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	Ageism
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	Child abduction and exploitation (nonsexual in nature)
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	Death or dying

	Dementia

	Disappearance or death of a child

	Eating disorders

	Infidelity

	Kidnapping and abduction

	Mental illness and ableism

	Murder or attempted murder

	Self-harm and threatened suicide

	Selling drugs

	Sexism and misogyny
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Introduction

	Connie Berry

	Ah, vacations—time to relax and put your feet up, read a good book, spend time with family or friends, explore new horizons. Doctors and psychologists tell us that escaping from life’s routines, even for a few days, can significantly lower our stress levels, reducing the risk of serious disease and improving our overall mental health.

	 

	Unless something goes badly wrong, of course.

	 

	Whatever your idea of vacation may be—chilling out on a sandy beach, sightseeing in foreign locales, camping in the woods, or an adventurous road trip—the reality often falls short of the dream. Delays, detours, and disasters are ever-present, lurking behind our carefully curated itineraries. Flights are cancelled. Bookings are mishandled. That recommended five-star hotel has bedbugs. Sometimes we’re to blame ourselves. I remember one European vacation I screwed up by forgetting that March has thirty-one days.

	 

	In Gone Fishin’: Crime Takes a Holiday, the Eighth Guppy Anthology, the stress of missing a flight or the pain of falling victim to pickpockets is only the beginning. From a creepy holiday cottage and an ill-fated cruise to a romantic getaway turned deadly, twenty-three short-story writers from the Guppy Chapter of Sisters in Crime explore the devious twists and turns of crime-on-holiday. Guppies is the largest and only online chapter of Sisters in Crime, with more than 1,100 members from all over North America and beyond. The Guppy Steering Committee and I are especially pleased that a significant number of our anthology authors are published here for the first time.

	 

	My deepest thanks go to the eight independent and highly qualified judges who read and scored the submissions; to our editor, former Guppy Jim Jackson; to our cover artist, Emwryn Murphy; and to our Anthology Coordinator, Grace Topping, whose diligence and attention to detail kept us on track and on schedule.

	 

	We hope you enjoy these twenty-three stories of crime-on-holiday. Perhaps you’ll read them while relaxing on the beach or toasting marshmallows beside the campfire on your next safe, serene, and (of course) crime-free vacation.

	 

	Connie Berry

	President, Guppy Chapter of Sisters in Crime

	
Postcards From Loon Lake

	Susan Daly

	Loon Lake nr North Bay, Mon 26 Aug, 1935

	My dear Julius . . .

	 

	I sat on the spacious verandah of Loon Lake Lodge with the other women, all of them engaged in the various ladylike activities encouraged by their husbands. Knitting, exchanging anecdotes about their respective children and grandchildren and various church activities, writing postcards . . .

	That’s how it is in the Lake Nipissing area, and every other hunting and fishing lodge in Ontario. The men come here to indulge in their manly activities. They go out and have a good time canoeing and killing things, and leave their women at the Lodge all day, knitting and gossiping, enlivened by rounds of bridge in the afternoon. The men come back around teatime (also known as opening time), filled with tales of overpowering wily fish—I tell you, he put up one heck of a fight, but I landed him at last—and shooting ferocious bears—Then, just when he reared up and prepared to attack, I dropped him with one clean shot right through the heart.

	The lodge and its activities haven’t changed much since it opened in 1884—except, perhaps, to re-cover the worn cushions on the sturdy rustic couches in the big common room with the huge stone fireplace and replace the ancient moose head over the fireplace when it became moth-eaten.

	Even the postcards are vintage. Hand-tinted pictures of moose and Mounties and local native guides holding strings of enormous fish. Women wearing skirts that haven’t been that long since before The Great War.

	The only new postcards are of the local miracle.

	The Dionne Quintuplets, five identical baby girls, all born alive and now kicking, have been making headlines around the world for the past 15 months. And—astoundingly—this miracle occurred in the village of Callander, barely five miles from Loon Lake Lodge. Nearer, as the crow flies.

	I looked down at my postcard. What to say that was new? Not that it mattered. I suspected Julius of paying little attention to the content of my postcards over the past thirty-one years, other than to glance at the picture of a bull moose posing on a high rocky outcrop, and say with a grin, “Right. Sounds like she’s okay.”

	Julius is a criminal lawyer. I’m proud of him and his work, but too often, like now, he becomes tied up in Toronto for weeks defending either the guilty or the innocent. More often the guilty, since they present a gratifying challenge. That’s when I often head to my favourite northern retreat, Loon Lake Lodge, run by my old friend Marian Tweed.

	Julius’s case was wrapping up, and he hoped to join me at the end of the week for a well-deserved rest.

	I picked up my pen and expanded on Dear Julius . . .

	The days have been calm and relaxing—

	I looked up at the sound of someone pounding up the steps at the far end of the verandah. Young Jim McAllister appeared in his hunting gear. He ground to a halt, panting, clearly big with news.

	“One of the Quintuplets has been kidnapped!”

	The ladies dropped their knitting, their grandchildren’s photographs, their bridge hands (I later heard—twice—Mrs. Pargeter was holding the makings of a Grand Slam) and rose as one to pull young Jim into their midst.

	The questions flew at him. What happened? When? Who did it? How’d you hear it?

	He filled us in as best he could. Just before lunch. No, they didn’t know who’d done it. Frank Bigcanoe had a shortwave radio at his cabin. He’d passed it on to his wife’s nephew. And so on . . . At some point, it had reached the Loon Lake Lodge hunting party, just returning from their day in the wild.

	“Which one?” I asked.

	All the buzzing stopped at once, and they stared at me.

	“Which one?” Jim echoed, as if I’d asked him to name a star in the Big Dipper.

	“Which girl was kidnapped? You do know they are five individual children, not a litter of kittens? Annette, Cécile, Émilie, Marie and—”

	“How should I know?” he snapped. (Thank goodness, because darned if I could remember the fifth girl’s name.) “Sorry, Mrs. Delany. They didn’t say.”

	“Yvonne,” Marian Tweed said from the inside doorway of the verandah. “The radio says it’s Yvonne.”

	The verandah was now awash with men, as the various hunting and fishing groups showed up and began explaining their ideas, opinions, and plans. It was clear through the deep rumble of men with a mission that every one of them intended to form search parties, to go out tramping through the woods and manfully rescue the helpless little girl from whatever evil had befallen her.

	Fortunately, Marian could deliver a piercing whistle through her fingers, and she did so. The din died to a murmur. Marian took charge with her no-nonsense voice.

	“Okay, men, I know you’re all anxious to help out. Here’s what’s happening. I just had a call from Sergeant Béliveau of the North Bay Provincial Police detachment. He’s on his way over to organize search parties. Anyone who wants to volunteer can head to the dining room and wait for him there.”

	This news produced a general air of cheerful, manly purpose. The men began to jostle each other to squeeze through the inner doorway.

	Marian again silenced them with a whistle.

	“Sergeant Béliveau says No guns. So, every one of you has to store your hunting gear safely away first.”

	This dictum was less happily received, but they grumbled their way off the verandah, and we ladies remained in the peace they left behind. The others shared their shock and worry over this turn of events, and speculated on what might have happened.

	Then the murmurs of wasn’t there that other little girl . . . last year?

	I hadn’t heard about it, but now the details came out fast and conflicting.

	Four years old. Kidnapped. Wandered off. Abandoned by her mother. Murdered.

	They agreed on one thing. Her little body had been found in the woods. Days after her disappearance.

	Marian nudged me. “Come on, Evelyn, let’s go have a drink.”

	I was glad to escape to her office, reflecting I’d have plenty to tell Julius now. Marian poured us each a generous shot of Northern Spirit Rye, then shook her head with a sigh.

	“Ever since that five-ring circus came to town last year, things have been a little crazy around here.”

	“Lots of tourist traffic? Isn’t that good for business?”

	“Not this kind. Since those kids were made Wards of the Crown and removed from their parents’ care, they’ve been holed up in that purpose-built combination nursery, prison, and fish tank, courtesy of the Province of Ontario.” She paused for fortification from her glass.

	“So now there’s a steady stream of government busybodies, attention-seeking movie stars, and hundreds of rubbernecking tourists arriving day and night. All looking for places to stay. There’s new hotels and auto-courts going up, and lots of private homes offering accommodation. Well, good for them. But what I don’t need is the overflow sniffing out my place. I run a hunting and fishing lodge with exactly the amenities my regular guests expect, and nothing more. I don’t have the time or the room for a bunch of last-minute one-night stands.”

	“So now what’s going to happen?”

	“Well, I couldn’t say no when the Provincial Police asked to use my dining room as their centre of operations. Especially after what happened last year, poor little kid. That means we’ll have the big shot OPP guys showing up, along with men from the government. Not to mention the reporters and newsreel crowds hanging round. Again.”

	A knock at the door. Marian admitted a six-foot-something wall of dark uniform and introduced us. Sergeant Béliveau impressed me as a strong-minded, no-nonsense kind of guy. He sat down and accepted a shot of rye.

	“Well, Sergeant,” Marian said, “Anything my friend and I can do to help? Although, you’ve got all those outdoorsy men eager to go out and find little Yvonne.”

	He nodded with a smile that implied skepticism. “I’ve handed that particular search detail to one of my constables. We want to keep those men doing what they think is useful and prevent them from running around the woods in a dozen different directions.”

	“Wise of you,” I said. “I notice you disarmed them too.”

	He smiled again. “Bien sûr. We’ve got our own men doing the serious searching in the immediate area in and around the compound.”

	He filled us in on what they knew.

	The Quintland Compound included the so-called hospital where the girls lived, a staff house for the nurses and other attendants, and a separate area known as their “playground,” where multitudes of tourists could observe the girls three times daily through one-way glass. A seven-foot-high barbed-wire fence surrounded the whole affair.

	To keep the public out, or the girls in? I wondered.

	Even so, with all this security, just after they’d been on display in their play area, staff had escorted them back to their living quarters for lunch. That’s when they’d realized one of the girls was missing. For a minute, everyone assumed she and her escort were just dawdling along the pathway, but soon it became clear that little Yvonne was nowhere to be found.

	Everything had exploded from there.

	“So now,” Sergeant Béliveau said, “everyone is getting involved. All the way up to Premier Mitch Hepburn, because the girls are wards of the Crown. So he is sending a man from the Public Guardian’s office to, well, throw his weight about.”

	The government man wanted to keep clear of the waves of tourists who were now a fact of life in Callander, along with the inevitable reporters, so if Mrs. Tweed could put him up at the lodge . . . ? He was arriving shortly on a private flight from Toronto. And if Mrs. Tweed could send someone to collect him? Because, let’s be honest, the police had more important things to do.

	That someone turned out to be me.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Leaning against Marian’s Dodge truck parked at the Trout Lake Air Harbour, I watched the seaplane come to a standstill by the dock. A millionaire fan of the Dionnes had offered his private plane to bring in the Premier’s man.

	A fiftyish man in an expensive-looking brown suit manoeuvred his way from plane to dock. He had senior civil servant written all over him—well-groomed, well-nourished, and well-entitled. Mr. Aylwin Ford, from the Office of the Public Guardian.

	I explained who I was and where we were going.

	It was an hour’s drive to the Quintland Compound, where Mr. Ford would make his first stop. No doubt, as Sergeant Béliveau had suggested, to throw his weight around. Because, frankly, there wasn’t a thing he could do to help find the child.

	“Well, Mrs. Delany,” Mr. Ford began, “I hope you can appreciate the seriousness of this situation. Premier Hepburn has sent me to ensure that no stone is left unturned in finding this missing child.”

	“That’s very good of him—and you—to be so concerned, Mr. Ford. And yes, I do appreciate how serious it is. A child has vanished from her home.” If you could call such a place home. “But I’m wondering if the Premier would be so concerned about the disappearance of just any child, if she wasn’t also part of a massive commercial venture that’s been pouring money into the provincial coffers.”

	Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Mr. Ford turn a delicate shade of purple. Well, I had no axe to grind with him personally, but I couldn’t help thinking about the little girl who’d gone missing last year—and had not been found until it was too late.

	He cleared his throat and rallied.

	“You may not be aware, Mrs. Delany, that it was, ah, essential for the Province to step in for the good of the children, when we discovered the father had signed a contract with the, ah, Chicago World’s Fair to put the quintuplets on display to the whole world. Of course he couldn’t be allowed to, ah, exploit the girls for money.”

	I made a non-committal hmmm . . .

	“Which is why Premier Hepburn took the step of making the girls wards of the Crown. To save these defenseless babies from commercial exploitation at the hands of their father.”

	His story sounded well-practised.

	I didn’t repeat my contention that it seemed to be just fine, however, for the government to make money from them.

	 

	* * *

	 

	I left Mr. Ford at Quintland, and headed back to the lodge, with instructions to pick him up later that night. It wasn’t my idea of how to spend my holiday, but anything I could do to ease the pressure on Marian was all right.

	Come early evening, with the late summer light still shimmering off the lake through the trees, I relaxed on the verandah, vaguely wondering what I’d done with the postcard I’d started—how long ago? It seemed like days.

	There’d been an early supper for the returning men. This allowed more time for anyone who wanted to go out again before the light faded. Some had called it a day, while a few determined souls were prepared to keep on all night.

	Most of the guests, men and women, had decamped to the main lounge with coffee or nightcaps.

	I leaned back in the chaise longue, enjoying the evening as the light faded and the haunting call of a loon echoed over the water.

	“Mrs. Delany . . . ?”

	I started at the quiet voice and looked up to see Jim McAllister looking nervous, unsure, like he hoped I could make things all right.

	“Jim?” I was whispering too. “What’s happened?”

	He glanced along the deserted verandah. “Can you come with me? Please? Down to the lake?”

	My heart sank. What had he found?

	“Of course. What is it?”

	He put his finger to his lips, and I followed him down the steps. We took the path through the woods to a stretch of shore out of sight of the lodge.

	Sitting on a rock was a young woman, looking both terrified and relieved. In her arms, wrapped in a blanket, was a sleeping child. A girl of just over a year old. There was no mistaking that adorable, world-famous child.

	Yvonne Dionne.

	I waited for Jim to speak, since I couldn’t find a word.

	“Louise, this is Mrs. Delany. She’s going to help you. I hope?” He turned to me for confirmation.

	“Jim, I can’t. I don’t know what. . .”

	“It’s like this . . . I went back out after supper. By myself. A lot of the guys had given up, but I was ready to keep on. Even that constable in charge didn’t know I’d gone. I was wandering along the edge of the lake . . .”

	He’d heard a noise in the woods. That’s when he’d found this young woman. Louise. With the missing child.

	Louise got to her feet. She was barely more than a girl herself, perhaps sixteen. She looked straight at me, held out the sleeping child, and said, “Please. Take her. Take her home to her mother— No, they already took her away from her mother.”

	I accepted her. She was warm and solid. She barely moved as she settled into my arms with a sweet baby sigh.

	“Louise, you have to come with us. You need to tell everyone what happened. There are hundreds of people out looking for her. They’re worried sick—”

	“Well, imagine that. You take her back. Not me.”

	Jim looked torn, as if he just wanted to get this over with.

	“Louise, please,” he said. “It’ll be okay. They’ll be so glad to have her back—”

	“No! I’m not coming. If you force me to, well, I won’t. If you tell them it was me, I’ll—I’ll drown myself in the lake.” From her look, now all anger and fear, I could believe her. “And that will break my mother’s heart all over again. After Michelle . . .”

	Now she broke into tears.

	“Michelle . . . ?”

	Jim took a deep breath. “There was another little girl. Last year. She wandered off and was found, uh, in the woods.”

	He didn’t say “dead,” but I remembered the outcome.

	Louise wiped her tears away and found her anger again. “Yes! My little sister. You know who finally found her? Me. Because no one else but our family and people from the church looked for her. The police didn’t care. They had more important things to do, protecting those five newborn babies from the tourists, and there was all the crowds of reporters and famous people and complete craziness going on, and no one had a moment to spare for a little girl who needed help. Who died cold and hungry, lost in the woods.

	“And the newspapers didn’t even care. It was on page five—a single paragraph about the missing child found dead after four days. Because the rest of the paper was taken up with those precious Quints.”

	She lost her energy and gazed at Yvonne. “Yes, she is sweet, sleeping like that.”

	“But Louise . . . why take her?” And how, I wondered.

	“I got a job at the compound last month, nursery maid-in-training. No one recognized my name, because no one ever paid any attention to us. There was plenty of supervision, you can believe me, and I learned my job well. I watched and waited and planned for the right time.”

	“How did you get her out?” Jim asked.

	“I created a secret exit at the far end of the compound.” She gave us a bitter smile. “That fence isn’t nearly as strong as they think.”

	“But why?” I repeated.

	“Why?” She paused, as though finding the words to make us understand. “Because . . . I wanted to show how different it would be for the pampered darling, one who was born to a poor family just like Michelle, but because she happened to have four identical sisters, people everywhere went crazy about them and crowned them little princesses. They gave them a life a thousand times more than any child could want. I wanted to show that when she went missing, the police and the province, and the whole world would move heaven and earth to find her.”

	Exactly the accusation I’d thrown at Mr. Aylwin Ford this afternoon.

	“Come back to the lodge with us, Louise,” Jim said. “It will be better if you turn yourself in.” He paused. “Honest, it will.”

	She held her defiant look for a few moments, then seemed to lose her fight. “They will crucify me, won’t they?”

	We walked back up the path to the lodge. Holding the million-dollar baby in my arms, I could only imagine how right she might be about that.

	“I took good care of her, you know. Better than they did at that prison where they keep those girls. But you know what? The people may want to punish me for taking their darling away. But the law will persecute me for something different.”

	“I know,” I said. “The province made those girls wards of the Crown not to ensure their well-being, but to create the biggest tourist attraction in Ontario next to Niagara Falls. And you stole their valuable commodity.”

	She paused on the path and stared at me. “You understand, don’t you?”

	I nodded. “Yes. And I promise I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	The following day, I did my best to avoid the predictable sound and fury arising from the recovery of little Yvonne. To evade the reporters—and believe me, they were after me in droves—I took refuge in a deck chair by a little secluded bay Marian told me about.

	Once again, I was composing a postcard to Julius. I tucked away my first two attempts and selected a new card, one with a picture of the Dionnes.

	 

	My Dear Julius,

	 

	Don’t get too ready to relax. Have I got a case for you.

	
Just Chillin’

	KM Rockwood

	Fortunately, Martha Haley noticed the dust rising at the foot of the winding driveway and spotted the sheriff’s patrol car climbing the hill.

	She wasn’t sure if her nephew, Josiah, was down in the basement or not, but she wasn’t taking any chances and rushed over to the stairs to holler a warning. Then she glanced in the full-length mirror on the outside of the bathroom door to make sure she looked presentable.

	Appearances were important.

	Yes. She was fully, appropriately clothed. She patted down her hair to smooth it, opened the front door, and stepped onto the porch.

	The unpainted boards felt rough on her feet.

	Shoes! How could she have forgotten to put her shoes on this morning?

	Maybe no one would notice. Maybe they would think she didn’t wear shoes in the house.

	Two deputies climbed out of the car. Martha didn’t recognize the driver. The other was Deputy Rollington, an old acquaintance.

	He approached the porch, but the other deputy wandered around, looking behind and under the pieces of old farm equipment that stood rusting in the weeds next to the driveway.

	Martha steadied herself on the doorframe and cleared her throat. Except for that shout down the stairs, she hadn’t spoken at all today, and she didn’t want her voice to catch.

	Maybe she should get a drink of water.

	Not enough time.

	“Good morning, Mrs. Haley.” Deputy Rollington touched the brim of his uniform cap. “How are you today?”

	“Well, thank you.” Martha’s voice sounded strong to her ears. She dared to venture more. “Would you like to come in and have a cup of tea?”

	“No thank you.” Deputy Rollington stopped at the foot of the porch steps, his thumbs hooked into his duty belt.

	“Speak up, please.” Martha cupped a hand behind her ear. “I’m afraid I don’t hear as well as I used to.”

	That wasn’t true. Her hearing was as sharp as ever. But she had learned people expected old folks to be hard of hearing. If she got confused and said something nonsensical, she could claim she hadn’t heard properly. Everyone would just sigh and repeat things louder.

	Much better than admitting that her mind might be going. “Mild cognitive impairment,” the doctor had told her. He’d questioned her closely about her living arrangements. She had assured him that she lived with her nephew, Josiah, who had driven her to the appointment and now sat in the waiting room.

	She hadn’t made a follow-up appointment and figured she would never go back. No one would be likely to notice.

	That was before all the turmoil, when the sheriff and his deputies had descended on the property and removed all Josiah’s supplies and equipment from the barn.

	Josiah called it his “business workings.” The sheriff called it a “meth lab.” Something to do with illegal drugs.

	Which didn’t surprise Martha. She couldn’t say she approved, but how much different could it be than the moonshine still her grandfather had kept?

	She’d had her suspicions that Josiah’d been involved in something unhealthy. Never a big person, he had become skinnier and skinnier until his cheekbones jutted out like cliffs beneath his sunken eyes. And his nose ran constantly.

	When the deputies had arrived for the raid, Josiah and his friends had not been around.

	Thank goodness.

	The sheriff had flashed a piece of paper in her face, saying it was a search warrant. They had gone through the house, the outbuildings, and the entire property, guns drawn, with flashlights and dogs, confiscating some things and leaving a mess behind them.

	Martha knew better than to try to stop them, but she had let herself get a bit hysterical.

	Mistake. That had triggered a visit from a social worker.

	Deputy Rollington asked loudly, “Have you seen or heard from your nephew lately?”

	“Not since the last time you asked.” That wasn’t exactly true, either. Josiah had been around some. Mostly he was down at the shore, he’d told her. Fishing on a friend’s boat. He’d brought her some nice fresh fish, although he hadn’t cleaned them before he gave them to her, the way a good fisherman should.

	When he was here, he kept out of sight. Martha couldn’t blame him. She was pretty sure they wanted to arrest him.

	“Didn’t I tell you he was on vacation?” she said. “Fishing down at the shore? You could look for him there.” But that was in Maryland, not West Virginia. Out of reach of the sheriff and his deputies.

	“Yes, ma’am. You did. I just wondered if he’d called or anything.”

	“Too busy, I imagine. You know how these youngsters are. Never think about the old folks back at home.”

	“Yes, ma’am. Do you mind if we check in the barn?”

	She narrowed her eyes. “Do you have a warrant?”

	“Not this time,” Deputy Rollington admitted. “I’m asking for permission. I can’t look unless you consent.”

	Martha knew that if she said no, he would reckon she had something to hide. He could go get a warrant if he wanted to.

	She gestured toward the lane that led to the barn. “Go ahead.”

	“Thank you, ma’am. I just want to make sure none of those people have come back. They might be dangerous.”

	Probably not as dangerous as a trigger-happy deputy.

	“I would’ve seen if anybody’d been around.” Or smelled the heavy ammonia scent that Josiah’s “business” gave off.

	“Thank you, ma’am,” he said again. He glanced over to the barn, its doors latched.

	The other deputy was peering behind a stack of rotting wood pallets. Martha hoped a rattlesnake might be hiding there and strike out.

	No such luck.

	Deputy Rollington waved to the other deputy to join him.

	He lowered his voice and turned away from Martha. “She gave us permission to search. She can’t hear good, but I bet she can lip-read. So turn this way and talk softly.”

	His partner nodded and faced the barn. “Do you really think anybody’d set up here again? After last time?”

	“That type of shake-and-bake operation is pretty portable. And they might think this was a safe place, since we’d already raided it once.” He glanced at Martha.

	She heard them, but stared off into the woods and composed her face into a vaguely confused expression.

	Keeping his voice low, Deputy Rollington said, “If the kid’s gone down to the shore ‘fishing,’ you can bet he’s not chilling out on some vacation. He’s on a boat picking up shipments out at sea. And bringing them back here. Probably fentanyl.”

	The partner nodded. “Likely.”

	The deputies had to struggle with the heavy latch on the barn door. Martha found that her arthritic hands made it almost impossible for her to open it herself anymore, so she couldn’t be a hundred percent sure what was in there.

	She was relieved when the two officers exited the barn empty-handed, relatched the door, and came back to the porch.

	“Do you need to search the house?” Martha asked. If she offered, they were less likely to think there was something to interest them.

	Besides, if he had been in the basement, Josiah’d had plenty of time to slip out the rear door and into the woods and they didn’t have the dog to track him. Or sniff for drugs.

	Raising his voice, Deputy Rollington said, “Thank you, no, Mrs. Haley. You’ll call if you hear from Josiah, won’t you?”

	Did they expect her to turn in her own kin? “Certainly,” she answered.

	“Addiction is a disease. We’ll get him into treatment if he needs it, ma’am.”

	Sure they would.

	Deputy Rollington looked around. “It’s kind of lonely out here. Do you want me to send somebody from the local Aging Agency? I’m sure a social worker would be happy to come out to see if you need anything.”

	Heavens no. Last time, Martha’d had the devil of a time convincing that nosy busybody that, although she’d been very upset, she’d calmed down and was quite capable of taking care of herself.

	She should reassure them. “Not necessary. They set up the Meals on Wheels for me. A lady brings food out a few times a week. She’d report if anything happened.”

	He nodded. “That’s good.”

	Martha hadn’t wanted to accept that service, but if she didn’t, the social worker might have taken steps to remove her from the isolated old farmhouse. As it was, she had come to appreciate the food, even though it was often pretty tasteless and tended to be mushy. It saved her needing to cook, and it didn’t cost anything. She ate what she wanted and put the rest in the chest freezer in the basement. If she ever got snowed in or something, she would have plenty to eat.

	The deputies got back in the patrol car. She watched it wind down the driveway, the dust trail ending when it reached the road. Taking a deep breath, she pushed off the doorframe.

	A wave of vertigo swept over her. She stubbed her toe on the threshold. Stumbling inside, she sat down and closed her eyes.

	When the dizziness passed, she thought about the visit from the deputies. That had just been today, hadn’t it? Her hearing might be fine, but her memory was not as good as it used to be, and time could get all muddled up in her thinking.

	She’d handled it well, she thought. Cooperative enough to calm their suspicions but giving nothing away.

	No irrational babbling, no burst of uncontrollable anger. And, clutching the doorframe, she’d hidden her precarious physical balance. It wouldn’t do to fall in front of them.

	They may not have noticed her lack of shoes. At least they hadn’t mentioned it.

	With any luck, they would not be back for a while. They were unlikely to send a social worker, at least this time.

	If Josiah had been around, he’d escaped their notice.

	She couldn’t quite remember the last time she’d seen him. Had it been when they’d had that huge shouting match over him bringing the law to her property?

	Of course, when she passed, it would be his property. They were the last of their clan.

	The shouting had progressed to shoving. Martha remembered Josiah giving her a strong push that left her teetering at the top of the steep basement stairs.

	But he hadn’t meant any harm. He’d grabbed her arm and swung her back into the kitchen before she fell, putting himself between her and the stairs. She’d clutched onto the edge of the old stone sink and regained her balance.

	Was that the last time he’d been here? She couldn’t remember him bringing any fish lately.

	If he were here, he’d stick to the basement or the barn. He wouldn’t want anyone to notice he was around.

	Martha had trouble keeping track of the days when the Meals on Wheels lady came. It was getting late. If she were coming today, she’d have been here by now.

	Lots of food in the freezer for supper. All she had to do was bring some upstairs and let it thaw. She didn’t mind eating it cold.

	Holding tight to the railing, Martha eased down the stairs, making sure she placed both feet on a step before taking the next one. Walking to the freezer, the basement floor felt cool to her feet. When had she taken off her shoes? She opened the chest freezer and peered in.

	Ah, yes. Josiah had been here the whole time. He lay sleeping in the freezer, snuggled in among some of the fish he’d brought her. She’d been careful to tuck the food packages around him so they wouldn’t weigh him down.

	
The Follower

	Erin Jori

	The town was nestled along the eastern shore of Green Bay beneath towering limestone cliffs to the north and rocky beaches to the south. Shops and restaurants dotted the main street, where tourists milled about buying t-shirts, bottles of cherry wine, and everything else under the sun imprinted with the name “Ellis Bay, Wisconsin.” What better setting for a fictional murder than among a never-ending supply of curious tourists, quirky locals, and breathtaking scenery?

	But before I could draft my next bestseller, I needed to recharge. I had confided in my friend Maria that by book seventeen of my mystery series, I felt my work was getting stale. Maria suggested I take a much-needed trip to clear my mind and find my muse and generously offered her vacation rental home as my retreat. Spending time in an idyllic setting like Ellis Bay could help me re-evaluate my writing and give my work a fresh start.

	That’s how I found myself relaxing outside a tavern by the bay, enjoying a cool glass of rosé as the sun began its descent over the western shore. Seagulls hovered above a fishing boat, trying to nip the day’s catch.

	After watching the birds dive-bomb the boat for a few minutes, I took a selfie and uploaded it to Instagram. Social media was new to me, but to the delight of my agent, it worked. I had amassed thousands of followers and received hundreds of comments. After years of obscurity, I enjoyed the newfound attention. People liked my books, but they also liked me or who they imagined me to be under my pen name, T. L. Washburne. The persona I created on social media as T.L. was a world apart from Louise Landreski, the awkward, shy, lonely girl I had been since birth. T.L. was the one who enjoyed a glass of wine along the bay before heading to her friend’s lake house for a week of reading, relaxing, and brainstorming ideas for her next story. Louise merely came along for the ride.

	“Here you go. One Caesar salad with grilled shrimp.” My server, a nice college kid named Rae, set the plate before me. I sat at one of several outdoor tables. Couples or small groups occupied the others. I was the only loner. Despite my thousands of followers, some things never changed.

	“Need a refill on the wine?” Rae asked.

	“Not yet,” I said as I set down my phone. I had dined at the tavern twice on my trip and had encountered Rae both times. She was pleasant and hardworking and helped me connect to the tavern’s Wi-Fi to check my email and social media accounts. She might have been angling for a larger tip, but I didn’t mind the assistance. Heaven knows my middle-aged self could use help when it came to technology.

	“Uploading more big-shot author selfies?”

	“Just one. I thought I’d give my favorite new restaurant some free advertising.”

	Rae grinned. She had short brown hair, blue eyes, a nose ring, and a smile that could quickly smooth over any wrong order.

	“Why don’t I take one of you? I’ll even get our sign in the shot. Can’t do that with a selfie.”

	Before I could stop her, she grabbed my phone, took a pic, then handed it back to me.

	“There you go,” she said, pleased with her work. “Now you’ll have something to show your fans besides selfies.”

	Maybe she was right. In the last twenty-four hours, I had posted five photos, all taken by me with my arm outstretched. I thought they turned out fine, but there was that one “up my nose” shot. Rae’s photo might spice things up.

	“You never know,” she added, “if your post brings in a crowd, my boss might comp you tomorrow’s dinner.”

	“If that happens, I’ll become a regular.”

	Rae laughed, then left me to enjoy my salad and rosé as she checked on her other tables. After posting Rae’s best pic with the hashtag #EllisBayTavern, I spent the next half hour enjoying my meal and watching passersby. After I ate all the greens I could stomach, I opened my Instagram to check on my post’s progress.

	In only thirty minutes, I had ninety-one likes and three comments. One was from Maria, who commented on everything; another came from a crime blogger called Spine Tingling Books; and one came from a fan and included only an emoji of two large eyes.

	I wasn’t sure what the eyes meant. I clicked on the fan’s profile—ThrillrTeachr—but it was set to private.

	Rae’s sudden reappearance startled me. I was a little jumpy after seeing the post.

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm you. Can I get you anything else?”

	“Just the check and maybe an answer to a question?” I held up my phone. “What do you think this means?”

	Rae’s brows arched when she saw the emoji. “It could mean someone’s interested in you. Do you know them?”

	I shook my head. “They must be a new fan. I’ve never seen them comment before.”

	“My guess? They’re trying to grab your attention.”

	I closed the app and set down my phone. “If they are, using an emoji isn’t the way to do it. Words I understand. Not tiny pictures I can barely see.”

	Rae took my bill from her pocket and placed it on the table. “Insta can be great, but be careful. There are some real whackos online. I should know. I’m one of them.”

	Rae grinned as she took my plate.

	“Thanks for the advice.” I placed a fifty on the table. “I doubt it’s anything to worry about. With fans all over the world, I’ve only met a few here and there at book signings and conferences. I doubt I’ll ever meet ThrillrTeachr in real
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