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  Chapter one
Accident at Horse Haven 


Christie fought the urge to flee as six pairs of eyes all turned to fix their gaze on her. 
“Fine, I’ll do it. But this is the first and last time I’m going to be the mc for any fundraiser.”
Smiles broke forth on faces and heads nodded in unison.
“Great.” Lana replied. “Now, let’s go to the next item on the agenda. That would be catering.”
Christie barely heard the conversation as the sounds of loud clanging came through the office door. A door to the interior room burst open, and one of the volunteers of the equine rescue came rushing inside.
“There’s been an accident. Gabe’s been hurt.”
Seats were shoved back as everyone rushed outside to see a man lying on the ground. Others surrounded him while the electrical contractor’s supervisor spoke on the phone.
“Is that nine-one-one?” Christie blurted out as the man nodded. She rushed to the injured man, kneeling down next to him. “Help’s on the way, Gabe. Don’t move.”
While it had been over six years since Christie had hung up her nursing career, she still knew that Gabe’s vitals were critical. She did the only thing she could do until the medical teams arrived; she held his left hand and prayed he wasn’t suffering.
Shushed voices and a few sobs came from those standing by helplessly. A hand touched her shoulder. It was the supervisor. He bent down and spoke softly, “They’re on their way.” He glanced at Gabe and as his eyes met Christie’s, a look of sadness passed between them. It was clear they both knew that the prospects for Gabe didn’t bode well.
It seemed like forever before they heard the sirens of a firetruck and an ambulance approaching. The medical tech jumped from the firetruck, carrying a large bag with him. They were asked to step back, and Christie noted that many of the board members were huddled together, whispering among themselves.
As she moved back, her foot hit a piece of metal. The ladder. Christie turned and studied the position of the ladder and pieces of the scaffolding scattered across the floor. From the looks of it, Gabe must have been up on one of the tall ladders and it had fallen, taking him with it. In an effort to stop the fall, he must have reached out for the scaffolding but, unfortunately, it had come away as well., taking him with it.
Landing on a concrete floor, she noticed he wasn’t wearing his hard hat. Maybe he was just going up to retrieve something. No, that was one thing she’d liked about hiring this group. They were strict on safety for their employees and anyone that went around the work they were doing. When they’d begun, they’d even had a safety talk for the staff and the volunteers. That’s when she’d first met Gabe, who had been overseeing the work for them to hang more lighting for the upcoming gala.
She glanced toward the ceiling where he’d been working. There was a series of scaffolding in place as the electrical contracting company worked on the lighting. If he’d been using the ladder to access the upper lofts and then crossed over to the main scaffold to get back to it, had he stumbled on the way down? Off in the corner, she saw a hard hat with the company name, Bryson, on it. It must have come off when he fell.
As the medical team worked on Gabe, one of the board members pointed out a new arrival at the front door. Christie spied a woman who must be the writer she’d agreed to give an interview to for the local paper, The Comfort Bulletin.
Oh no. This was terrible timing, but better to get it over with, as there was nothing she could do to help Gabe and she didn’t want to reschedule. It had been difficult making this time free with all the last minute gala items on top of regular operations.
The woman, who looked to be in her thirties, pushed her designer sunglasses up on her head, revealing the auburn roots in her golden blonde hair. “What’s going on?”
“An accident. The electrician putting up some extra lighting for the gala.” Christie stood directly in front of the woman to block her vision. The one thing that Christie knew intimately, having worked decades as a hospice nurse, were the signs of impending death. Gabe deserved better than people gawking over him as he took his last breaths. And she’d seen miracles happen when people survived. Either way, it was no business of the woman standing in front of her.
“Everyone, please. Let’s give them some room.” Christie’s eyes met Lana’s, who nodded and began escorting board members and volunteers back into the office space and away from the barn area. Once they had made their way back up to the main offices inside the administration section of the barn, Christie motioned to the woman. “I’m sorry, um, Teresa, right? Let’s go upstairs to my office.” Christie motioned for the young woman to follow her through to her office.
Christie strode inside and made her way around her desk, overflowing with papers and other office paraphernalia. Even though she tried to use the computer for most things, Christie had finally given up, as her mind didn’t work that way. She looked up at the whiteboard facing her desk, Post-it’s in an assortment of colors showing at a glance what was upcoming, in process or done. With the gala taking so much time, there were few colors in the area for the items that were done. Christie’s top priority was to remedy that soon. But this thing with Gabe meant that her mind and most of the others would be on him today. Christie sat in her swivel office chair while she motioned for Teresa to take a seat opposite her in one of the upholstered chairs. The chairs had been Bob’s, one of the board members, taken from his offices when he’d retired. He’d also donated his large mahogany desk, but it simply wouldn’t work. In the end, they’d convinced him to sell his desk and chair and give the money to Horse Haven. Christie had been shocked when he came by with a check for fifteen thousand dollars. She couldn’t imagine spending that much money on a desk and chair. Turned out that had only been for the desk as the buyer didn’t want the chair, which had seen lots of use over the years. Christie had been the recipient and now sat in the large leather chair. She clasped her hands on her desk, took a deep breath, and readied herself for the interview.
“Thanks for meeting with me. I’m sorry it’s come at such a horrible time. Was there an accident?”
“Yes, Gabe—” Christie stopped herself from saying was a nice guy. She needed to stay focused. He was well cared for with the medical crew. Miracles happened. She shot up another quick prayer for him and those working on him. Then turned her focus back on Teresa and the interview.
Focusing on what’s in front of her had been one of the first things Christie had learned when she had gone into nursing. The ability to compartmentalize allowed you to retain your emotional stability and sanity. It’s why she’d been able to work with dying patients day after day and not collapse in tears. She’d laughed with many of them as they joked about things and sat with them as they cried over things they wished they wouldn’t have put off in their life.
Christie placed her folded hands on the wooden desk. “Now, what would you like to know?”
“I have much of the basic information, but if you could give me a quick overview, just to make sure I have my facts correct?”
Christie nodded. “Sure.”
Teresa set her phone down on the desk, “Okay if I record this? Sometimes my notes turn into scribbles even I can’t read. It helps in case I can’t recall something or need to add another piece of information to the article.” She smiled at Christie. “Oh, before I forget, could I also get some pictures to include?”
“Sure. I can have Alice send you some. How many would you like?”
“If we could have one of the exterior, one of the horses, maybe one of the staff or volunteers, and any others you think might be appropriate.”
“I’ll have her send you some and also include some of the program participants if they’re okay with having their pictures used.”
“Great. Those pictures help to draw people in to read the story. Also, I believe you’re hosting your first gala?”
“Yes. It’s our first big donor push.”
“I’d be happy to include information on where to donate in the article if you’d like that.”
“That would be great.” Christie nodded. “Now, are we ready to begin?”
“Yes. How about a quick background on how you came to be on this place?”
“Okay, so let’s see. My Pop owns part of this land, as does Curtis Altgelt. Oh, do you need full names?”
“I have those, so no worries. Plus, if I need anything else, I’ll call you.”
“Great. Some years back, Lana—the vet here—had an idea for an equine rescue. It was her dream, and we connected with other groups and looked into what they were doing.” Christie stopped as the intercom sounded, asking about accepting a call. She rejected it and asked for all calls to be held.
Christie sighed. “Wow, six years. Time sure flies, doesn’t it? Lana went to vet school and during that time we started looking into helping horses that were either abandoned, their owners couldn’t care for them any longer, or ill. We collaborate with vets in the Kendall county area for horses that need further rehabilitation and care that require oversight of their cases. We also board horses, so that helps pay for the services we provide and soon people wanted to donate to it. We filed our five-o-one-c-three to gain nonprofit status and this year we’ll host our first major donor event.”
Christie paused, but Teresa nodded for her to continue.
“That’s what all the work is, that’s going on now. We set up the first barn, and that’s where the vets and techs office and most of the elderly or infirm horses are housed. We did a capital campaign, and this barn is the second phase. We’ll use this as an event space and upstairs we have some small loft offices we lease out, which helps pay overhead. In fact, that’s how we acquired a couple of our board members.” Christie paused, not sure how much background the woman wanted or required for her article, but when she still didn’t respond with a question, Christie pressed on. “We had plenty of land for horses, so it was decided to build this place on the edge of both properties, with both my Pop and Curtis gifting the nonprofit with the land.”
“So that equates to what, one hundred acres in total?”
“Approximately.”
“That’s a lot of land.” Teresa scribbled something on her notepad.
“Not really. Horses need a lot of land, and we knew that this series of barns and other facilities would also require enough land. With parking and especially parking for horse trailers, it’s not that much.”
“Wasn’t there some interest in buying this property? A lot of money was forfeited by gifting the land instead of selling it.”
“They wanted to build a housing development. This ensures that most of the land will remain as its always been while providing care for aging or neglected horses.” Christie stood and walked over to the window. “Sorry, want to see what’s going on.” She also wanted to stop this train of conversation. She spied the medical team still hovering around Gabe.
“I certainly understand. Does this accident mean that you’ll still host the fundraiser?”
“I would think so. It’s not for another month, anyway. We decided to have it in February on Saturday, the twelfth.”
“Let’s see here, the theme is Boots and Ballgowns, is that correct?” Teresa folded back her page, reading her notes.
“Yes. That’s correct. The gala will be in the evening. During the morning, we’re going to have some hayrides and pony rides, along with a petting farm for families. That night, we’ll host the event for our donors and sponsors.”
“Is that the way you support the nonprofit?”
“Actually, we do a combination of items.
Donations, campaigns, and fee-for-service.”
“I’ve never heard of that.”
“We have a veterinarian full-time, that’s Lana. Then we have students and interns who come out once a month along with those who do shoeing, and then of course short-term boarding, as I’ve already said. That pays for the small staff we have as well as overhead and allows all the donations to go directly to the care of the animals.”
Teresa smiled, “That’s great. And you’re the executive director?”
“Yes, though we may be making changes in the coming years. Wait, that’s off-the-record, okay?”
“Sure. This seems like a great place and has a wonderful mission.”
Christie nodded. “It is. Interested in working here? We could sure use a good writer on staff.” 
Hesitation played on Teresa’s face before she spoke again. “Thanks, but I’m pretty happy where I am for now.” She looked at her notes, and then her demeanor changed.
Christie wondered if this meant that she was about to take the interview in a different direction.
Teresa kept her gaze down as she asked, “I’ve heard that you’ve been in some, shall we say, interesting situations where people have turned up dead.”
Christie bristled at the new line of questioning. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”
“My notes say that while you were in Colorado on a vacation, an old college boyfriend died, then there’s the man found on your father’s property and on this other property.” She laughed, but it fell flat. “Now another accident has occurred today. That’s pretty interesting, don’t you think?”
Christie crossed her arms, trying to keep her temper under control. “I don’t find death interesting. It’s certainly not fodder for the papers when these people were killed.”
“Are you saying that someone tried to murder Gabe?”
Christie strode back to the desk, “Of course not! You’re trying to twist my words. This interview is over.”
Christie pushed a button on her phone, “Alice, can you escort Teresa out please?”
“Well, goodbye then.” Teresa picked up her phone, ending the recording.
“Goodbye.” Christie waited until the woman had left before she sat, slumping in her chair. Oh geez. She certainly didn’t want any issues to stop people from donating to the nonprofit if Teresa decided to do a hit piece versus a regular story. She better speak to Lana about the interview sooner than later.
Christie rose from her chair and watched as Teresa walked toward the door, but then quickly twisted back around as noise from below rose to the office. She rushed over to the front window overlooking the parking area. Another vehicle had joined the others. This one was a familiar sight.
The coroner had arrived.






  
  Chapter two
Aftermath and Suspicions


After they had removed Gabe, the coroner came upstairs to let Christie know that they were done. She shook the man’s hand and accepted his business card should she have any other questions. Christie returned to her chair, her eyes landing on the whiteboard that covered most of the wall across from her desk. She needed to get back to work as she couldn’t stop moving forward with her responsibilities that needed to be accomplished. 
Being tasked with the oversight of the nonprofit, day-to-day activities and now the gala, the creation of her ninety-day strategy focused on three primary areas. Post-it’s in bright colors in the To Do space beckoned. She picked up a marker and added Gabe’s family to the priority list. That poor family. He had gone to work, never knowing he would kiss his wife goodbye for the last time, or hug his kids, or so many other things that would now be left undone. Sadness spilled out of her heart and Christie allowed the tears to come for the man who died too young and the family that would be forever changed because of it. After composing herself, she blew her nose and wiped her hands with an antibacterial wipe.
She stood and placed the Post-it on the board glancing to the items in the In Progress area. Finalizing the table chart could be something she could look over with Alice to try and move it into the completed section. Though she figured table counts and attendees would be changing almost up to the date of the gala.
She noted those that had been moved to the bottom of the whiteboard. At least the ones in the Completed area were growing. Having this board where she could see everything at a glance had helped her to stay on top of things and not have things fall through the cracks.
On the top of the board, was a simple statement which read “Small things can impact other things which in turn lead to big things.”
Gabe’s death was a big thing. Would there be fall-out on the nonprofit because of it? Or would it affect donors or volunteers? It was too early to tell. While his death was a tragic accident, that didn’t mean it wouldn’t nest in people’s minds and make them leery about their support of the organization. Christie laid her head down on the desk as fatigue replaced the earlier rush of adrenaline. She doubted she’d get much else done today so best to go around and speak to people individually and allay any fears or worries. She pulled her jacket from the coat hook and fortified herself to confront the tragedy head on.
Hours later when the nonprofit closed down for the day, Christie was happy to release the tension she’d been holding as she made her way home.
Christie arrived home emotionally exhausted to find Pop snoozing by the crackling fire of her woodstove. Ever since her home construction had been finished and with her work at the nonprofit, they’d spent less time together. Part of the reason for Christie moving home was to spend more time with Pop. She didn’t want to have regrets that she hadn’t been available for the important things in life. Pop was all she had, though she loved Curtis, Lana, and her kids like they were her own family. Gabe’s death had brought the reality of losing a loved one to the forefront of her mind. It was easy to forget the important things of life when you were busy pursuing other things that would one day fade away.
Because she’d gotten so busy with working at the nonprofit, Christie had suggested they make a weekly date to have dinners together on Thursdays. This allowed Pop to go to the Wednesday dinner at church and for them to eat lunch on Sunday with the others.
Christie’s heart swelled whenever she thought back to how they’d all become a big extended family over the last years. While she’d enjoyed living an independent life, the closeness of family and friends were like a comfortable, old sweater you wore. It may have its flaws, but it kept you feeling warm and happy. Christie cherished the bond they shared more than anything.
Once the coroner had arrived and statements were taken, Christie had called Pop to let him know an accident had happened and that she’d tell him more later. She also informed him that she might be late getting home. She’d advised him to go ahead and eat without her. But Pop wouldn’t hear of it and said he’d handle the cooking, so she’d have a hearty meal ready whenever she got home.
Christie laid her hand on Pop’s shoulder. He blinked as he jolted from his nap and glanced up at Christie. “Just resting my eyes for a bit ‘till you got home.”
“Thanks for starting a fire. It’s nice to come home to that when there’s a chill in the air. Also, something smells fantastic.”
“Pot roast with roasted potatoes and carrots. It should be ready soon. Since you said you weren’t sure when you’d be home, I started it a bit later.”
Christie bent down and placed a kiss on her father’s graying head. “Pop, I appreciate all you do, but I’m not keen on you climbing those stairs up to my place. You’ll be seventy-six this spring.” Pop shook his head. “Where does the time go?”
When Christie had designed her cob house, she’d decided to raise it up on stilts so as to create a lower screened-in area. This held a long table, chairs and could be used for dinner or games. At the time, she liked the idea of being able to see views in every direction, and the sunrises and sunsets were marvelous from that height. However, she hadn’t expected that Pop would ignore her pleas not to take the stairs without her around. Oh well, live and learn.
She sighed. “It definitely seems to go by faster than it used to—at least it seems that way for me. Still, it would be better if I were around in case you fell.”
He rose from the chair. “I ain’t dead yet. Stairs don’t bother me none.”
“Okay, well, let me change out of these work clothes and then we can—”
Pop interrupted Christie. “Curtis called me with some disturbing news today. Is it right?”
“News travels fast round here. Yes, Gabe fell from a ladder is what we think. He must have hit his head on the concrete, would be my guess.”
“Well, ain’t that a shame. Gabe and Maria are good people. Poor kids.”
Christie nodded while she shucked out of her jacket. She slung it over her arm as she headed into the bedroom, where she hung it up before pulling off her maroon cowgirl boots. Stripping off her jeans and hunter green, long-sleeved polo shirt embroidered with the Horse Haven logo, she pulled on a warm blue fleece top with a pair of yoga pants. She left on her socks, which were decorated with pie slices, a gift from Lana and the kids at Christmas. Had it only been a few weeks ago? Gabe’s death was a horrible way to start the new year. She went over and made a note to see about putting together a basket for Gabe’s family from the nonprofit.
Padding out to the living area, she saw Pop over at the woodstove, holding the top of a cast iron Dutch-oven that was on the stove’s burner up top.
“Pop, I’ll make the gravy if you can grab the plates and silverware.” Christie took the pot over to the kitchen stove, where she removed the meat and vegetables onto a large serving dish she placed on the granite countertop.
“What about biscuits?”
“Sure nuff. Sounds mighty good.”
Christie used self-rising flour and a cup of heavy cream to make the biscuits. As she slid the pan into the oven, she set to work using the pan drippings and whisking milk and flour together. As soon as the brown gravy was ready, they sat down at the table.
After they’d prayed for Gabe’s family, they ate in silence. Finally, Pop spoke. “I had a call from a reporter today. She wanted to know about—”
“Oh no. Was it Teresa?”
He nodded. “Seemed pretty nosy.”
“Unfortunately, I think she’s trying to make her article more juicy than factual. She was there when the accident happened. So much for
publicity for the rescue.”
“I wouldn’t pay her no, never mind. How’s the board coming along?”
Christie thought back to the morning’s events. They’d finally put together a good group of community members for the board. There was Bob Wilkins, who owned a truck dealership now after his retirement from the bank and had been voted in as treasurer. Amy Rogers, who owned a farm and feed store, had been elected secretary. While Lana was the founder of the nonprofit, she had chosen to serve on the board as a co-chair along with Don Miller, an insurance broker, as the other co-chair. This way she could bow out in case there were issues that might cause conflict as far as vet salary or benefits. Two other members made up the current board. Becky Anderson owned horses and also raised alpacas on her place while Carol Swift, a homeschooling mom of five, had a disabled child and had gotten engaged with the nonprofit after becoming interested in the equine therapy the nonprofit provided. Curtis and Pop served in an advisory capacity for anything that pertained to the land where the rescue was located.
“Hello?” Pop’s words brought her back.
“Sorry, Pop. Just thinking about the board. I think we’ve got a good mix and while we’d like a few more people, this should work for now. With some of the other board members moving or not serving a second term, we should be good for the next three to five years.”
He set his fork down. “What about you?
Planning on staying on as director?”
Christie shook her head. “No. I’m not sure what I want to do yet. I don’t see this as something I’ll do long-term.”
“Well, one day at a time.” He patted her hand.
After they’d washed up the dishes, Christie watched as Pop took the stairs down to where his truck waited. She should add some lighting to illuminate the steps. That could be helpful for going up and down at night, for her as well as Pop. She waved as Pop drove back to his house. She went inside and put on another log, sparks flying and wood popping. She settled into a large, deeply cushioned chair next to the woodstove, her mind replaying the scene of this morning.
Everyone had rushed out to where Gabe lay
on the floor. Wait, that didn’t seem right. Bob had been in front of her with Amy and Carol, closely followed by Lana. It had been a pretty long meeting, and everyone had excused themselves at some point to visit the bathroom facilities and take some breaks from the meeting to grab more coffee or breakfast burritos.
But that wouldn’t have impacted Gabe’s fall unless someone had done something to the scaffolding or the ladder. But why would someone do something to Gabe? He was a great guy. Tears pooled in Christie’s eyes. He had his whole life ahead of him. For it to be snuffed out so quickly and tragically wasn’t fair. But who said life was fair? Look at what Lana had dealt with, losing her husband in the war, and some of the other things over the few years since she’d moved to Texas.
Christie’s mind kept going back to the morning of the accident. She wanted to make sure that she did her due diligence as the nonprofit could be held responsible. She needed to talk to Dave about their policy. Everyone was accounted for when the accident happened, but had they all been inside the office at that time? Christie struggled to remember. Christie gazed into the flames in the woodstove’s window, willing herself to remember where everyone stood before the medical personnel showed up. She sighed. It didn’t matter. It was a tragic accident, plain and simple. She pulled a fluffy cream throw around her waist and reached for the book she’d been reading on nonprofit best practices when her phone trilled.
“Hello?”
It was Don Miller. “Christie, sorry to call so late, but after today, I couldn’t get it out of my mind.”
“No worries. I had made a note to call you tomorrow, so great minds and all that. Why are you calling, Don?”
“I’ve gone back over the nonprofit’s policies, and I’m concerned we could be sued for Gabe’s death. I think we may need to consider our amount of insurance and even obtain an umbrella policy. We should be all right, but if something else were to happen, well, it could shut the nonprofit down. I think we should call an emergency meeting to discuss it.”
“That’s scary to even think about. If you think so. But that’s not my decision. That would be up to you and Lana.”
“Oh, yeah, right. I’ll give Lana a call.” He hung up.
“Well, goodbye to you too.” Christie spoke aloud. As far as she knew, the nonprofit was insured by another agency, so it wouldn’t be a conflict of interest for Don to advise that they look into more insurance. Thankfully, she only had to worry about the minimal staff, which comprised an administrative assistant, a volunteer coordinator, a bookkeeper, and a facilities maintenance guy. Lana oversaw all the vet techs and that end of the operation. She would help them through the fundraiser, but after that she wanted to get serious about her role there. If she did decide to quit her position, she wanted to ensure that they had plenty of time to look for a new executive director.
She picked up the book but after reading the same paragraph three times in a row, gave up. Her brain wasn’t going to deal with any more work today. She should call Teresa tomorrow and ensure that she stayed on track with her article about the rescue. They needed that article to focus on the work being done for the horses and the riders receiving therapy, not turn in a salacious gossip piece. She also needed to talk to Tom, the facilities guy, to see how they could ensure better safety measures for in the future. She played through the events again and as she did, she realized that four people had left the office during their meeting not long before Gabe fell. Could they have done something to the ladder Gabe was using and if so, what would be their motive?
“Will you stop it!” Christie admonished herself. She knew that tragic accidents occurred. But that’s not what kept popping into her mind. It was more the fear of what chain of events had been initiated because of it.
That’s what had Christie worried.






  
  Chapter three
Secrets and Suspicions


The sun’s rays peeked in through her window as Christie woke the next morning. She stretched and enjoyed the pause between waking up and getting started on her day. Thankfully, it was Saturday, so she didn’t have to go into work. It would also allow everyone to settle in with their thoughts after the accident. She padded into the kitchen, hitting the button on the coffeemaker that she’d set up the night before. The smell of roasted coffee beans filled the air with their fragrant aroma. After the coffeemaker beeped, Christie pulled on a pair of slides and a long jacket before taking the coffee outside on the screened-in deck that comprised part of the north-eastern side of the house. 
Even though the morning’s air was chilly with the humidity, the sun’s warmth enveloped her as she pressed both hands around the steaming cup. She sighed with contentment as her gaze went over the scenery which was now laden with frost. A tree close to the house, dripped with water, letting her know that the picturesque beauty she now beheld would be temporary. She settled into one of two wooden rockers, with padded back and seats in a barn-red buffalo check pattern.
Christie blew on the coffee before taking a sip of the hot brew, allowing its warmth to travel through her. Shielding her eyes with her hand, she spied some Axis deer grazing off in the distance. She picked up the binoculars on the table next to her and swiveled in her seat to see a large dually pickup arriving at the nonprofit.
Lana opened the door and climbed out, wearing a chambray jacket and her hair pulled back in a high ponytail. Last week, they’d had an aging mare come in and Lana was watching over the old lady with great care. In some ways, Christie realized that Lana was no less a hospice nurse than she had been. She was also thankful for Tom, who had a small apartment on-site in the building. They also had cameras that looked over the paddocks and interior bays, so at night he could keep watch.
Christie sat up. The cameras. Why hadn’t she thought of that? It would at least give some closure to how Gabe’s accident had occurred. She set the binoculars down and went inside to get dressed. Shucking into her jeans, a t-shirt, and topping that with a flannel shirt, she rolled up the sleeves of the blue shirt. Pulling on her boots, she grabbed a cap from the coat rack to corral her unruly curls.
Grabbing a left-over biscuit from last night, she smeared it with peanut butter and local honey, before taking a delicious bite, crumbs dusting her shirt which she brushed into the sink. Taking one last swallow of the now tepid coffee, Christie grabbed her work jacket from the peg next to the door.
Deciding to get in a ride, Christie made her way down to the barn, where she saddled up Champ before heading to Horse Haven. As she made her way toward the rescue, she enjoyed the morning ride as the sun grew warm on her back. Taking Champ over would allow her to lead one of the other horses for some exercise, as she didn’t have much she needed to accomplish at home.
She dismounted, waving at Rory, a faithful volunteer who met her at the barn doors, hauling a wheelbarrow full of hay.
“Morning, Rory All good?”
He nodded. “Uh, huh.” Rory wasn’t much of a talker, but he was a hard worker.
“Great. Listen, I thought I might take Chester out for a walk with Champ. Would that be okay?’
“Yep.” He lifted the wheelbarrow and walked off toward the paddock.
Christie grinned. Wow, three whole words. “Okay. Later then.”
She made her way inside, waving at Lana before heading upstairs to the offices. She passed down the hall and past the bathrooms to where an office had been set aside for the cameras and monitors, along with other maintenance and security items. Christie sat down in the swivel chair and pulled up the recording from yesterday on the monitor. She pressed play and scrolled quickly through the earlier time until she came to the moment where Gabe fell.
Wait, something wasn’t right. She went back to when the board members started arriving. She watched as everyone entered, chatting with one another as they made their way up to the offices. There was footage of Lana speaking with Tom, as well as other volunteers who came and went. She stopped the footage when she saw Gabe enter the barn. He was carrying his hardhat under his left arm, and a lunchbox in the other. Tears glistened as she knew how lovingly Maria always prepared Gabe’s lunches for him. He went out of sight and the next thing on the screen was when people were running toward him.
No, that can’t be right. She reversed the footage and replayed it again, this time looking at the timestamp. Someone had either stopped the tape during that time and then re-started it or had erased the footage. But who would do that? More importantly, why would they do it? If Gabe’s death had been an accident, it made no sense.
Christie sat back in her chair, her fingers steepled in contemplation. She needed to talk to Lana about it. There had been something on that tape someone didn’t want others to see. Whoever had fixed the tape had also done a good job of making it appear that nothing was amiss. If you’d been glancing at it, chances are that the deleted minutes wouldn’t even be registered in the viewer’s mind.
Since the room was left open during the day, anyone could have access to the computers or office supplies. She saved the recording in the cloud and then made her way out of the room, locking it behind her. She’d need to let others know that from now on, the door needed to remain locked during working hours and at night. She’d leave a note for Alice, her administrative assistant, that anyone needing access would have to come through her to unlock the door.
Now that she had this knowledge, what should she do with it? Was this something for the Sheriff, the coroner, or someone else? Lana would be busy all morning, so she’d have to wait to get her opinion on it. For now, she could take out the horses for some exercise.
She made her way downstairs and to the back of the barn to head outside. Next door she found Rory filling the horse’s feed into their stalls. “I’m ready for Chester.”
Rory coaxed the old boy from out of his stall. The old gelding rarely wanted to venture outside, but once he and Champ had bonded, he was okay following him for walks on the property. She’d returned Chester back to Rory when she saw Lana sitting outside, taking a break. Now would be a good time to talk with her.
“Lana, I have something I want to share with you.”
The woman shielded her eyes. “Me first.
Okay?”
“Okay.” Christie took a seat next to her.
“I got a call from Teresa—”
“Oh, no. Please tell me she isn’t opening old wounds.”
“She’s trying, but I think I can handle her. I, well, I may have hinted that we may have a couple of spots at the Gala depending on when the article comes out.”
Christie removed her jacket and sat down next to Lana. “Why you little minx. I wish I would have thought of that.”
“But now I feel bad. It’s pretty much a bribe to print good things.”
“More like you aren’t going to take any guff from someone who’s trying to stir up trouble. I think you did the right thing.” Christie draped the coat over her arms.
Lana faced Christie. “You do? I hardly slept last night thinking about it.”
Christie crossed her legs. “I wouldn’t give it another thought. However, there is something that we do need to discuss.”
“Yes?”
“Someone doctored the video footage before
Gabe’s accident.”
“What?” Lana replied.
“Deleted or did something to the footage. There’s a gap. It’s not long, but it’s definitely there. I want us to lock the door to the office supply room during the day from now on. I plan to let the volunteers know that Alice will need to open the door for them.”
“Okay, good. But does this mean—” Lana’s eyes grew wide.
“That Gabe was murdered? I don’t know, but someone had to have a reason for deleting that footage. We need to figure out why. And more importantly, who.” Christie rose from her seat. “I also need to figure out if I should share this information with someone.”
“I think you should call the coroner. He may be interested in hearing that news, since I believe he’s the one who’ll be investigating.”
Christie nodded. “Yes, that’s what I’ve been thinking, but wasn’t sure. I’ll call him tomorrow.” “Tomorrow’s Sunday.” Lana smiled.
“Oh yeah. My days seem to run into one another.” Christie replied.
Lana stood up. “Well, I need to get back to it.
See you tomorrow after church for lunch?” Christie nodded, “Of course. You know Pop.”
“Great.” Lana started into the barn before turning back to Christie. “Oh, I forgot. The caterer is bringing in food on Monday so we can do some taste-testing.”
“It’s a bit early for that, isn’t it? The gala’s still a month away.”
“Yes, but she wanted to do it since we didn’t do anything over the holidays. Plus, who doesn’t like a free lunch for the staff and volunteers?”
“True. Do I need to do anything? Set up a space?”
Lana replied, “No. She was here yesterday, so she picked out the best spot for the catering area.”
“Okay. Good.” Christie waved before heading back to mount Champ and ride home. As she made her way past Mesquite trees, it occurred to Christie that the caterer had also been present yesterday. The first thing Christie needed to do when she got home was make a list of everyone who had been on the premises of Horse Haven and could have seen what happened to Gabe. 
Or worse, could have had a hand in his death. What she needed was discernment. She prayed that the process would help her in finding out the truth.






  
  Chapter four
An Eagle's Nest


After church on Sunday, Christie made her way over to Lana’s. It seemed so funny thinking of Curtis’s old house as Lana’s now, but it felt like the old homestead had taken on a new life with Lana and the kids in the big house. 
Curtis had moved into a tiny home on the property with a deck built off the back for him and his cronies to sit and chat or play dominoes. Christie pulled up outside the house and alighted to see the kids sitting outside with friends.
One thing that Christie admired was the way Lana ensured her kids were well-rounded and spent a lot of time away from computer or television screens. They’d grown up with daily chores which may have been a hold-over from the military life Lana used to live. Plus, not having much access to online pursuits had enabled them to delve deep into talents and skills that had been buried.
Lana’s daughter, Allie, was much like her mother in caring for animals and had taken to gardening too. On the weekends, she’d often find Allie working alongside the volunteers in creating plantings around the barns of native flowers and Xeriscape perennials.
Christie couldn’t wait to see the fields in the spring covered in blue bonnets and cheerful paintbrush flowers. Carol, one of the board members, had suggested that it would make beautiful places for photography and people could donate to use the landscape as a backdrop. The board had all agreed, and Carol was thrilled when the board stated that any of those donations would be designated for the equine therapy program. Carol’s daughter was a participant, and she’d been instrumental in getting the word out about the program. Plus, she’d gotten Lana excited about expanding the program for veterans and their families.
Christie waved to Lana’s son, Trey, who held a guitar in his lap. He’d grown so much in the last few years, soon he’d be taller than Lana. Her thoughts went to Jess, a teenager who’d stayed with them for a while before heading off to college. She wondered how he was doing, along with his father, Mike. While Mike had wanted his relationship with Christie to go beyond friendship, it had become evident to them both that they weren’t meant for each other. Last she’d heard, he’d met a woman in Midland, and they’d gotten engaged. Christie was happy for Mike.
Trey strummed the guitar, working on a song of his own. With his talent and work ethic, she could easily see him making a name for himself in the music industry. He had a great voice and often did solos at weddings and for other events.
Christie headed inside to where she heard Lana humming a hymn. Curtis was also there.
“Howdy, Chrissy. Good to see ya.” He nodded before saying goodbye to Lana.
“Is he not staying for lunch?” Christie sat down her bag.
“He’ll be back.” Lana pulled a crispy chicken leg from the frying pan and set it on a plate covered in paper towels. “If you can set the table, that would be helpful.”
Christie went to the table, which was covered with the kid’s papers, a bowl of fruit, and a bag that overflowed with paperbacks. Christie picked up one of the books that had fallen out of the bag. She held it up. Her Second Chance, and some others with the titles containing the word cowboy in them. Christie held up the books.
“Seriously?” She made a funny face.
“What? Everyone needs a little romance in their life.” Lana replied.
“Okay, whatever.” Christie rolled her eyes before shoving the books back into the bag.
Lana turned from the stove, tongs holding a crunchy chicken thigh. “Even you, Christie.”
“No. Not me. I live in the real world.”
“Romance is the real world.” Lana set the thigh down next to the leg. She brushed off her hands on the apron she wore before stirring a pot boiling on the stove.
“Um, keep dreaming.” Christie finished clearing off the table before wiping it down with a clean, wet washcloth. She pulled out the plates and set them in the places around the table.
Lana came over and added a stack of silverware to the table. “Have you ever been on a date in your life?”
“Don’t be silly. Of course, I have. Plenty, actually.” Christie set her hands on her hips. “What are you implying? That no one has ever asked me out on a date? Well, they have.” She fumed.
“Well, I don’t know what plenty is, but I know that since I’ve known you, you haven’t gone on a single date.” She moved back to the next batch of chicken frying in the pan. “I thought maybe you and Mike were going to go somewhere with your relationship, but that fizzled out.”
“I could say the same for you.”
“I can’t help but hold up every guy to the man I married. It’s hard for me to let go. I know it’s not time for me yet as I must have some healing to do with his passing. I look at Trey and I wish his father were here to support him in his new pursuits. I wish he were here to share with Allie how a man should treat her.” Tears sprung to Lana’s eyes.
“Oh no, now I’ve gone and done it. I’m sorry Lana. Sometimes I don’t think, and I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“It’s okay. It’s just that you can’t corral grief. It’s like a wild horse that you think you’ve got under control until it bucks you off the saddle.” Lana picked up a tissue from a nearby box and wiped her eyes with it, stuffing the wadded paper into her pocket. She took in a deep breath. “Let’s not get all maudlin, okay?”
“Okay. It’s not that I have any objection to dating.” Christie set the silverware on napkins next to each plate. “I’ve just been busy. I was caring for Pop after his accident, then building my house, and now with Horse Haven, I don’t have time for anything else.”
“Oh, stop. That’s just an excuse. You don’t go anywhere where the men aren’t Curtis’ or Pop’s age.”
“Well, I’m trying to find me an old guy with his foot on a banana peel that leaves me billions of dollars.” She winked.
Lana pointed the tongs at Christie. “You couldn’t care less about money. But you need to get out and meet some guys your own age. How old are you again, a hundred?”
“Ha. Ha. Hilarious. You should do stand-up comedy.” Christie moved around the table, adding glasses to each place. “If I wanted to date, then I would. But I don’t and you can’t make me. So there.” She stuck out her tongue at Lana.
“Hm. Well then, I’m just going to pray that God sends you the right guy.”
“Oh stop. The only way would be if he walked in my front door. And you know that’s not happening.” She grinned wide. Other than showing Curtis, Lana, and the kids the house when it was finished, Pop was normally her only visitor. She liked how she felt set apart from the world, as if she were living in her own little eagle’s nest, safe from the world. “Plus, I’m not changing my name either. Sorry, not sorry.” She shrugged. “So, there you go.”
“Okay, then. You asked for it.” Lana turned back to the stove, humming again.
Christie shook her head at the young woman. However, she was glad that Lana had admitted how careful she was being about not bringing in anyone that wouldn’t be great with her kids too. Christie admired Lana for her perspective and her life and work ethic. She was also glad that they had grown close over the years, like a younger sister that Christie had always desired.
The door opened and everyone piled into the kitchen, where talk centered on the rapid community’s out-pouring of support for Maria and the kids. They also talked a bit about the nonprofit, and the upcoming gala. After they’d shooed everyone out of the kitchen and they’d finished washing up, Christie hugged Lana before heading home. Pop and Curtis were already stretched out in the front of the television, a football game on while they both snored in their chairs. Lana grinned and rolled her eyes at the pair, but Christie knew she loved the family as much as she did. Lana walked Christie out to her truck.
“You know what my favorite month is?” Lana quipped.
“No idea. Which one?”
“March. As that means no more football games!” She chuckled.
“I hear ya on that one. I have to say that’s one of the best things about being in my own place— not having to listen to the football games on the weekends. I don’t mind them, but not all the time.”
Lana hugged her. “See you tomorrow. I’ll be late as the kids have a book fair at school and I volunteered to help out.”
“Seems kind of close to the holidays for the fair, isn’t it?”
“We actually planned it that way. Sent home information to the parents about giving the kids money for books as part of their presents. We’ll see if it works out for us.”
“Good idea. I like the idea for the auction items for the gala too.”
“Don’t forget. You have to donate one of your pies as one of the items. What are you planning on making?”
“Not sure yet. Trying to think what would work for it.”
“Well, it is close to Valentine’s, so maybe that will help with what you choose.”
“Good point. It gives me an idea. I’ll work on it sometime this week.” Christie slid behind the wheel of the driver’s seat, and Lana shut the door before waving goodbye.
Christie drove home, thinking about the type of pie that would work for the gala. She was lost in thought as she parked and then made her way up the wooden stairs to the house. She opened the door and was instantly enveloped in the quiet. She stood there, her hand on the doorknob.
Quiet was good, right?
But after all the chatter with Lana and the kids, the quiet felt stronger. Being alone didn’t mean you were lonely. In fact, it was in crowds or with a bunch of people that any loneliness tended to rear its head where she was concerned. She moved over to the computer and fired up her music playlist, allowing the melody to cleanse any feelings. She sang along to the tune as she hung up her coat, before unzipping and sliding her feet out of the heeled boots she’d worn. She set them down next to the bootjack remover. It would be nice to have someone help take off her boots sometimes, she chuckled to herself.
Lana had provided a plate of leftovers for later, and the bag she’d set down had fallen over on the table next to the door. Picking up the bag, she walked over and set it down on the kitchen island. She pulled the plate from inside and stuck it in the fridge before going back to gather the other items from inside its depths.
A chuckle escaped her lips. Lana had snuck Second Chance into the bag when she wasn’t looking. She threw the book onto the table next to her chair and finished putting the rest of the items back into her bag. After stealing a bite from the covered plate, she re-arranged items in her fridge for the leftovers.
Christie changed out of her other clothes, donning an old sweatshirt and a pair of baggy, flannel pants. Starting up the woodstove, she was thankful she’d taken the time to create a shelter for wood up on the deck area. It was a good thing that she didn’t have to worry about wood as it was plentiful on the property, though hauling it upstairs wasn’t as fun. The crackling of the fire felt like a warm embrace as she enjoyed the flames taking hold of the kindling. Warmth radiated out from the stove and Christie filled a kettle, placing it on top of the stove to boil water for a cup of herbal tea.
She hunkered down in her chair, picking up the nonprofit best practices book and a notepad. She clicked on her pen, ready to take notes, but found herself gazing into the fire, watching as the flames licked at the wood. The fire crackled in the hearth, mesmerizing her with its dance of flame. Her eyelids lowered, and she pressed her head against the chair-back, allowing herself to do something she rarely did, simply rest. Doing nothing was an area that she struggled with much of her life, never sitting still, always feeling the need to be doing something. But for now, the flames lulled her. She sighed.
Okay, that was enough relaxing for the month. She knew she’d grow anxious if she didn’t do something.
She padded over to the kitchen to work on meal prep for the following week. She put beans into the instapot and set to work chopping ingredients for salads and stir-fry. After putting them into mason jars, the beans were done, and she transferred them to another dish before restarting the pot with rice. She also cooked up hamburger she’d use to create a shepherd’s pie and for tacos.
Once everything finished, she cleaned the kitchen, wiping down the counters and the stovetop. As she swept the floor, she gazed outside to where night encroached on the land, and darkness crept onto the deck. That’s the one thing she hated about going into winter. She hated the dark coming so early. Flipping through various channels on the television, she groaned her way through terrible show after show, not finding anything appealing or worth watching. Giving up on watching anything, she switched the television off and as she set down the remote, her eyes fell on the fiction paperback Lana had snuck into her bag.
Well, it couldn’t hurt to at least take a look. She made herself a cup of tea and opened the book.






  
  Chapter five
Peanuts and Suspicion


Monday morning arrived, and she, along with Lana, had a talk with all the volunteers and staff about safety. A note on her desk let her know that the electrical contractor would be sending someone else over to finish the lighting for the gala. A number was also left for her to use if she had any concerns or questions. She set it aside to call later and find out about Gabe’s funeral, as well as any news on any of it. 
Finally able to catch her breath, Christie looked up the number for the coroner’s office. Just as she punched in the number, Alice opened the door, letting her know the caterer had arrived. She cancelled the call and followed Alice downstairs where a team of individuals were setting up tables. A woman in a chef’s jacket, her midnight black hair cut short in a cute, modern pixie, made her way toward the table, holding a box.
“Can I do anything? Do you need help?” Christie asked.
The woman set the box down before replying. “Nope. We’ve got it.” She held out her hand, “I’m not sure we’ve actually met. I’m Julie.”
Christie took the offered hand. “Nice to meet you.”
Julie removed a lid off of an insulated box and started placing containers onto the draped table. “I spoke with Lana, and she said a lot of the volunteers leave after one, so we wanted to get here early so everyone can have a chance to grab some lunch.” She pointed to a man who was holding a pair of stacked boxes. “Those can go over there, where we’ll set up the drinks station.”
“This is genuinely nice, but you certainly didn’t need to do this. Though it’s much appreciated.”
“I often do tastings before any event, and since Lana let me skip that during the holidays plus allow me my normal week off, I wanted to do something nice for you all. Especially after—” She hung her head, composing herself. “I was so sorry to hear about Gabe. It never should have happened to him.”
“Yes, it was a tragic accident. He’s got little kids at home, and it has to be devastating on them and Maria.”
Julie took a deep breath. “Does this mean that you’ll fire Bryson Electric and have another company come in and finish the work for the gala?” She pointed toward the ceiling.
Christie’s brows knit together. “Why would I do that? It was an accident.”
Julie shrugged. “Just a question. Safety is so important and someone else could have also been hurt. A member of staff, a volunteer, even an animal being boarded here.”
“I guess, but we don’t have animals in this barn. It’s only used for office space and events like we’ll be having in February.”
“That’s awful nice of you, as I’m sure this will affect your insurance.”
Christie wasn’t sure how to respond to this conversation, which had taken a strange turn. Julie yelled over at someone, “No, not there. Place those over here.”
She turned back to Christie. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to speak out of turn. As a business owner, I’m extremely vigilant on safety and so many other things as it can impact my business. Forget I ever said anything. I hate to be rude, but if you’ll excuse me, I need to supervise this new crew.”
“Not rude at all. Certainly, something to think about. I’ll let you get back to your work. Just let us know when you’re ready for everyone and we can announce it over the loudspeaker system.”
Julie faced Christie. “You have a loudspeaker system?”
“Yes, we figured it would be easier than trying to hunt people down when they’re needed.” Christie pointed to the mechanical room when a thought came to her.
“Um, I heard you were here yesterday. Did you happen to see anything?”
Julie crossed her arms across her chest and shook her head. “See anything? Like what?”
“Just wondering if anyone may have any insight into what happened to Gabe. But you were here yesterday. Correct?”
Julie cleared her throat. “I came to see where to set up these tables. Why do you ask?”
“Again, just trying to figure out what happened yesterday. That’s all.” Christie swiveled as voices came to her ears. The board members had arrived for the lunch and to discuss the insurance issue after Don had sent out an email over the weekend after conferring with Lana.
“Hello everyone. Julie and her team are setting up, and she’ll let us know when the food is ready.”
Carol spoke to Julie. “Nothing with peanuts or peanut butter, is there? I’m allergic.”
“Me too.” A deep voice made Christie turn in its direction. A tall man with a mop of brown wavy hair and the shadow of a beard stood next to the doorway.
Christie heard a sharp inhale from one woman behind her. She swiveled to look, wondering what had caused the reaction but couldn’t determine who had made the noise. She faced back to the man.
“I’m sorry. Can I help you?” She gazed up into warm brown eyes that met her own.
He pulled the hard hat from under his arm.
“Oh, you’re with the electrical contractor? We need to speak with you. Could you join us upstairs?”
He nodded. “Sure thing. Hi Becky. Good to see you.”
Was it her imagination or had a tension settled over the group? And if so, why? Julie was busy with her back to the group setting up the catering table while Carol had walked off and Bob and Amy had disappeared to one of the other horse barns.
Christie turned back to the contractor. “I’ll call Lana over. Don, if you can join us in the meeting room, that would be great.”
The man turned to the remaining group,
“Ladies, gentlemen. Becky.”
Christie turned to see Becky looking toward the ground. Did Becky know the man? He obviously knew her, as he’d called her out by name. She led them upstairs and offered them drinks before Lana joined them.
Up in the office, people grabbed coffee from a nearby kitchen before settling in behind the conference table.
“So, I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”
The man raised his hat. “Bryson.”
“Oh, okay. I apologize. I didn’t know you were the owner. Now, Mr. Bryson—”
“Just call me Bryson.”
“Fine.” Why did she feel flustered by him? “Bryson, first, we’re deeply sorry about Gabe. We want to help in any way that we can. We don’t believe that we are at fault for any—”
“Whoa, there.” He held his hands up. “Is this a meeting to go over the contractual deadlines or to stage an intervention?”
Christie huffed. “Well, I certainly didn’t mean any offense. We simply need to know where we stand. That’s all. As the nonprofit’s executive director and as members of the board, we need to be cognizant of our fiduciary responsibility in case there is to be any litigation. Personally, I’d rather know if there is going to be anything from your company sooner rather than later.”
He leant back in his chair, crossing his arms across his chest. “That’s a lot of big words being tossed around. Now, until we hear from the medical examiner on cause of death, there’s nothing to discuss. I will say—to ease your mind— that Bryson Electric has no current intention to pursue any form of litigation. Better?” He gave a lazy smile.
“Well, I—” Christie flushed.
Thankfully, Lana cut into the conversation. “I think we’re all on edge due to what happened to Gabe. As you can imagine, anything that happens here can have a significant effect on us as we already exist on an extremely tight budget. If donors feel that their money isn’t going to the horses and more toward claims or higher insurance rates, this could cause us to shut our doors.”
“I like what you all are doing here. That’s why I gave you such a cut rate for the lighting we’re doing for the gala. Gabe’s death was a terrible tragedy, but it doesn’t look to be anything more than that. If you would like to do something for his family in his memory, I’d be happy to connect you with them.”
“Thanks. Now, when do you think the lighting for the tables and stage area will be completed?” Lana interjected.
“If everything goes to plan, I think another week should do it. I’m here because I wonder if we might work in the afternoon or evening. That way, there aren’t so many people around, and I think it will be better for the crew as well.”
Christie thought about it. “I think we can manage that. It would certainly work better for us as well. When would you want to start that?”
“This evening? I’ll come by and line out the new guys. Say six?”
“Okay. I can bring in some barbecue around five. That way, the guys don’t have to worry about dinner.”
“That’s mighty nice of you. But certainly unnecessary.” Bryson replied.
“I’ll have to be here, anyway. Tom, our night security guard, is away until later and we have to have someone on staff on the premises. I can get some work done and I’ll have to eat as well, so it’s no trouble.”
“Great. Anything else?” He stood.
Christie looked at Lana and then turned to Don, who’d remained silent during the
discussion. “Don, anything to add or ask?”
He shook his head as a knock came on the door. It was Alice, followed by Julie, the caterer. “Lunch is ready if you’d like to come down now.”
“Great. Bryson, please join us.” Lana responded and motioned for him to follow her.
They left the room and Christie turned to Don.
“What is it, Don? You’re awfully quiet.”
He shook his head. “I still think we need more insurance. It’s all fine and good for him to say they won’t pursue any litigation, but you never know, and we don’t want to be caught on the back foot.”
“I have to agree with you. While we certainly didn’t do anything, it was on this property and that alone makes it where they could sue for damages for the family. Please check into more insurance, though I doubt that will help us now since the incident already occurred.”
“True, but if something else were to happen-”
“Don’t say that and jinx us, Don.” She knocked on the wooden table.
He held up his hands. “My bad. Just saying. Better safe than sorry.”
She sighed because she knew that his words were true. After all, that was the point of insurance. You got it, hoping you never had to use it, but were thankful you had it.
“I’m starved. Let’s get down there and join the crew.”
Downstairs, the board had arrived, and everyone was filling their plates or taking a seat on some hay bales that had been set up as seating. The table was laden with a salad, small strips of fried chicken, fajita meat, corn, and flour tortillas, as well as various salsas and dressings. At the end of the table, a display of petit-fours and chocolates were displayed in a heart-shaped Valentine’s box.
“Looks delicious.” Bryson spoke to the caterer before furrowing his brow. “Do I know you?”
Julie tucked a piece of black hair behind her
ear. “Well, um,—”
Carol interjected. “Do any of the cakes or anything else have peanuts in it? I’m allergic to
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