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About This Book


A new cozy mystery series from USA Today best-selling author Dale Mayer. Follow gardener and amateur sleuth Doreen Montgomery—and her amusing and mostly lovable cat, dog, and parrot—as they catch murderers and solve crimes in lovely Kelowna, British Columbia.

Riches to rags… Chaos has calmed… At least while out on the lake… Until poison is found, blowing up the peace again…

Enjoying a beautiful day on the lake, while Doreen tries her hand at paddleboarding, ends up on an odd note after finding poison in a bed of pansies. She garners a tidbit of information out of her BFF, Corporal Mack Moreau, about a man who’d recently walked into the emergency room, complaining he’d been poisoned.

Only on a threat of good behavior (surely it doesn’t count if given under duress), Doreen agrees to stay out of his case. But, as it happens, the mention of poison to her beloved Nan brings up another recent death and an old woman who’d been saying someone was poisoning her for months. Only no one listened. Now she is dead.

When Doreen’s case and Mack’s collide, she’s delighted, and so is he. NOT. But, when Nan decides to join in the sleuthing, with her pal, Richie, it’s Doreen’s turn to worry—and with good reason!

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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A Full Week Later,… Very Early August

Seven days later Doreen tried once again—slowly—to stand up on the paddleboard and again promptly wiped out. As she splashed into the water, she heard Mack’s laughter ringing beside her. She stood in the shallow water and glared at him, then flipped her hair off her face. “I thought this was supposed to be fun.”

“It is fun,” he said gently, “Just relax, you’re doing great. Besides we needed to get you out and away from all that chaos.”

“You’ve got a point there,” she muttered, “but I don’t know about this kind of chaos.”

He stood beside her on his board, with Mugs comfortably slouched on the front end of it. She, on the other hand, was spending more time in the water than atop it. Even Thaddeus was on Mack’s shoulder to avoid getting dunked.

“This is unbelievable,” she muttered. Goliath had elected to stay on the beach. She felt bad about leaving him there, but, until she could control her board, no point in even thinking that he should come out in the water with her. He’d looked at her in horror when she’d invited him and had promptly stalked off to the side, where he’d sprawled in the sand and had remained, tail twitching the whole time.

“Try again,” Mack said. “Now remember. It’s all about balance. You need to relax.”

“Relax?” she murmured. “I’ll relax you.”

He grinned. “Keep up that fighting spirit. It’s good to see.”

She brushed her hair off her forehead and slowly clambered onto the paddleboard. The water was warm; the sky was blue. The sun was shining, and it was a gorgeous day. She managed to stand steady on the board and, with a triumphant turn, she spun to look at Mack. “I did it,” she crowed. And immediately wiped out again.

When she came back up, sputtering this time, she just stood in the shallow water, her arms resting on the board. “I think it’s coffee time.”

He grinned. “In your world it’s always coffee time.”

“Always.”

“That’s fine,” he said, “but you have to get back up on the board, so we can paddle you to the shore.”

She turned to stare at the beach, her gaze easily picking up Goliath. He hadn’t moved. “Ugh, you know that’ll take an hour. So maybe only half that but still…”

“Don’t be discouraged. Next time you’ll do that much better. I promise,” he said. “You will.”

“I didn’t realize I was so uncoordinated,” she muttered.

“I don’t even know that it’s about coordination,” he said. “Most of it’s balance.”

“And yet you seem to be doing fine. And you said you’d never done this before.”

“I hadn’t.”

She glared. “You know that it’s really not fair that you should take to something like this so easily, while I’m an obvious failure.”

“You’re hardly a failure,” he said. “And, speaking of which—”

She glared at him. “There is no topic where that is a suitable intro. Nobody wants to think of being a failure.”

“I was just wondering,” he said gently, “if you’d heard from my brother.”

“Several times, but mostly because I’m the one hassling him.”

He grinned. “I like the fact that you’re pushing to have that divorce taken care of.”

“I don’t want anything to do with my ex, soon-to-be ex,” she said, “and the sooner this is done, the less stress for me.”

“Oh, I agree,” he said. “I just wasn’t sure how you felt about it.”

“You were just afraid that I would go back to him,” she teased as she attempted to get on her board. When there was a long silence, she glared up at him.

He shrugged, but she could see the color mounting high in his cheekbones. She stopped and stared. “And I told you very clearly that I wouldn’t.”

“I know you did.” His lips quirked. “But, in my job, I’ve heard a lot of women say otherwise.”

“No, they say the same thing, but then they change their mind. I get it,” she said. “I’m not really into changing my mind right now.”

“Good,” he said. “So can we get moving?”

“I hope so.” She managed to get back up on the board, and, kneeling, she slowly paddled her way back to the shore. “I can kneel just fine.” She slid off on the other side at the beach.

Mack slowly paddled toward her, standing calm and graceful on his board. She looked at him in admiration. “I should really hate you for this,” she said, “but you look just great up there. I mean it. It’s a totally natural thing for you.”

“And it will become that way for you as well.”

She didn’t want to say that she doubted it, but, well, she doubted it.

He shook his head. “Nope, none of that,” he said. “Give it time.”

“Time is something I do happen to have.”

“Yeah, until you get a job anyway.”

She winced. “Did you really have to go there?”

He chuckled. “Hey, you’ve had a couple callbacks at least.”

“Yeah, but all they wanted to do was ask me questions,” she wailed, “about all the different cases I’ve been involved in.”

“Of course,” he said, “that does make sense.”

“Yet there are more cold cases. They matter too. How come there isn’t more curiosity about those?”

“They do matter, but everyone wants juicy details,” he said. “Remember, you’re the one who went down this pathway even though I warned you. You wanted a quiet life out of the public eye. How did that work out for you?” At least his tone was cheeky, not arrogant.

Still she glared at him. “Of course I went down this pathway,” she muttered. “Besides, I’m doing a lot of good.”

“You are,” he said, “and, even though I wasn’t terribly happy to find out about Gloria’s past, I still think we’re all better off having it out in open.”

“What about Elle?”

“That’s a different story,” he said. “The lawyers are still fussing over that one.”

“Can we prove that she killed Gloria?”

“No, I don’t think so. They’ll probably end up with some plea deal.”

“Whatever works,” she said. “And is it true that she’s not getting anything from Gloria’s estate?”

“That is true,” he said. “It’ll all go to charity. Which means, sadly the place will get sold.”

“Yes, and what about dingbat?” she asked, his name escaping her mind for a moment.

He looked at her. “You mean, Stranden?”

“Yes,” she said, “Stranden.”

“That’s another problem. He was cleared over the car accident many years ago. But for aiding and abetting a murder? Well, that’s another thing for the DA to sort out.”

“It’s been a lot of years.”

“It has, indeed, but again it’s a murder case.”

“Right,” she muttered. “No statute of limitations. No closing those.”

“We want to close them,” he corrected her. “They just stay open until they’re solved.”

“Right.” She pushed the paddleboard to the sand, and at that point, watched as Goliath sauntered toward her. “Do you think he’d ever get used to being on a board?”

“I won’t say never.” Mack hopped down lightly beside the cat, with Thaddeus still sitting nicely on his shoulder, and Mugs now happily paddling around on the shoreline. “Goliath has done more than I would have ever thought possible for a cat.”

“He has been pretty amenable to many things.” She pulled the paddleboard up on the sand. “Now what?”

“We have a picnic. Remember?”

“Oh yes,” she said. “Did you bring a thermos of coffee?”

“I did.” He looked around the beach. “There’s a spot over by the gardens.” Mugs raced up, shaking water everywhere.

“That sounds perfect.”

She lifted her inflatable paddleboard, carried it off to the side, and put it down on the grass. Then she pulled out her towel from the bags that they had brought and Mack had kept on his board, spread it out, and threw herself down. As soon as she was stretched out, she gave a big happy sigh.

“You doing okay?” he asked.

“I am,” she said. “It’s a beautiful day. Thank you for this.”

“Hey, I borrowed the equipment, so all I really put together was the picnic,” he said. “We both needed to get out for a bit.”

“Absolutely,” she said. “And this is lovely.” As she relaxed, she added, “How come I’m the only one who’s wet?”

“That’s because you spent more time in the water than out.” And so much laughter was in his voice that she rolled over and grinned at him.

“It was fun though.”

“Good,” he said, with a big smile. “I’m glad to hear that. We’ll do it again.”

“Maybe I should try your board next time.”

“You think my board is the magical answer?” he teased.

“Maybe,” she said. “Mine certainly didn’t work worth a darn.”

“I don’t think the board had anything to do with it.”

She glared at him but no real heat was in her gaze. She rolled over and took a look around. “Didn’t you say there was coffee?”

“There is.” He pulled out the thermos from the other bag and handed it to her. She sat up and filled the cap, looking around. “I wasn’t really expecting so many beaches here.”

“There are a lot of them,” he said. “This is Sarsons Beach. It’s got a nice little lawn. The beach itself is rocky though. Several of the others are sandy. But not this one.”

She studied the footwear that he had told her to get for this venture. “And I guess it’s a good thing I wore these. Otherwise it might be hard to walk.”

“It can be, here.”

“Still, it’s good,” she said, “and it’s a perfect day.” She pulled her legs up and sat cross-legged, sipping her coffee, as she stared out around her. It was one of the few times she had put on a bathing suit all year. As it was, she felt good. She’d gained a little bit more weight, so she didn’t look quite so gaunt, and, although she was skinnier than she was used to, she still felt healthy and vibrant. And that was worth a lot.

She let out a heavy sigh, and he looked at her quizzically. She shrugged. “Just, uh,…decompressing.”

He nodded. “Glad to hear that. You’ve been through a lot lately.”

She nodded. “You don’t even realize how much it all adds up, until it all adds up.” Then she let out another heavy sigh, and they just kept coming after that. As if she really needed this. After her coffee was gone, when she laid down and nodded off, he let her.

When she rolled over not long afterward, she lifted her head to see Mugs stretched beside her, Goliath stretched along her side, and Thaddeus was at her throat muttering softly. “Wow, I think I was out there for a bit.”

He smiled. “You were tired.”

“Yeah, I sure was.” She blinked several times then yawned. A moment later, she said, “But I’m feeling better now.”

“Good,” he said. “Ready for some food?”

She laughed. “Have you ever known me not to be ready for food?” She slowly sat up. “I’ll use the washroom first though.” She hopped up, walked over to the public bathroom, and, when she was done, she returned, this time walking through the gardens. “They’re really pretty. Too bad I didn’t put more effort into getting a city contract for the gardens.”

Mack watched her as she strolled looking at the flowers. “Something will break for you soon,” he said confidently. “With them moving the Welcome to Kelowna sign to a new spot, they will probably open a new bid.”

“Yeah.” Maybe, but she wasn’t holding out hope. “How about the will? Any update on that?”

“For your lawyer?”

“Yes, Robin.”

“Well, you know that it’s good to go. But all that lawyerly stuff has to happen.”

Meaning I don’t get anything until after probate?”

“Yes,” he said, “so it’ll be a few months yet. Well a lot of months. I think it’s nine months.”

She snorted. “You’d think they could give me something.”

“Have you asked the estate lawyer?”

She frowned. “No, I didn’t want to let him know how broke I really was.”

He chuckled. “In that case you might want to reconsider. Maybe he can give you an advance for expenses or something. I’m not sure how that works.”

“He said it was all about the probate and due process and that he would let me know as soon as he could. Also he hasn’t given me any figures, as the property needs to be sold, and there are outstanding bills to be paid by her estate first.”

“It’s still worth checking to see if he might give you something up front to help out.”

She shrugged. “I mean, if I have to keep going without,” she said, “it will be fine for a few more months, I guess.”

“What about Wendy?”

“I have to wait another week, I think, to get the next consignment check,” she said, “They are coming, although not as big as the first one. Still, hopefully they’ll be enough to keep me going for a few more months.” She shook her head. “After that, well, I don’t know.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, “because a lot can happen in those weeks.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s just become more of a habit to worry than not.”

“And I get it,” he said, “but you’re doing okay, honestly?”

“I guess so.” She looked at the huge bunches of yellow and purple pansies nearby and walked closer. “These are really pretty.” A big pile of dead ones was in the center though. She frowned. “Except for these guys. They need some care. Is this a city park?”

“Yes, so the city gardeners look after it. When they can…”

She nodded, then walked closer to where the dead plants were and noted powdery stuff all around the base of it. “It looks like something was dumped here, something toxic—to the plants anyway.”

“Don’t touch the stuff then.”

She stepped back, looked down at her feet, then winced. “I better go rinse off.” She headed to the water, swooshed her feet around a little to clean them off, and then she came back out. “You know, Mack. If families come here, you might want to get that cleaned up.”

He looked at the flowers. “Do you think it’s bad news?”

She shrugged. “It killed the pansies. I know we haven’t had any rain lately, but the rest of the flowers look okay. It’s just that one spot. And it’s not doing much for the plants. I’d hate to see a kid or some pets get into it. It gave me a tingly feeling on my toes.”

At that, he frowned, then hopped up and walked over to take a closer look. “A partially buried box is in the sand here.” He took a closer look at it and frowned. “Rat poison.”

She looked up at him. “Why would somebody put that here?”

He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter why they put it here. They shouldn’t have. This is a public site.” He made a quick phone call. “We should get this cleaned up in no time.”

She nodded. “So please tell me there haven’t been any current deaths by poisoning.” He stared at her, so she shrugged. “I mean, if you ran here, and you had a murder weapon in your hand,” she said, “what better place than to toss it into a garden, where nobody will see it?”

He looked at her, then at the flower bed. “Crap.”

She stared at him. “What?”

“We’ve been keeping it under wraps,” he said, “but two days ago we had a man walk into the hospital, saying he’d been poisoned. He was admitted immediately, but he didn’t make it.”

She stared at Mack. “Poisoned… in the pansies?”

He squeezed his eyes shut, then glared at her. “No! And again it’s not a cold case, so you stay out of it.”

She frowned, but inside she was like, Poisoned in the Pansies. Perfect. And she grinned at him. “Of course I’ll stay out of your case.”

He glared at her, while she just beamed. “At least until I can’t.”

And then she burst out laughing.


Chapter 1
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Next Day, Monday Afternoon, Early August

Doreen Montgomery kept looking at her watch, knowing that Corporal Mack Moreau would show up any moment. Her mind buzzed with questions. They’d spent most of Sunday together, until their plans had been completely kiboshed when he got another call in. Curious, and yet determined to find out, she’d asked him about that call several times, when they had talked throughout the day, but he wouldn’t give her any answers.

Of course he wouldn’t, which meant it was a current case. Of course it was. He didn’t deal with cold cases, unless she dumped them in his lap.

She almost laughed at that because dumping things in his lap was something she had become pretty good at. And, so far, he’d been absolutely great at picking up the ball and helping her out. But she also knew that his hands were tied more often than not, and he just couldn’t do some things. Which is also when she tended to jump in without him to get done what she needed. But, at this point in time, she wanted to know if his current case was connected to what they had found at Sarsons Beach Park.

She had driven back early this morning, but the box of poison was gone. Now she was relieved, but, at the same time, she wanted an update. She looked down at Mugs, who sat ever-so-attentively at her side, staring at her lunch. “It’s a salad. I’m getting better in the kitchen, but I’m surely not to that point where I’m cooking your meals, buddy.”

Mugs woofed at her.

She laughed, walked over to the cupboard, and found the dog treats. As soon as she pulled out the bag, Goliath sauntered forward, and Thaddeus—who’d been sleeping on the roost nearby in the living room—immediately opened his eyes. “Thaddeus is here. Thaddeus is here.”

She laughed and added affectionately, “You’re all here, idjit.”

He cocked his head at her, opened one eye, and just gave her that gimlet stare. He’d been doing that more often, especially whenever she gave him a term that he didn’t particularly like.

“Fine, okay.” She rolled her eyes. “I apologize for calling you an idjit.” Not sure he understood the apology part. He still glared at her. She shook her head and chuckled. “I don’t know if I’ve told you lately, guys, but you have certainly enriched my life.”

At that, Mugs woofed again.

Doreen stood here, staring at them, a questioning look on her face. Meanwhile, Mugs nudged her hand, waiting for the treats there. “Oh, right.” She laughed at the situation. She was calling them idiots, when she was one too, it seemed.

At least she could laugh about it and now knew, with her growing self-confidence, to acknowledge that she was smart enough when needed. She bent down and gave Mugs a treat and then walked over and pulled out treats for Goliath. After she gave him one, Mugs raced over and barked, looking for another treat.

“No.” She shook her head. “You just got your treat. And you know that Goliath and Thaddeus also get treats of their own, right?”

Mugs just gave her the most mournful look, with those huge brown eyes of his, and she felt her heart starting to melt. But she shook her head. “No. I know Mack is coming, and he’s likely to give you treats too.” She sighed. “We have to consider our budget and must also keep that waistline of yours somewhat in check.”

Of course that just reminded her that they hadn’t been for much of a W—walk—today. And she’d gotten to the point of saying W these days, even in her mind, because not only did Mugs understand the word but Goliath did also, and so did Thaddeus now. Sometimes she thought Thaddeus could read her mind because, even now, he hopped up and looked at her. “Walk, walk, walk.”

And that started Mugs off in a cacophony of barking.

She glared at Thaddeus. “Why? Why do you have to go ruin the peace and quiet?”

Instead of giving her a well-thought-out answer, he looked at her, bent over, and bobbed his head up and down. “He-he-he-he.”

She glared at him. “You know that you’re becoming a real pain, right?”

He stopped and looked at her and blinked.

And once again she felt like a heel. “Fine,” she muttered. “While we should wait for Mack, let’s go down to the creek.” She opened the back door, letting Mugs lead the way, as he raced out into the backyard, barking, but at nothing. She shook her head at that, looked down at Goliath. He remained stretched out on the kitchen floor, eyeing the open door.

“Do you want to come, buddy?”

Goliath sniffed the air, as if to say, Hah, you finally invited me. And, with that royal attitude, he sauntered out the door, even as Thaddeus hopped onto the railing out on the deck—a deck that she absolutely adored—and then onto her shoulder, as she walked past. She looked over at him. “You could walk, you know.”

And he curled his head against her shoulder and whispered in a low voice, “Thaddeus loves Nan.”

“Yeah, I’m not Nan.”

He’d started doing that a couple times a day too. Doreen wasn’t sure if it was just about seeing Nan or if this was Thaddeus’s way of telling Doreen that he needed more attention. He lifted his head and looked at her with that stare. “Nan, Nan, Nan.”

Thaddeus was doing his best to convince Doreen to walk down to Nan’s. She groaned. “It’ll be dinnertime at Rosemoor soon. We’d have to come right back. We don’t want to interrupt Nan’s dinner or not be here for Mack, now do we?”

Almost immediately she got a text on her phone. It was from Mack.

I’ll be an hour late for dinner.

She stared down at it, even as Thaddeus peered at her phone too. On her shoulder, he repeated, “He-he-he-he.”

Wow, he can read my mind and my phone too? Doreen shook her head, giving in. “Okay, fine. We’ll walk down to Rosemoor, have a quick visit with Nan, and then we’ll come back to meet Mack.” She headed along the river and quickly pulled out her phone and dialed Nan.

“Hi,” Nan cried out. “You coming for a visit?”

“Well, I was thinking of coming for a short one. Mack will be a little late for dinner.”

“Ah,” Nan noted, with that wealth of innuendo in her tone.

Doreen glared at her phone. “But I’m only coming if you don’t bug me about Mack.”

At that, Nan laughed out loud. “Oh my, it’s that serious, huh?”

“It’s not that serious at all,” Doreen argued, her tone turned stiff.

“Come on down, child,” Nan replied. “It’d be absolutely lovely to see you. I’ve missed you. I was hoping to see you this past weekend.”

Doreen winced. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ll explain when I get there.”

She put away her phone, and, with the others in tow, she walked along the river, amazed at how much lower it was now. Mugs could walk into the river bed several feet away from the bank now, without getting wet at all. With the three of them tagging along at various speeds, they finally made it to Nan’s.

As Doreen walked across the grass, not on the stepping stones, she still winced. If Rosemoor’s old gardener had witnessed her doing this, he would have been on her case terribly. She made her way across the grass to find Nan on her little patio, waiting for them.

Nan smiled up at Doreen, then bent to greet Mugs and Goliath, who absolutely adored her. When she straightened, she smiled at Thaddeus on Doreen’s shoulder and then studied her granddaughter and noted, “You look lovely.”

Doreen raised an eyebrow. “I look the same as always.”

“Nope, not quite. You’ve put on a little bit of weight, and you look like you’re…” Nan paused. “Settled.”

At that, Doreen frowned. “That doesn’t sound too nice.”

“Oh, doesn’t it?” Nan asked. “I thought it was a lovely word. Let’s just say that you don’t look like you’re on the edge all the time anymore. You’ve taken a step back from the cliff.”

“What cliff?” Doreen asked, confused. She pointed at the little patio table and chairs. Then sat herself.

“The one called life,” Nan noted gently. “You don’t look like you’re starving or worried about where your next paycheck’s coming from.”

“Well, I should be,” Doreen muttered. She watched as Nan sat down and poured tea for them both. “Apparently everything’ll still be a while.”

“Some of these things take time,” Nan agreed. “But you will let me know if you run into serious trouble, right?”

Doreen laughed. “You know perfectly well I would try very hard to not have to ask you for any more help. You’ve been so generous already.”

“Generous, my foot.” Nan shrugged. “You’re my granddaughter. I’m entitled to spoil you.”

“And believe me. I greatly appreciate it. Mugs and I would be homeless without you. And I have so much pending money in progress, but nothing’s come to fruition yet.”

“What about Robin’s will?” Nan asked, referring to Doreen’s former divorce lawyer, who’d been murdered, but even stranger, somehow in a bit of clarity—maybe even anticipating her untimely death—had left everything to Doreen.

“It’s in probate, and they’ve still got to sell the house and her other physical holdings,” Doreen explained. “Plus, somewhere along the line, whenever that’s all taken care of, I’ll get an idea of what kind of money is involved and when I’ll get it.”

“Well, she owned property in Vancouver.” Nan beamed at the thought. “We know what the property prices there are like.”

“We do.” Doreen shook her head and threw up her hands in frustration. “But that doesn’t mean I’ll get much for it. Besides, I don’t even know what all she owned, much less what she might owe to everybody.”

“No, I suppose not,” Nan agreed. “The lawyers will definitely take a pile off the top, won’t they?”

“I expect so,” she murmured. “So far my experience with lawyers has not been that great.”

“What about Nick? Mack’s brother should be a good one.”

“I keep bugging him. I’m wondering if he’s ignoring me.”

“Maybe.” Nan had a sip of tea and then laughed. “But don’t stop. You know how I feel about the squeaky wheel.”

“I do, indeed.” She smiled. “And I don’t think he’s deliberately trying to ignore me. I think my ex is trying to ignore him on the whole divorce settlement issue, so I guess Nick has nothing to tell me yet.”

“Of course your husband—”

“Soon-to-be ex-husband,” Doreen corrected.

“Yes, dear. But technically and legally still your horrid husband. Anyway, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he tries to argue against your bequeathment from the will.”

Doreen stared at Nan in shock. “Robin’s will?”

At that, Nan nodded. She lowered her voice, leaned forward. “I mean, after all, they were having an affair. I’m sure he had expectations of getting something from her.”

“Great,” Doreen muttered, “that’ll send everything backward in terms of getting things settled.”

“Doesn’t mean he has a leg to stand on in that department of course,” Nan added.

“No. But just the thought of it is enough to make the hairs go up on the back of my neck. He’ll just delay what is already a very slow process. I just want to totally be rid of him. Is that too much to ask?” She shuddered. “I am getting a check from Wendy here pretty soon, so I have that coming in.” She nodded. “That will help tide me over.”

“Good,” Nan replied. “And you still haven’t heard anything regarding the antiques yet?”

“No. Scott did say that a catalog with all your items has been mailed to me though.” She added, “That’ll be pretty exciting to see how well the restoration went on everything.”

“It will. You know that to do these things right, it’ll take time.”

“I know.” She sighed. “But taking time is a whole different story than taking this much time.”

“It’s antiques, and they are very high-end antiques,” Nan stated. “You could have an awful lot of money there to deal with eventually.”

“Well, I’d be happy to have that problem.” Doreen smiled. “I don’t mind helping out with all these cold cases. Yet if I could make a living at it? Well, that would make my life easier.”

“Would it? What about when you have all that money?”

“You keep talking about all that money. I don’t know how much that money totals, and I don’t know how much or what one would do with that money because I don’t have any figures yet. Are we talking millions? Are we talking hundreds of thousands? Are we talking enough to pay the house taxes and the utilities before winter? Or are we talking like I have enough to smile about, but, hey, I need a nine-to-five day job?”

“Well, I would hope we’re talking millions,” Nan replied quietly. “I spent a lot of money on those antiques back in the day, and, with inflation, everything has just gotten that much more expensive.”

She stared at her. “Well, millions would be lovely,” she noted cautiously. “But because we don’t have any actual figures, I don’t want to count on anything.”

“And then there’s Robin’s will of course.”

“And again, that’s not necessarily anything I can count on.” Doreen thought about it for a moment and then added reluctantly, “Mack did suggest that maybe I contact Robin’s estate lawyer to see if there was any way to get any of the money now, so that I could pay some bills.”

Nan leaned forward. “Oh dear, are you that broke?”

“No, no. Not broke exactly but probate’s supposed to take about nine months.”

At that, Nan nodded. “And you don’t have enough money for nine months, do you?”

“I don’t know what I have enough money for,” she replied. “It seems like, every time I turn around, I find expenses that I wasn’t considering.”

“And of course you now have Mack to consider.”

Doreen stared at her grandmother, confused. “And what do I have to consider about Mack?” she asked in astonishment. “If anything, he pays for so much more than I do. At least when it comes to food, he won’t let me pay.”

“Well, there is that, but you know his birthday is coming up. It’s not for another month or so though. Still, time to think about what you want to do.”

At that, Doreen sat back and stared at her, nonplussed. Mugs leaned his head against her leg in solidarity, as she mindlessly dropped a hand to scratch behind his ears.

Nan chuckled. “You didn’t know, did you?”

She slowly shook her head. “No, I didn’t know. Now I’ll just worry all that much more.”

“Worry, why?”

“Well, what will I get him?” she asked in astonishment. “Even if money were not an issue—but it is—what could I possibly give him that he probably already has or doesn’t want or need? I mean, the man does everything for me. There’s hardly anything I can do that is nice enough for him.”

“Well, you do a lot of nice things for him now,” Nan noted quietly.

“I don’t,” she argued. “For instance, he’s coming for dinner tonight, but he’s cooking the main meal, bringing the groceries too. I made a salad.” She raised both palms. “Like, whoopie-do.”

Nan chuckled. “But you’re also spending a lot of time with him,” she added, with emphasis.

She stared at Nan suspiciously. “And?”

“You know that he wants a lot more.”

“Well, I’m not giving it to him,” Doreen replied. Then blushed.

Nan burst out laughing. “And that’s absolutely right. You should hold out and make sure what you have is for real.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, dear. I can see that husband of yours really did a number on you. Mack is a good man. Just remember that. He’s nothing like your husband, soon-to-be ex-husband.”

“Thank heavens,” Doreen whispered. “One was enough.”

“And you are away from that evil man. I’m so thankful for that.”

“Me too,” Doreen added. “And that I had you to go to.”

Nan nodded. “Exactly. You need healthy relationships in your life. And I’m talking about two issues here. One is your growing romantic relationship with Mack, which you should address when you are ready and not a moment sooner. Two is that you already give Mack some pretty priceless gifts, even now, just with your friendship.”

“But what do I give Mack?” Doreen asked, obviously confused and growing a little bit perturbed. “I know I’m not stupid, at least not as stupid as my ex made me out to be, but this conversation is making me feel stupid, Nan.”

Nan patted her granddaughter’s hand. “I’m just saying that you give Mack an awful lot of things that money can’t buy, like spending time with him, giving him a pleasant home away from home—or even a home away from the office. I’ve seen the two of you banter back and forth. In his position, I doubt too many people speak up to him like you do, who dare to tell him the truth. He’s got to admire you and to respect you for that,… even if you do get pushy about your cold cases.”

“Hey, I’m not pushy,” Doreen argued.

“Okay. You’re curious. Is that better?” Her grandmother smirked.

“Fine.” Doreen huffed and leaned back into her chair.

“Anyway, back to my original point here. You don’t know what an oasis you probably are to that man.”

Doreen frowned. “Oasis?”

Nan nodded. “A safe place where he’s accepted for who he is. Everybody needs that in life. To belong. To feel appreciated for just being themselves.”

“That’s true,” Doreen murmured. “That’s what I want as well.”

“Exactly,” Nan crowed. “So don’t sell yourself short. You are measuring everything by money, which is easy to do when you are as broke as you are, but remember. There are other measurements, like kindness, generosity, being true to self, allowing others to be true to themselves. So you have plenty you could, and you already do give Mack, and it’s not always about money. Now, that said, how long will you make the poor man wait?”

Doreen snorted. “You just told me that I should wait until I’m ready.”

“You should wait until you’re sure that’s what you want,” she replied carefully. “But that’s a different story than making him wait.” Doreen stared at her grandmother in complete confusion. Nan tilted her head, smiled, and continued. “You know that words would go a long way for him.”

“So would a lot of other things.” She gave Nan an eye roll. “I’m not ready for that either.”

“And you don’t have to be,” Nan agreed. “But you know where you’re heading.”

“I know where we’re heading,” she noted cautiously. “At the moment, that doesn’t mean that I am ready to be heading anywhere faster.”

“Has he pushed you?”

“No, of course not.” Then she sighed. “He’s actually been very patient.”

“And there’s a reason for that.”

Doreen stared at Nan, frowning.

“Because he cares,” she stated gently.

At that, Doreen slowly nodded. “It would appear so.”

“And you’re still being so cautious about it.” Nan chuckled. “We’re talking about Mack here, not Jack the Ripper.”

Doreen shrugged. “I’m not divorced yet. And that marriage was enough to scare me off of relationships completely.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.” Nan shook her head, her grimace evident. “Your ex was quite a pain in the butt.”

“Yeah, and he still is,” she muttered.

“Have you heard from him recently?”

“No, thank heavens,” she blurted out. “But that doesn’t mean he isn’t out there, waiting for an opportunity to get back into my life.”

At that, Nan stared at her, her jaw dropping. “You wouldn’t let him, would you?”

“No, no, no. Of course not,” she stated and frowned. “But that doesn’t mean that I don’t feel like he’s hounding me somewhat.”

“Well, that’s scary,” Nan admitted. “Even hearing that is very disconcerting. He’s not a nice man.”

“Ya think? No, I absolutely am not letting him back in my life,” she muttered. “But that doesn’t mean that he won’t try something.” Doreen sighed, frowned, then faced her grandmother. “After all, you just said he might stop me from getting anything from Robin’s will. And, since we know how he is about money and not wanting to let it go, if he loses that fight, then he might think a proper plan B would be to hook up with me to live off Robin’s money.… Or worse.”

“Don’t go there. I know you deal with too many cold cases to not have it color your thinking too.” Nan sat back, studying her granddaughter. “Sounds like you need to have a talk with Mack about bigger issues than just your relationship.”

“And what am I supposed to say?” she asked. “I mean, Mack already looks after me in many, many ways. He’s overly protective now. If I talk to him about this, these concerns about my ex—and they are just suspicions, not facts, not evidence, and
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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