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  Chapter 1


“Flying fajita! Flying fajita! I don’t give a flying fajita!” 
Liam and Noah zoomed across my lawn, arms extended, their little bodies angling first to one side and then the other. Anyone out of earshot would assume they were pretending to be airplanes. As it turned out, they made talented aerial tortillas too.
I looked at Penne and raised my eyebrows. She shrugged. “It was better than saying I didn’t give a flying … you know. Whenever they learn naughty words from me, my sisterly bond with Janice snaps.”
I nodded. For months I’d been observing Penne’s efforts to clean up her vocabulary. It wasn’t easy for her to break a habit she had cultivated over the course of decades on Wall Street.
The twins zipped between us, buzzing loudly. Apparently these particular flying fajitas were powered by internal combustion engines.
They sprinted along the strip of yard that ran between my home and my tiny-house rental unit, down the short hill, and onto the small patch of beach at the base of my property. “They woke from their naps about half an hour ago, and now they’re full of beans,” said Penne as we sank into the sky-blue Adirondack chairs on my dock.
We watched as the kids dashed across the sand toward the water and then shuffled backward rapidly, trying to stay as close as possible to the lake without actually getting wet. In October, Lake Applewood was too cold for all but the hardiest flying fajitas.
Liam screeched as a wave splashed him to his knees.
Penne stood up. Time for a new distraction. “Okay, boys! Want to race? Who can run around Ms. Phoenix’s cottage five times faster?”
Always happy for a chance to outdo each other, Liam and Noah sped back up the yard. They headed to the guesthouse, formerly known as a falling-apart shed or a complete train wreck, depending on how charitable the observer felt.
I had renovated the structure last year with an eye toward renting it to tourists. I had hoped it would provide me with retirement income in the far future, when I would qualify as “old.” But I lost my job unexpectedly and aged a couple of decades instantly. Fortunately the cottage bravely accepted its new mission to generate right now income, and since then had been booked most weekends and lots of weekdays.
The twins arrived at the back door of the little structure. Liam’s hand was on the knob when Penne yelled up to them. “The outside! Run five times around the OUTSIDE of the house! Do NOT go inside! Ready … set … go!”
Penne looked at me, shaking her head. “They’ll do anything to go in there, Phoenix. They really love that place.”
I grinned. “Of course they do. It’s the perfect playhouse for four-year-olds. I was thinking we could do some crafts in there, maybe bake some muffins, if there’s time before the next guest arrives.”
Penne smiled. “They would love that. But are you absolutely sure you’re up to babysitting over the next couple of weeks? Spending a few hours with them can feel like a lifetime some days. And you have plenty going on already.”
“No big deal,” I answered. I hoped I sounded convincing. It had been years since my daughter Bea had been the boys’ age. And it wasn’t like the twins were family; I barely knew them. I mentally shook myself. “You need to work on your presentation,” I said. “The conference will be here before you know it, and as Wisconsin’s top real estate agent, you need to be ready for it. That’s a lot more likely to happen if you have time to prepare. Time when the fajitas aren’t running circles around you.”
Penne nodded. “True, so true. Thanks again.”
I wanted to remind her that my babysitting was small potatoes compared to what she was doing. After all, she hadn’t planned on caring for her nephews for weeks on end. But despite her cursing concerns, Janice knew Penne was the one person she could count on in a pinch. Well, way more than a pinch; this was more like a grope. Or a vise grip.
A disaster response specialist with the Chicago Fire Department, Janice had been assigned to the Caribbean to help with rescue and recovery efforts after a Category 5 hurricane had reduced several islands to little more than piles of twigs. There was no telling when she’d return home, but we assumed she’d be gone for weeks, at least.
I didn’t bother reminding Penne about any of this. She didn’t think anything of it. “It’s just what you do for your family,” she’d say. “Anyone would do the same thing.”
But that wasn’t true. I could think of a lot of people who wouldn’t do it.
So I just told her that babysitting was no problem. “They’re great kids. Besides, it will be a good warmup for grandparenting—we’ll have all kinds of fun, I’ll get them sugared up, and when they’re tired and grumpy I’ll hand them back to you.”
“Gee, thanks,” she said, laughing. “Just remember, payback’s a b—beluga whale. If Bea has kids, you may need me to babysit someday. Then you’ll be sorry.”
She was right, theoretically. But that was a chance I was willing to take, especially since at the moment Bea was enjoying a full single life in Spain. At least, that’s what I deduced from her short and sporadic replies to my texts and phone calls.
As much as I liked the boys, I’d trade an hour with them for a minute with my daughter in a heartbeat. It felt like years since I had seen her. Or any of my family, for that matter. And I was still reeling from the news that Bea wouldn’t be home for Thanksgiving as we had originally planned.
The boys continued circling the guesthouse. As we headed toward them, I watched closely for signs of fatigue, but it looked like they were gaining speed as they went. Against all laws of nature, their high-octane competition appeared to be generating energy rather than burning it.
They finished their fifth circuit of the building, and Noah slapped Penne’s outstretched hand a split second ahead of his brother. “Woo hoo! World champion!” he hollered, jumping in place and pumping his arms like a boxer after a knockout.
“Cheater!” Liam hunched cross-legged on the ground, his chin resting in his hands.
“Liam, be a good sport,” said Penne. “Did you have fun racing your brother?”
Silence.
“Liam?”
“What?”
“I asked if you had fun.”
“Maybe.”
“Great. That’s the important thing. Now, anyone who wants to go to Monkey Golf should go potty right now!”
Liam stood and reached for the snap at his waist. “In the house!” Penne added quickly. “Go potty in the house! In the BATHROOM!”

      [image: image-placeholder]Twenty minutes later we were on the road in the silver SUV that Penne had rented for the month. She had realized when the boys arrived in town that the so-called back seat of her sporty red convertible could barely accommodate a pair of kids’ car seats—and certainly not an adult attempting to buckle up two squirmy toddlers. Unless, possibly, that adult happened to be a professionally trained contortionist less than three feet tall.
Plus the full-size SUV rental provided almost enough storage space to hold all the paraphernalia that traveled with the boys wherever they went.
We headed toward the outskirts of town, where the tackiness extravaganza known as Monkey Golf squeezed into the space between a soft-serve ice cream shop and a hot dog stand. Penne and I had decided that miniature golf would be the perfect outing for the boys today, since it was outdoors and provided some level of physical activity. I also knew the owners had decked out the place for Halloween, and I hoped it would inspire me with seasonal decorating ideas.
According to the ads, every golfer under twelve years old would be issued a small plastic trick-or-treat bag along with their putter, colored golf ball, scorecard, and tiny pencil. At each of the eighteen holes, a costumed monkey statue would supervise while a high school worker—also in costume—would offer Halloween candy to the players.
What could be better?
We turned onto the asphalt road that served as a shortcut to the county highway that edged the town of Applewood. The twins sang along with a pop song blaring from the rear speakers. As we rounded the second bend, I spotted a rusty blue pickup truck parked in the turnaround to our right. Its blinkers were flashing, and its driver-side door was wide open.
We slowed, expecting to see someone standing by the side of the vehicle and flagging down help. But there was no one in sight as I ran my eyes across the cornfield surrounding the space. Surely no one would abandon their vehicle with the lights on and the door open.
“Pull over,” I said quietly to Penne. “You stay in the car with the boys while I look around.” The twins stopped singing and silently watched me step out of the car.
I walked slowly toward the truck, scanning the turnaround for movement. Nothing. The area was uncannily quiet.
“Hello? Everything okay?” I called.
No reply.
When I reached the pickup, I saw dozens of plants and pumpkins scattered around the bed of the truck, the flowers tossed from their plastic pots.
Then I noticed a pair of boots sticking out from behind the back wheel. My hair prickled on the back of my neck.
The boots didn’t even twitch as I approached.
I stopped by the trailer hitch, took a deep breath, and bent at the waist, craning my head around the side of the vehicle.
And saw a body. Curled in the fetal position. Faded jeans, green T-shirt. Work boots. Face turned toward his knees so I couldn’t see it. “You okay?” I said. But I knew he wasn’t okay. I yelled to Penne to call 911, even though I already had my phone in my hand and was doing the same thing.

      [image: image-placeholder]I rested my hand on the man’s back, knowing I shouldn’t touch or move the body but desperately hoping to feel it rise and fall, giving even the slightest sign of life. Eventually a police car pulled up by the truck, lights flashing and siren wailing. I stood as Officer Anthony Damico climbed out of his car and nodded at me. “We meet again, Ms. Olafsson,” he said. “What’s going on?”
I shrugged and shook my head. “I don’t know. We were driving by and saw the truck. Thought it was odd that someone would leave it open. I came around and found him. He hasn’t moved at all.”
He straightened his cap as he walked toward the body.
“Have you touched anything?”
“Just his back, maybe his arm. Not the truck or anything.”
“The ambulance is on its way.” Damico felt for a pulse. “But there’s no hurry.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I didn’t want to tell the boys what I had seen, but the police cars and ambulance were an obvious sign there had been trouble. I gave a bare-bones account, light on details. By the time I was done, they were practically bursting at the seams of their little flannel vests, wiggling with excitement.
Penne came as close to scolding them as I had ever heard her. She turned in her seat and looked into their eyes. “Someone died today. It’s terribly sad, even if you didn’t know him. He had a family and friends and people who loved him. They will miss him. This is an awful thing.”
The boys quieted immediately. “I’m sorry,” said Liam.
“I’m sorry too,” echoed Noah. “But I like the big truck.”
She patted each of their hands in turn. “I know. It can be hard to understand. But let’s take a moment to stop talking and think a kind thought for that poor man and his family. Then we’ll decide what to do next.”
After sitting quietly for closer to ten seconds than a minute—though it probably felt like an hour to the boys—we offered the twins the choice of heading home or continuing on to Monkey Golf.
It surprised no one that they chose minigolf.






  
  Chapter 2


Don’t get me wrong. I love Halloween. And I was thrilled to be hosting a stop on Applewood’s first annual ghost walk at the end of the month. But as I stood in my yard the next day, hands on hips, surveying my house and guesthouse … I had to admit that even after spending more than an hour at Monkey Golf yesterday, I had no clue what to do in the way of decorations. 
When I took possession of this property last year, it had been woefully neglected for decades. I had spent enormous amounts of energy and money making it look less like a scene from a teen horror flick and more like a peaceful haven. My friend Grace and I had painted the guesthouse a cheerful periwinkle blue, a bright yellow door accenting the front. The interior was fully renovated, and lush perennial landscaping surrounded it. We had also painted the main house—white with a periwinkle door and trim—and I was slowly but surely turning it into a comfortable place to call home. Lake Applewood peeked out from between the two structures, its clear water set off dramatically at this time of year by evergreens and vibrant orange, yellow, and red maple and oak leaves.
My brain recoiled at the thought of making it frightening enough to justify a spot on the ghost walk.
But I had a lot of history to live up to. The house had a well-established reputation as a home for wayward ghosts, and my first day as its new owner found me deep in the heart of a murder mystery. To add to the pressure, I’d been told by neighbors that the former owners had hosted immense Halloween parties with elaborate decorations and live music so good—and loud—it could raise the dead.
I was standing in the yard, considering whether it would be unspeakably lame to float some sheeted ghosts among the trees, when I heard the tinkle of a bicycle bell behind me. I spun around to see Grace dismounting. “Deep in thought, huh?” she said, giving me a hug. “What’s up?”
I smiled at her, delighted. I had forgotten today was her day to clean the cottage in preparation for my new guests later in the week. I was glad I had hired her; I could use the help and she could probably use the money. Best of all, she was a joy to be around.
“I was just wondering what to do for the ghost walk,” I answered.
“Oh, you’ll be a part of that? That’s so cool! The possibilities are endless, aren’t they?” Grace said, sweeping both arms outward as if to embrace the entire property. “Think of all the fun you could have. Ghosts, skeletons, jack-o’-lanterns, maybe even a headless horseman. Oh, I know! Witches gathered around a bubbling cauldron! Or you could put a pirate ship on the beach. Spooky signs on the path and skeletons sitting in the Adirondack chairs. Maybe offer haunted boat rides in the paddleboat! Or set up a stand to sell hot cider and candy apples. That would be so much fun. Do you need help? I could help. I’m sure the library would be fine with me taking the night off. Staff are tripping over themselves to work that day because they want to see all the little kids stop by in their costumes.”
I stared at her. I’d been stewing for twenty minutes with hardly an idea in sight. Then Grace rode up and rattled off a million of them effortlessly.
Whatever she had for breakfast, that’s what I needed. “Do you eat normal cereal in the morning?” I asked.
She stared at me, her eyebrows scrunched. “What?”
“Never mind. Those are all great ideas. Thank you. And yes, if I do even half of them, I’ll definitely need your help.”
Grace beamed. “Wonderful! Now I better get to work. How does it look inside?”
“Good, I think. The last people were pretty tidy, so I don’t think we’ll have too much trouble. Next up is a family of four, though, so let’s be sure the sheets are ready for the pullout couch.”
As we walked into the cottage I looked around for Percy, my orange, three-legged, tailless cat. I was sure he was in here somewhere. I had officially designated him an indoor cat after adopting him a few years ago, but he had a disturbing knack for slipping out and heading wherever his fancy took him.
In my previous home, Percy’s destination of choice was usually my friend Lou’s front porch. He had a strangely powerful bond with her, and he’d routinely slip out, trot down the street, and park himself on her stoop, yowling to be let in. Lou claimed to consider him a pest … but the number of tuna cans in her pantry and tinfoil balls on her floor seemed excessive for someone who didn’t like fish and had no cats of her own.
My new home, however, was a solid twelve-minute drive away from Lou’s. I didn’t want to jinx matters by suggesting that Percy couldn’t walk that distance—far be it from me to doubt the persistence for which he was named—but he hadn’t attempted the trek since we had moved. At least not to my knowledge.
What he did instead was move between the main house and the rental as if they were a single unit. His favorite spot in the cottage was the bed in the loft, where he would curl up on the soft yellow comforter and sleep for hours in the sun. I had learned not to argue with a determined cat, so I simply accommodated his habit. Grace and I draped a clean sheet over the bed when guests weren’t staying there, so cat hair didn’t cover the fabric. And I added a few lines to my website, describing Percy and explaining that he was both friendly and uninterested in respecting guests’ personal space. So far, so good; no one had complained yet.
When Grace and I walked in, I took several steps up the steep staircase and peeked into the loft. Sure enough, Percy was curled into a tight ball, his pink nose buried in his paws. His ears twitched in my direction, but he didn’t bother to open his eyes.
I backed down the steps as Grace took off her jacket and laid it on the couch. “I hear you found another body,” she said.
“Yeah. What are the odds?”
“Pretty slim. How are you doing?”
This was just one thing I liked about Grace. Most people in her shoes would want to hear all the gory details … and wouldn’t hesitate to ask for them. But not her. She might say a few kind words in memory of the deceased, or share a happy memory if she had one, but then she would let it go without asking for the graphic details. She knew how I had struggled last year, when I had found a dead body in this very space.
“I’m okay, but it was pretty terrible. And I hated that the twins were there too.”
“The twins?”
“Yeah, I was driving with Penne and her nephews when we saw the truck pulled to the side.”
“No. That’s too bad.”
“I was kind of shaky the rest of the day, to be honest. And I didn’t feel great when I woke up this morning. But it’s a little easier to handle because I don’t have any connection this time. Not like last time, when it was on my property.” I opened a window to start airing out the tiny house. “It was pure dumb luck that we happened to notice the truck. I don’t even know who the guy was. Plus it must have been some kind of medical crisis. It didn’t look like there had been any violence, no blood or anything. It’s somewhat easier to deal with when there’s no reason to get involved and there’s nothing I can do to help.”
Grace nodded. “That makes sense. But I’m still sorry you’re the one who found him.” She opened the linen bin, which was built into a nook under the stairs. “I just feel bad for Maryann. Ronnie was her only child.”
I turned away from the sink, where I was washing the few dishes that were stacked inside. “Maryann? Ronnie?”
“Right, the Steelbergs,” Grace said, pulling out a set of pale green sheets. “They live here in Applewood.”
“The dead man was Ronnie? Are you sure? How do you know?” I asked.
Grace straightened up and looked at me with concern. “Pretty sure. I saw something on Facebook. Someone at my church started a food train for the family and I signed up to bring lasagna. Why?”
I reached for a kitchen stool and sat down, closing my eyes. Ronnie Steelberg.
I was wrong. I did know the dead man.






  
  Chapter 3


Leaving Grace to her work, I walked across the yard to the main house and made a beeline for the pantry, looking for something to bake. As soon as I opened the pantry door, Percy appeared out of nowhere. He immediately began rubbing against my legs and purring. Little brown-noser. He’d never lavish me with such affection if he didn’t realize his food was stored in the pantry. 
Ronnie went to high school with Bea. A couple of years older than her, he helped her deal with a bully who had a lot to say about her shape. He had stepped in, stood up for her, and taught her how to defend herself. For a short time the two had been pretty close. Not romantically but as friends. From my perspective it seemed like an older brother / younger sister kind of connection. I hadn’t seen Ronnie in years, but I’d always be grateful for his kindness.
I found a box of pumpkin bread mix and gathered the ingredients I needed. I wished I had known the body was Ronnie’s when I found him. But even if he had been lying face up, I couldn’t be sure I would have recognized him. It had been at least five or six years since I’d seen him. People could change a lot over time, especially at that stage of life.
I closed the pantry door. Percy looked pointedly into his still-empty food bowl, stared back at me, and stalked from the room. I poured the bread mix, oil, and water into a bowl and cracked in an egg. Then I stirred the batter by hand, hoping to work out some of my sadness as I whipped the wooden spoon around the bowl. I poured the batter into a loaf pan and set it on the center rack of the oven, dug out my heavy stationery, and settled into one of the brown leather wing chairs beside the fireplace in the family room.
Before I began the sympathy note, I looked around and allowed my shoulders to relax and my body to melt into the comfort of the chair. My house still needed pretty extensive rehabbing, but I was glad I had started with this space, which was essentially a combined kitchen and family room. In real estate agent mode, Penne would call it a great room. On one end was the kitchen, now equipped with quartz countertops and appliances appropriate for this millennium. On the other end was an enormous stone fireplace flanked by floor-to-ceiling bookcases. My well-loved kitchen table sat comfortably between the two areas. Enormous windows ran along the outside wall, giving me an unobstructed view of Lake Applewood from almost anywhere in the room.
I was struck again by how well the furniture fit, despite the fact that my old house had been much different in size and layout. My soft braided rug almost filled the family room area, and my armchairs and couch were exactly the right size for the room. A few low bookcases tucked perfectly under the windows.
The rest of the first floor was still what polite visitors might call shabby chic (I called it a hot mess). But since it was clean and bright and freshly painted, I could live with it until I saved some more money. Especially since I spent the vast majority of my time in the back of the house.
I wrote the condolence note, then texted Bea.
She called me almost immediately. I recovered from the shock just in time to answer before the call went to voicemail.
“Mom, that’s terrible!” she said without preamble. “What happened?”
I gave her the CliffsNotes version of the story.
“Do you remember how nice he was freshman year?” she asked. “He was such a good guy back then. I even wondered if we would get together someday.” So much for my insightful brother/sister hypothesis. “But he changed a lot that summer. It was like he became a different person.”
“I’m sorry, honey. It’s very sad.” Now it was coming back to me. The two had drifted apart when Ronnie started drinking and hanging out with a group of kids who were best known for competing to see who could skip the most classes before getting caught. I suspected now wasn’t the best time for that particular stroll down memory lane.
“Well, thanks for letting me know,” Bea continued. “I better get
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