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      I listened with rapt attention, mouth ajar, as Georgianna Borelli detailed how she killed Kat Slothenburg by burying a knife six inches deep in her chest. Unabashed, Georgianna described the gruesome act in detail, declaring, “That snake, Kat, had it coming.” A startling gleam shone in her eyes.

      Aghast at my friend’s candid confession, I tightened the grip on my glass. The exuberance emanating from her sent chills down my arms.

      Her red lips curved in a triumphant smile. Georgianna raised her wine goblet in a manicured hand. “And that, my friends, is how Kat died in my latest manuscript.”

      Ta-da! I, Suzie Tuft, as well as the other four Bearfoot Book Club ladies, gathered in Georgianna’s spacious living room, released our collectively held breaths.

      A retired schoolteacher and full-time author, Georgianna fabricated the most devious ways to kill her enemies—on paper. Her imagination seemed to have no limits. She made my college textbook writing look dull and boring by comparison. Of course, given our different subject matters, I couldn’t imagine my audience, captive students, reading their texts with jaw-dropping enthusiasm.

      Our book club ladies devoured all of Georgianna’s award-winning novels and looked forward to her latest foray into the world of murder and mayhem. We considered ourselves fortunate to have a hometown celebrity within our group.

      “Another successful murder in the books,” I laughed. “Pun intended.”

      I settled back against the white Aria sofa I shared with Bre Christofanos, our resident bakery owner. “What an imagination. Your vivid descriptions hook me every time.”

      “That’s the plan,” Georgianna said, looking mighty pleased with herself. Her spiky silver hair provided the perfect crown for her round face.

      “Another bestseller,” Bre commented. She wore her long, dark hair swept up into a ponytail today. Dressed in a pastel peach tunic with tiny blossoms and beige leggings, she looked as sweet as the treats she made for her shop, Bre’s Bakery.

      “You mentioned Kat deserved the stabbing, but the real tragedy for me was destroying her CeCe blouse,” said MaryLou Mondra, a clothes snob and the most outspoken one in the group. Her attire, a mint green silk designer blouse over black dress pants, was more suited to a board meeting than our casual group of book lovers. A local councilwoman, she was privy to the town’s secrets and spread them around faster than the common cold.

      “How do you come up with your brilliant ideas?” Bre spread cheese on a cracker and took a dainty bite.

      “Turn on the news,” MaryLou replied.

      Bre squirmed. Conflict of any kind made her nervous. “I can’t listen to all the tragedy without feeling depressed.”

      We were fortunate our little Pennsylvania community of Bearfoot didn’t suffer the maladies reported in the national news. Even though my dog and I lived on several isolated acres on the outskirts of town, I never worried for my safety. In fact, the town was borderline sleepy except for the occasional parade or festival.

      Georgianna raised her well-sculpted eyebrows. “You read my murder mysteries.”

      All of us, as well as half the town, had attended Georgianna’s book launches and signings held at Bre’s Bakery.

      “The difference is your stories are made up, and you don’t write gory details or show explicit photos.” Bre turned to me. “Suzie, why don’t you give up stuffy academic writing and create a novel?”

      Why hadn’t I chosen to write something fun? Heaven knows my life provided enough material for a soap opera. Instead, I played it safe by accepting academic work, although I had an ex-boyfriend I wouldn’t mind knocking off in a mystery novel.

      “For the time being, my college texts and business books pay my mortgage.”

      “Right. You have a trip this week,” Georgianna said. “Convention?”

      I shook my head. “An appointment in New York with an editor to discuss writing a series of business books. The convention is in the fall in San Diego.” I set my glass on a coaster.

      “Isn’t San Diego where you met your ex?” MaryLou asked.

      She would remind me of that disastrous error in judgment. I cringed inside. “Yes, but he won’t attend this year.”

      “Wish I could land a free trip to San Diego. I’ve never been to California,” said Jess Waters, my best friend since grade school. Her short, dark hair and brown eyes contrasted with my blue-eyed, blonde features. At a slender five foot two, Jess’s waiflike appearance was deceiving. She had the stamina of a pit bull and the tenacity of an obstinate cat. She also wore the brightest neon colors she found.

      “I put in a lot of hours writing and researching for that trip,” I countered. “None of it was thrilling, either.”

      I thought of the upcoming trip to San Diego, the third to my favorite city. I fell in love with the area, visiting years ago when my first textbook was a featured item at a college book fair. I enjoyed the diversity, the history, and the weather. The only blight on my memories was that I’d met my ex at that college fair.

      “What time is your flight to New York tomorrow?” MaryLou asked.

      “Two-twenty. I’ll spend the night and fly home Tuesday evening.” MaryLou would, no doubt, file the details in her brain for future gossip distribution.

      Jess sighed. “Wish I could go to New York with you. The spring blossoms will be on display. Remember the time we flew to the city for a concert when we were in college?”

      How could I forget? I didn’t want MaryLou in on the story. To stop Jess from revealing the details, I added, “I’m staying for one night, and I’ll be in meetings all day.”

      “I love New York City,” Bre said.

      “Yeah.” Georgianna fluttered her fingers in the air. “The excitement, the energy, the shopping.”

      Jess brightened. “Why don’t we arrange a book club trip to New York?” she suggested. “We’d have loads of fun.”

      “And lots of laughs,” I said.

      “We’ll see a show and dine at a fine restaurant,” Bre added.

      “And drink wine.” Georgianna tilted her glass toward Jess. “I’m in. My publicist can arrange a book signing there.”

      MaryLou, who was afraid of missing something if she left town, huffed. “Are we going to discuss the book we read? I can’t stay here all day.”

      Did she worry the rumor mill spun without her?

      “I enjoyed this one,” Bre began. “The main character was a smart, gracious woman. I give it a nine.”

      From there, the discussion continued for half an hour. Afterward, we chose a novel to read for the next meeting. We rotated meetings once a month at our various houses. Bre’s turn to host next time meant I would gain a pound or two from her yummy baked goods. We bid Georgianna goodbye and filed out to our cars. As usual, Jess and I stood in the driveway talking for several minutes before leaving.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning, I pulled to the curb of The Bearfoot Pet Lodge and coaxed my dog, Hunter, out of the backseat. “Come on, boy. I don’t want to miss my flight.” It’s not that I wanted to board him, but he couldn’t go with me on a business trip. Reluctant, he trotted to the door, but his tail wagged in earnest when he spied his favorite doggie sitter, Elly. She greeted us both and assured me she would take good care of Hunter.

      The rest of the day went as planned. My flight landed on time. The meeting with the editor resulted in a three-book deal, and he entertained me at dinner with his dry sense of humor. He was particularly witty after he consumed a couple of drinks. Or maybe I just thought so after I drank a glass of wine.

      My return flight on Tuesday, scheduled for late afternoon, allowed time for a leisurely breakfast in the hotel restaurant and two hours to stroll through Central Park, one of my favorite New York City sites. A Vinyasa yoga class was doing downward dogs near The Yoga Trail. Blankets dotted the grass where sunbathers awaited the sunshine.

      I ambled around the beautiful gardens, stopping to admire a horse-drawn carriage pulled up in front of waiting passengers. Too soon, I returned to the hotel and rode the shuttle to the airport.

      At two, I arrived, anxious to fly home to Hunter. Disappointment overtook me when the airline announced a delay.

      The plane landed at Pittsburgh International Airport at five forty-five. With a forty-minute drive home, I missed the deadline to pick up Hunter before the lodge closed for the night. I counted on Elly to care for him until morning.

      Arriving at my house, I was greeted by perfect weather for a May evening and pulled into the garage. I was happy to be home. Although I enjoyed the hustle of New York City, I loved the peace and quiet of my secluded house in the woods. I carried my overnight bag to my bedroom, changed from dress shoes into my old, comfortable walking shoes, and headed out for some much-needed exercise.

      I took my daily dance—er, I mean walk—on the rarely traveled, mile-long road spanning the one hundred eighty-five acres of undeveloped woods surrounding my house. My nose twitched when the smell of a decaying animal drifted on the breeze. Having discovered the occasional carcass of a deer or wild turkey who’d met its match with a two-ton vehicle along this stretch, I recognized the odor immediately.

      As far as I could see, the road ahead remained free of rotting debris. I turned the volume up on the music blasting from my cellphone as if that would somehow turn down my olfactory senses. It didn’t.

      The stink hung on the breeze, permeating the area and increasing in intensity as I neared a gully alongside the road. Like a driver slowing down to gawk at an accident, I crept to the berm, craned my neck, and squinted into the chasm.

      The crowded trees stood at majestic attention, a haphazard army. Full-dressed pines grew among trees whose limbs bore only spring buds, offering me an unobstructed view.

      Something was down there all right, but it wasn’t an animal’s red tie flapping in the wind near a thicket of ferns and brush twenty feet below. The tie was anchored to a huge hump, half covered by the undergrowth. I moved in for a closer look and spied a boot sticking straight up in the air in another spot.

      My screams shook the tree branches, sending squawking birds to flight. I stumbled backward. My heart pounded louder than the drums beating in my earbuds, one of which fell out during my whirl of distress.

      From the sickening stench and the boot reaching toward the sky as motionless as a tree trunk, I was certain the person needed a coroner’s vehicle instead of medical help. Dry fall leaves and plant litter covered most of the body. Men and women both wore the type of boot on the person’s foot. As curious as I was to learn their gender, I couldn’t bring myself to go all the way down the hillside.

      My legs refused to work at top speed as I scrambled away, until a gray squirrel ran in front of me. Startled by the bushy-tailed creature, I jumped straight up in the air and landed on both feet with a thud before breaking into a sprint.

      After putting distance between the poor dearly departed and myself, I slowed my pace, trying to regulate my breathing to something close to normal. I bent over, my stomach roiling. When the nausea passed, it occurred to me this would be a good time to call the police. Straightening, I took out my phone and dialed nine-one-one.

      A monotone voice answered. “Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”

      “A dead body.”

      “Excuse me? Are you calling to report a death?”

      “Yes, a death.”

      “What is your name and location?”

      “Suzie Tuft. I’m on Woody Lane.”

      “You’re on a woody lane?”

      “No. I mean, yes. It is woody here. That’s how the road got its name, I suppose.”

      The operator’s monotone ticked up a notch. “Do you know the victim?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t think I do.”

      “What’s your address, ma’am?”

      “One Woody Lane.”

      “I’ll send the police. Wait there for them.”

      “You mean here? In the middle of the road?”

      She paused so long I thought I lost cell service. “At the address you gave me where the person died. Stay on the phone with me until the police arrive.”

      “The person didn’t die at my house. I was out for my walk, minding my own business, dancing to my music, when I caught the whiff of a dead animal.”

      “You were dancing in the middle of the road and came upon a dead animal?”

      “That’s what I thought at first, but the deceased is a human.”

      “You found a dead person in the middle of the road? Was he hit by a car?”

      “He’s not on the road, but over the hillside. Of course, I don’t know if he is a he or a she. I didn’t go close enough to find out.” Blue and red lights flashed in the distance. “Here come the police.”

      “You can hang up now,” the operator said.

      A navy and white police cruiser slowed, then stopped beside me, lights still flashing. The window lowered slowly, and a chubby, clean-shaven face appeared. “We’re investigating an accident on this road, ma’am,” the detective said. “I’m going to ask you to go home unless you witnessed the incident.”

      “No, not an accident. I mean, the death might have been an accident. I didn’t see how it happened.”

      “You aren’t a witness, then?”

      “No, but I called you.”

      The officer on the passenger side checked his computer. “According to this, the call came from One Woody Lane.”

      “That’s my address, but I called nine-one-one from here. I spotted a body in the gully, and the operator told me to wait at this place for the police.”

      “The report said the victim was at One Woody Lane,” he repeated.

      “No. There’s no dead body at my house.” I raised my arm and pointed. “He’s up there.” I dropped my arm. “I mean, it’s technically down there. Over the hill.”

      The men exchanged a look that seemed to indicate they thought I was either a nutcase or hallucinating.

      “Stay put,” the driver commanded. The vehicle rolled to the side of the road, half in the weeds, and stopped. Two men emerged—one tall, handsome, and built like the guys on a gym poster ad, and the other, a head shorter and thick around the middle.

      I wondered how the handsome detective managed to look crisp and neat in his impeccable suit, while his partner resembled a wilted bag of lettuce.

      The stout officer was a little gruff for my liking. Hands on his hefty hips, he instructed in a no-nonsense, demanding tone, “Start from the beginning, and state what happened here.”

      “Not right here, but up the road.” I nodded with my chin.

      He heaved a sigh and sternly repeated, “From the beginning.”

      I was nervous enough without him barking orders at me. I’d never encountered a dead person before today. That kind of discovery affected your brain. “I was out for my daily walk, listening to my music, doing a little road dancing.” I gave him a brief sample of my moves that would put Trudy Vardine, the local dance teacher, to shame. He wasn’t impressed.

      “When did you discover this body, ma’am?”

      His constant use of ma’am grated on my nerves. I wasn’t that old. “A few minutes ago, when I called nine-one-one.”

      His gaze settled on Officer Handsome for a moment. I imagined his eyes rolling as he said, “Let’s take a look at this alleged body.”

      Officer Gruff’s sarcastic tone suggested he didn’t believe me. I couldn’t wait to deflate his smugness. Of course, I hoped no one sneaked in from the other side of the woods and stole the body.

      The three of us strode to where the ground dropped away from the road on the right side of the guardrail. I stopped a few feet from the place and gestured. “On the right side. Down several feet.”

      Officer Gruff told Officer Handsome to stay with me while he trudged on alone.

      “Do you smell that?” I asked him.

      “Yeah. Can’t miss it.”

      “I thought an animal had died. Then, I spied a red tie and a boot.”

      Up ahead, Officer Gruff pulled a gadget from his belt. I figured he notified someone to pick up the body. “Bring her over here,” he called out toward us.

      I backed away. “I don’t need to see that again.”

      A granite-hard expression on his face, Officer Gruff waved us forward.

      Officer Handsome said, “I’m sure this is uncomfortable for you, but since you found the body, we need to gather pertinent information.” He extended his right arm in an after you gesture. He stayed close, which helped to put me at ease.

      Officer Gruff paced back and forth in front of the guardrail, his thumbs tucked into his belt. “Tell me again how you happened to spot the slight protrusion of a boot down a twenty-foot drop.”

      His accusing tone irked me. “I smelled him. Can’t you?” Wrapping my forefinger and thumb around the right lens of my sunglasses, I adjusted them. “And I have very good vision with my contacts.”

      I received a hard look, then he glanced down the hill as if measuring my words against the distance. He waved me away with a flip of his hand. “Take her back to the car and wait for me. The coroner is on his way.” His curt dismissal both pleased and irritated me.

      Officer Handsome and I sauntered back to the police cruiser. “You did fine,” he said. “Notifying us was the right call.”

      His compassion calmed me, but I wondered if I was smack dab in the middle of a good-cop, bad-cop routine.

      “Are you okay?” He pointed toward the car. “Do you want to sit?”

      Claustrophobic, the steel mesh cage visible through the window didn’t appeal to me. “Uh, no thank you, sir.” I presumed standing on the road was more comfortable. Probably the less intimidating choice, too.

      “I’m Detective Pagarelli. Sorry for the inconvenience, but you’ll need to wait here. My partner may have more questions for you.”

      He reached in through the open car window, retrieved a small notebook from the visor, and flipped the page. “In the meantime, why don’t I take down some information?”

      The smoothness of his voice had a mesmerizing effect on me. I didn’t mind giving him my name, address, and phone number. I would’ve liked his personal information, too, but figured it was inappropriate to ask. I did notice the bare ring finger on his left hand, though.

      “Where is your house located from here?”

      “About half a mile that way.” I indicated the direction.

      He did a three-hundred-sixty-degree turn, his gaze flitting over the woods on both sides of the road. “Not much around here but trees.”

      “The closest house to mine is a mile in any direction.”

      He seemed to consider the fact. “You don’t live out here alone, do you?”

      “Me and my one-hundred-fifty-pound Siberian tiger.”

      His eyes widened. “You do realize it’s illegal to keep wild animals as pets?”

      His naivety was cute. “I’m kidding. He’s a Siberian husky.”

      “Where is he? He’d be good protection on this isolated road.”

      “I can’t say how much protection he’d be, but his size and bark are enough to scare people. Hunter is a cuddly baby at heart. He’s apt to lick you rather than fight you. He’s at a boarding kennel because I arrived home too late to pick him up today. I’ll get him in the morning.”

      He leaned a hip against the side of the car, notebook poised in one hand. “Were you on a trip?”

      “Yes, New York.”

      “Visiting relatives?” he asked.

      “No. Work.”

      “What kind of work do you do?”

      “I write textbooks and give talks at seminars. My publisher has an agency in New York City and invited me to come and discuss a new project.”

      “A writer, huh?”

      I waited for him to make the usual comment about always wanting to write a book but never having the time. Instead, he made a few notes and asked, “Will you be staying alone tonight?”

      “Yes.” It had been quite some time since a man called on me.

      He crossed his arms over his muscled torso, the notepad dangling in his hand. “You’re not frightened? I mean, with the victim found close to your home and your dog at the kennel for the night.”

      Was he hinting he could keep me company? “I’m by myself lots of times when I travel to unfamiliar places and stay in strange hotels. I’ve become used to it.”

      “Does your home have a security system?”

      “Why? Are you thinking of breaking in?”

      My teasing fell flat as Detective Pagarelli’s face reddened. “I, um…until we figure out what happened here, you can’t be too careful.”

      “I do have an alarm system, and I’m capable of taking care of myself.”

      “Oh?”

      “I have a handgun and a concealed carry permit.”

      He snapped to attention. “Do you have a gun on you?”

      “No, sir.” I was going to ask if he wanted to search me, but I didn’t want to embarrass him again.

      He pursed his lips, his expression slightly suspicious. “I’m surprised you aren’t carrying. I would think a weapon would give you peace of mind out here all alone with no one around for miles.”

      “You gave the reason why I don’t feel the need for a gun.” I spread my arms wide. “No one around for miles.”

      “Except we have a dead body over the hill,” he reminded me.

      I scrunched my forehead. “Point taken.”

      “You take safety precautions with the weapon, I hope.”

      “Locked up, as we speak. A few friends and I took gun safety courses, and we practice at a local club.”

      An engine rumbled in the distance, signaling the approach of a vehicle. A black van, followed by an ambulance with lights flashing but no siren blaring, came into view.

      “The coroner,” Detective Pagarelli announced.

      Detective Gruff flapped his arms with the velocity of an alarmed bird’s wings while conversing with the coroner and two paramedics. My sympathy went out to them as they made their way over the embankment. I doubted it ever became easier to examine the dead.

      Sometime later, the paramedics reemerged. They returned to the ambulance and dragged out a stretcher, black bag, rope, and something resembling a large tool chest. Quickly, they disappeared over the edge of the road again.

      Detective Gruff’s head rose from the void, followed by his stocky frame. He strolled toward us with his I’m in charge demeanor. With a flick of his head, he asked Detective Pagarelli, “Did you get her information?”

      “I did.”

      “And her statement?”

      Pagarelli tapped the notebook. “All here.”

      “Why don’t you see if Ms…” Gruff stared at me with a questioning gaze.

      I let the anticipation of an answer hang in the air for a few moments. “Tuft. Suzie Tuft.”

      With another I want to roll my eyes expression, he said, “Take Ms. Tuft home, will you? Take the car. I’ll be here for a while. I can catch a ride with the coroner.”

      “Copy that.”

      Gruff spun around, stomping away without another word. Detective Pagarelli opened the back door of the car.

      “I can walk,” I explained. “My house isn’t far.”

      Even from a distance, Gruff overheard me. “Detective Pagarelli will drive you home,” he called out, his tone more of a command than a courtesy.

      “I live around the bend. It’s not worth starting the car.” I stopped short of explaining which bend.

      Gruff had halted, but he blew out a breath and waved an arm overhead. “Whatever.” His mannerisms indicated he wasn’t okay with the decision, but he wanted rid of me.

      I was thankful. I didn’t exactly want to be there, either.

      Detective Pagarelli gestured. “After you.”

      I thought it would be rude to put in my earbuds and listen to music, so I decided to take the conversation route. “Your partner acts like I did something wrong.”

      “You didn’t. He does everything by the book. Wants to obtain everything we need to find out who our victim is and how he died.”

      Pagarelli had a long stride. I was glad my daily walks gave me the stamina to keep up with him. We entered the curve in the road, and he glanced around. “I don’t see your house.”

      “You won’t until we’re close. It sits down over the hill on the left, about a quarter mile further.”

      He slid me a sidelong look. “Around the bend, huh?”

      “If you want to get technical, it’s not this bend.” I put on my best apologetic face. “I couldn’t see myself caged in the back of a police car. I have a thing with claustrophobic situations, especially when I can’t escape when I want.”

      He said, “You’re lucky I’m the detective walking you home today.”

      “I know.” I paused, then asked, “Do you live in the area?” I hadn’t seen him before around town.

      “We’re required to reside in the township. How long have you lived here?”

      “Going on ten years. I walk every day, if possible. Until now, this road’s been quiet and uneventful. Never any dead people, only animals.”

      He nodded. “Do you have many visitors?”

      “A few friends and family members.”

      “Have you seen any suspicious people or cars in the area?”

      “Either of those could be considered suspect with the lack of houses nearby. I’ve run into a few walkers over the years who ventured out this way from housing plans.”

      We rounded another bend, and the roof of my house came into view. “This is my place.”

      “Speaking of cars, is that yours in the driveway?”

      He was a head taller, and I had to peek between the tree branches for a view of the white Honda. “It’s Jess. My best friend.” Her presence lessened my nervousness.

      His voice lost its conversational tone. “Did you call her?”

      “No, but her husband is a paramedic. He listens to a scanner.”

      He nodded. “It’s better that you don’t discuss the details of the discovery until we’ve worked the case. If this is a murder, we don’t want anything to tip off the killer.”

      My feet halted with his last word. “Do you think he was murdered? Couldn’t he have simply lost his way and fallen over the hill? Hit his head, passed out, and died from exposure?”

      A hint of a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I believe you’ve been reading too many mysteries. But, yes, he could’ve fallen. The coroner will determine the cause of death after an autopsy. While we wait for those results, please don’t discuss what you’ve seen.”

      “I won’t.” Except with Jess.

      As we neared the driveway, Jess jumped out of the car, clad in a lime green jumpsuit, and rushed to meet us. She knocked into me, throwing her arms around my shoulders.

      “I was worried. Are you alright? Jake heard they found a dead body by your house.” She studied my face, then brought her fingers up to cover her mouth. “Wait, did you find it? Oh, you poor thing.”

      “Who’s Jake, and how did he hear about the victim?” Pagarelli asked.

      “My husband,” Jess said. “He’s a paramedic.”

      “Where is he?”

      Jess averted her eyes. “Working.”

      I pried myself loose from her grip. “He doesn’t know you’re here, does he?”

      “He may have said to stay away from the area.” She flapped her arms. “How could I, though, when you’re my best friend?”

      I introduced Jess to the detective.

      She blanched and held me at a distance. “You aren’t a suspect, are you?”

      “Not unless you just put the idea in Detective Pagarelli’s mind.” We both turned his way.

      He shook his head. “You’re not a suspect.” He addressed Jess. “Ms. Tuft is a witness, that’s all.”

      Jess slapped both hands to her cheeks. “You witnessed the murder?”

      “No,” I answered.

      Pagarelli interrupted. “We can’t confirm murder. It could be a tragic accident. The autopsy results will help us make a clear determination.”

      “This is creepy,” Jess whispered. “You must be terrified out of your mind. Come stay with us tonight.”

      “I can’t deny it was a shocker, but I’ll be okay at home.”

      “At least you have that beast of a dog.” She looked around as though expecting to see him amble around the corner of the house. “Where is Hunter?”

      “He’s still at the doggie hotel. They were closed by the time my flight landed.”

      Jess placed a hand on my forearm. “Then, I insist you come to our house.”

      Pagarelli spoke. “A sensible idea under the circumstances. Do you want me to escort you inside before I leave?”

      Yes. “That won’t be necessary.”

      Jess edged closer to me, patting my back. “I’ll stay with her while she packs a few things.”

      With a tip of his hat, the detective said, “I’ll be going, then.” He turned to leave. “I’ll be in touch if we have more questions for you at a later date, Ms. Tuft.”

      “You have my cell number.” Call me anytime.

      He walked up my driveway with an easy stride, slowly disappearing from sight behind the trees and branches. I couldn’t help admiring his tall, muscular figure the entire way. Although I’d sworn off men since my former boyfriend, Mike, cheated on me, I had to admit, Pagarelli tempted me.
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      As soon as he disappeared behind the trees, Jess latched onto my arm. “Tell me everything.” Her eyes glittered, and I imagined her rubbing her hands together in anticipation of a juicy story. “Were you creeped out finding a dead body? Was it all rotten and stuff?” She clutched her throat. “You’re braver than I am.” Raising the back of her hand to her forehead, she sighed in a dramatic fashion. “Such a ghastly sight! I would have fainted on the spot.”

      Not likely. Jess coaxed the gory details out of her paramedic husband every time he assisted at a horrible accident. How did I know? She repeated the particulars to me with shocking clarity, much to my revulsion.

      Three years ago, Jess married her college sweetheart, Jake. At five ten and of sturdy build, Jake was as protective of Jess as a lion guarding his territory. He was a handsome man, and they presented as a striking couple who turned heads.

      “I wanted to pass out,” I confessed, “but feared tumbling down the hill, where they’d find me tangled up with the rotting body.”

      “Eek. Now I’ll have that horrid image in my head.”

      Until Jake comes home with a more horrible story. “I didn’t see enough of the body to diagnose the condition. The boot pointing in the air did me in.” I imitated the ramrod straight appearance. “I didn’t go down the hill to examine him up close and personal.”

      “I would’ve.”

      Oh yeah, you would. “When you fainted and rolled down beside him.”

      Jess clicked her tongue. “I didn’t mean literally. I’m a naturally curious person.” She made no apology for her gruesome interests.

      “That, you are.”

      “Did you scream your head off?”

      I felt around the top of my head. “No. It’s still attached.”

      “Be serious.”

      “Yes. I screamed loud enough to shake the birds from the trees. Then, I ran toward home. When my common sense and breath returned, I called nine-one-one. The operator stayed on the line until the police arrived.”

      “Then, Mr. Hottie showed up.” Jess fanned herself with one hand.

      “Unfortunately, he was with a humorless, gruff detective who made me show him where I found the victim.”

      “Murder victim?”

      “They haven’t determined if it’s a murder, Jess. The poor man could have fainted and rolled down the hill.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      “Truthfully, he could have fallen while hunting. Broken his neck. They won’t determine a cause until after the autopsy.”

      “If they’re doing an autopsy, they’re suspicious.”

      “Not necessarily. Authorities request one when a death happens under unusual circumstances.”

      “This is unusual, all right. The most excitement ever on your road.” She put a finger to her bottom lip. “Ooh, there may be more bodies in your woods.”

      My stomach did a disturbing flip. “Stop. Just stop.”

      “What?” She opened her arms and twirled. “It’s a huge area. Hardly anyone ever wanders off in there.”

      “Except hunters who ignore the No Hunting signs.”

      “Too bad your Hunter wasn’t with you. He would’ve investigated.”

      “I’m glad he wasn’t. He could have destroyed crime scene evidence.”

      Jess’s face brightened. “Ah ha, it was a murder.”

      “I didn’t say it was a murder. I meant, if it turned out to be a crime scene, I wouldn’t want Hunter to ruin the chance of finding a killer.”

      “Still. Sounds mysterious.”

      “Here’s the real mystery…” I replied, my eyes glinting.

      Mouth hanging open, Jess leaned in close.

      I whispered, “We have to wait for the autopsy results.”

      Her mouth pursed. She frowned, shooing me away with her hands. “Go pack.”

      “Really, Jess. I’ll be fine here. I’m not afraid.”

      “I’m afraid for you. Now, pack your things. I want to leave here before dark.”

      The truth was I didn’t want to be alone with time to think about my gruesome discovery. Lucky for me, I hadn’t unpacked the suitcase from my business trip. I tossed the dirty clothes from my luggage, replaced them with clean ones, and turned off the bedroom light. Staying with Jess seemed extreme, but a bit of caution wouldn’t hurt. I had no idea how the body ended up over the side of the road or how long it had lain in the woods. If someone did harm him, he or she was running free.

      Keeping details to myself about the corpse proved difficult with Jess quizzing me during the ride to her house. Since we shared everything, I caved and provided her with the few details I’d been warned to keep quiet about.

      “You can’t tell anyone about our discussion. Pagarelli advised me against talking about the ongoing investigation.”

      Jess blew out a puff of air. “You’re my one and only best friend. Who would I yak to?”

      Uh, let’s see. MaryLou, Georgianna, and Bre.

      She turned her face toward me, raising her eyebrows. “Speaking of Detective Pagarelli, he’s a hot one.”

      “I hadn’t noticed.” Liar.

      Jess cracked up. “Of course, you didn’t.” She refocused her attention on the road.

      I would have had to be blind not to notice Detective Pagarelli’s appeal. The man could pose as a centerfold for one of those calendars the police and firemen modeled for sans shirts. I hoped, these days, I was too smart to fall for a handsome face. I mustered my most indignant voice. “For your information, I was too shaken to think straight. He had all these questions about me finding the dead person. I concentrated on my answers.”

      “If you say so.” She fixed me with a smug grin.

      I crossed my arms, mirroring the stance of a defiant child. “I do.”

      “I think he likes you.”

      Twisting in my seat, I stared at her. “How did you come to that ridiculous conclusion in the few seconds you met him?”

      Jess kept her face forward, but I gathered from the way she bit her lip that she sensed my scrutiny. “He looked at you as if he had you under a microscope.”

      “He’s a police detective. I imagine he studies everyone.”

      “He said he’d be in touch.” She did another eyebrow lift. “You gave him your cell number.”

      “In case he has more questions for me about the discovery. Sheesh, Jess.”

      “Don’t sheesh me. You’re the one who hasn’t been on a date in ages. I’m saying this could be an opportunity for you.”

      An opportunity to have my heart shattered again. My ex, Mike, was sweet and thoughtful when we met. A gorgeous man, yes, but his ability to make me feel loved was what endeared him to me. And he was funny, always making me laugh. We were happy. Until we weren’t. “I’m not ready.”

      “Don’t let Mike Hansen take any more of your life.”

      We were together for two years and were broken up longer. The first few months after I left him were a rough, emotional rollercoaster. Crying. Denying. Blaming. Depression. I congratulated myself for putting him further out of my mind every day. Eventually, I found contentment and a new happiness in my life. Did I want to risk disrupting my tranquility for another man?

      We arrived at Jess’s house, and she thankfully moved on to a different subject. “I have leftover meatloaf and can throw together a salad.”

      “Fine with me.”

      During dinner, I retold the story of finding the body to Jake for what seemed like the tenth time, but in actuality was only the third. The weight of the evening’s discovery settled on my shoulders, exhausting me.

      In Jess’s guest room later that night, I had time to digest what occurred. I relived the moment Detective Pagarelli stepped out of the patrol car in all his six-foot-plus masculinity, and the kindness I’d seen in his unusual colored eyes when he spoke to me in a soothing voice.

      I admonished myself for fantasizing. His interest in me was nothing more than interviewing a witness.
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        * * *

      

      My first time in a police station the next day for questioning rattled me. My foot tapped out an unrecognizable, nervous beat. The bleak setting was every bit as intimidating as television dramas portrayed. Putrid green, peeling paint tainted the bare walls. A darkened observation window covered one wall, and a surveillance camera spied on the room’s occupants from the water-stained ceiling.

      I sat stiff as a mannequin on one side of a cheap, scarred wooden table that had seen its best days years ago. The gruff detective from last night sat bulldozer-rigid across from me, his stern expression shredding my nerves further. Why couldn’t nice, comforting Detective Pagarelli be the one to interrogate me? Wanting to focus on anything but this detective’s face, I stared at the cup of weak tea cooling in front of me.

      “I’m Detective Whiteford.”

      My head jerked up at the sound of his gravelly voice disturbing the silence. I couldn’t decide if I should shake hands with him. I opted to clench my trembling fingers in my lap. “Hello.”

      Keeping his eyes lowered to the folder before him, he fingered the edge. “You’re probably wondering why I called you down here.”

      “I assume it’s about the body I found.” It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that one out.

      “It is.” He adjusted his plump frame in the chair, sat back, and stared at me. “Explain to me how you happened upon the victim, beginning with when you left your house for a walk.”

      Can’t you remember from yesterday? “I told you and the other detective everything last night.”

      He tightened his lips, regarding me as if I couldn’t understand his simple request. I related the story again, trying not to leave out pertinent details.

      “Do you usually stop and check out the hillside?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Why yesterday?”

      “I told you, I smelled something dead. The odor came from that area, so I looked. Call it curiosity. Those woods are posted against hunting. I wanted to see if someone shot an animal.”

      He rested his elbows on the table, his clenched hands under his chin. “Except it wasn’t an animal.” He smiled, but it was far from genuine. “Debris covered the body except for the boot. I’m surprised you spied him at all.”

      Was he dense or on an ego trip? “The piece of red material tossing on the breeze caught my eye. When I realized it was a tie, I moved closer and spotted the boot.”

      Whiteford picked up his pen. “Have you seen any strange cars or people on your walks during the last week or two?”

      “No. Cars rarely travel my road. I mean, the township’s road.”

      He noted my answer on a piece of paper but remained silent.

      Not one to appreciate a lull in the conversation, I plowed on. “I call the road mine because my house borders the woods running its length. It’s sort of a super long, private roadway for me.”

      He cleared his throat.

      My brain urged me to quit talking, but my mouth wouldn’t cooperate, even to stop myself from asking, “Do you live in a rural area?”

      His steely eyes bore into me. I nearly gulped aloud.

      “I’ve got a question about the timing of finding the victim,” he said. “You stated you walk every day. Did that include the days before your discovery?”

      Did he even read the statement I gave to his fellow detective? “As I told Detective Pagarelli, I was out of town for two days on a business trip. My flight arrived at the airport at five forty-five, and I drove three-quarters of an hour home. My legs needed a stretch after the cramped plane ride. A walk seemed perfect since there’s daylight until almost eight these days.”

      “Ever heard of Christopher Ryder?”

      “No.” I blinked several times as understanding kicked in. “Is that the poor dead man’s name?”

      “Yes.” He leaned back, resting his forearms on the chair. “He was on his way to speak with you.”

      Taken aback, I grabbed the edges of my seat, worried I’d fall over. “What? Why?”

      Whiteford studied me. “He was an estate lawyer. He was in the area to deliver a letter about an inheritance.”

      “To me?” I shook my head. “There’s a mistake. None of my friends or family members died, especially not someone who would include me in their will.” I leaned forward, my forehead creased. “Are you positive?”

      “Very. We contacted his next of kin, who put us in touch with the law firm where Mr. Ryder worked. The senior attorney claims Ryder was in the area to speak with you. You never met with him?”

      I’d never heard of him. “No. As I said, I was on a business trip in New York.”

      “Did he call you?”

      “No.”

      Whiteford scratched his chin in slow motion. “He checked into a hotel room three nights ago. Perhaps, he attempted to reach you when you were away.”

      “I didn’t have any messages or missed calls.”

      “Maybe he found out you were out of town and decided to scout the area to see where you lived.” He tapped his fingertips on the arm of his chair. “Unless he was planning a surprise visit.”

      “None of this makes sense.” My palms were sweaty. It felt as though the room was closing in on me. “Who did the attorney represent?”

      He lifted a paper from the folder in front of him. “Mr. Mike Hansen.”

      The room spun. My muscles had turned rubbery, and I sagged against the back of the chair. Eyes closed, I clutched my tightening chest, my breathing restricted.

      “Are you okay? Ms. Tuft?”

      I forced open my eyes, nodded, and tried to focus through the black dots distorting my vision. My thoughts were jumbled as I tried to process how my ex-boyfriend from years ago had not only died, but also included me in the disposition of his possessions. We had the kind of breakup that made a person wish to never hear from or see the other party for the rest of their life.

      The detective pushed the Styrofoam cup toward me. I sipped the lukewarm tea for several seconds to compose myself.

      “Thought you were going to faint on me. I take it you’re familiar with Mr. Hansen.”

      If Whiteford was a decent detective, and I suspected he was, he’d discovered that Mike and I had dated. “Yes. But we haven’t seen each other or spoken in years. Last I heard, he lived with another woman. Why would Mike leave anything to me?”

      “I imagine Mr. Ryder was here to tell you. Did you notice his car when you found him?”

      “No.”

      He
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