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Someone had centered the body on a thick wool blanket and arranged it in an unrealistic pose. Legs straight, arms folded across the stomach. Worse, the body fidgeted and spoke from time to time. 
“Julia, dead bodies aren’t supposed to move,” I said with a chuckle.
“My nose itches,” she replied. “Either I scratch it or you do, Rachel.”
“Scratch away, but every time you move, that rubber knife in your chest wiggles.”
“Why did I agree to do this?” Julia said as she relieved her itching nose.
Holly Kavanagh bent forward, leaning close to Julia’s face, and nodded approvingly. “You make a lovely murder victim. And you’re short enough to fit in among the pumpkins.”
“Just find the clues so I can get up, will you?” Julia said.
“There are three more teams behind us,” I reminded her. “You have to stay here until the last one has passed.”
Julia rolled her eyes.
I shook the sheet of paper the scavenger hunt organizers had given each team. “Here we go. Ready, Team Finch Hill?”
“First riddle?” Holly said, rubbing her palms together.
“It says, ‘Where once was green, ’tis both red and bare. Look below, the weapon is there.’”
“That’s an easy one,” Holly said, looking at the maple tree in Eric and Olivia Seitz’s front yard.
Grinning, we marched for the tree, swept aside a pile of fallen leaves, and found the murder weapon—a plastic table knife, its blade painted red. “Got it,” Holly said triumphantly, dropping it into her backpack.
Laughter sounded farther up the street, where several teams had gone before us, and as I brushed leaves over the remaining plastic knives, four people raced by on the sidewalk.
“Are they jumping the queue?” Holly asked. “Teams are supposed to go in order.”
“Maybe they’re not in the hunt.”
“Team Lookout will be here in five minutes,” she warned.
“Having fun?” Eric Seitz called out from his porch. He put his drink down on a plant stand and waved. “I’ve got hot cider here for the contestants.”
“Thanks for letting the scavenger committee use your yard for a brutal murder,” I said, moving for the porch. “It’s perfect. Autumn leaves, my next-door neighbor dead in the pumpkin patch.”
Holly hissed at me. “Don’t let him distract you with cider. His wife is on Team Main Street.”
“Rachel Stowe, you get right back here,” Julia said.
“Sorry, Eric,” I said, jabbing a thumb over my shoulder. “The body orders me to keep looking for clues.”
“Well, if the body orders,” he said, reaching for his cup. “Come back when the hunt’s over if you want.”
“We’ve got four minutes,” Holly said. “We can’t let the next team see us finding things. If they do, they won’t have to solve the riddles themselves.”
“This is supposed to be fun, not frantic,” I said, giving the clue sheet another shake. “Here we go. ‘Some call it Great, some slice it too. Look under its cap to find the next clue.’” I glanced at Holly. “A pumpkin. Find a carved pumpkin with its top on.”
We began to dig among the pumpkins in the Seitzes’ small patch, and I quickly found a carved one half-hidden under yellowed pumpkin leaves. I pulled off the top, reached inside, and retrieved a small slip of paper. “It says, ‘Congratulations, now add this to your sack. To find the third clue, don’t look back.”
“Ohh,” Holly said with a mock shiver. “Sounds like something out of a horror movie. Don’t look behind you.”
“For goodness’ sake,” Julia said in a loud whisper. “The last clue is right in front of you.”
“How do you know?” I said.
“The committee was still placing clues when I got here.”
“That’s cheating, isn’t it?” Holly said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I think we have to forfeit several minutes.”
Julia raised herself on her elbows. “Rachel Stowe and Holly Kavanagh, I’m in my sixties, and I’m not going to lie in the dark on this cold ground one minute more than I have to. If you want to stay friends, you’ll stop fooling around and look behind that pumpkin right now.”
I did as instructed, crouching down and parting the dry pumpkin leaves. “Rubber spiders,” I said, grabbing one and handing it to Holly. “It’s got a tag around its abdomen. Are you really cold, Julia?”
“No, I’m fine,” Julia answered. “I just feel ridiculous. I didn’t think I would, but I do.”
“The tag reads, ‘Put the spider in your bag, then leave this place to see the hag,’” Holly said.
“The hag?” I said.
“Who or what is the hag?” Holly said.
“I’m afraid I can’t help with the next checkpoint,” Julia said.
I stood straight. “I’ll bet it’s a Halloween decoration.”
Holly put the slip of paper and the spider in her backpack. “There’s a house two blocks up that always does it up royally this time of year. Scarecrows, lots of jack-o’-lanterns. Maybe they have a witch this year.”
We dashed up the street, Julia shouting after us to hurry up and win so she could go home. One block into our dash, a woman on her porch waved us down, insisting we stop. “Hello! Rachel, isn’t it?”
“Gina.” I came to a halt. “Gina Peeler, right?”
“We’re in the scavenger hunt,” Holly said. She addressed Gina but continued to move ahead, tugging imploringly at my sleeve.
“That’s why I stopped you,” Gina said. She waved at us again, this time motioning for us to enter her yard through her picket-fence gate.
Holly, eager to beat Team Main Street, groaned as I opened the gate and strode to Gina’s porch. I’d met Gina twice before, three months ago, and though I’d momentarily forgotten her last name, I had no trouble remembering her or her house.
I sidestepped dead and dying pumpkin leaves and stems on my way up her brick path, marveling at how many people in Juniper Grove had pumpkin patches in their front yards. Twelve hundred people in our small town, and I’d already seen three such yards on just this one street.
“You’ve got a great view of the hunt,” I said, climbing her steps.
“I can’t participate,” Gina answered, giving her cane a thump on the concrete porch, “but this is the next best thing. It’s more entertaining than television.” Her gray hair was half low ponytail, half dreadlocks, and she played with the turquoise beads on the latter as she commanded me to sit on the plastic patio chair next to hers. “I believe I’m the hag,” she said, smiling sheepishly.
Holly darted up the steps and took the seat next to mine. “You are?”
“I’m not supposed to know, but three teams have passed by asking me if I know who or what the ‘hag’ is, and a couple hours ago, when I was inside fixing a mug of tea, I saw two people hiding something behind my largest pumpkin, next to the red barberry.”
I looked out over her front yard. “What were they hiding?”
“Witch hats with tags on them. I didn’t read the tags.” She shrugged. “I went back to my tea.”
It took me a second to recover from her reply. If it had been me, I would have flown out of my house and asked who those people were and what on earth they thought they were doing. “The committee isn’t supposed to use a yard without the permission of the owner.”
“I think I’m an exception, like I usually am around Halloween.” She grimaced slightly as she shifted in her chair, taking pressure off one hip and putting it on the other.
“This is my first autumn in Juniper Grove.”
“I remember now. You’re the newcomer to Colorado.”
“No, I’m a native, but I lived in Boston for seven years.”
“In exile out East, eh?”
“I guess you could say that. I’ve been in Juniper Grove for five months now.”
“Well, I’m the creepy woman with the cane. Kids enjoy spooky stories this time of year, and I don’t mind helping them out.”
It was beginning to dawn on me. Gina was the subject of an unkind scavenger joke. “So the committee used your house without your permission? And teams are supposed to figure out—”
“Who the hag is,” she finished. “But here’s the thing. None of the teams have figured it out yet, and I haven’t said a word to anyone but you two about the witch hats.”
A breeze caught a pair of wind chimes hanging from her soffit, and their bamboo tubes played a soft melody that rose above the chatter of game players on the sidewalk. I didn’t believe Gina’s smile for one second. She was a sweet woman who wore mismatched socks, lived in a bright yellow house, and never seemed to leave her porch, but she was kind and interesting and fun. And now she was a cruel riddle in a town scavenger hunt. Suddenly I didn’t feel like playing.
“Rachel, according to the rules, homeowners can help stumped players by giving them additional clues,” Gina said. “Since no one asked my permission or gave me additional clues, I’m making them up myself. You and your friend can beat all the other teams.”
Gina was beaming. In a small way, it seemed, helping Team Finch Hill was her revenge for the riddle.
Holly leaned forward in her chair. “I’m Holly Kavanagh, by the way. I own the bakery downtown.”
“Fabulous pastries,” Gina said. “I have a neighbor who brings me a box of almond scones every other Monday. She gave me one just this morning.”
I turned to Holly. “Let’s do it.”
I didn’t have to say it twice. I thanked Gina, told her I’d see her later in the week, then ran after Holly as she hurried for the barberry shrub, which still wore half its deep red leaves. We stopped and glanced about. Seeing that no one else was near, we bent down and rummaged behind the large pumpkin next to the shrub. “Found a hat,” I said.
“We should leave Gina’s yard before we read the clue,” Holly said, yanking the strap of her backpack back onto her shoulder.
“And then let’s find out who on the committee made up that nasty riddle.”
“Agreed.”
On the sidewalk three houses down, I opened the tag attached to our witch hat. “It says, ‘Who killed the woman, knife in her chest? To ask the witness, go to the nest.’”
Holly and I stared at each other.
“What nest?” Holly said. “I don’t mind hard clues, but I do mind if they’re unsolvable.”
Three boys in their late teens bounded by, excitement written on their faces. “I told ya it would be better this year!” one said as he pocketed his cell phone.
Holly put a hand on her hip. “Are they cheating?”
“We kind of cheated.”
“Not technically. Gina was allowed to help us.”
Four women sprinted toward us on the sidewalk, moving as though they had just discovered the answer to the tenth annual Juniper Grove Murder Mystery Scavenger Hunt. Before we had a chance to get out of their way, they split into two pairs, swung around us, rejoined, and then raced off in the same direction as the teenagers.
“We’re the only ones who have this nest clue,” I said, “so where’s everyone going?”
“There’s one way to find out,” Holly said, once more taking off ahead of me.
Two blocks down on the same side of the street, a crowd had gathered in the front yard of a two-story house, their eyes trained on something in the yard’s small pumpkin patch. As I weaved my way forward, a woman turned back, shaking her head. “That’s Maureen Nicholson,” she said.
“She has a piece of paper in her hand,” another woman said. “It’s a riddle about a robin’s egg. Our team didn’t have that riddle, did yours?”
“Someone texted me that they added a second body to the hunt,” I heard a man say.
“It took me a minute to realize,” an elderly man said. “I just thought it was very realistic. The poor woman.”
I found Holly at the front of the crowd, gazing with horror at a lifeless body angled between the pumpkins.
“Did someone check her pulse?” a woman asked.
But it was clear from Maureen Nicholson’s open and glazed eyes that she was dead. And of course there was the knife. A large one with a black handle protruded from her chest. And it wasn’t rubber.
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Police Chief James Gilroy scowled and mumbled as Officer Derek Underhill cordoned off the crime scene with yellow tape. We had all made a mess of the scene, Julia included. On hearing whispers of a murder four blocks away, she’d left her duties as the hunt’s body to join the crowd. Twenty or more of us, stomping, poking, touching. One man even admitted to touching the knife in Maureen’s chest, thinking it was a joke. He said he realized it was real the moment he touched it. 
Gilroy ordered us not to leave and herded us into the next yard, where we hugged the low picket fence, watching Underhill do his work. I figured he couldn’t legally tell us to move even farther away, especially since the owners of the lawn on which we were standing were also observing the goings-on behind the fence.
The chief strode up the concrete walk to the house next door and knocked hard on its double green doors. No one answered, which didn’t surprise me. If anyone had been home, they would have heard the commotion long ago and stepped outside.
As Gilroy headed back to Underhill, a woman called out, “The Andersons live there, but they’re out celebrating their anniversary.”
“Thank you,” Gilroy said with barely a backward glance.
Gilroy didn’t like an audience at a murder scene—what police chief would?—but from our vantage point, Maureen’s body was obscured by huge pumpkins and dead or dying pumpkin vines.
“What’s with all the pumpkin patches in Juniper Grove?” I asked Holly.
“We have two contests every October, one for the biggest pumpkin and one for the best carved jack-o’-lantern. It’s sort of a big deal.”
“I’ve never heard anything about these contests.”
“The downtown merchants’ organization runs them.”
A forty-something woman, her short dark hair like a smooth cap atop her head, sidled up to Holly, nudged her, and said, “I guess your competition is over.” She instantly clamped a hand over her mouth.
Holly stared at her, incredulous. “Olivia, that’s a terrible thing to say!”
The woman dropped her manicured hand, acknowledging her embarrassment with a nod. “I’m so sorry. It just came out. I don’t know why I did that. I just . . . I know Maureen had it out for you and your bakery, and I . . .”
“I know,” Holly said. “Never mind. Olivia, this is my friend Rachel Stowe, and you know Julia. Rachel, this is Olivia Seitz. She owns Blooms on Main Street.”
“I thought I recognized you,” I said. “I’ve been to Blooms several times.”
“That’s good to know,” Olivia said. “We sell stationery now too.”
“I’ll have to take a look.”
“I just bought some lovely blue stationery there,” Holly said.
“And their Christmas card selection is excellent,” Julia said.
It was an odd conversation, considering where we were, so the four of us fell silent and looked away, off to where Maureen Nicholson’s body lay among the pumpkins.
As harsh as Olivia Seitz’s comments on Holly’s competition had been, they were true. Everyone knew that Maureen’s brand-new drive-through shop, Coffee and Cakes, was a direct threat to Holly’s bakery. Coffee and Cakes was the fast-food equivalent of Holly’s Sweets. Customers didn’t even have to leave their cars for a hot coffee and scone. Just drive up and load up. Still, Holly had never panicked. She knew she was a top-notch baker. Maureen may have had speed, but Holly had quality.
My attention shifted to Chief Gilroy, who had crouched near the body, his back to the crowd. I hadn’t seen him in three weeks, even though I’d taken numerous strolls downtown, deliberately slowing and even hovering by the police station. He’d been on my mind for more than a month, since I’d solved, or kind of solved, the case of missing-then-dead George Foster, my friend Julia’s estranged husband. Maybe he’d had time to rethink his admiration of my investigative prowess.
Not that it mattered. I was attracted to him, though I’d never conceded as much to Holly and Julia, but as I told myself again and again, I wasn’t in his ballpark. He was forty-eight and I was forty-three, and we both had dark hair with creeping touches of gray, but there the ballpark-ness ended. He was trim, with the iciest blue eyes I’d ever seen, and had a commanding and confident air about him—which at times verged on aloofness. I was twenty pounds or more overweight, joyfully sloppy when it came to clothes, and lacked in the confidence department. Neither of us was going to change.
“Maureen’s husband is out of town,” Olivia said, exaggerating a grimace. “I don’t think anyone knows where.”
Julia shook her head. “I saw him downtown this afternoon.”
“Kirk Nicholson? Mid-forties, brown hair, big nose?” Olivia asked, clearly questioning either Julia’s eyesight or memory.
“I know what he looks like, Olivia,” Julia replied. “He was coming out of an office building downtown.”
Olivia’s brow wrinkled. “That’s funny.” Seemingly confounded by the information, she tucked a strand of short brown hair behind her ear and stared off into the distance, lost until Julia brought her back to the conversation.
“There’s no confusing Kirk Nicholson with anyone else. I’m positive it was him. About two o’clock, outside the office building next to Town Hall.”
“Maureen told me this morning he was out of town and wouldn’t be back for a week,” Olivia said.
“Either she lied or she doesn’t keep tabs on her husband,” Julia said, never one to mince words.
The coroner’s van pulled to the curb. In a few minutes he’d remove Maureen’s body, and Gilroy and Underhill would start questioning us. I motioned for Holly, Julia, and Olivia to follow me as I backed away from the fence and the crowd’s prying ears.
“What about this riddle?” I asked, taking a wrinkled bit of paper from my jacket pocket. “Did anyone else see this? ‘Blue like a robin’s egg, under the tree. Look for it now, it holds the key.’”
“Where did you get that?” Julia asked.
“When I first got here, I saw Maureen holding a sheet of paper, printed out on a computer. A woman in the crowd managed to read the paper, and I wrote down what it said while she could still remember. Did you get this on your team, Olivia?”
Olivia unfolded her clue list and showed it to me. It looked exactly like Team Finch Hill’s, with three clues at each checkpoint and seven checkpoints in all. “I don’t know where Maureen would have gotten another clue—or why. She was on Team Main Street with me and Tyler and Jenny Hannaford.”
“Why didn’t Eric join the hunt?” Holly asked.
“He’s at home on our porch, trying to slow the other teams with promises of hot cider.”
Holly turned to me. “I told you.”
“Did Maureen go off on her own?” I asked Olivia.
“She must have.”
“Do you remember when?”
“I wasn’t paying attention. We were at the third checkpoint when I realized she was gone. To be real, I didn’t care when or why she left, I was just glad she had. I knew we’d have a happier night without her.”
Seemingly uncomfortable with Olivia’s bluntness, Holly made a face.
“Come on, Holly, you know what she was like,” Olivia said. “I thought she left us to form Team Maureen Nicholson and win the hunt all by herself.”
“Had she done that before?” I asked.
“She never joined in the scavenger hunt until tonight,” Olivia answered. “I was shocked when she asked to join Team Main Street, though I guess it made sense with her opening Coffee and Cakes. She wanted to be part of the business community.”
“She was part,” Holly said.
Olivia frowned. “I don’t know why you defend her. She was ruthless in everything she did, and her number one goal was to close your bakery. You know what she told me? She said with Holly’s Sweets gone, her business would explode and she could create a franchise. You knew her, Julia. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“I think . . .” Julia made a faint backward gesture with her hand in the direction of Maureen’s body. “She’s over there, dead now.”
“Someone murdered her,” Olivia said. “It was bound to happen.”
“Ladies?”
I’d been so engrossed in Olivia’s words and what they might mean that I hadn’t noticed Chief Gilroy approach. Notebook and pen in hand, he proceeded to question us, calling me “Miss Stowe” again, though I’d asked him a month ago to tone it down to a simple “Rachel.” Now in October, we were back to the formality of September.
“Do any of you know who would want to harm Mrs. Nicholson?” he asked.
Olivia guffawed. “I’d say half the town.”
“I understand she was on your team during the scavenger hunt, Mrs. Seitz,” Gilroy said.
“We didn’t kill her,” Olivia said.
“But half the town wanted to?”
“I was making a point.”
“She wasn’t well liked,” Gilroy stated flatly.
“She wasn’t, Chief Gilroy,” Julia said. “I’m afraid what Olivia says is true. Maureen Nicholson was an unpleasant woman, and I’m sure she was an unhappy one.”
“Why unhappy?”
“Aren’t most unpleasant people unhappy?” Julia said.
“Even Caleb had a run-in with her, didn’t he?” Olivia said, turning to Holly.
Dumbstruck, Holly latched on to her long, dark ponytail and pulled it over her shoulder, a habit that somehow made her look younger than her thirty-seven years. “Caleb is thirteen.”
“I mean, he’s a good boy,” Olivia continued. “Not like some of the kids around here. You could believe there’d be bad blood between them and Olivia, but not Caleb. He’s not one of those nasty kids. That’s what I’m saying.”
I’d briefly met Olivia Seitz before, a couple of times, but I didn’t really know her, so maybe it was just her way, I thought. She didn’t mean to make sneaky, backhanded allegations.
Holly fixed her eyes on Gilroy, her small, delicate features hardening to stone. “Maureen accused Caleb of throwing eggs at her front door last week. He didn’t. He didn’t even go out that night.”
“Fine,” Gilroy said. He glanced down at our feet. “You all have bags of some kind, is that right?”
“For collecting clues,” Olivia said. “One member on each team carries one.”
“And where is yours, Mrs. Seitz?”
“Umm . . .” Olivia scanned the crowd. “There they are. Tyler, Jenny,” she called out as she waved at a couple.
As if begging recognition for the inconvenience she was suffering, the woman pouted and shuffled up to Gilroy. “We were already questioned,” she said before he could speak.
“I need to see inside that bag, please,” Gilroy said.
“It’s my daughter’s backpack,” the woman corrected, tossing back her blonde hair. “We already showed the other officer.”
The man beside her let loose a long sigh. “Jenny, just open it so we can go home. I’m tired.”
Jenny was in her late thirties, I guessed, and the man—I knew him to be her husband—was maybe a year or two older. I’d seen them before, but I couldn’t recall where, though I thought it had something to do with Holly and her bakery.
“Your names?” Gilroy said.
“I’m Tyler Hannaford, and this is my wife, Jenny. We were part of Team Main Street with Olivia.”
Jenny Hannaford unzipped her backpack and watched with distaste as Gilroy slipped on a pair of gloves and inspected every inch of the bag with his flashlight.
Job done, Gilroy slipped his flashlight into his coat. “Please turn out the pockets in your coats and pants,” he said. “You too, ladies.”
“This is getting offensive,” Jenny said.
“I understand,” Gilroy said.
We all did as the chief asked, but truth be told, I was feeling a little offended myself. Sure, it was Gilroy’s job, and he’d have been a fool to let us go without checking our pockets for something incriminating, but I felt faintly ill standing there with my pockets turned out, especially after the wrinkled bit of paper I’d written the robin’s egg clue on fell out.
“That’s a scavenger riddle,” I said in answer to Gilroy’s questioning look.
He picked it up. “This is familiar.”
“I made note of the riddle in Maureen Nicholson’s hand.”
He didn’t scowl or reprimand. He simply continued as though he hadn’t seen the paper at all. But when he handed it back to me, I felt his disapproval.
“What team were you on, Miss Stowe?” he asked.
“Team Finch Hill, for the name of our street. Just me and Holly.”
“I need to see your bag.”
“I’ve got it,” Holly said, twisting back. “Or at least I thought I did.”
I pointed. “Next to the fence.”
Holly jogged to the fence, returned with the backpack, and unzipped the main opening and one of the two side pockets. The second pocket, I
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