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      Heather wasn’t expecting a rebuke from Steve so soon after he arrived that November morning. He leaned forward with hands on her desk and spoke louder than necessary. “You weren’t listening. It would help if you took those earbuds out and put away the spreadsheets.” He let out a huff of exasperation and asked, “Are you unplugged and ready to hear what I have to say?”

      Heather released a moan of regret and mumbled, “You caught me again. How can a man who can’t see be so aware of what’s going on around him?”

      “My dog tells me what you’re doing. It helps that he’s a giant schnauzer, thinks he’s human, and is smarter than both of us put together.”

      “Hilarious,” said Heather without a hint of mirth in her voice. “Let’s start over, and you tell me who’s coming and why.”

      “It’s a woman I went to high school with and her husband. Her maiden name was Lola Caine, but everyone called her Sugar.”

      A snort came from Heather. “Was there anyone in your high school who was called by their given name?”

      “A few. Her sister’s nickname was even better. Her given name was Lauren but everyone called her Candy.”

      This time a snort of disbelief came from Heather’s nose. “Sugar Caine and Candy Caine. They both sound very sweet.”

      Ignoring her sarcasm, Steve said, “Candy was, and I have no reason to believe she’s changed.”

      “What about Lola, AKA Sugar?”

      “Sugar was quiet and reserved, the proverbial wallflower. By the way, they spelled their last name C-A-I-N-E, not C-A-N-E. Sugar now goes by her married name, Andrews. She and her husband, Randy, should be here in about five minutes.”

      Heather spoke as she collected papers and put them into file folders. “That takes care of the who, but not why Sugar needs to consult a couple of private detectives.”

      Steve returned to his desk, which sat some distance from Heather’s in her oversized corporate office. “Sugar believes her sister is in danger. I assured her we’d hear her out and not make fun of her for being frightened. Do you think you can do that?”

      Heather spoke with confidence. “I’ll make a pinkie-promise to be on my best behavior and to listen carefully.”

      Steve’s dog, Le Roi, sat up in his bed. Heather’s German shepherd, Princess, did the same. Steve said, “They’re early. Are you ready to see them?”

      “There’s no time like the present.”

      Heather stepped toward the door as Steve rose from his chair and spoke to Le Roi in French, the dog’s preferred language, “Les amis.” The one-hundred-pound mass of muscle sat at Steve’s side with ears up and eyes fixed on the door, ready to welcome his new friends.

      Heather’s personal assistant, Pam, opened the office door and allowed the couple to pass into the office. “Don’t worry,” said the PA to the visitors. “Both dogs have been through extensive training. They won’t harm you unless you attack Ms. McBlythe or Mr. Smiley.”

      Heather extended her right hand to the man. “It’s so nice to meet both of you. I’m Heather McBlythe.” The man shook her hand without looking at her, as he scanned the office with wide eyes. It was obvious he wasn’t used to the corporate world. The woman stood with head down, looking as if she’d bolt if someone shouted, “Boo!”

      “Steve tells me your name is Lola, but you prefer to be called Sugar. Is that correct?”

      The woman raised her eyes to meet Heather’s then lowered them again. “Most people call me Sugar, but I’ll answer to either name.”

      Heather made a three-second inventory and committed Sugar’s hair-to-shoes appearance to memory. Gray strands highlighted her dark-brown collar-length hair. She’d done a relatively good job of putting body into it with a curling iron. She wore what looked like drugstore reading glasses as if they were a tiara. Probably an oversight. Her dark slacks, pewter-colored blouse, royal blue windbreaker, and plain brown shoes were clean, well-worn, and inexpensive. The purse she carried was utilitarian, the cheap material beginning to crack on the handles. Her wedding band was just that, a simple gold circle, less in width than bulky knitting yarn. Makeup was unusually heavy, especially around her eyes, as if she wasn’t used to wearing makeup, or perhaps, she was hiding signs of abuse.

      Heather looked for something to compliment her on. “That’s a lovely pin you’re wearing, and such an appropriate sentiment. Give thanks.”

      Sugar touched the pin and brought her gaze away from the floor. “Only three days until the second-best holiday of the year. If it weren’t for celebrating our Lord’s birthday, it would be number one in my book.”

      The husband interrupted. “Sugar, everyone knows about Thanksgiving and Christmas. Look at this office. Any fool can see that Ms. McBlythe and Mr. Smiley are busy people. They don’t have time to listen to your superstitious nonsense about your sister being in danger. We should leave.”

      Steve approached with Le Roi at his side. “Leave? You just got here.”

      While Steve took charge of the conversation, Heather gave Randy a visual once-over so she could give Steve a description of Sugar’s husband. He looked remarkably unremarkable, an easily overlooked and quickly forgotten man. Like his wife, he was average height and weight with no visible scars or tattoos.

      She focused on his clothes. He wore a dark blue off-the-rack sports coat, gray slacks, baby blue shirt with stains, and rubber-soled black shoes that should have gone to shoe heaven hundreds of miles ago.

      She tuned back into the conversation as Steve said, “You’ve caught us at the best possible time. Heather has nothing important on her schedule this morning, and we’re leaving for the day at noon.”

      It was only half a lie. She had plenty to do as she was under doctor’s orders to limit her time at the office to thirty hours a week. She sometimes stretched her day’s work to seven or eight hours, but gone were the sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen hours of toil. It was a pleasant surprise when she discovered that her careful selection of department heads meant her company and its subsidiaries functioned well without her. In fact, her absence allowed new ideas to come from many of her employees, especially the team who did research and acquisitions.

      Steve gently directed Randy and Sugar to seats near the head of the massive conference table. He and Heather sat on the opposite side of the table with their backs to a wall, their dogs lying beside them. Steve sat with palms flat on the table. “Now then, who wants to tell us why you think Candy is in danger?”

      “Not me,” said Randy. “I believe imaginations and folklore have gotten the best of both sisters.”

      “The letters aren’t our imaginations,” countered Sugar in a timid voice.

      Steve interrupted. “I’ve always found that the best place to start a story is at the beginning. Who wants to go first?”

      Randy leaned back in the leather chair and crossed his arms. “Sugar, you go ahead. This wasn’t my idea.”

      Sugar examined her work-worn hands, an obvious sign of timidity, and perhaps something more serious. She seemed to wrestle with herself before looking up and blurting out a question. “Have you ever heard of Krampus?”

      Randy shot her a daggered glare. “There you go again. I knew it was a mistake for us to come here. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      Heather came to Sugar’s rescue. “I know what a Krampus is. I had a nasty encounter with one at a Christmas market in Germany when I was on a winter break from Princeton. It beat me with a whip, placed a hood over my head, and roughed me up enough to leave bruises that lasted weeks. I finally kicked it between its cloven hooves.”

      Steve issued a one-word appeal for an explanation. “Huh?”

      Heather expanded her story. “At Christmas, Saint Nicholas gets credit for giving presents to boys and girls as a reward for good behavior throughout the year. Krampus predates Saint Nicholas and is the antithesis of Father Christmas, or the American version, Santa Claus. To be accosted by Krampus signifies you haven’t been good and you’re getting what you deserve. They’re fierce-looking creatures with devil horns, a forked tongue, cloven hooves on their hind legs, and claws for hands.”

      Sugar found her voice. “Krampus is German for claw. My maternal grandmother was from Bavaria, up in the Alps. While our mother emphasized Santa Claus, my Oma warned us what Krampus would do to us if we misbehaved. My sister scoffed at the idea of a hairy beast punishing us, but I believed Oma.” She took a breath and qualified her last thought. “Don’t get me wrong. I now know Krampus doesn’t exist, but people wearing costumes and doing bad things are real.”

      Randy challenged her. “Candy lives in Branson. The last time I checked a map, it’s in the Ozark Mountains of Missouri, not the Alps. I still say we’re wasting their time.”

      Sugar didn’t respond to the stinging remark, so Steve took over. “You said something about threatening letters. Tell us about them.”

      “The letters are real,” said Sugar. “They came on plain paper with a Branson, Missouri postmark on the envelope.”

      Heather asked, “Can you describe the stationery?”

      “It has the image of a Krampus centered at the top.”

      “Anything else?”

      Sugar reached for her purse and pulled out a single envelope. She handed it to Heather and said, “Candy was going to throw this one away like she did the other letters she received. I talked her into sending it to me so I could show it to Steve.”

      She slapped her hand over her mouth and dragged it down past her chin. “I’m so sorry, Steve. I didn’t mean to say anything about you being blind.”

      Randy broke in with a snapping rebuke. “First you waste their time, and then you make fun of Steve. We should leave.”

      Steve waved off Sugar’s choice of words. “There’s nothing to apologize for. You wanting to show the letter and envelope to me is a compliment. It tells me you trust me to find someone to analyze it and give you advice on what to do about it. Heather, Le Roi, my dog, and many others are my eyes, and my other senses are better now than they were when I had my sight. Hand me the letter and the envelope.”

      Steve placed the letter on the table but focused on the envelope by touch alone. “Inexpensive stock paper with moisten-and-seal glue on the envelope. The person, most likely a male, used a standard ballpoint pen to write your sister’s name and address.”

      “How do you know that?” asked Sugar.

      “The roller-ball of a ballpoint pen does exactly what the name implies; it rolls and mashes the fibers in the paper. Fountain pens and quills leave tiny tears in the fibers.”

      Randy challenged him. “Are you sure it’s a man’s handwriting?”

      “Great question, and the answer is no, I can’t be definite about that. The depth of the indentations generally point to a man’s heavy hand, but it could also be someone in a hurry, angry, or both.” Steve removed the letter from the envelope, ran his fingers over it and smelled it. “It’s the same quality paper as the envelope. No trace of aftershave, cologne, or perfume.”

      Heather took over. “I’ll give Steve a little help with the image on the letter. A rubber stamp created the Krampus image. A right-handed person printed the letter and signature.”

      Steve slid the envelope to Heather. “A good handwriting analyst might match the writing to the sender if they had a large enough sample of other writings. Without knowing the identity of the sender, the letter and envelope aren’t much help.”

      Randy looked at his wife. “I told you the same thing. They need something to compare it to. This letter by itself means nothing.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” said Steve. “Sugar read the letter to me over the phone. Someone is threatening her sister. It could be just a sick joke, and no matter what the letter says, there may never be any consequences. Or the sender could be deadly serious.”

      “I don’t think it’s a joke. There have been other letters.”

      “Oh? Have they all demanded money?” asked Steve.

      Obviously holding back tears, Sugar replied, “The first one sounded like a weird prank. There were just a couple of lines that said something like bad things happened to greedy people. Candy wrote it off to a weird fan. Then the next one demanded a thousand dollars or there would be a price to pay. That part was generic sounding. Candy ignored it again, then ended up with four slashed tires. In this one they demand five-thousand dollars. Candy still said to ignore it, but I’m scared for her.”

      Steve said, “I understand, but even if she pays the demand, it won’t end there. There will almost assuredly be a larger demand next time.”

      Randy leaned forward and shifted his gaze between Steve and Heather. “So you two believe there’s cause to worry about Candy?”

      Heather used her training as an attorney to sidestep the question. “It’s always a good idea to be prepared for trouble, especially when there’ve been multiple letters warning of physical harm.”

      Steve followed this with, “Heather’s one hundred percent correct. That’s why I’m going to call Candy to tell her how she can protect herself. I’ve become an expert on the subject in recent months. It’s a long story, but a guy assaulted me and later set fire to the condo I owned.”

      Heather added, “The fire spread to my condo, which was next door to Steve’s, but unfortunately, I wasn’t home to help him. Following the fire, Steve and I built homes next door to one another in a gated community on Lake Conroe. That was just part of our security solution.”

      Randy tilted his head and asked, “What was the most effective thing you did to protect yourself?”

      Steve raised his voice and said, “En guarde.” Le Roi sprang to his feet, locked his eyes on Randy, and emitted a loud growl with teeth bared. Princess did the same.

      Randy fell back in his chair as Steve smiled and said, “They’re called man’s best friend for a reason.”

      “Sorry,” said Heather, then she gave commands in French and English for the dogs to lie down.

      With Le Roi still on high alert, Steve asked, “By the way, what kind of work do you both do?”

      Sugar went first. “I work at a dollar store and do alterations on wedding dresses as a second job. I’ve always enjoyed working with fabric, but there aren’t as many seamstress jobs anymore.”

      Randy cut her off. “I’m in regional sales.” He pushed up from his chair. “If that’s all, your dogs are giving me the creeps. I’ll be out in the hallway.”

      Steve ended the meeting by saying to Sugar, “I’m taking the threats to Candy seriously. So far there have been three threats, with the second one resulting in property damage. If this continues, someone will get hurt. If Candy will do what I tell her, she’ll minimize the chances of something bad happening to her.”

      Sugar’s phone came to life with a text alert. She slipped it out of her pocket and gasped. “It’s from Candy. Her car caught fire in the theater parking lot two nights ago.”

      Steve clenched his jaw. “Whoever Krampus is, they mean business. I’d better call Candy.”
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      After closing the door behind Sugar, Heather returned to her desk and resumed studying spreadsheets.

      She worked for ten minutes before realizing Steve still sat in his chair at the long table. “Why are you still sitting there? I thought you were returning to your office to call Candy and write the next great American novel.”

      “I’m taking a break from writing while my editor critiques the short story I sent her.”

      “A break? I guess the next thing you’re going to say is advice to Candy won’t be enough and we’re going to investigate the letters from Krampus. Besides my terrible memories of that costumed buffoon, may I remind you that we’re private detectives who specialize in homicides. We have no reason to start an investigation. No one has been assaulted, let alone killed. Can’t you tell Candy to call the local police?”

      Steve changed the subject. “That Krampus thing intrigues me. Tell me more about it.”

      “As I said, I ran into one at a Christmas market in Germany. I can still feel him dragging that claw across the back of my legs. It tore my leggings and left deep scratches. He must have been drinking gluhwein, or as we’d say in English, glow wine.”

      Steve scrunched up his nose. “No wonder he was mean. Hot wine with spices doesn’t appeal to me.”

      “Gluhwein is the European version of antifreeze for humans. When it’s snowing at a Christmas market in Munich or Salzburg, it’s pretty good. It warms you up from the inside out. It also makes Krampus lose his inhibitions.”

      Steve’s brow wrinkled, a sign he was thinking. “Krampus is a novel way to introduce a frightening character into American Christmas traditions. The closest things we have to something scary at Christmas are lumps of coal in a stocking, Ebeneezer Scrooge, and a Grinch who burglarized every home in Whoville. A hairy Krampus who assaults and punishes children is enough to give anyone nightmares.”

      A shiver started at Heather’s shoulders and worked its way down. “I hope I never run into one again.”

      “No wonder you gave him a swift kick between the hooves.”

      Heather cringed again at the memory and said, “I hope he’s still singing tenor.” She shook herself back into the safety of her office and narrowed her gaze. “You were quiet for too long. What are you cooking up in that shrewd mind of yours?”

      “I’m dredging my brain for memories of Candy, thinking about what I’ll say to her.”

      “Was she pretty?”

      “She was the total package: pretty, smart, talented, and ambitious.” Steve held out his left hand in front of him at something invisible less than five feet off the floor. “And about this tall with no curves.”

      Heather chuckled. “Perhaps she had a late growth spurt.”

      “She needed to.”

      Heather changed the subject. “I didn’t know you had a new editor.”

      Steve moved on before she could ask for details. “I’m between projects, and Sugar’s story intrigues me. I want to spend the Thanksgiving break learning more about Candy, Krampus, and Branson, Missouri. There’s a reason she’s receiving threatening letters and I’d like to know what it is.”

      “Is she wealthy or currently getting a divorce?”

      Steve lifted his shoulders and let them fall. “I’ll find out when I talk to her. The main thing I remember about Candy was her singing voice. She made people sit up and take notice when she stepped up to a microphone. She earned a scholarship to Belmont University in Nashville.”

      “Belmont?” said Heather with surprise in her voice. “That university is an incubator for professional musicians and entertainers. Their famous alumni list reads like a who’s-who of country-western and gospel stars.”

      “It’s no wonder she lives in Branson,” said Steve. “I’ve never been there, but I’ve heard about it all my life. It’s known for good, clean entertainment, the type children, parents, and grandparents can enjoy together.”

      Heather’s mind for business engaged. “Now that you mention it, I’ve heard people talk about the shows and attractions in Branson and how much they enjoy them. I wonder what kind of business opportunities might be there.”

      Steve wagged his head. “You can’t help but think of ways to make the next hundred million, can you?”

      She countered with, “It’s a dominant gene my father passed down to me. New projects to us are like drugs to a junkie or free booze to an alcoholic.”

      “And just as dangerous to you,” said Steve. “I want another pinkie-promise that you’ll not spend over one hour a day on any new project.”

      “One hour? That’s not nearly enough time to get a new project off the ground. I’ll need three hours a day added to what I’m currently working.”

      “Two hours,” said Steve with extra firmness. “Or do you want to spend Christmas in a hospital bed?”

      “Oh, no,” she said quickly. “I had enough of that last year when I almost worked myself to death. Two hours to my current schedule is acceptable.”

      “Good,” said Steve. “I’ll tell Rasheed that we won’t need him to drive us home until two o’clock today. That will give you time to brainstorm and get with the head of your acquisitions department. It shouldn’t hurt you to pick up the pace of your work but do so slowly and be prepared to slack off if it’s too much for you. Who knows? We may not go to Branson. If Candy takes good security precautions, Krampus may get tired of trying and fade into the night.”

      Heather returned to Steve’s earlier remark. “You said you have a new editor. I hope this one works out better than the last two.”

      “So far, so good,” said Steve.

      Heather picked up her phone.

      “Who are you calling?” asked Steve.

      “Acquisitions. All new projects begin with thorough research.”

      Steve issued a last condition to Heather. “Don’t you dare make the people in that department work over the Thanksgiving holiday. A few days’ delay won’t make any difference, even if they find a new project for you to play with.”

      Heather’s first inclination was to stick her tongue out, but what good would that do? Instead, she punched a series of numbers into her phone and heard, “Research and acquisitions.”

      After the normal salutations, she directed the department head to put Branson, Missouri on his list of places and things to investigate. His response took Heather by surprise. She turned on the phone’s speaker so Steve could hear.

      “Did you know Branson once had more theater seats than Broadway in New York City? Somewhere between five and six million visitors came to Branson last year.”

      “You sound like an expert,” said Heather.

      “I’m a third-generation tourist. My kids are fourth-generation. There are so many things to do in the Branson area.”

      “Make the report detailed,” said Heather. “Tell me what they have, and kick around what they want or need, even if they don’t know it yet. Don’t be afraid to be creative.”

      “When do you want the report?”

      “I want it yesterday, but Steve just reminded me that patience is a virtue I need more of.”

      Steve broke in. “More means there’s some patience in her now. We all know that’s not true.”

      Heather spoke over the chuckles coming through her phone. “Start working on it after Thanksgiving. Don’t make it a top priority, but I’d like to have it sooner rather than later.”

      “This will be fun. The team will enjoy the challenge.”

      The call ended, and Steve spoke to Le Roi. “Let’s go to our office and let the financial horticulturist plant another money tree. I need to call a woman named Candy.”

      “After the call,” said Heather, “get to work on that next story. It won’t hurt you to put in a few more hours of work.”

      “That’s what my editor says.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Steve and Le Roi almost made it to their office without stopping. Rasheed, a former philosophy professor, met them in the hallway with a warm greeting. “My two best friends, I trust you are both having a joyful and profitable day. To that end, I have written a new proverb. Would you like to hear it?”

      “Will it bring me joy and wealth?” asked Steve.

      “You lack neither, my friend.”

      “You’re right, but why does man always want more? Why aren’t we satisfied with what we have?”

      “You ask a profound question. I believe the answer lies in the holiday’s name we are soon to celebrate.”

      Steve nodded. “Thanksgiving.”

      “Precisely,” said Rasheed. “Joy follows giving thanks as sure as day follows night. That is the basis of the proverb I wrote.”

      “You also wished me a profitable day. Will more money increase my joy?”

      “I said nothing about money, only profit, which is defined in a thousand ways. Money comes and goes, but true wealth is found in relationships and giving. You have a generous heart. That makes your soul very wealthy.”

      Steve asked, “Did you forget to bring money for lunch again?”

      “Not only are you generous and full of joy, you possess the ability to spot a beggar a mile away.”

      “Lunch is on me,” said Steve. “Your proverbs are usually worth a sandwich, chips, and a drink. But save it for lunch, I need to make a phone call.”

      Steve couldn’t help but smile at Rasheed’s antics, which were small miracles in themselves. The Middle Eastern philosophy professor had spent a couple of years in prison following a regime change in the land of his birth. Radical leaders had no use for independent thinkers or those who taught anything but their rigid doctrine. Rasheed fled his native land at his first opportunity, which was thanks to a clerical mistake. A few months ago, Heather’s father had hired him to drive her and Steve wherever they needed to go.

      Le Roi led the way into Steve’s minimalist office and settled in. Steve realized too late that he’d failed to close the door, so he spoke to his dog. “Fermez la porte, s’il vous plaît.”

      Le Roi made the six-step walk to the door and pushed it shut with more force than necessary.

      Steve took out his cell phone and told it to call Candy Caine. It rang six times before a woman’s voice came on in a recorded message. “This is Candy. I’m watching a workout video and burning fat. Can’t come to the phone right now. If I’m still alive at the end of my workout, what’s left of me will call you back. Don’t forget to leave your name. Bye, now.”

      He followed her instructions then placed his phone on his desk. “Candy certainly sounded joyful. She and Rasheed would get along fine.”

      Steve turned his computer on, but that’s as far as he got before his phone rang and announced Candy’s name. He answered with a quick, “Hello, is this Candy?”

      “In the flesh, which there’s still too much of. Sugar told me she and what’s his name were coming to see you.”

      Steve chuckled. “You never thought much of Randy, did you?”

      “I guess he isn’t the worst man I ever met, but Sugar deserves better.” She took a breath and lowered her voice. “How are you, Steve? It tore me up something terrible when I heard about you and Maggie being attacked.”

      Steve swallowed. “Time dulls the hurt, and I have much to be thankful for. Thanks for the audiobooks you sent me. I was so messed up I didn’t listen to them until a year had passed. How about you?”

      “Probably the same as with you. I lost my husband, Jim, three years ago to leukemia. At least I’ve finally stopped reaching for him when I wake up in the middle of the night.”

      Steve continued, “I had to sell my house and move from Houston. Our home held too many memories for me to stay there.”

      “Sugar tells me you’re a private detective now. That sounds exciting.”

      “My business partner and I work a few cases a year. Like me, she’s a former cop. Heather was a detective in Boston, Mass.”

      “She’s a lot more than a former cop. Randy did research on her before your meeting. Sugar said he couldn’t stop talking about Heather McBlythe and how many companies she owns.” Candy sputtered out a laugh. “He thinks the dividing line between rich and poor is whether you receive an overdraft notice by the end of the month. He and Sugar qualify as habitually poor.”

      Steve asked, “Is Randy a rainbow chaser?”

      “Unfortunately, he hasn’t changed since high school. Still taking shortcuts, looking for his big break.”

      Steve wanted to get down to business, so he changed the subject. “Heather and I examined and discussed the threatening letter you received. Sugar said you received others but threw them away.”

      “Two others. The first came in late summer. I don’t know if Sugar told you that I have my own musical show in Branson. I receive a fair amount of fan mail, so I didn’t think much of the first letter. There’s no shortage of crackpots in the world, and entertainers attract their fair share of them. Even though it demanded money, I ignored the second one, too. I thought it was somebody trying to make some easy money with a baseless threat. Then, my tires were cut. Do you think the person who wrote the letter did that?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “The last letter made me angry. That’s the one Sugar brought you. Do you believe I should be concerned?”

      Steve leaned back in his chair. “Did you report the slashed tires to the police?”

      “An officer came out and took notes. He looked tired and bored, so I wrote it off to kids with nothing better to do. I think he did, too.”

      Steve moved on. “Have you noticed anyone following you, or waiting outside the theater after a performance?”

      “Have you ever been to Branson, Steve? Traffic is bumper-to-bumper nine months of the year. Someone is always following me in a car or truck from late spring until the shows close after the Christmas performances. I stay inside and sign autographs for as long as it takes. I make a point not to go to the parking lot alone, especially after what happened last summer.”

      “What happened last summer?”

      “The police say it was a robbery gone wrong. It happened long after I’d left our theater that night. The woman who took care of our wardrobe stayed late to make repairs and adjustments to costumes. She was the last to leave. There was no sign of a struggle, and the official cause of death was a heart attack.”

      “Was anything missing?”

      “Only her purse. The detective said if it had been found with her, they wouldn’t have suspected foul play. Just because her purse was gone doesn’t necessarily mean she was attacked. He said it was possible someone not connected with the death could have driven through the parking lot, saw the woman on the ground, and taken the purse.”

      “Was an arrest ever made?” asked Steve.

      Candy’s response came with an undertone of disgust. “No arrests, nor do I expect any. The theater put up more lights in the back parking lot, and the cast and crew now use the buddy system to go to their cars. Branson is a very safe place to live and work, but that doesn’t make it immune from all the problems other cities have, especially drug abuse.”

      “That checks one box. You’ve already taken some of the precautions I was going to recommend. Have you noticed anyone hanging around your home?”

      “I don’t want to sound pretentious, but my home sits on a tall hill, behind an eight-foot wrought-iron fence and gate. I think it would take a professional to get onto the grounds. It’s more house than I need, but I love it.”

      “Excellent,” said Steve. “Do you have a dog?”

      “No pets because I travel at least two months out of the year. Should I consider getting a dog?”

      “That’s a decision you’ll have to make. It’s a huge commitment, especially for the type of dog I’d recommend.”

      “And what type is that?”

      “A big one who will accompany you everywhere in public, protect you with its life, and respond immediately to all commands. You’d have to go through specialized training with it.”

      “That’s a problem. I’m booked through the Christmas season here in Branson and I go on tour in January. Any other recommendations?”

      “Does your home have a security system?”

      “Jim insisted on it. It’s top-notch.”

      “How many years have you had it?”

      “Twelve. That’s when Jim designed and built our home.”

      “Have an expert check it out and make recommendations for an upgrade. The technology has advanced tremendously in the last few years.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I keep going back to recommending you get a dog. Even if it isn’t a trained police dog, find one with the temperament to guard your home and bark like crazy when people come to your door.”

      “Thanks for the advice.” She paused, then lightened the conversation. “I want a commitment that you’ll come to Branson. You’d love the Christmas show we’re putting on. If you can’t come this year, come next. I have plenty of bedrooms for you and whomever you want to bring. Jim loved people and we had plenty of guests. All that changed when Jim died.”

      “I know what you mean about things changing. Maggie and I had planned to come to Branson for our next wedding anniversary. Life happened instead.”

      Silence reigned before Candy broke the awkward moment. “I’d love to see you again, Steve. You’re welcome anytime.”

      “Thanks, Candy. Call me if you get another letter or if there’s any more property damage.”

      The call ended as waves of nostalgia and curiosity swept over him. Did Candy really mean she’d like him to visit her, or was her invitation a hollow example of southern hospitality? Time would tell.
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      Thanksgiving Day arrived, and Heather welcomed it by sticking to her normal routine of stretching exercises every other day. After thirty minutes of yoga, she rolled up her mat from the living room floor, poured herself a cup of coffee, grabbed a blanket, and went to her patio overlooking Lake Conroe. She loved her new home, which sat at the apex of a peninsula jutting into the lake.

      Normally, she would spend fifteen minutes in the pre-dawn quiet, listening to nature as it awakened the sun. What had once been a mad dash to get to her office seven days a week impressed her as foolishness. She now practiced a minimum of fifteen minutes of silent meditation before preparing for the pressures of owning multiple companies and a bulging portfolio of investments. A mental breakdown and subsequent hospitalization had forced her to take drastic action. She’d gone from a sleep-starved, frenetic routine to a full stop in the mental ward of a hospital. Since then the gradual return to her work life and society had worked its magic. She was well on her way to living a balanced life.

      Since today was a holiday, there was no need to limit her time on the porch to fifteen minutes. She heaved a sigh and gave thanks for a myriad of things that flowed in and out of her thoughts, including her father and late mother. Both parents came from Boston’s top tier of generational wealth. Their marriage started as a merger between two wealthy families and morphed into something much more human, even though they shunned open displays of affection. A sudden heart attack took her mother but helped transform the grieving widower from Father to Daddy.

      Her thoughts moved to the man in her life, attorney Jack Blackwood, and his daughter. Heather would have already married Jack but for the unexpected arrival of Briann into their lives. She was a blessing from Jack’s brief fling with a fellow attorney from Louisiana a decade and a half ago. The mother, a fiercely independent woman, refused to acknowledge Jack as the father and never told him he had a daughter. A letter following the woman’s death informed him of his status as a father.

      The teen had no family that was willing or able to raise her. To his credit, Jack, the bachelor, embraced his paternal responsibilities, and with the help of his mother, welcomed Briann with open arms. She’d adjusted better than expected and was thriving in school and helping in Jack’s law practice.

      As for Heather’s delayed nuptials, at first, she used work to console herself. Over time, she and Jack had embraced their status as the adult version of going steady. Perhaps they would tie the proverbial knot someday, but not until Briann took wings and flew from Jack’s nest. The girl’s desire to become an attorney, like her mother, meant many years would pass before Heather and Jack had the marriage conversation again.

      The early morning unfolded as various names and faces floated through her mind. Princess jerked her head to the right, ears erect, while her tail ticked back and forth.

      Heather spoke to her guardian. “Do you hear Le Roi and Steve? It’s past their normal time to join us for coffee.”

      Princess’s tail swung again as Steve and the giant schnauzer made their way across the connecting backyards. Heather waited until Steve was within ten feet of the patio before she asked, “Did you two sleep in?”

      “I did,” said Steve. “Le Roi comes and goes all night, just like Princess does. Pet doors are great inventions. Where’s Max? If he were here, he’d be weaving in and out of my legs.”

      Heather took a quick peek at the pet door to make sure the portly Maine coon cat wasn’t joining them. “He helped keep me warm out here before losing patience. I’m sure breakfast was on his mind, and now he’s probably putting a dent in my pillow.”

      The sound of an outboard motor caught Heather’s attention. “There are very few people on the water today. That’s only the third boat I’ve seen since first light.”

      Steve said, “Thanksgiving Day is perfect for sleeping in. Even the fish don’t wake up early. No fish, no fisherman.”

      Heather looked up as high gray clouds scuttled southward. She spoke while considering the chance of receiving stray sprinkles of rain. “Were you studying Branson last night?”

      “Uh-huh,” said Steve through a yawn. “Let me get a cup of coffee, and I’ll amaze you with my vast knowledge of the Ozarks.”

      “That sounds too much like detective work. I’ve been giving thanks for everything and everyone I can think of. Get your coffee, think about what you’re thankful for, then come back and tell me.”

      Steve stopped in his tracks. “What have you done with the hard-charging businesswoman who had to have six projects going at once to be happy?”

      “She called in too thankful to work today, but promised to be back tomorrow.”

      Steve soon returned and sat in the patio chair next to her padded chaise lounge. He remained silent until a helicopter flew over the lake. “That must be a person hoping to copy you and build an empire like you did.”

      “I wish them luck,” said Heather. “I almost choked trying to chew and swallow a project as big as this one.”

      Steve felt for and located the small table beside his chair. “What do you think about everyone going to Branson for a week?”

      Heather cleared her throat. “That was a quick transition. Who are you including in everyone?”

      “The usual suspects. You, me, Jack, Briann, Jack’s mother, Rasheed, Junani to keep Rasheed out of trouble, Bella, and Adam. Your dad might want to come, too. Rasheed and I could drive up soon after Thanksgiving and you and the
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