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One



Lila Abbott dropped her aluminum demo tray of Ritz Crackers, Cheez Whiz, and green olives on the unforgiving floor of Market Foods with an earsplitting clatter. The sound echoed throughout the store, but no one turned around to look. Not even one person.

A pure panic swept through Lila, and it wasnt because of her lost Cheez Whiz demo. The panic was for Emily Ruth Griffin who lay face down on the floor of the produce department surrounded by lemons.

Lila ran past the spilled tray and fought her way through several other customers circled around Emily Ruth. What in Gods name did I do that would make Emily Ruth keel over?

Larry Pierson had gotten to her first. He checked her breathing, which wasnt happening, and frantically began administering CPR to Emily Ruth. Lila prayed he could bring her around. Please, God, dont let the beautiful Emily Ruth die in our store. She might be perfectly rich and perfectly dressed, and perfectly bitchy, but she didnt have to be perfectly dead, did she?

Mr. Trent, the pharmacist, came running over. He kept checking Emily Ruths wrists for somethingmaybe a pulse, and tried to talk to Larry.

Pilar, from the deli, called 911 from the upstairs office phone. She must have been looking out the observation window and seen the whole thing. Even with Pilars very cool but complicated Argentinian accent the 911 crew must have gotten the general idea. Within twenty seconds Lila heard sirens.

Tom Boscov, the store manager, was running up and down the aisles trying to calm his regular customers. Tom would do that. The townies were the meat and potatoes of his year-in-and-year-out business. His short-sleeved white shirt had big wet spots under the arms and on his back. He was sweating it, for sure. Lila saw him round the back end of aisle two and heard his quick footsteps down the next row toward Emily Ruth.

Everything went all cold and slow during the next few minutes as the paramedics arrived at a run. Boy, those guys were fast.

Lila helped them back people away. A good-looking gray-haired man with a nautical outfit soothed a crying Mrs. Gordon. The summer people and the townie people coming together over a tragedy, Lila thought. How touching.

Lila tried not to look at Emily Ruths body, which wasnt pretty anymore, as the medics worked on her valiantly.

Larry Pierson was having a complete meltdown. He wept over Emily Ruth like his heart was splitting in two. Poor Larry, and what a good effort hed made. The medics had to move him out of the way several times.

Lila kept thinking about the last thing Emily Ruth had put in her mouth.

It wasnt like Emily Ruth to eat a non-natural thingthats what shed said when theyd chatted just moments earlier. Lila remembered Emily Ruth carefully reading the ingredients on both the Cheez Whiz and the crackers, complimenting Lila on her olive and pimento artwork, then ever so casually, popping one in her mouth.

She had commented how starved she was from South Beaching herself to bikini weight and that maybe just this one cracker wouldnt kill her. Just one little carb moment.

Had it killed her? What in Gods name could be in a blob of Cheez Whiz that would kill someone? Was it a tainted olive? Was the cracker moldy? Lila trembled all over. It was like the shadow of death had formed a dark misty cloud over the entire store.

Emily Ruth was dead.

Dave McInnis, chief paramedic, declared time of death, then he and an orderly gently lifted Emily Ruth onto a gurney. Larry clutched the side rails. He was a high-strung kind of guy, and trying to revive someone like that had probably been too much for him.

Dead. Dead as a doornail. Lila shuddered again. Then she thought how good-looking those McInnis boys were. Then she thought that was a terrible thing to thinkbut, hey, she wasnt deadjust coming out of hibernation from seventeen years of being a single mother.


Just suffering empty-nest syndrome from her only daughter Mallory leaving for college at the oh-so-young age of seventeen. Just freaking out for not being able to reach for and hug her only child right this minute. Her mom instincts went into high gear and all her fears about letting Mallory go early to that math-geek-club-sorority-rushing-welcome-to-your-new-life-away-from-the-parents thing came surfacing up. Anything could happen to her!

It must be the heat making her think like this. The summer heat always got to her. Plus, one tends to take stock when death comes lurking around. Lilas life flashed before her in a strange series of disconnected thoughts, including a certain summer night many years ago when shed gotten herself knocked up.

Nothing she could think right now would make any sense or feel correct so she gave up torturing herself about her thoughts. Apparently her mind was trying to grapple with the whole situation and doing a rather random job of it. It must be shock.

The local chief of the Port Gamble Police Department came in the store. He took a look at Emily, talked to the paramedics and Mr. Trent, all very matter of fact. Tom Boscov joined the other men in their short-sleeved-shirt powwow. Many forms were passed between the officials and signatures given. Why did life come down to paperwork in the end?

Lila skirted around the death area sweeping up fallen crackers and cheese and doing recon on the side. They extended the gurney and rolled Emily Ruth out of the store, no sheet to cover her once-beautiful face. Talk about your cleanup on aisle one, Lila muttered.

She picked up Emily Ruths expensive lime green leather clutch. It was the size of a dolls purse. Or a little girls. Lila clutched the clutch. Police Chief Bob Boniford came toward her. He looked a little flirty but still maintained his professional air, if such a thing was possible.

Lila. He tipped his hat.

Chief, Lila nodded.

Looks like Ms. Griffin had some sort of severe allergic reaction.

Oh God, Bob, I let her eat a Ritz with Cheez Whiz off the demo table. And it had a green olive and pimento garnish. I did it. I killed her. Lila felt a little woozy. She leaned on her broom and tucked Emilys purse under her arm.


Now, Lila, the woman was a grown adult. She would have known if she were allergic to any of that. Its not your fault. It was probably a fluke. Bob got way close and put his arm around her. Bob was nice, butmarried. She took the comfort anyway. And the support. Support was always good.

The paramedics gave her a shot of epinephrine, but it was too late. Is there anything else you noticed? Did she have anything else to eat in the store?

Not that I know of, Im the only demo today, Lila answered. Her cart is right over there. Lila pointed to the abandoned cart next to the lemon bin. She sort of disengaged herself from Bob at the same time.

Ill take a look at the cart. Just let me have all those food bits, and the containerswell have the lab in Seattle run a few tests on the stuff.

The food is all in this trash bag. I can get you the containers. Ive got them under the demo table, Lila answered. It occurred to her that the store might have some liability issues if indeed some part of the sample food was tainted. That would be terrible. Just take it. Lila picked up the bag and handed it to the chief. She felt too guilty to sort out liability issues at the moment.

Ill get the containers, Bob said.

Pilar came up behind them and tried to tell Chief Bob something that looked important. Bob spoke pretty good Spanish and they managed well despite the difference between her Argentine Spanish and his local yokel. Lila had only taken one high school quarters worth of Spanish. Getting pregnant had sort of cut her academic education short. But shed picked up quite a bit since.

Lila, Ms. Griffins dog is locked up in her car barking its fool head off. Lets get the keys and take the poor thing out of there. Its damned hot today. Bob indicated the purse.

Guess the expensive little green purse didnt much blend with her white poly pants and blue checkers vest. Not that shed entertained stealing Emily Ruths purse. Lila snapped open the bag. Inside was a sleek black tube of Chanel lipstick, a round gold compact, a set of car keys, and a miniature wallet, folded and snapped, with quite a bit of money in it from the bulge factor.

Just the Emily Ruth essentials nestled in the lime green silk lining. Lila pulled out the car keys. Bob looked at her with a smirk and took the purse away from her, leaving her with only the keys.

Chief Boniford?

Everyone turned at the sound of one booming male voice.

Lucas, over here. Lila, get that dog, will you?

Lila wasnt moving. Lucas Griffin was too amazing for her to leave the scene of this crime.

He walked like he owned himself and everything else. He looked like tennis in the afternoon, expensive cars, and country clubs. His dark brown hair behaved just the way it should.

He had on Ray Bans or some other sunglasses that only the rich could afford. When he removed them his blue, flashing eyes made Lilas throat catch with surprise. A small sound squeaked out of her. Those eyes did not behave at all.

Then there were his perfect rich-boy jeans and his black polo shirt. The real Polo: Ralph Lauren. Great shirt. Great body.

What happened to Emily Ruth? he asked.

Im sorry son, shes dead. It was very quick. She didnt suffer.

Too bad. He stopped in front of both of them and looked straight at Lila.


Bob ignored Lucass horrid comment. Are her parents in town?

No, they moved to Seattle permanently last year. Her lawyer can get in touch with them.

Did she have a severe allergy you know of?

Peanuts. She was a walking time bomb. Is that what got her?

Looks like it. How did you know to come here?

Lucas took a small pause. I went looking for her. She missed an appointment we had. I saw her car in the parking lot.

Oh, the dog. Her dog is in the car. And where would you like her vehicle taken?

Geez, Bob. Lila gave them both a stern look.

Ill take her car. Hell, I paid for it. Lucas held his hand out in Lilas direction, indicating the keys.

Lila just about dropped the keys on the floor, gaping at Lucas for all the comments that had just come out of his mouth. Darn, buddy, that was just cold.

Didnt Mr. Griffin know it wasnt proper to speak ill of the dead? Lilas mothers etiquette-phraseology voice popped into Lilas head. Rose Abbott would no doubt be giving Lucas Griffin the evil eye for his crass, cruel comment. Lila did it for her.

What is that look for? Emily Ruth made everyones life she touched a living hell. Lucas glared back.

I thought your legal issues with her were settled, Chief Bob interjected.

Hardly, shell probably find a way to screw me from the grave.

Lila shut her mouth tight. Nothing good could be coming out of it anyway. Her best friend Bonnie told her shed heard Lucas Griffin was a no-good cheating son-of-a-rich man that messed around with a string of townie girls here in Port Gamble while his wife, the former townie, formerly alive Emily Ruth, was skiing in Switzerlandor something like that. That was enough to put him on her permanent s-word list. Lila didnt want anything to do with Lucas Griffin.

On second thought, the dog deserved better. Your dead ex-wifes dog is in the car. I am going to get it out of there. Lila gave him the iciest glare she could possibly muster and walked past him, car keys in hand.




Lucas shrugged and followed the nasty, but appealing woman with Emily Ruths car keys dangling from her pink manicured fingertips.

He knew he should feel really, really bad about his ex-wifes untimely demise, but the relief it was going to bring to his life was so immense it prevented him from any initial grief. Later, perhaps, hed reflect on the woman he thought hed married years ago. Or at least the woman shed pretended to be. The fantasy shed fed him before hed caught her in bed with his own brother.

Oh hell, there was nothing to reflect on except that a woman as smart and beautiful as Emily Ruth had wasted her talents in the wickedly evil pursuit of wealth. His familys wealth, to be exact. He regretted shed misspent her God-given gifts on manipulation and lies, and that his family had been destroyed because if it.

If he had anything to reflect on it was the swift and deadly karmic retribution of her death. Damn, that was fast.

Here they were last week in court over his brothers will, the stupid local judge gives her a life estate in the beach house and she drops dead four days later. That was one short life estate. Of course, shed been living there with Jason sincesince it all went down with them, so shed had a few years of fun.

Poor Jason, he never knew what hit him when it came to Emily Ruth. But he should have been stronger. He should have put his family first.

There wasnt anything that could be done about it now, no chance for reunion, reconciliation, or communication. Jasons motorcycle accident last winter took that chance away. And so did Emily Ruth.

He might as well take her car. Maybe he could sell it. He needed the money. Hed come back for his Jeep later.

As the automatic doors of the grocery store swooshed open and Lucas stepped outside, the heat of August midday rolled over him like a wave of lust. Something he hadnt felt for a while. This was somewhat connected to the very nice behind of the woman walking in front of him. He liked a girl with some curves. He could see her pink lace bikini underwear through her white pants.

He had a twinge of guilt for thinking like that in the oh-so recent aftermath of his ex-wifes death.


But hell, she died, not him. Hed just been so pissed off at spending the summer in lawyers offices trying to wrestle his familys estate out of the clutches of Emily Ruth instead of regaining some much-needed tranquility, he hadnt had time to think about much of anything else.

Even now his younger brothers stupidity in marrying her after Lucas divorced her, and not making her sign a prenup, grated on himlike gravel under the wheel of a motorcycle going too fast around a corner. If he didnt know better hed think Emily Ruth killed Jason herself. Shed sure vanished for a while after the funeral, only to turn up like a bad penny this summer.

The pale yellow Jag sedan looked fairly undamaged from Cruella De Emily Ruth being at the wheel. The dog wasnt just yapping, it was howling. Its tiny red furry nose with its black button tip stuck through the crack in the window Emily had left for her. He could see a bowl of water on the floor. At least she was kind to animals, just not people.

The pissy but curvaceous girl that had commandeered the keys was cooing at the dog, but nothing was working. Howls were punctuated by growls and snaps.


Im going in for dog treats. Stay here. Dont you dare hurt that dog. She ran back in. That left him with Schatzie, Emily Ruths crazy dog.

Schatzie, shhhhhh. Lucas kept his voice low. He reached over and tried to pet Schatzies little nose. He got snapped at instead. Emily probably trained the damned thing to bite him. He kept at it until Schatzie reduced herself to a whine-howl. He got a little closer and managed to stroke her under the chin. That seemed to calm her a tiny bit. He kept it up. Poor thing, we dont get to pick our owners.

He thought about the store girl. She was familiar. Thirty-some summers in Port Gamble gives a guy plenty of time to get to know the locals.

He remembered who she was in an interesting flash of long-ago gossip and foolish attractions from his teenage years here. Lila Abbott.

Foolish attractions. Too bad he hadnt had the sense to let his attraction to Emily Ruth slide on by. These local girls were nothing but trouble.

Move.

Arent you Lila Abbott? Lucas asked.



Lila was slightly impressed with the fact Lucas had calmed the dog down just by his touch. Shed come through the door and seen him bent over, stroking it under the chin. Of course, if he stroked her under the chin like that shed probably calm down, too. Or get excited. One of the two.

Yes, Im Lila Abbott. Whats the dogs name?

Schatzie. Shes a girl. Emily Ruth named her after a character in a movie. You know, Lauren Bacall in How to Marry a Millionaire?

Wow, interesting. Emily Ruth must have had a broader understanding of her own life than it seemed. Shed lived out thathow to marry a millionairepart. It wasnt often a townie girl nabbed one of the summer boys. Emily had done a pretty good job of it. Lucas was a hottie.

Lila thought about her own situation and gritted her teeth. She hadnt nabbed a summer boy; the summer boy had nabbed her, used her and thrown her away. Oh well, she was a big girl now. She was long over it. Really. And shed gotten a terrific daughter out of it. A daughter she missed terribly today. Shed have to call Mallory later just to hear her voice all the way from that college she couldnt have afforded if Mallory hadnt gotten all those scholarshipsStanford University in California.


Well that, and the bribe money shed been getting all these years from a rich family in Texas that didnt want their name sullied with an illegitimate child. Hey, it worked for her. Itd kept rubber boots and books and bread on the table.

Here you go, yummy yum, here Schatzie. Lila held her hand out flat so Schatzie couldnt nip off a finger. The dog licked the treat off her palm. Oh, if only men were that easy.

She unlocked the car door and made sure she was armed with more treats. The smell of hot white leather baked by the summer sun and long-haired dog mingled with the clean, outdoor scent of Lucas Griffin, who had wedged himself close inapparently to prevent Schatzie from bolting into the parking lot.

He made her nervous. Could you give me a little space here, Mr. Griffin? The dog doesnt seem to like you. Lila had Schatzie by her little jeweled collar and held her tight against her store vest, but the little thing was squirming like a weasel. Long red hair flew up in Lilas nose. She flipped it away with her other hand. What kind of a dog is this, anyhow?

Pomeranian. Lucas put his hand behind his neck and smiled at Lila.


Oh, he had quite the smile. As if that would do him any good, the snake. Oh, thats right, Pomeranian. I should have known that, she stumbled through the reply.

You two have the same color hair, Lucas said.

Oddly, that was true.

And what do you intend to do with her? Lila asked, ignoring the hair comment, holding a growling Schatzie so they could both look at Lucas. She was a little sensitive about the whole red-haired thing anyway.

I dont know, I was thinking of putting her in the dog shelter, or a kennel or something.

Why cant you just take her to your place?

Im staying with friends. I dont think theyd appreciate my ex-wifes dog.

Dont you people have any sense of charity? The poor thing just lost its owner.

You people? Lucas stared at her.

Oh, you know perfectly well what I mean. Like it would kill you to have a little dog in whatever fifty-room, fifty-acre estate your friends own.

Lucas took in a quick hissing breath through his teeth. My, my, we are quick to judge.


Oh, please. Lila wasnt going to let him get away with that bull. I mean really. Fine, Ill take her while you find poor Schatzie a good home. And no, we wont be putting her in the pound to be gassed. I think the dog deserves better, dont you?

I didnt mean Id let her be gassed. I just thought they might find her a new owner, but I can do that just as well, as youve pointed out. Thank you very much for your generous offer. Lucas looked into her eyes with a deep, edgy, too-bright stare that made her stomach flip over for some reason.

He reached into the open car and popped the glove box open. She always keeps the dogs leash in here. He handed the red leather leash to Lila.

Then he shut the passenger door, moved around the back of the car, and slipped himself into that Jag. He started the engine before she had time to thank him for the leash. Jags always purred. Lila remembered that fromanother time. He was out of there in a sleek streak of expensive car.

Heartless snob! Lila yelled after him. Schatzie yapped in agreement. Lila looked down at her and the dogs little black eyes gleamed as if she knew something. Schatzie was shaking like a leaf. Well, if Lila was going to be a dog-sitteroh, good grief, shed just gotten herself in the middle of a commitment with Lucas Griffin.

Lucas. What an arrogant ass. He probably would have killed Emily Ruth himself if he could have, and her little dog, too. What the heck was his problem anyway? These summer boys, they had everything in the world and yet their discontent ate them up. Good looks, moneyold money, even, girls at their beck and call. What else did they want?

Poor Emily Ruth had been a beautiful, intelligent woman. The short interaction between her and Emily had been fairly civil. Theyd gone to the same high school; just hardly known each other. Emily Ruth, the elusive, disappearing and reappearing in town several times over the last few years.

Sure, Emily did haveor had, in her past tensenessthat slight condescending edge all the wealthy people had toward the help, but not overly so. The woman did speak to Lila, and even moaned about her diet woes and confessed a weakness for cheese and crackers.


So why did a man like Lucas not find her enough of a wife to stay faithful to? Why did they end up divorced? These guys were never satisfied. No woman was ever good enough for them.

And she should know.

She hugged Schatzie, who growled. They marched back into the store and headed straight for a cart. She was going to need doggy supplies. She plopped Schatzie in the child seat and held on to her. Schatzie scrunched down and started whining. Poor thing. A dog can mourn, too.

It was hard to believe they had to finish up a work day after the death of a customer. Only two people had come into the store since it happened, and theyd acted very nervous. This was not going to be good for business.

Lila couldnt get Emily Ruth off her mind.

Or Lucas Griffin for that matter.











Two



Lucas sat in the tiny cubicle theyd put together for him in the Port Gamble Gazette and stared at the blank blue screen of his laptop. He had to admit it was hard to write about who looked promising on the Port Gamble High swim team after seeing the dead body of his ex-wife just a short while ago.

These days hed developed a strange jaded shell where his heart used to be. Probably being in a war zone for a year or so didnt help his outlook.

Being in Port Gamble used to be so restoring. Hed hoped for that on this trip, despite the ugly legal battles. But not having access to the family house had really put a damper on his spirits.

The only thing cheering him up now seemed to be the kooky redhead who commandeered Emily Ruths dog. She sure had an attitude. And a great behind.


Chelsea Dodge, a two-year veteran of the swim team held her record in timed trials for the breaststroke. Chelsea was last years district champion in this event. It looks like freshman Tory Harrison will be giving her a challenge this season, or perhaps the extra competition will push Chelsea to the state finals.



Lucas speed-typed his notes into article format and hit save.

He leaned back in the wooden swivel chair with his hands behind his head and almost flipped backward. Antique office chairs sucked. Once he established a good balance he gazed out the window onto the main section of town from his second-story window.

Even though Emily Ruth did have that extremely fatal allergy, she was completely driven to protect herself. After all, self-preservation and self-gratification were all that really mattered to the woman.

Where was her EpiPen? It just wasnt like Emily Ruth to be unprepared. Could it have caught her so fast she didnt have time to use it? She always had that allergy kit on her. He hadnt seen one in the car either.

Lucas leaned forward on the desk and brought up his search engine page. He typed in fatal peanut allergy and spent some time educating himself about the finer details of his ex-wifes condition. When he was with her hed been fastidious about keeping anything peanut related away from her. And as he read, he remembered the bracelet she always wore.

What could have happened? Lucas rubbed his chin and carefully leaned back in the chair. Maybe they didnt see her bracelet. Of course if she didnt give herself a shot in the first thirty secondsor if someone else didntshed be a gonner.

He ran through possible scenes in his head. Was it just that simple? Her allergy got her? But where did the peanut substance come from? Would the autopsy explain her death in more detail?

Most of all, would he be considered a suspect?

His reporter brain went in ten different directions. Lucas printed out the information and got back to the stats on the swim team. That woman, shed always found a way to distract him from anything resembling productivity or peace.

Although, he had to admit his mind was also on the other woman hed met today: Lila Abbott and her charmingly difficult personality. Why was he always attracted to difficult women?


The produce aisle was still buzzing with officials. It hadnt been taped off or any of that, but it was the point of much discussion by Bobs crew and the medics and whomever else happened to be in the store. Death, Lila had learned, fascinates some people.

By all accounts she should be over there, but she needed a break. No doubt theyd be bugging her soon enough since she had a talent for resolving the problems of the deceased, but not fully or dearly departed.

Lila avoided that scene and headed to aisle seven: Dog, Cat, Pet. If she were going to dog-sit shed have to get some supplies.

After a few quiet minutes to herself, Chief Bob came strolling down from the other end of the aisle.

Lila, Im going to need a statement from you. Is that Ms. Griffins dog?

Yes, apparently Im stuck with her. Lila put a protective hand on the little dog. Why do you need a statement from me?

Just routine. Young woman dies suddenly, you know. We probably should have done a regular crime scene on it, but Tom Boscov doesnt need his store closed down and, heck, its just too damn hot. This isnt CSI, its Port Gamble. Besides, Ms. Griffin had a deadly peanut allergy. Thats a no-brainer.

And Bob should know all about no-brainers, Lila thought. But there werent any peanuts in that stuff she ate, were there?

Probably some trace peanut oil from the factory or something like that. Kind of like a boulder dropping off a hillside and squishing someone flat. Its just their time, you know? Theyll test the food and do an autopsy. Then well know.

Lila felt queasy thinking about it. Oh, whatever, Ill give you a statement. What about that nasty ex-husband of hers?

You can hardly blame him, can you?

What? Lila felt her gossip meter tick higher.

She cheated on him with his own brother. Then after they divorced, the brother married her. Jason Griffin had an untimely death and that left Emily Ruth with the family estate here in Port Gamble. Lucas contested the will, but just last week the judge sided with Emily Ruth and gave her a life estate in the property.

Maybe Lucass bad behavior drove her into the brothers arms.

Word around the Blue Goose is that Emily duped the whole lot of them, that she had a lover or two on the side since the day she married Lucas. That she cleaned Lucas out then moved on to his brother, who had a rather nasty drinking habit. I know that for a fact; Ive drunk-tanked him at least three times myself.

Anyhow, Annie, the old caretaker, says shes been living in the big house out on Hidden Cove since the brother died last winter. Lucas has been staying with the Beckers out by the Sea Crest Country Club for the past few months battling her in court.


Ah, tough life. The country-club set, Lila said snarkily.

Hardly, the Beckers are the caretakers out there. Lucas came back this summer and took a job at the newspaper. He had been in Iraq reporting for some big national press and caught a shard from a car bomb in his leg. Theres more to it, but I didnt hear every little detail.

Sounded like Bob had gotten plenty of details. Boo-hoo, poor little rich boys, Lila snapped. Schatzie yapped one short yap. And playing newspaper reporter, too.

I hear ya, Lila, but there is more to Lucas than that.

If Emily hadnt dropped dead in public Id have pegged him for doing her in myself.

You read too many mystery books, Bob grinned.

So do you, Bob, and maybe too many romance novels. And it sounds like you and Annie have been hoisting a few too many brewskies together, Bob. Wouldnt want the wife to get the wrong idea, now would we. Lila gave Bob a knowing look.

Oh, shut up Lila, he said. Now come on, after youre done here meet me at the station. Ive got a foot of paperwork because of this. Ill be in my hot office till after supper and will miss my wifes grilled salmon. You dont want to make me later, do you? Shes making blackberry pie for dessert.

Fine. Lila gave him a little half-smile and rolled her cart past him, squeaky wheel and all.

So, Lucas lost his brother and their old estate over Emily Ruth. Damn, that had to hurt, really hurt.

She stood still for a moment and noticed how dumb her sympathy for Lucas Griffin was. Chief Bob must have it screwed up. Of course Lucas cheated on Emily Ruth, not the other way around. He probably treated her so badly she turned to his brother for sympathy and things just got out of hand, and really, after Lucas divorced her, she did marry Jason, so it must have been one of those tragic, true love kind of triangles. Sure, that was it.

Chief Bob was full of it. Men always sided with men. Emily Ruth was one of those high-strung, hair-in-place, painted fingernails kind of girls. She didnt seem like any wanton sex kitten.

More likely Lucas was one of those husbands you cant ever tame. He had that look about him. The look of a man who knew his way around a bedroom.

And she should know. Shed seen that look in a mans eye before. And fallen for it.

Lila got mad and started throwing doggie toys in the cart. The little blue plastic doggie news newspaper squeaked. Schatzie got all wound up and yipped seventeen times, with a few attempted leaps. Lila held her down and offered up another one of the doggie treats shed stuffed in her vest pocket.

God, she felt weird. Lila took a deep breath and the sharp, off-kilter energy of the morning shifted like the downside of a sugar rush.

She steered the cart around the end of the store to grab a steak. Shed treat the poor dog to a good dinner. Pretty soon Lila found herself moving down the back aisle toward produce. She couldnt help herself.

Larry was sitting on the floor with a pile of paper lace. She wheeled over to him. It was the edging off the lemon, lime, plum orchard bin.

Larry, honey, you need to let me take care of that. She helped him off the floor. He didnt really speak. His pale hands fluttered. Im going to let Tom know you need to go home now. Go home and take a rest. Its been a terrible morning.

Yes, Ill go home, Larry said. He handed her the lace paper edging. Poor Larry. His eyes were red from crying.

Fine now, thats good. Lila patted his back.

Throw everything in her cart away. He clutched her arm and looked wild-eyed.

Ill do that, Larry. You go on now.

Larry wandered off. Lila parked her own cart next to the former cart of Emily Ruth.

Emily Ruths cart had been arranged according to type of item and weight: canned goods, corner back right, jars center back, dog biscuits and other dry boxed items like brown sugar, corner back left. Breads, top front right, two steaks bagged and perched on the canned goods, a bottle of nice red wine, and Larrys beautiful produce, with its own spot, front, left.

Fresh green beans, yellow fin potatoes, romaine lettuce, and baby gourmet carrots. She could see a menu forming herea steak, fresh beans, glazed carrots, and grilled potato dinner. Also Emily Ruth had obviously been assembling a Caesar salad since shed headed for romaine and a lemon in her last moments of life.


It dawned on her that Emily Ruth had been expecting company for dinner. This was not the cart of a single woman. This was the cart of a single woman on the prowl. Lila found that very interesting.

She poked through the cart contents. Low and behold, there were the two white taper candles wrapped in tissue and the bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon to prove it. Emily Ruth had plans before she died.

Lila also found a hunk of very expensive imported Parmesan cheese, the good kindnot that stuff Lila used out of the green can. And three other kinds of cheese: a pepper jack, a blue cheese, an Alouette herbed cheese spread, and a can of the fateful Cheez Whiz. My-my, the woman did like her cheese. Lila shuddered thinking of the deadly Cheez Whiz shed handed Emily Ruth. Could that be true? Could it have had a trace of peanut oil in it?

She couldnt just throw all this stuff out. Lila wondered why the chief didnt take these items in for evidence. Lazy Bob. Maybe ol Bob thought it was a slam-dunk accidental death deal, but Lila wasnt so sure. She had a feeling. Bob was being a dope not doing a full police investigation on this.


Lila decided to leave all of Emily Ruths groceries for a whilejust in case Bob got a clue. She also wanted to be sure to remember the cart, so she took her black Sharpie pen out of her store vest and made a little star on the plastic flip-down seat.

She should shop like thishealthy and wealthy. Instead of frozen entres she could stand a nice dinner for a change.

As she was scribbling her little star, Lila found Emily Ruths shopping list stuck underneath the flip-down child seat. More like her entire days itinerary done on some computer program complete with the shopping list. She read the schedule, which listed 6:30 P.M. Dinner. As she suspected. Lila slipped the list in her pocket. She put Schatzie under her arm.

Dates. Well that was something she hadnt been on in a while. She was just getting used to being alone, with Mallory off to her new college campus. Lila felt a twinge of mother emotion. She missed her daughter. She needed to talk to her. Seeing someone keel over made you want to talk to the people you loved.

This was a whole new phase in both their lives. She was going to have to get used to being a long-distance mom. And if she was going to start a new phase, she could stand to lose a few pounds. Maybe shake a better figure on the dance floor of the Blue Goose. Better something like the carrots Emily Ruth picked out than the Cheetos she really wanted to eat an entire bag of to shake off this terrible day.

What was she doing, standing here, thinking about dancing, thinking about dieting, when someone had died right on this very spot less than an hour ago?

Schatzie stared at her. Lila stared at Emily Ruths cart contents. Schatzie yipped. Lila gave the dog another treat for sympathy and left Emily Ruths death cart where it was, except for a box of dog biscuits. Emily no doubt knew her dogs preferences. And the bottle of wine. Shed need that herself.

A cold step-on-your-grave shiver ran down her spine as she passed close by the lemon display again. She pictured Emily Ruth Griffins well-dressed body arranged on the black-and-white linoleum squares like a fallen chess queen.

One-handed with the dog tucked under her arm, she parked in check stand three and stacked her own things on the conveyer. Then she set Schatzie down in the child seat. Schatzie kept her eyes on the dog biscuits from Emilys selections. Nice of Emily Ruth to think of her dog in her last moments.

Jeez, Lila, kind of fancy wine, isnt it? Are you expecting a gentleman caller? Becky
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