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CHAPTER ONE

 


"How about Tess and Ed's Country
Garage?"

Aunt Edna and I exchanged a look before
focusing again on the speaker. He was a fastidious little man,
complete with a fussy bowtie, who looked wholly out of place
sitting at our kitchen table. And things were about to get even
more uncomfortable for him.

I sat back and smirked, pulling my long
chestnut braid forward and fiddling with it while I waited for the
coming fireworks. Disrespecting my aunt Edna was a move no one in
our small town would ever think of making unless they had a death
wish. But of course, this dead man walking wasn't from New
Oslo.

"No one calls me Ed." Aunt Edna's pale blue
eyes flashed a warning as they narrowed at the man, Arthur Meyer,
the producer of the cable TV show, Picks with Ricks. "No one
who wants to live."

"Ah, ha-ha. Well, it's like us calling both
of our actors Rick," said Arthur, waving a hand. "It's all image
for a viewer. And the title is amazing, like Romy and Michelle's
High School Reunion," he added.

His young assistant, Irma Martinez, rolled
her eyes.

"I told you I don't watch a lot of TV," said
Aunt Edna. She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, her
lips in a thin line.

"It was a movie," I said at the same time as
Irma. We shared a smile. I liked the young film student. It wasn't
her fault she thought an internship with this self-proclaimed
Hollywood heavyweight would actually help her career. It was
supremely unfortunate the man was not only full of hot air but also
didn't pay her a dime.

"A movie I was on the directorial crew of,"
Arthur said, puffing up.

Irma rolled her eyes again. I had researched
the producer before we had agreed to them filming here, so I knew
what Irma did—that he was an assistant to the assistant set
director's assistant, or something like that. It probably meant he
was the coffee boy.

"I'm not interested in our own show," said
Aunt Edna. She glanced up and out the window toward our old garage,
where the two "Ricks" were poking through piles of old stuff in
hopes of finding something worth screen time. "We already have a
job. We fix cars. I just want to sell some of this old junk." She
shook her head and blew out a breath. "Maybe this was a mistake,"
she murmured.

I intervened before Aunt Edna canceled the
whole deal. "Why don't we go check and see how it's going out
there?" I pushed back my chair and stood, signaling the coffee
break was over. Aunt Edna and Irma stood too.

"I'll wait in here." Arthur folded his
manicured hands neatly on the table and looked up at us.

"No, you won't stay in my house
unchaperoned." Aunt Edna glared at the man.

Irma's eyes flew wide and her mouth formed
an O. Arthur's eyes narrowed. "What, do you think I'll rob you or
something? I'm a professional, ma'am."

"So am I, and you called me Ed." Aunt Edna
pointed at the back door. "Out."

Yikes.

At least he had the sense to realize he
wasn't going to win a fight with Aunt Edna. He stood as if to
challenge her, sized her up (she was nearly six inches taller), but
then meekly followed us out.

I raised an eyebrow at Aunt Edna, but she
just glowered at me.

We clambered back into the boots and coats
we'd hung to dry on the back porch. It was cold, as Novembers in
northern Idaho tended to be. It had already snowed a few times
since the beginning of October, but we had gotten a break and a
little rise in temperature for the last few days, but that break
seemed to be over now.

Out in the garage though, the two Ricks had
shed their coats and were digging away at our room full of vintage
tools, signs, and unknown minutiae. The first of the two Ricks,
Chick Richardson, was dusty and dirty, holding up a nondescript
piece of metal as we entered. Tall and lean, the
fifty-something-year-old was an expert on American antiques. It was
his store that bought forgotten and undervalued antiques and where
he resold them for a pretty penny. We hadn't gotten to the origin
of his preferred name of "Chick," though it was safe to assume it
was to differentiate it from his surname. As Aunt Edna would say,
his parents either hated him or had a real strange sense of humor
to name him Richard Richardson. Not that it mattered, as he was
Rick for the show's title, which left his surname out of it.

The other "Rick" was his business partner,
Richelle Rainwater, or Ricki. A woman of Indigenous descent, with
streaks of purple in her hair and multiple tattoos, she was
probably in her forties, like me. She held a clipboard, her cell
phone in front of her, busily poking away at its screen, presumably
looking for a comparative item, or maybe trying to identify what
her co-host was holding. She was the true star of the show, quick
witted and quirky. While Chick was interesting, Ricki was fun.

The cameraman leaned lazily against the
wall, his camera dangling from his hand. Lucas Mortenson was in his
thirties, if not forties, and I suspected he was involved with or
actively pursuing Irma. He gave her a wink when we came in, making
her blush. He was the type who looked really good in his worn-out
jeans, unlike his boss.

Arthur's jeans, I imagine a concession to
being "out in the country," had creases from careful ironing.

Irma moved to stand behind me. Maybe I had
been wrong about their involvement?

"Edna, Tessa, this is a treasure trove!"
Chick moved toward us, giving Lucas a signal to film. Once Lucas
had raised the camera, Chick continued. "Do you know what this
is?"

Aunt Edna and I stepped forward to inspect
the metal object, shaped like a smaller version of an old milk
cannister. "Well," said Aunt Edna, "my father was a mechanic too,
but I don't recognize it from his days. Some of this stuff was here
when we got here, left by the family before us. Which makes it
old-old."

"Any idea what those folks did?" Chick
turned the piece over in his hands.

"No. Maybe…railroad. Or at least liked
collecting railroad stuff." I held out my hand for the item, and
Chick gave it to me. "Could this be part of a signal sign for a
train?"

"Ding, ding, ding!" Chick laughed. "Give
that gal the prize! Very good, Tessa. It's a part of a semaphore
signal system from the late 1800s." He went on to explain the piece
was part of a bigger item, most of which he had already found in
the back of the garage. "If I can find all the pieces and
reassemble it, you're golden. I'd offer $1500 for it."

"Daay-aang!" Aunt Edna remembered the camera
was on and switched her exclamation midpoint to one that would not
have to be beeped.

After the laughter stopped, Chick made a
cut-off gesture, and Lucas lowered his camera again.

"I'll do a little history of railroad
signaling, and you can record it as a voiceover bit tonight," Ricki
told Chick, pulling out her clipboard and scribbling on it.
"Post-production can find some images."

"Ahem."

Everyone turned to look at Arthur.

"As I have told you on many occasions, Miss
Rainwater, I am the one to choose the items that are to be expanded
on for research and narration purposes." Arthur attempted to cross
his arms, but his overly puffy coat denied him the stern body
language. He let them fall to his sides instead.

Ricki gave him a bored stare. "Okay, Artie.
Is it okay with you that I research train signaling
components for narration to go along with this amazing piece of
history Mr. Richardson is holding?" She managed to sound respectful
and completely scathing at the same time.

This was not the first time Aunt Edna and I
had heard this argument amongst the crew. It was only their second
day filming, but they had been here four days for preliminary
work.

Arthur stuck his nose in the air. "Let me
see the piece." He held out a hand before adding, "And
again, please don't call me Artie."

Chick shot Ricki an exasperated look as he
handed the object to Arthur, who immediately almost dropped it due
to its unexpected weight.

Aunt Edna mumbled something under her breath
that sounded like, "Artie it is, then, if you want to call me
Ed."

Arthur didn't hear her as he fumbled with
the component, turning it this way and that, squinting at it. "I
don't see it."

"Well, for starters, you're holding it
upside down. Two, like I said, it's not complete. There are missing
pieces." Chick leaned against the shelf and crossed his arms,
making no move to take the piece back.

Ricki held up her phone with an image of the
signal system. I could see easily where the component fit in the
picture.

Arthur shook his head. "I don't see it. That
looks nothing like this piece of junk."

Chick blew out a breath and studied the
rafters.

Ricki shook her head. "Just because you
don't understand the item doesn't mean it's not of value, Artie."
Ricki set her phone back on the clipboard. "Viewers consistently
say they like hearing the history of obscure items and learning
something new. They don't want to see the same Pepsi sign or
antique telephone over and over."

Arthur grimaced at the weight of the item.
"But there's no reason to do a segment on it if it's an incomplete
artifact."

Chick snorted at incomplete artifact.
"You'd be surprised what people will pay top dollar for, Artie," he
said then pointed up at the rafters. "Besides, I've spotted an
important component I think finishes it out."

I glanced up, and sure enough, a long red
and white–striped board was tucked into the garage rafters. "I've
never even noticed that before!" I brought my eyes back down just
in time to see Aunt Edna catch the signal component as Arthur began
to drop it.

She hefted it like it weighed nothing.
"Watch out there, Artie. That's my money you're dropping
there."


CHAPTER TWO

 


Several hours later, I sat with Aunt Edna
and the rest of the crew at the dining room table, having a homey
lunch of sandwiches, chips, and sodas. Arthur had disappeared
shortly after the train signal component episode, saying he needed
to make some important calls, leaving the rest of the morning to
run smoothly.

His assistant Irma stayed behind and was now
eating at the kitchen table with my niece, Summer, talking about
whatever twenty-year-olds these days talk about.

"So is that little man always such a pain?"
Aunt Edna was never one to mince words.

Chick chuckled. "Yes, he sure is. He is the
embodiment of the reason we would prefer to produce the show
ourselves. He knows nothing about history, but we had to accept him
in order to get the gig. He's an LA guy, you know." He gestured
with his chin to Lucas, the cameraman. "No offense."

"Hey, man, don't lump me in with that guy."
Lucas shook his head. "Don't judge me by a zip code. Besides," he
said, popping a chip into his mouth. "I'm from Encino."

"Potato, Potahto." Aunt Edna stopped to take
a drink. "When he suggested I use a man's name, I just about lost
my mind. I've spent my entire adult existence proving myself as a
woman in a male occupation." She used her fingers to air
quote. "I'm not about to give in now."

Ricki nodded vigorously. "I totally get it.
I do use a sort of male name, but he suggested I change my last
name for the show. I'm not sure why exactly he suggested it, but
being an Indigenous person…well, it was a big no." She shook her
head.

Aunt Edna nodded. "That's insulting."

"Yes, it is. I love my identity and don't
need some little man telling me not to be me."

"Well," said Chick, raising his hands. "I
apologize on behalf of men." Smiling, he turned to me. "You must've
caught some flack for being in the military."

"Yes, sure. Even from my boyfriend at the
time when I enlisted." I nodded to Aunt Edna. "But did you know
Aunt Edna was in the military too? She was a WAC in Vietnam."

Chick nodded. "Women's Army Corps, yes. And
we need to talk about military memorabilia." He winked at Aunt
Edna, who beamed back at him like a girl in love.

"So much history here in this family and on
this homestead," said Ricki. "Did you know there was a murder here
in 1901?"

"What?" Aunt Edna and I cried in
unison.

"Yes. An orphaned girl who had been taken in
by the family living here before yours. She was murdered, right in
this house, and a young Nez Perce man was hanged for the crime."
She shook her head sadly. "But who knows if he actually did
it."

"I wonder if she's in the picture we have of
the family who built the house," I mused.

"Can I see it?" Ricki asked.

"Sure," I said, getting out of my chair.
"It's on the wall in the stairway."

I led everyone to the stairs, where photos
were hung staggered with each step. These pictures were perhaps my
favorite thing in the house. I went up one step at a time,
describing each picture, with Lucas following and filming our
progress, while Summer and Irma followed behind.

"This is the HOG, or the Harridan Old
General Store. This photo is from the 1890s, and this one," I said,
gently touching the left half of the photo display, "was sometime
in the 1930s. My great-grandparents built the store in the early
1900s, and later, the garage."

Aunt Edna had learned about engines from her
father and grandfather there, and in turn, I learned from her. It
hurt us to the core when the garage was burned down by an arsonist
last year.

Chick whistled. "Those are some awesome
signs on the siding."

"Too bad they were all destroyed, along with
the businesses, of course." Aunt Edna shook her head sadly. "One
night to destroy a town institution and my family's legacy."

We paused for a respectful moment of silence
then moved on.

"Oh my goodness, is that you?" Chick asked,
peering at a photo of a young Aunt Edna holding a certificate of
completion of a mechanics course.

Aunt Edna blushed. "In the beginning, a lot
of the old timers refused to let me work on their cars, even after
I went and got that."

"Even though she'd been working in the
garage as soon as she could lift a wrench." I scowled at the
unseen, insulting people. "But now she's the go-to gal for any
engine problem. Everyone in the county knows her." I beamed.

"And you now too," she said, giving my braid
a gentle tug.

"Who is this awesome chick?" exclaimed
Ricki, pointing at a photo of my grandma, Ethel Harridan. She
bounced on her toes as she spoke. "Don't tell me you had a Rosie
the Riveter in the family!"

Aunt Edna grinned. "Absolutely! That's my
mom. Her dad was an Army Colonel at Fort Riley, Kansas, and she
worked in one of the aircraft plants in Kansas City." She reached
up and touched her mother's face. "That's where she met my dad,
James, who brought her home to Idaho." She pointed at their wedding
photo the next step up.

Pictures continued the history of the
family, to include ones of me at my officer commissioning, my aunt
Edna and my mother as toddlers, wedding photos of my parents,
sister, and great-grandparents. One fun picture was of my
great-grandfather posing with a bear he shot. The black
bear—Jameson—now wore a monocle and newsboy hat as he stood guard
over our library. Chick and Ricki had already met (and offered to
buy) Jameson.

The last two pictures were why I had led
Chick and Ricki up the stairs and down memory lane.

"We don't really know anything about these.
This one, of course, is at the barn raising," I said, pointing at a
photo of a crowd of unknown people. They stood in front of the
freshly framed and unfinished barn, which still stood outside. "We
think this is the family who built the house." A family of five
stood in front of the American Foursquare house we were in now,
their faces impassive and unemotional: a father, a mother, and
three teenagers—two girls and a boy.

"That must be her," said Ricki, tapping the
face of one of the girls who stood slightly apart from the others.
"She was an orphan who was brought into the house, probably forced
to work for them. I mean, everyone worked hard those days, but kids
who were 'adopted'…" She made air quotes. "Well, mostly by people
who were looking for cheap labor. They fared worse than most."

"That's so sad." I took a few steps up to
the landing to let the others study the photo too.

Chick glanced up into the hallway landing
and stared. "Okay, what is that?"

I turned to see what he was staring at and
laughed. "That's our hungry raccoon," I said, thinking he was
talking about a taxidermy raccoon holding a jar of Jif.

"No, this." He took the last few steps and
put his head close to a framed drawing above the long hall
table.

"Ah. My mother used to do what is best
called inventive taxidermy," Aunt Edna explained. "That was
her pride and joy, Bundeersquirrella. The head and ears of a bunny,
deer antlers, a squirrel's tail, and her shiny little ballgown and
crown."

"Why just a drawing?" Chick stepped aside so
Summer could show Irma. "Did Bundeersquirrella die…again?"

"You could say that. She was destroyed by a
vandal." Aunt Edna gave Summer's shoulder an affectionate rub. "My
sweet grandniece drew it in memorial."

Ricki was still studying the photo of the
family before ours, so I went and stood near her. "Do you know her
name?" I asked.

"I made a note of it somewhere," she said,
turning away and pointing to the door at the end of the hall. "Is
that the attic?"

Chick turned back to Aunt Edna. "Shall we
look at the barn while they check out the attic?"

We all agreed, and after Lucas finished
taking video of the photos by the stairs, he followed us up into
the attic while Chick, Aunt Edna, and the two younger women went
back downstairs.

We went up there so infrequently I had to
ram the door open with my shoulder. A small landing and then a
short flight of stairs led up into the attic. What we found up
there was a whole lot of nothing, as I had expected. A few boxes of
old linens, musty papers, a jumble of broken furniture, and some
old clothes. Ricki paid close attention to corners and nooks,
peeking in crannies I'd not even noticed to look for treasures. I
stood back and let her do her thing. I wasn’t a fan of spiders, and
that was likely all she'd find in there.

Lucas abandoned us after a few minutes in
favor of the barn, and ten minutes or so after he left, we
followed. As we descended to the first floor, I could hear my niece
Summer talking with Irma, the assistant to the show's producer.

"Well, watch your back, then," Summer
advised. "If you're not willing to speak up, just be really careful
to never be alone with him."

The girls hushed the minute they heard us
approaching, so other than a raised eyebrow to Summer, I said
nothing. She'd probably tell me later, so there was no need to
embarrass Irma. I'd dealt with plenty of creeps when I was active
duty to have a good idea what was going on with her. I just
wondered which was the creep.

Ricki and I folded ourselves into our coats
and boots and headed for the old barn.

The scene when we went in there was not what
I had expected.

Aunt Edna stood with her back to us,
brandishing a wrench at Chick while he smirked at her. Lucas was
over on our left, filming. Our entrance was surely recorded.

"Young man, I said no," Aunt Edna
said emphatically, shaking her wrench. "You had better drop the
subject before I tan your backside!"


CHAPTER THREE

 


"What's going on out here?" I edged toward
Aunt Edna and relieved her of her wrench. Last thing we needed was
a copycat murder of the one a year ago.

Chick held his hands up. "I've just been
expressing interest in purchasing the Studebaker your aunt has
here."

My hand flew to my mouth to cover a gasp.
Beside me, Lucas chuckled.

"Expressing interest?" Aunt Edna scoffed as
she turned to me. "More like pressuring me. I've said no, and he
keeps asking!" She pointed an accusing finger at him. "And he won't
believe me that it's not a Studebaker!"

If there was one inanimate object Aunt Edna
was fiercely protective of, it was the pile of random parts of a
1956 car she had been collecting for close to forty years.

I turned to Chick. "It's not a Studebaker.
It's a Packard Clipper."

He waved a hand that was holding a piece.
"Same thing."

Ricki was holding the hood ornament, a shiny
chrome doodad that looked remarkably like the Starship Enterprise
from Star Trek.

I put a hand on Aunt Edna's arm to keep her
from exploding. "The parts are for a 1956 Clipper, the last year
they made them before the Packard brand name was taken over by
Studebaker. Not the same thing." I held out a hand for the item he
was holding. It looked like a ship's steering wheel and belonged on
a Clipper's grill. "This alone should tell you it's a Clipper."

Chick's head seesawed back and forth to show
his doubt on the point.

"It's taken me forty years to collect what I
have. I'm not giving up on it now," Aunt Edna said more calmly as
she folded her arms across her chest.

"Okay. And what I am saying is that
together, we can probably help you find everything you need to
finish restoring it." Chick spread his hands in front of him. "We
can discuss it later, if you want. I definitely want the Mustang in
the auto garage though."

Our newly built pole barn had three bays for
working our restoration projects and one walled space we used as an
office and parts storage. In one of the bays was the red 1966 Ford
Mustang that was waiting for a buyer. The other two bays held an
awesome but engine-less 1971 Ford Thunderbird and an equally cool
1972 International Scout, each in different points in their
renovation timelines.

A moment of silence followed, broken by
Ricki this time. "Can we look up in the loft?" she asked.

Aunt Edna took a step back and waved a hand.
"Sure, of course."

Ricki handed over the hood ornament to Aunt
Edna before she, Chick, and Lucas all climbed the ladder to the
loft while Aunt Edna and I stayed on terra firma.

"Are you okay?" I asked my aunt, putting the
grill ornament back with the other parts. "You don't seem
particularly happy today."

Aunt Edna shrugged. "It's just weird having
people poke around in our things." She held up a hand. "Even if we
didn't know what those things are or what value they have."

I put an arm around her and gave a squeeze.
I followed her gaze to the rafters of the barn. "Not sure they'll
find anything interesting up there. We took most everything to the
Historical Society already."

"Well, everything that didn't look like
junk," Aunt Edna added. She reached up and tugged her knit cap
farther down over her ears, completely obscuring her spikey gray
pixie.

A moment later, she pulled one side back up
off an ear and aimed it at the barn loft. "Is someone arguing up
there?"

I tilted my own head to listen. Sure enough,
there were slightly raised voices, like when people argue in hushed
tones. One voice sounded more feminine though.

"Ricki?" I whispered to Aunt Edna. "But
who's she arguing with?"

Aunt Edna shrugged. The voices stopped, as
if they heard us.

A few moments later, the three appeared at
the top of the ladder and took turns making their way down.

"There's a few more nooks and crannies I'd
like to poke into," Chick said. "But it's a bit too dark to get
into it today. And a bit cold. I'd like to come back tomorrow." He
wiped his hands on the grimy blue bandana he kept in his back
pocket then stuffed it back in.

"Yes, of course," Aunt Edna said and
gestured to the rolling barn door. We all went out and walked
together back to the house, Aunt Edna still gripping the hood
ornament. "By the way, would you like a new cloth? Yours is pretty
dirty, and we ordered a stack as promotional items for our
business."

Back in the kitchen, Chick and Ricki washed
their hands in the kitchen while Aunt Edna fetched the box of
promotional bandanas to show them. Lucas went to the living room
where Summer and Irma were hanging out, watching videos on their
phones together.

When she got back to the kitchen, Aunt Edna
dropped the box on the table and pulled out one of the pieces of
folded cloth.

"It's like a Rosie the Riveter bandana, but
we swapped out the red with white polka dots to Army green with
black polka dots, to go with our military theme. Also hides motor
grease better than red and white, of course." Aunt Edna unwrapped
one of the bandanas and spread it out, pointing out our BOSS logo
before handing it to Chick.

"Love it! Call the Shecanics," he
read off the cloth. "Very cool."

"You can have it," Aunt Edna said. "You can
each have one if you want."

"Awesome," said Ricki. "I'll take them to
give the rest of the crew."

"Even Arthur?" chuckled Chick.

Aunt Edna's phone dinged with a text,
and she pulled it out of her jeans pocket to check.

"It's your mama," she told me. "She's ready
to start dinner and wanted to know what time we'd be over."

"We'll get out of y'alls hair, then," said
Ricki. "We got plenty of work to do on today's filming before we
come back." She looked around. "Where's Lucas got off to now?" Her
tone held more than a hint of exasperation.

Chick exchanged a look with her as he dried
his hands and jerked his chin toward the living room.

Ricki walked to the double-wide doorway of
the kitchen and leaned through. "Lucas. Irma. We're done for the
day." She turned back, shaking her head. When our eyes met and she
realized I was watching her, she gave a halfhearted laugh. "I bet
half the film he took today was of that girl. As usual."

"Ricki," said Chick but didn't say anything
else as the three from the other room walked in. It was peculiar
because his voice held a hint of a warning to it.

 


* * *

 


The next morning, as usual, I was up before
the sun. Almost two years out of the military, and my body still
hadn't acclimated to a civilian schedule. I wished I could sleep
in, but between habit and aching bones, lying in bed wasn't really
an option.

Not that my boxer dog, Vince, minded one
bit, because it was our together time. I pulled on my old running
shoes as he tap danced around me, his toenails making a racket on
the wooden floor. After I dressed warmly for our run, we headed
downstairs and out to the foyer to stretch. I strapped Vince into
his coat—boxers are basically naked on the inside of their legs and
on their undercarriage, so he needed it. Once the sky lightened
enough, I clipped a leash to his collar and we headed down the
front porch steps, tucking my phone into the pocket on my running
tights as I went. Vince knew the way and led me toward the barn, to
the trail we would run.

The cold air burned my nose and stung my
lungs, but it felt good to stretch my legs and get my blood
pumping. Trail running, at least on a trail as even and packed as
this one from decades of use, was kinder on my joints nowadays.

Despite being out in the country, I kept
Vince on the leash. He certainly preferred to be off, but ever
since having a close call with the bull moose, Magnus, I kept him
on leash. Wouldn't do to have my fur baby, my last connection to my
deceased fiancé, get hurt or worse.

Even if I was finally making progress moving
on from that heartache.

I could feel my pulse quicken even more than
it usually would when I thought about my new beau (as my mom would
say), Nick Hunt. He taught math at the local high school and was a
Veteran like me, but one who left a leg overseas. We were taking
our time with the relationship, and both of us were content with
that.

My parents' house came into view in the
distance as we broke out of the wooded section of the trail. To our
right side, the hill rose gently. In the growing season, it was a
farmer's field that usually hosted peas or soybeans. To the left,
down a slope with a creek at the bottom, the gravel road ran
parallel to the trail.

I did a double take when I glanced in that
direction. A red car was pulled over on the grassy side of the
road. Even from this distance, I could see and hear that it was
idling, exhaust rising in the cold air. It was unusual enough to
have a car pulled over on a rural road, but even more unusual that
it was idling. Most perplexing was that it looked very much like a
berry-red vintage Mustang…like the one in our restoration bay
number two.

"They must be lost," I said to Vince, who
looked up at me, his goofy face formed into a smile as he panted.
"But at least they have good taste in vehicles."

When the trail intersected my parents'
driveway, I headed up it. My father walked out onto the porch and
raised a hand of welcome, and after a moment, my mom joined
him.

"Good morning," I called as I slowed to a
walk.

"Good morning, sweetheart," my dad answered.
"Chilly out today, but the snow is holding off." He squinted up at
the sky. "Coming soon though." It had already snowed, last month in
October, so it was going to be a long winter, according to
them.

My parents loved talking about the
weather.

"It's surely too cold to be running," my mom
fussed at me. "Your lungs. It can't be good for your lungs!"

I smiled. If it wasn't one thing, it was
another. So I changed the subject. "There's a car back there,
pulled over."

They craned their necks but couldn't see it
from where they stood.

"Who is it?" my dad asked.

"I have no idea," I said. "It looks similar
to Aunt Edna's restored Mustang." I had worked on hundreds of cars
of local folks but couldn't remember another red 1960s Mustang.
"I'll go check it out on the way back, see if they need any
help."

We said our goodbyes, and Vince and I headed
back down the driveway, continuing all the way to the road instead
of branching off to the trail as I usually would. We took a left at
the main gravel road, running along the side where the gravel was
hardpacked by vehicles but before the softer pile where the
snowplow had scraped it into a mound during the last snow.

A few minutes later, we approached the front
of the idling car. The first thing I noticed was the exhaust rising
was not just from the back, but also from the area of the passenger
side door. A quick glance to the rear of the car showed me tubing
running from one of the exhaust pipes to the passenger side
window.

My blood froze in my veins. Heart sinking, I
stopped and peered inside.

The form of a person was behind the wheel. I
leaned closer to the window and gasped at a face seemingly looking
back at me. For a sickening moment, I thought he was calling out to
me with open eyes and mouth. But his skin was flushed a cherry
red—a sign of carbon monoxide poisoning from the car exhaust—and
his hands were zip tied to the steering wheel. Aunt Edna's steering
wheel, I mean, as once I got a closer look, I was 100% sure it was
the Mustang from our shop.

I looked back at his eyes. There was no
spark of life in his eyes. I had seen eyes like that before, both
during my time overseas and right here at home.

Lucas the cameraman was clearly dead.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


My best friend Freddie pulled her unmarked
Dodge Durango police cruiser up and parked twenty feet from where I
was sitting on the opposite bank from the idling car. Freddie,
being the local sheriff's deputy, was the first on the scene, but
probably because I texted her after calling 9-1-1.

The 9-1-1 operator, Roxanne, had sighed when
I told her I found a body. "Oh, honey. Again?"

After a cursory look at the occupant of the
car, Deputy Petunia Frederickson headed over to me. "Hey," Freddie
said, squatting down next to me. "Why don't you put Vince in the
cruiser. He looks a bit cold. You can sit in there too, if you
want." She chuckled as she reached forward and rubbed the boxer's
ears. "You're a little pup-sicle, aren't you?"

Taking advantage of my sitting position,
Vince, my 70-pound lap dog, was doing everything in his power to
balance his body on my lap. And it wasn't much lap, since I was
sitting on an incline.

Freddie smiled and gave Vince's collar a
tug. "Need some help?"

I nodded. After she got Vince off me, she
extended a hand to me and levered me up.

"Your mouth frozen too?" she asked, laughing
as she watched me rub my frozen behind. Then she sobered and turned
to look at the car. "Don't tell me… You are acquainted with the
guy?"

"Yeah, I know who it is. He was out at our
place yesterday. He's the cameraman for the show." I stomped my
feet to get some feeling in them, as well as to avoid looking her
in the face.

She pulled out a notebook. "Name?"

"Lucas something. It'll come to me. Just
give me a minute."

"And you didn't touch anything, right?"
Freddie squinted at the notebook a moment before shifting her eyes
to me.

I shot her a look. "According to Roxanne,
I'm the designated dead body finder around here. So no, didn't
touch anything. Didn't bother to open the door or turn the car off.
No point…" I gestured toward the obviously dead driver. "Tried not
to get too close to avoid leaving footprints."

Freddie glanced up at the sky. "'Bout to
snow, so that's going to be a moot point." She then looked behind
her at the car. "Yeah, pretty obvious he's dead. He's got the waxy
look. Odd place for a suicide though."

I looked down at Vince and tousled his cold
ears. He stared back at me with big brown eyes, clearly telling me
he was freezing. "His wrists are zip tied to the steering wheel.
And, by the way, that's Aunt Edna's restored Mustang."

Freddie blew out a breath. "Really. Well,
shoot. Okay, go have a seat in my vehicle. Sergeant White's pulling
up as we speak."

Freddie turned and walked back to the idling
car while I headed toward her vehicle.

Sergeant Bob White ambled in my direction
from where he'd parked behind Freddie.

"Hey Tessa. Heard you called this in," he
said as he pulled on his gloves.

"Yeah." I gestured toward my parent's house.
"I was on my usual running route when I saw the parked car. Came
down to see what was up."

"And found a dead guy." Sergeant White shook
his head. "Again. You've got some talent."

I gave him a daggery look. "Vince and I are
going to warm up in Freddie's car."

I opened the passenger side and coaxed Vince
up into her unmarked Dodge Durango then followed him in and gave
the door a mighty slam. Vince clambered back onto my lap, which was
fine by me. We'd be warmed up in no time with the heater blasting
the way it was, but the extra body heat and closeness was a
comfort.

Through the windshield, I watched Sergeant
White join Freddie. They peered through the driver's side window.
After a brief conference, Sergeant White returned to his car, and
Freddie made a call on her cell phone. By the time Sergeant White
was back with a camera, Freddie was done with the call. With
Sergeant White photographing every step, Freddie opened the car
door, checked the man for a pulse, and turned the ignition off.
While they waited for the exhaust to empty from the car, they
walked slowly around the vehicle, taking in every inch of it and
the ground. Freddie bent to put down little yellow markers in a few
places and, when they got to the rear of the car, squatted to look
at the tubing that ran from the right side exhaust pipe to the
passenger window.

My attention now on the tubing, my stomach
flipped. The tubing looked remarkably similar to what we used in
our garage to vent exhaust outside when Aunt Edna and I worked on a
car.

Oh, dang it.

I pulled out my phone and, with still-numb
fingers, poked out a text to Aunt Edna. Check garage for exhaust
vent and Mustang. Is it there? Try not to touch anything.

After a moment, Aunt Edna sent back a
question mark, the thinking emoji, and the thumbs-up.

While I waited for her answer, I focused my
attention back on the policemen. They were standing, staring at the
trunk of the car. In sync, they both bent and put an ear near the
trunk.

Then suddenly, they were scrabbling with the
back of the trunk before Sergeant White ran for his vehicle and
Freddie moved to the front of the car, where she peered inside like
she was looking for something.

I sat up straight, dislodging Vince, who
moaned. Then his attention was grabbed by the activity outside as
well and he sat up, his already-wrinkled brow furrowed.

Then Sergeant White returned with a crowbar,
and he and Freddie pried at the trunk.

I jumped out of Freddie's car, leaving Vince
inside. "Use the key!" I shouted, but just as I arrived, Sergeant
White's crowbar busted the trunk latch and the back sprang
open.

And Sergeant White lifted out a barely
conscious Irma Martinez.

"Irma!" I gasped as I watched them lay her
on the ground and check her over.

Freddie straightened. "Irma? Another
crewmember?"

"Producer's assistant. Irma Martinez. Is she
okay?" I leaned in but stayed back far enough to give them
room.

Freddie held up a finger while she said a
few codes through the radio, presumably ordering an ambulance.

Irma moaned and her head moved. Thank
goodness.

"How much does a trunk on a car like that
usually leak?" Freddie asked.

"No clue. But why the heck didn't you use
the key to open the trunk?"

Freddie stared at me then at Sergeant White.
"I guess I forgot that's how to open the trunk on an old car. I was
looking for a lever…" She pointed toward the driver's side then
raised her hands helplessly.

I slowly blew out a calming breath and shook
my head. "Also, before you ask, I've told Aunt Edna to check to see
if our exhaust vent is missing. As well as the car, of course."

Freddie raised her eyebrows and pointed at
the tubing. I nodded.

"I left my phone in the car. I'll go ch…" I
said as I turned. Then I stopped, staring at the trunk they had
just rescued Irma from. I stood still long enough that Freddie
looked back at me.

"What now?" she asked, and she turned to
look at what I was staring at. "What is all that trash?"

I started at her voice and rubbed a hand
down my face. "Yeah, it's definitely not our trash. But that is." I
put a hand to the back of my neck and tugged. Dang it.

It was one of our Army green and black
Shecanics cloths.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


When I got back to my phone, I had three
missed calls and several increasingly panicked texts from Aunt
Edna. I pushed Vince over and sat down before calling her back.

"What in the Sam Hill is going on?" Aunt
Edna shouted into my ear. "I went to check for the Mustang and the
exhaust vent, all super-spy-like like you told me. The Mustang
is gone! What is going on?"

"I know, Aunt Edna. I know." There wasn't
much way to calm her from here, so I tried to speak as soothingly
as possible. "During my run, I came across the car idling on the
side of the road with an exhaust vent running to the window. There
was someone inside, but he's dead. Then Freddie got here and found
someone else in the trunk."

Aunt Edna calmed considerably when she heard
about the dead man, but she was still frazzled enough to not ask me
who the people were.

I continued. "Has the crew shown up for
filming yet or messaged you?"

Aunt Edna made a sharp intake of breath.
"They sent a message saying they'd be delayed a little. Oh my. It's
not Chick in the car, is it?"

"No. It's the cameraman," I told her.

"Oh, that's a shame," she said. "He seemed
like a nice guy. Who was in the trunk?"

"Irma." I glanced up to see if I could tell
from here how she was doing. "I think she's conscious, not that her
brain won't be scrambled by the exhaust fumes."

"Why would Lucas do that? And why put Irma
in the trunk first?" She paused a moment, as if trying to decide
whether or not to say what I knew she was thinking. "And why steal
the Mustang if you're just going to off yourself?"

I didn't want to mention the zip ties. Until
Freddie verified, I could have made a mistake, and it wasn't my
place to bring it up. At least not yet.

Ten minutes later, just as the expected snow
began to fall, the site was transformed into a busy scene. Vince
and I watched through tiny snowflakes as the medical examiner
arrived, followed shortly by an ambulance and EMTs who administered
aid to Irma. The medical examiner stood to the side and waited for
the patient with the pulse to be carried off to the ambulance
before approaching her own pulseless one. Freddie had told me the
medical examiner once called her subjects the "patients with
patience."

And of course, with the influx of emergency
workers came the head honcho, the county sheriff. Sheriff Joe
Eriksson, my high school ex-sweetheart, went striding by on his way
to get a briefing from Freddie, his deputy. The man I once thought
might be "the one" ended our relationship when I left for the Army
by simply not speaking to me for twenty years. I, for one, wasn't
holding out hopes for a reconciliation. It had seemed for a short
time he was
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