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Spencer’s Ridge, Texas, 

June, 2021

I parked my elderly pink Cadillac in Margo Kingsley’s circular front drive Saturday morning. As I’d promised, I was here a few minutes before nine, ready to help Margo with her crazy project. My name is Zoe Wilder. People say a lot of things about me, but no one would argue the fact that I’m as dependable as a Texas sunrise. 

Margo was a reclusive former community leader who still donated extensively to charities. I was an introvert posing as an extrovert, and I socked away every dime I could for the uncertain future. She trusted me. I didn’t trust anyone easily, not even myself. She treated me as her friend, her confidante. I was her friend, but I didn’t even pretend to confide in her. I held my secrets tightly. 

Still, Margo Kingsley was an ally, and . . . she was difficult. 

So, other than the keeping-my-word thing, why was I here? She lived in positively my favorite house in Spencer’s Ridge, maybe in all of Texas. Looking like a picture from an English postcard, the native rock Tudor Revival sat majestically at the end of a cul de sac. Probably built in the early 1930’s, Margo’s was the first home built in this neighborhood and predated the Spencer’s Ridge Country Club.

Hers was decades older than the neighbor’s elaborate houses, and smaller. The country club snuggled up to Margo’s property in back, adding to the appearance of a park-like estate. With summer’s arrival, the scene was prettier by far—at least to me—than the new McMansions on either side. 

Hers was a perfect house in a perfect location. Like those in all the syndicated sitcom reruns I’d watched as a kid while I waited for my delinquent parents to return home. The sort of place where you expected a loving mom in a dress and pearls to glide down the stairs and welcome her daughter home from school with a warm hug before she asked what had happened in class that day. 

The kind of house that offered security. 

Stability.

I gave myself a mental set-down for my envy and left my car. Fat chance a small town reporter and mid list mystery author like me had of owning a place like this. Yet, I could dream and admire, and I did plenty of that on my weekly trips here.

A faulty muffler from up the street caught my attention. The driver of the old Chevy coming this way was Letty Bates, Margo’s housekeeper. Letty waved and turned the tan car into the long sweep of driveway that bypassed where I stood on the carriage drive. Since she lived in an apartment inside the house, she must have been out of town overnight. She headed toward the detached garage at the rear. I hurried up the sidewalk for my appointment with Margo.

Using the key Margo had given me, I opened the door, anticipating the pleasing, blended scents that would enfold me. 

Euww.  

I gagged at the putrid odor. What was its source? I covered my mouth and nose with my hand.

In contrast to the sickening smell, classical music played softly. Sounded like Mozart’s “Requiem in D Minor”, and I supposed it came from the CD player on Margo’s desk. She often set the machine to repeat a favorite symphony.

“Margo?” I called with my hand still covering my lower face.

She didn’t answer. 

“Margo?” I shouted and stepped inside. 

Dear God in heaven, help me! 

Margo’s brown eyes stared at me, but I knew she didn’t see me. Or anything else. 

My lips opened to scream. Nothing came out. As if a giant fist had ratcheted a steel band around my lungs, I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. 

The floor rose up, down, up, down. Like a roller coaster. And I was the kid who’d eaten six chilidogs before the ride. But I couldn’t throw up on white marble. 

Focus. Don’t faint. Suck air. 

The constricting band broke. I inhaled a deep breath, tasting the decay that thickened the air, and moved closer to the woman I’d come to see.  

Her head and upper torso rested on the hard floor, but her legs lay on the carpeted steps, as if she’d fallen while climbing. Still elegant, her gold-highlighted brown hair was hardly mussed. From her gray skin color, I decided she’d probably been dead overnight. 

Near her outstretched hand, a Jack Daniels bottle lay on its side. But Margo had quit drinking months ago. The bottle wasn’t broken, but it was open. A stain on the floor witnessed to spilled liquor. Did it spill when she fell? Enough liquid remained in the container that I could smell it. Added to that were the escaped body fluids’ nauseating stench.

Stunned, I refused to believe it. Not regal Margo. Not in my dream house. This couldn’t have happened to her. 

Or to me. 

I battled the urge to run.

What if I was mistaken? She might have passed out or have been in a coma. No, then she wouldn’t have that vacant, unseeing stare. Still, I had to check. 

The only dead person I’d ever touched was my Nana Wilder when she’d died last year. Other than her I’d never seen a dead body outside a funeral. Could I do it? 

Instead of running, I knelt beside her. Shaking as if I’d just come in from a blizzard, I forced myself to grip her wrist. Cold, waxy skin. No pulse. 

Reverently, I tried to close her eyelids, but they were frozen open. Shying from the corpse, I struggled to stand. My own body resisted, suddenly clumsy and stiff.  

I focused on the clothing, avoiding Margo’s face. She wore a cream silk dress, not one I’d seen before. Usually she dressed in slacks and a coordinating top or sweater. She must have been prepared to receive a special guest. 

Wait. Something about the clothing didn’t look right. Mentally, I pictured her falling from the stairs, her dress rising above her knees as she landed. But now, the dress was bunched around her hips and waist, as if Margo had been scooted. Not at all what I thought would be natural for a fall. 

Perhaps if I were not a mystery writer, I wouldn’t have thought she might have been murdered. But it wasn’t a stretch for me to believe she’d been a homicide victim. 

Who had killed her and why? I gazed up the stairs and around the foyer, but saw nothing out of place that offered a clue. Other than her dressy clothes, which she must have donned to greet someone she knew, someone she had expected. 

Tears stung my eyes. Killed in her own home. What a rotten end for anyone. 

Letty’s footsteps slapped hollowly against the hall’s hardwood floor. 

I yelled, “Stay back, Letty. You don’t want to see this. Go call the sheriff.” 

“Whatever for?” she asked as she stepped closer. “Your voice sounds strange, Zoe. What’s wrong?” 

Whirling to shield her from seeing Margo, I was too slow.

“Miss Margo!” Letty screamed and pushed by me. 

Tears running down my face, I gripped Letty’s shoulders. “Don’t touch anything. You can’t help her now.” 

I tugged her with me to where I’d dropped my purse. I fished for my cell phone and dialed 9-1-1. Giving the address, I reported a suspicious death. 

The dispatcher asked my name and then, “Are you alone in the house?” 

“Her housekeeper and I just arrived.” 

Letty’s sobs almost drowned out the dispatcher’s question, “You’re sure no one else is there?”

A creepy shudder snaked down my spine. “I-I think we’re alone here.”

“Leave the house the way you entered and wait outside. A deputy is on the way. Our ambulance is on another run but will be there shortly.”

“No need for an ambulance,” I assured her. “Margo Kingsley is definitely dead.” 

“Noted. Wait outside for the sheriff’s deputy.”

“Can’t, I have to take care of the housekeeper.” I disconnected. 

Seeing Letty so upset and feeling the need to protect her quelled my own need to curl into a ball. Letty had had a nervous breakdown years ago and still teetered on the brink of major depression. Losing her friend and employer as well as seeing the body might send Letty back into that downward spiral.

“Oh, the smell is horrible! Poor Miss Margo, how humiliating for her. Let me straighten her dress and cover her.”

I guided her into a bedroom and grabbed a box of tissues. “Lie down. I’ll send the deputy in here when he needs to see you.” 

“I can’t leave her like that.” She scuttled back to the foyer. “With me here, she wouldn’t have tried to go up the stairs.” 

Letty stopped and pointed at the whiskey bottle. “My goodness, now where’d that come from?”

“A good question, but I don’t have the answer. Don’t touch anything until the sheriff has left. Please, Letty.” 

Being a reporter who wanted to remain employed, I blew my nose and called my boss at the Gazette. Anything Margo Kingsley did was big news in town. Her death would make the front page. 

When Vince James, the newspaper’s editor and owner, answered, I explained. 

“I’ll be a monkey’s uncle. Margo Kingsley murdered? Sorry, Zoe, you okay?”

I swiped tears from my face. “It’s a shock, but I’ll be fine.” He could probably hear Letty’s wails. I added, “Her housekeeper is taking it hard.” 

“You sure it’s murder?” he asked, his voice heavy with disbelief. 

“Looks like it to me.”

He paused. “Record all the details and give them to Ken. He can talk to the sheriff’s office once the ruling comes on the death.” 

“Vince? I discovered the body. I’m in the house. Why not let me cover this one? You know I can do it.”

“Murder is Ken’s beat. I’ll start him on a quarter page spread. You phone him with info ASAP.”

“But, Vince,” I pleaded, “I found her—“ 

“Don’t mess with me, Zoe.” His voice rose, “Call Ken.”

Vince’s attitude hurt and angered me. Even though I was on the scene, Vince wouldn’t let me write real news. Information I gathered would go under Ken Carter’s byline. Ken covered anything important. I was Fluff Girl. 

Sheesh! When would I be given a chance to write something different? 

I started to call Roxanne Pettigrew, my best friend, and share news of the tragedy. A siren’s blare interrupted to cancel that idea, so I opened the door. The sheriff’s office black and white skidded to a halt, missing my Caddie by inches. 

Billy Ray Gilbert climbed out, gave his britches a tug up his skinny hipbones, then clambered toward the house in his usual clumsy manner. 

Great. We ask for help and get Billy Ray. I’d gone to school with him. He was a well-meaning, nice guy who’d somehow missed out on common sense. And brains. Behind his back, everyone called him Deputy Barney Fife after the Mayberry character from the old syndicated “Andy Griffith Show.”

So he’d been sent to investigate Margo’s murder? As much as I liked him as a person, I had no confidence in his ability as a lawman. That’s what came of living in a place so small the county seat didn’t even have a police force. Winston County’s Sheriff had fewer employees than many small town police departments.

“Whew, what a stink.” Billy Ray’s thin mustache twitched. “Who’s dead?”

“Margo Kingsley.” I gestured to the body. “We just found her.” 

He stepped inside and stared down at Margo. Pushing his western hat back with his thumb, he grimaced. “Done let drinking finish her off, did she?”

Letty stopped crying to glare at the deputy. “I hardly think that’s a respectful way to speak of a fine woman, especially since she can’t defend herself.”

Her outburst surprised me. Twenty years ago, Letty had filed for divorce from an abusive husband. In retaliation, her husband had thrown acid onto the right side of her face before he shot himself. That trauma caused her breakdown. Deep scars—emotional and physical—added years to her age. She appeared sixtyish instead of nearing fifty as I guessed her to be. Shy Letty confronting a person was new, but Billy Ray had that effect on everyone. 

His large ears turned red, but he didn’t offer an apology, merely stared at Letty’s scarred face and neck as if he’d never seen her before. Perhaps he hadn’t, because she rarely went out in public. He took a step back, clearly recoiling from her disfigurement.

Letty responded by sitting so her unmarred left side was to him. He still gaped. If that was a typical reaction, no wonder she hid away as a housekeeper.

Incensed on her behalf, I pulled the foyer bench down the hall where Margo’s body wouldn’t be visible. “Letty, sit over here. You’ll hear everything we say.” 

She was weeping quietly, but slumped onto the seat. 

I took a fresh tissue, then handed her the box and faced the deputy. “Margo had quit drinking. Hadn’t had any alcohol in over eight months—not since October.”

“Hmph. Looks to me like she fell off the wagon. She sure made a smell, didn’t she?” He grimaced as he knelt and lifted her head and shoulders. 

Congealed blood matted the hair at the back of her skull. The sight sent my stomach back onto the roller coaster. I swallowed hard, begging my Frosted Flakes to stay where they were. 

Good thing Letty didn’t see the revolting wound. She was upset enough already.

Billy Ray laid Margo’s body down. “Hit her head when she fell. Right on the oc—um, occipital.” He stood and puffed out his chest, apparently proud of naming the skull part. 

I was amazed he could pronounce the word. 

He put his hands on his hips. “That’s one of the places them SWAT team snipers aim for. A hit there’s sure to kill a person instantly.” 

He bent and set the bottle upright and to one side.

“Billy Ray, you just added your fingerprints and no doubt ruined others.”

“No need to worry.” He gazed up the stairwell. “Yep, she shouldn’t have tried to climb those when she was drinking. Fell backwards and hit the marble hard.”

“That’s another thing,” I said. “Her knees and one hip bothered her so much she couldn’t climb the stairs.” I gestured to the room beyond. “That’s why she turned the living room into an office and used a downstairs bedroom.”

Letty spoke from the hallway, “That’s right. She never, ever went upstairs. Not in at least four years.”

“Now, ladies, it’s hard to admit when a friend makes a mistake. If she was soused, she might not have felt the pain. And she’d been on the sauce again.”

“Where’s the glass? I asked. Margo would never drink from a bottle."

Letty gasped, her mouth an 0, then said, “Why, that’s true, Zoe. Miss Margo used good crystal even to brush her teeth.”

Billy Ray made a face. “She was alone. People act different when nobody’s around.” He looked at me. “Don’t tell me you’ve never drunk juice or milk from the carton.”

My voice rose with my irritation, “We’re talking about the victim. She was an elegant person.” 

I walked near the body. My gut did a rhumba, but my breakfast didn’t resurface. “Look at the stains on that dress. She wouldn’t spill alcohol like that.”

“Let me see.” Letty crept beside me.

I thought her legs might give way, and put my arm around her waist. She gulped a couple of times when she looked down at Margo.

“She was always very particular with her appearance, even back when she did drink. And, she’d have been extra careful with that dress. It was almost new. She wouldn’t have worn it unless she was expecting company, so there had to be another person here.” She turned and sobbed against my shoulder. “Oh, I can’t look at her like this.” 

I led her back to the bench and she collapsed onto it. She grabbed a tissue and said, “I’ll have to call Miss Margo’s daughter.”

I sat beside her, glad to be off my feet. “I’ll help you make calls later. Wait until Billy Ray’s finished.” 

He looked around downstairs for about ten minutes, checking windows, doors, and poking into Margo’s things. “No sign of forced entry so far.” He headed upstairs.

“Billy Ray,” I cautioned, “you’re tromping through the crime scene.”

He ignored me. After a few minutes he came down. “Nothing out of order. I’ll get the JP over. Ambulance is out on a run, but I’ll call Mack.”

“That’s it?” My voice rose with indignation. “Aren’t you going to check for fingerprints on the bottle, take a blood alcohol level, look for cause of death, murder weapon, anything?”

He faced me. “I did what I need to. Winston County taxpayers don’t like paying for wasted investigations.”

“It’s not wasted,” I protested. “Not if someone’s been murdered.”

He glared at me. “It's clear as a bell what happened here. She was drinking and fell. Head hit the floor. Injury killed her. Period. End of story.” One of his hands slapped the other with each point he made.

I wanted to slap him, but I restrained the impulse. My being arrested wouldn’t help Margo. “I told you she’d quit drinking. How do you know someone didn’t kill her and use the liquor to make it look as if she’d been drunk and fell?”

Letty wailed loudly.

Obviously annoyed, Billy Ray glanced at her, then me. “Because I’m the trained investigator. You’re not. Now back off.” 

He spoke into his shoulder unit, “This is Deputy Gilbert . . . We need the JP over at 1214 Oak Country Lane Court to rule on a home death . . . That’s affirmative . . . And have Mack send a hearse soon as he can . . . I’m clear.” 

He took out his notebook and looked at his watch. He wrote down the time then glared at me. “Now, what were you doing here, Zoe?”
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There was nothing malicious in Billy Ray’s question about my actions, so I answered. “I had a nine o’clock appointment with her.”

“Yeah?” He looked curious. “When did you show up?”

“About five minutes early.”

He looked at Letty. “Who are you and why are you here?”

She took several deep breaths and dabbed at her eyes. “Letty Bates. I’m the housekeeper.”

“So you were coming to work?”

“Yes.” She looked confused. “No. I have an apartment off the kitchen, but I’d been visiting my sister overnight. I got here at the same time as Zoe.”

I interrupted. “Where’s Sheriff Gray? Margo Kingsley and her family are community leaders. Why isn’t he here?”

Billy Ray glared at me. “He’s in the hospital.” He tapped the pocket over his heart. “Problems with the old ticker. Had tests yesterday and they sent him right on to be admitted. Wouldn’t even let him go home for a suitcase.” He checked his watch again. “By now, he’s had surgery.”

“Sorry to hear that. And Chief Deputy Rutherford?”

Billy Ray’s faced turned red. “Now look here, Zoe. There’s no call to be insulting. I’m a trained and certified professional with three years’ experience. You don’t need no other officers here.”

I raised my palm. “I’m not casting doubts on your ability. I just asked a question due to Margo’s being an important member of the community.” I had no doubts about Billy Ray’s real qualifications. He had only one—he was the sheriff’s nephew.

Somewhat mollified, he said, “Rutherford quit. Walked out when he heard a guy from Fort Worth was hired ahead of our officers. News of this outsider coming made most of the force mad.”

That didn’t surprise me, but I hadn’t heard a new deputy was arriving. The last Commissioner’s Court had been so long and boring I’d tuned out. Now I wished I’d paid more attention. “No wonder your uncle’s heart is giving him trouble.”

“Ain’t that the truth? New guy starts Monday, and Uncle Wes’ll be in the hospital until at least Wednesday. No telling when or if he’ll be back at work. We been stretched pretty thin, what with one man on vacation, one quit, and Uncle Wes out of commission. Beats all, don’t it?”

Letty opened her mouth as if to tell me something, then looked at Billy Ray. Apparently, she changed her mind and remained silent.

I patted Letty’s shoulder and focused on the deputy. “So, I guess that means you’re working this case alone?”

“Looks like it.” 

The doorbell chimed. 

As if he owned the place, Billy Ray strolled to greet the Justice of the Peace. I wished Winston County had a medical examiner, but we had Fred Phillips. In Texas counties too small for a coroner, the JP acts on all suspicious deaths and those where the death occurred without an attending physician. 

Reminded me how easy it would be to kill someone in Winston County and get away with murder. 

Billy Ray gestured at the body. “Margo Kingsley fell down the stairs, Fred. Looks like she’d been tying one on.”

Fred was dressed in scuffed boots, dusty jeans, and a western shirt. “She sure could put it away. I was at the Country Club for New Year’s Eve a few years ago. Saw the hijinks she pulled that night.” 

The JP spotted Letty and me. He swept off his sweat-stained gray Stetson and nodded. “Ladies.”

“How’s the cattle business?” Billy Ray asked.

“Barely holdin’ on,” Fred answered with a grimace. “I swear it’d kill me to lose the ranch that’s been in my family five generations. If it weren’t for this JP job, we’d likely fold.”

Billy Ray clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s too bad. My daddy’s in the same situation. We don’t get more rain this year, he’ll be haulin’ in hay from Oklahoma and New Mexico again. Eats up all the profit.”

“I hope it don’t come to that.” Fred made no secret of the fact he had run for JP because the drought had hurt his cattle business. His brother-in-law was the County Judge who’d encouraged him. They were the insiders, members of the good ol’e boys. 

Small towns, what can you do?

I hated the way things in Winston County worked. Although I’d been born in Spencer’s Ridge, I was as much an outsider as Letty. Never played sports. Family had no money and my parents were never involved with the community. I’d always had my head in a book, and now I wrote them. On top of that, I worked for the newspaper and asked questions. Lots of questions. Like now. 

“Hey, are you guys having old home week?”

Billy Ray glared at me, then gestured toward Margo. “You can see what I mean about her tying one on.”

Poor Letty had cried quietly through their banter. She wiped her eyes and looked at Fred. “She’d quit drinking, just like Zoe told the deputy.”

“Sorry, Ma’am, don’t look like it from here.” Fred knelt beside the body and laid a clipboard on the floor. “Whew! Or smell like it either.” 

I snapped, “And you’re basing this on your what, two days of training in College Station?”

“No call to be insulting, Zoe. Like it or not, I’m certified to determine her cause of death.”

Apparently unable to watch his examination, Letty stumbled back to the bench to wait.

Fred felt Margo’s hand, raised her arm, looked at her head wound, and spent seconds scanning the scene. “Nasty blow on her head.” He picked up his clipboard and stood. 

I asked, “Are you ordering a blood alcohol on her?” 

“What for? I can smell the alcohol.” Writing as he spoke, Fred said, “No need to waste county money sending this one to Tarrant’s ME. Accidental death due to a fall. I’d say she’s been dead at least twelve hours.” He handed a copy of the form to Billy Ray, then set his hat on his head. “Excuse me, but I got stock to see to.” 

I rose and closed the front door as Fred hurried toward a dusty blue pickup with square hay bales in back. I’d hoped for a more complete exam, hoped they’d send Margo’s body for autopsy by the Tarrant County Medical Examiner in Fort Worth. Margo’s added misfortune was to die in a place where winning an election depended on who you were related to rather than on your ability to do the job. 

I sighed. For all I knew, politics were the same everywhere. 

Slumped on the bench, Letty had burst into sobs again. I hurried over to her, amazed at how many tears a delicate person could shed. 

She said, “Why wasn’t I here with her?”

Patting her shoulder, I said, “If you had been, you might have been killed too.” 

Billy Ray stomped over to stand in front of me and his voice rose, “Zoe Wilder, you stop it right now! This is an accident, pure and simple. This is not a TV show or one of your little books. Don’t you go hatching up one of your cockamamie conspiracies.”

He referred to the fact I’d questioned the sheriff’s office handling of several crimes. Each of those times, I’d been figuratively patted on the head, given a lecture, and sent on my way.

I put my hands on my hips and faced him. “Oh, yeah? Some murders look like accidents at first.”

He took a step closer and snapped, “Everything looks like a major crime to you.”

We were only inches apart but I stood fast. “This sure as heck does. You should investigate it as a murder until you prove differently.”

He pursed his little mouth at me, his thin mustache twitching. “Well, thank you, Miz Crime Expert. Don’t you go telling me how to do my business.”

“Looks to me like someone needs to.”

“Listen here, you’re the one who thought Reverend Mr. Jensen was one of the men on America’s Most Wanted list.”

I felt my face flush. “That was an innocent mistake. He does look identical to the man on that list.” 

“Yeah, how’d he commit all them crimes in the U.S. when he’d spent the past twenty years as a missionary in Belize?” Billy Ray smirked. “He still crosses to the other side of the street if he sees you, and I sure as heck don’t blame him.”

“If he really was a man of God, he’d forgive me.”

He shook his head. “After the fuss you raised? Not likely. It’s a wonder he didn’t move across the state.”

“All that’s beside the point. I won’t let you sweep this away, Billy Ray. You haven’t done even a halfway job of looking into Margo’s death.”

He crossed his arms and glared at me. “It’s always something with you. Now listen here, you let us in the sheriff’s department take care of our business.”

“I’d be happy to if you’d actually investigate. But you’re not even giving this a close inspection. No wonder it took you three tries to pass your certification.”

Oops. I shouldn’t have said that. 

His ears flamed and his mustache danced. He pointed his finger in my face. “Zoe Wilder—“ 

The doorbell’s ring interrupted. Billy Ray sputtered as the bell pealed again. In spite of his usual mild manner, I figured he’d been about to deliver a blistering tirade. Snorting in disgust, he jerked open the door. 

Mack Martinez stood on the porch with his assistant. Beyond them at the curb, a long white hearse waited.

Billy Ray said, “Hello, Mack. Come in.” 

Letty stared at the two newcomers as they wheeled in a gurney, but she didn’t say anything. 

She didn’t need to see this. 

“Um, Billy Ray, we’ll get out of your way and wait in the kitchen.” I led Letty down the hall and into the breakfast area. 

She walked slowly. Woodenly. Silently. 

“Sit here at the table and I’ll make us some tea.” 

She sat, but remained mute, staring at her hands as if in a trance. Disturbing as her sobbing had been, this was worse. 

Quickly, I put the kettle on to boil while I gathered a teapot and cups. Rummaging through the refrigerator, I looked for juice. Letty needed sweetened liquid to stave off shock, but I found none. I searched the cupboard and counter, hoping I wasn’t destroying clues. 

The gurney’s squeaks and rattles reached us from the foyer. Letty raised her head and gasped. I had to work fast or we’d need the ambulance for her.

In a bowl near the window, I found some oranges. I sliced one and squeezed the juice into a glass and stirred in two spoonfuls of sugar. A pitifully small portion, but the tea would be ready soon.

“Here, Letty.” I handed her the glass. “Drink this.”

She complied silently while I poured hot water into the teapot. How absurd to be making tea while Margo laid dead a few rooms away. Ludicrous, really, but I had to attend to the living. Letty needed my attention. 

Black tea for the maximum caffeine to give her a boost. While it steeped, I dumped four spoonfuls of sugar into a large yellow mug. She didn’t remind me she liked her tea plain, but her brown eyes held a question.

“You need sweetness to fight shock.”

Still sitting like a zombie, she sipped from the mug I handed her—until the unmistakable zip of the body bag caused Letty to freeze. A small whimper escaped the thin line of her lips.

Dear God, please help us. 

I shuddered, picturing Margo loaded into a container as if she were supper’s leftover meatloaf. The image was too cruel. 

Quickly, I added sugar and a glug of milk to my cup and poured my own tea. I needed it desperately, and I took a large gulp. Warm liquid slid down my throat and a few stomach knots uncoiled. But I couldn’t stop considering the absurdity of Letty and me quietly drinking tea while our friend was being carted away in what amounted to a fancy garbage bag. 

I was afraid to comment on the noise from the front of the house, for fear of sending Letty into a new bout of histrionics. Instead, I forced a smile to reassure her. “This tastes wonderful.”

She stared at me for half a minute before her daze passed. “M-Miss Margo’s special blend. Ordered it online from a place in Seattle.”

Another reminder of the difference between a person who could live in this house and me. I bought my tea bags at the local grocery store. 

Billy Ray clomped in. “We’re all clear here. Miz Bates, if you’ll give me the daughter’s number, reckon I’ll have to contact her and the other close kin.”

I said, “Don’t bother. I’ll help Letty do it.” The task would give me a chance to gauge each family member’s reactions. Inheritance was often a motive for murder.

He whooshed a large breath, obviously relieved. “Appreciate it. Don’t like to make those calls myself. Uncle Wes sure won’t be up to it today.”

“When you talk to him, tell him I wish him a speedy recovery.” Annoyed as I was with Billy Ray, I rose to see him out. 

Letty didn’t move.

I touched her arm. “I’ll be right back. You drink your tea.” I walked with Billy Ray toward the front door.

He peered again into each room we passed as he strolled down the long hall. “Some place, isn’t it? Not as nice as the new ones on either side. Still, even an old house like this musta cost a bundle.”

His disrespect toward my dream house put a cap on his visit. I couldn’t get him out of there fast enough.

I walked to his car with him. “You have any of that crime scene ribbon?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

“I want to play a joke on someone,” I lied. “Don’t know where else to get it.”

He deliberated. 

I wasn’t sure he believed me. “I’d only need one roll. Not even a whole one. And it won’t hurt anyone.” I took a step toward him and pleaded, “Come on, Billy Ray. Have I ever done anything mean-spirited to you?”

“I reckon not, well, leastways not on purpose.”

“Then what difference would it make if you let me have some tape?”

He shrugged. “I guess I could let you have a partial roll I have left.” He opened the trunk and tossed me a bright yellow roll. “Don’t be telling anyone where you got it.”  

“Thanks, Billy Ray. You take care now.” I turned and walked back into the house and locked the door behind me.

The whiskey bottle sat beside the stairs where the deputy had left it. Gurney wheel tracks streaked across the polished marble. I started at the front door and strung crime tape across the foyer. 

Satisfied, I walked back down the hall and circled through the dining room and into the living room. Once there, I intended to string the yellow streamers across the wide door between the dining room and living room. That’s when I noticed papers in the living room-cum-office had been disturbed. 

Years ago, Margo’s handyman, Mateo Delgado, and his son, Luis, had carted her antique rosewood desk with satinwood inlay down the stairs and into that room. In truth, Margo had spent more time reminiscing than doing any creative writing or arranging material. I had spent all these Saturdays putting the boxes’ contents in chronological order, while she regaled me with stories about each person named in her documents, and I gently urged her to get busy. 

I’d regretted giving her my promise to help finish this project, and now guilt coiled around
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