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        “Every now and then a book comes along to remind readers why storytelling still matters. Swellville by DebAnn Daniels is one of those books.” 

        — Rick Steber

        Award-Winning Western Author

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        “In ‘Swellville’, Daniels weaves an action packed thriller with mystery and humor. Well done.”

        — Glenda Carter

        Author of Sacred Shadow, Sacred Ground
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        “Swellville is an absolute riot. DebAnn Daniels has cooked up the perfect recipe for a humorous thriller: a fiercely sharp, refreshingly witty female PI, a small town bursting with secrets, and a plot that moves at a breakneck pace. It’s laugh-out-loud funny, genuinely gripping, and impossible to put down. If you love your mystery with a side of brilliant comic timing, this is your next obsession.”

        — Candra Campbell

        Author of the upcoming Zephyr series
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        “DebAnn has created a community with a lot of heart and soul, that also managed to make me laugh out loud on every page. Rylee and her small town of misfits are a delight. I can’t wait for the next adventure.”

        — Sarah Hanley

        Thriller Superfan
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        “Swellville left me breathless and anxious to turn the pages. I found myself running the gamut of emotions by alternatively cussing out some characters, exhorting Rylee Hunter, and punching the air when Karma finally hit.”

        — Greg Wall

        Author of Napoleon’s Lost Letters

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        “Swellville is a humorous and fun read.  The story line is engaging and keeps you reading and the quirky characters will make you laugh out loud.  I think this would make a great ongoing series; I say keep them coming!  Thank you, DebAnn!

        — Richard Craig

        Avid Reader & Small-Town Oregonian
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        “This book keeps you engaged! It takes you on a wild ride, and then surprises the heck out of you!  What a fun, classy, surprising story to enjoy, and then hope for another!”

        — Linda Wunder Wall

        Author of Crossing Trails    With The Elusive Outlaw Etta Place
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      By 8 a.m., I sagged in my desk chair like a bra at the end of a long day—stretched too thin, tired of holding things up.

      Six months ago, I inherited my uncle’s detective agency, along with his rented office space, and a client list vanishing faster than beer at the Swellville Rodeo.

      The toughest case on my desk? Figuring out how to keep the lights on.

      Nostalgia and stale coffee clung to the office, with a hint of pine from an old air freshener someone tucked behind the filing cabinet last winter. A clunky old ceiling fan whirred, fluttering the curled edges of a sun-faded 1930s map of Oregon. Probably pinned to the wall the same year.

      The business was three unpaid invoices from going under, and I was one blubbering hiccup from giving up. I stared at the blinking search bar and typed: how to make money in the private detective business?

      Before I hit “Enter,” the office door banged open, knocking down the inspirational poster Uncle Fred nailed to the wall: “Impossible just means you ain’t done yet.”

      In stormed a man who looked like he could carry a refrigerator up three flights of stairs—slung over his shoulder or tucked under his arm.

      “Are you Rylee Hunter?” he growled.

      “That depends,” I said, standing up slowly. “Are you here to hire me, threaten me, or sell me Tupperware?”

      He didn’t smile. He walked straight up to my desk and locked eyes with me like he was preparing for a bar fight. Unfortunately, my secretary and unofficial backup, Mrs. Beasley, hadn’t come in yet.

      I recognized him—Bob Schwartz, a rancher from out in the valley. I figured he was more snarl than bite, but I scribbled his name on a notepad just in case someone had to pick up my pieces.

      I broke the awkward silence. “How can I help you, Mr. Schwartz?”

      “My wife, Sarah, is missing,” he said. “And the sheriff thinks she just went on a little vacation and will be back when she’s good and ready. I need someone who’s not afraid to get their boots dirty.”

      I checked my cowgirl boots—dried animal crap on the heel, likely goat, cow, chicken, or all the above—and figured I qualified.

      “So, you don’t think she would have gone somewhere, perhaps out of town shopping or to visit someone?”

      “Hell no,” he snapped. “She’d have told me. Something’s not right. Come out to my ranch and see for yourself.”

      “Okay, Mr. Schwartz. I’ll be out as soon as my secretary comes in to man the office.” Mainly, I didn’t think it was in my best interest to tell him I got arrested yesterday and had to wait for the sheriff to give me back my Jeep.

      He nodded on his way out, and said, “It’s Bob. Call me Bob.”

      The door clicked. My breath rushed out once I remembered to breathe.

      Mrs. Beasley made it back from her morning yoga skirmish and plopped my keys on the desk. My secretary was twice my age, and she could bend in places I hadn’t been able to access since kindergarten.

      “I ran into the sheriff outside. Your Jeep’s around the corner," she said, hands on hips, wearing an expression that could stop a cattle stampede.

      Leggings and tunics were her usual attire—always stylish. Unlike me, I doubt a T-shirt and jeans have ever touched her body unless a man was wearing them.

      I grabbed the keys and shoved them in my pocket before sitting back in my chair.

      She was in her sixties, but looked twenty years younger, thanks to a lifetime of sunscreen, hats, and a refusal to age politely. Petite and platinum-haired with violet streaks, she had Marilyn Monroe looks and the smart mouth of a sixteen-year-old mean girl.

      “Seriously, you’ve got to stop getting arrested. Hunter Detective Agency doesn’t look very professional with its PI behind bars every other week.”

      I’m sure Mrs. Beasley knew what happened before I even called her from the sheriff’s office. Nothing escaped notice in Swellville, where the livestock outnumbered the people ten to one and everyone was up at the butt crack of dawn. News made it through the local gossip network in about two minutes flat.

      “Not that big of a deal,” I said. But she still hadn’t forgiven me for making her bail me out. Again.

      “I was on a stakeout,” I said, lowering my voice to emphasize the seriousness. “Flat on my stomach in Mayor Pritcher’s hayloft, with my telephoto lens trained on Mrs. Tensdale’s mailbox across the way.”

      Mrs. Beasley’s eyebrows inched upward.

      “Who was the perp?” she asked.

      “Harold. A shaggy little menace stealing mail.”

      She crossed her arms on her chest. “Harold?”

      “Yep. A goat with a taste for paper and ink.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I’d just snapped a couple of shots of Harold with a mouthful of stolen mail when Nate snuck up behind me and popped me on the ass.”

      “Just because the sheriff is your ex-husband, it doesn’t give him the right to touch you that way!”

      That riled her—nice redirect on my part.

      “I know, right? That’s what I told him. I also told him in my line of work, private property signs are more like suggestions.”

      “I don’t think that reasoning will hold up in court, Rylee,” she said, sighing.

      “He agreed not to cuff me. And only a few cows and a couple of Pritcher's neighbors saw him load me in the back of his patrol car.”

      I’d put on a brave face and waved like a parade queen. Inside, though, my stomach did that stupid flip it always did whenever Nate looked at me like I was a walking disaster. I’d stopped caring two years ago—right after I caught him bumping uglies with his dispatcher—but every once in a while, he managed to rankle me.

      After a quickie online divorce, I changed my name back to Hunter and walked out, dragging my emotional damage like a trash bag full of empty beer cans. Pretty sure it was a legit website and we’re legally divorced … I guess now that I’m a PI, I should probably check into that.

      “I did get some good pictures of Pritchert’s goat eating Mrs. Tensdale’s mail,” I said, hopeful. “And you’ll be happy to know, just before you walked in, I landed a case that doesn’t involve livestock.”

      “Humph,” she said, tapping her foot and staring directly into my guilt complex.

      “Bob Schwartz says his wife is missing. Hired me to find her. I’m supposed to meet with him at his ranch.”

      Her shoulders relaxed. The hard stare softened. “Missing person? Now we’re talking. Maybe people are finally taking us seriously again.”

      My pulse did a little tap dance in my ears. Do I want to be taken seriously? My first big case, and I am terrified I’m going to blow it.

      Uncle Fred’s battered cowboy hat still hung on the coatrack in the corner; a quiet reminder he was just a thought away. God, I missed him. He left us too soon. Although any time would’ve felt too soon. A familiar lump rose in my throat, threatening to re-open the waterworks. He’d been training me for when he retired next year, and I still had a lot to learn. I sniveled and fished a Kleenex out of my pocket.

      Guess it’s up to me to take the reins and figure it out—one blunder or lucky break at a time.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” Mrs. Beasley asked, saving me from full-on bawling again. “You better hitch up your panties and go see him.”

      One missing wife. Zero clue what I was doing.

      I grabbed my keys and my PI field pack, flashing Mrs. Beasley my best “I’ve got this” smile. Mostly for her benefit—okay, mostly for mine.

      What could possibly go wrong?

      Probably everything.
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      Two hours shy of noon, I climbed out of my Jeep, at the Schwartz property, which was about ten miles out of Swellville. The stench of death hit me like a hard slap in the face. It hung heavy in the humid air, clinging to my already damp skin in the blistering August sun.

      The rot hadn’t quite reached peak all-you-can-eat buffet for the two magpies perched on the sun-bleached fence, but they waited, beady little eyes glaring at me.

      The ick of dead animals had worn off a long time ago. I grew up on a farm. My brother, Tommy, used to poke bloated carcasses with a stick to make the goo squirt out, and then chase me around with it. Fortunately, I was older and could outrun him.

      Some traditions deserved to live on. I snapped a selfie with the cow and sent it to him. Too bad I couldn’t text him the stink to go with it.

      I walked around the lifeless animal sprawled on its back. Its bloated udder was stretched tight. Teats jutted skyward like frankfurters on a full moon. All four legs were locked in place with hooves pointed toward heaven.

      I popped a Jolly Rancher in my mouth—my addiction of choice—it was easy to conceal between my cheek and gum and much more ladylike than chewing tobacco.

      “Watch out, Rylee, don’t step in that…” called Bob from his front porch, as a thick greenish-brown sludge oozed from under my foot and wrapped over the top of my shiny red boot.

      “Well, shit,” I grumbled. But it certainly wasn’t the first time I had stepped in it.

      Bob motioned for me to go inside. “Sorry about the old cow. She fell over there yesterday and never got up. Guess I should have buried her, but I have been too busy looking for Sarah.”

      I figured Nate was right, and Sarah probably needed a break from Bob and the ranch, but I went through the motions, anyway. Besides, I was more than happy to step inside and escape the heat.

      Mrs. Beasley always said, “Horses sweat, ladies glow.” Well, I was in full glow, and it didn’t feel very ladylike—more like a tsunami raging between my cheeks.

      He swatted at a pack of cats on the couch to make a place for me to sit. They countered with hissing, clawing, and a weird, low grunting noise. Bob was doing the grunting—and maybe hissed a little, too.

      Bob plopped into a nearby recliner with a stocked ice chest next to it. He pulled out a beer, and a bottle of water and held them out.

      I took the water. Not that I didn’t enjoy a cold beer on a hot day, but it was a little early for me to drink it, and especially without pizza.

      His expression was blank as I unapologetically rolled the unopened water bottle over my face and down my neck. I thought about asking if I could take a dunk in his hog trough outside.

      No, girl–way too much.

      He settled back in his chair, pulled the tab on the Bud Light, and used his belly as a table for the beer. His biceps bulged from beneath his short-sleeve T-shirt as he repositioned the rubber band on his black and gray streaked ponytail, splayed out the backside of a John Deere baseball cap.

      The farmhouse had old-time charm with modern conveniences—a good combination.

      The grandfather clock in a corner ticked steadily, filling the quiet as he continued to study me. I occupied myself watching the dust float lazily in the morning light streaming through a nearby window like it was content to dip and swirl forever. Not me. I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “What makes you think she’s missing?” I blurted.

      “Well, for starters, she’s not here.”

      Mental head slap. “I mean, as opposed to going somewhere like the sheriff said?”

      He shifted his gaze from me to the floor. Concern etched into his furrowed brow, tiredness heavy in his eyes.

      I’ve seen worry on guilty faces before.

      I shrugged; I wasn’t ruling anything out. Including the possibility there could have been a marital spat which ended in disaster, and Bob hoped I’d help him look innocent.

      “She was gone most of the day yesterday and didn’t come home last night. No phone call, nothing. This isn’t like her. I’m worried and need your help to find her.”

      “What time did you last see her yesterday?”

      “It was at breakfast, about 5:00. We usually don’t eat until 6:00, but the dang rooster started crowing at 4:30, so we were up early.”

      “Did she seem okay?”

      “Yeah, she was fixing to start a big pot of ham and beans for lunch.”

      “What was she wearing?”

      “She had on one of them knee dresses and tennie shoes, about the same as she always wears on the farm. I remember it was yellow with flowers because I told her it looked nice with her red hair.”

      “When did you notice she was missing?”

      “I left the house about six to irrigate the hayfields, and when I got back for lunch, her metal bucket was on its side, chicken feed scattered everywhere. There were a bunch of footprints in the dirt going every which way—looked like there had been a damn hoedown. I came inside, tried her cell phone, and it was still on the dresser in the bedroom, along with her purse.

      “And that’s not the only thing I found,” he continued, eyes darting toward the back door. “I keep a loaded double-barrel shotgun in the corner. It was on the floor. When I broke open the action, one shell was missing. She knows how to use it, but she’d never just leave it lying there. She’s too careful for that. Hell, she’s got a PhD in science. Worked in a government lab before we got married. She fired that shotgun and left it behind. Something’s wrong.”

      A knot formed in my stomach. I had been itching for a bigger case, but like a stolen tractor or a break-in at the feed store.

      “She wouldn’t leave without telling me. In twenty-five years, that woman’s never missed a day putting lunch on the table or making me something to heat up if she had to be gone.”

      I jotted some information in my notebook in case I needed to call in the big guns, which would be the city police in Palmer Junction about 50 miles north of us. They could issue an all-points bulletin. I'd seen Sarah at the grocery store and would have guessed she was about 5’5”, 125 pounds, and had 15 years on me—somewhere between not quite menopausal but old enough to choose comfort before fashion.

      I decided I'd better be exact. “How old is Sarah?”

      “Forty-six,” Bob said, his body stiffening. “But don’t tell her I told you. She taught me early on not to volunteer a woman’s age. They seem to want to keep that a secret.”

      Yeah, like nobody can tell. At least my observation skills are still working.

      I wanted another Jolly Rancher, but it didn’t seem the appropriate time to unwrap one. I took a deep breath instead.

      “Is anyone upset with you or Sarah? Does anyone hold a grudge against you two? Have you received any threats?”

      Bob rubbed his whisker-stubbled chin. “Edna Tilger, the neighbor, doesn’t care much for Sarah ever since they got in a fight at the County Fair a few years ago.”

      “What did they fight about?”

      “Some nonsense over who won a ribbon.”

      He continued, “Sarah’s dad, Donald Crumbly, has been mad at her for more than two decades for marrying a lowly farmer. Consequently, he doesn’t like me much. I tried calling him, but he never returned my calls, which isn’t surprising.”

      “I see. Anything else?”

      “There are always neighboring ranchers who are irritated with me because I have some of the better water rights in the area. Other than that, I can’t think of anyone.”

      “Anything at all unusual you have noticed: strange people or vehicles hanging around?”

      “There have been bright lights at night toward the mountains bordering my south pasture. I’ve heard rumors of aliens landing up there. I don’t really buy into the little green men and all that hogwash, but it’s like she vanished. Do you think there’s a possibility aliens took her? I’m grasping at straws here, Rylee. I have looked everywhere for her.”

      “That’s doubtful,” I said, suppressing a wow that’s crazy eye roll. “There are a lot of old logging roads up there. Teenagers may have found a new drinking hole, or the Forest Service might have some project going on. I’ll check it out.”

      Bob’s eyebrows lifted as if a lightbulb went on in his head. “Oh, last week when she talked to her sister, Rebecca, on the phone, she was yelling and carrying on about something, but she wouldn’t tell me what they were talking about,” he said.

      He rubbed his chin and sighed. “I called Rebecca last night, and she said she hadn’t heard from her. Do you think her sister is lying and could have anything to do with her disappearance?”

      Oh man, the list just keeps getting longer. Almost anyone could have taken her. Suck it up, Rylee, you’ve got this.

      I took a deep breath before answering. “Well, until we find out otherwise, everyone is a suspect. Can you give me phone numbers for her sister and dad?”

      Bob disappeared into the bedroom. A cat jumped onto the couch, sat beside me and started nuzzling my arm for attention. Before I could oblige, a little Chihuahua, mixed with Lord only knows what, ran out of the open bedroom door, barking and snarling like it was going in for the kill. The cat gave up its place, and the dog immediately took it, giving me a sideways stink eye.

      “I take it you didn’t want the cat to be up here,” I said to the little dog. The dog curled its upper lip and bared its small but very sharp canines. I wasn’t about to say another word. I just sat there and tried to ignore it.

      “Dang it, Spitfire,” Bob yelled when he came back, “stop harassing the company and go back to bed!” Spitfire jumped off the couch and plodded to the bedroom, grumbling and growling and glancing back every few steps with bared teeth.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “Sarah loves her little taco dog. Good thing he is little, or he could do some serious damage.” He handed me a piece of paper. “Here’s the phone numbers you wanted.”

      “Thanks,” I said, taking it. “We will find Sarah. I’m sure she’s okay. I’m going to look by the henhouse on my way out.”

      Bob paused at the door, “Are you sure you are up to this? You haven’t been an investigator for very long. I really liked Fred and would prefer you handle it, since you know your way around here, but I could go over to Palmer Junction and find someone with more experience with this sort of thing, if you think that’s necessary?”

      I took a deep breath and willed my hackles to smooth down. It was a legitimate question. It was okay for him to have doubts. Hell, I have doubts.

      Part of me wanted to tell him to go to Palmer Junction; I would stick to petty thefts and missing llamas.

      “I trained with Uncle Fred, and passed the Oregon detective exam,” I said instead. “If at any point I feel I’m in too deep or not making any progress, I will get help. I won’t let my pride jeopardize finding Sarah.” I thought about telling him I only needed 86 percent to pass, and I got 98, but that wasn’t my style.

      “That’s good enough for me,” said Bob.

      As Uncle Fred taught me, I examined the footprints stamped into the dusty ground near the chicken coop. I counted four distinct sets, including one smaller, narrower pair that probably belonged to Sarah, and three larger ones with deeper impressions, likely worn by men. Two had on athletic shoes. One wore work boots.

      I snapped photos with my iPhone and used the small tape measure on my keyring to note the sizes. The boot prints were a full twelve inches—size 14.

      Wowser!

      If the sheriff had bothered to look at the scene, he’d have known something was off. Sarah wasn’t just on “a little vacation.”

      I heard Uncle Fred in my head, “Atta girl, Rylee. Make me proud.”

      My Uncle Fred and Aunt Pat raised my brother and me as their own. I was six and Tommy four when our mother died, and our deadbeat dad left us. Even the thought of our dad made the bile rise in my throat.

      No one could have replaced our mom—and I still missed her—but we couldn’t have asked for a better life growing up on the farm. A smile tugged at my lips as childhood memories rushed in.

      I spent as much time as I could at Uncle Fred’s agency, fascinated with the idea of catching bad guys. Of course, in my mind, I had more weapons at my disposal, like Wonder Woman’s golden lasso of truth and the Batmobile.

      As for dad, I gave up waiting for him after a few months. And after that, I didn’t even care if he ever came back. At least, that’s the story I told myself. I mostly tried not to think about it.

      I headed back to my Jeep. I had no idea what I was getting myself into. Bob seemed sincere—but then, so did a lot of killers. One minute they’re nice, the next angry, and then someone winds up dead.

      One thing was certain: Nate was wrong. Sarah hadn’t left on her own. She was taken—or someone had gone to a lot of trouble to make it look that way.
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      About a quarter mile down the road, I pulled into Bud and Edna Tilger’s place, Bob and Sarah’s closest neighbors. The corrals had seen better days, rails sagging and busted in places. A milk cow, an old swaybacked horse, and a couple of steers had their noses buried in feed bunks overflowing with hay.

      A faded red McCormick-Deering tractor sat rusting in front of the house, where it had sputtered to a halt years ago. No longer plowing the fields, it was home to a bumper crop of bull thistle and pokeweed. A couple of antique horse-drawn hay rakes and the bed half of a Chevy pickup completed the yard decor.

      Bud opened the door about halfway and squinted out.

      “Hi, I’m⁠—”

      “I know who you are. Don’t want to talk to you,” he said.

      He tried to slam the door shut, but I crammed my boot in between the door and the doorjamb. Even with my boots on, the little piggy that went to market squealed.

      Ouch. They failed to show the downside of this trick in the movies—where the investigator walks away, dragging his injured foot behind him.

      A big dog lunged at the gap, snapping and growling. Bud didn’t flinch, as if having his dog try to tear someone’s leg off was completely normal.

      “We can do this now or I will bring out the FBI,” I said with as much authority in my voice as I could muster. Actually, I had no idea if it was even possible, but it sounded like a good threat.

      He opened the door and released my foot. “Alright, but make it quick,” he said, grabbing the dog by its collar and making it sit. Oh, he can control the animal if he wants to.

      A skunky sweetness tickled my nostrils the moment I stepped inside—thick and unmistakable. Harsh white lights leaked through the cracks of a closed door in stark contrast to the dark-paneled room where heavy drapes smothered the windows.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not here about your marijuana grow,” I said. I assumed his crop was much larger than the Oregon law allowed for medicinal purposes. But hey, I had enjoyed a joint or three in my time. Who was I to point an accusing finger?

      The small, thin, middle-aged man relaxed his bony shoulders, and the puckered-up expression on his blue face softened. He was not your typical Oregonian. He descended from the Fugate family, who lived on the banks of Eastern Kentucky’s Troublesome Creek. Intermarriage within their isolated Appalachian community genetically predisposed them to bright blue skin.

      I first saw him when I was little, at the feed store with Aunt Pat. He stood near the counter; his skin tinted a peculiar shade of blue. I stared too long. Then came the questions, loud and innocent:

      “Is that man holding his breath?”

      “Did he eat too many blueberries? Sometimes my fingers turn blue when I do.”

      Aunt Pat’s face flushed the color of an overripe strawberry. She didn’t answer. Just gripped my hand with a firmness I’d never felt before and steered us straight out the door—empty-handed and silent.

      She didn’t scold me but taught me a lesson I will never forget. I remember blinking back tears, wondering if I had hurt the man’s feelings.

      All these years later, as Bud stood in front of me, I couldn’t help but wonder… does he remember me, too?

      Aunt Pat explained, Bud’s parents used to live in Swellville, and Bud was born blue. She remembered because the local newspaper said the surprised doctor was arranging blood transfusions when Bud’s grandmother mentioned some of her ancestors were blue, and he looked like a perfectly normal baby to her.

      “It’s alright, Edna,” Bud yelled, “you can come out now.”

      Edna, who was a little larger than her skinny husband, appeared, wringing her hands and shifting her eyes from side to side. She was not blue but quite pale with almost white hair in contrast to her younger features.

      “Hello, Miss Hunter, can I get you something to drink?” she asked, her voice putting out the customary effort, but obviously hoping I said no.

      “No thank you. I just wanted to ask you a couple of questions about your neighbor, Sarah Schwartz.”

      She side-eyed Bud and began wringing her hands more profusely.

      Bud gave her a small sympathetic smile.

      “Sarah has gone missing,” I said, “and⁠—”

      “What do you think I had to do with it?” blurted Edna.

      “Well, nothing yet, but I did notice a telescope on your deck outside is pointing directly at the Schwartz home. I thought perhaps you had seen something that could be of help in finding her.”

      “I ain’t seen nothing. I was looking at a bald eagle on their fence post yesterday. Besides, if she’s missing, I say good riddins!”

      “Edna,” cautioned her husband, still reeling from the FBI threat, no doubt, “tell her what you know.”

      “I don’t like her. She thinks she’s better than everyone else,” smirked Edna. “No wonder those men took her.” She covered her mouth, realizing she said too much.

      “You don’t have to like her, Edna. I just need to know what you might have seen.”

      Bud placed his hand on Edna’s shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. Well, it might have been more than a little, as Edna winced.

      She lowered her eyes along with her voice and said, “I saw her hit some man on the side of the head with a bucket. He must have knocked her out or something because he picked her up and put her in the back of a black van.”

      “Was there just one man?” I asked.

      “I think there were three.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere.

      “You didn’t check to see what was going on?” I said, my voice going up a notch.

      “Why would I? Unlike her, I don’t get into everybody’s business.” She stuck her chin in the air.

      “You just watch them through your telescope instead?” I stared at her.

      Seriously? You just sat there and watched as strangers took her away?

      A sharp breath hissed through her nostrils.

      “Did you get a good look at any of the men?” I continued, forcing myself to smile.

      “No, I couldn’t see their faces.” There went her chin again.

      “Can you describe them? Anything unusual? Were they tall, short, skinny?” I pleaded.

      Good gawd, give me something!

      “I told you all I know,” she said, as she turned and disappeared into the room with the bright lights.

      “I’ll walk you out, Rylee,” Bud said.

      Once outside, he said, “You ain’t still thinking about calling the FBI, are you?”

      “No, I’m not,” I reassured him.

      “Good, because we only grow it for ourselves. I have glaucoma,” he said, pointing at his eyes.

      I wasn’t convinced, but I wasn’t the law.

      “You know, Edna isn’t a mean person,” he continued. “But once you get on her bad side, she ain’t got no use for you.”

      “Why is she mad at Sarah?”

      “We don’t talk about that. Ever.”

      “Well, that’s okay if the two of you don’t talk about it, but you really need to talk to me, or I will have to consider Edna a suspect and take her to the sheriff’s office for questioning.”

      I was on a roll and doubted I could have done that either.

      “Okay, fine,” he said. “You can’t tell anyone I told you. If it gets back to Edna, she will never speak to me again. Hey, come to think of it, maybe that’s not such a bad thing,” he chuckled.

      “Scout’s honor,” I said, giving him the three-finger salute. I probably shouldn’t have used the Scout’s sign since I didn’t stay in the organization long enough to become a Girl Scout. At eight, I had already done everything they were trying to do to get badges. I had built campfires, pitched tents, hiked, and tracked animals. The only thing left was cookies, which I figured out pretty fast. Uncle Fred and I ate most of mine. He shelled out the cash for the boxes they gave me to sell.

      “She’s mad at her because of the beets.”

      “Beets?”

      “She and Sarah both entered their canned beets in the Fair. One of them won grand champion. To this day, no one knows for sure which one. Of course, Edna says her beets won, and Sarah says it was hers. Problem was the beets were in the same kind of jars, had the same lids, and looked just like beets ought to look. The wind came up and blew all the exhibit forms off the table, and neither one of them could tell for sure which one was theirs. So, of course, they both claimed the winning jar.”

      “Seriously? Edna can’t stand Sarah because of a jar of beets?”

      “Yes ma’am. Folks around here are serious about entering their goods in the Fair. Edna worked long and hard on those beets.”

      “Who do you think won?”

      “Nobody.”

      “Nobody?”

      “They used to be good friends and went for walks together and gossiped nearly every day. So, I would say they both lost. Wouldn’t you?”

      “Wow, I guess so. Is Edna so mad about the beets that she would want to hurt Sarah or have her kidnapped?”

      “Nah, she’s still fond of Sarah, but she’s mad enough she won’t let herself like her again.”

      “I best be getting back inside. Edna is peeping at us through the curtains. Remember your promise.”

      “I will.”

      I had just enough time to make it back to town for lunch at the Swellville Community Potluck. It wasn’t my idea of a good time, but I’d promised Aunt Pat I’d meet her there. Uncle Fred used to go with her—now, I guess it was my turn to chinwag with the locals. Or at least watch her do it.
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      I was halfway through a slice of ham when Aunt Pat elbowed me.

      “Smile, Rylee. This is supposed to be you socializing.”

      I smiled, even though I had a lot on my mind with the new case.

      “Did you try the tuna noodle casserole?” she asked.

      My digestive system kicked me at the thought. “Not yet. I’m saving that for after the green Jell-O salad with cottage cheese and skunk cabbage.”

      “Rylee, it’s purple cabbage. And it’s polite to try a little of everything.”

      I put a little of everything on my plate, ate what I could stomach, and smeared the rest around with my fork to make it look like I tried. Fortunately, there were enough deviled eggs and store-bought cookies to compensate for the mystery dishes.

      Why don’t people ever bring pizzas, tacos, or quarter-pounders to a potluck?

      Aunt Pat looked at my plate and frowned. I shrank in my seat like a four-year-old bracing for the “just one bite” speech. But she turned her attention to charming a picnic table full of senior citizens with a story about chasing a pack of raccoons off her porch with a mop.

      I scanned the city park. Kids ran between the tables with melting  popsicles and sticky faces. Women from the casserole coalition swapped gossip disguised as prayer requests. Pete Langford, who once asked me to find his stolen lawn flamingos, was showing off a bruise where a horse kicked him, like it was Purple Heart worthy.

      Those were my people—nosy, weird, full of themselves, always ready with unsolicited advice. Swellville wasn’t a hotbed of crime, but there were definitely a few shady characters noshing on casseroles.

      Ricky Darnell dropped into the empty seat next to me. He smelled like stale potato chips and Old Spice—really old Old Spice. He was only in his forties but already easing into his golden years after retiring from ambition.

      “You still looking for that missing woman?” he asked.

      “How…” I started to ask, but I already knew. The Swellville grapevine was always a few steps ahead of me.

      I sat up straighter. “Why? You hear something?”

      “Nah. Just remembered seeing a black van heading up toward the old Piebald Mines around the time she went missing. Not many people go up that way this time of year, with the fire danger and all.”

      He already knows about the van. I just found out 20 minutes ago. My shoulders sagged.

      Probably just a coincidence. There were a lot of black vans in the world, and most weren’t involved in kidnappings—but I put on my PI hat, anyway.

      “Could you tell how many people were in it?”

      He shrugged. “Didn’t get a good look. Just stuck in my mind ‘cause someone said a black van was involved.”

      I’d already written off Bob’s alien theories, but Edna Tilger had mentioned a black van. It was probably nothing… but maybe it wasn’t.

      “I’m heading out,” I told Aunt Pat as I dumped my paper plate and foam cup in the garbage can.

      “There’s still lots of people here,” she said. “Don’t you want to stay and mingle for a while?”

      I got it. She always worried about me and thought I should join a knitting circle or take up decoupage to round out my social life. She was being sweet. But I socialize for a living—interrogating suspects, sweet-talking sources, and eavesdropping in public places. Just because I wasn’t swapping recipes over punch and finger sandwiches didn’t mean I wasn’t connected.

      I gave her a half-smile. “Tempting. But I’ve got an appointment with Mrs. Tensdale.”

      “Oh?” Aunt Pat’s eyes grew wide with interest.

      “Yeah. Work. She hired me to catch her mail thief, and I got photographic proof that a goat's been eating it. Caught him mid-crunch with her Publisher’s Clearing House envelope.”

      Aunt Pat blinked. “You’re not serious.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Dead serious. And now I’ve got to break it to her—she’s not winning ten million dollars… because the goat ate her chance at it.”

      I kissed Aunt Pat on the cheek and, on the walk to my Jeep, went over in my head how I was going to break the news to Mrs. Tensdale.

      Harold ate your Publisher’s Clearing House entry form. But it’s probably for the best. Entering those contests is stressful. All that time spent hoping and waiting…now you can relax and not worry about it. Besides, if you'd won, everyone would be at your doorstep with a hand out…Maybe I will just show her the picture and let her see for herself.
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      Mrs. Tensdale’s yard was a wild tangle of overgrown grass and scraggly bushes, with long-haired, short-haired, and no-haired cats in every color stretched out in patches of sun and blinking lazily like they owned the place. More felines prowled the porch and windowsills. Around here, they called her the “cat lady.” It wasn’t hard to see why.

      In front of the blue two-story Victorian, a yellow galvanized steel mailbox hung from a battered post at the edge of the road. The paint was chipped, with flecks of its former black showing through. Vinyl letters spelling out TENSDALE clung to both sides—worn, flaking, and likely the result of Harold’s handiwork as he tried to pry it open with his teeth.

      I could see movement through her peephole before hearing the click of at least five locks being slid, twisted, and unlatched.

      She opened the door cautiously and then only a crack. “Well?” she said. “Have you found out what is happening to my mail?”

      “Yes,” I said. “You were correct. Mr. Pritchert’s goat is eating your mail.”

      “I knew it!” she said, flinging the door wide open. About twenty cats squirted out like furry missiles, almost knocking me off my feet.

      She didn’t flinch. Just adjusted her shawl and pointed her knobby-knuckled finger at me. “I told you so.” Her eyes glistened brightly beneath the sagging folds of her eyelids. Time had shortened her frame and curved her back, a cane steadying her in one hand.

      “Do you have proof?”

      I showed her the photos on my digital camera. I kind of hated to rat on Harold. He was nice, for a goat. But it was part of the job.

      “That looks like my Publisher’s Clearing House entry form hanging out of his mouth!”

      “Yeah, apparently that was a delicacy for Harold. He spat out your water bill, though. Maybe secure the mailbox lid with a bungee cord or something? I could help you set it up.”

      “Pritchert is going to pay,” she said.

      “Pay what?”

      “Pay my bills, his goat ate, and for my chance at winning the Clearing House.”

      “There’s no way to prove you would’ve won. So, I doubt you have legal grounds. Did you get hit with any late fees for unpaid bills?”

      “No, I always pay my bills on time!”

      “Then you might be able to get him to cover the cost of any damages—if there were any. But otherwise…” I shrugged. “Speaking of bills⁠—”

      “Just a minute,” she said, slamming the door in my face.

      I heard some rustling and what sounded like furniture moving and doors slamming. I was thinking, she must hide money in different places, or maybe she had a hidden safe.

      She opened the door and shoved a white, long-haired cat into my arms.

      “There you go,” she said. “That’s Pumpernickel. She’s a prize-winning cat and worth much more than I owe you.”

      Before I could object, she slammed the door again and secured all the locks.

      I stood on her porch steps, looking down at the fur ball. She was pretty with Siamese markings, inquisitive blue eyes, and the longest whiskers I had ever seen on a cat.

      “I already have a cat, and he doesn’t like other cats.” She rubbed her head under my chin and purred.

      I saw Mrs. Tensdale peeking around the edge of a front window curtain.

      “Great,” I muttered, carrying the cat to my Jeep. “Mrs. Beasley is going to kill me.”

      Once in town, I stopped by the feed store and picked up a couple cans of cat food, a litter box with a scoop, and a big ol’ bag of Clump & Dump.

      Amanda Wright, the cashier, and a friend eyeballed me. “You expanding your cat clowder?”

      “My clowder?”

      “Yeah, you know, your herd of cats.”

      “Didn’t know they were called clowders. Scratch is enough of a herd all by himself.”

      She laughed. “When are we going out for a drink?”

      “I’ll be tied up for a few days with work,” I said, scrambling to put away my change. “I’ll call ya soon… Promise.”

      “Okay, just give me enough time to get myself together for a night on the town,” she said.

      Amanda never had to try to be pretty. Back in high school, while the rest of us were slathering on blue eye shadow and ruby lipstick, she didn’t need to play dress-up. She did it anyway, because she thought she was one of us. That’s why we all loved her.

      “See you soon.” I air-kissed, lugging the cat supplies to my Jeep.

      I wonder how many other private eyes have to figure out what to do with living payments?

      Pumpernickel seemed okay with the situation. She perched on my shoulder and flicked her tail across my face like a hairy windshield wiper.

      A new headline for the local rag: Woman killed in low-speed collision with a cat’s tail between her teeth.

      A black van cut into my lane. I slammed on the brakes. Pumpernickel dug her claws into my shoulder to keep from flying.

      “Damn, glad I could help,” I muttered, rubbing my shoulder and looking at the unblinking feline that landed in the passenger seat.

      The van sped off.

      I leaned forward and squinted. “APX 059.” I grabbed a writing pad from my purse and scribbled it down.
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      The office was quiet, with Mrs. Beasley likely running errands.

      I called my friend at the DMV.

      “Hey Chuck, can you please run a plate for me?”

      “You’re in luck, the boss just left,” he said, “fire away.”

      The plate belonged to Mildred Beacon. My old high school English teacher. Another dead end.

      I leaned back in my chair, undid the top button on my jeans, and propped my feet up on my desk. I pondered Sarah’s situation while I stroked Pumpernickel’s soft fur.

      I opened the latest issue of “The Sleuth’s Digest” and flipped to an article about kidnappings. It said the first 72 hours were critical—after that, the trail went cold fast. Sometimes, victims were murdered within the first few hours.

      My heart skipped a beat. Oh, My Lord. Stranger abductions were rare. Statistically, the abductor was someone they knew.

      A loud bang reverberated through my head, as it jerked to attention. Whiplash. Sunlight blinded me, and an unnerving, although familiar, screech rattled my core.

      “Get up, Rylee, we have work to do!” demanded Mrs. Beasley as she picked up the dusty metal-slatted blinds and shoved them back into their brackets. I squinted. The bright sunlight streamed through the window and highlighted the neglected office carpet. Since we could no longer afford the cleaning service, I guessed it was my job now.

      She wrapped her fingers of one hand around the heel of my boot and swept my feet off the large oak desk
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