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  Chapter one
Accident at Horse Haven 


Christie fought the urge to flee as six pairs of eyes all turned to fix their gaze on her. 
“Fine, I’ll do it. But this is the first and last time I’m going to be the mc for any fundraiser.”
Smiles broke forth on faces and heads nodded in unison.
“Great.” Lana replied. “Now, let’s go to the next item on the agenda. That would be catering.”
Christie barely heard the conversation as the sounds of loud clanging came through the office door. A door to the interior room burst open, and one of the volunteers of the equine rescue came rushing inside.
“There’s been an accident. Gabe’s been hurt.”
Seats were shoved back as everyone rushed outside to see a man lying on the ground. Others surrounded him while the electrical contractor’s supervisor spoke on the phone.
“Is that nine-one-one?” Christie blurted out as the man nodded. She rushed to the injured man, kneeling down next to him. “Help’s on the way, Gabe. Don’t move.”
While it had been over six years since Christie had hung up her nursing career, she still knew that Gabe’s vitals were critical. She did the only thing she could do until the medical teams arrived; she held his left hand and prayed he wasn’t suffering.
Shushed voices and a few sobs came from those standing by helplessly. A hand touched her shoulder. It was the supervisor. He bent down and spoke softly, “They’re on their way.” He glanced at Gabe and as his eyes met Christie’s, a look of sadness passed between them. It was clear they both knew that the prospects for Gabe didn’t bode well.
It seemed like forever before they heard the sirens of a firetruck and an ambulance approaching. The medical tech jumped from the firetruck, carrying a large bag with him. They were asked to step back, and Christie noted that many of the board members were huddled together, whispering among themselves.
As she moved back, her foot hit a piece of metal. The ladder. Christie turned and studied the position of the ladder and pieces of the scaffolding scattered across the floor. From the looks of it, Gabe must have been up on one of the tall ladders and it had fallen, taking him with it. In an effort to stop the fall, he must have reached out for the scaffolding but, unfortunately, it had come away as well., taking him with it.
Landing on a concrete floor, she noticed he wasn’t wearing his hard hat. Maybe he was just going up to retrieve something. No, that was one thing she’d liked about hiring this group. They were strict on safety for their employees and anyone that went around the work they were doing. When they’d begun, they’d even had a safety talk for the staff and the volunteers. That’s when she’d first met Gabe, who had been overseeing the work for them to hang more lighting for the upcoming gala.
She glanced toward the ceiling where he’d been working. There was a series of scaffolding in place as the electrical contracting company worked on the lighting. If he’d been using the ladder to access the upper lofts and then crossed over to the main scaffold to get back to it, had he stumbled on the way down? Off in the corner, she saw a hard hat with the company name, Bryson, on it. It must have come off when he fell.
As the medical team worked on Gabe, one of the board members pointed out a new arrival at the front door. Christie spied a woman who must be the writer she’d agreed to give an interview to for the local paper, The Comfort Bulletin.
Oh no. This was terrible timing, but better to get it over with, as there was nothing she could do to help Gabe and she didn’t want to reschedule. It had been difficult making this time free with all the last minute gala items on top of regular operations.
The woman, who looked to be in her thirties, pushed her designer sunglasses up on her head, revealing the auburn roots in her golden blonde hair. “What’s going on?”
“An accident. The electrician putting up some extra lighting for the gala.” Christie stood directly in front of the woman to block her vision. The one thing that Christie knew intimately, having worked decades as a hospice nurse, were the signs of impending death. Gabe deserved better than people gawking over him as he took his last breaths. And she’d seen miracles happen when people survived. Either way, it was no business of the woman standing in front of her.
“Everyone, please. Let’s give them some room.” Christie’s eyes met Lana’s, who nodded and began escorting board members and volunteers back into the office space and away from the barn area. Once they had made their way back up to the main offices inside the administration section of the barn, Christie motioned to the woman. “I’m sorry, um, Teresa, right? Let’s go upstairs to my office.” Christie motioned for the young woman to follow her through to her office.
Christie strode inside and made her way around her desk, overflowing with papers and other office paraphernalia. Even though she tried to use the computer for most things, Christie had finally given up, as her mind didn’t work that way. She looked up at the whiteboard facing her desk, Post-it’s in an assortment of colors showing at a glance what was upcoming, in process or done. With the gala taking so much time, there were few colors in the area for the items that were done. Christie’s top priority was to remedy that soon. But this thing with Gabe meant that her mind and most of the others would be on him today. Christie sat in her swivel office chair while she motioned for Teresa to take a seat opposite her in one of the upholstered chairs. The chairs had been Bob’s, one of the board members, taken from his offices when he’d retired. He’d also donated his large mahogany desk, but it simply wouldn’t work. In the end, they’d convinced him to sell his desk and chair and give the money to Horse Haven. Christie had been shocked when he came by with a check for fifteen thousand dollars. She couldn’t imagine spending that much money on a desk and chair. Turned out that had only been for the desk as the buyer didn’t want the chair, which had seen lots of use over the years. Christie had been the recipient and now sat in the large leather chair. She clasped her hands on her desk, took a deep breath, and readied herself for the interview.
“Thanks for meeting with me. I’m sorry it’s come at such a horrible time. Was there an accident?”
“Yes, Gabe—” Christie stopped herself from saying was a nice guy. She needed to stay focused. He was well cared for with the medical crew. Miracles happened. She shot up another quick prayer for him and those working on him. Then turned her focus back on Teresa and the interview.
Focusing on what’s in front of her had been one of the first things Christie had learned when she had gone into nursing. The ability to compartmentalize allowed you to retain your emotional stability and sanity. It’s why she’d been able to work with dying patients day after day and not collapse in tears. She’d laughed with many of them as they joked about things and sat with them as they cried over things they wished they wouldn’t have put off in their life.
Christie placed her folded hands on the wooden desk. “Now, what would you like to know?”
“I have much of the basic information, but if you could give me a quick overview, just to make sure I have my facts correct?”
Christie nodded. “Sure.”
Teresa set her phone down on the desk, “Okay if I record this? Sometimes my notes turn into scribbles even I can’t read. It helps in case I can’t recall something or need to add another piece of information to the article.” She smiled at Christie. “Oh, before I forget, could I also get some pictures to include?”
“Sure. I can have Alice send you some. How many would you like?”
“If we could have one of the exterior, one of the horses, maybe one of the staff or volunteers, and any others you think might be appropriate.”
“I’ll have her send you some and also include some of the program participants if they’re okay with having their pictures used.”
“Great. Those pictures help to draw people in to read the story. Also, I believe you’re hosting your first gala?”
“Yes. It’s our first big donor push.”
“I’d be happy to include information on where to donate in the article if you’d like that.”
“That would be great.” Christie nodded. “Now, are we ready to begin?”
“Yes. How about a quick background on how you came to be on this place?”
“Okay, so let’s see. My Pop owns part of this land, as does Curtis Altgelt. Oh, do you need full names?”
“I have those, so no worries. Plus, if I need anything else, I’ll call you.”
“Great. Some years back, Lana—the vet here—had an idea for an equine rescue. It was her dream, and we connected with other groups and looked into what they were doing.” Christie stopped as the intercom sounded, asking about accepting a call. She rejected it and asked for all calls to be held.
Christie sighed. “Wow, six years. Time sure flies, doesn’t it? Lana went to vet school and during that time we started looking into helping horses that were either abandoned, their owners couldn’t care for them any longer, or ill. We collaborate with vets in the Kendall county area for horses that need further rehabilitation and care that require oversight of their cases. We also board horses, so that helps pay for the services we provide and soon people wanted to donate to it. We filed our five-o-one-c-three to gain nonprofit status and this year we’ll host our first major donor event.”
Christie paused, but Teresa nodded for her to continue.
“That’s what all the work is, that’s going on now. We set up the first barn, and that’s where the vets and techs office and most of the elderly or infirm horses are housed. We did a capital campaign, and this barn is the second phase. We’ll use this as an event space and upstairs we have some small loft offices we lease out, which helps pay overhead. In fact, that’s how we acquired a couple of our board members.” Christie paused, not sure how much background the woman wanted or required for her article, but when she still didn’t respond with a question, Christie pressed on. “We had plenty of land for horses, so it was decided to build this place on the edge of both properties, with both my Pop and Curtis gifting the nonprofit with the land.”
“So that equates to what, one hundred acres in total?”
“Approximately.”
“That’s a lot of land.” Teresa scribbled something on her notepad.
“Not really. Horses need a lot of land, and we knew that this series of barns and other facilities would also require enough land. With parking and especially parking for horse trailers, it’s not that much.”
“Wasn’t there some interest in buying this property? A lot of money was forfeited by gifting the land instead of selling it.”
“They wanted to build a housing development. This ensures that most of the land will remain as its always been while providing care for aging or neglected horses.” Christie stood and walked over to the window. “Sorry, want to see what’s going on.” She also wanted to stop this train of conversation. She spied the medical team still hovering around Gabe.
“I certainly understand. Does this accident mean that you’ll still host the fundraiser?”
“I would think so. It’s not for another month, anyway. We decided to have it in February on Saturday, the twelfth.”
“Let’s see here, the theme is Boots and Ballgowns, is that correct?” Teresa folded back her page, reading her notes.
“Yes. That’s correct. The gala will be in the evening. During the morning, we’re going to have some hayrides and pony rides, along with a petting farm for families. That night, we’ll host the event for our donors and sponsors.”
“Is that the way you support the nonprofit?”
“Actually, we do a combination of items.
Donations, campaigns, and fee-for-service.”
“I’ve never heard of that.”
“We have a veterinarian full-time, that’s Lana. Then we have students and interns who come out once a month along with those who do shoeing, and then of course short-term boarding, as I’ve already said. That pays for the small staff we have as well as overhead and allows all the donations to go directly to the care of the animals.”
Teresa smiled, “That’s great. And you’re the executive director?”
“Yes, though we may be making changes in the coming years. Wait, that’s off-the-record, okay?”
“Sure. This seems like a great place and has a wonderful mission.”
Christie nodded. “It is. Interested in working here? We could sure use a good writer on staff.” 
Hesitation played on Teresa’s face before she spoke again. “Thanks, but I’m pretty happy where I am for now.” She looked at her notes, and then her demeanor changed.
Christie wondered if this meant that she was about to take the interview in a different direction.
Teresa kept her gaze down as she asked, “I’ve heard that you’ve been in some, shall we say, interesting situations where people have turned up dead.”
Christie bristled at the new line of questioning. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”
“My notes say that while you were in Colorado on a vacation, an old college boyfriend died, then there’s the man found on your father’s property and on this other property.” She laughed, but it fell flat. “Now another accident has occurred today. That’s pretty interesting, don’t you think?”
Christie crossed her arms, trying to keep her temper under control. “I don’t find death interesting. It’s certainly not fodder for the papers when these people were killed.”
“Are you saying that someone tried to murder Gabe?”
Christie strode back to the desk, “Of course not! You’re trying to twist my words. This interview is over.”
Christie pushed a button on her phone, “Alice, can you escort Teresa out please?”
“Well, goodbye then.” Teresa picked up her phone, ending the recording.
“Goodbye.” Christie waited until the woman had left before she sat, slumping in her chair. Oh geez. She certainly didn’t want any issues to stop people from donating to the nonprofit if Teresa decided to do a hit piece versus a regular story. She better speak to Lana about the interview sooner than later.
Christie rose from her chair and watched as Teresa walked toward the door, but then quickly twisted back around as noise from below rose to the office. She rushed over to the front window overlooking the parking area. Another vehicle had joined the others. This one was a familiar sight.
The coroner had arrived.






  
  Chapter two
Aftermath and Suspicions


After they had removed Gabe, the coroner came upstairs to let Christie know that they were done. She shook the man’s hand and accepted his business card should she have any other questions. Christie returned to her chair, her eyes landing on the whiteboard that covered most of the wall across from her desk. She needed to get back to work as she couldn’t stop moving forward with her responsibilities that needed to be accomplished. 
Being tasked with the oversight of the nonprofit, day-to-day activities and now the gala, the creation of her ninety-day strategy focused on three primary areas. Post-it’s in bright colors in the To Do space beckoned. She picked up a marker and added Gabe’s family to the priority list. That poor family. He had gone to work, never knowing he would kiss his wife goodbye for the last time, or hug his kids, or so many other things that would now be left undone. Sadness spilled out of her heart and Christie allowed the tears to come for the man who died too young and the family that would be forever changed because of it. After composing herself, she blew her nose and wiped her hands with an antibacterial wipe.
She stood and placed the Post-it on the board glancing to the items in the In Progress area. Finalizing the table chart could be something she could look over with Alice to try and move it into the completed section. Though she figured table counts and attendees would be changing almost up to the date of the gala.
She noted those that had been moved to the bottom of the whiteboard. At least the ones in the Completed area were growing. Having this board where she could see everything at a glance had helped her to stay on top of things and not have things fall through the cracks.
On the top of the board, was a simple statement which read “Small things can impact other things which in turn lead to big things.”
Gabe’s death was a big thing. Would there be fall-out on the nonprofit because of it? Or would it affect donors or volunteers? It was too early to tell. While his death was a tragic accident, that didn’t mean it wouldn’t nest in people’s minds and make them leery about their support of the organization. Christie laid her head down on the desk as fatigue replaced the earlier rush of adrenaline. She doubted she’d get much else done today so best to go around and speak to people individually and allay any fears or worries. She pulled her jacket from the coat hook and fortified herself to confront the tragedy head on.
Hours later when the nonprofit closed down for the day, Christie was happy to release the tension she’d been holding as she made her way home.
Christie arrived home emotionally exhausted to find Pop snoozing by the crackling fire of her woodstove. Ever since her home construction had been finished and with her work at the nonprofit, they’d spent less time together. Part of the reason for Christie moving home was to spend more time with Pop. She didn’t want to have regrets that she hadn’t been available for the important things in life. Pop was all she had, though she loved Curtis, Lana, and her kids like they were her own family. Gabe’s death had brought the reality of losing a loved one to the forefront of her mind. It was easy to forget the important things of life when you were busy pursuing other things that would one day fade away.
Because she’d gotten so busy with working at the nonprofit, Christie had suggested they make a weekly date to have dinners together on Thursdays. This allowed Pop to go to the Wednesday dinner at church and for them to eat lunch on Sunday with the others.
Christie’s heart swelled whenever she thought back to how they’d all become a big extended family over the last years. While she’d enjoyed living an independent life, the closeness of family and friends were like a comfortable, old sweater you wore. It may have its flaws, but it kept you feeling warm and happy. Christie cherished the bond they shared more than anything.
Once the coroner had arrived and statements were taken, Christie had called Pop to let him know an accident had happened and that she’d tell him more later. She also informed him that she might be late getting home. She’d advised him to go ahead and eat without her. But Pop wouldn’t hear of it and said he’d handle the cooking, so she’d have a hearty meal ready whenever she got home.
Christie laid her hand on Pop’s shoulder. He blinked as he jolted from his nap and glanced up at Christie. “Just resting my eyes for a bit ‘till you got home.”
“Thanks for starting a fire. It’s nice to come home to that when there’s a chill in the air. Also, something smells fantastic.”
“Pot roast with roasted potatoes and carrots. It should be ready soon. Since you said you weren’t sure when you’d be home, I started it a bit later.”
Christie bent down and placed a kiss on her father’s graying head. “Pop, I appreciate all you do, but I’m not keen on you climbing those stairs up to my place. You’ll be seventy-six this spring.” Pop shook his head. “Where does the time go?”
When Christie had designed her cob house, she’d decided to raise it up on stilts so as to create a lower screened-in area. This held a long table, chairs and could be used for dinner or games. At the time, she liked the idea of being able to see views in every direction, and the sunrises and sunsets were marvelous from that height. However, she hadn’t expected that Pop would ignore her pleas not to take the stairs without her around. Oh well, live and learn.
She sighed. “It definitely seems to go by faster than it used to—at least it seems that way for me. Still, it would be better if I were around in case you fell.”
He rose from the chair. “I ain’t dead yet. Stairs don’t bother me none.”
“Okay, well, let me change out of these work clothes and then we can—”
Pop interrupted Christie. “Curtis called me with some disturbing news today. Is it right?”
“News travels fast round here. Yes, Gabe fell from a ladder is what we think. He must have hit his head on the concrete, would be my guess.”
“Well, ain’t that a shame. Gabe and Maria are good people. Poor kids.”
Christie nodded while she shucked out of her jacket. She slung it over her arm as she headed into the bedroom, where she hung it up before pulling off her maroon cowgirl boots. Stripping off her jeans and hunter green, long-sleeved polo shirt embroidered with the Horse Haven logo, she pulled on a warm blue fleece top with a pair of yoga pants. She left on her socks, which were decorated with pie slices, a gift from Lana and the kids at Christmas. Had it only been a few weeks ago? Gabe’s death was a horrible way to start
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