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The cat was plotting against me.

I could tell from the narrowing of his yellow eyes, the flattening of his ears and the telltale twitching of his tail. One pounce and it would all be over.

A single slice of bacon remained on the plate in the middle of the table.

I reached for it, while watching out of the corner of my eye as my feline foe unsheathed his claws, preparing to strike. But he let me reach the prize unscathed.

I picked up the breakfast meat with two fingers and bit off the top third. Then, I held out the rest to him, offering, “Want this, Kodak?”

The black cat mewed a response, then gently plucked it out of my hand and pranced away with his fatty, salty prize sticking out of his mouth.

I picked up my mug and drained the last of my coffee, enjoying the peaceful view from the back deck where I’d eaten breakfast. A peace that was disrupted by the sight of my friend and neighbor, Rachel Gold, marching toward me.

“The quiet was nice while it lasted,” I murmured to Kodak.

“Good morning!” Rachel waved enthusiastically.

“Morning.”

“You haven’t RSVP’d,” she complained as she climbed the stairs of the deck and plopped down in a chair opposite me.

“For your Halloween party?”

“The fundraiser for the Friends of the Pride Falls Library,” she corrected, then grinned mischievously, “and the kickass party I’m throwing.”

Sometimes I think that Rachel serves on the boards of so many of the town’s charitable groups just so that she has plenty of excuses to throw a party.

“I’m really not in a party mood with all—” I began to protest.

“It’s for a good cause, Kiki.”

“I understand that. I appreciate what you’re doing to encourage literacy, but I’m not in a financial position to offer support this year,” I told her firmly. “You know that.”

I’m employed by the Pride Falls Sheriff’s Department as a part-time crime scene photographer and am actively growing my pet portrait business, but between paying for the college textbooks of my daughter, Paige, and the exorbitant bills I was racking up from the divorce attorney to help me disentangle myself from my husband, Karl, who is sitting in jail, I am perpetually short on funds.

“But I already bought you a ticket,” she pouted.

“You bought me a ticket?”

“I bought a table’s worth,” she explained. “You, me, Grace and her date, Moon, Nico, my date, your date.”

“I don’t have a date,” I told her sharply. It was a sore subject.

“You could,” she wheedled.

“I don’t have a costume.”

“I’ll take care of that, too,” she promised.

“I’m not—” I tried to protest.

“I need your support with this, Kiki,” she told me solemnly. “Please?”

I sighed heavily. After everything she’d done to help me after Karl’s disappearance and subsequent arrest, I couldn’t turn down her request. “Fine.”

She grinned. “It’s going to be a great party, you’ll see!” She jumped up from her chair and hurried off toward her house.

I looked over at Kodak, who was licking a paw. “I just made a mistake, didn’t I?”

His meow made me think he agreed with the assessment.

“I seem to make a lot of those,” I muttered, shaking my head.

Before I could sink into the depths of self-pity, my cell phone buzzed. I scanned the text and announced to the cat, “Work. Apparently, my camera is needed at the library, of all places.”

I quickly loaded my breakfast dishes into the dishwasher, ran a brush through my hair, swiped on some lip gloss, grabbed my camera and dashed for the door.

As I drove through town, weaving my way past a plethora of gauzy spider webs and monster decorations, I was struck by how everyone was going all out this Halloween. It was as though there was a concerted effort to celebrate the fantasy macabre to cover up the very real problems Pride Falls was facing. First, Karl had embezzled funds from the town coffers, then, Adele Robertson had ruined the annual fair by poisoning the pie eating contest and, recently, the head of the Chamber of Commerce, Dick Cusack, had been arrested on a myriad of charges related to organized crime and attempted murder.

The residents of Pride Falls were reeling, and it was starting to look like they were trying to exorcise their demons with pumpkins and witches.

The library had a handwritten “Closed for Emergency Repairs” sign hanging on the front door, which was locked. I knocked three times and fiddled nervously with my camera strap as I waited to be let in. I was still new to the crime scene photography thing and was always worried I’d miss an important clue.

I gasped when the door swung open, surprised by who I stood face-to-face with. “Jacob!”

Deputy Jacob Siffen nodded at me. “Kiki.”

“I didn’t know you were back.”

“My first shift.” He ushered me inside and relocked the door. “Guess Rockland wanted to start me off on something easy. It’s back this way.”

As I followed him through the library, I noted he seemed to be unsteady on his feet. I wondered if he’d returned to work too soon after being shot by his uncle and left to die in the woods near where the body of his murdered mother had been disposed of decades earlier. The doctors had said it was a miracle Jacob survived at all.

The townspeople thought it was a miracle that I’d managed to find him in time to save him. The same people who’d treated me like a leper after my husband’s embezzling had come to light, now treated me like I was some kind of savior. It was disconcerting and made me value those who’d stuck with me during my darkest days.

Jacob led me to a back corner of the second floor of the library and I could immediately see why I’d been called in. Display cases had been smashed, pages torn from books, and old black-and-white photographs were scattered on the floor.

“I’m supposed to let you take all your pics before I start pawing through this mess,” the deputy revealed. “Let me know when you’re done.”

I watched him wobble off, then double-checked my batteries were strong and my memory card was empty before I got to work. I worked slowly and meticulously to document the carnage.

I was so focused on my work that I didn’t notice the man come up behind me until he cleared his throat.

Letting out a startled yelp, I whirled to face him.

“Sorry to have startled you,” a slight man with thick glasses apologized with an easy smile. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Reed Tickner.”

“Kiki Long.” I felt compelled to explain what I was doing there. “I’m the crime scene photographer for the Sheriff’s Department.”

“And I’m the new head librarian. I’ve only been here a couple of weeks.”

I nodded. “I’ve heard all about you, Mr. Tickner.”

Something flickered in his eyes, and I realized as the wife of the town embezzler, he must have heard all sorts of things about me. He had the good grace to only reply with, “Good things, I hope.”

“My friend Rachel Gold says you’re the cat’s pajamas, Mr. Tickner.” Our friend Moon had made fun of Rachel for using the phrase to describe him, which is why it had stuck in my head. Rachel had also said that he thought his glasses gave him a very Clark Kent vibe and I found myself agreeing with her. Reed Tickner was a very handsome and charming man.

He beamed with delight. “Please, call me Reed.”

“The perfect name for a librarian,” I said.

“So I’ve heard.” He smiled patiently; no doubt having heard the observation many times before. His mouth drooped as he surveyed the scene I’d been cataloguing. “Someone certainly didn’t like the Pride Falls Founders display. Any idea who could have done this?”

“I’m just the photographer,” I told him quickly. “If you have any questions, you should take them up with Deputy Siffen. He’s the one who is in charge of the investigation.”

He nodded.

“Was there anything significant about this display?”

He shrugged. “It was like most history lessons, a form of socially respectable propaganda developed by the winning side.”

“An interesting way to describe it,” I murmured, hoping he’d elaborate.

It ended up being a be careful what you wish for hope.

“Forgive me if this sounds indelicate, Mrs. Long, but your husband isn’t the first person to strip the coffers of Pride Falls bare.”

I tensed, wondering how the conversation had veered so sharply into Karl’s crimes. “No?”

He shook his head. “From what I understand, the town founder, Jonah Pride, was rumored to have stolen most of the wealth of the citizens. They say it’s still hidden in the area.”

He gave me a searching look and I got the impression he thought I might know where Karl had hidden the funds.

“But time has been kind to Jonah Pride,” he concluded with a charming smile. “Now, he’s celebrated as a town founder, instead of a thief. Hence my opinion that history is not fact, it’s propaganda.”

“A unique opinion,” I murmured, wondering if it would change Rachel’s opinion of him.

Reed nodded. “Well, I’ve got board members to call about this. I hope we meet again under better circumstances.” He turned to leave and then spun back. “I don’t suppose you’ll be attending the Halloween shindig?”

“Rachel roped me into it,” I admitted.

“Excellent! I look forward to seeing you there!” He hurried off.

I turned to return to my work.

“Thanks for that,” Jacob Siffen murmured.

Glancing over, I saw him standing nearby. “For what?”

“For telling him I’m in charge of the investigation.”

I shrugged and took another photograph. “You are.”

“Yeah, but you were nice about it,” he muttered. “Maybe nicer than I deserve.”

I stopped what I was doing and turned to look him in the eye. “We’ve had our rough moments,” I told the young deputy that I’d babysat for when I first moved to Pride Falls. “And you saved my life and I saved yours. Maybe we can just be respectful co-workers now?”

He nodded. “I’d like that.”

I grinned at him. “Me too. Now, let me finish before Sheriff Rockland complains I’ve taken too long.”

Chuckling, he walked off.

I let out a sigh of relief. Jacob and I were on the same side. I had gainful employment. Karl was in jail where he belonged. The townspeople were no longer ready to chase me with pitchforks. Things were finally looking up.

That wouldn’t last for long.
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On my way out of the library, I encountered another familiar face. “Hi, Harry.”

The disheveled man squinted at me. He wore an orange hunter’s cap, a plaid shirt with what appeared to be handmade star-shaped buttons made from clay, and salmon-colored pants that appeared to be medical scrubs. “He ain’t here.”

“Who isn’t?” I asked carefully. “Harry the Hobo” as he’s known around town, has a history of getting confused, and sometimes downright paranoid, at times.

“Your husband. He’s locked up in the pokey, in the big house, in the slammer.”

I nodded. “He is.”

“He’s gonna get sprung,” Harry told me.

“I don’t think so,” I argued gently.

Karl faced a myriad of charges, and I was pretty sure no judge in their right mind would grant him bail. After all, he had proven he was a literal flight risk when he’d used his hot air balloon to disappear.

“People don’t see what’s right in front of them,” Harry huffed.

I wasn’t sure whether the rebuke was meant about the current situation or that I’d been unaware of my husband’s shady dealings while we’d lived together. Either way, the remark stung. Still, I owed Harry, so I tried to change the subject. “The library is going to be closed for hours. How about⁠—?”

Harry interrupted with a sharp, “Why?”

Knowing I couldn’t reveal any details about an ongoing investigation, I replied, “Official business.”

“My taxpayer dollars at work,” Harry muttered bitterly.

I didn’t point out that since he was homeless, he didn’t pay taxes. Instead, I again tried to redirect him. “How about we go over to the diner and get something to eat?”

“Not hungry.” Muttering under his breath, he stalked off, almost colliding with a trio of women who were heading toward the entrance of the library. At the last moment, he managed to skirt around them and skittered off, head down.

“Library is closed for emergency repairs,” I told the women as I started toward my car.

“No book club!” one of them wailed.

“She’s just heartbroken about missing out on quality Reed-ing time,” another joked.

“Who can blame her?” the third asked. “Is there anything sexier than a handsome man who reads?”

I swallowed a smile as I realized my friend Rachel wasn’t the only one who thought Reed Tickner was the “cat’s pajamas”.

I wasn’t smiling when I reached my next destination. Walking into this particular office had that kind of effect on me.

“She’ll be with you in just a second,” Mara, the receptionist, said just before she answered the office phone with a chipper, “Drumford and Drumford. How can we help you?”

I settled into one of the worn waiting room chairs, pulled out my camera and began scrolling through the library pictures.

“Ms. Long?” a syrupy Southern voice called.

Powering down the equipment, I walked into the office of Clarice Drumford.

Perched behind an ornate desk, my divorce attorney, with her perfectly coifed hair and expertly applied make-up, both designed to make her look younger than someone eligible for AARP discounts, looked no happier to see me than I was to be visiting her.

“Sorry I missed my earlier appointment,” I apologized.

She waved dismissively, focusing on the camera clutched in my hands. “Duty calls. Can’t blame you for not wanting to get on the wrong side of Sheriff Rockland.”

I sat down in the chair opposite her, marveling at how a few months earlier everyone in the town had associated me with Karl’s crimes and now everyone knew I was part of the law enforcement team.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got good news,” Clarice murmured.

I shook my head. “Karl won’t sign the divorce agreement.” I tried and failed to keep the anger out of my tone. I’d gone to visit him, to plead with him, but he’d refused to even see me.

“Not surprised,” my attorney admitted.

I was. It wasn’t like there were any real assets to argue over. Karl had wiped out our bank accounts and mortgaged the family home to the hilt before staging his hot air balloon “death”. There was nothing left for him to take, except pleasure in making me suffer.

I squeezed my camera so hard I thought the casing might crack. Knowing I couldn’t afford to replace it, I forced myself to loosen my grip. “So, now what?”

“Now, it’ll just take time,” Clarice said sympathetically. “Like I explained⁠—”

“I know. I know.” I cut her off impatiently, not needing to hear again about the slow-turning wheels of the justice system. “In the meantime, his car has been repossessed and they’re threatening to foreclose on the house.”

“He did leave you in a pickle,” the lawyer acknowledged. “There’s no family you can borrow from?”

I shook my head.

“Friends?”

I bit my lower lip. Rachel had volunteered to bring my mortgage up to date, but I’d refused the offer. I’d already borrowed money from her for Paige’s tuition and couldn’t keep taking advantage of my friend.

“Something will work out, Kiki,” Clarice said with uncharacteristic kindness. “It always does.”

“Thanks for your time,” I said, getting to my feet, hyper-aware that she billed by the quarter hour and I already had an outstanding balance running.

I should have gone straight to the Sheriff’s Office after meeting with the attorney, but I was feeling in need of fortification, so instead I drifted over to the Roadside Diner.

Like most retail businesses in town, the diner was festooned with an overabundance of Halloween decorations. The fluorescent lighting glinted off of orange foil pumpkins, and tissue paper ghosts floated from the drop ceiling.

“Morning, Kiki!” the owner called from behind the cash register the moment I stepped inside.

“Hi, Nico.” The warmth in my voice was genuine. He’d been a true ally in the dark days after Karl’s disappearance, when half the town had blamed me.

“Meeting Moon?” he asked hopefully.

“Afraid not. Just me today.”

The flash of disappointment in his gaze was unmistakable. He was besotted with my friend, but she was on the fence about whether to enter into anything other than a professional relationship with him. A consummate professional, he waved me toward him. “Join me.” He pointed at the booth where a half-eaten plate of eggs and liver mush waited.

Nodding, I slipped into the opposite seat as he poured me a coffee.

Sliding the steaming cup in front of me, he settled into his seat. “Hungry?”

“Already ate.”

“Just needed a caffeine fix?”

I shrugged.

He scooped up a forkful of food and considered it. “If you’d told me that one of my most popular menu items would be something called liver mush, that looks like a deep-fried deck of cards, I’d have never believed you.”

“It is a staple around here.”

“But could they have picked a more unappealing name?” He made the face of a five-year-old being told to eat Brussel sprouts.

I chuckled.

“There you go,” he said with satisfaction. “Got a smile out of you.”

I sipped my coffee, wondering for the thousandth time why Moon was so resistant to giving the guy a chance. He was handsome, kind and loyal, a real catch if you asked any other single woman in town.

“What’s on your mind?” Nico asked.

I shook my head. “Nothing new.”

“Karl?”

“He won’t grant me a divorce,” I admitted. “He won’t even agree to visit with me.”

“Yeah,” Nico muttered. “I heard an earful about that from Moon.”

I chuckled again. No doubt she had ranted to him about the horrible, violent things she wanted to do to my ex. “Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be,” he said quickly. Leaning over the table, he confided quietly, “It gives me an excuse to talk to her about something other than baking and business.”

I nodded my understanding.

“Hi, Mrs. Long!” a cheery voice greeted from behind me.

Twisting in my seat, I tilted my head back to see Mark Kampen grinning down at me while holding a bussing bin. I was pleased to see that the young man, a lifelong friend of my son, was looking healthy and happy. “Hi, Mark. I didn’t know you were working here.”

“Nico gives me an occasional shift when I’m not working at the General Store.” He flashed a grateful smile at his part-time employer.

“He’s a good worker,” Nico confirmed.

“How are your sisters?”

He rolled his eyes. “You know. Colette’s crazy and Naomi’s perpetually worried.”

It was an accurate assessment of the younger sisters he was responsible for raising after the death of their mother.

“But they’re doing better, we’re all doing better,” he assured me.

I nodded. “I can see that.”

“I’ve gotta get to work,” he told me. “Don’t want to get on the bad side of the boss.”

As he hurried off to clear a nearby table, Nico said, “He’s a good kid. Adele Robertson did him a favor by killing Heath Burton.”

“I wouldn’t say that too loudly,” I warned, though I secretly agreed with him. Heath, the owner of the local hardware store and Mark’s former employer, had treated the boy terribly. Even though the kid had been temporarily suspected of Heath’s murder, he was better off now.

When Nico jumped up to help a customer at the register, I sipped my coffee and surveyed the other patrons. It was the lull between the breakfast rush and the lunch crowd, so it was pretty empty. A senior couple sat in the back corner, holding hands and feeding each other bites of French toast. A rough-looking man, probably a trucker, sat at the counter chowing down on a plate of bacon, and a harried-looking woman, around forty, sat alone, staring tearfully down at her phone.

Something about her seemed familiar and I studied her for a long moment, trying to figure out how I knew her. Before I could place her, Nico slid back into his seat.

“Jacob Siffen had breakfast at the counter this morning,” he revealed. “He was in uniform.”

“He’s back at work,” I confirmed.

“Seems quick, seeing how he almost died.”

I shrugged. “I’m sure he had to pass some kind of physical before returning to duty.”

“Yeah, but how messed up must his head be. His uncle tried to kill him, left him to die in the woods like an animal. If you hadn’t found him...”

“It can’t be easy for him,” I murmured, uncomfortable discussing the deputy’s mental and emotional state. “I’m sure the sheriff wouldn’t have allowed him back if he didn’t have faith that Jacob can do his job.”

“I just hope Rockland knows what he’s doing,” Nico muttered. “The last thing this town needs is someone else snapping.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​

[image: ]


3 

Deputy Grace Bailey held up a hand the moment I stepped into the Sheriff’s Office. I stopped in my tracks immediately and waited. She raised a finger to her lips, indicating I should be silent.

A second later, Emerson Brown, the District Attorney, stalked past, making a beeline for Sheriff Rockland’s office.

Once he was gone, Grace waved me toward her. “Thought you might want to avoid him. He’s in a mood.”

“About what?”

“The Feds keep sweeping in and stealing his cases out from under him. Today, he’s bent out of shape because they’re trying to get the embezzlement charges against your ex dropped in exchange for his testimony in their mob money laundering case.”

I blinked, taken aback by the revelation. I wondered if this was what Harry the Hobo had been referring to when he’d said Karl was going to be sprung.

The idea that he might go unpunished after all the chaos and pain he’d caused made me feel sick to my stomach and I winced from the discomfort.

“I’m sorry, Kiki,” Grace apologized. “I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

“Unfortunately, he’s not my ex,” I muttered bitterly.

Grace shot me a look of sympathy. “He’s still refusing to sign the divorce papers?”

“He won’t sign. He won’t meet with me. And I told you he refused to see Paige.” I frowned at the memory about how much his rejection had hurt our daughter.

“How’s she doing at school?” Grace asked, gently changing the subject.

I shrugged, trying not to sound as worried as I felt. “She doesn’t tell me much. I think it’s easier for her there. She’s got some anonymity. No town busybodies gossiping about her father.” I worried about my daughter being off at college by herself, but I also recognized that it was probably the best place for her at the moment.

Grace nodded. “And Henry?”

My frown was replaced by a genuine smile as I reported on my son. “Henry is doing great! He’s splitting his time between working with Moon and Nico on their baking business and refinishing furniture over at The Golden Goose. He seems to have a real knack for it.”

“Not surprised,” a man rumbled from behind me. “He probably inherited his mother’s eye for detail.”

Turning, I found Sheriff Jim Rockland watching us.

“I’ve got work to do,” Grace said quickly and hurried away.

The solid, weathered lawman gave me the once over. “Not sleeping?”

“A lot on my mind,” I admitted.

“I’m sure you do. Come have a cup of coffee with me.”

“I think Emerson Brown is waiting for you in your office,” I told him.

“Then, please do me the great favor of having a cup of coffee with me,” he replied with a wink.

I followed him to the break room and waited while he poured each of us a drink. “I brought the photographs that I took at the library.”

He nodded. “Notice anything of interest?”

“Afraid not.”

“And what about Jacob? Notice anything about him?” He watched me over the top of his cup as he sipped.

“I was surprised to see him back,” I admitted carefully.

“He wanted to work, and the department is stretched thin. I couldn’t refuse his request.”

I nodded my understanding.

“You didn’t answer my question,” he pointed out.

I looked down into my cup. I didn’t have the best history with Jacob Siffen and I didn’t want Rockland to think I was badmouthing his deputy. But I owed the man who employed us both the truth. “He seemed a little unsteady.”

“Mentally? Physically? Emotionally?”

“Physically,” I clarified.

“Yeah, well, I’ve basically got him on modified desk duty for the time being. I sent him to the library with a simple vandalism case, figuring it might do him good to do something besides answer phones.”

I nodded, staring down into my coffee.

“I don’t like that look.”

“What look?” I asked innocently.

“The look that says you disagreed with something I just said.”

“No, sir.”

“Don’t start lying to me now, Kiki,” he warned.

I hesitated, knowing my job was to document crime scenes, not offer opinions on investigations.

“Out with it,” he sighed impatiently.

“I’m not sure it’s a simple vandalism case,” I blurted out.

“And you’re basing that opinion on your
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