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PRAISE FOR COLD WAY TO GO

“A perfect addition to the Snow Globe Shop Mysteries. Endearing and gutsy characters, a unique mystery, along with a surprising conclusion will keep readers enthralled and reading late into the night.” ~ Julie Seedorf, Author of the Fuchsia, Brilliant, and Whistle Stop, Minnesota Cozy Mystery Series.

"There's plenty of action in Ms. Husom's novel Cold Way to Go, fourth in the Snow Globe Mysteries series, with newly elected Brooks Landing Mayor Camryn Brooks hot on the trail of another killer in her town." ~ Marlene Chabot, Mystery author of the Mary Malone and Matt Malone Series.

“Christine Husom brings her wealth of police procedural knowledge to the page. Intriguing characters, mystery, and suspense—it’s all here. Another well-written winner to delight readers.” ~ Cathlene Buchholz, Contributing Author, Minnesota Not So Nice, Cooked to Death: Lying on a Plate, Festival of Crime.

“I’m so glad the Snow Globe Shop Series is back. This cozy is a must read, especially in the winter. I love the characters and the story is very unpredictable with great twists.” ~ Rhonda Gilliland, Author and Editor of the Cooked To Death Series.

“Christine Husom's latest cozy, Cold Way to Go, is a delightful read, complete with intrigue and a rich sense of the community you find in small towns. Cami Brooks, newly-minted mayor of Brooks Landing and proprietor of Curio Finds, has the misfortune of witnessing the local police chief's last moments. Armed with her intrepid curiosity, she uncovers layers of his secret past that reveal answers, but spark even more questions not only about his death, but about his life that even his fellow officers never knew. Cold Way to Go is like a mug of hot peppermint cocoa with a dollop of twisty mystery that kept me guessing until the end!” ~ Julie Holmes, Author, Murder in Plane Sight, Camel Press.
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Alice “Pinky” Nelson flapped her arms like she was ready for takeoff. “Cami Brooks, you might have known something like this would happen after you got roped into taking over as the Brooks Landing mayor.”

“Pinky, really. How could I? First off, Mayor Frost asked me to take the vacant seat on the city council and died before I gave him my answer.”

“I know. You felt guilted into it after poor Frosty passed the way he did.”

“I admit that was part of it. You know how dumbfounded I was when the council voted me in as their new mayor. Word is Harley Creighton had his eye on the mayor’s seat.”

“That’s what a lot of people thought all right,” she said.

“Then they delegated me to talk to the police chief about his frequent and extended absences. It’s not like I’m seasoned in service to the city, not like the rest of them.”

“That’s why. They’re scared if you ask me. You don’t know Chief Newel or how intimidating he can be. He probably makes every council member shiver in their boots.”

I put my hand on my heart. “Reminding me how he scares people is not a good way to boost my confidence.”

“Sorry, but I need to give my best friend an honest opinion, that’s all. And think about it. You worked in Washington, D.C. for a senator who’s not a nice person, so you have experience with difficult people in power. That awful woman fired you over something her philandering husband did. And would not even listen to your side of it.”

“I’d rather not take a trip down that particular memory lane. But you bring up a good point. If Senator Zimmer wouldn’t listen to me after all our years together, why should Chief Newel? Especially since I haven’t even met him yet,” I said.

“Hmm. Maybe you should take Erin with you. Her students listen to her, she makes sure of that. And we do too.” Erin Vickerman was a fourth-grade teacher at the local elementary school and our third musketeer.

I smiled and nodded. “Yes, everyone listens to Erin. Pint-sized though she be.”

“Yeah. She’s scared me a time or two when she thought I was out of line.” Pinky snapped the dishtowel in her hand. “Back to the police chief. Maybe you should take his next-in-command with you.” Clinton Lonsbury, assistant police chief, and the man I dated.

“Ah, no. Chief Newel is Clint’s boss, so no way would that work. And it crosses more than one ethical line.”

“I suppose. What does Clint think about him, anyway?” Pinky asked.

“He’s pretty quiet on the subject, keeps whatever opinion he has of Chief Newel to himself.”

She narrowed her eyebrows. “You think he’s afraid he’ll lose his job if he blabs out something Newel doesn’t like?”

I shrugged. “Maybe he likes the guy. From what I hear, Newel was a great chief, a top-notch guy, trusted city employee. Until about six months ago, that is.”

“When he turned into a man of mysterious absences.”

“Yep. The main reason I haven’t met him yet. He’s been absent.”

She held up two fingers. “And you’ve been mayor two whole weeks now.”

“Word is he was in Mexico over Christmas. Who knows? I’m bound and determined to get his explanation and take it from there.”

“When you go in for the big showdown, you want me to hang out in the hallway as your backup?” She raised her eyebrows, stepped forward in what looked like a karate move, and snapped the towel again.

I stifled a laugh. “You have quite the weapon. I guess it’d be a good defense tactic if the dish you’re drying decides to attack you. Or a pan gets out of line.”

She waved the towel in a circle above her head. “Very funny, Cami.”

“Got any advice on how to approach Chief Newel, what to say?”

She puffed out her chest. “Besides show up for work or turn in your badge?”

“Besides that, yes. Not to mention, the bulk of work fell on Clint’s shoulders when he was gone.”

“That’s for darn sure and not fair at all. Clint works hard enough the way it is.”

“That he does. One thing I’ve wondered, maybe Newel has an illness he’s kept secret. Some people are proud that way,” I said.

“Could be. Or he’s leading a double life like a lotta folks suspect.”

I raised one eyebrow. “The good old rumor mill.”

“When people don’t have facts, they make stuff up.”

I chuckled. “True. What surprises me is why our now deceased mayor and the city council didn’t call out Chief Newel on his behavior months ago.”

“He can terrify the best of them. Like I said, he makes a lot of folks shake in their boots.”

“Keep talking and you’ll have me shaking in my boots.” I feigned a quiver.

“At least your feet will be warm, given the thermal ones we need this time of year.”

The doorbell on Pinky’s shop, Brew Ha-Ha dinged, and two young women blew in from the frigid outdoors in puffy parkas. They stomped their boots on the welcome mat in Minnesota fashion to release any snow caught in the ridges. Both released loud exhales.

“Uff da! The wind chill dropped to twenty below zero,” one said.

“Downright nippy,” the other added.

Pinky pointed to the list of daily specials on the whiteboard behind the service counter. “Come in and warm yourselves with a hot cup of your favorite beverage.”

The women stepped up for a closer look. “Mmm, I’ll have the Kona Mocha Latte,” the first one said.

“Ooh. That sounds delish. But I have to go with the Creamy Caramel Mocha,” the second one said, and looked around. “This is like our favorite place. It’s so retro, like a soda fountain where my grandparents would’ve hung out.”

Pinky smiled and nodded. “That’s why I kept as much of the original shop as possible. The counter and stools were in good shape, except for the padded tops, that is. And the black and white tiled floor polished up well. I hit the jackpot when I came across the gray metal chairs and found someone to make pads for the seats.” She waved at the furniture.

The chairs sat around gray Formica-topped square tables with metal pedestal bases. Pinky had integrated her favorite color of pink into the décor but didn’t overdo it. She wanted men to feel at home in the shop, so half the metal chairs had black vinyl padded seats and the other half had pink. Same with the counter stools. People enjoyed the pink Betty Boop “Boop-Oop-a-Doop” clock on the wall behind the counter, the Lucy and Ethel character pictures, and the other memorabilia from the 1950s.

An open archway separated Brew Ha-Ha and my shop, Curio Finds. I slipped back in there while Pinky whipped up coffee drinks for the pair.

She joined me a while later. “It’s nice to have customers venture out in the cold. After the usual mid-afternoon rush, the coffee shop’s been kinda dead.”

“In here too. Not unusual in January after the bustle of the Christmas season.”

Pinky pointed at the three boxes by the door. “Some orders came in, huh?”

“Yeah, I found some neat snow globes from a few different vendors. Christmas sales about emptied the shelves.”

“People love giving snow globes for gifts,” she said.

“It helps keep us in business.” 

My parents had opened Curio Finds, a shop that specialized in snow globes and other unique items from around the world, some years before. I found myself back in Brooks Landing, Minnesota after Senator Ramona Zimmer fired me from my director of legislative affairs position. She thought I was guilty of something I wasn’t.

My parents had asked me to manage their shop and it helped me through a rough time. Plus it was good to be back with my family and friends again. The mayor thing was unplanned and unexpected. I’d agreed to take a vacant seat on the city council, and at my first meeting the other four council members voted to appoint me mayor. 

They cited all my experience working in our nation’s capitol. I countered that I was a researcher, not an elected official who had to navigate the political side of things. To no avail. They thought I was qualified enough. Qualified enough? I reluctantly agreed to do my best. They next gave me the “talk to the police chief” assignment for all the weeks he’d missed work. Lucky me.

I had set up a meet and greet with Chief Newel and pumped myself up to anticipate any curve balls he might throw me. I told myself there was no reason to feel intimidated. Newel had failed to meet the minimum expectations of his position. Police departments needed strong leaders who showed up and took care of business. A chief who citizens respected and knew they could count on.

Assistant Chief Lonsbury had filled that role far too many times.

I picked up one of the delivered packages, carried it to the counter, found a cutter, and sliced through the shipping tape. I removed a snow globe with a winter wonderland scene, shook it, and smiled. It featured kids on a skating rink that could be anywhere in Minnesota or Wisconsin or other northern region. 

As I unpacked the box, I mulled over what approach to take with Chief Newel. Kill him with kindness or sock it to him with my best shot? I decided a direct, firm, and respectful approach was best. After all, I had no idea what he might be going through on a personal level.

Maybe he had an illness and sought alternate medical treatments in places like Mexico. A desperate person often tried alternative methods in a quest for a cure, things that seemed iffy to me, but who was I to judge?

I set the empty box on the floor and picked up a pen from the counter. I hovered it over a writing pad a moment as I thought, then jotted down: 

I’d like to discuss your absences from work. In the last six months you’ve been gone about half the time. I understand you haven’t given reasons most of the time. The city council needs an explanation so we can determine the next course of action. They have been more than patient, and I can’t believe they haven’t fired you.

I crossed out the last sentence and dropped the pen. What Newel told me would determine how I responded. It would be prudent to record the conversation and avoid any “he said, she said” misunderstandings and potential questions down the line. I’d once been wrongly accused of an indiscretion with Senator Zimmer’s husband and wished a camera or recorder had captured the actual incident.

One scenario I considered: what if our talk went south and the chief filed a lawsuit against the city? Councilor Wendell Lyon was a former attorney and conducted himself with dignity and decorum. He should’ve been the one to confront Newel.

Gail Spindler was another good choice. She maintained a calm presence under pressure and helped others settle down when they blew up. On the other hand, the chief might bulldoze her over.

That was not true of either Harley Creighton or Rosalie “Stormin” Gorman. By all accounts, they both had low boiling points and erupted when stressed. I’d witnessed Harley’s anger displayed in a heated debate with Mayor Frost. He had threatened to quit the council over a controversial issue.

Stormin’ was not afraid to butt heads with anyone. But word had it she defended Newel and made excuses for his behavior. Not the best person for a showdown with Chief Newel.

They’d decided to send in the rookie.

All had years of history with Chief Newel yet it seemed not one, with the possible exception of Rosalie Gorman, had a comfortable relationship with him. That didn’t assure me the meeting would go well. On the other hand, Chief Newel might like me at first sight. Right.

I set the unpacked merchandise on a shelf to price in the morning. The clock on the credit card machine told me it was almost show time. If I was late, it would be the first strike against me. I slipped into boots, thermal coat, wool cap and mittens, then poked my head in Pinky’s shop. “Would you rather I locked up now?”

“No reason to. Murphy’s Law says if you lock the door early, you’ll be sure to get a customer before closing time. Leave it unlocked, I’ll be on the lookout. And hurry back ʼcause I can’t wait to hear what Chief Newel has to say for himself.” Pinky made fists and squeezed them into her chest in an excited move. “Bye. Oh, and fingers crossed. Break a leg. Lotsa luck.”

“Thanks.” I smiled and headed into the dark and frosty late afternoon air. It was two blocks to Brooks Landing City Hall and the police department that adjoined it. I’d dealt with a lot of high-powered people in Washington and survived. How bad could Chief Newel be? Compared to Senator Ramona Zimmer, for example? 

My face, the only exposed flesh on my body, was half frostbitten by the time I arrived. It was after business hours for city hall, but the police department was open to the public until 5:00 p.m. I stepped into the spacious atrium entry area at 4:42 and opened the door on the right to the police station. Margaret—the receptionist I’d scared the beejeebers out of after I’d found Mayor Frost’s body and had run to the station for help—was not at her post.

The door to the inner office sanctum required key card access. Chief Newel expected me but I didn’t see him, or anyone else. I leaned on the front counter and called out, “Chief Newel? Anyone back there?” No answer.

“Chief Newel?” I yelled louder.

He stepped from his back office. “I’ll push the button to release the lock,” he said and disappeared inside. A few seconds later I heard a click, pulled the door open, and headed to his office. When I reached the door’s threshold, Chief was at his desk. He looked at me as he finished licking an envelope. He frowned and stuck his tongue out partway, maybe to get rid of the taste. I hated envelope glue myself.

His eyes and mouth both opened wide, like he’d seen an apparition. The unsealed envelope fell from his hands as he clutched his neck. He stood, gasped for breath, and collapsed back down on his desk chair.

Was this real or had my stress level caused a hallucination? My body went into autopilot action. I tried to yell, “Chief Newel!” but no sound escaped my lips. I rushed into the room, around his desk, put my hand on his shoulder, and shook it. Had he suffered a sudden heart attack? Did he have a serious health issue after all? Instincts made me search for his pulse, but I couldn’t find one. I put my hand on his chest and checked for breathing. Nothing.

I struggled to get my phone from my coat pocket and dialed 911.

A woman with a raspy voice answered. “Buffalo County Dispatch. Is this an emergency?” 

“A major one. Chief Newel needs help now. In his office. Not breathing, no pulse.”

“My partner is dispatching EMS. Who are you?”

“Camryn Brooks. The, umm, mayor.”

She slowed her speech. “Mayor Brooks, can you do CPR?”

Newel was huge. No way could I get him to the ground for chest compressions. “If he was on the floor, but he’s in a chair.”

“Have you been trained to use an AED, an automated external defibrillator? There’s one at the PD.”

“No.” In my current state, would I be capable even if I was trained?

“EMS will arrive in under four minutes. Not to worry. I’ll stay on the line with you until they arrive.” Four minutes. How long had it been since the chief had stopped breathing, besides forever ago? I’d heard getting a heart started soon after it stopped was critical. The sooner the better.

Newel’s open eyes appeared to be fixed on my forehead. I turned away from him and stopped myself from running away, from screaming at the top of my lungs.

“Mayor are you still with me?” the dispatcher said.

“Umm, yeah.”

“Are you doing all right?”

“Umm, not the best.”

“EMS just announced they’ve arrived at the PD’s back door. Can you let them in?”

“Yes.” I beelined to the exit.

Two EMTs I knew as Chad and Bill climbed from their rig with equipment in tow. Neither wore a jacket yet didn’t shake from the cold. I pushed the door open and held it for them. Once inside, the door automatically closed.

“Lead the way,” Chad told me.

We covered the short distance in seconds. Sweat beaded on my brow so I unzipped my coat and dropped it along with my cap and gloves on the floor against the wall, a few feet past the chief’s office door. I stood to the right of Chief Newel’s door jamb and braved a look at him in his desk chair as the EMTs rushed into his office. They wasted no time. Each slid an arm under Newel’s, lifted him from the chair with some effort, and laid him on the floor.

Bill opened the AED case and turned it on. A recorded voice from inside gave them instructions. Chad pulled scissors from his case and cut through Newel’s uniform and tee shirts. It took me aback, but desperate times called for desperate measures. He started chest compressions while Bill gathered two pads from the AED case and attached them to the chief’s chest without interrupting Chad’s CPR efforts. When the pads were attached, Chad stopped compressions.

The voice from the AED said it was analyzing, then preparing to shock. “Stand back, and do not touch the patient.” The pair complied. The AED delivered the shock then said to continue CPR. Minutes later it was ready to deliver another shock. Then more compressions and one last shock. My own heart pounded through the entire operation. I had never witnessed an AED used before.

I heard a door close and glanced down the hallway. Clinton Lonsbury ran toward me, his face drawn and flushed. “I heard the radio call as I got out of the shower. What in tarnation?”

When I faced Clint, tears I’d held too long flowed from their ducts. I shook my head and pointed at the chief and the men at work to save his life. Clint moved in beside me and we stood in silence, staring at the surreal scene.

“No heart rhythm,” Bill said.

Chad looked at his watch. “Time of death is seventeen hundred hours, on the dot.”

“He’s dead?” Clint’s voice sounded quiet and loud at the same time.

Both EMTs looked at him and stood up.

Bill gave a nod. “We sure didn’t expect this. Chief Newel wasn’t that old, struck me as healthy.”

Chad’s face was flushed. “Unreal.”

“Any idea what happened?” Clint said.

They both shook their heads and Bill said, “When we got here, Chief wasn’t breathing, no pulse. We started CPR and attached the AED pads. The machine detected v-tach, ventricular tachycardia, that usually responds well to defib. It delivered a series of three shocks until it didn’t detect a rhythm,” Bill said.

Clint sniffed a few times. “My brain’s not processing this right now. All I can think is he died with his boots on. What a crass thought.”

I put my hand on his arm. “Clint, it’s okay.”

He squeezed the bridge of his nose. “We need to call in an outside agency. The PD can’t investigate our boss’s death. I’ll, um, get a hold of Buffalo County.” Clint wrestled his phone from its case and dialed. “Mary, Clinton Lonsbury. We need the coroner, the county’s on-call investigator, and their major crimes unit at the PD, ASAP. . . . This is not for public consumption yet—Chief Newel is deceased. . . . A terrible shock, all right. . . . Detective Garrison? Thanks.”

He disconnected and turned his attention to Chad and Bill. “The detective will need to talk to you guys, but there’s no need to hang around now. I’ll take photos of you with the . . . victim. Chief Newel.”

The phone was still in his hand, and he pushed the camera icon and shot photos of the scene with the EMTs and the chief’s body.

Clint stuck his phone back in its case. “Team, you said when you got here Chief Newel wasn’t breathing, didn’t have a pulse, but he had a heart rhythm. What does that tell you?” Clint asked.

“Ventricular tachycardia’s caused by any number of things, like heart disease that could be congenital, an inherited condition, or electrolyte disturbances, or medications, drugs,” Chad explained.

“Chief never mentioned a heart condition, and we have yearly physicals. He’s not on any meds that I know of. As for other drugs? No,” Clint said.

“His autopsy should give us the answer,” Bill said.

The EMTs gathered their equipment, offered kind words of comfort, and headed out.
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Clint sniffed a few times and turned to me. “You found him, Camryn. Tell me what happened, what you were doing here.”

I swiped at tears with the cuff of my sweater. “Umm, I was supposed to meet with him. When I got here, no one was around so I called his name. He stepped out of his office, said he’d buzz me in. then went back inside. I heard the door lock click and let myself in. When I got to his office I saw him sitting at his desk, licking an envelope—”

Clint interrupted. “Licking an envelope?”

I nodded. “I guess he wanted to finish what he was doing before we talked.”

“Go on.”

“Out of nowhere he got this terrified look on his face, his eyes and mouth opened wide. He dropped the envelope, grabbed his neck.” I demonstrated. “He jumped up quick-like and moved his mouth like he was trying to catch a breath. Then he sunk down on his chair and didn’t move after that. 

“I checked for a pulse but couldn’t find one. He wasn’t breathing, I called nine-one-one.” A quick, involuntary breath escaped from deep inside me and came out my mouth as a sucked in a “huh” sound.

“Did you touch anything besides his neck and chest?”

I thought a moment. “I guess I gave his shoulder a shake.”

“Anything else?”

Had I leaned on the desk or the arm of the chair for support? I wracked my brain. “No, nothing inside the office,” I said.

“Not even his phone when you called nine-one-one?”

I shook my head. “I used mine.”

“You said Chief stepped into the outer office when you called to him. How did he look?”

Like a giant. “Fine, I guess. It was the first time I’d seen him in person. Sounded fine too.”

Clint’s eyebrows drew together. “He looked fine and sounded fine. Then he licked an envelope and stopped breathing. You didn’t touch the envelope?”

“No.”

“If my instincts are right, I’d say something on that envelope, or maybe on his desk, caused his death. Did you notice any powdery-like substance on his uniform?”

“No, but things went a little blurry for a bit. Plus I was zeroed in on the chief’s face.” I cringed at the thought.

Clint squeezed my elbow. “Understandable. Dire circumstances. Buffalo County will process the scene, get to the bottom of what happened.”

“He’s been your boss a long time. How are you feeling?”

His shoulder lifted. “Right now? Numb. It’ll take a while for me to believe he’s gone. We were colleagues for ten years. I respected him, considered him a friend, but we weren’t close. It bothered me, but that’s the way it was. Chief did things by the book and expected the same from his officers. Didn’t give out kudos much. I think that’s why we lost some officers along the way. The rest of us would’ve liked more attaboys, but knew that’s the way he rolled.”

The door lock from the reception area clicked and startled me. Clint and I both turned on a dime. The door opened and a small, dark-eyed, and dark-haired, thirty-something woman entered. She held a bucket in one hand and the other one flew to her heart when she saw us.

“Oh, Assistant Chief Lonsbury, you startled me.”

“Gina.” Clint acknowledged her in a low tone.

The intense way she stared at me made me question the reason. “I’m here to do the cleaning and didn’t expect anyone would still be around.” She directed that comment at me.

I raised my forearm. “We haven’t met. I’m Camryn Brooks.”

“The new mayor,” Clint said.

“Yes, um hi, um Mayor.” Did I make her nervous? Why? Gina cleared her throat. “You both look upset. What’s the matter? Is something wrong?”

“Something’s very, very wrong. Chief Newel passed away in his office this afternoon.”

Gina leaned against the counter’s half wall and hugged herself. The pail clunked against the wood paneling. “What do you mean? No, no. I don’t believe it. How could he just die?”

“We don’t have that answer yet. We’re waiting for authorities to come and help us, so no cleaning here tonight. I need you to keep this quiet until we can notify his next of kin and prepare a statement for our staff, city officials, the public. You’ll do that?” Clint’s eyebrows lifted as if to coax an agreement from her.

She nodded. “Oh. Okay.”

“It’s best if you leave now.”

“Okay.” But she didn’t budge.

“Gina?” Clint said.

She looked confused, bewildered when she answered. “What?”

“Do you need help getting to your car? Should I call someone to pick you up?” Clint offered.

“Um, no. I can drive. But I don’t understand why Aaron died.” Aaron. She was the first person I’d heard call him by his first name. Everyone called him Chief.

Clint shook his head. “No, but we intend to find out. We’ll be in touch, Gina.”

She glanced around us, toward Chief Newel’s office. “Okay.” After a drawn-out moment, she turned and let herself out.

Clint walked to the front counter, watched Gina leave via the front door, and returned with his eyebrows raised. “Her reaction seemed kinda personal to me.”

“I thought the same thing. Think she had a crush on him?” I said.

“Could be. I know she’s married.”

“A married person can have a crush on someone other than their spouse. It doesn’t have to be romantic. You can have a crush on a celebrity, someone you admire, someone you like being with.”

Clint lifted his shoulders. “Never thought much about it.”

His phone rang. “Clinton Lonsbury. . . . Back entrance? I’ll meet you there.” He pushed the end button. “The Buffalo County detective and major crimes deputies are here.”

I followed Clint as far as Chief Newel’s office and planted myself in the same spot as before.

The Buffalo County deputies stopped at the end of the hallway and removed their outerwear. They wore black cargo pants with pockets in the front, back, and sides of the legs. Their black polo shirts had a sheriff’s star and their first initial and last name embroidered above their hearts. T Garrison, E Holden, and G Thompson. Garrison had Detective under his name and the other two had Crime Scene Team.

I’d met Tim Garrison on another case before he made detective. He was seasoned, serious, and straightforward. His gravelly voice paired well with the deep lines that crisscrossed his cheeks and forehead.

Emily Holden and Greg Thompson were the same team that had responded to City Hall the infamous night poor Frosty died. Both were in their thirties, the same height, around 5'10, and had clean cut looks. Holden wore an ever-present single frown line like she was a deep thinker. Thompson had sparkly brown eyes that had no doubt drawn in lots of people over the years.

We greeted one another with mumbled words and nods. The three pulled on shoe coverings and vinyl gloves. Thompson carried an equipment bag and set it down outside Chief Newel’s door.

Clint tipped his head in my direction. “Camryn here witnessed the chief’s death.”

They all raised their eyebrows and looked at me. I could only imagine what they thought. The previous month I’d happened upon Mayor Frost’s body, and now had the misfortune of being with Chief Newel when he died. I figured none of them would invite me over for dinner anytime soon.

Garrison pulled a memo pad and pen from a side pocket. “Mayor Brooks, can you tell me what happened? Walk me through the event starting from when you arrived here. You never know what might prove to be useful.”

“I had a meeting scheduled with Chief Newel.”

“So he was expecting you?”

“Yes.”

“What was the purpose of the meeting?” Garrison said.

“Chief Newel had missed a lot of work the last months. The council wanted me to talk to him, find out what was going on. The fact is, his job was on the line.”

Garrison looked up from his pad. “I see. Did Chief Newel know that?”

“He must have guessed it. I’d never met him in person. He was out again yesterday. When I called this morning, I half expected him not to answer. I introduced myself, asked to meet with him. He was not friendly. In fact, he was gruff and pretty much ordered me to report to his office at four-forty-five today.”

“He didn’t ask what the meeting was about?” Garrison said.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Hmm. He gave you a specific time. He likely knew he was at the end of his grace period and didn’t want others in the office to witness a probable showdown.”

“Maybe.” I shrugged.

Garrison narrowed his eyes. “From what I’ve heard, he missed a lot of the monthly meetings the sheriff has with the state patrol and police chiefs in the county. With only three PDs, and Brooks Landing being the largest, it’s been mentioned. More than once.”

“That’s true. I’m the one who filled in for him when he wasn’t around,” Clint said.

“Yep, heard that too.” Garrison turned back to me. “Anyone else know about the meeting?”

“Besides the city council members—who didn’t know when we were meeting—I confided in my friend Pinky, ah, Alice Nelson. Her coffee shop adjoins mine and we watch each other’s shops when we need to. No idea if the chief told anyone.”

Clint lifted his hand. “He didn’t tell me. Maybe because of my relationship with Camryn.”

“Oh?” Garrison said.

“We started dating last month, before she got appointed mayor and became one of my bosses. And the chief’s too. As they like to say, it’s complicated.”

“I didn’t tell Clint because Newel was his boss, and it would’ve put us all in an unethical and awkward position,” I offered.

Garrison cleared his throat. “Camryn, getting back to your friend Alice. She have any connection to Chief Newel?”

“No connection I know of.” My phone rang, and I looked at its face. Pinky. As if her sixth sense had alerted her. “Detective, is it okay if I answer? My friend Pinky must be wondering what’s taking me so long. She worries about me.” With good reason at times.

He nodded. “Go ahead.”

The officers watched as I pushed the talk button. “Hi, Pinky.”

“Cami, thank God you’re alive. You’ve been gone so long my nerves are tied up in knots. Where are you anyway?”

“Still at the police station. I got delayed here.”

“After your meeting? You should have called, you know I was worried about the whole thing because of who you’d be with,” she said.

“I know, and I’m sorry. Chief Newel couldn’t meet with me after all. I’m here with Clint and it will be a while yet. It’s past closing time, so head on home. I’ll catch up with you later.”

“All righty then. Since you got nothing to report, and you’re safe with Clint, I’ll let you go. See you tomorrow, Cami.”

Nothing to report. Not nothing, it’s a really big something. “Bye, Pink.” I pushed the end button and slipped the phone in my pocket.

Garrison wiggled his pen. “Got a little sidetracked. Mayor Brooks, continue with your account.”

I spelled out every detail and Clint nodded a couple times, like he was mentally confirming what I’d told him earlier.

“Chief Newel licked an envelope, seemed to have a bad reaction to it, and then died?” Garrison summed up.

“I don’t know if it had anything to do with the envelope, or if he had a sudden heart attack, or what,” I said.

He raised his eyebrows. “You’re right. The envelope may have nothing to do with his death. But it’s possible something was on it, or inside it, or on his desk, that caused it.”

“The scenario I surmised,” Clint repeated what the EMTs said about the chief’s heart rhythm, possible reasons his heart had stopped. “Chief never mentioned a problem, but a person can die not knowing something was wrong with their heart.”

“Happens fairly often. Especially sad when it’s a young athlete.” Garrison dropped his pad and pen in a pocket. “Team, let’s get started processing. Doctor Long will be here any time now.” Trudy Long was the county coroner.

Emily Holden pulled a camera from the bag. She and Greg Thompson visually scanned the office and its contents before they stepped inside. Detective Garrison pulled on gloves and hung back until Holden finished photographing the scene. All three put on N-95 face masks, then spent time checking the few items on Chief Newel’s desk. He was a bigger neat freak than me.

Garrison withdrew a flashlight from his belt, turned it on, and shined it on the desk. “I don’t see any powdery substance on, or around, the envelope. Let’s turn it over, see who it’s addressed to.”

Thompson used a long scissor handle tweezers and flipped the envelope. “Fresh Start Rehabilitation. It’s west of town, Chatsworth Township. Lots of our arrestees are court ordered to treatment there, mostly for alcohol, but some for drug addiction too.”

Holden snapped a photo of the envelope.

Garrison singled out Clint. “You think Newel had an addiction problem?”

“I have no reason to think that, no. We didn’t hang out socially, but I’ve been at his house a number of times, and odd hours. Never noticed he’d been consuming alcohol, much less that he had a problem with it. No clue about other chemicals, but his behavior didn’t indicate he did,” Clint said.

“Some people are good at keeping it hidden. At least for a while,” Garrison said.

Clint shrugged, shook his head. “The chief was good at keeping a lot of things hidden, so it’s a possibility.”

“Maybe the reason he was absent from work so much?” I said.

“I considered that a number of times. Just never saw evidence of it,” Clint said.

“Let’s see what’s inside the envelope,” Garrison said.

Thompson turned it with the tweezers and pulled out a personal check. “Hmm, a check Newel wrote to Fresh Start for five hundred dollars.”

“Wow,” slipped out of my mouth.

“That’s a hefty amount, all right. I’ll look into it, see if he got treatment there, or if someone he cares about did,” Garrison said.

“Or it might be one of the organizations he supports,” Holden said.

Thompson pointed at the desk. “Envelope is from Fresh Start Rehab, has their logo on it. Someone went to the trouble of hand addressing it to Newel. A personal touch. Looks like there might be a note underneath, partially sticking out.”

He lifted the envelope with the tweezers. “Handwritten too. It says, ‘Thank you for your generous support. All my best, Matt.’ Ha, I know Matt, Matthew Anderle. He serves as both the CEO and CFO at Fresh Start. Newel might’ve been a regular contributor,” Thompson said.

“Probably why he got a personal note,” Holden said.

“I’ll head over to the center during business hours tomorrow, get some answers,” Garrison said. “In the meantime, let’s get these papers bagged and tagged. The crime lab can test ʼem for chemicals, see if anything turns up. Not many papers on the desk and we’ll collect ʼem all.”
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Buffalo County Coroner Dr. Trudy Long arrived as the crime team marked and sealed evidence bags. Clint let her in the back door. She was around forty with a golden-brown pixie bob that framed her comely, small face, and presented a kind demeanor. She’d given me sage advice when I first met her at a death scene and it had established a sense of kinship with her from then on.

When they came down the hall, Long’s eyes landed on me. She frowned, nodded, and went into Chief Newel’s office. The Buffalo County deputies gathered their evidence bags together and packed them up.

Garrison gestured at Thompson and Holden. “Our team is ready to take off. It’ll give you room to do your exam. I’ll stay around until Chief Newel is transported.”

“Thanks, Detective. Will you apprise me of anything you know regarding his death?” she said.

Garrison lifted his hand toward me. “Mayor Brooks witnessed it, as it turns out. Mayor?”

Dr. Long’s eyes implored me to spell out the details.

“Yes.” I told her everything. After I finished, my body started to shake. The floodgates opened and a hundred tears poured from their ducts. Clint found a box of tissues for me. I took a few and dabbed my face.

Dr. Long stepped in close to me. “Camryn, this traumatic event has caught up with you and it’s good to let your emotions loose like that. Why don’t you go home, have a warm drink to help soothe you, calm your nerves. Assistant Chief Lonsbury, will you see to that?”

“Of course,” Clint said.

“Good. Camryn, I think the sheriff’s office will arrange a debriefing session for you and the others who were involved in this. Probably sometime tomorrow. Is that right, Detective Garrison?” Dr. Long asked.

He nodded. “Sure. We’ll take care of that.”

My tears would not stop no matter how many times I blinked. Nor could I squeeze a single word out of my mouth. I managed a few nods instead.

Clint picked up my coat from the floor, held it for me, and guided me into it. He pulled gloves and a cap from my pocket, fitted the cap on my head and slipped the gloves on my outstretched hands. Between the waterworks and needing help to get dressed, I had turned into an oversized baby.

“If you leave before I get back, the back door is on auto lock. Just make sure it latches, sometimes it catches in the cold,” Clint said.

“Okay,” Garrison said.

Clint guided me down the hallway. Officer Jake Dooley came through the door and frowned as he looked from me to Clint. “What’s going on here? Buffalo County and the coroner? Was it Margaret?”

“No, it was our . . . chief.”

Jake jerked like he’d been tapped with a stun gun. “Our chief, Chief Newel, that chief?”

“Yes, Newel. His heart stopped and EMS couldn’t get it
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