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CHAPTER 1
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Anna Denning turned her attention to the afternoon sunlight filtering through the orange-red leaves of the maple tree outside Alex Root’s living-room window. Half the tree’s leaves still clung to its branches, evidence of what thus far had been a warm October in the Colorado mountains. Cold nights, but mild, sunny days. November would bring quick decay followed by a cleansing snow, but late October was ripe, the air thick with the odors of countless wilting flowers in neglected gardens. 
One of the group members will ask a question, Anna thought. Relax and give them time.
Alex cleared his throat, dislodging the sort of stubborn phlegm usually heard in a seventy-something smoker, not a trim, healthy-looking man in his late forties. “I have a question. You say genealogical research is like detective work. How would you go about investigating someone’s more recent past?”
“That depends on what you want to know,” Anna replied, relieved someone had broken the ice.
“Doing a little investigating, Alex?” said Maddy Gilmartin, swallowing a smile and pushing her long auburn hair from one shoulder. She leaned forward on the couch and retrieved her mug from the coffee table, a wide, pink-gold wedding band on her left hand showing clearly against the white ceramic. Everything about Maddy was pink or red. From her hair to her coral lip gloss, red sweater, and flushed cheeks—the latter just flushed enough to suggest a skin condition rather than a rosy glow.
“I’m just curious about the proper methodology,” Alex said. He looked from Maddy to Anna and waited.
“Using genealogical and other databases, you can find if someone is married, a wedding date”—Anna shot a look at Maddy’s wedding band—“a divorce date, an occupation, where someone was born, siblings’ names and occupations, the value of any land or houses owned, the contents of a will, that sort of thing.” She laughed and pushed her glasses back up on her nose. “Quite a lot, really.”
“That’s frightening,” Maddy said. “A product of the age we live in, I suppose.”
“No, no.” Paul Gilmartin gave his wife a reassuring smile. “Information like that has always been public record.”
“But it’s on the Internet now,” Alex said.
“That only changes the speed with which you can retrieve it,” Paul said.
“Speed is everything.” A crooked smile worked its way from one corner of Zoey Eberhardt’s mouth to the other. “That and access.” The woman leaned her head against the back of her armchair, the light from the window playing on her short dark hair, the backward bend of her head emphasizing her long neck and the braided leather necklace at her collarbone.
“What’s the furthest back you’ve gone?” Clovis Fleming asked, brushing invisible crumbs from her lap. “In researching a family tree, I mean.” She glanced around the group as if to say, Let’s get things back on track, shall we?
In September, Clovis had written to Anna, inviting her to speak to the Elk Valley Historical Society on genealogical research. Some of the members were researching pioneers of the Elk Valley, Clovis wrote, and some might even want to hire Anna to research their personal family trees. “Of course,” she’d added, “we’re all captivated by the past.” It was only after Anna accepted the invitation and the two met for coffee at the Buffalo Café that Anna discovered the society had only seven members. And only five of them had shown up tonight.
“In my own family tree I’ve been able to trace several lines to the early seventeenth century,” Anna said. “And two lines to the mid-sixteenth.”
Clovis frowned slightly and pulled in her chin, as though she were struggling to believe what she had just heard. “I never would have guessed.”
“I know genealogists who have gone back further than that,” Anna said. “It depends on your origins. One of my family lines traces back to Ireland, to landed gentry in Roscommon and Sligo—the sort of people who kept extensive family records. That makes it easier.”
“What about those of us who aren’t descended from royalty?” Maddy asked.
Anna grinned. “They weren’t royalty.” She left it at that. No use explaining the difference between landed gentry and royalty—or that her landed gentry had left Ireland on a potato-famine ship in 1849. Anyway, she was far from either estate, royalty or gentry, as her very presence in the Root living room reminded her.
She had agreed to talk to the group in hopes of scaring up a job or two. That had been a mistake. The members had sat through her talk politely enough, but it was clear they felt they had done their duty by making an appearance and now wanted to go home. Clovis aside, the lack of enthusiasm in the room was palpable. Forge ahead, she thought. You never know.
“There are so many resources these days,” she continued. “The Swedes and Norwegians have census and parish records online, there are numerous websites that list emigration records and ship registers, and countries like Finland, Italy, and France are making more and more information available online, often for free. In many cases, all you have to do is a simple search for a place or a name and you’ll be steered to various websites. It can be time-consuming, but it’s doable and a lot of fun.”
Anna paused, searching their faces for any signs of interest, mentally running through her list of Fascinating Genealogical Facts. Clovis checked her watch and Anna’s heart sank.
“I was hoping Russell would show,” Clovis explained. “He was so looking forward to hearing you speak.”
Zoey turned from the window to Anna. “Russell is the one who suggested we bring you in as a speaker,” she said, putting distance between herself and the foolish decision to invite a genealogist in one short, harmless sentence. “So where is he, Clovis?”
Clovis shrugged. “Our little group continues to shrink.” She crossed her legs and tugged at the frayed denim hem of one pant leg.
“Is that a shot?” Paul asked.
“Dear . . .” Maddy began. She put a pale pink hand on her husband’s arm and patted it gently, her eyes never leaving Clovis’s face.
“It’s a reasonable question,” Paul said. “If people want to leave the group and move on to other things in their lives, how am I responsible for that?”
“They seemed quite happy to me,” Alex said.
“What?” Clovis looked from Paul to Alex, wondering what on earth they could be talking about.
“You’ve got your wires crossed,” Zoey said, gesturing first at Alex and then at Paul on the sofa opposite. “Clovis is talking about Esther and the involuntary historical designation. You two are talking about the two members who quit when Paul joined.”
Paul stared straight ahead, his hand stroking the close-cropped beard at his jawline. “Thank you, Zoey.”
Maddy gave her husband’s arm another pat.
Zoey slumped back in her seat. “I’m only saying.”
“Only saying what?” Maddy asked. “Why do people say ‘I’m only saying’ and then say nothing at all?”
Zoey scowled as though she were in the company of unbearable idiocy. “Because it’s obvious—”
“It’s not important,” Clovis said, waving a hand to still the conversation. “Anna, when we met I told you there were seven members. There were at the time. Briefly. Esther Vance quit three days ago, and I don’t know where Russell Thurman is.” She was embarrassed by the meeting’s skimpy attendance and by the brewing argument between Zoey and the Gilmartins.
Smiling to ease the tension, Anna decided a question of her own might grease the afternoon’s rusty wheels. If she could only keep it from sounding like a plea for work. “Have any of you researched your own family history?”
“I have,” Alex said, looking pleased with himself. “I became interested in my family history years ago, when I discovered my grandfather was the head honey honcho at the Morgan-Sadler House.”
“And made a surprising amount of money doing it,” Paul said, a grin on his face. “We want to restore the hives as well as the house, Anna. They’re a large part of the Morgan-Sadler history.”
“Didn’t some preservation group purchase the house a few months ago from the last family that lived there?” Anna said.
“A Colorado organization called the Corporation for Historical Preservation,” Paul said, “and thanks to Clovis, the Elk Valley Historical Society was put in charge of restoring the house and all the hives.”
From the corner of her eye, Anna saw Zoey mime a yawn.
“She’s done yeoman’s work,” Alex added.
Clovis gave a nod, her thin lips pursed in appreciation.
Alex squinted at Zoey. He hadn’t missed her yawn. “There’s always the obligatory moan from the peanut gallery. I thought that house captivated your imagination, Zoey.”
“It does. I’m just not thrilled with the hives, which is all we ever talk about.”
“Zoey is helping us keep to the authenticity of the period,” Clovis said. “She’s a design student at Colorado State.”
“Master’s program,” Zoey said. “With a focus on historical interiors. Some undergraduates are assisting me.”
“Which period are you going for?” Anna asked. “Wasn’t the house owned by Morgan for a few decades before Sadler?”
“Ah, you’re up on the house,” Alex said. His wide mouth broke into a grin and he shifted on his loveseat to face Anna directly, relishing the change to a more interesting topic. His white, nearly translucent sideburns, in stark contrast to his brown hair, made it look as though he were wearing a toupee, his hair perched atop his head like the hide of a small animal. “Morgan was a biscuit or two before Sadler, true. But the house came into its own during the Sadler period.”
“Exactly.” Paul nodded vigorously. “A major addition to the house was made shortly after Sadler bought it in 1948, so it’s that postwar period we’re focusing on. After all, we can’t undo what Sadler did.”
Maddy ceased fingering the rim of her coffee mug and gave Paul a sidelong glance, her lips parting slightly, thoughtfully, as though her husband had unknowingly stumbled onto something of significance.
“How do you know about the house?” Maddy asked Anna.
“She’s a genealogist,” Zoey said.
“Simply restating her occupation doesn’t answer the question,” Paul said.
“Once again, it’s obvious,” Zoey said. “But then you and the obvious . . .” She trailed off, her sentence punctuated with a dismissive snort.
Paul bristled. He uncrossed his long legs and sat straight, making his spine rigid. “Me and the obvious what?”
“For goodness’ sake,” Clovis said. “Remember when we used to talk about history and the Elk Valley? And have a good time doing it?”
“Yeah, yeah, it’s all changed since I got here,” Zoey said, a petulant tone entering her voice. “It was unicorns and rainbows before me.”
“No, it wasn’t!” Clovis said, her words loud and sharp. Alex’s head jerked and Maddy’s mouth dropped open. It was clear Clovis Fleming didn’t lose her temper—or if she did, she didn’t often let it show. The group was spellbound by her sudden transformation. “But we enjoyed what we did. We enjoyed each other’s company.” She shoved a hand into her ash-gray bangs and pushed them from her forehead. “And we never hurt anyone or took what belongs to them.”
Paul exhaled loudly. Whatever this was, he’d heard it before.
“Here we go,” Alex said.
Clovis’s head snapped around. “Yes, here we go, Alex. And here we’ll continue to go if I have anything to say about it.”
“I don’t think you will,” Paul said. “I’m sorry, but I really don’t think you will.”
It was a peculiar thing for Paul to say, thought Anna, and stranger still, Clovis, a bright woman with a ready tongue, gave no response. Instead, her narrow shoulders sagged as though in recognition of an inevitable truth, and her eyes wandered briefly about the living room, coming to rest on Anna. She smiled weakly. Not knowing what else to do, Anna smiled back. This was not a happy group. And why they voluntarily remained a group was a twisted knot of a puzzle—one Anna had no intention of untangling. Now she wanted to go home.
“Oh, my,” Maddy said. She laughed sheepishly, and the others, except for Clovis, joined in. “What you must think of us, Anna.”
“We haven’t been very welcoming, have we?” Paul said.
“Yes, you have,” Anna said, knowing as the words left her mouth that she was falsely brightening an unpleasant Saturday. But Clovis, whom Anna had liked on first meeting her at the Buffalo, looked stricken, and Anna felt for her. “Thank you for inviting me.”
Paul grunted. “Got a call,” he said, reaching into the pocket of his navy-blue suit jacket. “Excuse me.” He stood and walked to the far side of the living room before answering the phone.
Alex looked confused. “Am I going deaf?”
“He set it on vibrate,” Maddy said, explaining the lack of ring tone.
“Anna.” Clovis folded her arms and leaned forward in her chair. “Can you take me on as a client at this time? I have a family brick wall I’d like to break through.”
“Yes, of course. Absolutely.” In her eagerness to take on new work, had she replied too hastily? Another genealogist, one who made a handsome living as a freelancer, had told Anna she should always check her appointment book before answering such a question—or at least appear to check it. But nonsense, she thought. She needed the work and had no patience for games. And she had the feeling Clovis didn’t play games either.
“The wall is on my father’s side of the family,” Clovis said. “I get lost in England about 1840. Can’t find a thing before then. I can bring what facts I have to your office.”
“Sounds good.”
“Would later this afternoon be all right?”
Clovis was eager too, it seemed. “Yes, I’ll be home the rest of the afternoon.”
“You’re joking.” Paul’s voice boomed and all eyes turned his way. Alex threw an arm over the back of his loveseat and craned his neck for a look.
Phone to his ear, Paul abruptly pivoted and pressed his back to the wall, almost knocking a photo frame from its nail. “How? Where?” He glanced at Maddy then quickly away. He winced and turned his back to the group, and Anna heard him mutter the words “ridiculous” and “bizarre.”
Maddy rose from the couch but stood in place, her hands outstretched, floating in front of her belly. She seemed to be waiting for her husband to look at her again before she moved.
Paul swung back. “Russell,” he said, slipping the phone into his jacket.
Clovis’s hands flew to the arms of her chair. “What is it?”
Paul made his way to his seat and touched Maddy’s shoulder, gently lowering her to the sofa. “He’s dead.” He sat and took Maddy’s hand in his.
“What do you mean dead?” Zoey said.
Paul turned a scathing eye toward Zoey, but before he could open his mouth to answer, Maddy spoke. “She means how, Paul. How did he die? What happened?”
He released his hold on Maddy’s hand. “Someone stabbed him to death.”
Clovis cried out. “Why?”
Paul lifted one shoulder and shook his head sadly.
“Who were you talking to?” Alex asked.
“The groundskeeper at the Morgan-Sadler House. He was putting insulation panels in the hives, he said. I’d given him my number. He called me after calling the police.”
“Russell was at the house?” Alex said.
“The grounds, yes.”
Clovis rubbed her forehead, trying to take it all in. “You mean he was found near the hives?”
“Sitting with his back to one of them.”
“Stabbed and sitting with his back to a hive?” Zoey said.
Paul didn’t respond.
Anna couldn’t intrude—she had never met Russell Thurman—but neither could she, at this precise moment, pack up her things and leave. So she sat silently.
“Who would do such a horrible thing?” Maddy said.
“I can’t imagine,” Paul said. “But that isn’t all.” He was wincing again, having trouble conveying the rest of what the groundskeeper had told him. Taking a deep breath, he plunged ahead. “Whoever did this hollowed out a pumpkin and put it on Russell’s head.”
Clovis gasped and reared back in her chair, and Zoey heaved a cross between a laugh and a gut-punched breath.
“That’s funny?” Clovis said, turning angrily on her. “Is it?”
“I’m not laughing,” Zoey said. She reached out, beseeching Clovis to understand. “I’m not. It just came out.”
Alex clucked in sympathy, trying to calm Clovis. “It’s not funny,” he said gently. “No one thinks it’s funny. It’s just appalling and . . . unexpected.”
“But with a pumpkin on his head,” Maddy said, “how did the groundskeeper know it’s Russell?”
“He had no idea who it was until he took the pumpkin off. He thought it was a prank—one of those stuffed figures you see at Halloween—and pulled the pumpkin off Russell’s head before he called the police.”
Anna noticed that Zoey had put a hand to her mouth, and judging by her raised cheekbones and squinty eyes, she was fighting to keep a straight face. Alex looked at Clovis, and seeing that she was staring down at the area rug in front of her chair, he quickly scolded Zoey, giving her a small shake of his head.
It was understandable, in the shock of the moment, that Zoey might want to laugh, Anna thought. But the absurdity of Russell’s death—or rather, the staging of his body after death—did not make his death any less sacred. Or frightening. Maybe in the movies killers put pumpkins on their victims’ heads, but in real life? Only a very sick mind would take a life then make a joke of that taking.
“The opposition is withering, isn’t it?” Clovis said quietly, her gaze rising from the rug to the sofa where Paul sat.
Maddy gaped. “That’s an awful thing to say.”
“Totally uncalled for,” Paul said.
Chastened, Clovis wrapped her arms about her chest and mumbled a halfhearted apology before proceeding. “But does no one else see how this group is rapidly changing? People who have been members for years are leaving—and now dying. I’m the only original member left.”
“It’s just a group, Clovis,” Zoey said warmly. Her face was lined with concern, her smile had vanished. She again reached out for Clovis’s arm but stopped short. “It’s not important. What matters is your friend.”
“The two are connected,” Clovis said, a defiant glint in her blue eyes. “Russell loved this group, and he saw something happening to it. You can all try to pretend nothing’s going on, but I see it too.”
“In what way is Russell’s death connected to our group?” Paul asked, bewildered.
Clovis sat bolt upright. “Did Russell have anything with him?”
“Like what?” Paul said.
“I don’t know—that’s why I’m asking you.”
“You have to be a lot clearer than that.”
“Did he have anything he wouldn’t normally be carrying?” Clovis gestured with her hands, frustrated that she couldn’t erase the blank stare on Paul’s face. “Did the groundskeeper mention finding something with him?”
“No.”
“Did you ask?”
“Why would I? What are you talking about, Clovis?”




CHAPTER 2
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“Going to loaf about, are you?” Gene Westfall dug into the toolbox on Anna’s kitchen counter and extracted a red-handled pipe wrench. “While I work on  your leaky kitchen pipe?”
“That’s the plan,” Anna said with a grin. She opened the refrigerator door, searching for something to eat. The sight of pumpkin bread stopped her cold. Poor Russell Thurman. She shut the door and leaned against it. “What a day it’s been.”
“You just said the talk went well.”
“It did. It was the question period afterward that didn’t.” The argument between Clovis and Paul, growing stranger by the moment, had been Anna’s signal to leave Alex Root’s house. She doubted anyone had even noticed her shoving papers into her messenger bag and slipping out the front door. “I think I’ll make some coffee. Want some?”
“Too late in the day for me.”
He squatted in front of the sink’s open cabinet doors, gave his golden retriever, Riley, a scratch atop his head, and slid a casserole pan under the pipe’s trap. “What’s got you drinking coffee so late? You usually don’t touch it after eleven.”
“Someone named Russell Thurman was murdered in Elk Park today. Or maybe last night. It hasn’t been determined yet.”
Gene looked up from his work. “Did you know him?”
“No, but he was a member of the Elk Valley Historical Society.” Anna took a mug and a bag of coffee from a cabinet, got the coffee brewing, and spent the next several minutes telling Gene about the group’s members and their petty arguments. When she told him about the pumpkin the murderer set on Thurman’s head, Gene grimaced and stood.
“How old was this man?” he asked. “Did he have family?”
“I don’t know anything about him.” Anna poured herself coffee and blew over the rim of the mug to cool it before taking a sip. “Though he was the one who suggested I be invited to give the talk, so I suppose in a way he knew me.”
“Could he have been a client?”
“No, I think the name would ring a bell.”
“Maybe a friend of a client.”
“Could be.”
“You’ll find out soon enough.” He lowered himself in front of the pipe and looked up at her, smiling. “Liz is probably already working on the case.”
“I’m surprised I haven’t heard from her yet.” Anna watched him for a moment—though she knew he hated that. Anna, don’t stare, he’d say. But she watched him—his dark brown hair, the dark stubble on his chin, his hands. His blue jeans and ever-present plaid flannel shirt. A lumberjack shirt, she called it. A sweater was as dressy as it got with him, and she liked that.
He had turned thirty-nine last month, achieving his goal of leaving his job as a lineman in Loveland before age forty, though his leaving hadn’t been planned. Roger, his father and the owner of Buckhorn’s Trading Post in downtown Elk Park, had suffered a heart attack just before Christmas last year, and though he had survived and was doing well, he’d retired and Gene had taken over the shop—at first of necessity and later because he loved it, even during the tourist season, which thankfully had ended in September.
Gene worked the pipe with the wrench, freeing the trap and setting it in the casserole dish. A bit of water dribbled from the open pipe to the dish. He wiped the trap with a paper towel then held it to his eye and examined it. “Is the leak in that part of the pipe?” she asked.
“Not the trap part of the pipe itself. I think you have a bad washer.” He looked up again, his brows knit, his light brown eyes twinkling. “Go sit on the couch and let me work.”
Jackson, Anna’s German shepherd mix dog, padded into the kitchen and planted himself alongside Riley, his eyes on Gene, his tail thumping expectantly on the floor. Anna laughed, called the dogs to her, and the three left the open kitchen for the living room, the dogs’ nails clicking on the wooden floor.
“You both need your nails cut,” she said as they curled into their daybeds near the wood stove and Anna settled into the couch.
She drank her coffee and silently reviewed the events of the past hour. Something odd was going on with the members of the Elk Valley Historical Society. Undercurrents was the word that came to mind. The words they’d spoken to one another had double meanings. She had felt like a traveler among them, only half understanding their patois, but she sensed that they shared secrets they dared not share with anyone outside the group.
She had the sudden urge to call Liz Halvorsen and find out what she knew about Russell Thurman. Her friend, who ran the ElkNews.com website, had contacts at the town office, the Municipal Building, the police department, and even the coroner’s office. If something was afoot in Elk Park, Liz knew about it.
Before Anna could convince herself to leave her comfortable couch and grab her phone, the doorbell rang.
“Can you get that?” Gene called out. “I’m slaving away under this woman’s sink.”
“Getting it.” Anna headed for the front door, certain she would see Liz on the other side of it, bubbling with news she could no longer bear to keep to herself. She swung it wide, ready to greet her friend, but instead found Clovis Fleming, an apologetic smile on her face and a large envelope clutched to her chest.
“Sorry to bother you so soon,” Clovis said. “Can we talk?” She stood motionless until Anna ushered her inside and then hesitated again at the kitchen island, where Gene was wiping his hands with a dish towel.
“This is Gene Westfall,” Anna said. She suddenly wondered what to call him. My boyfriend? That sounded like something a teenager would say. My guy? My man? They all sounded faintly ridiculous. “A friend of mine,” she said at last. “Gene, this is Clovis Fleming, who heads the Elk Valley Historical Society.”
Clovis stepped to the island and extended her hand. “Used to head it. Nice to meet you, Gene.”
If Gene had noticed Anna’s halting introduction, he hid it well. “Nice to meet you, Clovis,” he said, taking her hand. “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee or tea? Cider?”
Clovis looked longingly toward the refrigerator. “Do you have a pop?” she asked.
“I’m afraid not,” Anna said. “Anything else?”
“Never mind, then.” She waved a hand. “Anyway, I don’t want to keep you longer than necessary.”
Anna invited Clovis to follow her and headed back to the living room. “Have a seat,” she said, gesturing at an armchair opposite the couch.
“Lovely dogs,” Clovis said, regarding Jackson and Riley with unambiguous approval. Her thin frame settled lightly into the chair. She crossed her legs and laid the envelope on her lap, her fingers nervously tapping it. A tattered spot on the sleeve of her cardigan, where she had mended the weave but not well enough to disguise the threadwork, caught Anna’s eye.
“I wasn’t sure I’d see you today,” Anna said. “I know you said you’d come, but after . . .”
“Yes, Russell.” She looked away, momentarily transported by the tragedy of her friend’s death, then fixed her eyes on Anna’s. There was business to attend to. “But Russell is why I wanted to speak to you in the first place.”
“I thought you had a genealogical brick wall.”
“No, it has nothing to do with my family tree. That was a ruse.” Clovis said the word playfully, as though mischief were about to ensue and Anna should strap on a seat belt. “It’s about this envelope.” She offered it to Anna.
“Oh?” Anna rose and took the envelope. As she sat again, she flipped it and noticed its back was securely fastened by both the brad and several inches of clear tape.
“I know some of what’s in that,” Clovis said. “But only because Russell and I talked. What he put in there recently I don’t know, and I didn’t feel I should open it. I picked it up at his house after the meeting.”
Anna looked up.
“I have his house key,” she explained. “And he had mine. The police were busy at the Sadler house, apparently, and I had no problem getting in. It makes you wonder.”
Anna peeled off the tape, pried back the brad, and removed the envelope’s meager contents: photocopies of three old newspaper articles, a check made out to her, and what appeared to be two terribly stunted family trees: Gilmartin and Eberhardt. She looked at Clovis.
“May I?” Clovis said. She left her armchair and sat next to Anna on the couch.
“Then this wasn’t what you thought Russell might have had with him when he died?” Anna asked, handing her the papers.
Clovis shook her head as she examined them. “He’d been studying the Sadler house, and I thought he might have had other research papers with him.” She brandished the articles. “These I knew about, though he never said why they’re important.”
“Did he talk to anyone else in the group about them?”
“Just Esther. And he swore us to secrecy. Not that we know anything to tell. I don’t understand these family trees at all.”
“If that’s what they are,” Anna said. “They’re awfully short. Why did he write me a check?”
“To hire you.”
Feeling she had stated the obvious and that the obvious needed no further explanation, Clovis continued to study the Gilmartin and Eberhardt family trees, such as they were. Anna leaned closer for a better look. The Gilmartin tree was the largest of the two, but only Maddy Gilmartin’s side of the family had been researched. Madeleine Cooper, forty-two, born in Elko, Nevada, had married Paul Gilmartin eighteen years ago, and together they had a daughter named Diana, now age fifteen. To the right of Maddy’s name were the names of two siblings, and above it were the names of her parents and grandparents. Scribbled next to Maddy’s name were two words.
“‘Teaches demonology’?” Anna said.
“Yes.” Clovis handed Anna the Gilmartin tree. “I did know that. Russell told me. She teaches in Boulder, in some rented office space where she and other so-called teachers can legally take foolish people’s money. Ridiculous.” She sniffed and gave Anna the Eberhardt family tree, which was no more than Zoey Eberhardt’s name, her estimated age—thirty—and the words “Where are they?”
The purpose of the check was becoming clear. “Did Russell want to hire me to research the Gilmartin and Eberhardt families?”
“That’s what he told me. It’s why he wanted you to speak to our group, if you’ll forgive us for planning your visit for that purpose. He was sure he was being watched, so he didn’t want to make an appointment with you. He thought the meeting was the perfect place to pass along this information—making it seem like he was giving you his family details, of course. I didn’t know he was making headway on his own, but it’s not much, is it?”
“He thought he was being watched?” Clovis, it seemed, had the habit of introducing startling tidbits of information into the conversation as though she were sharing the recipe for strawberry shortcake.
“I can’t vouch for that since I never saw anything myself, but I trusted Russell’s instincts. If he said he was being watched, he was being watched.”
“Who would watch him?”
“All the new group members, I think. Paul and his wife, Alex, Zoey. The Gang of Four, I call them.”
In her peripheral vision, Anna saw Gene stand in the kitchen and turn his face to the living room. He’d caught what Clovis had said, and he didn’t like it.
Clovis, too, sensed she was in danger of frightening Anna from the task before she had even finished her pitch. “Anyway, you don’t need to know about all that. Russell only wanted to hire you as a genealogist.”
“But now that Russell has died . . .”
Clovis seized the check and tore it in half. “Now I’m hiring you. For him.”
“Did he have family in Colorado?”
“He was divorced, and his ex-wife moved out of state years ago. Two grown children in Idaho. I’ve never met any of them.”
“I’m not sure about this.” Anna looked again at the Gilmartin tree. She was uneasy about researching the ancestors of living people without their permission.
“I can cover your charges.”
“I’m sure you can. It’s not that.”
“You don’t want to research their backgrounds on the sly.”
Anna looked up. “It makes me a little uncomfortable.”
“But haven’t you ever researched the family trees of famous living people?”
“This wouldn’t be like that. I’ve met Zoey and the Gilmartins.”
Clovis smiled. “And you’re not intrigued by impenetrable brick walls in their trees?”
“I’m always intrigued by brick walls,” Anna said with a laugh, realizing she was leaning toward taking on the job for that very reason. And if she discovered anything Paul or Zoey might find embarrassing, she thought, she didn’t have to pass that information to Clovis. “But this?” She held up Zoey’s tree. “This isn’t a brick wall, this is a completely missing family history.”
Clovis’s smile broadened. “Almost as if Zoey doesn’t exist.”
“What do you mean?” Anna waited for an explanation. Clovis knew—or suspected—more than she was letting on, and experience over the past year had taught Anna to arm herself with information before leaping into a genealogical quagmire.
“Russell tried to locate Paul and Zoey’s families,” Clovis said. She sat back, relaxing in her seat, ready to disclose all she knew. “He wasn’t a genealogist, but before he retired he was a history professor at Colorado State—and no slouch on the computer, either. Paul was born and raised in Colorado, but Russell couldn’t find his parents or any siblings—though he did find out that Paul and Maddy leased their land to some wind-farm company and made a fortune. And Zoey says she’s lived in Colorado for more than ten years—where are her records?”
“Not everyone tells the truth about who they are and where they’re from.”
“Two people in one small group?”
“What about Alex? Did Russell research him?”
“He did.” Clovis crossed her legs with a sigh. “Alex is exactly who he says he is, and his grandfather really was head of the honey-making facility at Morgan-Sadler House. Hired by Emerson Sadler himself.”
“Why didn’t Russell just ask the members about their history? History is what your group is all about.”
“It’s not my group anymore,” Clovis said. Her face hardened as she picked at the sleeve of her cardigan. “I was thrown out as president at our meeting last Saturday.”
“But you founded the society.”
Clovis let out a strangled laugh. “Eight years ago. Russell joined me a week later.”
“If you don’t mind me asking . . .”
“Alex won. By a vote of four to three. And now two of those three members are gone. Russell has been murdered, and Esther Vance, my dearest friend in the world, quit. She had no choice when she found out that the very group I created and she was a part of intends to steal her house.”
“Is that what Zoey was talking about? The involuntary—”
“The IHD. Involuntary historical designation.” Clovis’s mouth tightened, causing her upper lip to all but disappear. “A new law passed by the town council this summer that allows Elk Park to designate a building as historical whether or not its owner agrees. And unfortunately, the society has the power to recommend such a designation—something we never planned to do until new members flooded the group and changed everything. After Alex was made president, Maddy proposed that Esther Vance’s Craftsman-style house be given an IHD.”
“Practically speaking, what does that mean for Esther?”
“There are not only things she must not do to her house and yard, but there are things she must do. Expensive, historically accurate upkeep, for one.” Outraged for her friend, Clovis became agitated as she spoke, her words tumbling, racing to describe the unfairness of it all. “She’s lived in that house for twenty-four years. She’s a seventy-one-year-old widow. She hasn’t the resources for this. She has trouble paying the bills under normal circumstances, and the miniscule grant the town offered her won’t begin to cover her costs. I talked to her yesterday—she was in tears.”
“What happens if she ignores this designation?”
“Eventually she loses her house. Elk Park can take it. And then presumably what used to be my historical society can renovate it and charge entrance fees.”
Anna couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Why on earth had the town council passed such a law? It was monstrous. Did the council members not see its real-life consequences?
“Excuse me, ladies,” Gene said, a glass of cider in each hand as he made his way to the couch. “It’s not pop, Clovis, but I think you’ll like it.” He handed her a glass then held out the other for Anna. “Leak fixed,” he added, tipping his head in the direction of the kitchen.
“Thanks.” Anna saw no caution in his expression—the knit brow that reminded her to think twice before she rushed headlong into a situation she didn’t fully understand—even though Clovis had sidestepped her question about Russell being watched. It was possible he too found the genealogical riddle appealing, but it was more probable that he didn’t like the idea of a widow losing her house over an ill-conceived law.
“I am thirsty,” Clovis said. “I’m afraid I’ve been talking a lot.”
“Only because I’ve been asking you questions.”
“Riley, Jackson,” Gene said, giving his leg a pat. “Let’s go outside.”
In an instant the dogs hopped up and eagerly trailed after Gene, trotting across the living room, out the sliding glass door, and into her house’s back yard. How quickly and fiercely Jackson had transferred his loyalty from Sean to Gene, Anna thought. Only a dog could move through life with such grace and ease, forgetting the past, pressing ahead.
Jackson had adored her husband during the several months he had with him, but when Sean died three autumns ago, after a time of grieving, of wandering the house in search of him, Jackson accepted his new life. And now he loved Gene.
“This is delicious,” Clovis said, holding her glass aloft as if in a toast.
“I’m glad you like it. The apples are from an orchard west of Loveland.”
“Nothing finer than cider in the fall.” Clovis took another gulp before putting the glass on the end table behind her. “It’s one thing to take over the Morgan-Sadler House,” she went on, determined to drive home her point. “No one lived there, it was in a terrible state of disrepair, and the Corporation for Historical Preservation negotiated with the absentee owner and paid a pretty penny for it. But this”—she jabbed at the air with her forefinger—“this is legalized theft. Not with my group they don’t.”
“Wait a minute.” Anna wasn’t sure she’d understood Clovis. “Esther was a member of the historical society. So Alex and the others voted to place an IHD on a member’s house?”
“Yes, all four of them did. The vote was four to three, again. You see what I meant when I said the group is rapidly changing?”
“And not for the better.”
“Why would four people, in the space of seven weeks, join our small group and turn it upside down? And why do two of them appear not to exist?”
Anna had to admit the questions were tantalizing. And if she, in some roundabout way, could help Esther Vance hold onto her house by simply doing her job as a genealogist, why not? And Liz loved political intrigue. She’d jump at the chance to help.
“We do have a trump card,” Clovis said, lacing her fingers together and resting her hands on her lap. “Councilwoman Ruby Padilla. Esther and I are meeting with her in a couple of hours. She was the deciding vote in favor of the law, but I think she’ll have a change of heart when she learns that Esther is a victim of it.”
Over the next few minutes, Clovis explained how Ruby, councilwoman for Anna’s district, was related by an intricate network of divorces and second marriages to Esther Vance—something Zoey, Alex, Paul, and Maddy could never discover—and she would not be pleased with Esther being the first target of an IHD. Ruby’s influence, Clovis hoped, would help remove the designation from Esther’s house.
“Do you think you can help?” Clovis asked. “I don’t want to leave this to chance. I want torpedoes in all my tubes.”
“I’m not sure what you think I can do.”
“To be honest, I don’t know, but Russell was sure you could help, and after Esther quit the group, he resolved to hire you.” She leaned forward, pleading with Anna. “What do you say?”
Anna thought for a moment before answering, ignoring the questions jostling for attention in her mind—about Russell being watched, if he had been right about that, and about Maddy, who taught demonology—focusing instead on Ether Vance and the possible political chicanery that was about to take her house from her. “All right. I’ll try my best, Clovis.”




CHAPTER 3
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Liz Halvorsen had already heard about the murder of Russell Thurman, but when Anna called her friend to say she might have a different angle on Thurman’s death, or at least a strange sidebar involving town politics, Liz insisted they meet downtown at the Buffalo Café, the Summit Avenue coffee shop with the stuffed buffalo named Cody outside its front door. 
As Anna entered the long, narrow café, Grace Bell poked her head around an enormous biscotti jar, smiled, and acknowledged her with a quick wave. “The first lady of news and her laptop just got here,” she said, tossing her head at Liz, who was seated at a table opposite the counter. “Where’s Jackson? I was hoping he could play with Suka. I had no idea when I got her how much Siberian huskies need to run, the poor thing.”
“Sorry,” Anna said, sliding into a seat opposite Liz at her table. “He’s with Gene. They’re inseparable these days.”
“Like Liz and her laptop,” Grace said, glaring at the offensive machine as she made her way to the table. “Pumpkin spice coffee?”
“Decaf?”
“You’ve got it. Liz?”
Liz bit back a grin. “The first lady of news would like a decaf pumpkin spice latte.”
Grace gave Liz’s laptop a final, scornful stare and headed back to the counter. Though she often badgered Liz to shut the lid on her infernal machine and enjoy both life and coffee, the ongoing battle between the two wasn’t a battle at all. Liz adored Grace and had made the Buffalo her office away from home, and Grace, for her part, loved having Liz, laptop and all, in her café, especially in the off-season months, when customers were scarce and Liz and her news website made for good conversation. Grace had even installed wireless in her café, and Anna suspected it wasn’t as much for her other customers as for Liz.
Liz pushed her computer to the side and propped her elbows on the table. “So what’s going on?”
“Dirty politics, possibly.” Anna unzipped her fleece jacket and draped it over the back of her chair. “And murder. This is confidential unless and until you find proof of wrongdoing, OK?”
“Of course.”
Liz responded immediately, almost offhandedly, but Anna knew her friend to be thoroughly honest when it came to her job and its responsibilities. If Liz had any doubts about a story, she would hold it, even at the risk of missing breaking news. But it was her honesty that made her trustworthy and brought contacts and information her way. Her unwillingness to run with unverified breaking news paradoxically made her website the place to go for breaking news.
“Russell Thurman—”
“The murdered man,” Liz said.
“Yes. He was a member of the Elk Valley Historical Society, the group I told you about.”
“He was found with a pumpkin on his head.”
“You know about that?”
“Shall I bring them to your table, my ladies?” Grace called out, pointing at two steaming cups on her counter.
“No, no.” Grinning, Anna stood and strode to the counter. Grace didn’t “deliver,” as she put it. You picked up your coffee at the counter or you didn’t get it. A cup in each hand, she headed back to the table, breathing deeply as the scent of pumpkin spice rose with the coffee’s steam.
“Speaking of pumpkins,” Liz said, making a face as she took her cup.
“No jokes about this allowed.”
“No.” Liz shook her head. “Of course not.”
“The poor man. He was a retired history professor.” Anna wrapped her hands around her cup, indulging in its warmth before taking a sip.
“Really?” Liz gazed out over the café, her eyes settling on the plastic jack-o’-lantern on Grace’s counter. “It must have been a large pumpkin. I mean, to fit over a man’s head.”
Anna groaned her objection.
“I’m not making jokes—or I’m trying not to.” Liz fixed a neutral expression on her face and pressed on. “Seriously, let’s think this through. It had to have been a large pumpkin.”
Anna nodded in agreement. “All right, then. And it had to have been cleaned out ahead of time and brought to the Morgan-Sadler House. There’s no vegetable garden on the grounds.”
“That’s a lot of trouble to go to.”
“Agreed.” One ghastly horror-movie image after another paraded through Anna’s mind. Had the killer
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