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      “You can’t make me.”

      I took a hurried step back from the source of my fear, stumbling over my own feet in the rush. The solid chest of Detective Martin Bowers broke my fall. He hooked his arms under mine to help me catch my balance. 

      Normally, I’d enjoy physical contact with the handsome police officer, currently off-duty. However, my attention remained on the black eyes that locked onto me in an unblinking stare. It didn't take a pet psychic, which I was, to tell those eyes held more than contempt. They held murder. 

      The eyes belonged to the snow-white face of a Leghorn hen, and she showed no signs of the happy, aw shucks attitude of Foghorn Leghorn, one of my childhood cartoon heroes.

      Why on this beautiful early afternoon in March was I, Frankie Chandler, reluctant communicator with all things furry or feathered, facing off with a vicious hen?

      It goes back to my best friend Penny’s wedding cruise last fall. There had been laughter, tears, and a few murders. Not that the murders were part of the agenda. They just happened, and I discovered the first body below my stateroom balcony. 

      Penny tattled to Detective Bowers in Wolf Creek, Arizona, and she made it sound as if I was a damsel in distress. That irritated me to no end, as Martin Bowers had made it clear he wanted nothing to do with me. It wasn’t so much that he couldn’t handle the embarrassment of dating a pet psychic. The clincher came when he, while holding my hand, got caught up in one of my psychic experiences with an angry feline, and he didn’t like it.

      Baby.

      Anyway, he responded to Penny’s request for a White Knight and joined the cruise a few days later, and in between finding corpses and searching for the kitty who held the key to solving the murders, Bowers and I had a few friendly moments. At the end of the cruise, the normally stoic detective approached me in an unusual state of nervousness to ask for another chance at romance. Or maybe it was a first chance since we had never made it to an actual date.

      That was the good news. For balance, there had to be bad news. Bowers also wanted me to meet his sisters. All seven of them.

      Yes, seven. After the death of his mother, Bowers had been raised by a week's worth of sisters who doted on him as if he were the pearl without price. The invitation to meet his guardians, the guardians who would hate me for stealing their little brother away, was as enticing as a naked run through a minefield. I expected disapproval in the form of tight-lipped silence and sarcastic comments. Maybe a voodoo doll. Still, it was important to him, so after a few months of dating—I mean honest-to-goodness dating with dinners and goodnight kisses and things normal couples do—I finally gave in.

      Now, I was paying for my moment of weakness. Here I stood on June’s ten-acre farm in Cave Bear, Arizona, almost paralyzed with fear. Maybe not a farm. More of a homestead. It was a lot of land with some cows, horses, several sheep, a few goats, and these damn chickens.

      Bowers' eldest sister, June, was the only sibling I’d met so far, and though she intimidated me the way Sister Ellen did in high school English class, she seemed nice. So far. Maybe she was waiting for her six backups to arrive.

      In response to my reaction to the angry chicken, Bowers rested his hands on my shoulders and chuckled. “It’s a hen, Frankie. Not a pit bull.”

      Craning my neck sideways to address him without losing site of the bird, I said, “Bully breeds are snuggly, friendly pups unless someone’s abused them. This—this hen wants me dead.”

      He sighed at what he considered unnecessary drama. “June said there’s a gap in the western fence. I’m going to take a look. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. Maybe twenty. You’ll be done by then. You should be done by then.” He sighed again. “There’s no earthly reason you won’t be done by then. You’re only collecting eggs.”

      I was momentarily distracted by the thought of Bowers, wearing a white t-shirt, blue jeans, and brown leather work boots, doing physical labor. Normally he’s performing sedate activities like interviewing suspects or writing reports, but here in the wilds of the Arizona desert, his tall, lean body would be lifting heavy bags of feed, or shoveling hay to the horses. Maybe working up a sweat that would make his dark, wavy hair curl. Perhaps, while chopping wood, he might get hot and need to remove his shirt. I sucked in my breath. Outdoors-man Bowers might be the only highlight of this weekend.

      “Tell you what.” I picked up the basket and shoved it toward him. “Why don’t you steal their young and I’ll go look at the hole in the fence?”

      “No can do.”

      The violent image of what the wannabe mother intended to do to me had left an impression. I stamped my foot, which was a prissy move, but I was one notch below terrified. “Why not?”

      “First, how much experience do you have fixing fences? Second, and more important, there aren’t any young to steal. The eggs haven’t been fertilized. Animal husbandry one-oh-one. No rooster, no chick.”

      The beady eyes glaring at me sent out a powerful wave of longing that started in my belly and moved to my chest. As the ache intensified, tears filled my eyes. This was followed by a ferocious desire to hurt anyone who might hurt mine. My heart raced as my entire body tensed up in fight-or-flight mode.

      Still riding the wave of emotions sent by the chicken, I twisted around, grabbed Bowers’ shirt in my fists and shook him. “She doesn’t agree with you.”

      Bowers and I have been through a lot, much of it involving my reactions—and occasional overreactions—to what animals tell me. Even after his first-hand experience with psychic phenomenon, he stubbornly refused to discuss, acknowledge, or endorse what he refers to, vaguely, as my thing. Naturally, he ignored me. 

      He kissed my forehead, and with mock solemnity said, “Good luck. When I get back, I hope you’ll have gathered your courage . . . and the eggs.”

      And then he left me alone with the murderous chicken.

      I sized up my surroundings in case I had to make a quick escape. The coop was a rectangular wooden building with a cement floor covered in earthy-smelling mulch. This was where the chickens slept and laid eggs and ate from PVC piping that released their food. They even had a water bottle with nipples they pecked at when they were thirsty and a round thingy that held little pebbles to help them break up their food. I shoved this last item aside with my foot to give me a clear escape path.

      Several wooden clothes-drying racks leaned against one wall under a high wooden shelf, both providing places for the chickens to roost. Along the opposite wall, half a dozen nesting boxes sat atop a pine box about three-feet tall and ten feet long. It reminded me of the caskets they used in the Wild West. 

      The nesting boxes consisted of milk crates set on their sides and stuffed with hay. Bowers’ sister had put up little privacy curtains, something I found hysterically funny until I opened one and found the angry chicken inside.

      Most of the birds had abandoned the coop and moved to the run outside to scratch for bugs or do whatever chickens did to amuse themselves. Maybe Bowers was right. They didn’t care, so why should I?

      I moved down the row of nesting boxes and felt around each one. As I picked up the warm eggs and added them to my cache, the few birds remaining in the coop watched my progress with soft clucks. Too soon, I was back to old beady eyes.

      Even though the window shutters kept the warm, spring sun out, and the temperature inside was a cool seventy degrees, sweat trickled down my back. 

      When June had asked me to perform this chore, I’d foolishly thought, “What an easy way to get into her good graces.” Stupid, stupid, stupid. If I blew this, she would think I was an idiot or, even worse, an incompetent female who’d spent her pampered life avoiding hard work.

      That would not happen. Counting today, Friday, I had three days to win over those seven women, and I would not waste this opportunity because of a moody hen. 

      “Here chick-chick,” I said in a sing-song voice as I stretched out my hand. “Be a nice girl.”

      Her body stiffened, and she hissed at me. I pulled back my fingers just in time to avoid a peck.

      I gritted my teeth. “Look. That egg is just an egg. It’s not a chick, so hand it over.” Then I sent her an image of an egg cracking and no chick inside. I sensed her stiffen.

      Reaching out my hand, slowly, I continued to hold eye contact. She stared back without blinking, though she trembled a little. My fingertips touched her feathers, and still she didn’t move. They crept under her, and I splayed my fingers so they could surround the first egg. Gently, gently, I pulled.

      “See? That didn’t hurt.”

      And then the chicken from hell attacked.
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      “What in blazes happened to you?”

      I had made my way up the hill from the coop to the back door leading into June’s farmhouse, and I slumped against the door frame of the small cloakroom leading into the kitchen and stared, dazed.

      At her question, I looked down at my hands and saw bloody scratches. The sleeves of my favorite blue sweatshirt hung in shreds. “Nothing. I mean, no big deal.” I kept my tone casual, as if I fought chickens every day, because I didn't want to be labeled a problem on my first full day here. “I just need to wash up, that's all.”

      June pried the basket of eggs from my fingers and shooed me to the closest of the plain wooden chairs that surrounded a long oak table in the center of the room. The table was large enough to seat a dozen farm hands—or Bowers’ sisters. As I sat and waited, she rummaged through the upper shelf of one of the white cabinets over the countertop.

      While she conducted her search, I considered the first of my seven hurdles. She stood about five-feet-five and had a plump, sturdy body and short, curly hair that showed more gray than black. Her wide, expressive mouth made it possible to gauge her mood. Right now, the corners dipped in a frown. 

      “Was it Lola? I was afraid she was broody.”

      “Broody?”

      “It means she wants to be a mom. She'll fight to hold on to her eggs.”

      She pulled down a first aid kit and beamed at it as if it had found her.

      Paranoid Frankie wondered why Bowers' sister hadn't warned me about the broody hen before she sent me to collect the eggs. Did she want to see me fail?

      She set the kit on the table. “Why didn't Marty help you?”

      Though the question sounded innocent, I wondered if it were a test to see if I would blame her baby brother for my catastrophe. Did Marty ever take the blame for anything? 

      “He was busy,” I murmured. That sounded neutral, unlike he ignored my warnings and then abandoned me.

      Even as Paranoid Frankie chatted nonstop in my head, June bent her gray curls over me and gently checked my wounds with her warm hands. No one with such motherly instincts could wish another person harm. I was foolish to think she might want me to fail. 

      The methodical tick-tick of the egg timer had a calming effect, and my shoulders relaxed. Only then did I notice the scents of ginger and cinnamon wafting from the oven. Maybe if I sat still, she would reward me with a cookie.

      Now that she had assessed the damage, June rooted through the kit. She had her back to the door, so she didn’t see the grim expression on Bowers’ face when he walked in the back door. 

      “The gap in the fence is⁠—”

      At the sound of his voice, she straightened up, and he caught sight of me and gaped. 

      “What happened?” 

      My hands flew to my face. “Am I maimed?”

      He crossed the room. “Your face is fine.” He gently took my hands and turned them over, assessing the damage while he pressed his lips together in a thin line. June selected a bottle of iodine and some bandages. “Lola's broody. You should have noticed. Aren’t you supposed to be a detective?”

      Bowers spread his arms wide. “What? The hen didn’t do anything. How could I have known?”

      His voice had a tinge of whine in it, as if he were reverting to his teenage self. I understood. The same thing happens to me when I’m in my mother’s presence.

      June gestured toward the basket. “There aren’t nearly enough eggs for a morning collection. The darn bird's probably stealing from the other hens. Do I wait her out and see if she’s serious? Or should I take the eggs and give her some golf balls to lie on?”

      She was talking out loud, not asking for our input, but if she expected me to make the exchange, I fervently hoped for the former. She finished her handiwork and gave my shoulder a pat.

      “You’ll be fine.”

      I held up my tightly wrapped hands. Red splotches of iodine leaked through the white bandages. “I look like Frankenstein.”

      For such a stout, no-nonsense farm woman, June’s laughter reminded me of bubbles. She gurgled.

      “Your girlfriend’s a card, Marty. And tough. She managed to hold on to the basket. Not one broken egg.”

      Maybe I wouldn’t tell her I’d been holding it up as a shield. 

      As she packed up the kit and returned it to the cupboard, she asked, “Now, what were you saying about the fence?”

      Bowers got the grim look again. “Someone cut the wire. Only the bottom two wires.”

      June turned around, and I got a peek at the expression I’d see if she decided I wasn’t good enough for her baby brother. “None of my livestock has opposable thumbs, Marty.”

      “Exactly. You've had intruders.”

      “Is anyone missing?”

      By anyone, I assumed she was talking about her chickens, since horses and cows are hard to miss.

      She answered her own question. “We’ll have to count the chickens tonight after they’ve roosted.” Her glance rested on me and my Frankenstein hands. “I’m sorry to mess up your vacation like this. You shouldn’t have had to collect the eggs, but after Duane didn’t show up again this morning . . .. When that man gets off his bender, we're going to have words.” 

      June had made the same complaint last night when we arrived, so I was up-to-speed on the family drama. Duane Stoddard was the hired help, and his absence was the reason I’d been doing his chores.

      According to June, he was the nicest man whose only fault was to disappear occasionally and drink himself silly. I'd never even met the man, but a glance at my hands made me certain he would never be one of my favorite people.

      Before I could tell her again that it was no big deal, she glanced at the apple pie-shaped clock over the kitchen sink. “The first wave is due to arrive soon. I’ve got to get dinner on.” She transferred her gaze to me. “I think you said you wanted to freshen up?”

      Son-of-a-hen! My shredded shirt and Frankenstein hands might give Bowers' sisters the impression he had met me on a violent crime scene playing the corpse. The timer went off, and June's attention turned to removing the cookies from the oven. 

      Bowers took hold of my elbow and helped me to my feet. “Come on. I’ll help you upstairs.” 

      “And can you bring me down the laundry basket? I think it’s on the chair in my room.” June gave her little brother a sweet smile that didn’t fool me. She had specifically given Bowers his old room at one end of the upstairs hallway and sent me to the room at the far end. I swear she patrolled at night to make sure we weren’t up to any shenanigans. I had heard footsteps creaking the floorboards outside my bedroom last night. 

      “Will do,” he said, and then he steered me to the staircase behind a door in the short hallway off the kitchen. 

      The stairwell was a narrow passage between two walls, almost claustrophobic, especially after you closed the downstairs door behind you. There wasn’t room to walk side-by-side, so I took the lead, and Bowers followed.

      The door at the bottom of the stairs opened, and June popped her head in. “I want to get a load started before company gets here, so don’t be long, Marty.” 

      “No problem.”

      She left the door open, so I stifled my giggle until I reached the top of the stairs. When Bowers heard me laugh, his eyes reflected relief, and he pulled me in for a hug.

      “You doing okay?” 

      I stepped back and held my hands in front of his face. “Your sister thinks these are an aphrodisiac. I mean, what does she think I could do with these?” 

      He cracked a smile, but his eyes got a smoldering look that gave me goosebumps. “I’m sure I could work around them.”

      He kissed my palms one at a time, and then he leaned into me. At the last minute, he pulled away and stepped back. “Frankie . . .” 

      “No need to explain. I can smell myself.”

      When we got to my door, he frowned down at me. “Are you going to be able to . . .” He motioned toward my hands. “I could help you . . . you know.”

      “I’m sure I’ll manage.”

      June called from downstairs. “Marty! Where’s my basket?”

      Bowers rolled his eyes and called out. “I’m just helping Frankie get undressed!”

      “Don’t say that,” I hissed, even as I heard thumping from the stairwell.

      June rounded the corner, dish towel in hand. She stopped when she saw us standing in the hallway, fully clothed. “Oh, you!” She flicked the towel at his rear end. “He always was a joker, Frankie. You remember that.”

      She dragged him down the stairs, and as I went into my room, I heard him say, “What about your clothes basket?”
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      I sighed as I closed my bedroom door and wondered why I couldn't have fallen for an only child. On a scale of one-to-ten, my personal skills rated a three, probably because I could count on one hand the number of folks I liked, including my parents. I preferred animals. 

      The dresser against the wall came with a large, square mirror, and when I stood in front of it, I sucked in my breath at the crazy lady staring back at me. My shoulder-length auburn curls resembled a bird's nest, and I had a smudge of something green on my cheek. I sniffed the air. Add the smell of fright sweat and chicken poop and I made quite the catch. Bowers' sisters would be impressed.

      I shook myself to chase off the Negative Nellies and tried to channel Positive Frankie. All I needed was a quick cleaning and a change of clothes.

      I gingerly pulled my sweatshirt over my head, tossed it on the floor, and assessed the damage. The scratches on my arms only marked the surface and weren’t bleeding. Nothing permanent.

      June's voice called out to her husband from the backyard under my bedroom window. If I hurried, I'd be in and out of the bathroom before Carl came upstairs. After establishing the coast was clear, I skittered across the hall in my bra and jeans. 

      The upstairs bathroom had a claw-footed bathtub but no shower, so I settled for a basin bath. My arms stung a little as I held them under the running water, and then I splashed my face a few times and scrubbed at the green smear with soap.

      The bathroom faced the drive that ran along the side of the house. The crunch of gravel announced a vehicle’s arrival, so I kicked it into high. After locating a washcloth in the top drawer of a slim white dresser next to the sink, I gave myself a quick going over with the citrus-scented soap, rinsed, and then dropped the washcloth into the hamper. 

      I cracked the door open, ready to make a dash to my room, but the upturned face of a young boy reaching for the knob greeted me. My appearance startled him into taking a step back. Brown eyes studied the portion of my face peering through the crack, while his wide mouth drooped in a frown of curiosity. 

      “Who are you? I have to pee.” 

      I tossed his question back at him.

      “Who are you?” 

      “Marc.” 

      “Well, Marc. You need to leave.”

      He pushed on the door. “I told you. I have to pee.” 

      “Why don't you use the downstairs bathroom?”

      “My dad's in there, and Mom said I'd better come up here.”

      “Well, I have to get to my room. In private.”

      His mouth spread into a grin that revealed a tiny gap between his front teeth. “Are you naked?” 

      Kids are not my specialty. I’m never sure what to say to them, but I was certain that my nakedness, even partial, was not an appropriate topic.  

      “One of the chickens scratched me and I had to wash the cuts.”

      He pushed on the door again. “Are you bloody? Let me see.” 

      I shoved back. “I had to take my top off to assess the damage. So, you need to clear out. Just for a minute, okay? Then you can urinate to your heart’s content. And Marc? Let's keep this between ourselves.”

      After reluctantly agreeing, he moved to the stairwell and disappeared down the steps. Just in case, I grabbed the embroidered hand towel off the rack and covered my front with it. I waited a beat and then fled across the hall. Just before I closed my door, I caught sight of his little head peering around the corner. Darn, darn, and double darn. 

      I opened the door to the small closet and looked over my limited selection. We were only staying for a long weekend, so I'd packed accordingly, not that I had a lot to choose from in my closet back home. Most often, I wore a sweatshirt and jeans. 

      Animals don't care what you look like.

      Was it too early in the day for a formal dinner? Or would it be casual, since all the siblings knew each other? Would they dress up to meet me and expect me to do the same? If they didn't dress up, what did that say about their opinion of me? I huffed at this imaginary slight. If they were planning to diss me, maybe I should throw on sweatpants and a t-shirt. 

      I took a steadying breath and smiled, remembering my mother's words of wisdom to a teenage Frankie. “Don't be the slob in the room. It puts you on uneven footing because, even if no one else cares, you will.”  

      I wiggled into a pair of black slacks and slipped on an emerald-green blouse. After using my fingers on my hair because the comb wouldn't get through the tangles, I swiped on some lip blush, smacked my lips together and studied my reflection in the mirror. Auburn shoulder-length curls under control. Check. All buttons buttoned. Check. Black pants wrinkle-free. Check. As much makeup as I could stand. Check. I decided I wouldn't embarrass Bowers. Actually, I looked good. 

      After a few minutes of debate, I tore off the bandages and dropped them in the wastebasket on my way out of the room. I didn't need anyone to make a clever connection between Frankie and Frankenstein.
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      The first time I saw little Marc's mother, I figured I should call it a day and return to Wolf Creek a single woman. I freely admit she intimidated me. 

      After I stepped out of the stairway and into the downstairs hallway, I followed the voices outside. June and Bowers stood next to a blue Honda parked on the gravel patch behind the house. 

      Facing Bowers with her back to me, a tall woman with glossy black hair cut into a fashionable bob waved her hands as she talked. She wore a stylish white blouse, blue jeans, and high-heeled leather boots. Slightly plump, enough to have curves, she could have been a magazine model, if magazines reflected real women. 

      I ran my hands over my hips to wipe the sweat from my palms and stepped off the back stoop just as she punched Bowers on the arm. I must have made a noise because his gaze moved to me and she spun around and shrieked. 

      “You are real! I thought Marty made you up to hide the fact he’s gay.” 

      Now I understood where Bowers had perfected his neutral cop expression. He wore it now. “Aggy, Aggy. You’re just jealous because vampires don’t have beating hearts. Tom only married you out of pity.”

      Tom, almost as tall as Bowers, slim, and with blond hair graying at his sideburns, held up his hands. “Keep me out of this.” 

      Agatha snorted, and June, leaning against the car, wore the tolerant smile of a parent who was secretly enjoying the banter.

      Bowers motioned and grimaced. “This person is my sister, Agatha. Agatha, this is Frankie.” 

      When Agatha swept across the gravel, gathering speed as she closed in, I took a step back. She wrapped her arms around me and shook me from side-to-side.

      “Let the girl breathe,” June’s husband, Carl, called out as he approached us from the direction of the barn. His gray mustache twitched as he smiled. “You don’t want to scare her away.” 

      “I’m just happy to meet the figment of Marty’s imagination.” Agatha gripped my arms in strong fingers and pushed me back for inspection. “Tell us about yourself. Are you from Arizona? Does your family live around here? Do you work with the Wolf Creek Police Department, too?” As she pulled me through the back door, she grinned over her shoulder at Bowers. “Or is she a criminal you rehabilitated?” 

      Following close behind, Bowers refused to make eye contact, and at the mention of my work, his bland expression returned. I straightened my shoulders, sucked in a deep breath, and prepared for the first interrogation.

      As soon as we were all inside the kitchen, I tried to remember Agatha's questions. 

      “Well, um, I’m from Loon Lake, Wisconsin,” I began, but the loud rumble of a truck engine drowned me out. I raised my voice. “My family lives there.” 

      Distracted, June wandered to the kitchen sink and looked out the window. “The Texas contingent has arrived.”

      A heavy slam of vehicle doors marked the couple's progress, and then the back door swung open so hard it hit the wall. A short woman walked in holding a pan.  

      “You can all relax, now. I’m here!”

      Though I knew June was the eldest sibling, this sister looked older. She had soft white curls and the skin on her narrow face had weathered to the point of leather, but her crystal-blue eyes were sharp.

      The man who followed her in looked just as old with his bald head and stooped posture.

      The woman held up the pan as if presenting the Bowers family with an award. Apparently, it was because everyone exclaimed and oohed. Even Bowers wore a look of reverence as he stepped forward, pulled by an invisible force. 

      “Is that strawberry-rhubarb crunch?” Bowers held his face inches from the pan. 

      Up to that point, I felt—erroneously—I was prepared to meet whatever questions Bowers' sisters sent my way. And then the latest arrival opened her mouth. 

      Her face crinkled into a deceptively sweet smile. “We want to make a good impression on your girlfriend.” She turned her cheek and accepted a kiss from Bowers. “Silly term. You're too old for a girlfriend.”

      “Until she's his fiancée, girlfriend is good enough for me,” June said as she took the pan and placed it on a wicker trivet on the counter. “It's better than lover.”

      “We're not . . . we haven't . . .” I desperately looked to Bowers, but he had the cop-face on again. Just kill me now. 

      “Where are my manners?” June put her arm around the woman. “This is my sister, Cecelia, and that’s her husband, Joe. They came all the way from Texas to meet you.” 

      Cecelia folded her hands in front of her chest and said, “Well. Let’s have a look at you.” 

      Bowers recovered his manners and escorted me forward for my introduction. “This is Frankie.” 

      She looked me over. “Frankie, huh?” 

      “After St. Francis,” Bowers said. 

      That brought on more exclamations of approval than the crunch did. 

      “You were just about to tell us what you did for a living,” Agatha said.

      I held back a glare. “Was I?  I, um, specialize in animal behavior.”

      “Except chicken behavior,” June offered. “Lola had a go at her.”

      Agatha noticed my hands and gasped. “Broody?”

      “As a teenage girl.”

      “Why wasn’t Duane feeding the hens?” she demanded. 

      June sighed. “He’s off doing goodness knows what. Haven’t seen him since yesterday afternoon.” 

      Carl and Tom passed through the room with the luggage and headed upstairs. 

      “You should just get rid of him.” Agatha brushed the air with her hand, clearing Duane off the slate. “You don’t need someone like that hanging around here. I’m surprised he hasn’t stolen all the silverware by now. And I don't want him around Marc.”

      “Now, Aggie, everybody makes mistakes. Duane has paid for his.”

      Cecelia frowned. “Are you talking about Duane Stoddard?” 

      Agatha crossed her arms. “He’s missing in action. I still think you should take an inventory of the silver.”

      Cecelia nodded. “I agree that he’s not a good influence.”

      As the sisters berated the absent Duane, my mind wandered to important things, like what they were wearing. They all had on blue jean. Would they think I was a prima donna in my dress pants and blouse?

      In a self-conscious move, I ran a hand over my black dress pants, pausing mid-buttock. Casually, I rubbed my finger back over the spot where I thought—yes. There was a small tear. My cat, Emily, who delights in hanging from the clothes in my closet, had ripped a small hole in the seat of my slacks.

      Was it noticeable? How big was it? I poked at it with my fingertip and felt the loose threads snap. Well, now the hole was bigger. 

      Casually, I stepped backwards toward the outside of the group, grateful that I preferred briefs to bikinis. I wasn't following the conversation, so I jumped when I heard my name.

      “Isn't it funny that Frankie works with animals,” Agatha said with an impish grin in my direction. “Just like St. Francis, right?”

      “That is a coincidence.” Cecilia didn’t seem to trust coincidences. She pulled back her head and looked down her nose. “Frances is the name you were born with?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Oh, Cissy!” Agatha laughed. “You’re a ma’am.”

      I hadn’t meant it as an insult, but with Agatha’s help, Cecelia would sure see it that way.

      “I didn’t mean that you look old. Because you don’t look old. I mean, as a society, we usually equate white hair with the elderly, but that’s not fair.” I finished lamely with, “I don’t subscribe to agism.” 

      It just came out. Bowers pinched my side, and I backpedaled.

      “I was brought up to call women over twenty ma’am.” 

      “You didn’t call me ma’am.” That came from Agatha, who I was starting to dislike, but then she burst out laughing and punched me in the arm. “Just having fun with you.” 

      Carl and Tom returned, and Cecelia lost interest in me. “So, are we going to eat, or what?” 

      I perked up at the thought of sitting down before anyone noticed my exposed underwear. White, of course. I planned to invest in black underwear the minute I got back to Wolf Creek. 

      Savory smells of garlic and rosemary had replaced the sweet odor of cookies. My stomach growled. “Don’t we need to wait for everyone to get here?” I asked Bowers. 

      June opened the oven door. “We are all here. Dym called and said she had plans she couldn't cancel. She isn’t coming until tomorrow.” 

      I leaned close to Bowers and kept my voice low. “Dim?”

      He put his mouth next to my ear. “Dymphna. Patron saint of nervous disorders. Irish, if that helps.”

      When I giggled, Cecelia’s sharp eyes locked onto us. “Would you care to share the joke?”

      They had to notice my face flush. Cecelia had it in for me, because Agatha and Tom were in the corner whispering and giggling like schoolgirls, but they hadn’t received a reprimand. Operation Defend Baby Brother from the Trollop had begun.

      “It’s nothing,” I muttered. “Just, Dymphna is an unusual name.” 

      To my surprise, her features softened into a smile. “Our mother named us after her favorite saints in the hopes we would follow their examples. Dymphna was named after the patron saint of mental illnesses. Mother hoped she’d be a psychiatrist. I owe my name to the patron saint of music.” 

      June pulled one of those huge pans they use at restaurants out of the stove and peeled back the foil, releasing a burst of steam. “Cissy plays a mean organ.” 

      Cecelia nodded to accept the praise and then pointed at Agatha. “Patron saint of nurses.”

      Agatha grinned. “I’m a computer programmer. Still, Mom hoped one of us would work in the medical field.” 

      Holding up her hand, Cecelia bent a finger as she named off the remaining sisters. “Edith’s name saint is Edith Stein, naturally, because of her high intelligence and love of learning. Mary and Martha are kind of obvious.” She glanced at Bowers. “I wonder why she didn’t name you Lazarus. Seems kind of mean to leave their brother out of it.”

      I glanced up at Bowers. “So, who are you named after?” 

      “Martin de Porres.” 

      Cecelia barked out a laugh. “Mom botched that one. Saint Martin was a lay Dominican. She thought he was a priest. She had hopes for Marty.” 

      Great. Not only was I stealing Bowers from his sisters but also from God Himself.

      “But, what about June?” 

      Cecelia’s brow furrowed. “That’s the month in which she was born. Mother got the idea about the saints later. Are you Catholic?”

      Before I could answer, a loud clattering descended the stairs, the door flew open, and out popped the kid I’d run into upstairs. Agatha placed a hand on his shoulder and moved him forward.

      “This is our son, Marc.”

      Foolish me believed the kid would keep our bargain and pretend he'd never met me before. I half bent and said, “Marc, I’m Frankie.”

      The kid smirked. “We met already.” He pointed at me. “That’s the naked lady.”

      Silence. Complete and utter silence. And every pair of eyes in the room fixed on me, waiting to give me the benefit of the doubt, but wanting an answer. Except Bowers. His raised brows gave him a wistful look, as if, having never seen me naked, he regretted that the kid had gotten the jump on him.

      Marc shifted his shoulders, pleased at the reaction his news had earned him, and he grinned at me to thank me for my role in it. 

      Still bending to his level, I said, “How old are you, Marc?” 

      Agatha squeezed his shoulders and glared at me. “He’s only ten!” 

      I nodded. “Then you know the difference between a lie and, well, let’s say exaggerating for fun.”

      His grin got wider, and I noticed the doubt creeping into Agatha’s eyes. 

      “Did you see me naked?” 

      “Ugh! That would have been gross!” 

      Bowers let loose a relieved chuckle. 

      Agatha twisted her son to face her. “Why would you say something like that?”

      The kid wasn’t fazed. “I saw her bra.”

      “What color was it?” I asked, sweetly.

      He scrunched up his face in a frown. “Purple.”

      I shook my head.

      “Oh, yeah. It was pink.” 

      “Wrong again.”

      “I couldn’t see it under the towel.” 

      Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. 

      “Marc’s purity is unstained,” Carl said with a laugh. “Now, let’s eat.” 

      First, I excused myself and slipped into the downstairs bathroom at the end of the hallway. Turning my back to the mirror over the sink, looking over my shoulder, and then standing on tiptoe gave me the view I needed. It's possible paranoia had taken hold, but the glare of white underwear peeking out from my black pants seemed as obvious as a neon sign.

      I untucked my blouse and tugged at the hem. From my waist to the hemline, the fabric was wrinkled—the result of being tucked in for almost an hour. 

      Since both options were unacceptable, I flipped a mental coin and then stuffed my shirt back into my pants. I'd have to keep my backside pointed away from Bowers' family the rest of the night. Or, I could walk around with my hands on my butt. 

      I should have thrown the towel in.
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      As Bowers escorted me to the dining room, he explained that only four sisters would be here this time around. He squeezed my hand as if to stave off disappointment, so I gave him a smile that said I understood and would bear through it. Inside, I was thrilled. I wanted to burst into song. Four sisters were challenge enough for me.

      Bowers and I took our seats on the window side of the dining room table with the afternoon sun on our backs. Since June had already set the table, we only had to watch and admire as the food processed in.

      June carried a large tray of crispy fried chicken that promised leftovers. Carl followed with mashed potatoes and rolls, while Agatha carried the gravy and fresh, steamed green beans. I was happy to note they approved of butter and had put two dishes on the table. 

      I looked forward to eating, and not just because of the wonderful odors filling my nostrils. With their own mouths full, Bowers' sisters would have to give their questions a rest. And then I got my first hint that wishes were for fishes.

      Agatha shoved Bowers out of his chair and Cecelia took the chair on my other side, surrounding me. Since Marc slid onto the seat next to Agatha—and who was going to chase the young away from its mother?—Bowers was forced to the opposite side of the table.

      Carl led grace, adding thanks for the safe arrival of everyone present, and then we all served ourselves family style. I had my food groups segregated on my plate so as not to mix flavors and was ready to dig in when Agatha passed me the butter from my right the same time Cecilia held out the gravy boat from my left.

      Were they fussing to make sure the guest had everything she needed? Or was this a subtle game to see which sister I preferred? Perhaps they wanted to expose me as a glutton, heaping tasty fats on my food with abandon. Feeling clever, I took both their offerings at the same time.

      Holding the butter plate in my right hand, I poured a little gravy next to my mashed potatoes with my left, since I prefer to dip as necessary. Then I crossed my left hand to Agatha to hand off the gravy so I could apply butter to everything but the chicken. Since Cecelia declined the butter, I set the dish down and prepared to tuck in. 

      Cecelia stared at my plate. “Did you get enough? That's not enough gravy to cover a French fry.”

      I frowned at my plate, which was perfect. “I can always add more.”

      “Here.” 

      Agatha reached over me with the gravy boat. I held my hand over my plate in the manner of a diner refusing the waiter's offer to pour more wine, but she poured anyway. Gravy rolled off the back of my hand and between my fingers to drench my veggies and roll in brown sauce until it spilled over the edge of my plate. 

      Now I had soup. I didn't want soup. I cautiously shook my hand over my food and wiped off the rest with the blue cotton napkin resting under my silverware. 

      “Um, thanks.” 

      “Is there any left for me?” Marc cried. He sent a withering glare in my direction.

      June had to go back to the kitchen for a refill.  When she returned and started on her own dinner, she nodded to Carl. “Did Marty tell you someone cut the fence in the front pasture?”

      Her husband looked at Bowers, who also nodded. “That's a bugger.” He chewed thoughtfully. “And odd that they would bother with us.” He explained for my benefit. “Livestock thieves usually pick places with more animals, so it's not as noticeable when a few go missing.” 

      “What else would they be after?” I asked. 

      “That's the question.”

      “Maybe it was teens messing around,” Tom offered, helping himself to more chicken.

      June announced that Marty planned to count the chickens when he put them away tonight, and that seemed to satisfy Carl.

      I'd rescued most of my mashed potatoes from under the blanket of gravy, and I discovered that smothered green beans weren't bad. I had to use a knife and fork to eat my soggy roll. Fortunately, my chicken had been spared. 

      As I took a bite of drumstick, savoring the crunchy skin and moist meat, Agatha leaned in wearing a wicked grin.

      “What do you call a chicken that stops laying eggs?”

      I stopped chewing. “Old?”

      She swept a hand toward the serving plate. “Dinner!”

      Dropping the leg, I covered my mouth to stem the instinct to spit out my food, something I haven't had to worry about since I was ten months old. Marc laughed so hard milk came out his nose.

      My voice came out a choked whisper. “Lola?”

      The sisters reacted with loud laughter. Even Bowers pressed his lips together to hold back his grin.

      Cecelia pointed her fork at the pan. “Math's not your strong suit, unless you've met a chicken with four legs.”

      I wasn't about to take guff from a woman who ate fried chicken with a fork, but this was, after all, Bowers' sister, so I tempered my answer. “I hadn't gotten around to counting them.”

      “Don't worry,” June assured me. “It's nobody you know.”

      Marc shook his drumstick at me. “Grampa says never name the food.”

      “That's right,” Carl said. “So Lola's safe.”

      My throat constricted as I swallowed, so I washed it down with the glass of water provided with my table setting.

      “What's the matter?” Agatha's gaze held a challenge. “Fried chicken's my sister's specialty. She made it just for you.”

      Everyone stopped eating. It's possible they each were calculating how many extra pieces they could have if I skipped dinner, but it was more likely they had never heard anything more offensive than a guest refusing to eat June's famous chicken.

      June waved her hand. “Don't nag the girl. If she doesn't like chicken, I can scrounge up something else for her to eat.”

      I considered how wise it would be to insult the family matriarch just as I was feeling comfortable around her. The smell of chicken and spices wafting up my nose decided it. I didn't know these chickens any more than I knew the chickens I ate at Dina's Diner. I couldn't make this personal.

      With the determination of a pious martyr, I picked up my drumstick and returned to enjoying the best fried chicken I'd ever tasted.

      “This is delicious.”

      Take that, Agatha. 

      As I helped myself to a second piece, earning a pleased smile from June and a relieved grin from Bowers, I hoped fervently that Dymphna would be the nice sister.
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      Dinner finally ended. I excused myself and cleaned my hands in the downstairs bathroom. When I came out, the others had cleared the dishes, and coffee and rhubarb crunch were being handed around. I followed the procession into the living room. 

      Agatha dropped into one corner of a large sectional couch as if it were her rightful place. Tom, Joe, and Cecelia joined her there. June took the beige recliner opposite Carl near the fireplace. 

      As I looked for a spot to sit, Cecelia said, “You never answered. Are you Catholic?” 

      My smile lacked enthusiasm, probably because Penny's wedding was the last time I had been in a church. “Born and baptized.” Which was true. 

      “How do you like Our Lady of Fatima?” Agatha asked. 

      Was this a test? As I had nothing against the woman who foretold civilization's doom in the early 1900s—she was just the messenger—I said, “I like her fine.”

      “The statue,” Agatha said, smirking. 

      “Which statue?” 

      Bowers walked over to a picture of the Sacred Heart. Under it was a statue of Our Lady in a white robe with a blue mantel. 

      “Oh, that statue,” I said, trying to cover my ignorance. “I thought you meant the one at the shrine.” There had to be a shrine, right? And what shrine would be complete without a statue?

      “Lovely,” I murmured, touching the smooth base. What was I, British? No American says lovely without sounding pompous, but the sisters agreed with me.  

      “It was Mother's,” June offered. 

      I pulled my hand away. “Then it must mean a lot to you.” 

      June smiled. “It does.”

      I made a note to look up images of Marian apparitions before I went to bed in case there were any other statues lurking. And Catholicism. If I didn't bone up on my faith, they'd probably banish me to the netherworld or force me to wear a scarlet letter—H for Heathen. If they wanted a battle, I'd bring it to them with a plethora of insightful, theological remarks. 

      There were two spots left on the couch, but Marc, who had been toying with the ceramic frogs on an end table, plopped down and sprawled out, taking up both places. After stealing his gravy, I wasn't about to ask the kid to give up his spot, so I took the remaining rocking chair and let Bowers nudge his nephew aside to make room.

      When I finally sat, I rejected the natural impulse to rock, intending to remain invisible in case Agatha and Cecelia got any more playful ideas. I was afraid I might react with something other than meek chuckles.

      My first taste of strawberry-rhubarb crunch foiled my plan. The sweet strawberries and sugary crunch topping balanced perfectly with the face-puckering tart rhubarb. I'm sure I made a noise because Cecelia glanced over and smiled. I should have seen it coming. 

      “Do you bake?” 

      I stopped chewing and swallowed. “You mean cakes and pies and cookies?” 

      “Cookies don't count,” Agatha said. “Anyone can bake a cookie.”

      “Cake's my favorite,” Marc said. 

      “We had an apple pie for Thanksgiving,” Bowers offered. He had brought that to my house, along with appetizers so my guests wouldn't starve. 

      “Was the crust latticed?” Agatha asked, sweetly.

      I looked her in the eye. “It sure was.” Then I took another bite of the crunch and ended the conversation by asking Cecelia for the recipe, knowing that particular question was every celebrated home-cook's nightmare. A few months ago, the police come close to accusing my aunt of murdering a woman over a fifty-year-old recipe.  

      Cecelia frowned and turned to Agatha. She brought up someone they both knew, and the other siblings joined in and caught up on the latest news. Their funny stories made little sense to me since I hadn't a clue who they were talking about. They had their own jargon, which made it more confusing. After Agatha railed against an undermining co-worker, Cecelia said, “Drum roll!” and the sisters broke into fits of laughter.

      Bowers had shifted to join Tom and Joe, but I couldn't hear enough of their conversation to follow. Carl fell asleep, and I closed my eyes in imitation and hoped everyone would ignore me. 

      Around eight-thirty, June stifled a yawn. “I'm usually in bed by now.” She sat up straight with a jerk. “The chickens! Darn that Duane! It's his job to lock them up.”

      Bowers stood and stretched. “Frankie and I will take care of them. Besides, you wanted me to take a headcount, remember?”

      Holding onto the chair arms, June pushed herself to her feet and patted his arm. “Thanks, Marty. You too, Frankie. Let me know if we're missing anyone in the morning. I'm going to bed.”

      Bowers headed to the kitchen, and I followed. He handed me Carl's jacket off a hook on the wall by the back door and grabbed a vest for himself. After taking a flashlight from the corner shelf, Bowers led the way outside. 

      And that's when the actual nightmare began.

      “That went well,” I said, closing the door behind me.

      Bowers turned, wrapped his arms around me, and pulled me in for a hard kiss. When he let me go, I had to recover my breath. He grinned.

      “So, is your bra purple or pink?”

      Taking my cue from Agatha, I punched his chest, though I'm sure he didn't feel it through his quilted vest. “Neither.”

      “I guess I'll have to lurk outside the bathroom if I want to find out.”

      I moved to punch him again, but he pulled me in for another kiss, this one gentler and lasting a full minute. Then he took my hand, and we headed for the coop.

      An enormous shadow loomed in front of us. Cecelia and Joe had arrived in a huge Suburban pulling a camper. I stopped and stared.

      “That is so cool.”

      “You don't see many Suburbans these days.”

      I nudged Bowers. “Not the truck. The camper. When I was a kid, I thought the ultimate would be to spend the night in a camper. Sleeping in a nook sounded as much fun as bunk beds.”

      “Note to self. Frankie likes to sleep in strange places. Do you like to camp?”

      Leaning my head back, I admired the night sky. Since downtown Cave Bear was about five miles away, the sky over June's farm seemed black and was blanketed with stars. Typical of the desert, the temperature had dropped along with the sun, and I pulled the heavy jacket closed and wrapped my arms around my middle. The only sound was an occasional snort from the horses in the back field. It was both creepy and cool.

      “I enjoyed camping on Penny's farm. I don't know that I want to be in the wilderness with only a sheet of canvas between me and a bear.”

      Bowers chuckled and slung his arm around my shoulder. “I'd protect you.”

      With a full tummy and Bowers to myself on a romantic, starry night, I relaxed. And then I remembered the incident and wondered if I could recover my reputation. 

      “I hope that wasn't too awkward for your family back there. Me and my nakedness.”

      Bowers smiled down at me. “They're probably laughing about it right now.”

      “Because I sent the kid away before I ran to my room.”

      “You should have known better. But I forgot. You didn't have brothers. Boys' hormones are constantly warping their brains and causing them to do things like lurk around corners, all for a peek at a strange lady's bra.”

      “I'll bring my bathrobe with me next time.” If there was a next time.

      “Good call. I hope you realize that my sisters were just teasing you at dinner. And in the kitchen before dinner. And after dinner.”

      “Oh, sure.” I lied because I needed at least one person on my side. If I told him I thought they were banshees on the attack, he might feel the need to defend his guardians.

      He unlatched the gate to the large, fenced-in run that surrounded the coop. There weren't any stragglers scratching around for bugs, so we headed inside. It only took a glance to tell there were chickens missing. Half the roosts were empty.

      “Aw, hell.” Bowers pulled back the curtains on the nesting boxes, but they were all empty except Lola's. “I fixed the break in the fence while you were getting dressed, and with all the activity as people arrived, I didn't expect the thieves to try again tonight.”

      While he ranted, an excitement built in my chest. It was weird. Frenetic. My breathing became short and shallow, and I put a hand over my heart, hoping to slow it down. My shoulders shook.

      “What are you doing? Trying to find the chickens with your mind?” Bowers tried to make it sound funny, but he had enough belief in my gift to make him nervous.

      I sniffed the air a few times and finally took a deep breath, trying to take in more of the heavenly aroma scenting the air. I'd smelled it before. At dinner? No. It wasn't fried chicken or mashed potatoes. And how could I be hungry? I'd stuffed myself and still managed to fit in rhubarb crunch for desert, but it was as if someone had set down the most irresistible plate of food in front of me, and I wanted it. I wanted it bad. That smell. A vague memory. I should recognize it. I'd been around it before. Not often, but often enough to recognize it.

      And then I knew.

      “Son-of-a-cave-bear!”

      I grabbed the flashlight from Bowers and moved outside, swinging the beam around the run. Light reflected off the chicken wire and into the darkness beyond. He stepped out the door and watched me.

      “What is it?”

      I froze and held up my hand. “Quiet.”

      I heard a soft noise. A satisfied purring, and it was coming from around the corner of the coop. Steeling myself for what might be lurking, I rounded the corner.

      “There they are,” Bowers said when we saw a cluster of feathered butts surrounding something on the ground. He took a step forward and then blocked me with his arm. “Stay put.”

      It was too late. I'd seen the shoe. I clutched at his outstretched arm. “I—I⁠—”

      He pried the flashlight from my fingers and his arm from my hands and moved forward, nudging the birds out of the way with the toe of his boot. They responded with angry squawks. He crouched down and reached out his hand, but then changed his mind and pulled it back.

      I crept closer. “Is he⁠—?”

      Stupid question. No one alive would let a gang of chickens peck at his face. And his arms. And everything else. 

      Bowers stood and took me by the shoulders. “Listen to me. I want you to go back and call the police.”

      “Look at all that blood.” That was the smell. Blood. I swayed.

      “Look at me.”

      I did and found comfort in the quick flash of concern in his dark blue eyes.

      “Go to the house. Call the police. Keep everyone inside.”

      Turning away from the gruesome sight, I walked with stiff shoulders until I reached the gate. And then I ran.
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      All friendly chatter stopped the minute I walked into the room. Cecelia, who had commandeered the rocking chair in my absence, stopped rocking. It must have been my expression because Agatha paled, jumped up and said, “Where is Marty?”

      I cleared my throat, but my voice still cracked when I said, “Telephone?”

      Me and my cell phone don't hang out a lot.

      Agatha pulled hers from her back pocket and held it out. “You need to call someone? Is everything okay?”

      Everyone knows the bearer of bad news gets blamed. Eventually, they would learn the details, but I didn't want those details to come from me. I chose my words carefully.

      “Um, no. Definitely . . . no.”

      “What is it? What's the matter?” Agatha demanded.

      My brain, trying to reign in words that might panic my audience, was having the same luck as a crossing guard trying to hold back stampeding fourth graders on the last day of school. Valiantly I scanned my choices: bloody corpse, mutilation, desecration, and the oversized giant trying to push his way past my lips—murder. But was it murder? 

      The strain proved too much for me, and the words gushed out in an unintelligible stream.

      “I'd call, but you better. I don't know the address here and I don't want to wake June.” Carl sat up in his chair, awakened by the commotion. “Maybe Carl would be better, and since I don't live here and the police won't know who I am—they might even think I'm a crank—it should probably be a familiar voice, familiar to them, and I⁠—”

      Agatha slapped me, harder than necessary, I thought. “Where is Marty?”

      I shook my head and let the marbles fall back in place.

      “We need to call the police. Bowers and I found Duane, and—” I hauled in a deep breath, “he isn't doing too well.”

      The color returned to Agatha's face, and she punched some numbers into her smartphone. “Then we need an ambulance.”

      My gaze went to Marc who to me looked like one gigantic set of ears. I tried to soften the news. “Worse than that.”

      Cecelia thought the young one needed toughening up. “You mean he's dead?”

      Marc shot off the couch and hurried to the door. The thought of the kid seeing Duane's mangled face reduced me to barking out orders as if he were one of my animal clients.

      “Stop! Come touch!” I automatically held out my hand, realizing too late that I didn't have a treat.

      It worked. The kid skid to a halt and turned around.

      “Bowers said no one should leave the house.”

      Going off my reaction, Tom sprang to his feet and matched my volume. “Marc! Stay here.”

      The youngster looked at us in turn, and he obviously thought we had lost our minds. “But Uncle Marty might need my help.”

      “Wait until he asks for it,” Tom said in a more reasonable tone.

      I didn't think the rule applied to Carl, who headed for the kitchen.

      “Wait.” I slipped off his jacket and handed it to him, and a few seconds later, the back door closed behind him.  

      Agatha held up a finger to quiet us. “Yes, this is Agatha Petrie calling from the Baxter place off The Old Road. Yes. June Baxter is my sister. I'd like to report . . .” She covered the phone. “What am I reporting?”

      Killer hens? I didn't know how Duane died. He might have had a heart attack. Would the charge be rude behavior with a corpse? Could you charge a chicken? Would law enforcement put them down now that they'd tasted blood? I didn't want to be responsible for the extermination of June's entire flock. “Tell them there is a dead man by the chicken coop and Bowers told me to call.”

      The operator must have heard me, because Agatha explained who Bowers was and identified him as a cop. She said some more, but I couldn’t hear her over the ringing in my ears. As soon as she disconnected the call, I started to tremble. 

      Agatha put her mom skills to work and retrieved a handwoven blanket from the back of the couch. She wrapped it around my shoulders and led me to the kitchen. As if by consensus, everyone gathered around the table while Cecelia made coffee, the American version of tea for shock. Marc was the first to instigate conversation.

      “What did the dead guy look like?” he demanded.

      I sipped my coffee and made a face. Without the addition of cream, it tasted bitter, as if it had percolated for a hundred hours for the benefit of sleep-deprived cowboys driving cattle. “I don't want to think about it.”

      “Was he blue? Because dead people turn blue. At least they do in Zombie World.”

      My expression must have gone blank because Agatha explained. “It's a magazine.” She narrowed her eyes at Marc. “A magazine he probably shouldn't be reading.”

      The boy clapped his hands together, and I jumped.

      “Is he going to turn into a zombie?” He leaned his head over to look at his mom. “Maybe we should burn the body.”

      “Definitely shouldn't be reading,” Tom mumbled.

      I cringed. Hadn't the poor man's corpse suffered enough indignities? Agatha ruffled her son's hair and murmured a response I didn't catch. It didn't have any impact on Marc because he swung back to me.

      “Did he have a sword sticking out of his chest? Maybe he was the victim of a ninja attack. Was his face like this?”

      He cocked his head, rolled his eyes back, and twisted his features into a horrible grimace. I scooted my chair around to face him.

      “Look, kiddo. Why don't I tell your mom and dad about it later, and then they can decide what they want to tell you?”

      That earned me an approving nod from Agatha. Maybe not enough approval to make up for flashing her son, but it was a start.

      Cecelia placed a glass of milk in front of the boy and asked if anyone wanted a refill. The coffee continued to percolate because she wanted to have enough for the police. 

      When the law finally arrived, they weren't announced by sirens or flashing lights. Only the crunch of gravel let us know they were here. Agatha and Tom exchanged glances, and Tom put a protective—or possibly restraining—hand on their son's shoulder.

      After a knock on the door, Cecelia let in a tall blond man in a black uniform and his shorter, huskier sidekick. The tall man spoke.

      “I'm Marshal Kipper. This is Deputy Macoritto.”

      Did he say marshal? As in Marshal Wyatt Earp? I'd never seen a real marshal before. He looked like an ordinary cop. No Stetson hat. No handkerchief tied around his throat in case he ran into a wind storm. No drooping mustache.

      Cecelia pointed at me. “This is Miss Frances Chandler. She'll be able to tell you more.”

      He strolled up to me, his thumbs hooked over his belt. He had a wide, thin mouth and crinkles around his eyes. When he spoke, his voice was soft, with no hint of a drawl.

      “You found the body?”

      “Me and Bowers. Detective Martin Bowers of the Wolf Creek Police Department.”

      He turned his head toward Cecelia.

      “My baby brother.”

      I put on my big-girl pants and stood, pushing the blanket off my shoulders. Marc snatched it up, and it reminded me how young he was when he snuggled into
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