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  Chapter one

Timber Coulee, Idaho. May 1918.
"Amanda Parrish, don't you dare tell me you're too busy." Heidi Fischer planted herself in front of my sales counter, her determined expression at odds with her normally cheerful demeanor. "The Meadowlarks need you." 
To avoid my friend's pleading blue eyes, I concentrated on unpacking a new shipment of sheet music that had just arrived at my humble emporium, the Mountain Melodies Music Shop. The early May breeze floated in around the two grunting workmen who were carefully maneuvering an upright piano through the shop door—the Whitakers' donation to replace the one damaged in last winter's leaky-pipe incident.
No sooner had they cleared the doorway than a well-dressed woman entered, glancing around with quiet appreciation at the rows of gleaming instruments. Around my age—mid-thirties—she wore a dove-gray walking suit, with her dark hair pinned neatly beneath a matching hat. I’d seen her around town once or twice, from a distance, but hadn’t yet made her acquaintance.
"Welcome to Mountain Melodies," I called. "I’ll be with you in a moment." 
She tossed a smile in my direction before making her way to the classical piano music section.
Turning back to Heidi, I tried to let her down gently. "My schedule is busy enough already without adding the ladies' choir to the mix. Besides, I already let the Meadowlarks meet in my back storage room for rehearsals, free of charge. Isn't that enough?"
Heidi doubled down on her plea. "That was enough, until the Swanson girls left for France. Now we're desperate for altos." She picked up my orange tabby cat, who'd been methodically unknotting a ball of grayish-green yarn that had tumbled from her bag. "Even Moxie agrees—don't you, sweet boy?"
He purred and head-butted her chin. Traitor.
Heidi's honest admission that she was begging out of desperation, and not out of any particular admiration for my singing voice, did not increase my eagerness to help.
"Hurray for the Swanson girls," I said. "The Red Cross has greater need of nurses than your choir has of altos."
"The Red Cross isn't preparing to sing at the mayor’s patriotic fundraiser on Memorial Day," she retorted.
The dark-haired woman approached the counter with a book of Chopin nocturnes.  "Excuse me. Do y’all happen to have any Debussy?" Her voice carried the smooth, unhurried cadence of the Deep South, yet her correct pronunciation of “Debussy” impressed me. Most folks didn’t get it right. "I didn't see it with the other composers," she added.
"We do." Grateful for the interruption, I swept my arm toward a smaller display by the window. "We just received a new shipment this week. There’s been a small surge in demand since the composer’s recent demise."
"Wonderful." She smiled, revealing a small dimple in her right cheek. "I'm Eleanor Crawford, by the way. I've admired your shop from afar but never had the pleasure of comin’ in before."
"Amanda Parrish." I extended my hand. "And this is Heidi Fischer."
"Pleasure to meet you both." Eleanor’s grip was gentle yet firm. "I've seen y’all around town, of course. Timber Coulee is charmingly small that way."
"Are you new to the area?" Heidi inquired, ever the social butterfly.
"Relatively speakin’. I've been here about six weeks now. I’m the new Western states correspondent for Angel of the Hearth magazine—have y’all heard of it?—and I'm writin’ a series of articles on how small-town women are supportin’ the war effort." She nodded toward the "Buy Bonds" poster in my window. "Your community has been wonderfully welcomin’."
"Well, we're glad to have you," I said. "Let me know if you need help finding anything else."
"Thank y’all." She turned toward the Debussy display with a graceful little nod.
Heidi immediately reclaimed my attention. "So? The choir? Please say yes."
She meant well. The community choir meant the world to her. The Rocky Mountain Meadowlarks Ladies' Choral and Knitting Society, to be exact. The "knitting" bit had been tacked on a few months earlier when word came down that our brave fighting men were in desperate need of warm socks. Now every rehearsal combined singing with knitting. But as a former choir member, I could think of a dozen things I'd rather be doing with my spare time. There were good reasons my membership was former, and one of them was just now walking through the door.
Mary Alice Wellington swept in, followed by two of her cronies. With only the briefest glance toward Heidi and me, they picked their way past the neat rows of instruments, forming expressions of mild distaste as they passed the sweaty-faced workmen.
"'Evening, ladies," I said. Mary Alice responded with a curt nod as they hustled to the back room.
"Come on," Heidi wheedled. "Even Molly's joined us. It'd be a fun activity you two could do together."
"We're not joined at the hip, you know." 
Why did she have to bring my niece into the conversation? I loved Molly as if she were my own daughter, and we got along well. But after working together in the shop all day, it was nice to have the house to myself on the nights she went to choir practice, or out with friends or with her beau, Clarence Butterworth—before he’d gone off to war, of course.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Eleanor Crawford moving deeper into the shop, examining the instruments with quiet interest. She paused by a violin display, running one gloved finger lightly along the polished wood. A fellow classical music lover, perhaps? I made a mental note to tell her about our town’s summer music camp in case, as a newcomer, she might not know about it.
"Come on, Amanda. Say yes." Like a dog with a bone, Heidi would not drop the subject. My resolve wavered in the face of her earnest plea. It began to feel like a patriotic duty to fill in for the brave Swanson girls, off to serve their country in a far-off land under dangerous circumstances. Like Clarence, and the Fairmont boy, and so many others. The sacrifice of joining the choir seemed minuscule by comparison. I tried not to think about the quiet evening I'd planned—a cup of tea, my current mystery novel, and absolutely no one demanding anything of me.
Choir members continued to enter the shop and head toward the back room. Heidi set Moxie down, retrieved the ball of yarn, tucked it into her bag, and started to say something. At the back of the shop, the workmen settled the piano to the floor with a bang.
"Careful, gentlemen," I warned.
"Sorry, lady." The men rolled the piano into the back room amid the oohs and aahs of the singers.
Heidi ignored the commotion. Her tone softened. "It would be like the old days. You used to love singing in the choir, especially alongside Sarah Holcomb. Remember what fun the two of you had? Always giggling over something or other, and causing trouble like a couple of schoolgirls. She'd want nothing more than for you—"
"Don't." The word came out sharper than I intended. We both knew our friend Sarah would have already coaxed me into joining, probably with that gentle persistence she'd perfected as the sheriff's wife. But Sarah wasn't here. She'd never be here again. After three years, the reality of her death still stung.
Heidi reached across the counter and covered my hand with hers. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have. It's just, we really do need you, Amanda. And maybe it would be good for you to—"
"Fine." I withdrew my hand from hers and lifted the pile of sheet music. "But only until the Swanson girls return."
"Which will be soon. They say the war will be over by Christmas."
"I don't have a whole lot of confidence in what they say," I grumbled. "They promised to keep us out of the war in the first place. ‘He kept us out of war,’ indeed."
"But you'll do it?"
Her persistence wore me down. "Yes. Against my better judgment."
I straightened the sheet music with perhaps more force than necessary. My Bible reading that morning from Ecclesiastes had said "to everything there is a season." I supposed this was the season for me to return to the choir—whether I liked it or not.
Heidi's triumphant smile suggested she'd planned this ambush carefully. "Rehearsal starts in five minutes. I'll help you close up shop."
Eleanor approached with several sheets of music and placed them on the counter. "Just these, please." Each syllable stretched like taffy in the summer heat. "The Debussy is exactly what I was lookin' for."
As I tallied the purchases, she dabbed her nose with a handkerchief, and her eyes were red. Had she been crying?
Concerned, but not wanting to pry, I peered at her. "Everything all right?" 
She fluttered the handkerchief. "Oh, don’t mind me, sugar. It’s just all this pollen floatin' around."
I grimaced in sympathy. "Others are suffering, too. Talk to Mr. Bates down at the drugstore. He’s certain to have something to help you."
"Thank y’all." She jerked her head toward the stockroom. "Did I overhear that there’s a choir rehearsin' back there?"
"The Meadowlarks," Heidi confirmed proudly. "We're preparing for the Memorial Day fundraiser for Liberty Bonds at the town hall. Do you sing, Miss Crawford? We're always looking for new members."
"It’s Mrs. And just piano, I’m afraid." The dimple in her cheek deepened. "Although I’ve done a fair amount of accompanyin' vocalists."
"We do have a regular accompanist," Heidi said, "but it might be good to have another in reserve."
"I'll keep it in mind." Eleanor accepted her wrapped purchases. "Although I’m not certain how long the magazine will be keepin' me in town. Could be weeks or months. Well, thank you, Miss Parrish. I’ll make a point of returnin' soon."
"You're welcome anytime," I replied.
She turned to leave, then paused to admire a display of harmonicas near the door. Equally eager to both make an additional sale and close up shop, I hovered near the cash register. 
"I’ll save you a seat next to me." Heidi headed toward the back room. 
"All done, lady." I’d forgotten all about the piano movers. I settled business with the workmen, and by the time they left, Eleanor had vanished. I let in a few straggling choristers, then locked the door and flipped the window sign to Closed. 
"Amanda, come on," Heidi called from the curtained doorway that separated the storage-room-turned-rehearsal-space from the rest of the shop. As I trudged to join her, I couldn't shake the feeling I'd just been neatly maneuvered into doing something I'd regret.






  
  Chapter two

As the director, Judith Hensley, called the rehearsal to order, Heidi gestured for me to sit next to her in the alto section. 
"Welcome, Amanda." Judith beamed in my direction. "Heidi said you'd be joining us."
"Did she?" I shot my friend a look. 
She responded with a sheepish grin and a shrug.
"And we also must take a moment to thank Honey Whitaker for the donation of the piano, after our old one suffered water damage," Judith continued. Murmurs of appreciation rippled through the group. With a gracious nod, Honey acknowledged their thanks.
Judith rapped a baton on her music stand. "All right, ladies. We have less than a month to prepare for the patriotic fundraiser called for by our mayor. And we still have much work to do. To that end, we will temporarily increase our practices from Mondays only to twice a week, Mondays and Thursdays."
Mary Alice raised her hand. "Thursdays won't work for some of us. That's when the Ladies' Aid meets. We're doing important war work, you know." Her tone implied that no one else in town could be bothered to lift a finger.
Judith pinched the bridge of her nose as if she were developing a headache, as I most certainly was. "All right. Those of you in Ladies' Aid are excused from the Thursday practices. But I trust the rest of you will make every effort to be here. As I said, these extra rehearsals are only temporary, just to get us through the fundraiser. We want this to be our best performance ever on behalf of our boys overseas, don't we?" General nods and murmurs of agreement dotted the room. Judith rapped her baton again. "Now, let's start with 'Battle Hymn of the Republic,' from the top. Mary Alice, will you take the solo in the third verse?"
"Again?" Beatrice Fairmont's voice cut through the rustling of music pages with the sharpness of a razor. "Mary Alice is already leading on 'The Star-Spangled Banner' and 'God Bless America.' I thought we'd agreed to rotate the solos, Judith." Her knuckles whitened around her knitting needles.
Mary Alice's posture stiffened. "We agreed to assign solos based on ability, Beatrice. Not everyone can reach the high notes with the proper . . . quality." She emphasized the last word with a saccharine smile. "Some voices simply have more patriotic fervor than others."
"Patriotic fervor?" Beatrice's knitting needles stilled as she stared at Mary Alice with undisguised hostility. "My quality was good enough for the carol-sing last Christmas. The newspaper called my rendition 'soaring and stirring,' if you recall."
"Was that before or after your cousin became editor of the Timber Coulee Gazette?" Mary Alice asked sweetly.
Several choir members gasped, and beside me, Heidi winced.
Judith rapped her baton again. "Ladies, please. We've discussed this repeatedly. Mary Alice's soprano range extends to high C, which is technically better suited for the Battle Hymn's challenging descant."
"My range is perfectly adequate," Beatrice insisted, her face flushing an alarming shade of crimson. "I've been taking extra lessons with Professor Wilson in Coeur d’Alene, and he says my upper register has improved tremendously."
"Perhaps in another year, then," Mary Alice said with false sympathy. "When you've had more time to . . . develop."
Beatrice's eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. "You think you're untouchable because you're treasurer of the Ladies' Aid, but some of us know things about you that would—"
"Enough!" Judith's baton cracked against her music stand, causing everyone to jump. "Beatrice, you'll take the solo in 'America the Beautiful.' Mary Alice, the 'Battle Hymn.' This is final."
"Second prize, as usual," Beatrice muttered just loud enough for the entire room to hear. "That one's not even a full stanza long." She jabbed her knitting needles into her yarn with such force that I half expected them to snap.
"Such a relief to be performing some good American music," Mary Alice remarked as she found her place, "after all those German songs at Christmas."
"Oh, please. 'Silent Night' isn’t just a German song anymore," Beatrice countered. "It belongs to everybody now." 
"Ladies, focus, please." With her smile still frozen in place, Judith nodded to Mildred Abernathy at the piano. The introduction began, and for a few blessed minutes, music overrode the tension. I glanced around the room as we sang and noticed a dark-haired girl of about sixteen, sitting in the soprano section next to Molly, who wasn't singing with the same enthusiasm as the others. While others sat straight-backed with chins lifted, her shoulders curved inward slightly. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn't place her.
The clicking of knitting needles kept perfect time with the music until Mary Alice lurched to her feet with a loud cry and slapped her music folder closed. Judith nearly dropped her baton. With a discordant crash, Mildred Abernathy brought the piano accompaniment to a halt and swiveled around on the bench to see what was going on.
"I simply cannot sing under these conditions!" Mary Alice cried. I half expected her to fall into a swoon, like a heroine in a Victorian melodrama. Instead, she glared at the startled faces of the choir.
"How am I supposed to concentrate with that infernal clicking?" she thundered.
I caught Molly's eye as she paused in her own sock-knitting. My niece's expression suggested she was counting to ten, a practice she'd adopted to keep her quick temper in check.
"Now, Mary Alice . . ." Judith soothed. "The ladies of Timber Coulee have pledged to send one hundred pairs of socks to our boys in France by Christmas. Surely we can find a way to combine our patriotic duties?"
"Patriotic duties?" Mary Alice's thin lips curved in a cold smirk. "Some might say our first duty is sending able-bodied young men to fight, not hiding them away in safe and easy jobs."
The knitting needles in Molly's hands stilled completely. I leaned forward, hoping to prevent the brewing argument, but Beatrice Fairmont beat me to it.
"Now see here." Beatrice's needles flashed as she gestured with them. "My Henry's serving as a field medic. Are you suggesting that's less patriotic than carrying a rifle?"
"Of course not," Mary Alice's voice dripped honey over steel, "but surely you see the difference between medical service and true combat? Besides, Henry isn't a real medic. He drives an ambulance. Anyone can drive these days. It's hardly the same as being shot at in the trenches, is it?"
Beatrice's face flushed crimson. "My son is bringing wounded men off the battlefield under enemy fire! How dare you suggest—"
"Mary Alice, leave her alone," Molly snapped. "You have some nerve, saying those things."
"Ladies, please!" Judith rapped that infernal baton sharply against the music stand. I was about ready to break that thing in two. "This is neither the time nor the place—"
But once Mary Alice got going, even those behemoth land machines the Brits were calling "tanks" couldn't stop her. She wheeled on Molly, completely ignoring Judith's attempt at intervention. "And that trumpeter of yours, Molly Mulroney. Playing Sousa marches while real soldiers die? I'm certain it's very . . . entertaining."
The color drained from Molly's face. Her beau, Clarence Butterworth, was serving as a musician in a military band, using his considerable talent as a trumpeter to boost troop morale. Before she could respond, I glanced again at the sad-looking girl in the soprano section. Tears were now streaming silently down her face.
If only Sarah were here. How many times over the last few years had that thought pricked my heart? Sarah would have known exactly how to defuse this situation—she'd always been the peacemaker of the group.
"That's quite enough." I shot to my feet, surprising even myself. "We're all doing what we can for the war effort. Some knit, some sing, some serve overseas in whatever capacity they're assigned. Belittling others' contributions serves no one, especially not our boys in France."
For just a moment, as Mary Alice adjusted her music, I caught a flicker of something unexpected on her face—weariness, perhaps, or worry—before her usual imperious mask slipped back into place. It reminded me that even the most difficult people carried burdens of their own.
Judith seized the opportunity. "Exactly right, Amanda. Now, let's continue with measure twenty-seven."
The remainder of the rehearsal passed in strained politeness. Mary Alice sang her solo with technical perfection and emotional frigidity. Beatrice's needles clicked with military precision, her back ramrod straight. Molly looked ready to spit nails, and the dark-haired girl sniffled. When at last we finished, Judith dismissed us with unusual haste, clearly eager to end the tense gathering.
"Remember, we rehearse again on Thursday." She sounded less than delighted at the prospect.
As we gathered our things, Molly made her way to the sad young lady, who was dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. They spoke in hushed tones, heads close together. The girl nodded at whatever Molly was saying.
"Everything all right?" I asked when my niece joined me.
"That's Viola Thornton," she explained quietly.
"Oh, the Thornton girl," I said. "I thought she looked familiar. My, she's grown up since the days when she took clarinet lessons."
"Her brother's been serving overseas, and—well, I'll explain later."
My heart sank. "Poor thing. And then to sit through Mary Alice's tirade about who's serving properly."
"I told her I'd walk her home." Molly set her knitting basket on a shelf. "Her parents are beside themselves, and she could use someone to talk to who understands what it's like to worry about someone over there."
I nodded. "Of course. You run along. I'll close up here."
"Thanks, Aunt Amanda." Molly squeezed my hand. "And thank you for standing up to Mary Alice. Someone needed to put her in her place."
As Molly gently guided Viola toward the door, their heads bent together in conversation, Heidi appeared at my side, her expression troubled.
"That was unpleasant," she said. "I'm almost sorry I dragged you into this."
"Don't worry." I watched Mary Alice gather her things with imperious efficiency, pointedly ignoring Beatrice standing nearby. "Something tells me things would have been unpleasant whether I'd been here or not."
"Shall I see you on Thursday?"
"I shall look forward to it," I said through clenched teeth, meaning not a word.
Mary Alice approached me as the others filed out, Mildred hovering anxiously at her shoulder. "Miss Parrish, might Mildred and I stay behind for a short while? Since I won’t be here Thursday, I need to work on that solo passage, and with how busy I am with important war work, tonight might be our only opportunity."
Had she adopted "important war work" as her personal slogan? I hesitated, glancing at Mildred, whose face was a portrait of conflicted emotions. Her nod was almost imperceptible.
"Of course," I said. "Just lock up when you've finished. Mildred, you have a key."
"Thank you," Mary Alice replied with uncharacteristic politeness. "We won't be long. Come along, Mildred."
Mildred murmured her thanks as well, not quite meeting my eyes. She hesitated. 
"Don’t be angry with Mary Alice," she whispered. "She doesn’t mean to come across the way she does. She can be . . . demanding, but she's scrupulously honest. She only wants what’s best for . . . for everyone." 
With that mysterious comment, she retreated to the rehearsal room, pulling the curtain shut behind her.
I tidied the shop, straightening displays and putting away the tea service I'd set out for the choir members. The silence from the rehearsal room was curious—I heard no piano, no singing, only the occasional murmur of voices. Whatever they were discussing, it certainly wasn't Mary Alice's solo.
Moxie, who had been dozing on the counter, suddenly sat up, his ears perked forward, and leaped to the floor. His orange fur bristled along his spine as he stared intently at a dark corner behind the cello display.
"Oh, no. Don’t tell me we have mice again!" I glared at my feline companion. "Aren’t you supposed to take care of that sort of thing?"
Moxie's tail swished back and forth in agitation, but he pressed himself against my ankles. Mice made him anxious.
I sighed. It had been a long day, and my mystery novel awaited. "Aren’t you the original scaredy-cat? Well, come on, let’s go home. I’m too tired to deal with this now. We can set some traps tomorrow." I gathered my purse and coat, ready to call it a night.
"I'm leaving now," I called toward the rehearsal room. "Don't forget to lock up."
A muffled response came from behind the closed curtain—Mary Alice's voice, too indistinct to make out the words, but acknowledging enough to satisfy me. Then a loud sneeze erupted. 
"Gesundheit," I called out automatically, amused by the satisfaction of using a German expression after Mary Alice's thinly veiled anti-German comments earlier. Nothing like a little linguistic rebellion to brighten my evening.
No response came, but Moxie meowed at the door, clearly eager to leave. As I turned the key in the lock, I had the oddest feeling of being watched. I glanced back over my shoulder, but saw only familiar shadows—instruments standing like silent sentinels, sheet music neatly arranged, the rehearsal room curtain closed.
With a shrug, I scooped up Moxie and stepped outside, locking the door behind me, determined that nothing more would stand between me and my date with Sherlock Holmes.






  
  Chapter three

The next morning, a steady rain pattered against the front windows of Mountain Melodies, giving the shop a cozy atmosphere even as it likely kept away customers. I hummed softly as I replaced the harmonica display with a new shipment of Victrola records. "Over There" was selling briskly these days, along with "Keep the Home Fires Burning" and "Pack Up Your Troubles." Songs of hope and homecoming—exactly what our worried town needed. 
The door blew open and Molly breezed in, carrying an umbrella in one hand and a metal vacuum flask in the other.
"Good morning." She set the flask on the counter. "Mrs. Wasserman sends her regards and a sprinkle of cinnamon in your coffee."
"Bless that woman." I pulled two white china mugs from a shelf and poured the contents of the flask, inhaling the spicy aroma. "You're bright-eyed for someone who came home so late last night. I'm sorry I didn't wait up."
Molly shook out her wet umbrella and set it next to the door, then took her work smock from the wall peg and slipped it over her blouse. "I’m glad you didn’t. I got home later than expected." She shot me a sideways glance. "You needn’t worry about me, you know."
"I know. I just can’t help it sometimes." The tear-streaked face of the girl from choir practice came to mind. "How is Viola doing?" 
Molly's expression clouded as she stepped behind the counter. "Not well. Her family's in quite a state."
She busied herself organizing receipt slips, carefully straightening the already-neat stack. When she finally spoke, her voice was low.
"Her parents received a letter yesterday—very official-looking, on military letterhead. It said her brother Edward has run up gambling debts while stationed in France. Five hundred dollars' worth." She looked up, blue eyes wide. "Aunt Amanda, that's more than Mr. Thornton makes in three months at the mill."
I frowned. "Since when does the army concern itself with soldiers' personal debts?"
"That's just it. The letter claims he's being held in some kind of military detention facility until the debts are paid. It says if his parents want to keep him out of a military prison, they need to wire the money to an account in Chicago."
"That doesn't sound right." I set down my coffee cup. "Surely the army has better things to do in the middle of a war than act as a collection agency for gambling debts."
"The Thorntons don't know what to think. They're beside themselves with worry. Mr. Thornton's talking about mortgaging their house."
"Has Viola shown the letter to anyone else? Someone who might know military procedures?"
Molly shook her head. "They're too embarrassed. The Thorntons are so proud of Edward—they don't want anyone to know he might be in trouble. That's why Viola was crying at rehearsal. She hadn't meant to tell anyone, but Mary Alice's comments about who was serving properly just . . ." She trailed off, anger flashing across her face. Her lightning-quick temper had worsened since Clarence’s enlistment. 
"Speaking of Mary Alice," I said, hoping to lighten the mood, "that was quite a performance she gave last night. And I don't mean her solo."
"Malice, you mean." Molly's lips quirked into a small smile.
"Malice?"
"That's what I call her in my head. Mary Alice, Malice. Fits her perfectly, don't you think?"
I laughed in spite of myself. "Molly Mulroney, that's unkind."
"But accurate." She took a stack of records from me and arranged them on the display. "The way she talked about Clarence, as if playing in the military band is somehow shirking duty . . . she hasn’t the foggiest notion what she's talking about. The military has used music to signal the troops and lift their spirits for hundreds of years."
"Thousands. Think of the choir that went ahead of Jehoshaphat’s army in the Bible. Anyway, don't let her get under your skin. That's exactly what she wants."
"I know. It's just . . ." Molly sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly. "Clarence's last letter said they're sending the band closer to the front lines now. To boost morale. They play in field hospitals, too."
My heart tightened. I hadn't known that. "Then he's every bit as much in danger as any other soldier."
"Yes, and he's doing something that actually helps those poor boys who are wounded or frightened. Music heals the soul. You know that better than anyone."
I nodded, thinking of the many times I'd seen
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