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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Forest Forks runner-up for town gossip, Polly Cassidy eyed my buggy contents, six bottles of wine–buy two get one free!–, a bag of grapes, and a six pack of Joe’s favorite beer. I made a mental note that next time I should shop for food first and then wine. I grabbed a pack of multi-grain rolls and tossed it in to cover a couple bottles of wine. I smiled, checked out Polly’s buggy contents, corn chips, dip, a  full-sugar soda, and smiled brighter. I attempted a “let’s keep this to ourselves” look, but Polly wasn’t having it.

      “Hey, Charlie, have you heard from Oscar?” She pushed her buggy out of the way of traffic, signaling this would be a full conversation and not a quick hello. Darn it.

      “We saw him last week.” Oscar was technically our tenant, living in our lake cabin rent-free while he went to college, but he’d become more to Joe and I.

      “Weird. He hasn’t been to work for three days. It’s not like him. He’s not answering his phone, either.” Polly dropped that bomb casually.

      “What? Why didn’t you call me?” A horrible itch taunted my brain, the one I always got when the kids called and started the conversation with, “Mom, I’m okay, but…”

      She raised an eyebrow, “I thought you’d know.” She kept the, “because you’re a meddler” silent, but I still heard it.

      I wasn’t a meddler. I was a concerned citizen, parent, and community member. Maybe I over-involved myself on occasion, but only when absolutely necessary. Like finding a home for Oscar.

      “Has he done this before?” I asked. How did someone miss three days of work and not get fired?

      She wrinkled her nose. “Not really. He’s been late a couple of times and missed a few days. He usually calls. It’s weird that he’s not answering his phone.”

      “Uh-huh. You’re not worried?” Because I was. The itch was so strong now, it needed a tube of hydrocortisone, a bottle of Benadryl, and a gallon of calamine.

      “Well, we figured we’d call you today since he doesn’t have an emergency contact listed. I guess it’s just luck I ran into you.” Her gaze dropped to the wine bottles again.

      “I’ll drop by and check on him.” I turned my cart toward the checkout. I considered leaving it in the aisle, but that was rude and Piggly Wiggly rarely had a buy two get one free wine sale.

      “Thanks, Charlie. Have him text me, please,” Polly called out to my back.

      The cashier seemed to recognize my anxiety level and avoided the usual small talk, helping me get out of there fast. I sped to our family’s lake cabin, past the autumn-colored hues of the trees, and squinted in the bright light of October. I raced toward Oscar, calling his cell phone, hoping he was just screening his calls. My calls went to voicemail twice, and my text to Oscar went unanswered.

      He’d missed work for three days?

      Oscar played soccer with our son, Drew, from grade school through high school. His parents kicked him out when he turned eighteen because he’d admitted he was gay. We moved him into the cottage immediately. The boys attended different colleges and drifted apart, but Oscar came over for family dinners and holidays occasionally. He’d worked at Tyler Rigby’s Law Office as Polly’s office assistant since he’d started college.

      I ignored the hitch in my chest and instead focused on the hammering in my ears. He probably overslept and was in the shower.

      The West Virginia sky held no clouds to blanket in warmth, and frost sparkled in the shadows of the trees. It should have been pretty, but the diamond-frost chilled my bones. My brittle fingers white-knuckled the steering wheel. I turned onto the county road toward the cabin on the shore of Ghost Cat Lake and through 120 acres of unspoiled woodlands of Forest Forks.

      I swallowed my fear, covered it in common sense. Oscar probably had the flu and forgot to charge his phone.

      I turned onto the private road marked with a “No Trespassing Sign”. Gravel pinged against my wheel wells, cautioning me to slow down. I parked next to Oscar’s Jetta.

      It had been weeks since I’d been at the lake, and the porch needed a coat of stain. I rapped on the front door. Drew had disconnected the doorbell several years ago. Above the button Oscar had placed a placard: “For total annihilation, press.” I peeked through the window beside the door into the pristine living room. Apparently, I was the only resident of Forest Forks with a dust-bunny infestation issue.

      My blood seemed to have congealed and my heart pumped hard.

      Something was wrong.

      “Oscar? It’s Charlie.” There was no reply except for my nerves coiling tight. I stepped off the porch and walked around the cabin. I didn’t care if it was rude; I peeked in his bedroom window. Oscar’s made bed sent a shiver of ice down my spine. If he was sick, why wasn’t he in bed?

      I moved to the back of the house and opened the screen door. Keeping it open with my hip, I fumbled with the key. I blamed the trembling on caffeine, not fear. The key slid in, and I turned the knob, the wheeze of the hinges prickled my neck hair.

      Inside, the unnatural quietness rattled my brain, shuddered through my body and turned my bones to ash.

      The whisper of my feet across the linoleum seemed to echo in the silence.

      “Oscar? It’s Charlie. Are you okay?” The small kitchen was tidy, even his kitchen towel hung neatly folded over the handle of the dishwasher. It was like Oscar channeled June Cleaver—and he was too young to even know who she was.

      Oscar sat in the living room recliner.

      Not breathing.

      Not moving.

      Eyes open, unseeing.

      Dead.

      Very dead.

      I reached out to take his pulse but flinched when I touched his icy cold wrist. My heart squeezed; a crescendo of thumps echoed in my ears and I fumbled with my phone. I swiped at the screen, but my troll-like uncoordinated fingers hit 991, 611, 941. I held my breath and slowed down, tapped 9-1-1 and send. I pressed my fingertips to his neck, prepared for the cold this time, but not the hard, lifeless muscle underneath.

      “911. What is your emergency?” It sounded like my sister-in-law using her I’m-in-charge-now tone.

      “Liz, is that you?”

      “Charlie?”

      “Yeah, I’m at the lake cabin. Oscar’s work asked me to check on him. I think he’s dead.” I swallowed against the knot creeping up my throat and threatening to release itself as a sob.

      “I’m sending an ambulance and the police.”

      “Good.” I knelt next to the chair, my knees digging into the carpet. “Maybe he’s in a diabetic coma…a really deep coma.”

      “Maybe.” I recognized her mom ‘maybe’ tone, meaning no.

      I put my hand in front of his nose. “Oscar, it’s Charlie. Honey, you don’t look so good.” There was no response.

      “He’s not breathing,” I whispered like I was afraid he’d hear me and think it was an insult.

      “Okay, just hang on. The ambulance will be there in another five.”

      I swallowed around the lump in my throat and a low mournful sound escaped. He was so young. He was my son’s age. What happened?

      “Don’t touch anything,” Liz said.

      Had I touched anything? The screen door handle, but I’d used the key to unlock and open the door. I fisted my hands, stood, and looked around the cozy cabin where we’d spent almost every summer weekend with the kids, from diapers until Oscar moved in. One thousand square feet, two bedrooms, one bath, and filled with wonderful memories.

      “What happened, Oscar?” Wiping the tears from my face, I wanted to shake him, make him wake up; but I’d known he was dead even before touching him. He was too still.

      “Just another minute, Charlie,” Liz said.

      It wouldn’t matter.

      I waited in the confined space, inches from a dead body that once contained the life of a sweet, lovable, trustworthy man. He looked older in death. Missing was his infectious smile that could charm an old lady out of her last bingo card. He wasn’t exuberant. Perhaps being a gay man growing up in a small town like Forest Forks, he’d chosen to adopt a steady persona. But he was quick to smile and enjoyed life. He’d been a great friend to Drew in middle school and a supportive soccer teammate.

      An Argyle Sweater daily calendar sat on the television stand with a book of limericks underneath. A photo of Joe and I with Oscar and Drew at their high school graduation was taped to the bottom of his television. We should have invited him over to dinner more often than just major holidays.

      The sticker on his tablet proclaimed Kimmy Schmidt for President. He’d kicked off his shoes revealing socks decorated with turkeys and pilgrims.

      Where did he find size thirteen pilgrim socks? Did he have matching boxers? Because Joe would look hilarious in those. Am I getting shocky?

      The ambulance’s siren grew louder. “Tell the ambulance to use the back entrance,” I said to Liz.

      “Okay.” She relayed my message.

      A moment later a voice called out from the kitchen. “Hello? EMT.”

      “In here,” I answered. “They’re here, Liz,” I said into the phone.

      “Okay, sweetie. Call me if you need anything.”

      Two men entered and I stepped away from Oscar. I recognized Eddie from our church, St. Lawrence, and he gave me a quick nod.

      “Hey, Charlie. How long have you been here?” Eddie asked.

      “Ten minutes, maybe.” I sat on the couch, then rose quickly, not sure what I was supposed to do.

      “Charlie, maybe you should wait outside,” Eddie said while his partner attempted to take Oscar’s vitals. I didn’t want to watch. At my work at Sunnyview Villages Rehab and Retirement, my elderly patients had prepared for death. It was expected. Oscar was supposed to find love and grow old.

      “Alright.” I left through the kitchen with its white appliances and cabinets, and Oscar’s cheerful blue towels and coffee pot. I sat on the picnic table bench in the side yard, hugging myself tight, reining in my grief. A young man was gone… There would be time for emotions later. Glowing amber and yellow danced on the surface of the lake, reflections from the deciduous forest preparing to hibernate.

      Please just be hibernating, Oscar.

      The deputy’s cruiser parked next to my car. I pushed off the bench and headed toward it. A rush of dread slid down and weighted my legs, making each step heavier than the last.

      A closely-shaved square head popped up from the car, followed by big shoulders—no neck. The head swung around and a steel-blue gaze I recognized locked on me. “Charlie, you should sit down.” Tom walked over, grabbed my elbow and eased me back onto the bench. “You look like you’re gonna pass out.”

      “Eh.” My heart and brain refused to cooperate, and I hated sounding wimpy in front of my son’s old soccer coach and Boy Scout leader. “I’d say it’s good to see you, Tom, but…”

      “Yeah, I get that a lot.” He patted my shoulder. “You stay here, I’ll be right back.” He narrowed his eyes. “You want me to call Joe?”

      “No. I’ll call him.” But I wouldn’t call my husband, not yet, because he was operating and there was nothing he could do. As a surgeon’s wife I’d learned when it was reasonable to call and what could wait.

      Tom gave me a chin-nod and headed inside the small cabin. I studied the surroundings, anything other than thinking about Oscar. The neighbors to the left, the O’Reilly’s, had left for Florida a few weeks ago. To the right stood the McGuffin’s cabin, currently inhabited by their recently retired son, Raylin, or so I’d heard. Raylin’s parents were residents at Sunnyview Villages Rehab and Retirement, where I worked. I hadn’t met him, just heard the stories about Forest Fork’s Don Juan who retired after putting in 20 years in the military and moved home. He’d be in his forties, and I wondered if he’d find a new career or stay retired. A faded car listed forlornly in his driveway, its tires settled into a muddy rut because they’d neglected to re-gravel. A bright blue coupe was parked in the grass next to the front door. McGuffin’s front door opened and a pixie-sized gal slid outside and tiptoed to the coupe. She slipped in, looked over, gave me a half-wave and drove off, the tires spitting gravel in her wake. She looked familiar.

      “Who was that?” Tom stuck his head out the cabin doorway.

      My brain tried to put a name to the face, a skill I lacked. “Dana, Darla, D-something. Arlene Carries’ daughter. She’s around my kids’ ages, older than Drew, younger than Ann.” What was she doing at the McGuffin’s?

      Tom walked over and sat next to me on the bench. “I’m sorry, Charlie… Coroner’s on his way, but my guess is Oscar died a day ago.”

      The cold reality tingled over my skin. I welcomed the numbness. The EMTs left, heads bowed and avoiding eye-contact.

      “If it’s okay, can I ask you a couple of questions?” Tom asked.

      “Yeah.” The word creaked out my rusted-closed throat.

      “Why did you come out here today?”

      “I bumped into Polly Cassidy and she mentioned she couldn’t get in touch with Oscar. He wasn’t answering his phone and had missed three days of work. I tried calling and texting but didn’t get an answer, so I drove out here.”

      Was I babbling? I bit my lips closed and watched Tom scrutinize me. We were having a staring contest and I was going to lose.

      “You called Oscar?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      Tom stood quickly. “Do me a favor, call him again.”

      I pulled my phone out and called Oscar, following Tom to the kitchen door. We both listened.

      “My kids always put their phones on silent,” I said.

      “I’ll check out the rest of the house. Hang up when it goes to voicemail and call again.”

      I waited in the kitchen, but not patiently. I redialed three times, checked out the refrigerator—no insulin, no leftovers, no takeout, and lots of green vegetables and juice.

      Did he become a vegetarian? Had he always been a vegetarian? I cringed at the memory of bringing the soccer team pepperoni rolls and jerky for snacks.

      Next to the fridge, I opened the pantry and found mac-n-cheese, DexTabs for his diabetes, ramen noodles with chicken or shrimp, and a large jar of peanut butter.

      Tom came around the corner. “What are you doing?” His commanding cop-voice made my insides curl tight.

      I closed the pantry door. Guilt and embarrassment heated my face. “I’m being curious.” Although some people thought my curiosity bordered on meddling and prying.

      “Yeah. And what did you find out?” His tone softened.

      “That either he eats better than I do, or he only likes to make three things. Did you find his phone?” I turned my back to the living room, away from Oscar’s corpse.

      “No. But I’ll search his clothes when the coroner gets here, and then his car. Tell me what happened when you got here.”

      “I knocked, nobody answered. I came around to the back door and used my key. He didn’t respond when I called out. I stepped into the kitchen and saw him, sitting in the chair. I knew something was off. I called 911.”

      “Did you touch anything?” Tom raised an eyebrow making me want to confess.

      “Just now. Sorry, I forgot. I looked in his fridge and pantry. I also tried to take his pulse, but he was so cold…” I shuddered. Inhaled slowly. Contained the crazy. “I know he’s a diabetic, but he’s so careful. He has an insulin pump, too. He’s had it for years.”

      “Did he have any enemies?” Tom asked, his voice professional.

      “Not that I knew of.”

      Tom’s eyebrow twitched. “Girlfriend? Ex-girlfriend?”

      My eyes snapped wide. I thought everyone knew about Oscar. “Tom, he’s gay. His parents kicked him out when he turned eighteen. We offered him the cabin and helped him move in. We promised he could stay rent-free through college.”

      “I knew his parents kicked him out. I didn’t realize he was still living at the cabin.” Tom drawled. “I wasn’t sure you knew about him.” His lips firmed, the ends curling up, locking in anymore thoughts.

      “I understand.” Small towns were good for guarding secrets. “He dated a very nice man last year, but they broke up amicably when the guy moved to Ohio for a job. As far as I know, he hasn’t dated anyone seriously since.” Although, he wasn’t likely to tell me if he was dating someone new.

      “Ohio’s not that far. Do you remember his name?”

      “No, I called him Charlie Hunnam.”

      Tom’s brows knitted together. “Why?”

      “He looked like the actor, Charlie Hunnam.”

      Tom studied his hands. “When was the last time you saw Oscar alive?”

      That word stung. Alive. As in not dead. I held my breath and released it slowly, venting my heartache.

      “Saturday. Joe and I ran into him at the movies. He was alone, coming out of the bookstore.”

      “About his parents…” He looked at me, his eyes saddened to a muddy gray. “Did he still talk to them?”

      “He talked to his Mom, but not his Dad.” I hated they made Oscar feel worthless.

      “I guess I’ll call her.” He shot me a look like he wanted me to offer to make the call.

      I raised an eyebrow, suggesting he man-up.

      His shoulders slumped, and he looked around the room. “Anything seem out of place to you?”

      “Other than the cleanliness? No.”

      Tom leaned forward, interested.

      I needed to dial back the sarcasm, my go-to response to awkward or stressful situations. “I haven’t been out here in weeks, and truthfully, it was this clean then, too.”

      Tom cleared his throat and scanned the room. “You don’t have to stay, Charlie.”

      “What happens now?” I hated the idea of leaving Oscar. “Someone should stay with him.”

      “The coroner will bring him to the Medical Examiner for an autopsy. We’ll move forward from there.” He shifted his weight and his thick leather belt creaked. His hand scrubbed the back of his head. His discomfort seeped into the air, and I inhaled the bitter sorrow.

      Oscar was dead.

      Gone.

      My heart felt hollow, grieving for a young life that should have had a future, a young man my children’s age, gone. Oscar was dead.

      Tom stepped forward. “I’m sorry, Charlie.”

      I wasn’t sure if he meant that I’d found Oscar, or that Oscar died, or that I was now freaking out about my own children. He patted me awkwardly on the back until I gulped and the dam that had been holding my emotions in place crumbled.

      “Oh, hell.” Tom pulled me in for a hug, stuffing a kitchen towel in my face, I assumed, to prevent the transfer of snot. Tom was always one step ahead of most folks.

      I allowed myself sixty seconds of tears and then reeled myself in. It helped that I heard a vehicle drive up. It was a small town, and my hugging a man that was not my husband was better fodder than Mabel McClure writing bad checks at the Pass-n-Gas.

      “I’m okay.” I wiped my face with the towel. I folded it over, damp side in.

      “Do you want me to drive you home?”

      “No.”

      The knock on the back door announced the coroner.

      The idea of Oscar being treated like a body and not a boy was too much. “I’m going to go. Will you let me know what the coroner finds?”

      “You bet.”

      I stepped onto the gravel driveway and looked over at the McGuffin’s cabin. I may be myopic, but is he?
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      The classic car parked in front of the McGuffin’s looked shabby, and the assortment of food wrappers on the front seat indicated the owner didn’t take care of himself, either. Marabel, my friend and boss, told me Ray had taken an early retirement from the Air Force and moved into the cabin. But the idea of an Air Force officer sucking down a six pack of Dewey’s Chili Dogs was at odds with my Jethro Gibbs expectations. Although, Gibbs was NCIS, and fictional.

      His porch looked like it had been recently stained, and there were no cobwebs hanging from the outdoor lights. I rang his doorbell, feeling like a game show contestant pushing the button repetitively. I gave up and knocked. Not quite hard enough to wake the dead, because, as I’d just learned, I didn’t have that power.

      A manly growl, followed by a thump and an angry curse, came from behind the door. A surly voice called out, “Jesus, I’ll be right there.”

      “It’s not Jesus, but I wish I had that kind of mojo.” My sarcasm coping mechanism was in full power mode. I stepped back from the door.

      The door swung open and a barrel-chested man, tall, WWE wrestler-sized, rolled his dark brown eyes. The whites, surprisingly, were not bloodshot. I wondered if Dave Bautista’s and Orlando Bloom’s love child would look like him? He had a pirate-like air about him with the long hair, beard, and scowl. The sweatpants and bare feet, though. Ugh.

      He stared at me, dark eyes studying my face as if he were trying to place me. He wouldn’t. I met Joe in college and Ray had moved away before Joe and I settled here.

      I thrust my hand toward his torso. “Hi, I’m Charlotte Sanders.” I gave him my friendliest mom smile.

      He stepped back, mouth agape, his hand flailing downward as if to protect his family jewels. I grabbed it and shook.

      Did I look like this before I had coffee?  I kept shaking his hand.

      He stood, stupefied.

      My gaze dropped to his meaty paw.

      Finally, he withdrew his hand. “Sorry. No coffee.”

      “I understand.” I widened my mom smile.

      “I’m Ray McGuffin.”

      “I know.” Perhaps Ray had been gone from Forest Forks for so long he didn’t remember this was when he invited me in, offered me a drink, asked about Joe…

      “I don’t remember you.” He relaxed, took another step back and his eyes scanned me from my toes to eyes.

      He opened the door wider and I followed him inside, closing it behind me. The house was sparse but tidy. The kitchen had dirty dishes piled up in the sink, a coffee cup rimmed with fiery fuchsia lipstick sat on the counter. The color suited the pixie, Darla. Ray pulled a piece of paper from under the cup and stuffed it into his sweats pocket. He grabbed a clean cup from the cupboard, filled it and offered it to me.

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      I didn’t need coffee. I needed answers.

      He took a sip, eyeing me over the rim. “Charlotte Sanders. You married to Joe or Mike?”

      “Joe.”

      “You’re not from here.” While that was a common Southern curse, he didn’t say it like I’d just done something stupid. He did eye me like my lack of Forest Forks roots made me suspect.

      “No. California.”

      “Married a doctor and ended up moving to bum-f—” He looked up suddenly.

      I gave him my best mom glare.

      He paled, slightly.

      Nice to know, even as an empty-nester, I still had it. I got to the point. “I’m here to ask if you heard anything the other night. Did you notice if anyone visited Oscar?”

      “Oscar?”

      I nodded my head slowly and motioned toward our cabin. “Your neighbor,” I added helpfully.

      He shook his head. “Uh, no. I didn’t see anyone.” He walked to his dining room and pushed the curtain out of the way. I knew he saw Tom’s cruiser. “What’s going on?”

      “He’s dead, maybe for a day.”

      Dead and nobody noticed.

      Ray turned, his pirate-self morphed into just a nice guy. “Oh, I’m sorry.” He took a swig of coffee.

      I held my breath. I was sorry, too. It wasn’t fair.

      “Let me think…” He rubbed his head.

      Maybe he could massage the memory into his brain, but I doubted it. I’d have better luck asking Darla.

      “Do you have Darla’s number?  She might remember.” I gave him the stink-eye, slightly different from the mom glare. The mom glare made kids stop talking. The stink eye made them confess.

      “Darla?” he said.

      He didn’t seem to recognize the name. I spoke slowly, to ensure he understood I was about to lose my calm. “The woman who left your house this morning.” I raised an eyebrow. “And just so you know, her mother is Arlene Carries.” And from the cautious look he was giving me, I believed the rumors that he had biblical knowledge of Arlene. I might’ve transplanted here, but I knew the most interesting parts of the town’s history.

      “Yeah?” he said, scratching his chest with a pinched expression on his face.

      “Yeah. I think Darla’s about twenty. Didn’t you and Arlene date?” I paused for dramatic effect. “Back then?”

      “What?” Ray turned white and he rubbed his chest again.

      Based on the cholesterol and nitrate intake from the front seat of his car, he could be at risk for a heart attack. I should really stop taunting him. Except… Eww… He was dating women half his age, making them the same age as my kids. “Relax. You’re not her father, but based on your reaction, maybe you should focus on women thirty and up.”

      “She was legal and I didn’t coerce her.” He sipped his coffee, a weak stink eye focused on me.

      “No.” I hoped those weren’t the only two things he found attractive about Darla. “But here’s the thing,” My voice was low and serious. “I have two daughters just about her age, and I want to skewer your testicles.”

      He sipped his coffee and adjusted his hips in order to protect said testicles.

      “You’re kind of violent,” he said like I just mentioned it was windy outside. Clearly, he was used to being threatened.

      “I’m having a bad day.” I didn’t want to discuss it further. I crossed my arms and tried again. “Darla’s number?”

      He pulled the note out of his pocket and read the phone number out loud. I saved the number into my phone contact list. “Thanks.”

      I turned and left him standing in the kitchen. Hopefully, Darla would be more helpful. I opened the front door.

      Tom stood on the other side, hand raised and ready to knock. “Charlie, what are you doing here?” He eyed me like he’d caught me spray painting the side of the house or something.

      “I wanted to know if he heard anything.” Okay, maybe I was a bit of a meddler.

      Tom gave me his dead-eye cop gaze to which I responded with my I-changed-your-diapers glare, which of course I hadn’t, but sometimes it worked.

      The sound of a buffalo lumbering toward me announced Ray’s presence. “Hey, man, how’s it going?”

      Tom grinned, the lines around his eyes softened. “Good. You look like hell.” He stepped inside and around me.

      “I feel like hell,” Ray agreed.

      The two men did that back-clapping greeting that often reminded me of two rams sizing each other up under the guise of just playing around.

      “You should. Seriously? The sheriff’s niece?” Tom sounded affable but the weight of his statement appeared to strike Ray.

      He stepped back and glanced from me to Tom. “You know, I have to pick from a new pool.”

      Tom’s shoulders hitched up. “Maybe you ought to slow down or move out of the kiddie pool. The water’s nice in the deep end.”

      Ray stood a little taller and sucked in his gut. “I can’t help it if  “Are you kidding me, right now?” Ray crossed his arms over his chest. His empty coffee cup hung from his first finger. His line-backer-sized hands dwarfed the cup.

      “I’m trying to establish a timeline. I’m going to assume that even though you’re retired military police, you’re still a reliable witness. If you say you didn’t see anything, I believe you. However, if you weren’t home last night, I’d like to know.” Tom used his friendly Boy Scout Leader tone.

      “Yeah. Right. Sorry. I left around nine, got home around one. His car was parked there the whole time. Lights flickering like he was watching TV.”

      “Notice anything in the last forty-eight hours? Anyone coming or going?” Tom asked Ray.

      “No.”

      “Okay. I’m gonna talk to Darla. Is that going to be a problem?”

      Ray narrowed his eyes. “Why would it be a problem?”

      “Just asking.” Tom gave him a chin nod. “See you later, Ray.” He turned to me. “Charlie, you sure you don’t want a ride?”

      “No thanks, Tom.”

      Tom’s arms widened to shepherd me out, and I turned to leave. He herded me all the way to my car.

      “Charlie, he’s telling the truth. He’d have noticed anyone coming and going.”

      “You’re friends?” I asked.

      “Since T-Ball.”

      That made Ray forty-two years old. I thought his Dad looked young, but assumed he’d taken advantage of Sunnyview’s promotion giving new residents a free lifetime membership at the local golf course. A lot of empty-nesters moved into the condos and townhomes. His mom’s dementia put her on the assisted-living side, giving her freedom to enjoy the amenities with the safety of supervision.

      “Ray joined the Air Force right after graduation?” I asked.

      “Yeah. He wanted to see the world. We lost touch after high school. Ray’s not one to write Christmas cards.”

      “Just like Drew and Oscar,” I mused.

      Tom leaned over and opened my car door. “I didn’t think Ray would come back, but I’m pretty sure his sister threatened to move his mother closer to him.”

      “She moved in last month.” I’d met Jenny McGuffin. She could be cantankerous at times.

      “Yeah.” Tom rubbed the back of his neck and winced. “His mom didn’t want to go. It took three officers, Ray, and the priest before she finally got out of the car. She’s not, uh, doing well,” Tom said, using small-town lingo for dementia.

      I slid into the car, knowing the conversation was over. People didn’t talk about dementia. Dating, babies, even constipation were acceptable subjects, but not losing your still-living family member.

      “I’ll call you later,” Tom said with his hand on my door, eyeing my seat buckle.

      “Thank you.” I buckled my seatbelt.

      He closed the door, stood back, and watched me drive away. I knew he was going back into Oscar’s but waited until I was out of sight. He was a good man.

      I drove home on autopilot. Once there, I resisted the urge to call Darla, proving to myself that I was not a meddler, just concerned. I’d wait until I heard back from Tom. I wanted to settle onto my couch, pull a fuzzy blanket over my head and disappear for a few days.

      Instead, I texted Joe, and my kids, Drew, Ann, and Jessica: Call me when you can.

      I called Tyler Rigby’s office next and left a message on the voice mail. “It’s Charlie. Oscar is not going to make it to work. Call me when you get a chance.” It didn’t feel right to tell them he was dead in a voice mail.

      My phone rang immediately, but it was Marabel from work, proving small-town gossip was faster than broadband internet. “Charlie, I’m so sorry. I heard about Oscar.”

      I swallowed, but the lump in my throat was immovable. “Thanks.”

      “Look, I’m going to have a float cover your shifts this week. Let me know if you need more time, okay?”

      I didn’t want to relive the moment of finding Oscar dead over and over again, and I knew I’d be asked a thousand times. The lump broke free, an awkward hiccup stumbled forth. “Thanks.”

      “Call me if you want to talk or need anything.” Marabel’s soothing tone reminded me why she made such an excellent supervisor and amazing friend.

      “I will.” I hung up, not wanting to stay on the phone, not wanting to think about Oscar, not wanting to believe.

      I dusted and vacuumed the entire house waiting for Polly to call me back.

      But instead, Tyler Rigby himself called after lunch. “Hey, Charlie, I heard about Oscar. What happened?” His normally harried voice was hushed and somber.

      “I don’t know. I’d like to find out. Did Oscar seem different lately?”

      “No.” Tyler sounded surprised.

      “Do you know if he was seeing anyone new?” I asked.

      “We didn’t get personal, Charlie. It’s professional and confidential here. We talked about the clients and that’s all.” And we were back to the harried, annoying voice of Tyler.

      “Oh, okay.” I was pretty sure there was a dig at me in his comment. I was surprised Oscar hadn’t been able to get Tyler to warm up. Everyone loved Oscar. “If you think of anything, will you call the police?”

      “Of course. They’re not thinking he was murdered, are they?” His tone went from annoyed to curious.

      No, but I am.

      “Well, he’s a young, healthy guy,” I said. Was…not is.

      “He had diabetes.” Tyler’s voice was flat, giving nothing away.

      “But he was managing it.” At least he had when the boys were on the soccer team together. Why would he change that habit?

      “Still, he wasn’t what I’d call healthy. Besides, who would kill him?” Now he sounded like Joe, when I got curious about the strange cars in Stephanie Wilson’s driveway and Joe wished I’d stop asking questions.

      Who would kill Oscar?

      “Um, maybe one of your clients?” I slid out the comment, with just a touch of honey in my voice. I might not be from the South, but I could channel Southern hospitality when necessary.

      An unnatural pause was followed by a clicking. A pen against a table, fingernails tapping?  “Charlie, none of my clients would hurt Oscar.” Tyler’s clipped tone snipped at my ears. “I know you were close, but I do family law. I doubt someone arguing over a will would take it out on the secretary. They’d kill their family member first.”

      “Oh. That’s just awful.” Wait—was that a crack against Oscar’s family or my own, or families in general? I’d angered Tyler and couldn’t let that fester. “I’m sorry, I’m just so stunned. He was so young and sweet. If you remember anything strange, please call the police.”

      “I will.” He disconnected the call.

      I set my phone down and stared at it. Tyler wasn’t a normal guy, but then in a small town, you tended to know everyone’s quirks. Tyler’s weren’t any quirkier than most.

      Still, I felt unsettled.

      I closed my eyes and tried to think if anyone had been near Oscar outside of the bookstore. Honestly, since Drew went away to college the boys had drifted apart and I wasn’t certain I really knew him anymore. Who would he tell his secrets to?

      Not his parents. Not me. Not his workmates. I didn’t know who his friends at school were.

      How well did I really know Oscar?
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      The girls were shocked and sad when I told them about Oscar, but Drew’s reaction was different.

      “That’s weird. Last week Oscar posted an Instagram story about someone following him home from the gym. It was dark and all he could tell was it was a big truck or SUV with one light brighter than the other. It tailed him all the way out to the cabin, but didn’t turn down the road. He joked if he turned up dead…”

      “Is the story still up? Can I show it to the police?”

      “No, Mom. It disappears after 24 hours,” Drew explained patiently.

      “But you saw it and could tell the police about it.” Excitement bubbled in my gut.

      “I guess. Why? Do you think he was murdered?” Drew sounded skeptical.

      “I don’t know. He’s having an autopsy now.” That sounded strange, like Oscar was shaving an outpatient surgery and everything would be fine. “Do you know if Oscar was involved with someone? Could it have been an old boyfriend stalking him?”

      “No, I don’t think so. He hasn’t dated anyone since Charlie Hunnam. Man, I should probably text him.”

      “You should. What’s his real name?”

      “Kevin Thomas.” Drew grunted softly. “Nobody would want to murder Oscar.” Drew’s voice grew thin.

      “I know.” A wave of grief washed over me. “Tom promised he’d call me when the medical examiner is done.” Would his mother make funeral arrangements?

      Tom never called. Or maybe I had trouble with patience. Regardless, I drove over to the Sheriff’s office with a batch of snickerdoodles on Wednesday. Tom’s weakness for cinnamon and sugar was well known among the soccer moms.

      He ushered me into his office before the staff caught the scent of fresh baked goodies. “Charlie, it’s only been two days.”

      “I was hoping you’d heard something?” I placed the plate of cookies on top of the newspaper. My phone call to Darla earlier revealed she hadn’t seen or heard anything.

      “Let me get you a cup of coffee and I’ll look up the ME’s, I mean the medical examiner’s report.”

      “Thanks, Tom.”

      He returned a moment later with a paper cup of brown liquid, the scent of burnt plastic preceded the bitter taste and scalding. I made a mental note to drop off some real coffee to the Sheriff’s Department for Christmas.

      He sat at his desk, stuffed a cookie in his mouth and hummed his delight. He finger-pecked his computer, read the screen, swallowed, and his jaw hardened. Steel-blue eyes hit me with compassion. “Charlie, the ME pronounced Oscar’s death as accidental.”

      Tom’s words fell into my hollow gut. It didn’t make sense. I slumped in the chair. My heart thumped, the beats slowing as the words sank in. My skin felt tight across my hands, and I wrapped my frozen fingertips around my third coffee cup of the morning. The heat refused to leech out and warm my hands.

      “Accidental? How could he accidentally die, while sitting in a chair?” I didn’t hide the scorn or skepticism from my voice. “Ray mentioned he’d seen the TV lights flickering but the TV was off when I arrived. Who turned off the TV? Or if he put a sleep timer on and fell asleep why were his eyes open?”

      Tom’s eyebrows rose to the you’re-annoying-me height. “It was an insulin overdose. Who knows? Maybe he put too much in that day, or the pump malfunctioned.” His voice was calm, steady, and definitely pushing to end the conversation.

      I wasn’t having it. “Wait, could his pump have malfunctioned? Are they at least checking into that?”

      A vein popped out on Tom’s forehead. I’d pushed him too far. He took a breath, gave me his cop-stare. “The ME is examining his pump, but the cause of death was related to his insulin levels.”

      I leaned back in the chair and scrubbed my eyes. I probably looked like I was going to lose it. I wasn’t sure if my emotional response was menopausal or depression or grief, but since I’d found Oscar, I cried more than should be humanly possible. My tear ducts were probably swollen from overuse.

      “Tom, Drew mentioned that Oscar thought a car followed him home last week. He’d posted a story on Instagram about it.” The boys still followed each other on social media, which I realized was how I knew most details about Oscar’s life this last year.

      Tom leaned forward. “Drew did? What kind of car? Any idea who’d follow him?”

      I shook my head. “A dark truck or SUV, one headlight brighter than the other. We don’t know who or why. But I did get his ex-boyfriend’s name, Kevin Thomas.”

      “I already interviewed him. He’s a good kid, no motive and a rock-solid alibi.” Tom stood. “I know it’s hard, Charlie. Just so you know, his mom,” he looked like he swallowed a kiwi covered in toe fungus, “said the county can take care of Oscar’s burial.” He frowned. “Unless you’d like to…”

      “I’ll call Chandler Mortuary,” I said. “It’ll be in the newspaper.”

      “Thank you. I liked Oscar.” The finality of his tone triggered my standing. He’d fulfilled his promise and didn’t want to chat.

      I walked with him to the door. “If the ME finds out anything about the pump, will you let me know?” I sounded desperate.

      Tom shook his head. “No, Charlie, accidental deaths don’t get investigated. If it’s a pump malfunction, that’ll be up to his legal next of kin to pursue.” He squeezed my shoulder. “I know you and Joe helped him, but legally his parents are entitled to his estate. They’ve already come by to get his car. You might want to pack up his things and bring them to their house before his dad helps himself. I’m sure his mom would appreciate it.”

      “Of course,” I lied. Oscar’s mom hated me. She hadn’t taken kindly to my interference when Oscar announced his sexual preference. After she’d kicked him out, she assumed he’d change his ways and agree to “go straight” so he could live under the family roof. Instead, we’d given him a place to live. Margarita Robles was not happy when he moved into our cabin and continued on his “path to hell,” as she referred to it.

      Tom pushed the door open. “Bye, Charlie.”

      I walked to my car. Since Marabel rearranged my schedule, I had time to check out the cabin and figure out how many boxes I’d need to pack up Oscar’s things.

      Look for clues.

      I didn’t believe he’d accidentally overdosed.

      But I didn’t want to sound paranoid, either. It wasn’t like Forest Forks was the kind of town where hate crimes happened. Although, maybe they did and were also classified as accidental deaths.

      If it was murder, and I was touching things, would that ruin the investigation?

      I mean I could plant evidence. Which meant I needed a corroborating witness. Which meant I needed to bring someone with me.

      Somehow, my list of useful friends was narrowed by the task. I wasn’t even sure how I would ask someone to accompany me to clean out Oscar’s place while looking for evidence of his murder. I could only imagine the gossip that would start. But…

      Ray McGuffin was a retired military police detective and neighbor. I could ask him to help me go through the cabin. Maybe suggest I was distraught at going back into the cabin by myself this first time. Most neighbors would be willing to help. But, this was Ray. A man who proved to be more adolescent than adult.

      Which meant I needed a bribe.

      I stopped off at There’s Nothing Batter Bakery, and picked up their Brunch Special, an assortment of Danishes, donuts, and cheese biscuits.

      I parked in our cabin’s now empty driveway. A green SUV was parked behind Ray’s car in his driveway. I considered asking my daughter, Ann, how normal was it to have a sleep over after casual sex? Although, she’d probably freak out and I could Google it. I opened the browser on my phone and paused. Ray’s door opened and a blonde stepped out. She was young, cute, and nothing like the previous gal. She blew him a kiss and climbed into her SUV.

      Ray waved to the blonde driving away. He stood in the doorway in a pair of sweats, no shirt or shoes. He caught my eye, and quickly closed the door.

      Well, heck.

      I waited until the dust on the road settled then crossed the grassy strip between the two cabins and knocked on Ray’s back door.

      “I come in peace, and I brought Danishes.” I held up the bag in the window, my other hand clutched around my travel mug of coffee. My last coffee, I promised myself, because my heart was tripping in my chest and my hands trembled.

      The door opened and a very suspicious Ray eyed the white paper bag in my hand. “You should’ve started with Danishes.” He held his hand out, fingers wriggling, begging for the bag.

      I handed it to him. He still reminded me of a pirate, it could be the dark sweats and no shirt. Seriously. The man should dress more. It was almost winter for crying-out-loud. I followed him through his living room into the kitchen. “I’ll take the lemon-filled if you don’t mind.”

      He looked at me, one eye squinting the other wide-eyed. “Why would you ruin a perfectly good piece of fried dough and sugar with fruit?”

      “I like to pretend it’s a fruit salad, inside a crouton,” I snarked. Okay, I needed to slow down on the coffee.

      He looked at my hips, which admittedly had begun a middle age spread and nothing like the freshman fifteen that he was used to dating. I waited for his snappy retort.

      He shrugged. “Whatever works to get you through the day, sweetheart.”

      “Weak. I can’t believe girls find you charming.”

      “Yeah? Me neither,” he said affably. He pulled out two plates and set the bag down on the counter.

      Two cups were on the counter, one with a red shade of lipstick, very different than Darla’s.

      “Aren’t you worried about running out of girls? You’re going through them very quickly. It’s a small town, after all,” I said.

      “I’ll commute to Lexington.” His tone ended that topic.

      The commute would be about three hours, but maybe crossing state lines would be best.

      “Now, why have you brought me Danishes, because it isn’t to discuss my love life.”

      “First of all, you have a sex life, not a love life.” I pulled the lemon filled pastry out and bit, ignoring his scowl. “Second, I was going to ask you for a favor.”

      “Lady, you really aren’t good with people, are you? You should wait until after I’ve done the favor to insult me.”

      Lady? “It’s Charlie. And I’m wonderful with people. Everybody likes me. Besides, I believe in being honest with people.”

      “Spare me the honesty, unless I ask for it. You’re worse than my sister.” He rifled through the bag and pulled out an old-fashioned cake. “What’s the favor?”

      “They ruled Oscar’s death as accidental.”

      “So?” His lack of interest spurred me on.

      “I’m supposed to clean out the place and pack up his things, but I’m worried I might…”

      He eyed me, waited a beat, and said, “Ruin the evidence?”

      “Yes.” The word came out on a gust, and I leaned forward. “I’d
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