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“Are you going to twist yourself into a pretzel at this yoga class?” Martha asked.  

“I hope not,” Pru answered her roommate and friend. 

“Ruff?” Teddy, the nine-month-old white Coton de Tulear, peered at Pru, his fur springing up under his eyes.

It was late Tuesday afternoon in April, and Pru had just gotten home from her job as assistant librarian. She just had time to grab her yoga gear and head to the new class being held in the small town of Gold Leaf Valley.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come?” she asked Martha.

“Nope.” Martha’s short gray curls sprung around her surprisingly youthful face as she shook her head. “Just getting around with this thing—” she patted her rolling walker “—is enough exercise for me. Most of the time, anyway.”

“You mean when you’re not chasing down suspects?” she gently teased.

“That’s right.” Martha nodded vigorously.

“Ruff!”

“After all, I am president of our senior sleuthing club,” Martha continued with a grin. “If I don’t take down the bad guys, who will?”

“The police?”

“That’s if we don’t catch them first.” Martha sounded just like Pru imagined the fictional retired lady detective would, in the TV script Martha had been working on for a while now. 

“You go off and enjoy yourself,” Martha said. “When you get home, we can order pizza for dinner – and it’s my turn to choose.”

“True.” Pru smiled at them and hurried out the door. When she’d arrived in the Gold-Rush era town last year, her housing options had been limited to the local motel – until she’d heard that Martha needed a roommate. The situation had suited them both, as well as Teddy, and now the three of them were firm friends. 

She hopped into her silver SUV, slinging her yoga mat and blanket into the passenger seat. When a woman had put up a poster at the library advertising classes, Pru had been intrigued. It had been a while since she’d taken a yoga class, and she hadn’t kept up with her home practice. Today was the perfect time to start anew. 

After driving a few blocks, she arrived at the small studio on the main street and climbed up the flight of stairs. Wooden handrails lined each side of the staircase. Below was a small accountant’s office, with a sign saying they were closed for a two-week vacation. 

Opening the wooden door, Pru, wearing black yoga pants and a blue T-shirt, stepped inside the studio. She almost tripped over a small nail lying on the ground near the doorway. Glancing up, she took notice of the big, bare room, with wooden floorboards and small windows. Five ladies were already sitting cross-legged on their mats, including her friend Zoe, from the Norwegian Forest Cat Café.

“Over here!” The slim, twenty-something girl patted the empty space next to her, her brunette pixie cut highlighting her features. “That’s Sunny.” She jerked her head toward an athletic woman wearing khaki yoga pants and matching crop top, sitting cross-legged facing the others. 

“Thanks.” Pru settled down next to her in the front row, looking around curiously. Their instructor was busy checking her phone, her copper brown hair cut in a short, flattering style with a layered fringe sweeping across her forehead. She had an air of efficiency about her. The other students murmured to each other.  

“Am I late?” Doris, another friend of Pru’s, rushed in and looked around. She wore wrinkled jeans, and a red and white checked shirt, her short hair looking a little messy.  

“Jeans are not acceptable.” Sunny looked up and frowned at Doris. “Proper yoga outfits only.”

“Oh – I’m sorry.” Doris flushed and looked down at the tote bag in her hand where an old red blanket peeked out, along with a black yoga mat.

“It will have to do for today,” Sunny said in annoyance, “but don’t bother coming back next week if you can’t dress appropriately.”

There was a small, collective gasp, including Pru’s. She looked up at Doris and patted the empty space next to her. Doris sank down next to her and took off her shoes, her head down.

“Shoes at the door,” Sunny barked. 

“Yeah, shoes at the door,” a girl with ash-blonde hair in a tight ponytail said. She wore a silver nose-ring and her eyebrows looked professionally sculpted. “Everyone knows that.”

“Not if they’re new to yoga,” Pru replied. 

“Yeah,” Zoe chimed in. “How would someone know if they’re not told?”

“They’re told now,” Sunny snapped, glancing at the girl who had spoken. “Is anyone else coming, Danielle?”

“Not that I know of.” Danielle frowned. “I told everyone at the Sacramento studio about this class and how awesome it was going to be – much better than anything Angela has. And everyone promised to come.” 

Sunny glanced at her sports watch. “We might as well start now. My classes do not run late.” She looked at Doris. “You – what’s your name?”

“Doris.” Doris gulped and flushed. 

“Sit cross-legged like the others.”

“Okay.” Doris wriggled herself into position, a little “ouch” escaping from her lips.

“First, we will warm up our necks.” Sunny demonstrated, slowly moving her head to the left, and then back to the right. “Five sides each. And then we will—”

The door burst open and a tall man with dark hair strode across the room. “I told you I needed the rent paid on time.” He scowled at Sunny.

Pru’s eyes widened and she looked first at Zoe on her left, and then at Doris on her right. They each looked just as taken aback as she did. 

“Not now, Kevin,” Sunny snapped. “I’m teaching a class.”

“I made it clear when you leased this space that you needed to pay the rent up front.”

“And I will,” Sunny replied. “Tonight. I told you, there was a mix up at the bank and my payment didn’t go through. Why don’t you storm into the bank and demand they give you my rent money instead of disrupting my class like this?” 

“Not much of a class,” he sneered, his gaze sweeping the seven students.

“Next week’s will be twice as big,” Sunny told him. “Now get out of here!”

“That rent better be paid tonight.” He gave her a black look. 

From her vantage point, Pru couldn’t help a shiver. The expression on Kevin’s face chilled her spine. 

He stalked out of the room, slamming the door shut behind him.

There was a small silence. 

“Necks,” Sunny spoke. “Five movements each side. Let’s go, people!”

“It’s just as well Lauren didn’t come,” Zoe whispered out of the side of her mouth to Pru as she mentioned her cousin and colleague at the cafe. “She wouldn’t like this.”

“I don’t know if I like it so far,” she admitted in a hushed tone of her own. Still, she wanted to be fair, and the class had only started five minutes ago.

“Am I doing it right?” Doris asked Pru anxiously, turning her head to the left.

She glanced up at Sunny who sat in front of them, moving her neck while staring at her phone screen. Was she checking on the bank payment mix-up? Or something else?

“It looks right to me,” Pru replied reassuringly. 

“Thanks.” Doris gave a little smile.

“No talking!” Danielle raised her voice. “Sunny, they’re talking!”

“Anyone who talks again will be sent to the back row. I won’t tell you again, people. You’re here to do yoga, not talk!”

Danielle smirked at Doris, then returned her admiring gaze to Sunny, who put her phone down and focused on the students. 

“Get ready for sphinx,” Sunny barked. She lay on her stomach and rested on her elbows, looking like the famous Egyptian statue. “Sphinx, not cobra, everyone! You, Doris, what are you doing?”

Pru peeked at her friend, who was struggling to push herself up on her arms. 

“I don’t know,” Doris replied miserably. “I’ve never done yoga before.”

“You’ve never done ...” Sunny clapped a hand to her forehead, otherwise maintaining her impeccable sphinx pose. 

“The poster in the library didn’t say beginners weren’t welcome,” Pru found her voice.

“That’s right!” Zoe agreed. “I’m a beginner, too.”

“But you’re a lot better than her.” Sunny pointed at Doris. 

“Only people who deserve to do yoga are allowed in Sunny’s class,” Danielle told them loftily.

“The ad said everyone welcome.” Pru frowned. 

“Hush, Danielle,” Sunny admonished her. Glancing at Doris, she said, “Copy her,” and pointed to Pru. 

After doing sphinx, then cobra, they moved into downward dog. 

“Yuck,” Zoe panted, her palms and the balls of her feet on the mat. “I thought my fitness wasn’t bad, but ...”

“I know,” Pru sympathized. She was feeling her lack of practice, her arms straining to maintain the posture.

“Help!” Doris crumpled into a heap on the floor. 

Sunny tsked, but otherwise ignored her.

“Are you okay?” Pru murmured.

“I think so.” Doris raised her head to face her. “I came straight here from an eight-hour shift at Gary’s. Maybe I should have tried this on my day off.”

“Hey, want to grab a burger there when class is finished?” Zoe suggested, looking at both of them sideways.

“I’d love to,” Pru replied, “but Martha is waiting at home for me. We’re going to order pizza.”

“Ooh – yum!” Zoe’s eyes lit up, while her head still faced down. “That’s a good idea. I think I’ll do that too when I get home. How about next week? The three of us could go to Gary’s after this—” she dropped her voice even more “—torture session is over.”

“That sounds great.” Pru smiled. “How about you, Doris?”

“If I live that long,” Doris joked. “But it sounds good. I can use my discount for us.”

“Awesome!”

“You!” Sunny pointed at Zoe. “Back row – now!”

“Oops.” Zoe stood and mimed zipping her lips shut. “Sorry.”

Pru turned to look at her as Zoe moved to the empty back row, unable to help smiling when Zoe winked at her.

“Stand,” Sunny ordered. “Get into warrior one.”

“What’s warrior ...” Doris’s voice trailed off as the door opened with a bang. 

Pru turned to look at the newcomer, and then wished she hadn’t. It was her worst nightmare come true.
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“Am I late?” the newcomer asked, her tone not seeming to care if she was or not. She was around Pru’s age, mid-twenties, and wore her light caramel hair in waves cascading over her shoulders. Her outfit of gold yoga pants and black, long-sleeved top criss-crossing at the back showed off her slim figure.

“Yes,” Sunny growled. “Back row.”

“Pru!” The girl smiled. “I hoped you’d be here. When I saw the poster at the motel, I wondered if you’d attend.”

“Bridget,” she managed to get out evenly.

“No more talk!” Sunny clapped her hands once. “The next person who speaks will be thrown out, and you will not get a refund!”

“Yeah!” Danielle murmured, then became silent when Sunny’s frown turned on her.

Pru couldn’t concentrate on the rest of the class. What was Bridget doing here? How did she know that Pru lived here now? And why on earth had she hoped that Pru would be at this class? 

Sunny barked at her a few times, criticizing her posture, but she didn’t care. All Pru could think about was why Bridget was in town.

Finally, the class ended with a scant three-minute relaxation in corpse pose. 

“I expect to see everyone back here the same time next week,” Sunny informed them when everyone started rolling up their mats. “And tell your friends.”

“Yeah, tell your friends,” Danielle parroted.

Sunny glanced at her. “That reminds me, Danielle, when are you starting your teacher training?”

“The course was full so I couldn’t enroll,” the girl explained. “I’ve put my name down on the waitlist in case anyone drops out.”

“They probably won’t,” Sunny replied. “That course is renowned for the quality of its new yoga teachers. You’ve been talking about teaching for a while now – when are you actually going to do it?”

“Soon,” Danielle mumbled. 

“Sunny!” The door banged open and a tall woman with raven hair stormed in. She wore black yoga pants, a white T-shirt, and a thunderous expression on her face.

“Angela,” Sunny greeted her with a smirk.

“Don’t you dare steal my students!” The woman stalked to the front of the room and poked her finger in Sunny’s khaki-clad chest. “You’ve worked for me for how long? I paid you well, made allowances for your teaching style because somehow several students seemed to like your classes, but this is how you repay me?”

“What did you expect me to do?” Sunny shrugged. “You wouldn’t give me a raise, or schedule the classes to suit me. Of course I was going to walk.”

“But poaching my students ...” Angela fisted her hands on her hips. “That’s a new low, even for you.”

“Can I help it if they prefer my rigorous style over your insipid one?” Sunny asked. “It’s a free country, isn’t it? People can join whichever yoga class they want.”

“Yeah,” Danielle added.

Both instructors turned and scowled at her.

“People need to be pushed to their physical best,” Sunny continued. “My classes do that. And you know students can’t get enough of it.”

“Some students.” Angela shook her head. “I think you’ve done me a favor. Your quitting saved me the paperwork of firing you. And if any students at my center want to join your classes—” she swept her gaze over the attendees, one of whom blushed “—then good luck to you. May you enjoy the yoga you deserve.” She stalked out of the room.

“Wow!” Zoe rushed over to Pru. “I wonder what that was all about?”

“You probably wouldn’t understand, because you haven’t been to Angela’s studio.” Danielle joined them, her fancy yoga mat under her arm, and holding a pair of pristine white sneakers. “Angela’s been holding back Sunny for years – now Sunny can strike out on her own and totally dominate the yoga world.”

“Pru.” Bridget came up to her. 

She’d almost forgotten about her due to the drama she’d just witnessed. 

“Yes?” She stared at her ex-best friend, wondering what she’d ever seen in her. By now, Pru knew not to be fooled by her charming exterior.

“I thought we could grab a bite to eat after class and catch up.” Bridget had a puzzled look on her face, as if she wasn’t expecting Pru’s aloof manner.

“Sorry, I’m expected home.”

“She’s already got a dinner date.” Zoe winked at Pru.

“You’re seeing someone?” Bridget sounded surprised. 

“Yep, she’s definitely seeing someone tonight,” Zoe said in a cheery tone. 

“Well ... see you around.” Bridget picked up her yoga mat and walked slowly out of the room. 

Not if I see you first.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have interfered,” Zoe said after a moment. “But I noticed how shocked you looked when she came into class and joined me in the back row. I shouldn’t have meddled, though.”

“I’m glad you did,” Pru replied with a smile.

“Do you know her well?” Doris asked, stuffing her yoga mat and blanket into her bag.

“I thought I did – last year. It’s a long story.” And not one she felt like explaining right now.

“You know I’m here if you ever feel like talking,” Zoe said. “Lauren, too. And Annie. She might be a Norwegian Forest Cat but she’s a great listener and loves helping when she can.”

“I know.” Pru nodded. 

“That goes for me, too,” Doris said.

“Thanks.” Pru smiled at her new friends. “And I’ve got Martha and Teddy as well. I think I’m very lucky I ended up here in Gold Leaf Valley. Maybe Bridget actually did me a favor.”

“Are you coming to yoga next week?” Zoe’s eyes glinted with mischief as they walked out the door, leaving Sunny talking to a couple of students, including Danielle.

“I’m not.” Doris shook her head. “My legs are so wobbly, I’m not sure if I can make it to my car and it’s parked right outside.”

“I know what you mean,” Pru sympathized. “Unfortunately, I think this yoga class was a mistake.” In more ways than one.
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