
​Praise for Snow Place Like Home

“Cami Brooks is trying her best to stay of trouble. Between helping with her friend’s coffee shop and running her own store, Curio Finds, the mayor of Brooks Landing already has plenty to keep her busy. But when a dead body shows up in her driveway, she is once again thrust into the middle of solving a crime. And this one brings her back in contact with people from her Washington D.C. past that she would much rather just forget. 

“The author’s attention to the slightest details helps readers feel like they are right there in each scene with the characters. Avid mystery readers will appreciate the subtle clues the author sprinkles in like breadcrumbs throughout the story. However, an unexpected twist keeps us guessing right up until the very end. This is a great read from a great author.” ~ Natalie Fowler, award winning author of the Spirit’s Way Home and co-author of Monsters of the Midwest, Ghosts of the Wild West, and narrative non-fiction books that explore paranormal and ghostly legends from across the country.

“Well worth the wait! Snow Place Like Home pulls you right in - like visiting old friends. An ideal cozy mystery with just enough police procedural to keep you hooked.” ~Timya Owens, author and editor, Dark Side of the Loon, Minnesota Not So Nice, It Was A Dark And Stormy Night Dontcha Know.

“A cozy snow day read with wonderful characters and intriguing clues to a twisty mystery.”~ Alicia Kozak, mystery reader and reviewer.

“Suspects abound! Co-workers from the past and new friends come together as Christine Husom weaves another intriguing mystery amidst snow globes & lattes in Brooks Landing. She does not disappoint!” ~ Judy Pendley, cozy mystery reader.

“In the latest Snow Globe mystery be prepared to know your Jays! This book will keep you guessing how and why they fit in and who dunnit. Can be read as a standalone without knowing any of the characters before this volume of the series.” ~ Lisa Marie Farago, mystery reader and reviewer.

“The latest Snow Globe is my absolute favorite. I love the jelling of the characters and some are real characters that give Cami a run for her money.” ~ Rhonda Gilliland, author and editor, the Cooked to Death Series.

“Winter has settled over Brooks Landing like a life-sized Minnesota snow globe, and just as Mayor Camryn Brooks begins to relax under a comforter with a book in hand, a body is found in her backyard. Warned to stay out of the secrets surrounding the death, she’s nevertheless drawn into another murder investigation.

Camryn soon discovers, like snowflakes, no two suspects are identical—and the closer she examines motives and alibis, the more dangerous her curiosity becomes. She must dig deeper and piece together the truth before she, too, is put on ice. Snow Place Like Home is a captivating cozy read.” ~ Mary Seifert, Katie and Maverick Cozy Mysteries.

"Grab your favorite brew and curl up with another action-packed adventure for Mayor Cameryn Brooks and friends.  So many twists and turns, it leaves you thinking 'There's snow place like home!'" ~ Michelle Hess, reader and reviewer.

“Set against a frigid Minnesota winter, Snow Place Like Home shows that friendship and forgiveness can go a long way in chasing the chill of murder away. Camryn, Pinky, and the rest of Brooks Landing residents will make you feel right at home.” Thekla Madsen, co-author of Bad JuJu in Cleveland.
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It was a crisp Monday evening in February as the temperature hovered around thirty degrees Fahrenheit. Not unusual for Minnesota that time of year. As I locked the Curio Finds shop door, I envisioned how good it would feel to chill out in a warm house for a few hours.

I had trekked to the back parking lot minutes earlier, driven my Subaru around to the front of the shop, and parked to let the engine run for a few minutes. It was toasty when I climbed in for the short distance home.

After an unsavory incident the year before, I’d lost my position as the director of legislative affairs for a senator in Washington, D.C. and returned to Brooks Landing. It had been frigid that night too, in more ways than one.

My parents had welcomed me with open arms. They’d wanted me to move back for years, and it turned out the timing was right. I stepped in as their shop manager while my mother underwent cancer treatments.

On the drive, I admired the strings of Christmas lights that lit up houses and were woven into evergreen tree branches, even weeks past the holiday. People in northern regions didn’t get enough natural light in the winter and craved extra doses for mental wellbeing. The man-made exception: big box stores with bright fluorescent lights overkill.

I pulled into my detached garage, grateful for the automatic door opener I’d installed before the deep freeze set in. The house I rented had belonged to Sandra McClarity, my birth mother’s best friend. Sandra had passed on a short time before I returned, and her children, the current owners, were happy to rent it to someone they knew and trusted.

Sandra and my mother Berta remained close until my parents died in a car crash when I was five. My maternal aunt Beth and uncle Eddie adopted me as their youngest of five children. Sandra was like my second aunt, and I’d confided in her from early childhood. I told her things I couldn’t tell my new mother. 

She empathized with how I’d struggled to cope over my parents’ death and the shock to my only child system when I moved from a quiet household to an active and noisy one, given all those kids and an expressive Italian father.

My aunt Beth was a lot like Berta. She’d buffered me from the others’ antics as best she could, like when they teased each other or argued or arm wrestled. I’d loved my older cousins dearly, but it took time before I loved them even more as my siblings.

From my earliest memories, whenever I visited the McClarity home, I’d felt soothed and comfortable in the friendly atmosphere. Even after Sandra’s death, the house maintained its pleasant fragrance, like her essence was still there. The family had taken prized heirlooms before I moved in, and I imagined when the rest of Sandra’s things were gone over time, the same level of coziness in the house would dissipate.

I hung my coat in the front closet, went to the bedroom, shed my black slacks and burgundy sweater, and pulled on black sweatpants and a burgundy sweatshirt—way more comfortable clothes to spend the evening in. The same colors choice was not on purpose; they happened to be on top of the stack in my drawer.

I headed to the kitchen to search for meal options, opened the refrigerator, and a container of leftover lasagna called my name. When it was heated in the microwave, I sat down at the kitchen table to eat. After a busy day at work, the relative silence allowed me to relax. When I’d finished and licked the plate for the last little bit—something I wouldn’t do in public—I set it in the soapy-water-filled sink.​

I yawned on my way to the living room, stretched out on the couch, slid a comforter over my body, and opened a book I’d been reading. I was involved in the novel’s complex plot when my cell phone buzzed. I reached over and plucked it from the coffee table. My best friend Alice “Pinky” Nelson’s name appeared on the screen. 

I smiled and pushed the accept button. “Hey, Pink—"

She cut me off. “Ahhhh. Cami, you need to come out here. Now.” She spoke with a hushed intensity. Was she hurt; in trouble?

My heart sank as I dropped the book, threw back the comforter, and jumped off the couch. “Come out where? Where are you, Pinky?”

“Kitchen . . . window. . . yours. . . look.” It took me a second to process her words, comprehend what she meant. She was in my back yard? Had she tripped and fallen?

I crossed the ten feet in a flash, slipped my feet into boots by the back entry, cast all apprehension aside, and pushed the door open. The early evening sky was cloaked in darkness, and with the help of the alley’s street lamp, I spotted a vehicle I didn’t recognize parked by my garage. What in the world?

Pinky’s car sat next to it. The motion detection light hadn’t turned on, so I flipped the switch, and saw Pinky sitting in her car. When I went down the steps and moved toward her, she jumped from her driver’s seat and pointed at the other vehicle. “I think he might be dead.”

My heart sank even lower as I glanced at a bulky form in the other vehicle’s passenger seat. I was unable to move, frozen to my spot on the snow-covered lawn. Pinky closed the gap between us, and threw her arms around me. We turned our heads in sync toward the vehicle, occupied by an unknown—dead or alive—person.

Thoughts ricocheted in my mind. What came out my mouth was, “What brought you here tonight, Pink?”

“Cami, why would you ask me a question like that when we’ve got a major crisis on our hands?”

“Because I need to know if this is a dream, or if it’s for real.”

“Oh. Um . . . I picked up groceries, and had your dish I wanted to return, you know, from when you sent that chicken and rice casserole home with me.”

I nodded and continued, “You got here. Then what?”

“When I pulled in, I saw that car I didn’t recognize, and wondered who it was. For a minute, I thought maybe it belonged to someone in your family. I looked closer and noticed somebody inside.

“Why would a random person be parked in your driveway? It startled me, scared me. There was enough light from the alley lamp so I could see it was a man. His head was tilted back, and his mouth was wide open.”

I lifted my hand toward the vehicle in question. “What makes you think he might be dead, and not sleeping?” Not to mention, why is he here in the first place?

“Maybe he’s not dead. If he’s passed out, we need to wake him, or he’ll freeze to death. We have to see,” Pinky said.

Like that night, temperatures had hovered above and below the freezing point all week. I shivered at the thought.

Pinky squeezed me. “Cami, you should get a jacket on, and then we’ll look.”

“No. We need to call the police to take care of that.” I’d set my phone on the kitchen counter. “I’ll go in and call Clint.” The Brooks Landing police chief and the man I’d started dating a few months before.

Pinky grabbed my arm. “You’re not leaving me out here . . . alone . . . with him.”

I dragged her along with me into the house. She pressed her face against the back door’s window, and kept watch from a safe distance, while I picked up my phone.

My fingers trembled, and the seconds passed as I struggled to find Clint’s number. Finally. It took three long rings before he picked up. “Camryn?”

“Clint, can you come to my house, like right now? We think there’s a . . . a dead guy in my back yard.”

He let out a loud huff. “What in tarnation are you talking about, and who’s ‘we?’”

“Pinky. She found him.”

“Not on purpose,” Pinky protested, her eyes still fixed on the mystery car.

“I’ll grab my gear and head over. Call Mark, see if he’s free to meet me there. Jake’s on duty, and I know he’s tied up on another call.” Officer Mark Weston had been our friend since high school. Officer Jake Dooley was Pinky’s new crush.

“Okay,” I said and realized he’d already disconnected.

When I phoned Mark, he answered with, “What’s up, Cami?”

“It’s bad, Mark. Can you come to my house, ASAP? Clint’s on his way and he wants you to come too.”

“What happened? You okay?” He spoke at rapid fire speed, his voice raised a decibel.

“Um, I’m not hurt. Pinky’s with me and she’s okay too,” I managed.

“Be there in ten.”

I pushed the end button and held up my phone. “Mark’s on his way.”

“I can’t see that guy’s face too well from the house, but I’m pretty sure he hasn’t moved. What a mean thing to do, leaving a dead guy in your yard like that,” she said.

“Pinky.”

Her hazel eyes widened. “Well, it is.”

“We don’t know who he is, or if he’s dead for sure. That’s why we need trained professionals like Clint and Mark to investigate.”

She pointed. “Clint just pulled up and parked in the alley.”

He lived outside of town and had no doubt driven above the speed limit to get there so fast. I braved a look and sent up a “thank you” as I focused on Clint’s movements. He withdrew a flashlight from his duty belt, and my tension increased by the minute as he went to work. I couldn’t bear to watch his next actions, so I moved a few feet away and leaned against a cupboard.

“He’s pointing his flashlight at the ground around the car. Now he’s looking in the car,” Pinky informed me.

“Okay. Um, I better grab warm gear.”

“I’ll wait for you.” Pinky turned to me when I hadn’t budged. “Cami, you look a little pale. Maybe you should stay in the house. Maybe I should too.”

She resumed her watch and continued her narration. “Clint opened the car door. He’s bent over and might be checking for a pulse.”

Even though my feet felt like cement blocks, the real-time circumstances propelled me to move. I slipped on my coat, stocking cap, mittens, and boots by the front closet. When I returned to the kitchen, Clint was at my back door with his flashlight pointed skyward. Pinky moved back as he stepped inside.

His intense brown eyes locked on mine and narrowed. “We’ll need the medical examiner to report here.”

“You mean he’s dead, for real?” I said.

“For very real. Any idea who he is?” he said.

My heart beat faster yet as I shook my head. “I couldn’t make myself get any closer to take a good look at him, and I can’t think of anyone who drives a gray SUV like that. Nor do I have a clue why it would be parked at my place.”

“Or who drove it here with that guy inside,” Pinky added.

“The man’s identity, his cause of death, and the vehicle’s driver are the major questions we’ll need answers for.” Clint looked at his watch. “I’ll have the county run the plates, see who the vehicle belongs to. Camryn and Pinky, are you able to take a look at the man, see if you recognize him by any chance?” Clint asked.

“I will if she will,” Pinky said.

I searched Clint’s face a moment and nodded. It wasn’t the first time I was close to a dead body. And I hoped to high heavens it would be the last.

Clint took the lead and stopped halfway to the vehicle. He lifted his police radio and clicked a button. “Chief Lonsbury to Buffalo County.”

“Go ahead, Chief,” a female answered.

“Can you run Minnesota plate number Adam-Nora-Boy-Six-Four-One. I need the owner’s name and if the party has any wants or warrants.”

“Ten four,” the dispatcher said and was back on the radio seconds later. “The registered owner is Peter Randall Zimmer. He’s valid and clear.”

Peter Randall Zimmer? Peter Zimmer! No way! He was my worst nightmare in life, and to top it off, to get another dig into me, he left a dead man in my back yard. Why? As retribution because I refused to give him what he wanted?

Pinky grabbed my arm and gave it a shake.

Clint cleared his throat. “Copy, County. I’ll phone you with specifics. We’ll need a Buffalo County detective and the medical examiner to report to the scene.”

“Ten four.”

Clint phoned the sheriff’s dispatch center and gave them my address. I was grateful anyone who tuned in to the sheriff’s band radio would not hear the location and be tempted to check the happenings at my house. The neighbors would know soon enough.

Clint disconnected and looked at me. “Camryn, you’ll need to take a closer look at the victim, see if you recognize if it’s Peter Zimmer. I didn’t see a wallet on either front seat, and we’ll need to wait for a detective or the medical examiner to go through his pockets.”

After his initial look-see, Clint had closed the SUV’s door. He reopened it for me, and when I took the quickest glance needed, my vision blurred. I knew who it was but didn’t believe it could be him. Peter Zimmer. He looked far worse in death. Not only was his mouth open wide, so were his eyes and it seemed they looked toward heaven. I willed myself not to throw up or faint. A big gulp escaped as I turned away.

“Camryn?” Clint said.

“It is Peter Zimmer.” I rubbed my temples and tried to process a dead Peter Zimmer in my driveway. “His wife Ramona is going to freak. Majorly freak out.”

“I thought the ex-senator had given him the boot,” Pinky said.

“One of my friends in D.C., who is in contact with Ramona on occasion, told me she took Peter back again, for the umpteenth time,” I said.

Pinky rested a hand on my shoulder. “Mmm. Well maybe the ex-senator finally had enough of his goings on and came up with a way to get rid of him for good.” She grunted. “I can’t believe she actually thought you were having an affair with her husband, and didn’t listen when you told her the truth. On top of it all, she blamed you when she lost her re-election bid last fall.” Her breath puffs were visible in the cold air.

“Those are topics we’ve hammered to death ever since. She believed her husband and fired me. No question how devastated she was after her election loss and it seemed reasonable to her, given her state of mind, to blame me,” I said.

Pinky plunked her hands on her hips. “I have a feeling the delusional Ramona thinks you were responsible for both, seducing Peter and convincing people to not vote for her.”

“Probably. After I left D.C., I did not want to look back, much less campaign against her. That’s the kind of mean revenge-like thing I think she would’ve done, had our roles been reversed,” I said.

“Huh. Then to top it off, you can’t forget the way Peter came into your shop a couple of months back to see you. He even tried to ask you out, of all things.”

I lifted my hand in a halt sign. “Don’t go there, Pinky. I’ve tried to banish that, and any other thoughts of Peter Zimmer, from my mind forever.”

“You know, Ramona could’ve killed her husband and wanted to make it look like you were a part of it, so she drove him here,” Pinky said.

It felt like creepy crawlers covered every inch of my skin’s surfaces. I shook my head in place of a verbal answer.

Clint overheard the exchange between Pinky and me and ended it with, “Girls, we can’t jump to any conclusions. I asked for a Buffalo County detective because I need to recuse myself from this investigation. What with Camryn being Brooks Landing mayor, and me being the police chief.”

“Not to mention that you two are involved,” Pinky inserted.

Clint gave a single nod. “That too.”

I squeezed my eyes shut tight. We’d been dragged into an awful and unbelievable circumstance. All I wanted to do was scream at the top of my lungs, run away, and not come back until the medical examiner picked up Peter, and the towing company had taken his car away. 

“He might’ve had a heart attack,” I offered, my voice a weak squeak.

Pinky rested her hand on my shoulder again. “Cami, no matter how he died, if someone left him in your driveway, any way you slice it, that’s just plain mean. And wrong.”

I agreed. “This doesn’t look good for Senator Zimmer, does it?” She might be crazy enough to come up with a scheme like that. Spouses were prime suspects until the authorities either had enough evidence to charge them or were able to clear them and scratch their names off the suspect list. Ramona may have considered that. She could have devised a scheme, along with what she thought was an airtight alibi.

Clint leaned his face close to mine. “Lost you for a minute. I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

I shrugged. “Um, I guess I sort of tuned out. What’d I miss?”

“I just reiterated that you and Pinky and I are not the investigators in this . . . situation, and we’ll need to let those who are do their jobs. Agreed?”

Clint wouldn’t make me swear to that, would he?

Instead of a direct yes or no answer, I said, “I want them to get to the bottom of this. If it’s a mean prank, leaving Peter’s body here, the authorities need to uncover who’s responsible.”

“Of course. Cops strive to get answers and solve every crime as fast as possible, which isn’t always possible. One thing that struck me as suspicious when I first arrived; whoever drove Zimmer here, when they exited the driver’s seat, they used something to brush away their footprints. It could’ve been a window scraper,” Clint said.

Mark showed up in his personal vehicle and parked a ways down the alley. He jogged over to us, on Zimmer’s vehicle’s passenger side, glanced inside, and shook his head. “What the hell.”

“And it just might be where that guy is right now. It’s Peter Zimmer,” Pinky added.

“No. What the hell,” Mark repeated.

“Cami, your parents are really gonna flip over this one,” Pinky added, as if that realization had finally occurred to her.

Clint turned to Pinky. “Camryn could use our support right now and not have to worry about her parents’ reaction.”

“You’re right.” She gave my hand a squeeze. “Sorry, Cami. It was a dumb thing for me to say.”

I shook my head. “I thought of them right away when I realized who was dead in my driveway. My poor parents. How are they going to handle this?”

Clint moved in beside me, put his arm around my waist, and squeezed.

An unmarked Buffalo County squad car arrived and parked behind Clint’s truck. Detective Tim Garrison climbed out and walked over to our group, maybe twenty feet from Peter Zimmer’s SUV. He was in his upper forties, but when the house light cast shadows on his deeply lined face, he looked a decade older.

Garrison nodded at us. “Chief, Mayor, Assistant Chief, Ms. Nelson. I understand you’ve got a situation here.”

“And it’s a really bad one,” Pinky blurted, like she couldn’t hold it in.

Clint rubbed his forehead with the back of his gloved hand. “It is at that, and a mysterious one to boot, Detective. The deceased male is in that vehicle. Ms. Nelson made the initial discovery and phoned Camryn Brooks who was inside her home.” He inclined his head toward the SUV. “The registered owner is Peter Randall Zimmer, a man Camryn knew when she worked for his wife. You remember Senator Ramona Zimmer? No longer in office.”

Garrison nodded. “Sure.”

“That aside, Camryn took a look at the victim and verified it was indeed Peter Zimmer,” Clint added.

Garrison nodded again as he withdrew a notepad and pencil from his jacket pocket. “Go on, Chief.”

“When I first arrived on the scene, I opened the car door with my gloved hand, removed my glove, and checked for a pulse. No pulse. His skin was cold as ice to the touch. It’s possible the near freezing temperature was a factor.”

“Have you gotten the medical examiner’s ETA?” Garrison asked.

“No, but they should be here soon,” Clint said.

“Okay. I’ll do a visual scan of the body and the vehicle’s interior; take photos. We’ll do a thorough search and collect evidence at the sheriff’s evidence garage after his body is removed.” Garrison zeroed in on Pinky and me. “What time did you notice the vehicle was there?”

Pinky frowned. “When I stopped by, a little after seven.”

I nodded. “Pinky called me right after she arrived. When I picked up my phone, I noticed it was two minutes after seven. I got home from the shop at five fifteen, and it wasn’t here, of course.”

“You didn’t observe anything, notice it drive in after you got home?” Garrison said.

I would have called if I had. “No. I heated leftovers for dinner around ten to six, or so. If the vehicle was there by then, I should’ve seen it, especially with the alley light on.”

“I would think so,” Garrison said.

“The outside garage light would’ve helped but the switch is on the inside, and I rarely turn it on. Anyway, I ate my meal then headed into the living room and picked up the novel I was in the middle of. I read until Pinky called.”

“Okay. I’ll get more details for my report after the ME has finished up,” Garrison said.
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Pinky and I moved closer to the house so Garrison could take care of his official duties, with Clint and Mark as his witnesses. 

Pinky’s phone buzzed from inside her pocket. She wrestled it out and looked at its face as she pushed the accept button. “It’s Erin.” Our third musketeer. “Hello? . . . Oh. Well, I’m with her, and she’s fine . . . sort of. We’re in her back yard, and she must’ve left her phone inside. Do you want to talk to her?” Pinky handed the phone to me.

Oh great. I need to stay strong. “Hi, Erin.”

“Cami, I thought you said you’d be home all evening, so when you didn’t answer my call or my text message, I got a little worried. What in the world are you and Pinky doing? It’s freezing outside,” Erin scolded.

“It’s not something I want to talk about over the phone,” I told her.

Erin made a “hum” sound. “I’ll be right over.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea. Clint and Mark are here with a Buffalo County detective,” I said.

Pinky reached for the phone. “Erin, Peter Zimmer is dead inside his car in Cami’s driveway.” I heard Erin’s scream as Pinky pushed the phone away from her ear. She handed it back to me.

“Erin, it’s me again. I think you broke Pinky’s eardrum.”

Erin’s voice was an octave higher when she said, “Oh dear God! Peter Zimmer? I don’t get it.”

“Neither do I, nor does anybody else,” I said.

“Why didn’t you call me right away?” 

“I didn’t get that far. It’s been—” I started.

Erin cut me off. “I’ll be right over.”

“You’ll need to park in front of my house and come in that way. I’ll go unlock the door,” I said.

“Okay, bye.” She disconnected and I passed Pinky’s phone to her.

She rubbed her ear. “That woman has an unbelievable set of pipes.”

“We both know that well. The way you spilled all that was a big shock to her system. At least we’ve had a little time to sort of process this.”

“Sorry again, Cami. We tell each other almost everything. After you told her the names of everyone who was here—except for Peter Zimmer—but not why, I knew she’d come right over. I sort of made a split-second decision to cut to the chase before she thought whatever was even worse than it is. As bad as it is, we’re not harmed. Not physically.”

“Pinky, it’s okay.” I tapped her arm. “Right now I need to meet Erin at the front door.”

“I’ll come with you. Erin’s right, it’s freezing,” she said.

“We’ll be inside,” I called to the men.

Clint lifted his hand to acknowledge he’d heard me.

We stepped into the kitchen and slipped off our boots. “I’m going to leave my jacket on till I’ve warmed up,” Pinky said.

I took mine off, hung it on a kitchen chair and set my gloves on the table, but kept my stocking cap on. Within a minute after I’d unlocked the door, Erin opened it and came in.

She wagged her gloved finger at us, her eyes opened wide. “I asked myself all the way here if this was a joke, but you two wouldn’t be in on something like that.”

The three of us gathered in a group hug as we had too many times to count over our thirty-plus-year friendship. At five-eleven, Pinky had to bend over, with me at five-six, and petite Erin at five feet. Back in our childhood years, Pinky was always the tallest and kept growing after Erin and I had stopped; Erin in seventh grade, me in eighth.

We stepped apart and I thought, for the umpteenth time—maybe as a distraction—how much our looks differed. Pinky, thin with large, round hazel eyes and brown curly hair; petite Erin, of American and Vietnamese descent, with almond-shaped, dark brown eyes, and straight black hair; me with an hourglass figure, strawberry blonde hair, green eyes, and a sprinkling of freckles across my cheeks.

Erin sucked in a breath. “Tell me the whole story.”

“Let’s go to the kitchen so we can keep an eye on the officers, see what they’re doing. You can leave your boots on, Erin. Pinky and I will share all we know. They expect the medical examiner any time now.”

Erin shrugged off her outerwear then slipped her arm around mine for the short walk. We crowded together in front of the door’s window with Pinky behind Erin and me. Mark turned and nodded when he noticed us. Erin, in particular. Once upon a time we’d thought they would marry, but after high school things had fizzled out between them. Mark still held on to the hope they’d rekindle the old flame at some point.

“I’ll start, since I’m the one who saw him first,” Pinky said. She gave Erin the details from when she got to my house to when Clint arrived. “You tell her the rest, Cami.”

I did, and Pinky inserted a comment here and there.

Erin’s eyebrows drew together. “This whole thing is so scary. Almost worse than the other bodies you’ve found, Cami. It seems like this time he was delivered to you.”

Pinky gave my back a gentle poke. “That’s what I thought too, and jealous Ramona Zimmer would be my prime suspect.”

I nudged her back. “Why, though? She’s not stupid, and she has to know the authorities would need to question her first. It’s true that she turned a blind eye to her husband’s activities. But to offer her a little forgiveness, it had a lot to do with her insecurity. She really struggled to believe handsome Peter would settle for her instead of a beautiful woman, one far more attractive than she is.”

“That sounds a little on the stupid side, if you ask me. We all know it’s not always about looks. Besides, people believed he married her for her money, not her looks, right?” Pinky said.

My shoulders lifted. “D.C. is full of all kinds of gossip and rumors. Even though Ramona has been back in Minnesota full-time for almost two months now, we haven’t kept in touch. So why would she involve me in her personal life in this way, at this point?”

Erin touched my hand. “We can certainly understand why you wouldn’t want to think the worst. And we’re grateful she hasn’t darkened your shop’s door since she broke your Marilyn Monroe snow globe last November.”

“Yeah,” Pinky agreed.

“At least she eventually apologized and even left me money for it,” I said.

“Clint’s coming in,” Pinky said. 

We backed away to give him more room as he stepped inside.

Clint nodded at Erin but knew better than to ask why she was there. “Camryn, do you have Ramona Zimmer’s phone number, by any chance?”

“Yes. I’ll get it.” My phone still laid on the kitchen counter. I picked it up, scrolled through my contacts, and found her personal cell number.

“Read it to me, instead of sharing the contact,” Clint said.

I turned and saw he had his notepad and pencil ready to record. I recited the numbers twice.

“Thanks. We’ll see if she’s home. This kind of news is better delivered in person,” he said.

My eyebrows lifted. “‘We?’ I thought you’d recused yourself.”

“Detective Garrison asked if I’d accompany him, to act as a witness.”

“If you call her first, I have a feeling Ramona will demand to know what it’s all about,” I said.

“I’ll run that possibility by Garrison,” Clint said then headed out the door.

Pinky puffed a breath. “See, I told you Ramona is their number one suspect. They want to look her in the eyes when they tell her about Peter, watch how she reacts, see what she does. That’s why Garrison wants Clint there, to see if she pretend cries.”

Pretend cries? “Whether that’s true or not, investigators have to keep an open mind, uncover things, like if she has an alibi,” I said.

“She only lives like twenty miles away. She could’ve dropped him off and been home before anyone—like me—found her husband.”

“Pinky, you’re forgetting one important fact. If she drove him here, then how did she get home? With no cab service in Brooks Landing to pick her up, she’d need an accomplice. We know she couldn’t walk that far, even in nice weather, and it would take hours besides,” I said.

“Mmm, I’ll have to think about that one,” Pinky said.

Erin listened to our exchange in silence.

The medical examiner’s van arrived a short time later and backed up close to Peter Zimmer’s vehicle. Dr. Trudy Long, the county coroner, and a younger male assistant, climbed from their vehicle, and walked over to the SUV.

“I better go talk to the doctor, see if she has any questions for me,” I said.

Pinky elbow bumped my arm. “The doctor? Aren’t you like on a first name basis by now?” I took her comment as an attempt to ease the tension, one that didn’t need an answer.

Pinky had made a good point, however. It was the fifth time I’d happened to be at an unusual death scene in as many months. In all my years in Washington, D.C.—with all its people—I had never come upon a single dead body. After I returned to Brooks Landing, my small Minnesota hometown, I had about seven months of relative calm before I found myself in the wrong place at the wrong time. Over and over. It had started a streak I’d be happy to end at any moment.

I grabbed my coat and mittens. “Send up good thoughts for the troops.”

“I’ll stay with Pinky,” Erin said. They didn’t want to get any closer to Peter Zimmer’s vehicle than from their spots inside the house.

I headed out the back door, and when Dr. Long and I locked eyes, neither of us smiled, given the circumstances. She blinked and I blinked back.

“Good evening, Ms.—or I guess it’s Mayor Brooks now.”

“Hello Doctor, and feel free to call me Camryn.” 

Dr. Long nodded. “This is another unfortunate . . . situation for you to cope with.”

I remembered how she’d consoled me at the first scene, and I had liked her ever since. “Yes.” It was a whisper.

“I understand you know this man’s identity,” she said.

“I do. I worked for his wife. She thought we were romantically involved and fired me from my director of legislative affairs position last year.”

Long’s head jerked back. “Oh?”

“Sorry, I hadn’t meant to tell you all that. I do know who he is, but have no idea how he got here. Or why,” I added.

“And that’s the job of the detectives, right?” Long said.

I lifted my hands. “Right.”

Long turned to her assistant. “Marty, let’s get the gurney and prepare to take Mister Zimmer’s body to our office.”

“Will do, Doctor,” he said.

“I can help,” Mark offered.

Marty and Mark were back a moment later, one on either side of the gurney. They rolled it into position. Marty laid a body bag on top, unzipped it, and spread it. I backed up halfway to the house and glanced over my shoulder at Pinky and Erin who stood by the door. Erin gave me a small wave as they continued their watch. I was both apprehensive and curious as the team discussed the best way to proceed.

After they’d formed a plan, Garrison, Marty, Clint, and Mark worked together in the effort to transfer Peter’s body from the SUV to the gurney. The operation looked awkward at first; they struggled a bit to lift his body from the vehicle, then set his remains on the gurney, and positioned him on his back.

Peter wore a zippered hoodie—not warm enough for the weather—jogger pants, and track shoes. No cap or gloves. I felt drawn to study his face, no longer handsome. With his eyes and mouth open, it looked like he’d seen a ghost and had died on the spot. Maybe he had. His hands—turned up in what seemed like a last-second attempt to ask for forgiveness—were no longer able to grab an unwilling woman into an unwanted embrace. Like he had me.

I didn’t spot outward signs that indicated what had caused his death. No blood on his clothing, like from a bullet or stab wound. His skin wasn’t cherry red, like from carbon monoxide poisoning. His hoodie was zipped up almost to his chin, so if he had rope burns on his neck, they weren’t visible.

Dr. Long patted Peter’s side pockets. “No wallet or phone. Let’s roll him on his side to see if these joggers have back pockets.”

Long watched the process when Marty and Garrison did as she’d asked, looked at Peter’s backside, then shook her head. “No pockets.”

Garrison pointed at the SUV. “I’ll take a look in the glove box, see if they’re in there.” He leaned inside the open passenger door, did his check, and a moment later said, “Just the vehicle manual, insurance info, and other papers.”

“I wonder why they left his body, but kept his wallet and phone.” Mark said.

“We won’t have that answer until we uncover who they are,” Garrison said.

The team bent over the gurney. As they zipped the body bag to the top, stark reality hit me. Peter Zimmer was dead. He could no longer manipulate his wife, take her money, and play around with other women. He’d tried to catch me in his web, and when I wouldn’t cooperate the first time, he came back and tried again.

Eew. Peter Zimmer was a letch and a leach, and I could not bring myself to feel sorry he was dead. I didn’t hate him—or anyone else—I just couldn’t stand the creepy creep he’d been: a man who charmed people for the sole purpose of fulfilling his selfish needs. Not an honorable way to live, even by the lowest standards.

Marty and Mark lifted the gurney into the back of the ME’s van. Dr. Long waved to us as she climbed into the passenger seat. After they’d closed the tailgate, Marty got behind the wheel. They rolled away, down the alley, and out of sight.

Eunice, my elderly widowed neighbor to the north, plodded through a snow drift and headed toward me. She was bundled up from head to foot, and started talking before she reached me. “Camryn, I went into my room to read before bed. When I was about to shut my curtains, I noticed all the goings on here, and I’ve been watching for a while. Land sakes!”

I glanced at the window she’d mentioned and saw the room was dark inside. The probable reason I hadn’t spotted her. I wondered if anyone else in our quiet neighborhood—where people minded their own business, unless curiosity got the best of them—had seen extra vehicles, especially the unmarked squad car and the marked medical examiner’s van. In the dark of winter, with windows shut, furnaces running, and television sets on, people didn’t hear noises like in other seasons.

Before I gave Eunice a good explanation, Detective Garrison approached us. “Hello, Ma’am. I’m Detective Garrison with the Buffalo County Sheriff’s Office. You live in the house next door?” He nodded at it.

Her eyes moved from Garrison to me then back again. “Yes?” she uttered, like she was afraid to admit it.

“Good. I planned to talk to all the neighbors.” He pulled a notepad and pencil from his jacket pocket. “If I can get your full name, date of birth, and a phone number.” Eunice’s voice was shaky when she recited the information, and I noted her age. Seventy-six and still spry, I thought.

Garrison waved his hand toward Peter Zimmer’s SUV. “Did you happen to see that vehicle arrive at Mayor Brooks’s house this evening?”

Eunice shook her head. “No. After supper, I watched a little television in my living room, until just about ten minutes ago when I headed into my bedroom to get my night clothes on. I planned to read in bed for a while. Instead, I noticed all the lights and wondered what was going on.

“I saw you people lift someone from the front seat—it looked like a man from what I could see—and then they laid him on that stretcher. I put my jacket and boots on and came out here to ask you.”

“Thank you, Eunice. We don’t know much at this point. We need to make a positive identification of the victim and notify his family before we release that information,” Garrison said.

Eunice touched Garrison’s hand. “You’re saying it was a man. Wait, you mean he’s dead?” From her vantage point, she must not have seen the ME’s van, or the body bag on the gurney. “Did the driver tell you what happened?” 

“We haven’t spoken to the driver yet. In fact, we don’t know who it is, but we’ll get that answer as soon as possible.”

“The driver just left him there? You mean someone killed him . . . and we have a killer on the loose around here?” She swerved a little so I put my arm around her waist to support her.

“We aren’t in a position to make any kind of speculation about how the man died. However, I can say, with a high level of confidence, we do not believe there is threat to the public.” Garrison handed Eunice a business card. “If you have any concerns, or think of anything else, call me day or night.”

Eunice nodded then turned to me. “I’m gonna go back home and lock my doors. You call me if you need anything.”

We hadn’t exchanged phone numbers, nor did I note what she’d told Garrison, but I nodded anyway. I’d ask for it another time. “Eunice, are you feeling more steady now?”

“Yes, I had a little reaction, that’s all,” she said.

“All righty, and please try not to worry. The officers will get to the bottom of this.” At least I prayed that was true.

Eunice turned without another word and trekked back to her house. I followed and watched until she made it safely inside her back door.

Garrison, Clint, and Mark had returned to the passenger side of Zimmer’s vehicle. The door was open, and they all took a final look inside before Clint shut the door.

Garrison fished his phone from his pocket
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