
  
    [image: Mah Jongg Mystery Series Boxed Set, Books 1-5]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Craks in a Marriage

      

      
        Bamboozled

      

      
        Connect the Dots

      

      
        Beware the East Wind

      

      
        Flower Power

      

    

    
      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        Excerpt from Jokers Wild

      

      
        Books by Barbara Barrett

      

      
        A little about Barbara Barrett

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © Barbara Barrett 2022

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted to any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, without the written permission of the publisher, except where permitted by law.

      

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-948532-45-7

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Welcome to Serendipity Springs and the first five books in the Mah Jongg Mystery series!

      Mah jongg can generate killer competition. But murder? The answer is yes when it comes to four retired Central Florida friends, who find themselves solving baffling homicides in between the games they love. Whether you know how to mah jongg or not, join these intrepid seniors as they take turns leading their own private investigations. It turns out the mental agility they use to strategize each play is the perfect tool for tracking down murderers.

      I’ve loved creating Syd, Marianne, Micki and Kat and figuring out what will happen to them next. I hope you’ll get just as involved in their investigations.

      
        
        Barbara Barrett
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      Craks in a Marriage

      When a fellow mah jongg player’s cheating husband is found dead on a walking trail in the woods, she prevails upon Sydney Bonner, her usual competition, to figure out who the real killer is before she’s arrested.

      Bamboozled

      To clear the name of a player arrested for the murder of her heartless boss, a successful distributor of essential oils, Sydney Bonner enlists the help of her three friends in sniffing out the real culprit.

      Connect the Dots

      Asked by a mah jongg friend to investigate after the woman’s son falls to his death, journalist Micki Demetrius finds herself surrounded by suspects and shady characters as she snoops right into danger.

      Beware the East Wind

      A member of her playwriting class asks Marianne Putnam to clear his sister of the murder of her catering partner, a hypnotist. She and her three friends search for critical clues in a mesmerizing case while a hurricane threatens Serendipity Springs.

      Flower Power

      The owner of the supper club where budding songstress Katrina Faulkner is about to appear dies at his table. With most of the sheriff’s deputies considered potential suspects, Kat accompanies her sheriff boyfriend on a hunt for the killer.
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      This book is dedicated to both my Florida and Iowa mah jongg groups. They have provided me with hours of entertainment and enjoyment and have been my support groups as my writing career has progressed.
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      “Mah jongg!” All five feet six of Kat Faulkner bounded from her chair. She clapped her hands together like a child waking on Christmas morning.

      “No kidding?” Seated across from her, Micki Demetrius played with the overgrown, oblong jade bauble on her ring finger, her latest impulse buy, and waited for her friend to rack her tiles and prove her win before revealing her own hand.

      On Kat’s right, Marianne Putnam pushed back an errant strand of graying red hair as she delayed racking her tiles as well. “I hope you’ve done it, hon. Remember the last time you tried that hand and got your ones confused? We all got so excited for you, we showed our tiles before we discovered your error, so no one won.”

      Kat’s smile said it all. “This time I’ve got it. See, two flowers and 2018 in all three suits, bams, dots and craks.”

      Sydney Bonner, on Kat’s left, the unofficial leader of the foursome, checked the assembled tiles against her card of official standard hands. Of all fifty-one winning hands on the card, this one was worth the most. One could not achieve this hand using any joker, or wild cards. Sydney rarely went after one of these, let alone was lucky enough to receive the right tiles, so she hadn’t bothered to learn them. “They check out, Kat. Congratulations.”

      Rising to congratulate her friend, Sydney turned to the other three tables of women in the room. “Hey, everybody. Kat got the seventy-five-cent hand.”

      In seconds, the other twelve players flanked their table for a glimpse of the near-impossible hand.

      Beaming, Kat added, “I’ve been trying to get this one forever.”

      “Let’s take a picture.” Micki grabbed her phone from her purse and held it up to frame the shot. “Smile, Kat. Let me see if I can get the tiles in the picture too.”

      Once the picture was taken, Sydney, Micki and Marianne each paid her seventy-five cents. “I hope you remember your promise to take the four of us to tea if you ever got this hand,” Sydney reminded her.

      “I did, didn’t I?” Kat turned to Marianne. “You set up the time and place. I’ll make good.”

      “That’s the only positive thing I can say about today,” Micki said. “I was down to my last three quarters. Your win cleaned me out.”

      “About time you got your comeuppance. You’ve been the big winner the past three weeks,” Marianne pointed out.

      Kat jiggled her newly-won two dollars and twenty-five cents in her hand like she’d been penniless before her win, despite the fact she was a multimillionaire. “Send me a copy of that picture, okay, Micki?”

      “Already emailed it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Send a copy to me too,” Sydney said. “I’ll make sure to include it when I post today’s results.”

      “Oh, Syd, you don’t need to do that.” Kat’s hopeful expression indicated she didn’t want her friend to listen.

      “Nonsense! How often does this happen? Not very.” Sydney answered her own question. “This is a Big Deal. We have to treat it as such.” Despite her friend’s growing popularity singing pop, soul and blues tunes of contemporary female singers at area clubs, Sydney knew Kat would love this kind of attention. She rarely was the big winner at mah jongg but kept coming back each week for the love of the game.

      “Can we get back to play now?” Olivia Schwimmer at the next table asked rather pointedly.  “I might not have had a seventy-five-cent win going, but my hand was still looking pretty good.”

      Good old Olivia, the consummate competitor. Jokers seemed to gravitate to her, and more jokers increased the odds of winning. However, Sydney didn’t recall Olivia ever getting a mah jongg with this hand. This was jealousy, pure and simple.

      Just for that, why not prolong this break even more? “Hold on a sec, Olivia. Before everyone starts up again, let’s discuss our location the third week of next month. We need to find somewhere else to play, because the community center staff have to set up this room for some evening festivity that day. Where should we go?”

      “How about your village clubhouse, Sydney?” Marianne asked.

      Sydney had been afraid someone would mention the Sleepy Palms clubhouse. “I can ask, but I think that new men’s card group has dibs on it.” She knew that because her husband, Trip, had recently organized the group as another way to fill his retirement time.

      Marianne made a clucking sound. “That’s right. I forgot because that’s one of Beau’s golf days, or he would’ve joined.”

      “You can come to my place,” Kat offered.

      “You sure, Kat?” Marianne asked. “We’re always intruding on you.”

      “I don’t mind. I love having the company. All that space goes wanting most of the time.”

      Olivia released an audible sigh, loud enough for everyone to hear her frustration. “If that’s settled, can we resume play now?”

      “In a minute.” Sydney couldn’t resist keeping this ball in the air just a little longer, now purely to antagonize the impatient player, because this next part could easily be done later by email. “Everyone who plans to play that day needs to get her name to Kat at least twenty-four hours in advance, so she can let the people at the gate know.”

      “Okay, okay. We all know the drill. Now, can we please get back to play?” Olivia’s raised voice signaled she had reached the limit of her tolerance.

      Better get this show back on the road. Sydney had had about as much fun annoying Olivia as she could justify to her conscience. “Let’s get going, everyone.” She reclaimed her seat and drew a pile of tiles toward her to start setting up her wall.

      “Why did you tell them I needed twenty-four-hour notice for the gatekeeper at Mangrove Estates? They’ll be happy if I call them with the names a half hour before the session,” Kat said.

      Micki inclined her head as well. “You’re a wicked woman, Sydney Bonner.” A saintly smile curved her lips.

      “She had it coming.” Sydney kept her voice low. “She couldn’t stand our taking even a minute to recognize Kat’s big win. She could just cool her jets a little while longer.”

      “A wicked, wicked woman,” Micki reiterated, nodding.

      Sydney fixed her friends with her most innocent of expressions. “Who? Me? Or Olivia?”

      The rest of the afternoon passed with less excitement. Several more people got mah jongg, but mostly the twenty-five-cent variety.

      Sydney lagged behind the others to pack up her set. With the addition of the acrylic “sliders” that attached to each tile rack so the player could easily move her wall of tiles into the center of the table in the course of play, the items in her carrying case had to be arranged just so in order to close the case.

      As she arrived in the parking lot, she noted Olivia outside her SUV, two spots away from her own. Sydney couldn’t avoid hearing part of the conversation. “You could have given me more than two hours’ notice. Once again, I’ll have to invent a reason for your absence. This has to stop, Paul.” Her voice had risen.

      Syd and Trip were attending a dinner that evening with Marianne and Beau. Was that call in reference to the same event? She thought back on the social activities of late in which she’d been involved—the symphony, the local theater group’s latest show, the auction to support the high school orchestra. Serendipity Springs, the jewel of central Florida, wasn’t that large a town; one tended to run into friends and acquaintances often. She loved that about the place. She remembered seeing Olivia at two recent affairs, but Olivia’s husband, Paul, had only been with her once. But then, how many times had Trip begged off accompanying Sydney to some shindig?

      She arrived at her two-story, four-bedroom home in the Sleepy Palms section of town wondering if she had time to get in a nap as well as shower before she had to dress for the night’s festivity. It was the monthly Serendipity Springers dinner. The Springers was a social group for residents over fifty. She and Trip more than qualified.

      One never knew how these monthly dinners would go. Seating was luck of the draw, or rather, what seats happened to be unoccupied by the time one arrived. As much as every person over fifty she knew resented being stereotyped as a senior citizen, they couldn’t help themselves when it came to the dinner hour. Usually, over three-fourths of the group showed up at least fifteen minutes in advance, many as early as a half hour. She and Trip were rarely part of that group, Trip because he didn’t subscribe to the group’s “early bird gets the worm” mentality, and she because, once Trip made up his mind to be unique, he couldn’t be dissuaded, so she just went along.

      That’s why she’d suggested Marianne and Beau come with them. Didn’t matter how late one was—even if right on time—when seated with your dear friends.

      As it turned out, the nap didn’t happen. Trip had other plans.

      Her bed, her lovely site of temporary respite, had disappeared underneath a sea of clothing. On closer inspection, the pile turned out to be the jackets in which her husband had performed his old barbershop routine. At least four—his favorite with red and white stripes, a bright green with the multiple snap-on collars that could be used for Christmas, St. Patrick’s Day and the first day of spring, a sapphire blue sequined number and the plain black one for formal occasions—were spread out on top of one another.

      Custom-made Halloween costumes joined the barbershop paraphernalia: a pirate jacket, white blousy shirt and pants, a caveman animal skin and a kilt and sash.

      “There you are,” he said, entering the bedroom from their walk-in closet. Over six feet tall, retaining most of his hair, though it was now mostly white, and with a square jaw and cleft chin, he still looked pretty good to her, despite her frustration over the cluttered bed. “I’ve been doing inventory. Don’t I have more costumes somewhere? I thought I was a cowboy once. Also, a firefighter.”

      “What are you looking for?” She didn’t mention the location of the other two costumes, which had gone to a charity garage sale last year. With his permission, of course, although she’d asked just before he’d dropped off to sleep.

      He stopped rummaging through the pile long enough to glance at her. “The Springer men have decided to put on a variety show as this year’s fundraiser for the hospital’s heart wing. They convinced me to chair the thing.”

      Convinced. Right. Her spouse jumped at any chance to occupy his time. Three years into retirement, he was still seeking new meaning in his life. His Springer brothers knew this and took flagrant advantage of him. She gestured toward the mess preventing her nap. “What’s with all this? You’re planning to do a one-man show?”

      He paused a millisecond, as if considering this new thought. “Good idea. Maybe someday. But for now, just nudging the old brain for ideas.”

      “You couldn’t make a list from simply perusing these items in the closet?”

      “Sorry. I’ll put everything back as soon as I’m done. I’m aware we have to pick up the Putnams in an hour.”

      She allowed herself one last longing look at her side of the bed. “Let me grab my clothes for tonight, then I’m off to my shower.”

      Two minutes later, as warm, comforting water streamed down on her from the showerhead, Sydney attempted to calm her breathing. Though she was happy Trip had a new interest, tiny fingers of dread poked her brain. Trip’s “projects” rarely proceeded in a vacuum. Sooner or later, she’d be pulled into the vortex of his schemes, er, plans, when some minor detail he’d forgotten suddenly blossomed into a major predicament.

      Breathe, girl. This will be fun. Uh-huh, like the men’s fashion show he arranged last spring. He’d convinced a major department store to provide the wardrobe. Everything from tennis togs to tuxedos. Another department store got wind of the event and convinced him to let them contribute their casual wear. When the first contributor heard about their competitor joining the festivities, they bowed out a week before the show. Though Trip scrambled to fill the holes, she’d been the one on the phone for two full days schmoozing and cajoling other men’s clothing concerns in the area to join the party.

      A talent show could be even more complicated what with finding acts, soliciting backers, advertising and rehearsals. A lot of balls to juggle. Plus, he’d probably be working with the same cast of characters, who would now be singing, dancing, telling jokes or whatever, instead of simply modeling clothing. Did the man never learn?
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      Apparently, Paul Schwimmer was able to change his plans and make it to the dinner with Olivia after all. Had Sydney not overheard their earlier conversation, she would have had no inkling trouble brewed beneath the surface of that marriage. Olivia hung on her husband’s arm as they entered Leonardo’s, one of the town’s premier restaurants, after the Bonners and Putnams arrived. Only two seats remained, and, to Sydney’s distress, they just happened to be at her table. Olivia smiled lovingly into her husband’s face as he pulled out a chair for her.

      Marianne leaned closer to Sydney. “She sure seems to have changed her tune since a few hours ago. It nearly killed her to see Kat get that big payoff.”

      Sydney lowered her voice to a whisper. “Although Olivia likes to win, she doesn’t like to see the same happen to others.” The round table was large enough and the room chatter loud enough to muffle their exchange.

      “Wonder what old Paul has done to crank up her smile.”

      Remembering Olivia’s earlier exchange with her hubby, Sydney wondered too.

      Privy to none of his wife’s recently acquired knowledge about Olivia, Trip went into host mode, even though they’d only taken their seats minutes before. “Haven’t seen much of you two lately. What’s been occupying your time?”

      Olivia opened her mouth to respond, but her spouse beat her to the punch. “Busy time of year, fall. Snowbirds returning to the fold, tourists starting to swarm. Monitoring my various investments keeps me occupied.” His reference to the Schwimmer wealth not so subtle, the guy didn’t even mention his family taking up his time.

      Apparently, that was Olivia’s department. “Our statewide holdings keep Paul on the road a lot. I’m fortunate he was able to free up his schedule tonight.” Her saccharine tone belied the anger Sydney heard only a few hours earlier. Though she’d never put Trip’s attentiveness to her, or lack thereof, in the same category as what seemed to be the case with Paul Schwimmer, Sydney had to admit, she’d cover for Trip just the same. Mercy, she had done so several times over the years, but for what she considered less offensive reasons than being gone all the time.

      “Too bad you couldn’t free up your schedule for the trustee meeting at church last week.” The male half of the fourth couple at the table, Don Martin, shot a sideways stare at Schwimmer.

      “Couldn’t be helped,” Schwimmer said.

      “What night was that, Paul? Tuesday? Wednesday? Thursday? You were gone all three nights last week.” Olivia’s face seemed to have frozen into a permanent smile.

      “Tuesday,” Martin replied. “The board is approaching the end of the church’s fiscal year, and you and I have some things to discuss. Soon.”

      “Sure, sure, Don, as soon as I can find time.”

      “Find it.”

      An awkward silence descended on the table. Taking Schwimmer’s lead, everyone, with the exception of Martin, perused their menus. Even he finally gave in and opened his, just as their waiter arrived.

      The rest of the evening passed in relative civility. Martin didn’t participate much in the table discussion, and when he did chime in, he adopted the same chitchat style of everyone else.

      While the rest were still eating dessert and lingering over coffee, Schwimmer rose, and though not forcibly, still managed to “encourage” Olivia to stand as well. “Early day tomorrow, so we’ll take our leave. Great dinner, everyone.”

      On their way to the restaurant’s entrance, Schwimmer stopped at another table, where more members of their group were seated. “Well, well, McGraw. Heard you were under the weather. Must’ve had a swift revival.”

      His voice carried far enough for Sydney and those remaining at her table to overhear. Cole McGraw, the current Springer president, mumbled something, kept his head down. Schwimmer bent his head toward the man and said something more in a much lower tone, which Sydney and the others couldn’t hear. Though her arm was still entwined in his, Olivia appeared to separate herself from her husband’s conversation while she nodded to other members of their group at the next table.

      As quickly as he’d pulled up, Schwimmer continued his departure, Olivia faithfully following in his wake. Within two minutes, McGraw and his wife, Annalise, took their leave as well, McGraw almost throwing a wad of bills at their waiter.

      Martin harrumphed. “The man can find time for his golf buddy but not his church.” Within the next five minutes, he and his wife left also.

      Marianne turned to Sydney and Trip, blue eyes wide. “Was it something we said?”
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      “I was so glad Kat won that hand yesterday,” Micki told Sydney as they drove to their monthly coupon clipping meeting the next day. Town residents contributed grocery store coupons from their Sunday newspapers to their committee, which cut and prepared them for submission to a national organization that converted their value to underwrite the grocery bills of military families.

      “Like she needed the two dollars and twenty-five cents she collected from the three of us.” Sydney kept her tone light so her passenger would realize there was no, well, little envy in her statement. After a lifetime of living frugally supporting her ailing mother, Kat, a single woman, had won a national lottery shortly after her mother’s death. The windfall had allowed her to move to Florida from Illinois, buy a huge home in the most fashionable area of Serendipity Springs, Mangrove Estates—although the town had no rundown sections—and live the good life.

      “She could use the boost. She’s nervous about her next singing engagement, although I don’t know why. The more she performs, the more she relaxes and enchants her audience.”

      Micki tended to be the least sentimental of Sydney’s three close friends, though she had a soft spot for Kat. Like herself, Micki was tall and thin, though unlike Syd, who’d let her hair go silver, Micki wore hers dark with a streak of gray on one side. She hailed from New York City. Brooklyn. She’d taught high school English for most of her career, until the cold winters got to her. She’d relocated to Florida and taught the same subject in a town half an hour from Serendipity Springs for three years before retiring. These days, Micki freelanced, writing magazine, newspaper and blog articles, which helped augment her pension, which only went so far to support Micki’s rather audacious lifestyle.

      “You’ve done wonders getting Kat out of her self-imposed box.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t mind prodding when it comes to her getting out, spending some of her lovely lottery money and God forbid, meeting men. But you’re the one she seeks out for personal advice.”

      The others had also just arrived at the small conference room at the community center when Sydney and Micki stepped into the room. Three other women and one man, a husband who seemed to go everywhere his wife went, occupied the room. Johnny Bayliss had stifled their talk—gossip—the first few times he’d sat in, until he’d voluntarily shared a tidbit about two of the men with whom he played petanque, a game similar to bocce. From then on, the floodgates were open, with Johnny a major contributor to their information sharing.

      Today he bounced in his seat, seemingly eager to share his latest nugget. “Somebody in this town is playing around with somebody else’s husband.”

      Though Sydney relished a snippet of info about the private lives of the locals, she tried to avoid gossip that would hurt others. Tough yardstick to discern sometimes. Johnny’s statement throbbed with the potential to fall into that category. She’d listen to get the facts. At least, that’s what she told herself. She’d let the others do the fact-gathering.

      One of the other women took the bait. “Who’re the somebodies? You gonna tell us?”

      “Only know the lady in question, if you want to call her that,” he replied. “None other than the town’s former beauty queen and current best-selling real estate agent, Periwinkle ‘Peri’ Dawson.” He clamped his mouth shut and surveyed his listeners for their reactions.

      Micki waved a hand. “Old news, Johnny. Everyone knows Peri’s a flirt.”

      Johnny twisted around to face her. “Flirting’s one thing. Having an affair with a married man is something else.”

      “How do you know this?” the first woman asked.

      “Heard it from someone who should know.”

      “In other words, this is pure speculation,” a second woman said.

      Johnny straightened his shoulders. “More than. Just can’t reveal my source.”

      “Now you sound like someone on a TV gossip show,” the second woman replied.

      Johnny pursed his lips. “Don’t want to get anyone in trouble.”

      “Except Peri Dawson,” Micki said.

      Johnny pulled out his stack of coupons from a storage bag and went for his scissors. “Never mind, then.”

      Johnny’s wife entered the fray. “Don’t be like that, John. Like her or not, Peri Dawson is a respected member of the community. Her commissions may outdistance everyone else, but she’s also very generous with her time and money with several charities. If a story like this is unfounded, it could hurt her reputation.”

      “Okay, okay,” he conceded. “I heard this from one of my fishing buddies who lives upstate. He’s been thinking of relocating here and was in her office going over some listings when she stepped into the hall to take a personal call. When she didn’t let it go to voicemail or excuse herself for an emergency, my friend got curious, so he opened the door a bit. She was making plans to meet someone at a motel on the outskirts of town. ‘What about your wife?’ she said, and followed up with, ‘Oh, you naughty boy.’ Didn’t sound like any client to my friend. Unless he wanted her services for something else.”

      “Based on that fragment of a phone call, your friend concluded she was having an affair with a married man?” Sydney asked. She hardly knew the woman, but in all fairness, Johnny’s account was inconclusive. “One who lives here in town, no less?”

      “Ah, shucks, ladies. Didn’t know I’d get the third degree just for letting you in on this bit of news. Next time, I’ll get written confirmation of all the facts before sharing some juicy piece of information.”

      “Now we’ve hurt your feelings,” Micki said. “We must sound like hypocrites to you, since we rarely pass up a good piece of gossip. But an affair with a married man is a serious thing.”

      “Guess I get what you’re saying. Just wanted to fit in. You all must wonder why a guy like me even comes to these hen sessions.”

      “Hey, all men are welcome here, Johnny,” the first woman said. “Don’t feel you have to gossip with us to fit in.”

      “That’s what I told him when he ran this story past me earlier,” his wife replied. “But like he says, he really enjoys being here.”

      After a few more minutes reassuring Johnny they wanted him to remain with the group, the subject was dropped, and everyone went back to clipping.

      Only after Sydney and Micki were back in the car did Sydney bring up Johnny’s claim. “Just between us, do you think Peri Dawson is having an affair with a married man from here in town?”

      “I don’t like the woman, Syd. It would be very easy for me to jump on Johnny’s bandwagon, but not on such flimsy information. Even Peri Dawson deserves the right to be presumed innocent until proven guilty.”

      “That’s very high-minded of you.”

      “Maybe. Mainly, though, I don’t want to be quoted as furthering this story.”

      “So, we’re not going to share this with even Kat or Marianne?”

      Micki scooched farther into the leather seat back, today’s ponytail swinging. “Now who’s being high-minded? Let’s just agree to resist temptation to bring them in on this as long as we can. And if the four of us just happen to be alone some night and imbibing some of Kat’s fine wine, who knows?” She favored her driver with a cherubic grin. “A girl can only keep so much from her besties.”
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      Sydney spent the next few days finding excuses to avoid the house. More to the point, avoid Trip and his latest project. Her husband was a man possessed as he attempted to come up with the “perfect” theme for his variety show. “Gotta find something that’s never been done. Something that’ll draw a wide sector of townsfolk.”

      “Why not pick something with a proven track record?”

      The look he gave her with those hazel eyes said he couldn’t believe she could be so dense. But he said, “Diminishing returns, babe. Can’t count on hitting it out of the park a second time. Got any ideas?”

      “Me? You must be desperate.”

      “No, I respect your opinion. You see things from a different angle than I.”

      “What have you considered and rejected so far?”

      He recited a lengthy list.

      “Not much left.”

      “Yeah. Everything I’ve come up with, some other group has already done it.”

      They’d been down this road before. She’d learned the hard way that her role wasn’t to suggest the ultimate great idea. Instead, he needed her thoughts to shake loose the logjam in his brain, eventually resulting in his brilliant inspiration. “How about a sampler highlighting the best of the best from the other groups’ shows? You know, a sort of nod to everyone else in town to pull in that wide sector you want.”

      “Hmm. Interesting. Kind of like a review.”

      “Okay. You could call it that.”

      He rubbed his jaw, scratched behind his ear. “Yeah, but that’d be like stepping on everyone else’s toes. Like we can do it better.”

      “Not if each group has their own representative.”

      Trip massaged the back of his neck. “If we invited those groups to participate, we could bill this as a community-wide event.” And he was off, the idea now officially his, since he’d put his spin on it. She didn’t need to stick around, although he was barely aware of her presence by this point.

      She had nothing planned for today, except cleaning the fridge. Surely there was some better way to invest her time? Something away from the house? There was always the fitness room at their clubhouse. Or the pool. In the end, she grabbed her digital reader and headed for the local coffeehouse. Even if she wound up sitting by herself, it was such a nice day, she could find an outside table and read in the sun.

      The coffee establishment was located in the heart of downtown. A grillwork fence surrounded the courtyard, which provided patrons a certain amount of privacy while observing passersby. A laurel oak in the center favored them with shade. One of her favorite places to visit. After she’d picked up her skinny vanilla latte, she opened her reader and brought up the latest cozy mystery by a new author someone had recommended to her.

      She treasured these times. Alone in the midst of others, a tasty beverage and a mystery to solve. A literary mystery, anyhow.

      She’d barely finished the first chapter when she heard sirens approaching. Ten seconds later, the sheriff’s car sped by, blue lights blazing. A few beats later, two more sheriff’s cars followed. All three vehicles proceeded down the street, turned the corner by the town’s main lake and headed to the end of the street, where they abruptly stopped, lights still oscillating. Because they were over two blocks away, she couldn’t see much, although she could make out rapid movement toward the nearby woods that flanked the lake.

      Had someone been hurt on the walkway? Passed out or had a heart attack? If so, the EMTs should be showing up soon as well. Although she didn’t see herself as a rubbernecker, her curiosity outweighed her desire to continue with her story. Not when a real-life emergency was on tap.

      She closed her reader, flung her coffee container into a waste receptacle and slipped out the gate, walking as nonchalantly as possible toward whatever the action was across the lake. Serendipity Springs was generally a quiet town. Its residents liked it that way. But a constant diet of tranquility could at times be … too tranquil. When momentary excitement invaded their lives, people tended to drop everything and go investigate. Sydney was joined in her faster-than-usual stroll around the lake by several shoppers, store owners and tourists.

      The proprietor of the exclusive doggy treats store caught up with her. “What’s up?”

      “No idea,” Sydney replied. “But it warrants three sheriff’s vehicles.”

      Two deputies attempted crowd control after they’d put up temporary barriers prohibiting further civilian progress toward the woods. “What’s going on? Did someone get sick on the walkway?” Sydney asked one.

      “Don’t know yet, other than the sheriff ordered the rest of this path closed.”

      At that point, an EMS vehicle pulled up, and three people streamed out. They took off for the woods carrying various pieces of equipment.

      “Hey, guys, what’s up?” one of the onlookers called. The EMTs just kept going.

      But a jogger who’d apparently been coming down the path from the other direction slowed as he passed the barrier. Several of the curious surrounded him like ants discovering a discarded piece of fruit. Sydney shouldered her way into the crowd. “Body over there in the bushes,” he managed to gulp out. Body? That meant … How grisly.

      Apparently, the rest of his run was more important than sticking around to get more details, because he took off a minute later while the rest of the gathering speculated about what had happened and who it could be.

      Sydney stood around with the rest of them waiting for more news. After another fifteen minutes, an official-looking state car arrived. Two plainclothes guys got out, one carrying a large suitcase-type bag, and shot off without speaking with anyone. Ten minutes later, the first of what would turn out to be three TV crews from Orlando arrived, double-parked and shut the street down to one lane. The crowd continued to grow, although Sydney wandered a few feet away to snatch room on a bench while there was still space.

      A woman she vaguely recognized from church settled next to her while still holding on to the leash of a white terrier. “Do you think whoever’s lying over there was killed? Pixie and I just came off that path minutes before all this ruckus erupted.” She slammed a hand to her heart. “We could’ve run into the killer ourselves.”

      Sydney shot the woman a searching look. “Killer? Surely not. We don’t have murders in Serendipity Springs. We thrive on our dull little lives.”

      “You think someone just collapsed on a run?” the woman returned. “If they did, I certainly didn’t see them go by me. Pixie would’ve launched into a barking fit if she even sensed someone nearby.”

      The woman’s words sank in. “You didn’t see anyone else?”

      “Other walkers? Yes. And a couple bikes sped by, nearly knocking us over. But no one was down, bent over or even limping.”

      Then “the body” had to have been out of sight, somewhere off the path but close enough for someone to have found it. She recalled there being a couple of setbacks along the path. A smaller one was constructed for bird-watching. The larger was a boardwalk path that ended in a rectangular platform surrounded by benches for viewing the flora and fauna.

      She considered going home. She’d been gone a little over an hour. But she couldn’t bring herself to leave yet. Whoever the authorities had rushed over to save or whatever could be a tourist out enjoying the town’s sights or someone staying at the hotel on the other side of the lake. But it could also be a local. Someone she knew. She had to find out.

      She didn’t have long to wait. Within minutes, the sheriff himself returned to the barriers and motioned for the crowd to reassemble. “A woman who is staying at the hotel was exploring the nature path back there and spotted a body in the undergrowth several feet from the path. The body is that of a white male in his fifties or sixties, but we haven’t determined yet either his identity or cause of death. We ask for your cooperation as we remove the body by backing away and giving the EMTs space to come through.”

      Shortly thereafter, two EMTs appeared and hauled a gurney with a bagged body to their vehicle. Expressions shuttered, they spoke to no one. In seconds, they loaded the body and took off.

      Members of the media surrounded the sheriff. Sydney wasn’t close enough to hear what he said, other than to observe him shaking his head. Finally, he told everyone there’d be a press conference later in the day, once next of kin had been notified. No time was stated.

      Not much more to be learned here. Since she’d parked her car near the coffeehouse, might as well return there. See if any of the customers had gleaned more information about the incident than she had.

      As she entered the courtyard, she spotted Olivia Schwimmer seated by herself across the way. She’d seen enough of the woman for this week. She really didn’t want to make nice when she was still so curious about Olivia’s call to her husband. But avoiding the woman would be too obvious.

      “Hi, Olivia. I see you enjoy this courtyard too.”

      The other woman glanced up from her paperback. “Oh, hello, Sydney. I was just grabbing a few minutes to read this month’s book club selection.”

      Yay! An out. “Oh, then I won’t keep you from it.”

      “No, please join me. Do you know anything about what’s going on around the lake? I couldn’t hear anything, but I could see a crowd gathering.”

      Resignedly, Sydney sank into a chair across from Olivia. “They found a body off the jogging path.”

      Olivia’s eyes widened. “Really? Did they say who it was?”

      “Not yet. Don’t even know if it’s someone who lives here or a tourist. The sheriff’s office is handling it.”

      Olivia shook her head, as if attempting to accept the sad news. “I guess we have enough seniors in town that someone was bound to have a heart attack on that trail someday.”

      If that’s what happened. But Sydney let it go. No need to speculate. “They are attempting to identify the person and then notify next of kin. They have to do that before they’ll release further information to the public.”

      Olivia’s cell rang. “Hello? Yes, I’m Olivia Schwimmer. Yes, he’s my husband. Where am I now?” She mentioned the name of the coffeehouse. “Yes. There’s someone here with me. Okay. How soon?” She hung up, a very strange expression covering her face. “That was the sheriff’s office. They want to talk to me and asked that you stick around.”

      Shards of ice sliced into Sydney’s heart. She bit a lip to keep from saying anything, but she knew what was coming. What crazy twist of fate had selected her to be here with Olivia at this moment?

      Olivia closed her book, stuck it away in her purse. She pursed her lips, folded her hands. “This isn’t good, is it?”

      “We don’t know that yet, Olivia. Try not to think about it for now. Maybe you should go back to your book?”

      “Can’t concentrate. All I can think about is their suggesting you stay with me. That means I’ll need someone to keep me calm when they tell me whatever it is they have to tell me.” She raised moist eyes toward Sydney. “For your sake, I’m sorry that role fell to you. But I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Don’t worry about me. Can I get you anything? Water? Another coffee?”

      Olivia waved away the suggestion. “Oh, no. My stomach is churning already.”

      When the sheriff arrived, he seemed to zero in on their table. Sheriff Richard Formero had been elected two years ago when the former sheriff retired. Prior to that, he’d served as deputy for five years here in this county and for several years before that in an adjacent county. Tall, broad-shouldered like a former swimmer, he removed his cap as he approached Olivia, revealing a crew cut of dark hair sprinkled with a little gray. Only then did Sydney notice that the smattering of patrons who were there a few minutes before had left. The staff appeared to have migrated to the back room.

      “Mrs. Schwimmer?” he asked, staring at Olivia. “Olivia Schwimmer?”

      Olivia started to rise, but he gestured for her to remain seated.

      He briefly glanced at Sydney, then back to Olivia. “I regret to inform you that your husband, Paul, met with a fatal accident earlier today.”

      “Fatal? Meaning he’s … dead?” she returned.

      “Yes, ma’am, that’s correct.”

      “How? Did he have a heart attack or something?”

      He bowed his head slightly. “We found his ID in the wallet that was on his, uh, body. But we need someone to formally identify him. Until we know for sure this is your husband, I can’t tell you anything more.”

      “You want me to identify him?”

      “Yes, ma’am, but if you don’t think you can, perhaps,” here he turned to Sydney, “your friend?”

      Please don’t let her say me. I’m no good around dead people.

      Olivia focused pathetic eyes on Sydney. “Could you, please, Sydney?”

      “But I hardly knew your husband.” Sydney struggled to find a way out. Olivia might not be her favorite person, and Olivia’s marriage might not be as perfect as she pretended, but she didn’t deserve to learn of her husband’s death this way or be alone when she identified his body. What if they’d found Trip over there in the woods? She wouldn’t want to face this on her own. “I’ll go with you. How would that be?”

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      The sheriff and a deputy escorted them to the morgue. Sydney had never been to this part of the hospital, although she knew of its existence. She gripped Olivia’s cold hand in hers as they entered together, she needing as much support as the other woman. They were taken to a small anteroom with one window. It was covered on the other side with a closed drape.

      “If you’ll stand here, ma’am?” He indicated a spot just in front of the window. “The, uh, body will be brought to the other side. All you have to do is tell me whether or not this person was your husband. Okay?”

      Olivia gulped and closed her eyes briefly, as if praying for strength. Or perhaps praying the body she was about to view was not her husband.

      The drape opened. On the other side, a body covered almost completely in a white sheet, except for part of the face, was laid out on a table.

      Olivia gasped, placed a hand to her mouth and folded at the waist. Tears that had hung near the surface throughout their wait for the sheriff and then the ride to the hospital now poured forth freely.

      “Mrs. Schwimmer?”

      She nodded. “Yes, that’s him. That’s my husband, Paul.”

      The sheriff gave an almost imperceptible nod to someone behind the window, and the drape closed.

      All Sydney could think to do was pull the new widow into her arms. Olivia came willingly and continued to sob into Sydney’s shoulder. The sheriff stood stiffly a few feet away and allowed Olivia time to react.

      As Olivia sobbed, the sheriff produced a couple of tissues and handed them to Sydney. Finally, the tears came less ferociously. Olivia sniffed several times, then accepted the tissues and blew her nose.

      Olivia turned to the sheriff, her eyes rimmed in red. “Now that I’ve identified him, can you tell me what happened? Why was his body wrapped like that?”

      The sheriff released a breath. “Your husband was hit on the back of the head, hard, with a yet-to-be-determined blunt object. He fell forward into a shallow pool of water, which is where he was found. The medical examiner will have to determine whether he drowned or had already expired when he hit the water.”

      Olivia simply stared at the man, attempting to process his words. Sydney was further ahead.

      “You mean … ?” Olivia asked.

      The sheriff nodded. “Your husband was murdered, Mrs. Schwimmer.”
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      The fact that she had known a murder victim hit Sydney all at once. Had she not been there to support Olivia, she might have given in to her nausea and dizziness. Only by focusing on the new widow was it possible for her to get through this surreal situation.

      The sheriff offered to drop Sydney off at the coffeehouse to pick up her car before taking Olivia home, but surprising herself, Sydney begged off, choosing instead to accompany Olivia home.

      “That’s very kind of you, Sydney, but you’ve already gone well beyond the bounds of our acquaintance accompanying me to the hospital.”

      It would be so easy to agree and head home, but as much as Olivia might prefer to be alone, someone needed to stay with her right now. She had to be in some level of shock. Sydney couldn’t justify leaving her on her own. “I’ll respect your need for space and stay in the background, but I’m going with you.”

      The sheriff agreed to have his deputies bring both cars from downtown to Olivia’s house.

      Once they reached the Schwimmer house, Olivia excused herself and retreated to her bedroom. Sydney let her go. A few minutes later, she wondered if that was the best decision. Would a depressed Olivia become suicidal? Sydney made a quick search of the kitchen, telling herself food and beverage would be a good excuse to check on the woman. By the time Sydney reached the bedroom, Olivia had showered, changed to loungewear and was toweling off the long brown hair she usually wore in a bun.

      Sydney stared a second longer than necessary at the woman, relieved by her relative calm. “I made myself at home in your kitchen. Here’s some tea and a sandwich.”

      “I couldn’t possibly eat or drink anything right now. But thank you.”

      “Okay. Perhaps later?” She noticed the clothes Olivia had been wearing earlier lying on the floor and bent to retrieve them.

      “Don’t!” Olivia shouted. Then she relaxed. “I’ll get those later. They probably should go to a dry cleaner.” Her voice resumed a more normal tone.

      Sydney left them alone, as ordered, but not before she saw a small patch of what appeared to be blood along one sleeve.

      “I’ll take care of calling my children. I don’t want them to hear about their father on the news, but I have no idea what to do for funeral arrangements. It would be a big help if you could go online and find a list of what to do.”

      Though surprised that Olivia had apparently come out of her shock, the request was something Sydney could handle. “Sure. Can I use your computer?”

      Olivia led her to Paul’s office and turned on the laptop and printer. Sydney set to work while Olivia returned to her bedroom. She was back within ten minutes. “My daughter will be here within the hour. She’s only thirty minutes away, but she had to make arrangements for someone to cover her sixth-grade class the next several days. My son lives in Atlanta and won’t be here until tomorrow.”

      “I’m glad you got through to them both, although it couldn’t have been easy.”

      “Yes, well, their father wasn’t always their favorite person, but he was their father, and in the end, that’s what counts.”

      Strange statement. Maybe the shock hadn’t passed after all. Sydney sidestepped the reference to Paul. “Here are a couple lists I printed for you. First thing, you’ll need to select a funeral home. Perhaps your daughter can go over the rest with you when she gets here.”

      Olivia settled into a chair. “Before she or anyone else arrives, we need to talk.” She leaned closer. “I need your help in another way. I’m a proud woman, Sydney. I don’t like to rely on anyone else to solve my problems, but at the moment, I’m not in a position to do that.”

      Caught off guard, Sydney set down her lists, not sure what was coming. “Solve your problems? What are you talking about?” As soon as the words were out, she wanted to retract them. What was she getting herself into?

      “When the sheriff pulled me into his office earlier and you waited in the outer room, it wasn’t just to console me. He said there were questions about Paul he needed to ask right away.”

      “Questions?”

      “About Paul’s life. People who might bear him a grudge. People to whom he may have owed money or insulted. I told him I didn’t know of anyone like that, although as a businessman in our community, he may have stepped on toes at times.”

      Where was she going with this? Maybe she just wanted to talk, vent. “I’ve never been personally involved in, uh, situations like this, but I guess that would be the kind of thing the sheriff would need to know to start his investigation.”

      “His investigation, yes. Then he started asking about Paul and me. Our marriage. Our relationship.”

      Uh-oh. Sydney remembered the telephone call she’d overheard. Oh, God, the sheriff wouldn’t talk to Olivia’s friends and acquaintances, would he? What would she tell him if he did? She wasn’t one to skip over the truth. “I guess that would be part of his investigation as well.”

      Olivia gripped her hands in what looked like a steely prayer. “I didn’t kill him, Sydney. You have to believe me.”

      “Okay?”

      “But things haven’t been what I’d describe as happy between us lately. The sheriff is sure to uncover some of that. If he does, he might stop looking for the real culprit and tie it all on me.”

      “But if you’re innocent, how could he make the charges stick?” Sydney blurted out her question, flabbergasted at the woman’s statement.

      Olivia glanced away, as if not wanting to face her directly. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I suspect Paul was being unfaithful. I was about to confront him, as soon as I had more definite proof.”

      Sydney opened her mouth and closed it just as fast. What could she say? What was she supposed to say?

      “I know. You’re surprised. To our friends and the rest of the community, even to our children, we seemed like the perfect couple. No cares in the world. So supportive of each other.”

      Maybe not that perfect, but until recently, Sydney would have agreed with the statement. “I, uh, had no idea.” Okay, sometimes she did stray a tad from the truth. When it would hurt someone else if she was too frank.

      “Paul had a straying eye. Probably part of aging. Had to prove to himself he still had the old charm. For all I know, this might not have been the first liaison. He wasn’t as careful hiding things this time. That’s all.”

      Sydney’s mind skipped around, trying to connect loose ends in Olivia’s words with other observations of late. Would Olivia kill Paul over an affair? Sydney couldn’t dismiss the possibility, despite Olivia’s claim of innocence. Olivia had admitted she was a proud woman. No doubt about that from her play at mah jongg. Would she stand by and let the man cheat on her? What if he wanted a divorce? Would she allow that to happen? Probably not. But the idea of Olivia bashing him in the head didn’t wash. She might be a woman who took action, but she was precise, methodical. If she decided to off Paul, she would do it in a less sloppy way that wouldn’t lead back to her.

      “Did you tell that to the sheriff?

      Olivia pressed her lips together. “No. Like I told you, I only suspected Paul of playing around. If he was seeing someone else, let the sheriff discover it on his own.”

      Sydney wondered what she’d do if she were in Olivia’s place. Not that Trip would ever cheat. If for no other reason, although there were plenty of others, the man was too busy keeping himself busy in retirement to have time to mess around. “You need to prepare yourself, then. Because Sheriff Rick Formero is no pushover. If there’s something to find out, he will.”

      “That’s why I need your help.”

      “What? How?” This conversation was getting weirder and weirder.

      “I need to spend the next few days with my children getting through the funeral and handling the estate, but I doubt the sheriff will back away from his investigation during that time.  I need for you to help me discover who really did kill Paul.”

      Had she heard the woman correctly? “I’m not an investigator.”

      “That’s just it. No one would suspect you of gathering information for me. But you and those cohorts of yours probably know everything that’s going on in this town. Use that talent to help me clear my name.”
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      Sydney wasn’t ready to go home yet. Not with Olivia’s bizarre request so fresh in her mind. Instead, she summoned her three friends to the local café. While she waited for them to arrive, she updated Trip by text, not yet ready to mention Olivia’s bizarre request. She tried to down a burger without much success.

      “So, tell us all about it,” Marianne probed as soon she settled into Syd’s booth. “Who found him? Is it true, he was killed? How did Olivia react?”

      Sydney moved a pickle around her plate with her fork. How much should she reveal? The sheriff hadn’t exactly sworn her to secrecy. “For once, Olivia’s tenacity stood her well, although that was probably the shock more than anything. I don’t think it totally sunk in that her husband was gone, even after she identified his body.”

      Kat gasped. “They made her do that?”

      “Someone had to. She tried to get me to do it, but I didn’t know the man that well. Since their kids both live out of town, it would have taken longer to wait for them to arrive.”

      “Is it true, he was killed? It wasn’t an accident?” Micki asked.

      “I guess I can tell you that much. Yes.” She related what the sheriff had said about someone bashing in Paul’s head. “From what little interaction I’d had with him, he wasn’t the nicest guy in town. But no one deserves that.”

      “We’ve never had a murder here in town,” Marianne said. “Is the sheriff’s department up to investigating this?”

      “I saw people who appeared to be from the state Office of Criminal Investigation show up at the murder site with various equipment,” Sydney related. “So, the sheriff’s office isn’t on their own.”

      “Plus, they get enough practice with the foul play in the rest of the county,” Micki added. “We’ve been lucky here in the Springs, but it was bound to happen someday.”

      Kat shivered. “Ooh. Don’t say that, Micki. This is a good town. People here don’t murder other people.”

      “Maybe it was an outsider?” Marianne suggested. “Someone who did business with Paul Schwimmer.”

      “But knocking him on the head?” Sydney couldn’t get past the way the man had been killed. “They don’t know exactly what was used yet. They referred to it as a blunt instrument. But surely someone wasn’t carrying it on their person when they went after him. You don’t go walking around town carrying a baseball bat, unless you’re on your way to a game. My guess is they picked something up along the way, a log or maybe a rock.”

      “What about a walking stick?” Marianne suggested. “Or maybe there was a petanque game under way about the same time. The petanque field isn’t that far from the woods where he was found.”

      “We can speculate on the actual weapon later,” Micki said. “You’ve got something else on your mind, don’t you, Syd?”

      Sydney breathed in what could be her last full breath for a while. Her relationship with these dear women was on the brink of change. No matter what they decided to do, their lives would be different after today. “I went home with Olivia, thinking someone needed to be there until her family arrived. Before I left, she asked me and the three of you to essentially go undercover to find out who murdered her husband.” Met with open mouths in response, she went on to recount Olivia’s reasons for needing their help.

      “But we’re not professionals,” Marianne argued. “We may all have had respectable careers before retirement, but none of us has any experience in law enforcement or investigation.”

      “That’s what I told her.”

      “And her response?”

      “Sure you want to hear?”

      Marianne nodded, although she wrinkled her forehead.

      “Apparently the four of us have a certain reputation. At least with Olivia. Supposedly, we know everything that goes on in the Springs.”

      Micki sat back, blinked. “Whoa. Really? Boy, is she mistaken.”

      “I tried to tell her that, but I couldn’t dispel her impression of the four of us.”

      Marianne called the question. “So? Are we going to do it?”

      Sydney took a sip of coffee. “That’s why you’re here. I’m still trying to decide. Every ounce of good sense tells me to say ‘no, thanks,’ but she sounded so desperate. I can’t forget the appeal in her eyes.”

      “What if she really did kill her husband? Why would she want us looking into the case? How would we serve her purpose?” Marianne asked.

      Syd remembered the spot of blood she saw on the sleeve of Olivia’s jacket and the woman’s harsh reaction when Syd tried to pick up the garment. If she and the others agreed to do this, that blood needed to be explained first. “I keep coming back to that question myself.”

      “If we did this, is there any way she could shift the blame to us?” Micki wanted to know.

      Sydney gave the question some thought. “Well, she wants us to keep our investigation on the down low. Would we look suspicious if somehow what we were doing were revealed?”

      Micki still needed to be convinced. “Maybe she could make it look like we resented her so much we set her up by murdering Paul ourselves and then worked behind the scenes to make her look like the killer.”

      “That’s so far-fetched. Do you really believe she could sell that?” Marianne replied.

      Micki shook her head. “Well, no. I was just playing what if.”

      “Let’s say we agree,” Kat said. “How far do we take it? What if we not only clear her name, but we also figure out who killed Paul? How do we protect ourselves?”

      “From the killer or the law?” Marianne asked.

      “Both, but especially the killer,” Kat replied.

      “Gee, Syd, the more we play around with this, the scarier it seems,” Marianne said.

      “I know. But I wish you could’ve talked with Olivia yourself. She’s scared and hurt and grieving all at once. I hate to walk away from someone going through all that.”

      Marianne picked up the abandoned pickle on Syd’s plate and nibbled on it. “Look, guys, since she referred to all four of us, we either all agree to do this or we’re out.”

      Kat crinkled her eyes. “I don’t know, Syd. I don’t want to be the one holdout who keeps the rest from investigating, if that’s what you all want, but this feels so unlawful, even if it’s not. I’ve got relations I’ve never heard of vying for my winnings. I don’t want to give them any excuses for having me declared incompetent.”

      “We don’t want that for you either,” Marianne agreed.

      “Then, I guess we should drop it,” Sydney said.

      Kat held up both hands. “No, wait. That was the old fraidy-cat me. You’ve all taught me to stick up for myself, as well as step out of my self-imposed walls.”

      “But your point about keeping what we’re doing from the real killer still bothers me,” Micki said. “How do we guarantee our own safety?”

      “First, our investigation can’t look like an investigation,” Sydney stated. “Whatever info we gather has to come from other means, like what appear to be casual, spontaneous conversations.”

      “You mean like sitting next to someone at a concert and saying, ‘So, who do you think murdered Paul Schwimmer?’ ” Micki asked.

      Marianne rolled her eyes. “Of course not. First, we develop a list of all the people who’ve recently interacted with Paul Schwimmer. Like last week, Syd and I sat at the same table as the Schwimmers at the monthly Springers night out. Don Martin and his wife were also at our table, and if I recall correctly, Don was upset with Paul for skipping a church trustees’ meeting.”

      “That’s right,” Sydney responded. “Paul got so upset, he made Olivia leave early, but as they left the restaurant, he also had words with Cole McGraw. So, for starters, we could put those two names on our list, then figure out how we could discuss something else with them and work in their blowups with Paul Schwimmer. Or at least listen to what others have to say about them.”

      “Or we could just make a list and hand it over to the sheriff,” Kat suggested.

      “Olivia’s worried the sheriff won’t look beyond her, if and when they uncover the affair,” Sydney said.

      “Then we need to add the mistress to the list,” Marianne said. “She seems like a prime suspect to me.”

      “If she even exists,” Micki replied. “We’ve only got Olivia’s misgivings to go on. She could’ve invented the woman to throw suspicions away from herself.”

      “If there was a mistress, we first have to figure out who it was,” Sydney said. “That could prove to be just as difficult as identifying the murderer.”

      They spent another half hour speculating about possible suspects but were unable to come up with more. Finally, they agreed to talk with Olivia before deciding whether to take the case.
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      When Syd called Olivia the next morning to set up a meeting, she learned that Olivia and her daughter, Lilith, had gone to the funeral home and wouldn’t be home for a few hours. With time on their hands, they decided to start their sleuthing at the monthly meeting of the Serendipity Springs Women’s Club. Even though they still hadn’t made a decision, they could test out the ease with which they could extract information from others.

      Only Sydney and Micki belonged to the group; the other two trailed along as their guests. As soon as word spread that potential new members were in their midst, Kat and Marianne became the hit of the day. Almost to a woman, everyone wanted to court them.

      Annalise McGraw, Cole’s wife and the club president, approached them first. “Katrina Faulkner, delighted you could join us today. I hope this means you’re considering membership. We do such good work.”

      “So I’ve heard,” Kat replied. “I understand you’re debating whether to form a ladies’ chorus. I might be interested in being part of such a venture.”

      “That’s right, you sing locally, don’t you?”

      “On occasion,” Kat replied. In front of cabaret audiences, shy, retiring Katrina Faulkner morphed into quite the chanteuse. Even Annalise McGraw seemed aware of Kat’s reputation.

      Apparently satisfied she’d adequately welcomed the newcomer, McGraw moved on and continued to work the crowd.

      Kat turned to Sydney. “As many times as Annalise
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