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      As I drove along the narrow two-lane highway towards the only supermarket in the valley, I was not a happy camper. Sure, it was a gorgeous day. Winter, so not exactly warm, but the skies were a bright, clear blue and there wasn't a single cloud in the sky. I was surrounded by the beauty of the Colorado mountains, covered in evergreens and capped in snow. The barbed wire fences that kept the local cows where they belonged off the highway were ruggedly picturesque, as were the farm houses at the end of rutted dirt roads.

      A heckuva lot better view than when I'd lived in DC, that's for sure. Then a trip to the grocery store had meant merging onto a four-lane road with only power lines, overpasses, and buildings visible no matter what direction I turned.

      Finally, at the age of thirty-six, I, Maggie May Carver, was somewhere I actually wanted to be.

      Problem was, it was the day before Valentine's Day.

      Honestly, one of the worst holidays on the planet. It's supposed to be about showing your love for someone, but I have to tell you I stopped finding it an enjoyable holiday after about third grade. Prior to that it was all cutesy and fun and I gave ridiculously over-the-top little valentines to my crush—a cute little blonde boy who lived down the street and who I'd declared my boyfriend whether he wanted to be or not.

      But after that it started to be about who was popular and who wasn't. And if you gave a boy a valentine it was far more than just some cute little card. It was a declaration of war if that girl in your class liked him, too. Or it suddenly meant something more than "Hey, you're cute" or "I like you because you're my friend."

      And Valentine's Day as an adult? Well, let's just say that for many years I was the woman in black when I bothered to remember the holiday even existed. (Jamie, my best friend, was of course the one in bright pink. Then again, she was also the one receiving more than one bouquet of roses or sweet little notes from her various admirers each holiday.)

      But what made it even worse was that now I had an actual boyfriend. Matt was wonderful. Tall, dark, handsome. A good person. (A good kisser.) And somehow bizarrely okay with being with me despite all my flaws.

      Which meant I really, truly wanted to erase the holiday from the map. See, Valentine's is easy if you're a guy. You buy a dozen roses or a box of chocolates or a pair of earrings or a bracelet or something sexy and lacy, and you're done. Easy peasy.

      Generic as all get out and not showing the slightest bit of thought or personalization, but a woman can't really object if you remember the day and honor it with one of the classic gifts.

      Oh, stuffed animals holding hearts work, too, of course.

      But for a woman. You don't really buy a guy roses. Or chocolates. Or stuffed animals. Or earrings. Or some little sexy, lacy thing.

      I mean, I guess you could.

      (I'm now having inappropriate thoughts about Matt and some little sexy, lacy thing that I will stop talking about because he's MINE and you don't need to be going there with me. But he'd look good in it if he'd be willing, which he probably wouldn't.)

      So, anyway. It was the day before Valentine's Day. Matt and I were running away to the Creek Inn for a fancy little dinner and a nice night together the next day (which he wasn't going to let me pay for either, taking that option off the table), and I was headed to the grocery store trying to at least find a good card for him.

      Which was also not going to be easy. Go with the funny option and he'd start to wonder if I cared enough. Go with the serious, "you're the love of my life" option and maybe he'd run for the door. Or, worse, he'd frickin' propose, which I was not ready for yet either.

      Seriously, I think I'd have an easier life if I just never thought about anything at all. But I do.

      Which is why I was in a surly mood when I finally made it to the store and located the card aisle with its helium balloons trailing curled string and bright pink and red colors everywhere.

      I took my time, reading each and every card, trying to find the one that was lovey-dovey enough to let Matt know I cared, but not too much. (Advice to Hallmark—you need a better selection of cards for the ambivalent among us. And not just for Valentine's.)

      I'd just found one that was going to have to be good enough when Mr. Lewis shuffled his way towards me.

      He'd been a semi-regular customer at the café when it was still open, although he'd never been much of a talker. He'd come in most days for lunch, sit in the far corner, and eat a bowl of soup by himself. He didn't even bring a book or play on his phone. He just stared out the window as he slowly sipped spoonful after spoonful of soup and then left again, always with a generous tip.

      He was a tall man, slender, probably mid-50s, but stooped like a much older man. I'd figured he was sick with cancer or something the way he carried himself, but I'd never asked.

      In other words, every time I saw the man I just wanted to give him a hug and tell him it would get better. But instead I always gave him his space and tried to be as quiet and kind as I could. This time, though, I figured it wouldn't hurt to at least say hi.

      "Mr. Lewis. I haven't seen you in a while. How are you?"

      He turned to me and I could see tears in his eyes.

      "Are you okay?"

      He shook himself off like a dog shaking off water. "Yeah. I, um." He stared at the floor for a long moment, fists clenched, clearly trying to master his emotions.

      I stepped closer. "Is there anything I can do?"

      He sniffed and turned back to the display of various stuffed animals piled upon the shelf, their hands clutched around red roses or hearts with silly words on them like "Be Mine". He covered his mouth with his large hand for a moment, pulling himself back together. "Which is your favorite?" he asked.

      "My favorite?"

      "Of the stuffed animals. I always get her one each year, but I never really know which one she'd want. She's been gone so long."

      I desperately wanted to ask who she was, but I suspected that if I did he might just break right there and then. And I wasn't sure he'd ever be able to put himself back together again if he did. (I've been there myself a few times.)

      I reached for the shelf. "You know, I've always been partial to pandas. And this one here with the big eyes is pretty darned cute." I handed it to him.

      "Good choice. Thank you."

      He started to turn away.

      "Mr. Lewis, can I buy you a coffee or something?"

      He shook his head. "No. I'm fine. You have a nice day, Miss Carver."

      He shuffled away, shoulders hunched, head down, the panda clutched in his big hand. I wanted to run after him and insist that he let me buy him a bowl of soup or something. But I knew he wouldn't appreciate the interference. And, honestly, I wasn't sure what we'd talk about. We'd never exchanged more than a dozen words at a time in all those days he was coming into the café. That was Jamie's side of things (I was responsible for the barkery), so she'd had far more interaction with him than I had.

      Plus, sometimes those pleasant but shallow interactions are the ones you need most in life, you know. Those quick exchanges of a few words here or there with someone who doesn't know what's going on in your life so they can't ask about it and remind you of what's weighing you down. (Or is that just me?)

      If I forced him to tell me who he'd lost—because he clearly had lost someone—then I'd become yet another person to look at him with pity. And who needs that?

      So instead I grabbed a bag of salted caramel dark chocolate hearts off the shelf for Matt's "gift". I figured even if he didn't want to eat them, I would, and hey, it's the thought that counts. (I'm lucky that Matt likes a woman with a few extra curves here or there. Or that, if he doesn't, he's smart enough not to say anything about it.)

      But as I walked towards the checkout, I couldn't stop thinking about poor Mr. Lewis.
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      That night it was just my grandpa, Lesley, and me at dinner. They were so cute together, exchanging a quick kiss before they sat down at the table, my grandpa in his usual jeans and flannel shirt and Lesley all polished up and perfect with her snow-white hair pulled back into a classic chignon. Hard to believe that two people in their eighties could be so unabashedly in love, but they were.

      I'd been all worried that when they got married they'd move in together and expect me to move out, but the reality was even stranger than that. They'd decided to keep their own houses, since both of them had lived in their homes for forty-plus years and neither one wanted to move.

      But during the day my grandpa was frequently over at Lesley's or she was over at our house. They'd have most lunches and dinners together and then after dinner they'd often sit and snuggle on the couch, holding hands and talking softly until about eight o'clock when my grandpa would drive Lesley home.

      (Needless to say, I'd taken to spending a lot of time alone in my room at night. It's awkward to be the third person in the room with an affectionate couple.)

      I'd asked my grandpa if they ever thought they'd move in together at some point and he'd shrugged. "Maybe. If we ever get to the point where we can't easily go back and forth."

      "I don't understand. Why get married if you're not going to live together? You're basically dating 1940's-style. You could've done that without the whole marriage brouhaha."

      (Lesley's family had not reacted well to the news of their marriage.)

      He chuckled. "We got married because we wanted to show that we're committed to one another. Also, because Lesley and I both grew up in a generation that believes that if you're going to have sex…"

      I held up a hand. "Oh no. Stop the conversation right there, thank you. My grandpa and sex never need to be in the same sentence ever again. Sorry I asked. Carry on. Do your thing. Whatever works for you."

      When he started to open his mouth to say something else that I knew I wasn't going to want to hear (or picture) I hurried from the room.

      So there we were, almost two months later, with Lesley over for dinner as usual. She'd taken over dinner duties so dinner was fancier than something I'd normally whip up. There were steamed green beans, mashed potatoes with gravy, and a pork loin roast that smelled like heaven. All served in the dining room on my grandma's best china and with the television turned off.

      (I have to say I missed the meals my grandpa and I used to eat while tucked up on the old, worn couches watching the Justice Channel, but the food was definitely an improvement.)

      When Fancy—my almost four-year-old Newfoundland—laid down at my side and I put her sharing plate on the floor, Lesley glared at us, but I ignored her. That was one fight I was not going to lose in the home where I was living. Fancy got her sharing plate. Period. End of.

      She was lady-like about it and it kept her from begging or barking or otherwise disturbing the meal, so too bad that Lesley thought it was barbaric to have a dog eating off of a plate next to the dinner table. She was just going to have to get used to it.

      That and a few other things.

      Don't get me wrong. Lesley was a wonderful woman. She was great for my grandpa. I personally liked her a lot. But she had some notions about how women should live their lives that didn't always synch with mine, which had caused a little bit of tension. But we had politely agreed to disagree.

      Or, more realistically, she would subtly mention her views to me and I would subtly ignore them. Honestly, I figured if I never married Matt a big part of the reason would just be to annoy her.

      (I once took this test about how susceptible you are to influence and it turns out I am so unsusceptible to influence that if you actually want to push me to do something you'd be better off pushing me to do the opposite. Turns out I become a brick wall when I realize someone is trying to manipulate me.)

      So, anyway. There we were at dinner. They were being all newly in love and gooey while I brooded about the pressure of spending my first Valentine's with Matt and while Fancy drooled a small puddle onto the floor waiting for me to notice her and give her a bit of food off my plate.

      To distract myself from my maudlin thoughts I said, "I ran into Mr. Lewis at the grocery store today. He was buying a stuffed animal for Valentine's for someone, but he looked like he was about to cry."

      "Oh. That poor man." Lesley shook her head.

      "What happened?" I asked.

      She glanced at my grandpa. "How long ago was it? Ten years?"

      "Maybe as many as fifteen."

      "It could be fifteen by now. You're right."

      They both nodded.

      "What?" I asked again.

      "His daughter was killed. Right after high school graduation. He'd raised that poor girl by himself. She was such a sweetheart, too. So bright and beautiful. And then, just like that, gone." Lesley sighed.

      "Never did find out who did it." My grandpa squeezed her hand. "I think that's the hardest part. Not knowing who did it or why. Such a tragedy. She was his only child. He lived and breathed for that girl. He was at every single game when she played baseball for me. When she was in middle school he worked two jobs to save up so she could attend a special summer camp for gifted kids. And when she got into college, I don't think there was a man more proud than he was."

      I sat back. "That poor man. I never knew."

      My grandpa nodded. "He doesn't talk about it much. He doesn't talk to anyone much since it happened, really. He used to be a tractor salesman. One of the most outgoing and gregarious men you'd ever meet. Always out and about. Always had a firm handshake and a ready smile. But after Julie died, he couldn't do it anymore. He quit his job. Probably spent the first five years at home, never going anywhere except the grocery store."

      "I guess that changed some over time. He used to come into the café for lunch. But he did keep to himself."

      "Yeah. After those first few years I saw him around more. He'd nod hello, but it was clear he wanted to be left alone still."

      "He was like that at the café, too. He'd order his soup and then just stare out the window, not trying to talk to anyone." I poked at my food, no longer hungry. "That poor man. He seemed so sad today. I wish there was something I could do for him."

      My grandpa glared at me. "Don't you even think about it, Maggie May."

      "Think about what?"

      "Trying to solve that murder. Just because you've lucked into solving a few crimes here or there doesn't make this your business. That man has moved on with his life. Let it go."

      But he hadn't moved on with his life. From what I could tell he was stuck in some gray half-life. Ten or fifteen years later and still buying your dead daughter a Valentine's present? It was touching, but it wasn't the action of a man who'd moved on with his life.

      Maybe what Mr. Lewis needed was closure.

      "Maggie May…"

      "What? I didn't say I was going to try to solve the murder. Heck, I hadn't even thought of doing so until you mentioned it."

      But now that he had…

      Why not see what I could do? Not like I was doing much with my days other than playing too much solitaire and reading too many books. (Not that you can ever actually read too many books in my opinion, but all that sitting on couches or chairs for hours and hours each day does start to affect the body. I had "reader's back" from curling up on the couch for too long too many days in a row.)

      "Maggie May, don't go stirring up old hurts. Let this go."

      "I heard you the first time, Grandpa." I flashed him my most brilliant smile. "What do you guys say to a game of Scrabble after dinner? You up for it?"

      My grandpa narrowed his eyes at me. He knew when I was deliberately changing the subject. But he didn't push me on it. "Sure. Sounds like fun."

      "Great."

      The whole rest of the dinner I tried to figure out the exact right approach to use on Matt—who in addition to being my wonderful boyfriend was also a cop—to get access to the old case file. That seemed to me to be the best place to start. No use bothering Mr. Lewis about it until I was sure there was something I could do to help.
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      The next night Matt and I drove through the winding canyon between my grandpa's house in Creek and the Creek Inn for our special Valentine's dinner.

      Matt had dressed in a pair of nice black slacks and a white collared shirt, the top two buttons undone. He looked stunning with his dark hair and blue eyes and I gave myself a little mental pat on the back for snagging him when all the single girls in the county had wanted him. (Or at least I assumed they had. In small towns your pickings are pretty slim so a guy like Matt goes fast. Not that I'd had any attention whatsoever of falling for him, but when a man that great crosses your path, it's a little hard to ignore.)

      I'd made an effort at dressing up, too. I was wearing my one remaining little black dress and had even put on makeup and done my hair, although I'd decided that due to the winter season and my aversion to heels that I could pair it with some cute furry snow boots instead of proper dressy shoes.

      Matt, bless him, didn't even mention my unusual choice of footwear. He just told me I looked beautiful, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and handed me a small box of chocolate caramels.

      (So many reasons I like that man…)

      The Creek Inn not only had a great dive bar (where Matt and I had played pool on what I thought of as our first not-date), but it also had a gorgeous five-star restaurant attached to the hotel portion that was decorated to the hilt for the holiday with red roses and pink hearts and lots and lots of candles.

      It was the only place with white linen tablecloths within a twenty-minute drive of Creek. (That's what you get when you live in a town of about a hundred people in the Colorado mountains. Lots of beauty, but not lots of dining choices.)

      They had classical music playing in the background to set the mood which was decidedly cozy with about a dozen tables scattered throughout the place. We'd probably been lucky to get a reservation—although we did have an in with the owners, Evan and Abe—but then again, the price point for the dinner was probably out of reach for most of the more established couples in the area.

      Abe greeted us as we walked in the door with a kiss on each cheek and led us to a snuggly little table in the back corner. "The best table for my favorite couple."

      "Thank you," I told him as he held the chair for me, something I have always found incredibly awkward and honestly makes me want to avoid all fancy restaurants.

      (I'm always worried I'm going to sit too soon or not soon enough and make an awkward fool of myself. That and what to do with your napkin and your fork are enough to scare me off of
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