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      I held my finger over my computer mouse, ready to click on the “submit” icon. “Ready?” I asked my boss. She might not still be alive, but I cared what she thought.

      “What do you think about it?” Jean Jacobs replied.

      I was the nominal editor of this newspaper, and I was an experienced journalist, so I should have felt confident in my work, but I hated having the question thrown back at me. Was she implying that there was something she’d caught that I hadn’t? Was this some kind of test? When I was recruited for this job, I was supposed to have been the assistant editor who would have the chance to learn the ropes before the editor left and I had to take over. But the editor was killed before I got to the interview, so I was thrown into the deep end, head-first. I wasn’t entirely certain I’d have been able to do the job if I hadn’t had Jean haunting the building and coaching me. She’d been dead for decades, but she still considered the newspaper to be hers.

      “I feel okay about it,” I said, trying to sound more assertive than I felt. “It’s not the most thrilling issue ever, but it was a slow week. And it’s not as though I can uncover an exciting story, write it, and get it in the paper before we have to go to press.”

      “Well, if you’re good with it,” Jean said with a shrug.

      That wasn’t very encouraging, but she didn’t say not to go to press, so I clicked on the icon. I didn’t feel great about the issue, but the summer had been pretty slow. I’d had about three weeks of good content after I busted up a real estate scam with my investigative journalism and helped catch the guy who’d killed (accidentally, he claimed) his ex-wife and her new boyfriend. Since then, it had taken all my creativity to fill the newspaper. Fortunately, school would be starting again soon, and that would give me plenty of material. Football alone would fill half the paper.

      Even though it wasn’t a great issue, sending it to press temporarily lifted a weight from my shoulders. Tomorrow I’d start thinking about the next issue but, for the moment, it was time to celebrate, and that meant dinner at Margarita’s, the Tex-Mex restaurant down the street. It had become a weekly ritual for me to hang out there while the printing press ran. Most of the time, having an apartment over the newspaper office and press room was convenient, but it wasn’t enjoyable to be up there when the press was running. Instead, I spent time chatting with the owner, Margarita, if she wasn’t too busy. She’d become my closest friend in town. Thursday nights were usually quiet, so we got to have a good visit, and I often had a chance to talk to any other friends who might also be there.

      I was already thinking about what I wanted to order when I left the office, which meant that I didn’t notice Jordan Randall until he’d already seen me. I knew what he’d want to talk about, and I didn’t have an answer for him.

      I do like Jordan, but he can be a bit intense. I guess you don’t get to be a tech billionaire without a little intensity, but there are days when it’s too much for me. Like on the evenings when I’ve put the week’s issue to bed and all I want is to relax with a margarita. That is not a time when I want to deal with any of his many projects.

      “Hey, Lexie!” he called out as he approached.

      I gave him the strongest smile I could manage in the moment and said, “Hi.” My lack of enthusiasm was surely obvious in my voice, but if he picked up on it, it didn’t change his behavior.

      “I’m glad I caught you,” he said when he reached me. My habits are pretty ingrained, so I suspected this was no accidental encounter. He’d been lying in wait to catch me. Maybe I needed to change my routine. “I wanted to ask you how the interviews are going. Anything in tomorrow’s paper?”

      “Sorry, no, nothing in this issue,” I said. “I didn’t run across any tourists this week.” When he’d cashed in his Silicon Valley billions and returned to his hometown, Jordan had focused his energy on turning the small Texas town into an arts mecca that would draw visitors, starting with a renovation of the historic downtown. His latest idea was to have me interview visitors about their perceptions of the town. I’d write features for the newspaper to show the townspeople the impact of his projects, and then he could use that material for marketing and market research. It wasn’t going as well as he’d hoped because there weren’t that many visitors, in spite of all his efforts, and I didn’t yet know all the townspeople well enough to know who was a visitor. There had been a couple of embarrassing moments when I tried to interview people I didn’t recognize whose families had been in town for generations.

      He did a good job of hiding his disappointment, though his shoulders slumped a bit. “Oh. Okay. Just keep at it. I think people are really enjoying those articles. I only need a few more good quotes for the website.”

      “Sure thing,” I said. “You know, football season will be here soon. I may be able to find people to interview if they come to town early for football games.”

      His face lit up. “Yes! But then we’ll need to market the restaurants and galleries to the towns we’re playing in home games so they’ll want to come early to dine and see the sights. Maybe they’ll get a hotel room and stay for the weekend.” He hurried back to his office, on a mission. I might have set myself up for something in the future, but for now, I could get an evening off.

      I made it to the restaurant, but it wasn’t the refuge it usually was. Tonight the place was really buzzing, with almost all the tables in the middle of the room shoved together to form two large groups. Balloons tied to the backs of chairs declared that one group was celebrating a birthday and the other was a bachelorette party. Both groups were pretty raucous, with loud whoops of laughter and a few squeals. I made my way past the tables to reach my usual seat at the bar, and Margarita gave me a quick nod as she rushed past with a tray full of tortilla chip baskets.

      There went my margarita, I suspected. The town’s outdated liquor laws kept her from selling alcohol, but she sometimes gave drinks to her friends. If she was busy, I doubted she’d be sharing illicit drinks. Oh well, there were still tacos. I ordered from the waitress helping out behind the bar and tried to relax in spite of the squealing from the bachelorette party behind me.

      The seat next to me remained empty, and I forced myself not to focus on it because I knew that the person I wanted to sit there wasn’t going to join me. On a night like this, there was no way Wes Mosby would show up. The cute local cop could hear people’s thoughts, and a crowd like this was a nightmare for him. The din of thoughts added to the actual noise would be unbearable. It looked like I’d be on my own with my tacos.

      I’d nearly emptied the basket of chips in front of me when a woman approached the stool next to me. “Is this taken?” she asked.

      I couldn’t resist one last glance toward the door, although I knew that even if Wes did show up, he’d take one look at the crowd and flee. Forcing myself to give up on him, I said, “Not at all. Help yourself.”

      She climbed onto the stool and glanced around. “Wow, busy place,” she said. “It must be good.”

      “The best Mexican food in town. But no margaritas, in spite of the name.”

      “Too bad. I could use one. And this is sort of a vacation for me.”

      It struck me that if she didn’t know about Margarita’s, she probably wasn’t local. I didn’t think I’d met anyone who actually came here on vacation, on purpose. People stopped by while out on a drive, but they didn’t think of it as an actual vacation. Maybe I could get a tourist interview to go in the next issue. Jordan would be thrilled. “Really?” I asked. “You came here for a vacation?”

      “Sort of. I’m a teacher, so I’m off for the summer, anyway, and I’m here house-sitting for a friend. My husband’s on a business trip, so when my friend needed a house sitter, I figured I could make a vacation out of it. At least it’s a change of scenery.”

      “Be sure to check out all the galleries downtown,” I said. “And there are several good restaurants. For breakfast, try the Sideshow Diner, a couple of blocks from here, next to the tracks. And if you want a fancier splurge in an interesting setting, there’s the Old Mill by the river.” I tried not to groan out loud when I realized how much I sounded like Jordan.

      “You must be local if you know all the good places.”

      That was the first time anyone had assumed I was local to Stirling Mills. I was accustomed to being an obvious outsider. “Not really. I’ve only lived here a few months, but I’m the newspaper editor, so I had to learn a lot about the town very quickly.”

      “The newspaper editor?” She sounded genuinely impressed. I’d have thought she was meeting a celebrity from her reaction. That was definitely different.

      “Yeah. It’s just a weekly,” I said, trying to sound humble, “but I do a fair amount of investigative journalism—when I’m not interviewing tourists about our local attractions.” I figured this was my chance, so I said as casually as I could, “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in doing an interview about your impressions of the town? Not now, but maybe after you’ve had a chance to see things. It wouldn’t take long, just about half an hour.”

      “Oh, that would be amazing!” she said, beaming. “I’ve never been interviewed for a newspaper before. But I should let you know that I’m not entirely a stranger. My parents were from here and moved away just before I was born. And my husband grew up here, so I’ve been here from time to time.”

      “That gives you a perspective on the changes.”

      “Yes, I suppose it does. Well, then, if you want me, I’d love to do an interview. How about tomorrow morning? Say, eleven? That gives me time to have walked around a bit to see what’s happening.”

      “Eleven is great,” I said, getting out my phone and entering the appointment in my calendar. “The newspaper office is about a block away, across the street. You can’t miss it. Can I get your name? I’m Lexie Lincoln, by the way.”

      “Florence Marz—Florrie. And I’d better give you my number, while I’m at it. Just in case some big news event comes up and you need to reschedule.”

      I entered her name and number, then handed her my card. “In case you need to reach me. The newspaper address is on there. I really appreciate this. You’re doing me a big favor.”

      “I’m thrilled. It’ll make my little vacation more memorable. I’ll feel like a celebrity. Will you need to take any pictures?”

      “Only if you want to. I don’t know yet what kind of space I’ll have available, so there’s no guarantee that I’ll run any photos I take, and what I run will be small and black-and-white. Don’t worry about getting your hair done or buying a new dress, or anything like that.”

      “That’s better than being blindsided when I didn’t put on makeup.” She picked up her menu and said, “What’s good here?”

      “Pretty much everything. The street tacos are the best I’ve had. But you really can’t go wrong, in general.”

      We chatted while we waited for our orders and then as we lingered over our meals. More accurately, she chatted. She was a teacher in a town not too far away, and her daughter was interning in Dallas for the summer, so this was the first summer they hadn’t taken a family vacation. Her husband, Hugo, ran an alarm company. He hadn’t wanted her to come along on a business trip to a convention in Vegas even though she said she wouldn’t mind being left on her own to lounge by the hotel pool, and so when her friend had mentioned needing a house sitter, she’d decided that a long weekend in Stirling Mills was the next best thing. Her friend’s house even had a pool, so she’d get to lounge without having to share it with other guests.

      “It’ll be like having my own private hotel,” she said. “I bought a bunch of spa treatment stuff, so I’ll do face masques and all that. It’ll be almost as good as being at a spa.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself. It would take a lot of convincing to make yourself believe that house-sitting in Stirling Mills was as good as going to Vegas—and I didn’t even like Vegas.

      “There’s a day spa near here in one of the old houses in the historic district,” I said. “You could splurge and get the real deal. It’s hard to give yourself a proper massage.”

      “I’ll have to look into that,” she said. “I don’t know what my husband would say about spending that kind of money.”

      “He’s getting a trip to Vegas, and you know he’s not working the whole time. He can deal with whatever you do to enjoy yourself. You can at least spend as much as you would have on a plane ticket.”

      “You know, you’re right. I do deserve it. And I’m pretty sure a massage would be less expensive here than at a hotel spa in Vegas.”

      By this time, the birthday party had left, so the restaurant was a bit quieter, but the bachelorette party was still in full swing. As long as they were here, I figured there was no way Margarita would be able to slip me a drink, since they’d then expect drinks for their table. Even so, I wasn’t quite ready to leave and face the printer noise in my apartment, so I ordered churros for dessert. Florrie had just started to say she’d have some, too, when a woman approached the bar. She gave us a cursory glance, then did a double take and gaped at us, her jaw hanging open. A second later, she recovered her composure and turned away, letting her hair fall over the side of her face, like she was hiding. Her hair was odd enough for that not to work well as a disguise tactic. It was blond on the ends and a mix of brown and gray at the roots, with the middle a washed-out, murky blue.

      I was wondering if she was hiding from me or from Florrie when Florrie quickly said, “On second thought, I think I’ll just head out.” She threw some bills on the bar, hopped off the stool, and scurried out, her head ducked. Those two must have known each other, and neither of them wanted to talk. There had to be a story there, but probably not the kind that could go in the newspaper.

      The new woman caught the attention of the waitress behind the bar and said, “I’m picking up a to-go order for Clancy.” I thought she looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite place her, since she was probably in the wrong context. I knew I hadn’t interviewed her, but I’d likely seen her around town. Surely I’d remember the blue hair, which wasn’t that common in Stirling Mills. She didn’t acknowledge me, so I didn’t think I was spacing on someone I should have known. One of the hazards of having a prominent job in a small town is that people often expect me to remember them because they remember meeting the newspaper editor. I have a pretty good memory for names and faces, but I can’t memorize absolutely everyone I meet, and that means I’ve had a few awkward moments. It was actually a relief that I was invisible to someone. She got her order in a large paper bag and left without a word to me.

      At about half an hour to closing time, I’d finished my food and was nursing the last of my iced tea, delaying my return home, when the door opened and I got a glimpse of reddish hair before the door closed again. I couldn’t help but grin. One look at that hen party must have sent the tough cop fleeing in terror. I’d paid my bill, so I waved goodbye to Margarita, who was still being run ragged by the party, and hurried out, hoping to catch Wes. He was half a block away by the time I got out the door, so I had to run to catch up with him. “Bachelorette parties aren’t your scene, huh?” I teased.

      “Oh, no, I don’t need to hear those thoughts,” he said, blushing. I could only imagine.

      “It’s actually relatively quiet now. Before, there was also a birthday party.”

      “Yeah, I know. I tried earlier and hoped it had calmed down by now. Thursdays are usually quieter.”

      “Heading somewhere else?”

      “Just home, I think. It’s too late for anywhere else.”

      “Long day? And no, I’m not fishing for a potential story idea. I’m being a concerned friend.”

      “Just a lot of paperwork I found that the chief hasn’t been doing.”

      “How long until he retires?” The current police chief had been hired because Wes was being groomed for the job but had been deemed a bit too young for it. He was more or less doing the job while the chief coasted to retirement.

      “Would you believe, he said he’s having the best time of his career, so he may put off retirement for a while.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Maybe you could stir up some ghosts to scare him away.”

      Actually, Wes’s father, the last chief, did haunt the police station, but I hadn’t thought of a good way to tell Wes that.

      We were across the street from the newspaper office, and for a moment I pondered inviting him up to my place. Then I remembered that I didn’t have anything to offer him to eat and he was looking for a meal after a long day. This probably wasn’t the ideal time to make a move. Or was it? “If you want to call in a to-go order, I could go in and pick it up for you,” I offered. And then I could invite him up to eat at my place.

      “It’s nice of you to offer, but not tonight. I think I’ll just head home.”

      “Well, then, thanks for walking me home.”

      “Actually, um, this was the closest I could find a parking space.” He gestured to the police SUV parked nearby, which I should have noticed.

      I didn’t know if this part of the world was prone to sinkholes, but that would have been the perfect time for one to open up right under my feet. Since one didn’t, I blurted, “I guess I’ll see you around,” and darted across the street, barely remembering to look for oncoming traffic. I let myself in to the newspaper office, locked up and set the alarms, then made my way through the now-silent press room to the stairs that led to my apartment upstairs, where I fell onto the sofa and buried my burning face in a pillow.

      I felt like Wes and I had reached a kind of understanding, but I didn’t think either of us understood what, exactly, it was. I was pretty sure that something was brewing between us, and we both were aware of that, but neither one of us seemed capable of doing anything about it. I wondered if he was worried about how it might look for his job if he was too cozy with the newspaper editor. That was why I hadn’t made a move. It might make for a situation even more awkward than me assuming he was gallantly walking me home, and then I’d have no choice but to quit my job and disappear during the night. I might complain about aspects of it, like the ghostly boss and slow news days, but I liked this job and I liked this town, so I didn’t want to mess it up. And so we remained in limbo, with a kind of heightened awareness of each other (at least, on my part) but not doing anything about it.

      The next morning, I took my time getting ready for work. Fridays were my light days, since it was nearly a week until the next issue. I usually spent the day planning the next issue and answering phone calls from readers responding to the paper that had just been delivered. One really nice thing about the slow summer time was that there was seldom anything controversial for readers to respond to. My assistant, Charlene Robinson, was taking the day off to have a long weekend for a family reunion, and I didn’t have to worry about doing much of anything until Florrie showed up for her interview.

      I went to the coffee shop down the street to get some pastries to serve Florrie, then made a pot of tea and sat at my desk, reading the Dallas newspaper that had laid me off. It took all my willpower to resist the pastries while I waited for the interview. The scent of cinnamon was quickly permeating the office.

      Time seemed to creep by. I thought maybe I should test one of the rolls, just in case, before Florrie got there. Not only would that provide quality control, but it would keep me from falling on them like a ravenous beast as soon as I served them. I glanced at the clock to see how much time I had, and I was surprised to see that it was already getting close to noon. No wonder I was hungry. But where was Florrie?
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      This wasn’t the first time I’d been stood up for an interview. People often forgot or had something come up and didn’t bother to let me know. There had even been times when something bad had happened to my interview subjects to keep them from talking to me. In this case, I didn’t know yet whether I should be annoyed or alarmed. I doubted anyone would try to keep someone from talking to me about their experience visiting this town, but it was possible that something had happened to Florrie to keep her from showing up. She could have had a wreck on the way back from dinner or on her way to the interview, could have choked on something at breakfast, drowned in the pool, or any number of things.

      And I was now officially turning into my mother, jumping straight to the worst-case scenario. Florrie probably just got sidetracked and forgot. I’d put the appointment in my calendar, but now that I thought about it, she hadn’t put it in hers.

      I checked my phone for messages, in case Florrie had called or texted to let me know something had come up and I hadn’t heard it, but there wasn’t anything. I found the number she’d given me and called her. The phone rang several times before going to voice mail. “Hi, it’s Lexie Lincoln,” I said after the tone, “the newspaper editor you met at Margarita’s last night. We had an interview scheduled for eleven. It’s noon now, and I was wondering if something came up. Please let me know and we can reschedule.”

      Not that I was deeply invested in doing this interview, but being able to tell Jordan I’d talked to someone would get him off my back, and if someone made an appointment with me, it bothered me when they didn’t keep it.

      More time passed, and I let myself eat one of the rolls, since I didn’t want to go to lunch in case Florrie showed up while I was out. She might have taken my advice and gone to the day spa, and if they were running behind, that might have delayed her. She wouldn’t have had access to her phone while she was being massaged. At any moment, she’d come running in, apologizing for being so late.

      She didn’t. I tried calling again, letting her know I would need to reschedule if she still wanted to do the interview. I felt increasingly unsettled about the situation. She’d been so excited about being interviewed. I was accustomed to being ghosted by subjects, but they were the people who were reluctant, who agreed to the interview just to get rid of me but never had any intention of actually doing it. She was the type that had probably gone to buy a new outfit to get ready. Maybe something had happened. It might not just be my imagination spinning up story lines. It didn’t have to be something as extreme as a psycho kidnapper who’d snatched her as she left the restaurant. She could have had a car accident and might be in the emergency room right now, unconscious.

      “Jean?” I called out.

      A moment later, her figure emerged through the wall from the press room. “What’s up, kiddo?” she asked.

      “You haven’t heard anything on the scanner about an accident, have you? Or anything else big?” Since she was trapped in this building, she kept in touch with the outside world by monitoring the police scanner. That had the dual benefit of ensuring I knew everything that happened in town as soon as it happened and keeping Jean out of my hair most of the time.

      “You don’t think I’d have told you?”

      “It might not have been big enough for a story. We don’t generally cover every car accident. Not unless it’s a really slow news week.”

      “What makes you think there might have been an accident?”

      “The person I was supposed to interview at eleven didn’t show and hasn’t been answering her phone. She could have had a wreck on her way here. Even if it wasn’t a really bad one, it would tie her up, and keeping an appointment would be the last thing on her mind while she dealt with the cops, the wrecker, the insurance, and all that.”

      “Sorry, no wrecks at all. How late is she?”

      “More than an hour.”

      “Big news? Might someone have wanted to silence her?” It seemed I wasn’t the only one prone to jumping to the possibility most likely to make a good story.

      “Nothing that dramatic. Just one of Jordan’s chamber of commerce interviews. She’s vacationing here, believe it or not.”

      She smirked. “Then you do need to interview her. That doesn’t happen often. You may have caught yourself a unicorn. Do you know where she’s staying?”

      “She’s house-sitting for a friend, so there’s no hotel I can call, and the only number I have is her cell. I don’t know her friend’s name.”

      “I’ll keep an ear out, and I’ll let you know if it sounds like someone found a body.” She disappeared back through the wall.

      I knew I was probably overreacting, but my instincts were usually pretty good. I knew when something was big enough to be news, and I was worried about this woman who was a stranger in town. Had she drowned in the backyard pool during a morning swim? If she was swimming alone, she might have had a cramp or hit her head, and no one would have been there to help her. I shook my head. I really was turning into my mother.

      I didn’t hear anything from Florrie all afternoon, and worrying distracted me from my work. She was a woman on her own, and I seemed to be the only person in town who might know she was even here, so I felt somewhat responsible for her. Late in the afternoon, I gave in and called Wes, ringing his cell phone instead of going through the police switchboard. I didn’t know yet if I wanted this to be on the record.

      “Lex, what’s up?” he asked when he answered. As always, his deep, rich voice gave me a pleasant shiver when it went straight into my ear.

      “I’m not sure. Can I run something by you?”

      “Have you uncovered another criminal conspiracy?”

      “No. But there may be a missing person. Isn’t there some kind of time period before you can report someone missing?”

      “That’s a myth. A lot depends on the circumstances. What happened?”

      “There’s a woman I was supposed to interview this morning, but she didn’t show, and she’s not answering her phone. She’s from out of town and was house-sitting for a friend, so it’s possible that I’m the only person who would notice if something happened to her.”

      “You’re concerned because she didn’t show up for the interview? What were you going to talk to her about? Is there reason to suspect foul play?”

      He sounded like he was taking me totally seriously, which both surprised and gratified me. “There wasn’t any reason anyone would have wanted to keep her from talking to me, if that’s what you’re asking.” I refrained from telling him that the interview was one of Jordan’s projects. He had issues with Jordan that I felt clouded his judgment.

      “Could she have had second thoughts about the interview?”

      “Maybe, but she was really eager and excited about it. This was the first time she was ever being interviewed. She made it sound like a red-letter day when we set it up.”

      “Could have been a case of nerves. She got so excited she chickened out.”

      “I suppose.” Actually, that was plausible. “You haven’t had any reports of wrecks or accidents, or anything like that, have you?”

      “No, no accidents beyond a fender bender on fast-food row near the edge of town. What’s the woman’s name?”

      “Florence Marz.”

      “Do you know who she’s house-sitting for?”

      “Sorry, no. The place has a pool, though. That’s one reason I’m worried. What if she had trouble while swimming and she’s there alone?”

      “I’m sure she’s in touch with her family. They’ll know if she goes missing. But I’ve got her name in case someone else calls about her, so we’ll be able to move more quickly.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I still felt uneasy about this, but at least I’d done something. “You know, there may be something sketchy about her husband. He’s on a business trip to Vegas and refused to let his wife
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