”

      

      Karen McCullough is the author of almost two dozen published novels and novellas in the mystery, romance, suspense, and fantasy genres, including the Market Center Mysteries Series, originally published by Five Star/Cengage and reprinted by Harlequin Worldwide Mystery Library, and three books in the No Brides Club series. A member of Mystery Writers of America, Sisters in Crime, and the Short Mystery Fiction Society, she is a past president of the Southeast chapter of Mystery Writers of America and served on the MWA national board.

      Karen has won numerous awards, including the 2021 Bould Awards, an Epic Ebook Award for fantasy, and has also been a finalist in the Daphne, Prism, Dream Realm, International Digital, Lories, and Vixen Award contests. Her short fiction has appeared in a wide variety of anthologies.

      After fifteen years as a computer programmer/analyst, she made a career shift and spent ten years as an editor for two multinational publishing companies, before starting her own web design business. Now retired and writing full-time, she lives in Greensboro, NC, with her husband of many years.

      Website: http://www.kmccullough.com

      Blog: http://www.kmccullough/kblog

      Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/karenmccullough

      Pinterest: https://www.pinterest.com/kgmccullough/

      Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/kgmccullough12/
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      This wasn’t a call that Sheriff Claire Williams wanted to make. But as she parked her Model A alongside the curb in front of Emma Corby’s humble little shack, she reminded herself there was no avoiding it. She turned off the engine of the car and she and her deputy, Marty Jennings, climbed out and made their way up the walk. Emma’s daughter, Joy Sanders, stood on the porch wringing her hands, on the verge of tears.

      “Thank you for coming, Sheriff Williams.” The flustered, birdlike woman shifted from one foot to the other, and back again. She was a peaked-looking person, with a chalky complexion and a twitter for a laugh, on the off-chance she did laugh. “I telephoned this morning and Mama never answered. I knocked and knocked, and nothing! I don’t have a key.”

      “It’s all right, we’ll figure this out.” Claire forced a patient smile. Joy had the exact same thing when she telephoned from a neighbor’s phone. She didn’t want to upset the woman further, but since Emma Corby was up there in years, the chance of finding something unpleasant in that house was great. She turned to her deputy and signaled to the door. “Marty, would you?”

      “Of course.” Marty nodded.

      A hard as nails woman who could outshoot, out track, and outrun any man, Marty was the perfect deputy. She took orders like a soldier and contributed her own brand of wisdom to the office. They made an odd-looking pair, Marty preferring bibs, a flannel shirt and work boots, keeping her blond hair cropped short. Whereas Claire was small, ladylike, and never considered wearing a pair of trousers. Neither would be in their present positions were it not for the death of Claire’s husband, Reginald. Reginald had originally been the sheriff of Ouabache and died in the line of duty. Claire inherited his position through Widow’s Succession and found she had a penchant for solving crimes. She, in turn, deputized Marty Jennings and they worked together to keep the tiny town of Ouabache safe.

      Well, as safe as a town riddled with crimes and murders could be.

      Marty rested her left hand against the doorframe and gave the door a good, swift kick. The lock gave way and the door swung back on its hinges, slamming into the wall.

      Joy let out a prim squawk.

      “After you, sheriff.” The deputy motioned inside.

      Claire entered and called out “Mrs. Corby” several times. Marty followed and did the same. Joy brought up the rear, calling out, “Mama!” When they received no response, and the house was peculiarly still, Claire knew her first instinct had been correct and that they would soon discover something unpleasant. Emma Corby was likely in her chair, or bed, or on the floor…dead. One can only hope her passing was quick and painless. The best would be if Emma had gone in her sleep, but only the Almighty could determine when it was time to call His children home.

      Claire came to the kitchen doorway and saw a pair of tiny bare feet sticking out from the table, she figured Emma must have dropped dead. Likely of a heart attack or an apoplexy. Quick and painless, hopefully. But as she passed into the room, nothing prepared her for the sight of Emma lying on her back, with a white knitting needle sticking out of her frail chest like an arrow.

      “Stop, Joy!” Claire brought up her arm to bar the woman’s path, hoping to spare Joy finding her mother in such a state. But she was too late.

      Joy noticed her mother’s feet and moved into the kitchen. Her hand flew to her cheek and she let out a scream that rivaled Fay Wray’s in “King Kong.” The shriek could have been heard in Timbuktu. The woman grew whiter than her customary complexion and pitched backward in a dead faint.

      Marty was ready and caught Joy before she hit the floor. She sighed and toted the woman outside, and Claire heard the deputy attempting to rouse the woman awake.

      Claire calmly stepped over the body, watching her feet to avoid the blood that had drained out of Emma’s wound and collected around her. The woman’s shocked expression remained frozen on her face, and her eyes were peeled back and bulging. She was in a plain housedress but had yet to put on her stockings or shoes, or pin back her loose, white hair. Emma was dressing when the killer came in. That meant it was early when she died, but best leave the approximate time of death to the doctor.

      Claire went to the telephone mounted on the wall and rang for Jed Loving, the town’s only doctor and acting coroner. “Jed, it’s Sheriff Williams.” She said and could hear another listening in on the party line. It’d only be a matter of time before word spread throughout town. Especially if notorious town gossip Iva Kent was listening in. “I’m at Mrs. Corby’s house.”

      “Another murder?” Jed asked.

      “How’d you guess?”

      Jed sighed and she could hear him rustling about. “It’s Ouabache, we were due for another murder. Dead bodies are as common here as cows in a field. Also, thought I heard a scream.” There was a snap and she concluded he was readying his medical bag. “I’ll be there soon.” He promised and hung up.

      Before she hung up, she heard a pop, confirming someone had been listening in.
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        * * *

      

      Claire waited until after she photographed the crime scene, and Jed collected the body and took it back to his office, before doing a quick inspection of Emma Corby’s shack. It was small, like its owner, and consisted of only four rooms: a sitting room, bedroom, kitchen, and back porch. No bathroom; Emma was of the era where an outhouse in back was good enough for her. Other than Marty kicking in the front door, the back door and windows were securely locked up. She walked through the house and nothing appeared stolen. Emma’s jewelry was still in its jewelry box, nothing was in disarray, and nothing was destroyed. In the kitchen, Claire observed two sets of cups and dishes laying on the table. She had overlooked them before when they discovered the body.

      Emma had let the murderer in and visited with them. Claire did a lap around the blood stain on the hardwood floor, the toe of her shoe bumped something and sent it clinking against the wall. She squatted and squinting in the dimly lit room, she discovered a white knitting needle that matched the one in Emma’s chest.

      “Just plain odd.” She mumbled to herself.

      Why use a knitting needle as a murder weapon? Emma and the murderer had been in the kitchen, where there were plenty of knives to use. Knives would be sharper and easier to use. The knitting needles were strong though, likely made from bone, and clearly did the trick.

      Claire went outside to check on Joy Sanders. The victim’s daughter was hunkered down on the curb. Marty was fanning her with a newspaper and talking to her.

      Joy clutched her brow and from her bowed head, she still looked pale. “Who would do such a thing? She’s a little old lady.” She whimpered.

      “I don’t know, but we will find out.” Claire vowed. “Does Mrs. Corby have any enemies?” She waited, expecting to hear many protests against such a notion. “Mrs. Sanders?”

      Joy lifted her head and her eyes rounded in disgust. “Dear Lord, it’s not her! It can’t be her.” She exclaimed.

      “Can’t be who?” Marty questioned, her voice hinting that she was losing patience with Joy’s hysterics.

      “Iva Kent.” Joy answered.

      Claire covered her mouth to keep from laughing. “Iva Kent?” she repeated.

      Iva Kent was in her eighties, tiny and frail, and the only dangerous thing about her was her wagging tongue.

      Joy continued, unaware of their skepticism. “Iva Kent and my mother, they hated each other.” She counted each offense on her fingers, ticking them off one at a time. “My mother got upset when Iva was chosen to lead the church knitting club. Then Iva got her nose out of joint when my mother was appointed as the church pianist. At the last church potluck, my mother laced Iva’s coffee with chocolate laxative tablets. Another time Iva stole my mother’s Bible and underlined every mention of the word ‘harlot.’ Then she returned it to Mother. Their feud has been going on for as long as I can remember.”

      Marty chortled, and coughed to hide it.

      “Oh, and at church yesterday!” Joy shook her head, but didn’t continue.

      “I didn’t go, my daughter was sick yesterday.” Claire looked to the deputy for an explanation. She was surprised that word of the incident hadn’t reached her. She rather wondered why she had never heard of Emma Corby and Iva Kent’s spat before, if it was indeed so infamous. “What happened?”

      “I wasn’t there either.” Marty admitted.

      “Mother was playing the piano and Iva suddenly got up and threw a hymnal at her, screaming, ‘I’ll kill you, you old cow!’ She left after that.” Joy’s face remained somber, missing how outlandish and comical the old ladies’ feud was. “But Iva, she’s an old lady too.”

      “Okay, well, I will be looking into Iva Kent.” Claire said. She coaxed Joy to her feet and patted the woman’s forearm sympathetically. “We will find out what happened to your mother and when we do, you’ll be the first to know. We’ll be praying for you too.”

      “Thank you.” Joy gave a sniff and meandered over to her car. Minutes later she was gone.

      “Iva Kent?” Marty arched one of her brows.

      “My first instinct tells me it’s not her.” Claire led the way back into the shack. They would do a more thorough search of the house, but their attention would be on the kitchen, and gathering and preserving the remainder of the evidence. “But we can’t ignore the death threat, even though it came from an old lady.”

      Once they finished their work at the shack, they would speak to Iva and learn her side of the story. And if there was any chance that she could have killed Emma Corby and why.
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        * * *

      

      Claire had laid out the evidence she gathered from Emma Corby’s apartment on the deputy’s desk and was studying it when Marty returned with Iva Kent. The tiny lady leaned on Marty’s arm as she entered the building, and in her left hand was a plate of treats. The little old lady was one of the best cooks and bakers on this side of the Wabash River, and often brought in goodies for her and the deputy.

      “Thank you for coming in, Mrs. Kent.” Claire sat down behind her desk, she motioned for the older woman to have a seat in the chair on the other side of the desk.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Sheriff.” Iva greeted with a warm smile. She placed the plate down on the desk and did as Claire asked, perching on the edge of the chair. Her demeanor was as it always was, friendly, unassuming, and gentle. She offered no indication if she had indeed killed Emma Corby. “I brought you a batch of fudge that I made this morning. Miss Deputy said you had questions for me.”

      “I do.” When she took a breath, Claire inhaled the aroma of the chocolate fudge and was forced to disregard her empty stomach. “It’s in regard to an investigation. Emma Corby is dead; we think she’s been murdered.”

      Iva’s smile vanished and her lips pursed. Were she not a lady, she likely would have spit in reference to the deceased’s name. “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised. That harlot had it coming. You can’t be that easy and not have enemies.” She said haughtily.

      Claire gasped, stunned by the God-fearing woman’s harsh accusation. Oh, Iva was known for gossiping and spinning yarns, but she rarely did it out in the open. To her knowledge, Claire had never heard Iva speak a cruel word openly about anyone. No, she preferred to do it in hushed tones on the telephone, or behind a hand in someone’s ear.

      Marty moved a chair to the sheriff’s desk and sat down, to participate in this informal questioning.

      “It’s been reported to me that at church on Sunday you threw a hymnal at Emma and threatened to kill her.” Claire declared.

      Iva crossed her arms and bobbed her head once in determination. “I did, and now I’m spittin’ mad that someone beat me to it.” Her little body quivered, but not from nervousness.

      A few Sundays prior, Iva requested prayer at church for tremors she was experiencing in her hands and feet. She had had it for a while, but it had become so pronounced that it was beginning to interfere with her life. Her trembling, her unsteady gait, her stooped posture would have made it impossible to drive a knitting needle into Emma Corby’s chest. Even so, it was the only lead they had and
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