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      No “learn to be a PI” video prepared her for this

      When Samantha True witnesses Wind River's most popular principal keel over dead she knows three things

      

      1.	He's been murdered

      2.	Proving it will be impossible

      3.	They're gonna think she did it

      

      As she works to clear her name, Samantha learns "Principal Josh" is the king of slime balls. Eliminating suspects proves tricky when half the town has a motive for murder. It'll take the right private investigator to crack this killer's best laid plan.

      

      Warning: May cause spontaneous laughter. This mystery offers witty banter, characters you'll want to be friends with, and is a perfect escape to the Pacific Northwest. Laughing out loud in public may cause curious glances from strangers.
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      “I’m counting on you, Sam. You must be my eyes and ears. I’ll need you to attend the Parent-teacher collaboration meetings and school events,” Rachel said, taking the seat next to me. She handed me a piece of paper with the meeting’s agenda. “Mom and Dad are super busy. They can’t do everything.”

      “They can’t come to a PTA meeting once a month? They managed it when we were kids,” I said.

      Rachel’s deployment was set for the end of September. She’d brought Cora out over the summer to live with our folks hoping to make the transition easier. Rachel’s ship was constantly going out to sea in practice runs they called workups. For every five-day break she got, Rachel flew out to spend them with Cora and us.

      “It’s PTC. Parent Teacher Collaboration, and you know what I mean.” She sighed with exasperation.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Rachel was a tightly wound ball of anxiety and motherly hysteria, primed to blow at any second. Until this deployment, she’d never left Cora for a period longer than twenty-four hours and the separation was wearing on her. Her ship’s deployment was scheduled for a minimum of four months, a maximum of six. That was a long time in kid years.

      Rachel had decided Wind River Elementary, the elementary school we’d attended, wasn’t good enough for Cora. Instead, my niece, who still picked her nose when watching TV, was going to the new ubercool STEM-based charter school called Village Garden School.

      A ruse of a name if you ask me.

      Mom said they picked the name to sound friendly and unthreatening. No aggressive or politically incorrect mascot either. Nope. The fighting carrot, Captain Carrot, with his wild sprig of hair, the leafy green part, and a bowler hat, was as menacing as the school got.

      Personally, I thought it was a huge joke on the town. A dig at the hipster parents and their crunchy lifestyle. Because Wind River wasn’t some quaint village. In fact, a meth house had been discovered on the outskirts of town. And as for the school’s garden? It was currently a churned-up piece of land waiting for seed. Soon the Pacific Northwest rains would start and wash away anything planted if the school didn’t hurry up about it. 

      My best friend, Precious, real name Erika, plopped onto the seat beside me and held out a napkin with three tiny blueberry scones on it. “Compliments of the PTC and How Ya Bean Coffee House,” she said.

      I took one. “That’s a dumb name,” I said. “PTC. Putting collaboration in the title doesn’t make me want to work as a team any more than using association or organization.”

      Rachel took a scone. “I’ll miss these. June knows what she’s doing.”

      June was the owner of How Ya Bean and one awesome baker and barista. Her concoctions could make angels weep with joy.

      “I might attend these lame-ass meetings if scones are served,” I said under my breath.

      My role as younger sister was to get Rachel to explode. She needed a good cry and to vent her steam. I was prepared to take the brunt of it, too. And if I wasn’t? She’d twist my arm behind my back and remind me of all the times I’d ruined her—insert favorite anything. That list was long. That’s why I continued to push at her buttons and nitpick at random, insignificant things.

      “Just help me out here, Sam,” she said with a groan.

      “Okay, let me get this straight. You don’t want me to be in charge of caring for Cora—dressing, feeding, offering life lessons, those sorts of things—but you want me to do things like attend PTC meetings, volunteer, and report back little tidbits about her school and teacher to you? You know how I feel about school.”

      Being dyslexic had not made school a fun experience. Even more so when a portion of the staff thought my inability to decipher language and symbols was me being stubborn and refusing to learn. Who purposely did that? Refused to learn?

      Rachel said, “All the more reason for you to be here. You can pick up on struggles Cora might have.”

      Okay, I’d give her that.

      Rachel blew out a frustrated sigh. “Besides, I’m not asking you to be her guardian because you’ve never cared for a kid before. It’s not easy. You can’t make them tater tots and sprinkle dried kale over it and call that nutrition. You have to keep track of when they poo and how they sleep.”

      I grimaced. I wasn’t interested in anyone’s poo.

      She continued, “They need seat belts. They lack common sense, and they don’t need a role model who throws caution to the wind.” She gave me a pointed look.

      I looked over my shoulder to see if she was talking about anyone else. Then I stuck my tongue out at her.

      “You can help me here. Show her she’s not alone. Be here. It’ll make her feel good to know someone she knows and loves is on campus. And you can tell me if she’s making friends. I need to know she’s happy and adjusting well. I need to know her teachers are warm and loving. That this is a good environment for her. You can easily do this for me.”

      “Thanks, I think,” I said. I was about to poke at her more but a tall woman with mousy brown hair pulled back into a topknot with expertly curled tendrils around her face stood and rang a bell.

      I glanced at my watch. The kindergarten families had fifteen minutes to get all the pertinent information before we’d be shuffled out and the first-grade parents would be shuffled in. VGS was hosting us in their cafetorium, used both for lunch and assemblies. The room had been redone so that one wall was a row of three single-car garage door-sized folding windows that opened to the dry dirt yard called the garden. They were open tonight. Not the best choice in hindsight considering the wind would occasionally bring in puffs of dust.

      “Take your seats please,” Mousy Brown Hair lady boomed across the room. “Principal Josh Chapman would like to speak. I’m Mindy Cunningham, President of the PTC, and I’ll be here to answer questions you might have about the PTC and how you can help. Our volunteers can do so much from home, so please come see me when he’s done. We depend on you all to make this school great.” She turned to the side and gestured to a tall, lithe man with a full head of light blond hair in tight curls. He was probably Rachel’s age, but he hadn’t grown up in Wind River because neither of us knew him.

      I whispered to Rachel, “I wonder which one is the village idiot?” I elbowed her to show I was joking. She pinched my knee in response.

      “He resembles Justin Timberlake,” Rachel whispered. “Kinda cute.”

      Yeah, I suppose, if it was two a.m. and a person was inebriated, tired, and wore foggy contacts. But I sorta saw the resemblance. Maybe it was the coloring or the hair. He wasn’t unattractive by any measure. Just not my type.

      I said, “I think it’s because he’s not in uniform. You’re not used to seeing men in regular clothes.”

      Rachel snorted.

      Precious said, “There’s better out there. And he’s wearing pleated pants. I mean, who does that anymore?”

      The man in question cleared his throat and beamed at the crowd. He would need to do more than smile to gain my trust.

      Principal Josh—he told us to call him that—talked about bullying, behavior, and parent pickup. No buses, only mommy mode of transportation for the special snowflakes. He shared all this with a constant smile. Like the Joker who even when being evil smiled. I was underwhelmed by him and skeeved out by how he constantly touched people when he talked to them. Like Mindy Cunningham from the PTC kept getting her shoulder squeezed every time he referred to the collaboration. Or a parent in the first row when he called attention to their volunteer work.

      Or maybe my annoyance was because men were on my crap list. Thanks to my probably deceased-kept-two-wives liar of a husband, I didn’t have warm fuzzies about men in general, or Principal Josh.

      I forced my thoughts away from Carson and the mess he left me when he was murdered and focused on Principal Josh’s yammering. He was making extended length-eye contact and repeating the phrase “caring is sharing” to guilt people into volunteering for the upcoming Fall Festival, which was happening in a few weeks. Like me, many were looking at their fingernails or the ceiling.

      Following a heavy sigh, Principal Josh introduced the school counselor, Danika Post, a petite woman with chestnut curly hair and an eye for fashion as told by her fancy high heels.

      As Principal Josh spoke about her role, he placed his hand on her back and gestured to her like Vanna White did the electronic letters. She cast him a brief and furtive look of such loathing I sat up straighter.

      “Did you see that?” I asked Rachel, who was nodding and smiling to whatever Principal Josh was saying.

      “See what?” she asked out of the corner of her mouth. Rachel had always been a teacher pleaser. No chance she was going to give her attention to anyone other than Principal Josh when he was talking. Heaven forbid.

      “Incredible that you missed the look the counselor gave Principal Josh, like she thought a dog turd was better than him.”

      Rachel elbowed me. “I doubt that.”

      I leaned toward Precious. “Did you see it?”

      She nodded. “He disgusts her. Probably the pleats.”

      Principal Josh gestured to his staff then clapped his hands, cueing the audience to applaud the hard-working women, all the while his smile never wavered. Then, with a grand wave of his hand, he dismissed us. Rachel sprang from her seat, her grip strong on my elbow as she dragged me toward the principal and the open doors. I dragged Precious.

      “Hi, Principal Josh, Counselor Post,” Rachel said as she planted us in front of them. “I’m Rachel True. We’ve spoken on the phone before. And this is my sister, Samantha.”

      I laughed. I was sure they’d spoken on the phone before a lot. A lot. Multiple times a week would be my guess, knowing Rachel.

      “You don’t have to call me Counselor Post. Danika is fine. I remember speaking with you.” She held out her hand and shook Rachel’s.

      I watched her like a hawk hoping to see another glare. Maybe I’d imagined it.

      “Cora has a great support system with my parents and sister. We’ve done what we can to ease her into this transition with me shipping out.” She elbowed me. “But I want to know if she’s struggling or acting out.” Rachel pointed to me. “She’ll try to keep things from me because she’s afraid I’ll worry.”

      I shrugged and smiled at Danika. “I’m not afraid she’ll worry. I know she will.” I glanced at Josh. His smile was still going strong. His pearly whites, probably veneers, glistened under the fluorescent lights. His tie had little stick families all over it. Yoga mom, karate son, business dad, and baby sister. Except each family on his tie was different. It was kinda cool. His overall appearance screamed “educator.” Which was good considering he was in charge of a bunch of them. And up close he wasn’t hideous or anything. I could see a certain appeal.

      Danika put her hand out to shake mine. “You can reach out to me anytime.”

      I liked this counselor. She seemed straightforward.

      Next, I shook hands with Josh. If that’s what it could be called. We clasped hands, but instead of shaking, he tucked my hand between both of his and squeezed. Weird.

      “And who is this with you?” Principal Josh asked, his eyes on Precious. Precious awed everyone. She was supermodel pretty.

      She stuck out her hand. “Erika Shurmann, I’m a business and life coach.” She shook Danika’s hand first.

      Principal Josh’s brows shot up. “What exactly does a business and life coach do?”

      “I help people level up.”

      Josh’s focus on Precious intensified as he took her hand. He stood taller, shoulders broadening as he leaned toward her. When his button-down shirt stretched tight across his chest and side, I glimpsed two large overlapping squares under the arm extended to her. Like a patch or something a smoker might wear.

      I did a sweeping inspection of Principal Josh. He had the telltale pucker lines of a smoker around his mouth, but his teeth weren’t yellow thanks to the veneers. I glanced at his hands as he clasped them over Precious’s outstretched one. Sure enough, right above the middle knuckle of Principal Josh’s middle finger was a tinge of yellow. I’d put money on Josh being a smoker trying to quit.

      “Do you have a card, Ms. Shurmann? I’m thinking of leveling up my personal life.”

      Barf. The nerve of this guy to flirt with parents around. Though, to be fair, Precious had this effect on men everywhere.

      “Hard pass, Principal Josh, but if you’re searching, I can give you the name of other companies.” She pulled her hand free.

      I choked back a laugh.

      Danika cleared her throat and said to me, “Didn’t you used to work at Toomey Studios?”

      I had to think about the question. Working as a photographer for Toomey seemed like a lifetime ago. No sooner had I quit that job when my life went sideways. I’d been widowed, found out my marriage wasn’t legal since Carson already had a wife, inherited a PI business I knew nothing about, was chased by bad guys, and then brought down said bad guys. Hard to believe that was six months ago.

      Principal Josh turned his wide-eyed gaze to me and did the impossible. His smile broadened. “You’re a photographer?”

      I smelled a trap.

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “A high-quality one.”

      “My camera’s broken,” I said.

      Rachel gave me an odd look. “No, it’s not. You were just taking pictures of Cora at the beach today.”

      “Well, the film was giving me trouble,” I mumbled.

      “Aren’t most cameras digital now” Danika asked. I dropped her down a level on the Like-meter.

      “Did I say film? I meant screen,” I said.

      Principal Josh squeezed my shoulder, his fingers massaging. “We need a photographer for the Fall Festival to take pictures of the families from ten to one. We—” He chuckled. “By we I mean the PTC will have everything set to go. All you need is to show up with your camera and smile.” His hand slid off my shoulder and rubbed my upper arm. “You could also help us get candids of the staff, PTC, and our environs for the yearbook. You seem like the best person for that.”

      I showed teeth and hoped it looked like a smile. The thought of taking family pictures that weren’t of my family was a special kind of hell.

      Rachel faced me, pleading with her eyes, “The festival is right before I ship out. Cora can see you supporting her school. You’d be doing a good thing.”

      Not knowing how to respond, I said nothing.

      A rogue bird flew in from one of the open ginormous windows and buzzed us. Danika swat at it and squealed in fear.

      The PTC president ducked and covered her hair.

      Likely just as afraid as the humans and discombobulated, the bird circled and zigzagged over us erratically before colliding into the top pane of the lifted window and crashing to the floor. The little bird shuddered once. Then Died.

      At my sister’s feet.

      Or mine too because we were standing side by side.

      Rachel gasped.

      I grabbed her arm. “Do not read into this.”

      “What am I missing?” Principal Josh said.

      I stared at the little bird. A magpie.

      Precious said, “It’s believed if a bird dies at your feet something bad is going to happen.”
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      I woke to my sister misting me with a squirt bottle.

      “Pleeg,” I said, blowing hair from my mouth while wiping the dew from my face. I rolled over and buried my face in the pillow.

      “Get up.” She pushed my head into the bed. “You have seven minutes before you’re expected to take pictures at Fall Festival.”

      I’d heard through the grapevine, aka Precious, that the Village Garden School had committed to hosting the photography booth as part of a clever strategy to beholden the school to the community, to win over those holdouts that begrudged a different school outshining the regular old schools. Anytime a person looked at their picture, they’d think of the charter school.

      “Go away,” I mumbled. I’d stayed up way too late watching YouTube videos on how to be a PI.

      I was living off the dregs of a small windfall left behind by my lying bigamist husband. I’d used a portion to fix the air conditioner in LC, my classic Jeep Wagoneer. Working the case of my not-husband’s unexpected death left me battered and bruised, so I’d taken a budget trip to Hawaii to reset. What was left was earmarked for rent and food. I needed to step up my game or else I would be dirt poor. I had my job at Ralph’s doing the online grocery shopping gig but wasn’t getting more than fifteen hours a week. LC, named after the explorers Lewis and Clark, drank those wages weekly in gas and oil.

      “Sam, come on. People are lined up. Mom is there, and she said you better not make her look bad.”

      Oh, snap. Rachel had pulled out the big guns.

      I flipped onto my back and squinted at my sister. “You’re so mean.”

      She shrugged. “Mean would be to let you sleep past ten and have Mom come and get you.”

      True.

      I rolled from the bed, groaning. “I hate taking pictures of smiling, happy people.”

      “You take pictures of us all the time.” She pushed me toward the bathroom.

      I stopped at the doorway. “I like you all. It’s everyone else. All fake smiles while the dad is thinking he can’t wait to go back to gambling away their mortgage money, or the mom is having an affair. Maybe he is, too.” I snorted with disgust. From the floor I picked up yoga pants and changed into those.

      Rachel raised her brows as she studied me “You’ve gotten cynical. One bad experience, and its changed you.”

      “Says the woman who hasn’t dated since her fiancé died.” I stepped into the bathroom to roll on underarm stink repellant, don a bra and a tunic style T-shirt.

      In my bedroom, Rachel was lying across my bed. “I’m hoping time with Dad will do wonders for Cora. She isn’t around men a lot.”

      “When Dad’s done with her, she’ll be a boss at picking her own fantasy league,” I said. “She’s an amazing kid, and that’s all because of you.”

      “But maybe I should date,” Rachel mused.

      “Maybe think about that when you get back. You’ve got a lot on your plate.” On Monday we would fly to Virginia with Rachel to see her ship out. Pretending that her deployment wasn’t a big deal while focusing on everything else, regardless of how insignificant, kept us from impromptu crying episodes.

      My phone rang, and we looked at each other.

      “Ten o’clock,” Rachel said. “You’re officially late.”

      “Crap.” I stuffed my feet in UGGs. I pushed my hair back with a fabric headband and ran to the bathroom to brush my teeth. “This is the bad omen from that bird,” I called to Rachel.

      She groaned. “I hope so. I know it’s a silly superstition, but I don’t need one more thing to worry about.”

      The ringing continued.

      “Grab that,” I yelled before sticking the toothbrush in my mouth.

      “Not on your life,” she said.

      My mom and I might not agree with how my life was playing out, but I wasn’t interested in making her look bad or upsetting her any more than I already did. She was the town mayor and one day aspired to run the world. Or the school board. Whichever came first.

      At the door I grabbed my camera case. Then Rachel and I dashed out. I lived in a simple four-room apartment over my dad’s newspaper. Living room-kitchen combo, bathroom, and bedroom. The place used to be an Airbnb and extra cash for my parents, so the decor was nice and inviting.

      The newspaper office, and apartment, were half a block from the downtown park where the Fall Festival was happening. We didn’t have far to hustle. But as we drew closer, I slowed. I wasn’t about to rush up looking flustered.

      The park butted up against the Windy River and was swarming with families. Countless booths ran the perimeter of the park and offered food, information for community programs, face painting, and so much more. The photography booth was near the entrance and set up to look like a library. Two tall shelves stacked with books were the backdrop surrounding a small stage. A line of people waited.

      “Crap,” I mumbled.

      My mom stood at the head of the line with one hand on her hip and one arm around Cora. She raised a brow. “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      Besides not wanting to do this, the hour too early for me, and I hadn’t had coffee? Nope.

      I was setting up my camera when Precious stepped into the space. She held out a large paper cup that was filled with nectar from the gods.

      “Is that coffee?” I took the cup and inhaled the steam coming from the tiny hole in the lid.

      She nodded. “I figured it was for the good of the entire event and, particularly, the families that requested photos.” She wore wild, flower-patterned black leggings under a formfitting black tunic and knee-high black boots. Precious was the descendant of Germans. She stood six feet with naturally platinum blond hair. Her personality was big, her breasts even more so. But her heart was ginormous. She’d pulled her hair into a ponytail using a black Ponytail Beanie and looked the picture of a successful adult. Put together.

      She continued, “And if you find that to not be enough,”—she pointed behind the bookcase — “June’s right behind you.”

      I glanced behind the shelves. June and one other teenager staff were serving up drip coffee and scones.

      I said to June, “Best part of this whole thing is knowing scones are right behind me.”

      She smiled and handed me a mini scone on a napkin. “On the house.”

      “You’re a savior,” I told her before shoving the entire treat in my mouth.

      My mother cleared her throat, but it didn’t keep the irritation out of her voice. “Samantha?”

      “I got this, Mrs. True,” Precious told my mom.

      She turned to the crowd and explained the procedure for getting their picture taken. They were to put their names on the provided list in numeric order and include their phone numbers and email. I would catalog their names with the coordinating picture frame number. Precious also told them that mistakes were bound to happen so be patient and kind. Precious was a natural leader and organizer.

      “Weren’t you wearing this yesterday?” my mother asked. She gave me a pointed look after scanning me up and down.

      “At least I’m here,” I pointed out. I gave Cora a tickly hug that made her laugh then turned to the crowd.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” I said, then groaned from annoyance. I’d rather be anywhere but here. Based on the surprised look on the faces of my mom and the families in line, I must have groaned out loud.

      Forty minutes into snapping images of several families with plastered-on smiles, I was looking for an excuse to take a break when Principal Josh popped up. Hands in pockets and a toothy smile on his face, he said, “I suppose right on time is still considered on time. I’m a five minutes early guy.” He rubbed my back. “This is a flattering look for you.”

      His mannerisms were so weird. Was he reprimanding me? Or flirting?

      An appropriate response eluded me.

      Principal Josh continued, “It takes a village to raise productive adults, Samantha. We appreciate you doing your part. But remember, you’re a role model and be mindful of the message you’re sending.” He massaged my shoulders.

      Reprimanding, I decided. See, here’s the thing. Guilt didn’t work on me unless it was from my parents. I wasn’t wired like most people. Having dyslexia and struggling through school taught me that sometimes other’s expectations were unattainable and that those requirements were on them, not me. Besides, it didn’t hurt to teach kids that, even as an adult, we get flustered or have bad days. 

      I was about to tell Principal Josh with his Calvin and Hobbes tie, which was super cool, to kiss my heinie I opened my mouth to say something unkind but Principal Josh interrupted.

      “Oh, the PTC ladies and I are meeting Tuesday after next at How Ya Bean Coffee shop. Come by and get pictures.”

      The only good thing about being the “school photographer” was the fact that the PTC met at a coffee shop. “I got a fair number of pics from the last meeting.” I signaled for the next family to take their place on the stage.

      “More is always a good thing. Besides, it’s important to me you become a part of Team VGS.” He squeezed my shoulder. VGS was Village Garden School, and I’d rather be on a team doing an excursion into hell than to go to another PTC meeting with the snooty moms with their Range Rovers and Hunter boots.

      A tall woman with long straight brown hair and blue eyes came up to Principal Josh and cupped his elbow. She was dressed like everyone in the PNW: leggings, a T-shirt, and a long sweater-like jacket over it. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her.

      “Hey,” she said to me then focused on Principal Josh.

      He faced her, his smile wide and open. “Hey, babe, you all set to ease parent’s minds?”

      She stepped closer to him and lowered her voice. “Where did you get that water you brought for the run?”

      As part of the festival a small 2.5 K kick off at eleven.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t have time to run to the store, so I grabbed your stock from the garage.”

      She groaned. “That’s part of my”—she lowered her voice — “cache.”

      Principal Josh’s smile wavered. “I’ll replace it. Don’t freak out. It’s not like you need it today.”

      Babe’s eyes went wide. Freak out might not have been impending, but it was now. Telling someone to not freak out is a stupid thing to do. He was being dismissive, and she was about to let him have it.

      I snapped a few pictures, dismissed a family with a wave of my hand and told the next family to take their place. Hoping Babe and Principal Josh would continue their conversation without taking it elsewhere. I was nothing if not curious.

      “I’ll decide when to freak out or not. You helping yourself to my stuff without asking feels like I should freak out,” she said vehemently.

      “It’s just water. It’s not like you can’t get more, and I said I would replace it.” Principal Josh did not sound like he was smiling.

      “Kids in front,” I said like I was paying attention to my job and not the drama behind me.

      Babe scoffed. “See that you do,” she said. “And anything else you might have helped yourself to.”

      I bent to dig out a lens from my camera bag and watched her stalk off. She went across the park and behind a booth with a Danner Pesticide banner across the top. An older, tall, stocky man about the same age as my father was waiting there. He said something to her, and she gave him a dismissive wave. He looked slightly familiar as well.

      I turned, curious to see Principal Josh’s face. A tall teen with brown hair and side-swept bangs was inches from the principal.

      “What do you want?” Principal Josh asked.

      Nope, his Joker smile gone, replaced by a thin press of his lips.

      “Wait till she finds out about the other stuff you took,” the teen said with a snarl.

      Principal Josh scoffed.

      The teen leaned closer to Josh, fist clenched, his voice low and menacing. “You better replace everything, including the batteries and gas.” The teen snorted, his nostrils flared. “Yeah, I know about that.” The teen’s anger was radiating off him.

      I stepped off the stage, prepared to break up a fight.

      “And what if I don’t?” Josh hissed. “What are you going to do?”

      “I have options. For starters, I can tell everyone about you and that lady getting it on in your car. And about your smoking habit. For starters.”

      Beside me, June gasped.

      I was less shocked by the exchange, but more by the teen’s aggressive mannerisms. Like the kid had a chance taking on an adult. And to do so in such a public venue.

      I shook my head with disbelief.

      Principal Josh tossed back his head and laughed. The Joker smile had returned. He said, “Careful. If we’re telling secrets, I think you might have a few you wouldn’t want uncovered.” He slapped the kid on the back and strolled off as if nothing untoward had happened.

      I looked at June, confused. Anger etched her face. She rolled her eyes and returned to serving her long line of patrons.

      I turned my attention back to the families in line. No one but me and June seemed to have seen and heard the interaction. I caught my mom as she, Rachel, and Cora were walking by.

      “Hey,” I asked. “Is it weird that Danner pesticide is here? Pesticide doesn’t feel festive.”

      My mom picked imaginary lint off my tunic. “The school has a policy that when the property’s sprayed with pesticides, parents can opt in or out on notification. Danner does the spraying. They’re here to field questions.”

      I nodded to the booth. “That’s the owners?” Father and daughter maybe?

      Mom glanced at the booth. “Yes, sorta. You don’t remember Laura Danner? Oh, I can’t recall her maiden name. But she was a grade or two ahead of Rachel. She married Carl Danner. That’s his father, Lyle, with Laura.”

      Realization dawned. “Carl was killed a few years ago, right? Changing a tire on the side of the road and someone hit him?” The story was tragic.

      Mom nodded, looking sad. “Yes, and it wasn’t even his tire. He’d stopped to help a stranger. Left two kids behind. Levi and Lanie.”

      “She’s dating Principal Josh?” I remembered Carl as a big, scrappy guy who looked like he could survive any situation. Not exactly in the same class of man as the principal. I wanted to slap myself upside that head. That was who the teen was. Levi Danner.

      Mom smiled. “They’ve been dating for a few months. Good for her, she deserves to be happy. More importantly, it’s probably good for Levi, too. He’s struggled and having a good male role model in his life might be a positive thing.” She licked her finger then wiped something off my face.

      “Gross, mom,” I said, jerking back.

      “You’re so pretty, Sam. You should take more time with yourself.”

      “I should take these folk’s picture,” I said and pointed my camera at the impatiently waiting family.

      “You’re so good at this, honey. Don’t you miss taking pictures?” She draped an arm around Cora’s shoulders, who was face deep into a shaved ice, and steered her away.

      I looked at the irritated expression of the dad. Yep, I was so good at this. Not!

      “Smile,” I said with a fake cheery voice and bit back a laugh at the dad’s scowl.
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      Two weeks ago, my parents and I had flown to Virginia to wave good-bye to my sister Rachel as she deployed on the Naval aircraft carrier Enterprise. We then spent the subsequent days coddling her six-year Cora who we now were responsible for.

      Well, not me exactly. Rachel didn’t believe I had it in me to be solely responsible for Cora. Instead, volunteering at Cora’s school was my assignment. Spying on my niece, her friends, and teachers to make sure every day was butterflies and rainbows. Not a useful way to use my newly gained private investigator license and blooming skills, if you asked me. Not that anyone had.

      Yet, here I was. Dressed in faded jeans with holes in my knees, a kelly-green long sleeve T-shirt, and my favorite canvas Jack Purcell low top white Converses. My destination was the local coffee shop. My task was to get candids of  Cora’s school’s parent-teacher collaboration. A volunteer job I was told to do. Would I rather ride a horse buck naked through town before spending time with the Uber bossy hipster moms of Village Garden School? Yes, I would. A horse can speed through town. Time with the moms was gonna crawl.

      On a whim, I printed up a flyer and cheap business cards for my PI business with hopes to leave them at the coffee shop. The worry of diminished finances weighing on me. My private investigator business wasn’t bringing in any money. Because I had no clients. I had no clients because I felt like a poser, a pretend PI. That would only change when I changed how I saw myself.

      “Morning, June,” I called as the front door swung closed behind me. I’d wanted to arrive before the Barbie Brigade—Rachel’s term, not mine—but they were already there.

      “How ya bean?” June said with a smile. Petite, a natural blond with pink cheeks and cornflower blue eyes, she was the cutest and softest person I knew. She never raised her voice, always wore pastels, and looked sunny even on the grayest of days. She was a whiz with coffee. Starting from roasting the beans to adding any kind of sweet extra. Often, I depended on her creations to get through the day. As I was sure most of us did.

      One day June would be a perfect addition to the Barbie Brigade; only she’d have to give up her pastels and her sunny disposition. For me, stay-at-home moms fell into one of two categories. The harried, haven’t-brushed-their-teeth-or-hair-in-a-week moms. Or this group. The Hunter boots, yoga pants, tight T-shirts with the puffy vest over them. None matching but all coordinating. Their lipstick was precise. Their hair not mussed. It baffled the mind on how they achieved it.

      My guess was they took their kid’s attention deficit meds. But that was me being judgy.

      “I have Unicorn Brew today. You want one?” June asked.

      “Yes, please.” Unicorn Brew was a shot of espresso and white-hot chocolate mixed with flavored syrup. Only, no one could guess the syrup’s flavor. The drink made me a happy person, and June only offered it occasionally and without warning. It was the elusive drink we all wanted. There had been a time when she had it more frequently, but I think that was a ruse to get us addicted and to keep us coming back in hopes we’d get it again.

      “Do you mind if I tack this flyer to your bulletin board?” I pointed toward the restrooms where a community board hung.

      “Go ahead,” she said and turned to the teen helping behind the counter.

      That’s the other thing about June. In collaboration with the school district, she sponsored teens and helped them build their work skills. Just helping my folks out with Cora was exhausting. I couldn’t imagine running a business and working with teens who, biologically, were nitwits because of hormones.

      I pinned my flyer and returned to the mommies, giving them my attention. All five of them.

      “Everyone ready for pictures? Just act normal.” Or their version of normal, I wanted to add. I plunked my camera bag on an empty table and took out my camera, setting my lens cover on the table.

      “We are,” Mindy, the PTC president, said. She wore a mustard yellow puffy vest and matching headband. She pointed to each person and said their name. Carlie, Dana, Annber, and Heidi. Each of them had been with the school since its inception two years ago.

      I would never remember their names outside of today. That was how my brain worked. Their mommy uniforms didn’t help. Only one of them, Annber I thought, was dressed in exercise clothes, of the Lululemon variety. Cropped shimmery silver yoga pants, matching sports bra with a thin dark pink hoody zipped only midway. Her makeup was flawless, her high ponytail tight and slick.

      I pointed my camera in her direction. “You’re okay with me getting you in your workout clothes? Some people aren’t.” Studio photography taught me people were particular.

      She gave me a dismissive wave. “Of course I am.”

      “At least I caught you before you worked out.” I shifted my attention to the camera screen.

      Annber chuckled. “Um, no. This is me after a workout, but I believe in keeping it real.”

      I glanced up. “What do you do? Transcendental Meditation?” The only time I ever looked as picture-perfect as her was when I went to the hairdresser.

      She smiled and wrinkled her nose. “No, I don’t even know what that is. I do core yoga for muscle building.”

      I’d done that class. It was hard. And sweat-inducing.

      Clearly, she showered afterward. No way she’d just come from muscle-building yoga. Why Annber pretended otherwise was anyone’s guess. I let it go. Because who really cared?

      “I’ll be here in the background getting shots. Try not to look at the camera.”

      They blinked at me doe-eyed.

      I glanced around the coffee shop. “Maybe switch tables so I can get June’s cute menu boards in the background.” I pointed to a section of tables along the wall away from where they were sitting by the window.

      “We like these tables,” Mindy said.

      I looked through the camera viewfinder. “Okay, but the light from the window makes you look like you have a beard,” I said. “Shadows do cruel things.”

      They moved.

      I snapped a few pictures with June’s artisanal chalkboards in the background. I loved how she changed the menu and also listed events that How Ya Bean hosted. Briefly, I wondered if Ask the PI Anything might be a good presentation and would help with business, but I didn’t know a lot about being a PI so…

      Principal Josh came rushing in. “Sorry I’m late, ladies. Education is never a nine-to-five job or confined to the school campus.” He went from woman to woman and touched them somehow. A hug, a shoulder squeeze, a clasping of the hands.

      He faced me and looked overly please. “Samantha, excellent. I hope you’re getting good pictures.”

      “I am.”

      He looked at June over my shoulder. “Any chance we have Unicorn Brew today?” He gave her a wink.

      “Yes, we do,” she said with a smile.

      Something seemed to pass between them. I think the mommies noticed it, too, because one bristled.

      “Are we going to do this today or what?” Mindy asked. “I have groceries being delivered.” Her ponytail was an arrangement of expertly made curls.

      “Hey, there’s enough of Principal Josh to go around,” he said with a chuckle.

      Behind the counter, a plate fell. I glanced at June who had a disgusted expression on her face.

      “You okay, June?” I asked.

      “What a mess,” she said. Then gestured to the floor.

      “June? My coffee?” Principal Josh asked.

      “It’s coming. Give me a second,” she bit out before disappearing behind the counter to, I assume, clean up whatever spilled.

      “Ladies, get out your calendars,” Principal Josh said.

      In unison, all five-women whipped out planners of various sorts. Some electronic, some paper and decorated with Washi tape and stickers.

      “We have much to talk about. Don’t forget, Samantha is our in-house photographer. You can call her anytime if you need or want pictures. Her goals are to capture the greatness of Village Garden School and the work you women do.”

      “Um, I am? My goal is what again?” Because I was pretty sure my goals were about making money and this gig paid nothing.

      Josh turned to me. “Samantha,” he said, hands extended, “give me your hands.”

      I set my camera down to do as he asked. He closed his hands over mine, like one of those double-fisted handshakes that was supposed to make a person feel like the handshaker was really, truly interested in them.

      “Samantha.” He held tight to my hands but said over his shoulder, “Help me out here, ladies.” His attention back to me, he continued, “I’m a firm believer that education is…”

      “A three-hundred-and-sixty-degree process,” the ladies said in unison. Even June. They all did this hand thing where they made a circle in the air. I’m guessing Principal Josh would have done the same had he not been holding my hands.

      “Yes, three-hundred-and-sixty degrees. You know what that means?” He smiled and leaned in closer to me.

      “That you end up where you started?” I felt like I stepped into some bizarro-world TV show where everyone was a Stepford something or other.

      “It means, Samantha, all of us have to raise these children. All of us have to do our part. Because if we don’t, who suffers?”

      “The children do,” the robot ladies said.

      The creep factor rose significantly.

      Principal Josh put one hand on his heart and the other hand over my heart. Warmth radiated from his splayed fingers as he touched me in places I wasn’t comfortable with. The urge to brain him with my camera was strong. Like a force compelling me to do it. Someone in the group gasped. My distaste was likely expressed on my face.

      “Feel that, Samantha? That’s the heartbeat of our children. That’s how we make and raise successful adults. Through our love and desires.” His hand lingered, my skin prickled from his touch and the uncomfortable nature. He winked. “Sharing is caring, Samantha.”

      “I’m not making the connection.” I pulled away.

      June called Josh’s name, and he went to collect his coffee. I wiped my hands down my pants. He came back and faced me with a wink and a smile. Then a buzzing sound came from his pant pocket.

      Principal Josh pulled out his phone and did some finger pressing and swiping. “I have a spot on my calendar with your name on it. Thursday at four. I’ll go into more details then.” He flashed me a dazzling smile.

      “Um,” I said, confused. Were we talking about kids or was he flirting with me?

      Principal Josh stared at his screen then frowned. “Oh dear,” he said and faced the mommies. “I have to cut this meeting short. Looks like the superintendent is bringing the school board by for a surprise visit. You all forgive me, right?”

      They murmured various things, each looking at each other with questions on their faces. Carlie stood and crossed her arms. I knew that was her name because she was wearing a coral puffy vest and I’d matched the sounds. Coral. Carlie. Her Hunter boots were a glossy silver that highlighted the glitter in her tights.

      She said, “Principal Josh, are you sure you’re free Thursday?” Her gaze flicked to me. “I thought you had an appointment?”

      “I’ll be shifting things around. Everything will be fine, Carlie. Samantha has potential, and I’d like to help her discover it.” He gave me a wink over his shoulder.

      Did he think winking was his superpower? He must because he did it all the time. Perhaps he thought the act was endearing enough to override his creep factor? Never had I ever wanted to poke someone in the eye as much as I did this guy and his winking eye.

      Frankly, I was okay leaving any potential of mine undiscovered, especially by him. After all, he’d done enough discovering of my potential when his hand had been all over my chest. Flustered, I shoved my camera in its bag, ready to vault from this place.

      Carlie put her hands on her hips and glared at me. “Well, what about the issue with her niece? Annber was telling us about it earlier.”

      I paused my packing. “Wait? What issue?”

      Principal Josh gave me a dismissive wave. “I’ll handle it.” He glanced at Annber. “I thought that was between us.”

      Annber turned pink and gave an embarrassed shrug.

      Carlie wasn’t going to let it go. “Her niece sexually harassing another student is a big deal, Principal Josh. I hope you are handling it.”

      A piercing buzz sounded in my ears. “Come again? Sexual harassment?” What in the flim-flam was going on?

      Principal Josh faced me and said, “We can discuss it Thursday.” He turned back to the others. “Now, let’s focus on the school real quick. When Mindy and I last met we went over fundraising ideas so she’ll share with you. Our meetings are very productive, aren’t they Mindy?”

      She beamed. “Yes.”

      Principal Josh said, “I’ll see you ladies at our appointments. Thanks for being a part of this with me. Without you smart, amazing, and strong woman, where would I be?”

      Carlie grunted and crossed her arms.

      He said, “You too, Carlie. You’re special, and what you do is like no other.” Instantly her ruffled feathers relaxed, and she blushed.

      “Enjoy your Unicorn Brew, Josh,” June called.

      Principal Josh picked up his thirty-two-ounce coffee and gave June a salute. “Where would I be without you?” he asked her. He gave everyone a toothy smile and breezed out the door.

      I was still a few seconds behind with the whole Cora and sexual harassment thing. I said to Annber, “Care to explain?”

      “Only that your niece touched my daughter in places she shouldn’t.”

      Carlie’s upper lip curled. She sneered, “She rubbed her hands up and down Annber’s daughter’s torso, like that’s allowed.”

      Somehow the pieces weren’t connecting. I looked around the coffee shop confused.

      June threw me a bone. “It’s those sequin shirts. The ones that change images if you rub up or down.”

      Click. I said to Carlie and Annber, “Are you saying you’re accusing my niece of sexual harassment because she rubbed up and down on Annber’s kid’s shirt?”

      Annber nodded “Yes. Made my Kali uncomfortable. Touching another body is not okay unless you have expressed permission.”

      “They’re six,” I said. “They eat their boogers.”

      The mommies sat back in horror as if such a concept never existed in their world.

      Carlie snarled, “You can handle it on Thursday. Hopefully, you’ll have a better defense than your niece is too stupid to not know better. And to think your mother is the mayor.”

      I wanted to beat her with her Hunter boots. Instead, I channeled my anger toward Principal Josh and his inability to defuse this situation. And for letting me learn about this the way I had.

      “Oh, hell no,” I said and jerked up my bag, “we’re gonna solve this today.”
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      I broke several laws driving the three blocks to Cora’s school. I hoped to catch Principal Josh before he went into the building. This conversation would not go well. The chance of me not yelling was slim. But that’s not why I wanted to catch him outside. Imagining myself confined to a space behind a closed door with the man made my protective radar vibrate like a struck tuning fork.

      LC listed to the side when I took the turn into the school parking lot at a high speed. Principal Josh was walking toward the front door and I pulled across a parking spot. He paused, tipped his head back as he finished the last of his Unicorn’s Brew, then tossed it in the trash. The cardboard cup bounced off the can and fell to the ground.

      Josh paused and stared at the front of the school while surreptitiously kicking the cup behind the trash can. He then took a small object from his pocket and held it to his mouth.

      Shut the front door! Principal Josh was vaping.

      On reflex alone, I snatched up my camera and went to remove the lens cap. Only it was gone. Left behind at the coffee shop. Having done so shaved seconds off my sighting Josh in the viewfinder. I held down the shutter as I brought him into focus.

      Proof, evidence, or blackmail. My gut told me these images were gonna come in handy.

      Josh Chapman was amazing, and I didn’t mean that in the most complimentary way. Currently, an epidemic called vaping lung disease was sweeping the country. Little was known as the first incident occurred a short time ago, but from what Dad had said, something was in the vape juice that was making people sick. Two people had even died.

      And here was Mr. Marvelous-school-principal puffing away as if the juice in his vape pen couldn’t possibly contain deadly consequences. What made a person do that? Hubris?

      Faster than he’d whipped out the vape pen from his pocket, he tossed it in the trash can and stepped away.

      Danika Post pushed through the front doors of the school. The schoolcounselor took one look at Josh and turned around, apparently to go back inside to avoid him.

      I kept my camera focused on them, wishing I could read lips.

      Before she could go inside, Principal Josh caught her by the elbow, but she pulled away and attempted to skirt him, keeping her oversized purse between them. They had a brief exchange that looked unpleasant. He made a lazy lurch toward her, but she was quick to put distance between them and scurried off, never looking back. Josh leaned one hand against the building and watched her go.

      When he turned to go into the entrance, I slipped my camera onto the floorboard then sprung from LC and called his name. Either he didn’t hear me or ignored me, I don’t know. He went inside.

      The school, housed in the old community center building, was downtown, tucked between a bank and a building waiting for a purpose. The recent remodel of the VGS had done an excellent job of making the building look like a school, except for the double glass front doors. A clear security issue if you asked me.

      I flung one side open and stormed the lobby while counting to ten to compose myself. A large crescent-shaped desk created a barrier between the front door and what lay after. Willa Rivers, June’s mother, sat at the desk. She gave me a happy smile. A second lady, her desk plate reading Jami Walters, Fiscal, sat next to Mrs. Rivers.

      “Hello, Samantha, how are you today?” Mrs. Rivers rose to greet me.

      “I’m great, Mrs. Rivers, how are you?” Mr. Rivers, a farmer, had died when June was a toddler. Mrs. Rivers turned their farmland into endless flower beds that were stunning in spring and autumn.

      “Doing fine. What can I help you with?”

      To my left were two offices. The door farthest from me was closed with a placard hanging on the wall that read Principal Josh Chambers.

      Man, he was quick. I’d been seconds behind him, and yet he was already safely behind the door.

      “I need to speak with Principal Josh. Apparently there’s an issue with my niece?” I played with the pen on the desk, stretching the chain that kept it from being stolen.

      “Are you on his schedule? I’ll have to check, but I believe I cleared his schedule because we’re getting a surprise visit from the superintendent and school board any minute now so…”

      “I only need a second.” My impatience pushed back against her resistance. “He may have added me. We talked at How Ya Bean and made an appointment.”

      She huffed. “That man! It would be just like him to add a mom into his day when I tell him to leave it free.” She wiggled her computer mouse, and the unit began to hum.

      I had to strike while the iron was hot, as they say.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Rivers.” I scurried around the barrier toward his door. “Only need a minute to give him a piece of my mind.”

      I’d made my move as she was lowering herself into her chair, causing her to hover as if she debated chasing after me. “You can’t go in there,” she said halfheartedly before she plopped into her chair. “Why do I bother? Women come and go all the time.”

      I flung the door open and spotted Principal Josh slumped with his side against his desk, one hand pressed against the desktop and the other on his chest. His head down.

      My temper got the best of me. “You can’t let that Stepford mom drop a serious bomb like that and expect me to wait a few days to resolve it. Because that would really make you
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