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PROLOGUE: THE KILLER’S PLAN


Victor had to die: it was inevitable, once he’d made that decision.

He could’ve chosen to behave differently. Be a different person. But no, he wasn’t concerned about another life.

The day Victor said he didn’t care was the day he’d signed his death warrant.

And the killer knew exactly how they’d do it: it would be perfectly orchestrated. Victor would get everything that he wanted, and maybe some more.


CHAPTER ONE


“Nice to meet you. I hear good things. I’m sure you’ll find everything in order.”

Quentin Locandro, distant cousin of the guy who sent us on these work-cations, Charles, spoke quickly, almost nervously, and though he popped the hatch of his SUV, he didn’t volunteer to help with the bags.

Rosie shrugged and stuffed her blue and purple dinosaur suitcase on top of burlap sacks. I slid in my less ostentatious luggage. Rosie was right about one thing. It was a lot easier to spot her suitcase than mine on a luggage carrousel.

“You’re going to love the village. Best one like it anywhere. Legit historical setup. It’s a bit of a ride.”

We headed south from Providence, Rhode Island. It didn’t take long for us to take a secondary road from the highway. In a moment, a narrow two-lane swerved through tall trees and around lakes and farms.

Charles Locandro tended to send us to secluded places. The pastoral farmland dotted with self-storage facilities and the occasional gas station didn’t surprise me.

What was a surprise was this particular job. Normally, we were sent to evaluate a vacation spot that Charles’s firm might want to invest in.

But not this one.

Charles’s company partly owned this one. Quentin managed it.

This time, Charles wanted a review of how the place, Hancock’s Hamlet, operated and the state of things.

In other words, we were sent to spy on Quentin.

But either Quentin knew or guessed what we were up to. Why else would his cousin send over private investigators to visit?

Would that make him hide any issues from us? Given his general twitchiness, I had to assume he would. Rosie was finding it hard to keep a skeptical look off her face.

The SUV was older. There were small tears in the upholstery. Rugs were dirty. The windows whistled from the wind. We opted to act like we were being chauffeured, but there really wasn’t enough privacy to talk. That would have to wait until we reached our destination.

“Do you always pick up your guests?” I asked Quentin.

“No, no. But we’re still off-season. I hire a guy when we’re in full swing. Booked up. Right now, we’re starting the season with a few run-throughs. Do the usual soft opening with local visiting groups. Make sure everyone knows their parts. And especially that they can improvise if a guest asks a difficult question or makes a scene. But you’ll see. I’m sure your report to Charles will be glowing.”

He chuckled, eyeing me in the rearview.

Hmm. Quentin did know he was under scrutiny.

When we discussed the trip with Stone and my Nanna, neither one showed much interest. They had accompanied us on other ventures. For some reason, they gave Hancock’s Hamlet a hard pass.

For now, I could only wonder why. But the drive was pleasant enough, far greener than back home in Las Vegas. I never would get used to the greenery on the East Coast. Guess I was a desert girl at heart.

Eventually, we passed through denser woods, a bridge across a broad creek, and past a circle of buildings. Some looked very old, brown, and ready to fall down. Some were newer, though they tried not to look it. At a distance in the trees stood a series of bright, inviting cabins. I figured that was to be our quarters for the duration.

When Quentin took a turn away, I knew I’d figured wrong. Driving along a street sporadically lined with old and faux-old structures, we started up a low hill. Seated behind a round driveway that seemed more suitable for carriages was a looming brick building with lots of little windows, gables near the roof.

“The Governor’s Mansion. Impressive, no? You should grab your bags.” Quentin released the hatch lock.

“Governor?” Rosie said.

“Well, probably the mayor’s house. Or some wealthy planter. I don’t know. We’re still doing some renovations before the season starts, but it’s comfortable enough.”

I looked over the grounds. “We’re not staying in the guest cabins?”

“What? Why would you? This is where all the action happens. Why don’t you leave your bags on the steps and I’ll show you around the village,” he said.

Rosie lifted her brows at me.

“Okay…”

“You’re so lucky! We’ve got a test audience here today. C’mon, I’ll take you to the village square. You can see the whole place from there.”

We left our bags behind and followed Quentin down a flagstone path. Other than the Governor’s Mansion, all the buildings were low and dark, made from logs. Practically medieval. Beyond the trees, I saw the white clapboard steeple of a church. Outside the buildings ringing an open area, a red barn stood.

In the square were a group of Girl Scouts, a couple tourists who wandered around looking lost, and a guy shouting from a rustic podium.

“Mr. Locandro!” A small blonde woman came bustling up. “I need to ask you something.”

“Sure. Oh, did you collect tickets from everyone? Can’t have any freeloaders, even from a test audience. Gotta keep on top of things, Honey.” He side-eyed us.

Was he being condescending, or was that her name?

“Yep. All accounted for.”

“Great, great. I’ve got these special guests. We’ll talk later.”

“But—”

“Come on you two, lots to see.”

“My perfume? Hi, I’m Honey,” she quickly introduced herself. She wore a long-sleeved blue dress with a white, lacey bonnet and apron. “It’s still missing.”

“Of course. Find me at dinner. Things to do, things to see!” he hurried away.

Honey wrinkled her brow. “We are kinda busy. The season starts in a few days.”

“Why are you standing there?” Quentin called over his shoulder.

“Nice to meet you,” I said and followed our host.

The scouts were being led off by a short woman. Like Honey, she wore period dress. This one was gray, with a white blouse, apron and plain bonnet. When the full skirt moved, I could detect anachronistic sneakers on her feet.

As we crossed the square, I heard the sound of power tools coming from the mansion, and the ring of a hammer closer by. The stone building had a wide front door, a low roof. It was a warm day, but you could see heat rolling out of the place.

“A working blacksmithery,” Quentin said, moving in a circle with raised arms.

“Smithy.” A man with his sleeves rolled back from enormous forearms corrected.

He also wore a vest, breeches with lots of buttons and those old timey knee socks. His shoes had buckles. He banged on a glowing slab of metal for a while. Then turned to a brick forge. At the end of a long handle was a container full of lava. Donning thick gloves, the blacksmith lifted the container out and dumped molten metal into what looked like a box of sand.

“What are you making, Jacob?” Quentin asked.

“Casting a pan.” He put the container on the floor near the forge.

“Which you can buy in the giftshop,” Quentin said to us.

Jacob put the glowing metal back in the forge. Worked the bellows for a while. I didn’t believe it was possible, but the room got hotter.

“And that?” Quentin asked pointedly. “What’s that?”

The blacksmith gave Quentin a dark look. “A horseshoe,” he muttered.

“One of our bestselling souvenirs,” Quentin said. “Everyone likes a good horseshoe.”

“Why?” Rosie asked.

“Well, you could put ‘em on a horse,” Quentin said. “Or, you could hang them up for decoration. And good luck.”

“I’m not a farrier,” the smith said. “These aren’t suitable for horses. I don’t do horses.”

“Why not? I like horses,” Rosie said.

I remembered the semi-wild horse she’d insisted on riding during our last work-cation. They hadn’t gotten along as well as she’d hoped.

“Because they’re big and sometimes they don’t like having shoes put on,” Jacob said.

Rosie nodded. “Good reason.”

“C’mon, Jacob, where’s your Colonial American talk?” Jacob said. “You know, I prithee you ne’er know the kick of a great beastie, lass.”

“The season hasn’t started.” Jacob pulled out the glowing metal and beat some sparks out of it. “Besides, we don’t have a script to follow anymore.”

He said the last under his breath, the ringing hammer making him harder to hear. I had to wonder what he meant.

“When will the pan be done?” Rosie asked. “That sounds cool.”

“Hour and half or so. Then the real work begins,” Jacob said.

“Moving right along,” Quentin gestured to a back door.

The air hit my face, making me realize I’d been sweating. Glowing, Nanna would say. Even in the muggy day, it was a relief. In front of us was the red barn. Quentin led the way through a side door.

“Legit historic barn. All the stuff in here was made by Jacob, or the guy we had before him. Plowshares, tools, pitchforks—”

“Wagon wheels?” Rosie pointed.

“Um, no A wheelwright makes those. We had to buy them. But nails, screws, bolts, tongs, hammers…” He went on, vaguely pointing around at things. Above was a loft, a bale of hay below. It was hooked up and ready to get hauled up to the loft with a grimy old block and tackle.

"Hey, random trivia,” Rosie said. “Wheels of a block and tackle are called sheaves. Like that old hymn, ‘Bringing in the Sheaves.’ Guess it was time to do some repairs.”

“I always thought it was ‘Bringing in the Cheese,’” I said.

“Sheaves are bundles of wheat or rye or oats,” Quentin said. “Moving right along. Let’s go.”

“Guess he told us,” Rosie said.

“Still. Good trivia,” I said.

We followed Quentin through the big barn door. He led us across a grassy area to the back door of another low building. This one had a little steeple. As we approached, a bell rang.

With an excited look on his face, Quentin opened the back door and ushered us inside. It was a one-room schoolhouse with rows of desks, a larger desk and podium in front, a blackboard in the background. There were slates and chalk at the desks. Some of the Girl Scouts were drawing pictures.

The two troop leaders stood in the back of the room. One tried on a dunce cap and whispered to the other. Girls at the desks laughed at each other’s drawings.

For a while, anyway.

At the desk in front sat the lady in the gray period dress. She eyed the classroom as she slowly stood. Then she grabbed a stick and rapped it on the podium. “The bell has rung! Little ladies should be quiet and attentive to Teacher.”

The girls obediently faced forward, most folding their hands on the desktops. Troop leaders stopped messing around, I noticed. Maybe because the ‘teacher’ was a good actress.

Or maybe she actually planned on hitting someone with that hickory stick.

“Let’s stand and recite the Pledge of Allegiance,” the teacher said, facing the flag in the corner of the room. She put a hand over her heart. Shouted, “I—!”

And the rest of the pledge followed. The girls all sat down.

The teacher pointed at the blackboard. “I’m your teacher, Miss Revere. Can any of you tell me about another famous person named Revere?”

Her sharp eyes gazed at the seated students.

“No one?”

“Um. Paul Revere?” One of the girls said meekly.

The stick whistled down on the podium with a whack that echoed. “We raise our hands to be heard in this class!”

Wide-eyed, the girl froze in her seat.

“Who can tell me something about Paul Revere?” Again, those dark eyes swept the classroom, seeking another victim.

Rosie raised her hand. I gave her a warning look.

“You. The girl in the back. Go ahead.”

“Paul Revere was glorified in a Longfellow poem describing his ride to warn Sam Adams and John Hancock about a force of British troops marching from Boston, although it fails to mention fellow riders Dawes and Prescott, gets the destination wrong, Lexington not Concord, and leaves out the part about the three men being captured by the British. It has good meter.”

The classroom went silent.

“Interesting take,” the teacher said. “However, you do realize that the British were marching on the munitions stockpiled in Concord, correct, not the patriots in question?”

Rosie pursed her lips. “That sounds right?”

“So then the poem,” the stick hit the podium, “Is more correct,” another strike, “In the end!” She punctuated the sentence with a blow I thought would surely shatter her stick. It wobbled a little but didn’t snap.

“No wonder I hated school,” Rosie whispered to me.

“More to see, more to see,” Quentin said, heading out the back door.

“Now, who wants to write their name in cursive on the blackboard?” the teacher asked.

The girl scouts cowered.

Quentin had to butt in, shattering her terrifying hold over her “class.” “No sneakers when we open for the season, Edna.”

She glowered after him as we left school.


CHAPTER TWO


“…and let it be known that a curfew shall be enforced and that no woman may walk the village after nightfall unless accompanied by a man of suitable age and standing. In these perilous times, a woman’s virtue is most at risk with vile perpetrators and savages taking their leave in the surrounding communities. That is all.”

A short guy in a tailed red jacket, black waistcoat, tan breeches and those tall socks pronounced at the center of the village square. The few tourists stared at him as he made a bow, taking off his tricorn hat and making a sweeping gesture.

Quentin applauded wildly. “Bravo, Governor, bravo! Hear, hear!”

The tourists now turned their confused stares at Quentin.

“Where’s the restaurant?” a little old lady inquired.

Trying to mimic the “governor’s” gesture, Quentin flopped his arm at the mansion. “Within, dear lady. Within. We dine in the mansion today. Soup and sandwiches only.”

Other people in period costumes wandered around, some carrying buckets or tools, the clothing in varying states of authenticity. Bonnets were the fashion, along with buckle shoes and the short breeches with tall socks. Most of the men wore tricorn hats, but it seemed few could afford decorated tailcoats, and so walked around in puffy shirtsleeves and waistcoats. There were bodices and aprons aplenty on the women, all of them wearing full skirts that brushed the ground.

“Guess you could call it reenactment,” Rosie observed.

“It’s way too warm to be wearing all those clothes,” I said.

“Gotta keep it authentic,” Quentin said. “C’mon, maybe we can catch some of Victor’s schtick.”

“Victor?” I asked. “Is that the governor?”

“Sure is. What an actor. What a performer!” Quentin started up the flagstone path toward the big house.

The bell rang in the short tower over the school. Pale Girl Scouts emerged, big-eyed and silent. Their troop leaders seemed a little worked over as well.

“Harsh field trip,” Rosie said.

“I don’t really want to see the governor… govern. I’m tired. Our flight was delayed, we’ve been up since four.”

“Pacific time,” Rosie said. “That’s regular waking up time here. Maybe we won’t get jet lagged.”

“If I knew where our rooms were, I’d go take a nap.”

“Quentin’s the guy who knows. And he’s taking in Victor’s performance.”

The scouts trooped past us. A couple of them looked ready to cry. So did one of the adult leaders. Resigned, they slumped up the flagstone path.

I fanned myself. “The brochures we got said the cabins had air conditioning.”

“I wonder why Mr. Locandro didn’t book one for us. Our Mr. Locandro I mean.”

“Quentin keeps talking about the season starting. Maybe they just aren’t ready?”

“Hmm.”

We entered, the foyer full of antique and probably faux antique furnishings. Passing through, we found a bigger space. Walls were painted dark. It smelled of dust and age. In the room beyond, maybe the parlor, a spinning wheel took pride of place. In the corner stood a long, narrow musical instrument with two keyboards. The raised lid had a painting on the underside. I saw a sewing basket on a table, a quilt covering, uncomfortable looking chairs.

“A lady’s room,” Rosie said.

“Nonstop eighteenth century fun.”

“Maybe I should take up sewing. You can make nice things. Make your own clothes. Maybe start out small with some cat costumes.”

I eyed her. Rosie’s interests could quickly become all-consuming. “You really think Snowflake will wear costumes?”

“Might have to bust out the gauze and Neosporin,” Rosie said.

“Is that a spinet?” I nodded to the musical instrument.

“Think it’s a harpsichord. Like in the Addams Family theme. Duh-duh-duh-dum.” She snapped her fingers twice.

Voices drew us farther in. A grand staircase cut the space in half. On the right side was a dining room, a round table set for a meal, chandelier hanging overhead. Sideboards and hutches sat between windows with lots of panes. We went to the left.

“Sharpen my quill, won’t you wife?” Victor held a long feather, handing it to a woman.

She was pretty, red hair in big sausage curls that poked out under the ubiquitous bonnet. Making a little curtsey, she took the feather from Victor.

The room was set up like an office, desk central. Guests were gathered in the corner. The curvy-legged desk bore a blotter and large sheet of paper, an inkwell, a lantern. Bookcases lined the walls full of matching volumes. Various small tables sat around. Not so many chairs. It seemed like the detritus of 18th century life lay scattered. I couldn’t tell what half of the little doodads were for. Behind him, a grand staircase curved to the second floor.

“Of course, husband,” she said. Moving to a side table, she took a knife from a drawer and went to work on the feather’s stem.

“Handy to have a wife around,” Victor said to the scouts and few tourists. “She keeps my shirts crisp and clean, but I’m glad we have a hired cook.”

The woman brought the sharpened feather back. “Husband.” She did a little curtsey.

“Thank you, Rachel. Although in the future, I’ll sharpen my own, for the sake of expediency. Can’t have our visitors too bored by your sluggishness.”

Rachel gave him a dark look.

“As you can tell, we’re actually married in real life,” Victor said. Waited for a chuckle that didn’t come. Then he looked down at the paper on his desk. Muttered under his breath. “For now, anyway.”

I found Quentin again, standing beside us.

“Isn’t he the greatest?” Quentin whispered. “A real natural. You totally believe he’s a governor from the seventeen hundreds.”

Personally, he didn’t seem all the special to me. But I let it slide. I noted a lack of appreciation among the guests.

“Pray tell me, what are you signing this day, husband?”

“Hardly a matter for women to bother about. Merely a declaration stating the western woods are available for proper clearing and farming, should any man wish to extend his holdings.”

Victor made elaborate motions as he signed the paper with the long white feather. He then flipped the page over on the blotter. Then held it up for all to see.

“And with that completed, the real tour shall begin,” Victor got to his feet. “Come with me. Rachael, go find something to sew.

“Many important laws and decrees are signed in this, my home office. A governor’s work is never done. This desk actually sat in the Rhode Island State House and was brought here so that I might continue work unabated. All of the furniture within was built in the state by Rhode Island craftsmen. Feel free to look around.”

Rachel took her cue and walked out of the office, mouth grim. None of the guests seemed to notice. Victor went on with his spokes model routine. Rosie and I faded into the dining room. Unfortunately, Quentin followed us.

“Terrific, right? He sure brings them in. We have a lot of repeat business. Make sure you mention that to Charles.”

“Yep,” Rosie said. “Terrific. Although, governor doesn’t seem to be a tough job. I’m sure I could kill it in that role.”

Quentin made a harrumph.

“Can we see our rooms?” I asked, still hoping for a nap.

“The tour ends near the entrance. You really need to get the full picture of this place. It’s one of the greatest colonial reenactment venues in the country,” he said.

“Awesome,” Rosie frowned.

“…Some of the earliest fine china made in the thirteen colonies!” Victor said, heading our way, guests in tow.

I had no interest in fine china, hutches, sideboards, buffets or anything else in the room. But I had no easy way to escape. It would be unseemly to flee back to the lady’s parlor. Trying to disappear into the woodwork, I let the tour go by.

“Several of these pieces of silverware have been verified as the work of the colonies’ most famous silver smith. I’m speaking of Paul Revere, of course.”

One of the Girl Scouts let out a gasp at the name. Rosie pursed her lips and studied the tray ceiling. I thought that the schoolmarm was probably a better actor than Victor. It took a special kind of person to elicit the trauma of grade school. Although Rosie had raised the level of stress a tad.

“If you’ll follow me into the reception room, also called the Puce Room, I will introduce you to some of this mansion’s greatest treasures.”

“I didn’t mean to make that little girl so freaked out about Paul Revere,” Rosie said when they’d gone.

“Even if you hadn’t said anything, that teacher could traumatize a rock,” I said.

Rachel walked into the room, startled that we were there. “Oh. Sorry. I thought you were following the rest. You don’t seem interested in the history of this place.”

It wasn’t historic, I thought, only a collection of historic artifacts in this big old house. But I didn’t let on. “We’re just giving the place the once-over. A job for a friend. We’ve seen blacksmiths and barns and stables lots of times.”

“Job for a friend? Would that be Quentin’s cousin?”

I nodded. “Charles Locandro.”

“Well, he sure moped around for the past week. It seems any scrutiny by his cousin makes him nervous. You should see him around the accountant.”

“Doesn’t Quentin do a good job of managing this place?” I asked.

Rachel shrugged. “He had his pet projects he focused on. But not so much the overall welfare of the guests. Or maintenance of the facilities.”

“Pet projects?”

“Like the governor?” Rosie said.

“For some reason, Quentin seems to think it’s Victor’s governor act that draws the tourists. I personally don’t think he’s playing much of a role at all. Just acting like his usual… self.”

I thought she self-edited an adjective out of her words. Which made me believe that the two of them really were married.

“Anyway, my part is over for today. Perhaps I’ll see you at dinner.” Rachel cast a look into the Puce Room. Shaking her head, she walked out.

Rosie folded her arms, staring after her. “This place is weird.”

“No argument,” I said. “But I think if we don’t stick with the tour, we’ll never find our room.”

“Why would you call a room the Puce Room?”

“The paint job?”

“Oh. Well. I suppose. There must be better words for puce than puce.”

Voices headed our way, Victor still playing the bombastic governor.

“Now, the real masterpiece of this historic village. Follow me upstairs. The grand staircase. The woodwork is elm. Long before the Dutch elm disease.”

Treads squealed as a whole bunch of feet rose to the second floor. Elm or not, the stairs were old and rickety. Still, what we were going to do? If I wanted a nap anytime soon, I had to figure out where the bed was.

Quentin turned, the last in line, and gestured for us to follow.

“Here is the pièce de résistance!” At the landing, he threw open a door. Inside, a four poster bed was surrounded by Early American bedside tables, dressers, a wardrobe. Windows hung with curtains. “Will you look at those window treatments. Pelmets and swags all embroidered, the cornices in the corners of the frames, silk and velvet and good ol’ American cotton all draped there.”

They were nice curtains, although a little fancy for my tastes. The windows in my apartment only had Venetian blinds. There was a rail running around the room with bead board on the bottom, heavily smeared plaster on the top. Exposed beams, heavy and dark, crossed the ceiling. This room wasn’t painted puce but an old-fashioned kind of blue you might find on antique vases.

“Each and every piece original to this area. Valuable bits of history. They contrive to make this a genuine colonial-era bedroom of a well-to-do man. Not a modern convenience to be found. Sheer perfection,” Victor said, practically dancing around the bed.

There were oriental rugs on the broad hardwood planks, both worn yet immaculately clean. Small logs were stacked near the hearth. Fireplace tools were wrought iron and probably period. There was even an old bellows made of leather and wood. Carved figures lined the mantelpiece.

Victor sat on the bed, crossed his legs, and looked like he owned the place. “Please. Look around. Take your time.”

No photos adorned the walls but a few small oils did. Window glass was wavy with age. In a way, this probably was a perfect reproduction of a two-hundred-year-old bedroom. Lanterns sat within reach of the bed, as did candles in holders.

One thing missing, I noticed, was a woman’s touch. Or presence, even. No combs or brushes, mirrors, or jewelry boxes.

If Victor and Rachel were married, they spent no time together in this bedroom.

The guests shuffled around. They looked afraid to touch anything. Or maybe I was projecting. It was just like me to knock some valuable piece off a nightstand. Best to keep my distance.

“Are there any questions?” Victor asked after some time passed. Nobody raised a hand, most not looking his way. “Well, then, the tour is over. Have a lovely day. There’s plenty more to see in the village. A blacksmith. The schoolhouse. The old barn. And don’t forget the gift shop. Sandwiches and soup will be served for lunch in the dining room.”

The guests filed out, making a racket as they descended the stairs.

“Very nice work, Victor. You are a village treasure,” Quentin said. “Now, ladies, let me show you to your room.”

From the landing, there was a door on either side of the stairs. Behind them, the splendor of bygone days ended. I looked down a hall of unfinished sheetrock, a floor of ratty linoleum. I could hear power tools and hammers from here.

“What is this?” Rosie asked.

“Staff dorms. But don’t worry, this side is yours alone. The rest of the resident staff are on the other side of the building,” Quentin said. “Loads of privacy.”

I saw drifts of sawdust in the corners. Quentin walked to the first door and flung it open. Inside was our luggage.

And bunk beds.

“I call top bunk!” Rosie cried.


CHAPTER THREE


“Dinnertime!”

I rose from the bottom bunk and put my feet on the plywood floor. “Why aren’t we getting a guest cabin?” I asked again.

“Did you get any sleep?”

“No. Even with the lullaby of sledgehammers and buzz saws.”

She clambered down the ladder. “Does this mean you’re grumpy?”

“I think it means I may place a call to Mr. Locandro. Our Mr. Locandro.”

“Hmm,” Rosie said. She sat next to me on my bunk. “Well, maybe Quentin thinks we were sent here as Mr. Locandro’s employees. Our Mr. Locandro. And that we should stay where the workers stay. He knows we’re watching him, but he probably doesn’t know we’re consultants, not employees.”

“Huh.” That was a good thought. Maybe I was getting too used to luxury accommodations where all we had to do was evaluate the experience and try to provide insight into the investment potential. We were, after all, sent on these trips to do a job. “Do you think I’m spoiled?”

“Nah. But don’t forget, we’re doing this as a personal favor. It’s more than just riding the horses or doing the kayak tour and letting Charles know what we think. This is taking a hard look at Quentin Locandro’s management of this property. If we had cushy rooms, if we were given the royal treatment, it might bias us.”

I nodded. “Good point. But I don’t think air conditioning is a big ask if you’re staying at a hospitality business in this country.”

Rosie got up, laughing. “You and air conditioning. I swear!”

“Hey. I’m a Las Vegas girl. Air conditioning is a way of life.”

“Do you think they serve colonial American type food?”

I followed her into the shabby hall. “I don’t know. Maybe. Why?”

“Well, let’s just say Nanna would be more interested than I am.”

“Meaning what? They’re serving camel or moray eel or something?”

“More like the particular cuts of meat. They had different tastes back in the day. You know. Cheeks. Tongues. And they didn’t grind them up into hotdogs.”

I held up a hand. “Stop. I don’t want to know what I’m eating. If we are going historical, I just don’t want to know. But you’re right. I’m sure Nanna would be totally into it.”

We reached the door next to the master bedroom and squealed and crunched down the stairs. I remembered where the dining room was, although the sound of conversation made it evident.

Victor’s voice was the loudest, of course. I suspected a career that started in theater. But nearly as loud was Quentin Locandro. I was surprised to see the staff still in full costume. Were they really expected to eat in their work duds?

“There you are!” Quentin said. “We’ve been waiting.”

If they were waiting, why not change?

“You said six,” Rosie said. She held up her cell phone.

“Well, we’re excited tonight. The tavern is open almost a week before schedule. We’re going to christen it for this new season,” Victor said. “All the workers have their assignments. It’s always a celebration when we’re ready for the soft opening—and then the real deal.”

This place seemed a little too sterile to produce decent food. I hadn’t seen the kitchen. That hadn’t been part of the tour. It was either a grimy, smoky pit of a place with wood-burning stoves that needed a bunch of logs chucked in just to make coffee, or a typical collection of stainless-steel commercial appliances and white tile. Either way, the tavern sounded like a better idea.

We walked out of the mansion, down the flagstone path to the village square. The tavern was on the far side, closer to the road in. Some of the humid heat had drained from the day, though the sun was still well above the horizon.

As we neared, my spirits rose at the scent of fried seafood. Rhode Island was called the Ocean State, so it followed. While the outside was a match to the rest of the log constructions in the village, the inside felt like one of those fake Irish pubs. I wasn’t one to judge, never having been in an eighteenth-century tavern before. The smell was enough to assuage my doubts.

“What is that aroma?”

“We’ll have to ask Jinni, the cook, but I’m betting it's Clams Casino,” Quentin said. “That’s the traditional opening feast here.”

Victor rubbed his hands together. “Fit for a governor, I declare I demand the best seat in the house! Attend us, tavern wench!”

Three long tables stood in the room, a little nicer than picnic tables, covered in tablecloths with a motif of blue flowers and vines along the skirt. Seats were benches. Victor managed to find the single chair at the end of the center table.

Walls were lined with shelves holding old timey tankards and wavy glass bottles. Behind a bar, tapped kegs and barrels sat up high. One wall boasted an arched brick fireplace. A fire glowed within, but apparently just for show. It wasn’t any hotter in here than outside.

“Welcome, welcome all!” A woman in a dress with a tightly laced bodice appeared behind the bar from a back room. “The Hancock’s Hamlet Tavern is most pleased to serve you. Tell me, who fancies an ale?”

There was a general uproar of requests. Smiling, the woman started pouring beers from the tapped keg behind her. Soon, she had a tray loaded and hustled it over to the table. From the back, a woman arrived with baskets of crusty bread and butter pats.

“I fancy a Coke of the Cola,” Rosie said. “Is that a thing here?”

“Of course. Right away.”

I raised two fingers. Ale was the last thing I needed after a long plane ride. And I was glad Rosie passed. Too much ale before bed made her snore.

“And a soft drink for you, Honey?”

“Oh, c’mon Emma. It’s been a day,” Honey said.

“Aye, but you’re still underage, even if you do a grown woman’s work. I shan’t be but a moment.”

I expected Emma to twirl away like Julie Andrews in “The Sound of Music,” but she managed to keep it under control.

As she worked the bar, another woman came from the back. This one was dressed in a professional chef’s jacket and toque. A strand of pink hair escaped her hat. Thin, with a pretty face, her cheeks rosy from the kitchen heat, she smiled at Victor. Jinni carried a large round tray heaped with plates.

“Is that Clams Casino, Jinni?” Victor asked.

“You know the traditional opening dish,” the chef said. Two more women followed her, similarly burdened. In a moment, dishes were set before us.

The chef, Jinni, set a small plate of appetizers in front of me. They smelled heavenly, briny and fried, lumps of deep-fried goodness with corn dotting the surface, snuggled against little ramekins of tarter and hot sauce. “Clam cakes!” she announced.

“Wow. More like clam nuggets,” Rosie said. She smiled widely and grabbed a fork.

Victor didn’t wait for everyone to get served, forking and dunking a nugget of clam and popping it in his mouth. He waved his hand in front of his face. They were still too hot. Served him right.

“Be not chuffy, husband! Mind your manners!” Rachel said.

“Leave it, wife, I’m gut-foundered,” Victor said.

“Indeed, Rachel, leave him to his jollification,” the schoolmarm said.

Rosie rolled her eyes at me. “Method actors.”

These people were overdoing it. Hopefully not for our sakes.

“Tell us about that large order for plowshares that had come in, Jacob,” Victor said.

“Can we stick to modern English? We’re eating dinner,” Jacob said. “I’m off duty.”

“Yes!” Honey said. “Please! I’m done working, too.”

“Oh, c’mon!” Quentin said. “You gotta love it! How authentic!”

I was pretty sure they didn’t do a lot of deep frying prior to the Revolution. But who cared? The clam cakes were delicious, crispy on the outside, juicy on the inside, clam and corn and a bunch of stuff that went together. They were good enough to make me ignore the conversation.

“You know, Jacob, you might want to throw some more flare into your blacksmithing,” Victor said, popping another clam cake.

“Flare? Is that a joke?”

Victor shook his head. “I mean, you know, lift that hammer higher. Maybe grunt a little when you strike the metal. Give them a show!”

Quentin shrugged. “Might make the tourists buy more horseshoes.”

“Listen, I don’t tell you how to act like a governor. You don’t tell me how to work a forge and anvil. It isn’t an act I put on, Vic. It’s hard work. Work I’ve trained a long time to do.”

“Yes, but with a little more pizzaz—”

“Tell you what. I’ll trade places with you tomorrow. You can hammer out the horseshoes, and I’ll give the tour of the mansion,” Jacob said.

“You are hardly qualified—”

“Exactly.”

“I’d be a good governor,” Rosie said. “Ordering people around, signing stuff, although maybe not speeches so much. Public speaking—who needs it?”

“My every motion and word is public speaking my dear,” Victor said. “This entire village is a stage! It is very much a requirement for the job.”

Rosie looked at her plate. “I’d still be great in the part.”

“You probably would,” Jacob agreed.

“It’s not about ability,” Victor said. “One cannot merely put on the illusion of leadership but believe in oneself to the point where it becomes factual. I am Governor Standish of the Rhode Island Colony.”

“Absolutely,” Quentin said. “Victor Standish is a well-known name, a star of stage and screen, with the kind of reputation that draws people to our little hamlet.”

Honey frowned and looked away. The schoolmarm shrugged. It was tough to argue with fame.

“I hate to bring it up, but has anyone seen my jade brooch?” Rachel said. “It’s something I always wear when I’m in costume. But it isn’t part of the wardrobe. It’s a family heirloom.”

“Haven’t seen it,” the schoolmarm said. “But I’ll keep my eyes peeled for it.”

“Thank you, Edna.”

“Me too. Even if I don’t get into the wardrobe room much,” Honey said.

The chef’s staff came and removed the appetizer plates.

“Are there any more of those?” Jacob asked. “I’m hungry enough to eat a horse.”

“I’ll check,” one of the servers said. “We’ll bring some extra bread out too.”

Dinner was then served. This time, while the seafood didn’t smell fried, it smelled magnificent.

“Clams Casino,” Emma said, gesturing wide as the servers set down plates. “Jinni has done a wonderful job with this first meal.”

Jacob dug in before his plate hit the table. I thought the server was in danger of losing some fingers. Victor stared at his plate. His face grew red.

“What is this swill?” he asked.

Emma stepped back. “You love Clams Casino, Victor.”

“Call me Governor,” Victor said through his teeth. “Or sir.”

With a sigh, Emma took another step back. I wondered why. And then I didn’t have to. Victor stood up and smashed his plate on the floor. “I will not eat this disgusting so-called meal! Clams Casino indeed. Casino is Italian for a mess. And this plate is a prime example of a mess.”

My plate didn’t look messy. Individual clam shells were loaded with breadcrumbs and bacon, presumably clam somewhere. Quite neat, actually.

“I will not be subjected to this subpar service! This pedestrian cuisine!”

With that, Victor stomped out of the tavern.

Rosie gave me the side eye. “Is he still doing his act?”

“Beats me,” I said.

Victor was nutty. Maybe a little more nutty than the rest of the reenactors in the village.


CHAPTER FOUR


Since nobody paid much attention to Victor’s dramatic departure, I figured it was all part of his usual schtick. But man, I’d hate to put up with that every meal. Especially if I worked in the tavern.

I tasted a clam. It was bacony, buttery, clammy, with a few specs of vegetables. Even though it wasn’t fried, it was delicious. Plus, the clam shell acted as its own utensil. Pretty nifty.

But before I could try a second, I caught a wink from Quentin. He jerked his head toward the door. “Let’s go.” He smiled.

There were still plenty of clams on my plate. I shoveled another one in my mouth and stood up. Rosie followed behind me.

“Where are we going?” Rosie said around a mouthful of clam. She’d followed my lead.

Without answering, Quentin led us back to the mansion. When we walked into the foyer, I heard the clump of footsteps coming down the stairs.

Victor was barely recognizable without his powdered wig and antique suit. He was actually quite handsome and cut a trim figure in board shorts and a T-shirt, docksider shoes with no socks.

“Nice quick change,” Quentin said. “Ready to get out of here?”

“You betcha,” Victor said. “Let’s paint the town red.”

We got in Quentin’s aging SUV and drove from the woods to the coast. Being a small state, the drive didn’t take long. I couldn’t say for sure if we were looking out at the Atlantic, or one of the bays, or maybe even a broad river I’d seen from the plane. But the place we stopped was kind of a beach shack. It was mostly open, and mostly served booze.

There was a good view of a marina, and land across the water. I wasn’t sure if that was the opposite shore, or an island.

It seemed like the bar-restaurant mostly served folks who were getting on or off a boat. Casual clothing included bikinis with wraps, roll-up Gilligan hats, board shorts, tank tops and a lack of socks for some reason. Music from a jukebox was loud, with songs that were too modern for me to care about. Laughter, shouts and conversations nearly drowned it out.

In essence, this place was the complete opposite of the tavern back in the village.

“Surf and turf is always the special,” Victor said.

“Order me a scotch,” Quentin said. “I gotta hit the head.”

Ah. Nautical talk.

“Quite a place, right?” Victor shouted. “Lots of action here.”

I would’ve been more than happy with Clams Casino. Victor shouted an order to a waitress who had to crouch low to hear him. He took the opportunity to look down her top.

“You want a drink?” he shouted.

“Cokes!” Rosie shouted. She held up two fingers.

“Aren’t you on vacation? Why not live a little?” Victor said.

“It’s a work-cation,” I said, my words smothered by the noisy venue.

He nodded like he’d heard.

“Y’know, this is kind of a secret, but I’ve been working on a tell-all book about my career,” he shouted.

Since before today, I’d never heard of Victor Standish, I just nodded. It didn’t seem like it was going to jump on the best seller list.

“I’m going to write about my fabulous career on the stage, of course. But I’m also going to throw in the people I currently perform with. What a bunch of characters, am I right?”

Rosie and I nodded along. There was no way to be heard across the table. Quentin started back. On his way, he chatted up two girls in bikinis and knitted wraps. They frowned at him and rolled their eyes when he walked away.

He said something when he sat down, but I couldn’t hear him.

“It’s stupid loud in here,” I yelled at Rosie.

“What?”

“Exactly!”

Quentin and Victor shared a laugh over something. A few more boaters found their way in. I sat thinking about the Clams Casino I was missing out on. Quentin scooted his chair closer to me.

“So how’s Charles doing these days?” he shouted.

“Good!”

“Financially, still doing well?”

“Yeah!”

He nodded, studying the girls in the crowd. “You’ll have to tell him about Victor. He’s the big draw at the village! I think we’re gonna have a banner year!”

“Sure!”

“Maybe Charles will want to throw some money at us!”

I had no one-word response to this, so I just shrugged.

Our food arrived. Somehow, surf and turf had turned into surf and turf burgers, a hamburger with all the trimmings, plus lobster. On the side were sweet potato fries. A nice change, although I preferred regular. Was it better than Clams Casino? I took a bite.

Not bad. But not un-weird.

Victor sipped a tall, pink girl drink. He eyed a female boater, giving her a little wave. She smiled back, but then disappeared into the crowd around the bar.

“You’re actually married to Rachel, right?” Rosie yelled at him. She had more lung power than me.

He shrugged. “Yeah. For now. Technically, we’re separated, even if we work together. She’s a good actress. Oh, let me read you some of my reviews!”

Great. I hoped the din would smother his self-congratulatory words.

“Actors. Across the board. Did a fine job… Ex…exceptional was Victor Standish!” he smiled. “As the… Governor. That’s from Yelp.”

I stuffed some burger in my mouth to keep from commenting.

“Tavern wench bawdy and… in… something, let me skip that. But it was the part of the governor that was the most a… amusing,” he read. “Sorry! I forgot my glasses. So hard to read the phone.”

Which was fine with me. I found it odd that people would review the performances at a historical reenactment venue. In fact, I might suspect that Victor had written them himself, if he didn’t have such a difficult time reading them aloud.

That was strange for an actor, wasn’t it?

As we finished, Quentin asked if we wanted dessert. I thought it over, weighing lava cake against my future ability to hear. Then declined. We headed out.

“Have you seen my fountain pen, Quentin?” Victor asked as we walked to the car. “I was going to use it to sign the document today. Those quills are hardly reliable.”

“Nope. Haven’t seen it. People are always borrowing pens and not returning them.”

“How could anyone borrow it? I keep it in my bedroom. And quite a room it is, eh, ladies?”

I thought he was hitting on us. But then he went on.

“I earned that bedroom for myself. Drawing in the crowds. No more actors’ bunks for me. I’m the star of the show. Now I have a personal dressing room,” he said as we got in the vehicle.

“Must be weird, living like that. Never having any of your personal things. Just the antique stuff,” Rosie said. Something that I hadn’t thought of.

Victor shrugged it off. “There’s plenty of storage for my street clothes and necessities. It doesn’t bother me that I sleep in a showcase. Think it gives verisimilitude to my performance.”

Quentin drove back toward Hancock’s Hamlet.

“Oh, Q.L., speaking of performances,” Victor turned to Quentin. “I need to discuss a rather delicate situation with you.”

Victor faced him briefly. “Oh?”

“Yes, it’s that Jacob Masters. He puts on the absolute worst performances. Shall I read some Yelp reviews to you?”

“No. No, thank you. I didn’t hire Jacob as an actor. He’s a blacksmith. Or a farrier. Or whatever the heck he is. He makes things that sell. Do you know how much we sell the hand-casted pans for? And who doesn’t want to take home a horseshoe? He does the demonstrations. That’s his performance.

“Oh, I don’t know. I think you could save a lot of money if you hired a semi-professional actor, and merely imported things for the gift shop.”

“A semi-professional actor who would work with molten metal?”

“Give it some thought. I’m thinking it would save you money. Jacob must make a lot of money. He’s probably frightfully overpaid. And you would get a better performance. I mean, the man can’t even do improv, Q.”

Quentin drove into the woods. “Well, I could write up a script for him. He does fine if he has a script for reference.”

“No, no, no. We agreed that our performances should be natural. Off the cuff. There’s no need for scripting. Not with the troop we have. With the exclusion of Mr. Masters.”

Rosie and I listened in on the conversation. I had to wonder what Victor had against Jacob. As far as I was concerned, the guy was a legit blacksmith. How he was talked into wearing overly warm colonial clothes while he worked in that smithy was beyond me. He probably deserved to get paid a pretty penny for putting up with all that.

I got a text. When I took out the phone, I saw the message was from Rosie.

This guy is really full of himself, isn’t he?

Indeed, I texted back.

“All he needs do is pause before bringing the hammer down. It adds drama. Why won’t he listen to me? I’ve been a professional actor for decades. I know of which I speak, Quentin.”

“I understand your point of view. But try to understand mine. It’s our only legitimate tie to the past. Oh, Edna does pretty well with the harsh schooling bit. But that’s not the same. Jacob does blacksmithing the same way they did it back in the day,” Quentin said.

“Are we about legitimacy, or about entertaining?” Victor said.

“There’s a fine line. Oh! Say, since you two girls are giving Charles the rundown of the place, why not get more involved?” Quentin said in the rearview mirror.

“Sure!” Rosie said before I could ask:

“Doing what?”

“I’d like you to run the gift shop for the day, speaking of the metalwork we sell. Usually, it’s only open on weekends this time of year. But we’ll have a few tourists tomorrow. You can really get a feel for how things work at the village. It’ll be great. I’m glad you agreed.”

I gave Rosie the stink eye. She ignored me.

“Sounds like fun!”

Sounded more like free labor to me.

“Speaking of which,” although we weren’t, “why aren’t we staying in one of the guest cabins? I thought that was what Charles booked for us.”

“Oh. Um.” Quentin pretended to study the road. “One of them has an infestation. Of spiders. I’m not sure which it is.”

He was lying. But I didn’t know why. Except… spiders? Ee-yuck! I couldn’t deal with a spider infestation. Especially the big, hairy black ones. I couldn’t suppress a shudder.

“Why not call in an exterminator?” I asked.

“Eventually, the big ones will eat the smaller ones. They’re their own best exterminators, the spiders around here,” Quentin said.

He was just trying to freak me out. Get me to stop asking about the guest cabins.

I had to admit, it was a pretty good plan.


CHAPTER FIVE


“Idon’t like these people,” Rosie said. “Why is Charles Locandro associated with them?”

“You can’t choose your family.”

“Sure. There’s that. But Victor? That Miss Revere? Rachel’s separated from Victor, but still working here? Emma puts up with plates of food getting smashed on the floor?”

“What about Honey and Jacob?”

Rosie shrugged. “They don’t put on airs. They aren’t fake.”

“Something about performers. A lot of them are nice. But some are just not. I’m not sure why. But I do get what you’re saying about fakiness.”

“I’m not too enthused with Quentin, either. Really? Spider infestation? How are we supposed to get a handle on the guest experience here if we’re not given guest amenities?”

We both sat on the bottom bunk. There weren’t any chairs in the room. “While this wasn’t spoken, I think we can read between the lines: Charles Locandro is unhappy with the way his cousin runs this place. We’ve been entrusted with digging up whatever we can to expose Quentin.”

“Or exonerate him?”

“I’m hoping not. Like you, I’m not too enthused with the man. But like any investigation, we report what we find, good or bad, come what may.”

Rosie tapped her toes on the floor. “The way he fawns over Victor makes me a little queasy. I mean, what a suck up! That doesn’t add up to mismanagement. Just poor taste in people. What about Victor’s suggestion about replacing the blacksmith with an actor to save money? Do you think Quentin would go for that?"

"Hard to say. In my mind, that would just make him cold-hearted. Jacob makes the place money. When we work in the gift store, we can figure out how much.” I gave her the side-eye.

“Right?” Rosie said. “Good call, right?”

I wasn’t going to agree with that yet. “Quentin isn’t following any rational plan, from what I get at first blush. If it’s about performance and making money, why would you have someone smashing a plate on the floor and complaining about the food? From what I can tell, the tavern must be a bigger money maker than metal stuff. It’s on the main road. Anyone could stop in for lunch, or for dinner when the rest of the village is closed.”

“Do you think that means Victor is holding something over Quentin’s head?”

“So, Victor gets to do whatever he wants? I don’t think so. And that kind of thinking leads down a rabbit hole, if you’ll recall. Let’s not start out thinking that way. Not without some evidence.”

Rosie pursed her lips. “Makes sense. What also makes sense is not being all biased against him when we’ve been here for less than eight hours.”

“Point taken,” I said. “Y’know, I’ve never given it a lot of thought, but I guess I’m fond of our Mr. Locandro.”

“Why not? He sent us to Hawaii, Wine Country, introduced us to southern cooking, sent us on a riverboat cruise, we met that alligator.”

“That’s not why I like him, though. It’s the way that he trusts us to find things out for him. More than just detectives. He wants to get our personal insights. How can you not like a guy like that?”

“Better do right by him, then,” Rosie said. “Not that we don’t always do right by our clients.”

“Maybe working in the gift shop was a good call, then,” I said.

“Yes!” Rosie pumped a fist. “I was feeling guilty about jumping on the offer before we actually heard it first.”

I gave her a pat on the shoulder. “No worries.”

“Although I’d rather be governor for the day. I know I’d totally kill it.”

“No doubt.” I fanned myself. “Is it super stuffy in here?”

“Let me open the window,” Rosie said, rolling across my bunk. For a few minutes, she grunted and panted. “Painted shut.”

“That’s inhumane,” I said. “No AC, and no window to open?”

“It’s not like this room was painted carefully,” Rosie said. “The parts they actually painted, anyway. I could probably get it open with a crowbar and a switchblade.”

“Sure. That follows.” What? “Let’s leave it for now. Maybe we can bug Quentin in the morning. There are people working here. I’m sure someone has a switchblade and a crowbar.”

“You know it. Should I get the light before I climb upstairs?”

“Maybe I should. So you don’t have to go up the ladder in the dark.”

Rosie blew a raspberry. Waved a hand. “I got this.”

When she turned out the light, the room became pitch black. No light came through the window. After a moment I heard a grunt. A crash.

“Rosie?”

“Who put those shoes there?” I heard her kick the shoes. Which were hers, I knew. Then she knocked something against the bed frame. Swore under her breath. I felt the bunkbed sway as she got into the top bunk.

“Watch your head,” I said a split second before I heard a knock on the ceiling.

“Ow,” she whispered.

I lay down on top of the covers. “Night, Rosie.”

At some point, the room went from overbearingly humid to freezing cold. In the unfamiliar bed, it took some wrestling to figure out how to cover myself. I’m pretty sure the shaking of the rickety bed woke Rosie, even if she was polite enough not to say anything.

Then, some unknown time later, I heard an odd sound. I sat up, remembering the bunk above me before smacking my head into it.

Footsteps. Obviously. Feet wearing boots or hard, heavy shoes. That wasn’t the unusual thing. It was the gait. Fast and slow. One quick step, one lagging. I got up carefully, remembering Rosie had kicked her shoes somewhere.

When I reached the door and looked down the hall, I saw no one. Wan light flooded in from the other end of the building. Super early morning.

Listening, I heard no door open nor close. No other sound of movement.

“Why are you awake?” Rosie groaned, making me jump. “You never get up this early.”

After one more look up and down the hall, I closed the door. “Guess I’ll go back to sleep.”

“No,” Rosie said. She carefully climbed down. “Every time you move, the bed moves. It feels like sleeping on a house of cards. I’m getting seasick.”

“I’m sorry, Rosie.”

“My fault. Usually, the top bunk is the most fun. Thought I was getting the long end of the stick.”

“Where did I kick my shoes?” Rosie looked around. The room was still gloomy, but not fully dark.

“Maybe under the bed.”

She crawled under there, coming up with one sneaker. “Do you remember where the bathroom is?”

“In the other wing. You go past the governor’s room and make a right.”

“Okay. Yeah. There it is.” She sat on the bottom bunk, pulling on her Keds. I noticed a lot of wobble in the bed as she did.

Sirens cut through the morning stillness.

What the heck? I moved to the window, but the view was of trees.

“Something going on?” Rosie got up. “There’s a window in the hall.”

We headed out. From the hall window, we looked down on the village square. An ambulance, gumballs rolling, and two police cars parked down there. “Trouble. Let’s see what’s going on.”

But when we headed through the door toward the stairs, a uniformed cop stood there. He put up a hand. “Sorry, ladies. I’m going to have to ask you to return to your room.”

“Why, officer? What’s going on? Is someone sick or something?”

He gave us a stern look. “Return to your room, please. We’ll let you know when it’s clear to leave.”

From his expression, I knew there was no arguing with him. I could see past him. The door to the governor’s room stood open. Voices came from inside, but I couldn’t make out the words.

“Yes sir,” I said.

Rosie and I went back. But not to our room. I closed the hall door and the two of us moved to the window.

Staff members gathered one by one into the village square. They gave the ambulance and police cars a wide berth. Most were still in pajamas. I saw Quentin, bundled in a robe, face pale and downcast.

As we watched, an unmarked police car joined the others. Two plainclothes officers hurried up the flagstone path.

“Uh oh,” Rosie said. “Looks like detectives are here.”

“Now I really want to know what’s going on.”

“Peek through the keyhole?” Rosie said.

We exchanged a look. Then moved to the door to the landing. I knelt down. Saw the back of the uniformed cop. But nothing more. He blocked the view of the bedroom. Which made me think that whatever was going on, it involved Victor Standish.

“Anything?” Rosie whispered.

I shook my head and stood up. “Can’t see past the cop.”

“Let me take a look.”

Rosie took my place, hands on the door, eye at the keyhole. “The door to the other wing is closed.”

“So this has to do with Victor.” My theory was verified.

“I was more concerned about getting to the bathroom,” Rosie said. “Oop.”

She stared more intently.

“What is it?”

“I think the ambulance guys.” To confirm her suspicions, we heard the loud crunch sound of the stairs. “They’re carrying a gurney.”

We both headed for the window, looking down. From the angle, we couldn’t see the front door of the mansion. But a moment later, we saw two guys in EMT uniforms. They carried a stretcher between them. Once they reached the flagstones, they gave the stretcher a shake, and wheels descended.

Atop the gurney was a form beneath a blanket. The shape was unmistakable. When the crowd got a look, they all took a step backward. Ambulance drivers rolled the stretcher across the grass. When they paused to open the back doors of the bus, a stiff breeze whipped through the trees.

For a moment, the blanket flipped off the face of the person on the gurney. The closest EMT quickly recovered him. But not before my suspicions were confirmed.

Victor lay on the gurney. Even from the second-floor window, I could see he was dead.

So could the crowd in the village square. I was too far away to hear, but I could sense the collective gasp. Quentin put a hand over his eyes.

Even with the body removed, the cop didn’t knock on the door and tell us we could go. We watched the ambulance drive away. The gumball lights shut off. No need to hurry.

We heard more steps on the old staircase. Then following, the plainclothes cops walked out. Headed for the unmarked car. Drove off.

“Huh.” Rosie pursed her lips.

I knew what she was thinking. The detectives weren’t interested. It wasn’t a homicide.

“Victor wasn’t old,” Rosie said. “I would’ve guessed he was in good health.”

“You can never tell,” I said. And you didn’t need to be sick to die in your sleep. As a former celebrity, substance abuse came to mind. Maybe that was unfair. It could be anything. Aneurism, heart disease, stroke, sleep apnea. “It’s just sad.”

“Yeah. Even if the guy was a misogynistic jerk and way too full of himself, he should’ve had a lot of life left to live,” Rosie said.

A knock drew us from the window. We turned to see the uniformed cop open the landing door.

“Sorry about the wait. You’re clear to go.”

Rosie hurried across the landing. “Thanks!” Quickly, she pushed through the door opposite and down the hall of the other wing.


CHAPTER SIX


Outside, the crowd dispersed, the black-and-white SUVs pulling out, only Quentin left standing, staring up at the mansion.

My heart went out to him. He wore a look of genuine sorrow. Maybe he was sad for his business, but I gave him the benefit of the doubt. He and Victor seemed like friends. After a while, even he departed the area.

Rosie came back with a towel wrapping her hair. “Give me a second to get dressed.”

Public bathroom. Again I wanted to know why we weren’t in a guest cabin. Spiders or not.

“You want to take a shower?” Rosie appeared, running a brush through her hair. “Might as well take advantage. There’s no one in the mansion as far as I can tell.”

“Where did you get the towel?”

“They stock them in the bathroom. Here, take mine back.”

I grabbed her towel, grabbed a change of clothes. When I crossed the landing, I saw the door to the governor’s bedroom was shut.

After, Rosie and I headed downstairs. She was right. There was no one in the mansion. We headed out, down the flagstone path. Saw no one.

“Maybe the tavern?” Rosie said. “They could be serving breakfast.”

“Good idea,” I said. We walked the length of the village. I expected a chain to block the road into Hancock’s Hamlet. That the business was closed for the day. I didn’t see one.

Honey stood outside the tavern. She brightened up when she saw us. “Did you hear what happened? Oh, of course you did. You’re staying in the mansion.”

I nodded. “Victor died.”

She tilted her head. “More than that.”

“More?” Rosie said.

Nodding, looking over her shoulder, Honey lowered her voice. “Victor committed suicide.”

Which explained the detectives’ disinterest.

“How?” Rosie said.

“Victor hung himself. One of those big beams in the ceiling.”

“Hanged,” Rosie corrected her.

I recalled the ceiling of the governor’s bedroom, the exposed beams. Still, they were held in plaster. Tough to get a rope over. But where there was a will…

“Mr. Locandro didn’t say, but I think we’re closing for the day. Be kind of morbid if we were open, don’t you think?” Honey asked.

“That would be the respectful thing to do,” I said. “For at least the day.”

“Usually, I have to work the ticket booth. I don’t have a lot of time to chat with the other workers, the performers. But at a time like this, people need to get together. To talk and remember.”

“That’s a nice thought,” Rosie said.

“Plus I’m starving. I hope Jinni’s cooking.”

We followed her into the tavern. Voices washed over us as we entered. The cast was here, as well as a few people we hadn’t met. None of them were in costume, save Emma. She stood behind the bar.

“A bit early for ale,” Rosie said.

“It is indeed,” Emma said. “But perhaps not for… champagne?”

I was not surprised to hear a murmur of agreement come from the long table. No one actually asked for any bubbly. But the mood was darkly celebratory.

Rachel sat with her head in her hands. Edna sat across from her.

“You aren’t going to miss him, are you?”

Not looking up, Rachel shrugged. “We were married for a long time. Separated for a while. But never really apart. You get used to a person.”

“I’m not sad,” Jacob said. “Never liked the guy. He was pushy. Though he was in charge. Had a terrible attitude.”

Looking at Rachel, I had to wonder if she was the cause of Victor taking his own life. Was there something still between them? Something he regretted abandoning? Rachel herself didn’t seem heartbroken. She fidgeted, meeting no one’s eyes.

“Where’s Quentin?” Edna asked. “Are we closing for the day or what? I’ve got preparations to make if we’re having guests.”

“Right. Have to check my stock,” Jacob said.

Some of the other workers sat some distance away from the actors. Stable boys, what looked like a milk maid, a couple men in period farmers’ clothes. Next to them sat a couple girls in Hancock’s Hamlet T-shirts. Two women in full skirts sat together, huddled over cups of tea. I pegged them as tour guides.

Jinni came through the door behind the bar. “Goodness. Looks like the gang’s all here. Give me a few minutes, everybody.”

There were still a couple hours before the attraction opened. Workers were getting ready for another hot day of pretend pioneering. They must have gathered here when they heard the news about Victor Standish. I had the feeling they didn’t usually get to eat in the tavern before work. That was reserved for the workers who lived on site.

Not one of them appeared sad. Maybe anxious. Worried for their jobs, perhaps. Quentin kept pushing the idea that Victor’s performances were the big draw here. How well would the place fare without him?

I wanted to talk to Rachel alone. It seemed she might be the one to know if Victor was depressed. If his mood was dark. I doubted I would get a chance this morning.

A couple of the kitchen workers moved through the doorway with platters of toast and, thank God, coffee. At their approach, everyone took a seat.

“Funny,” Honey said. “I never thought of Victor as a nice man, but he did seem like a happy guy.”

“Not one to harbor dark secrets,” Jacob agreed.

Eyes turned to Rachel, but she remained silent.

“Oh, who knows what really goes on inside someone’s head?” Edna said. “Maybe his unkind attitude was revealing the way he felt. He treated us miserably. Maybe it was because he was miserable.”

That didn’t strike me as being right, but I let it go, listening to what the others said, sipping my coffee.

“Maybe he received some bad news?” one of the women I thought was a tour guide said.

Again, the staff looked at Rachel.

“Sometimes…” the other tour guide said. “Sometimes he would hit on me. I told him no. We worked together. Do you think—?”

“No,” Edna said. “This is nobody’s fault. No one here should blame themselves. I understand there’s a tendency toward guilt when something like this happens. But there wasn’t anything any one of us could’ve done. So get those thoughts out of your heads.”

Rachel got up. Headed for the door. “Excuse me.”

I understood her leaving. People had questions for her. Questions she couldn’t answer. Even though they were still married, Rachel and Victor were separated. Working together, yes, but leading separate lives.

Still, no pall hung over the breakfast. When platters of eggs, bacon, and sausage arrived, everyone’s appetite seemed unaffected. Jacob piled his plate high and dug in.

Emma wandered through, checking that no one needed anything. I raised my mug. She smiled and headed into the kitchen. A few moments later, she returned with a carafe of java and Jinni trailing.

“Please, Jinni. Sit with us,” Emma said.

She timidly spoke. “I don’t know if I should.”

“Sure you should,” Jacob said, hardly taking a break from shoveling food in his mouth.

Emma directed her to a chair and sat across from her. “That was Victor’s thing. Only the actors should eat together. I think we should do away with that. You’re just as much a part of the team.”

Jinni shrugged and Rosie passed her a platter. She took off her chef’s hat and shook out her pink hair. “Thanks, all.”

I grabbed the coffee carafe. Kept it in front of me. “No one has heard from Quentin?”

People checked cell phones carefully concealed in their costumes. No one spoke up.

It wasn’t until we finished eating that Quentin showed up. He found himself a fork and grabbed a sausage.

“Guess you’ve all figured that we’re closing for the day. That doesn’t mean you can’t make preparations for tomorrow’s guests.”

“We’re opening again so soon?” Edna asked.

“This is a business. No matter if it's run by creatives,” Quentin said.

“Do the cops want to talk to us?” Rosie said. “Get statements?”

“It was pretty definitive what happened to Victor,” he said. “There aren’t any questions to be asked. It’s open and shut.”

He speared another sausage and ate it.

“Did he leave a note?” Edna asked.

Quentin nodded, chewing.

That’s why the police weren’t interested. An open and shut case, like Quentin said. There was no sense of surprise in the room, or sorrow.

“What I do need is a replacement governor. Until I can hold auditions for a permanent replacement. Matt? Freddy?”

The guys dressed like farmers looked up at him, startled.

“I’m not an actor, Mr. Locandro,” one said.

The other shook his head, looking a little scared.

“C’mon. It won’t be forever. We can’t reopen until we get someone.”

Rosie raised her hand, practically bouncing in her seat. Quentin looked her way, but ignored her.

“Well, it can’t be Jacob. I’m too busy on the money side,” Quentin said. He eyed a stable boy, the taller one.

“Mm! Mm!” Rosie waved her hand around.

Quentin gave her a deadpan look.

Rosie jumped up. “I proclaim, by all the laws of the Colony of Rhode Island, that I nominate myself for governor!”

Quentin sighed.

“Oh, give her a chance, Quentin,” Emma said. “You won’t be able to hold auditions for a while. She seems eager enough.”

“I’ll be a great governor,” Rosie said. “I will govern with fairness and yet a firm hand.”

She was overdoing it. But then, we were sitting in a room full of actors.

Quentin sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Let me think about it.”

“Straight fire!” Rosie said.

Edna looked her over. “We do have costumes, but no male costumes that will fit a small woman. Maybe something for a boy.”

“Just give me a hat and a powdered wig and I’m there,” Rosie said.

My assistant collected interests the way some people collected porcelain cows or baseball cards. Including acting. We didn’t have anything better to do. She might even have more insight about how Quentin ran this operation if she were working from the inside.

“Let’s go to wardrobe,” Edna said.

Emma nodded. “I love costumes.”

“Me, too,” Rosie said. I thought what she actually meant was disguises. But six of one, half a dozen of the other, I supposed.

Breakfast broke up, performers and workers heading off to prepare for the next day. Rosie went with the schoolmarm and tavern wench. Quentin sat at the table, intermittently rubbing his temples and finding breakfast foods.

“Miss Black?” he said.

“Yes?”

He looked up at me. Frowned. “You know what? Never mind.” Quentin got up and left the tavern. As the girls from the kitchen flocked around to clear the table, I was left to wonder what was on Quentin’s mind.

I got up, getting out of the way. For a while I walked the grounds. Was this once a colonial-era village, or just a bunch of old-looking shacks? It was nice having the day to myself. I’d brought a book, even though I rarely got a chance to read on a work-cation. There was no pool here. I had to take what I could get.

Back in the mansion, I got the book out of my luggage. Then I wandered the place, finding a seat by a window in the ladies’ parlor.

We still had to check into Quentin’s management of the village, but for now, I had a chance to relax. With the place closed for the day, there was no investigating for me to do. I sat back on the faux antique chair. Tried to get into my novel.

Except my eyes kept straying to the grand staircase and the closed door on the landing.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Rosie returned, clothing over her arm. “Do you want to see? It’s the best governor costume ever.”

“I’ll wait until opening day.” I closed the book, hardly any of it read. The two of us went upstairs. We paused at the governor’s room.

“Before long, I’ll need to get in there. Get my spiel ready. Oh. And get a cocked hat and powdered wig.”

“Cocked hat?”

“That’s what they called a tricorn back in the day.”

A little colonial-era trivia. We continued to our plain room. Rosie put the bundle on her bunk, and shook out the coat. She flipped it back and forth for me to see.

It was dark blue. The collar and long lapels were red, as were the cuffs. There were a zillion buttons on both sides, yet I saw the garment closed with some kind of hooks and loops.

“Slick, right? It’s a boy’s coat, but it fits all right.” Rosie shrugged into it. The cuffs covered her hands, tails hanging nearly to her ankles.

“Slick,” I agreed. “What about the shoes?”

“I haven’t figured out that part yet. My Keds don’t really go with the rest.”

“No shoes in the wardrobe department?”

“Another reason to check out the governor’s room. Edna thinks there may be shoes hidden in the closet.”

I didn’t really want to go in there. Not just yet.

“What’s on the agenda?” Rosie asked.

“I took a walk around, trying to find Quentin’s office, but I didn’t find it. For thoroughness's sake, we should go through his files. See if we can get into the computer.”

“You think Charles wants us investigating that deep?”

“Yep,” I nodded. “He doesn’t trust his cousin. Even though he wants to. We need to find out if he’s skimming off the top, or if there are accounts unaccounted for. Whatever we can find. Financial crimes isn’t our thing, so we’ll just have to do what we can. You’ve got a numbers brain.”

She nodded. “I can make sure things add up. Or don’t. If we can get into the files.”

“Might as well go take a look around.”

“Then lunch,” Rosie said. “We can get an Uber into town. People there might have opinions about Hancock’s Hamlet.”

“Good plan.”

We headed out of the mansion, walking into the village square. Took stock of the buildings. The barn was obvious, as was the blacksmith shop and schoolhouse. We’d been in all of those. It was the others, each nearly identical to the other, that we had to check out.

Earlier, I cupped my hands around the windows in a couple buildings. I didn’t see anything in either one.

“I’m guessing it’s off the square,” Rosies said. “Back in the trees. More privacy back there. Especially if he’s up to something hinky.”

We walked into the woodsier area. Guest cabins stood back here, little clapboard houses painted white. They were a sharp contrast to the dark, log buildings. More comfortable looking. I saw AC units. “Maybe we should take a look at those, too.”

“Might be a spider infestation.”

“Right.” Maybe another time.

“I’m guessing one of those.” Rosie pointed and started walking to two structures at the end of the row. Neither had any eighteenth-century charm. They looked utilitarian and boring. Since they were set back a ways from the cabins, they didn’t spoil the authenticity of the rest.

When we got there, I saw Quentin’s old SUV parked behind one of the buildings.

“Looks like this is the one,” Rosie said. “But I’m guessing he’s in there right now.”

“We’ll know where it is when he’s distracted with something,” I said.

“Check and check.”

“Lunch?”

She pulled out her cellphone. “Let me find us a ride. Even if it looks like it, this village isn’t exactly out in the sticks.”

At lunch, we discovered something called pizza strips which were exactly what they sounded like. None of the servers knew much about the reenactment village. We wandered for a while. Downtown featured a standard New England clapboard church with a steeple. From there, we could see the Atlantic a few blocks down the street.

“Okay. Not much to see here,” Rosie said. “It’s a cute town.”

“There’s a lighthouse here. We’ll have to look for lighthouse souvenirs for Mom.”

“That’ll give you something to do when I’m involved in gubernatorial duties.”

Right. I was going to need something to fill my time. I certainly wasn’t going to work in the gift shop. I might check it out for lighthouse stuff. If I could, I would look into the management of the village on my own.

“You know, if we cut through the woods, Hancock’s Hamlet is within walking distance. I think I saw a path.”

I snorted at the idea.

Rosie smirked and pulled out her phone. She knew I didn’t do any exercise voluntarily. “Just kidding.”

When we got back, we checked the office. The SUV remained in place. Quentin probably had a lot to do. Victor’s death left a hole in the business. But it left us without any breaking and entering to do.

In the distance, I saw a few gardens. The guys dressed as farmers were actually doing some farming. At least they had work to do.

“Are you getting the feeling that this is going to be one boring work-cation?” Rosie said.

“No. I don’t want to jinx it. I think we’ll be fully entertained.”

“Really? I already caught you reading a book.”

Busted.

“Well, your governor thing will entertain me, I’m sure. What are you going to say? Are there scripts to follow? Has anyone instructed you on how to give a tour? Do you know a lot of Rhode Island history?”

Her face went blank.

From her expression, I thought this would be entertaining for sure.

“I better go find somebody,” she said. Then she ran off.

She must have found a person to train her, to trade lines, because I didn’t see her for the rest of the day. I spent time checking on the office, but the SUV remained parked. If I wanted to check the business records, I’d have to wait for Quentin to leave the property.

The day wasn’t as hot and stuffy as yesterday. Maybe Rosie would catch a break, since she had all those wool clothes to wear during her governorship. Clanging and banging issued from Jacob’s shop. From time to time, the school bell rang. I saw Honey inside with Rachel, just hanging out. Neither of them had much to do. Rachel, I noticed, seemed less in shock than she did earlier. Honey just gabbed away.

I saw no sign of Edna, the schoolmarm. Stable boys played inside and outside the barn. Did they even have horses here, or were the boys just for show? At one point, I saw one of the tour guides chase a boy into the barn, yelling. His mother, I guessed. The family that worked together and all that.

Ultimately, I did little and learned nothing. Maybe I was finally going to get an actual vacation out of a work-cation. It had that real vacation feeling since there was nothing to do but sit around and eat a lot. I looked forward to dinner.

I went to the mansion to wash up before dinner. Rosie was running around with Emma and Edna, getting to know her part. For her part, Edna gave Rosie lessons about the Revolutionary War, the Thirteen Colonies, and other useful facts. Emma showed Rosie where proclamations, ink and quills were kept. What the little antiques in the office were for. It was a lot. But Rosie was like a sponge with knowledge. I figured she’d do fine.

She caught my eye. Oops, I caught a look of panic.

“Why did I want to do this?” she said, hurrying over to me. “I just thought it would be fun to be governor.”

“They don’t have any scripts to memorize? You’re good at memorizing. You can do that trick that Stone does.”

“The memory palace, yes. But no. Victor didn’t allow scripts. He wanted everything natural, improvisation. Nothing written down.”

I thought I’d heard that before. Maybe from Jacob, the blacksmith.

“You’ll pull through.”

“How am I going to make all this trivia into lines? I’m worried I’m going to let down my public.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “You don’t have a public.”

“Oh. Sure. But that doesn’t mean I want to make a fool of myself. It’s hard enough pretending to be a female governor from seventeen-seventy-whatever. Those were less enlightened times.”

I shrugged. “People will find it novel.”

She made a face. “You think?”

“Yep.” No point in torpedoing what resolution she had. “You ready for dinner?”

“I’m too nervous to eat.”

“Then you can watch me. I’m starving.”

At the tavern, the atmosphere was jovial. Unexpected following the suicide of a coworker.

“Usually, it’s just the staff who lives here for dinner,” Emma said when she saw my face. “But Quentin wants us to pull together. He’s invited all the workers for dinner.”

That was a pretty good strategy. Maybe Quentin wasn’t so bad at running this place.

“Of course, he’ll take it out of their pay.” Emma shrugged.

Ah. So much for pulling together.

“How are you doing, Rosie? You ready to govern tomorrow?”

“No!” Rosie said.

“Little stage fright, huh? Don’t worry. You’ll get into the swing of it. Especially when you put the costume on. That always works for me,” she said.

Rosie didn’t look convinced.

Emma gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Looks like you could use an ale.”

“Please!” Rosie said.

“Go ahead and find a seat. I’ll bring it to you. Dinner is almost ready.” She looked around the room. “I’m not sure what I’m going to do without a plate of food getting tossed to the floor.”

We sat at the table together near the stable boys and their tour guide mother.

“When in the course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands that have connected them with another,” Rosie recited under her breath.

“Which have connected!” Edna appeared behind us, the hickory stick cracking down on the table.

“Which have connected them with another!” Rosie cried. “Why can’t I do the preamble to the Constitution? There’s a Schoolhouse Rock song. We the people… In order to form a more perfect union!”

Edna shook her head and walked away as Rosie sang nervously.

Seats were taken as Jinni’s staff filed out of the kitchen with baskets of bread. It was brown and heavy, just warm enough to melt butter. Despite her nerves, Rosie put away two slices.

“What’s for dinner, Emma?” Jacob asked. “I’m starved.”

“Nothing special. Kale soup, snail salad, and calamari,” she said. “Who needs a drink?”

“I’ll have another ale,” Rosie said.

“Coke,” I ordered.

She took the rest of the orders as the kitchen staff moved bowls of soup to the table. I started in on mine the minute it was set in front of me. Stone, my squeeze, was usually the one into kale. He was a healthy guy. But this was delicious.

Before I finished the soup, salads arrived. I finished one and attacked the next, hungrier than I thought.

Rosie eyed me. “How is it?”

“Super good,” I said.

“You think I should try it?”

I gave her the stink-eye. “Why? You don’t like salad? Usually you’re the one getting on me for avoiding salads.”

“Yeah, but snail salad?”

Looking at the dish, I realized that Emma had said snail salad. Were there actually snails in it? There were little chunks of something in it. Chunks I couldn’t identify.

“Oh, it’s fine,” the mother of the stable boys said. “It’s not escargot. They’re sea snails.”

Rosie grabbed her cellphone. Then held it out to me. Sea snails, I saw, looked pretty identical to the land variety. I pushed my plate away. Snails reminded me too much of an eccentric artist named Kylie Mince, who’d tried selling them from a food truck. We’d recently been involved in an investigation thanks to Kylie, and I didn’t want the reminder.

“Could I get an ale, Emma?” I called.

The rest of the guests didn’t seem to mind. But my tummy went a little queasy. At least until the calamari arrived. It was fried and surrounded by vegetables I easily identified. And a couple ales went a long way to making me forget the salad.

It wasn’t until we finished eating that Quentin showed up. He wasn’t there for the food.

“Say, Miss Black. I was wondering if I could have a word with you.”

I nodded, knocking back the rest of my ale. “Sure. Shoot.”

“In private.”

He knew we were spying on him. Why else would his cousin Charles send two investigators? Rosie gave me a thoughtful frown. We stood up. When we followed, Quentin led the way to the belly of the beast.

His office.


CHAPTER EIGHT


We were right about the location. And the aging SUV remained where it had been parked all day. Quentin opened the door and held it for us. I stored the fact that it wasn’t locked in the back of my mind.

The office took up the entire footprint of the structure. That didn’t make it spacious. A cheap desk stood behind two guest chairs. They squeaked when we sat. The faux leather was cracked.

Quentin sat on the other side of the desk. Folded his hands on top.

“So.” He eyed me, and then Rosie, and then me again. “What do you think?”

“The village is lovely,” I said. “But I think we’d be better off in a guest cabin.”

“No!” he sighed in exasperation. “About Victor!”

Rosie and I exchanged confused looks.

“He committed suicide. It’s very sad. I’m sorry you lost a friend,” I said. “We didn’t know him.”

“You really think he did himself in?” Quentin said.

Rosie shrugged. “The cops didn’t even take statements. So yes. It seems like Victor took his own life, as sad as that is.”

“Well, he didn’t.”

Uh oh.

“Sometimes people can hide their inner feelings.”

“No, not because he was on top of the world. That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about evidence.”

“You have evidence that Victor’s death wasn’t a suicide?” Rosie said.

“Evidence that you didn’t show to the cops?” I added. “Why would you hold out on them?”

Quentin sat quietly for a moment. His mouth made odd shapes. He took his hands off the desk.

“I need you to find evidence that he didn’t take his own life. Something concrete. We can take it to the cops later. Then let them sew it up.”

“Why would we do that if there’s no crime committed?”

“It has to be a crime. Murder. When I first found him like that… I knew it was fishy. Victor would never do that. He was a performer. I have no doubt that if he wanted to end it, he would do it in a flashy way. A final performance. And whoever it was that drove him to it, why, he’d reveal that. Make them look bad.”

Not good reasoning. What if constantly performing is what drove him to suicide? Always being on, having to pretend to be someone else. Or the change in his career from star of the stage to historical reenactor? “Did he indicate who might have driven him to the edge in his note?”

Quentin frowned. “No.”

“All you’re going on is a hunch, then?”

“Um. No. More than that. Maybe a very strong hunch.”

“And you have a suspect in mind?”

Quentin sighed. “No! That’s for you to figure out. You’re detectives. After Charles said he was sending you, you don’t think I’d look you up? You solve crimes. Here’s a crime. You need to solve it.”

I didn’t see a crime. If the cops didn’t see one, then I wasn’t about to second-guess them.

“Sorry. I just don’t see it,” I said. “Not unless you have some compelling information.”

“Any information.” Rosie shrugged.

“Look. My cousin is paying you to be here. To work for him. I’m certain he’d want you to investigate. After all, it was Victor who put this place on the map. We’re certain to lose money with him gone. You don’t think my cousin would want to know the reason why this place loses money?”

I frowned. The argument wasn’t that compelling. Charles Locandro sent us here to investigate Quentin, not the death of Victor Standish. “As far as we know, it would be a waste of time. I’m sorry, Quentin, but we’re not interested.”

“Where’s your sense of justice?” he demanded.

We did this for a living. Not out of some sense of duty to the community or the law. Sure, there was always some of that. But not in this case.

I stood. Rosie followed.

“See you in the morning,” Rosie said.

We left the building, heading for our crummy room in the mansion. “What are we going to do now?”

“Binge watch something colonial on the laptop,” Rosie said.

“Okay. But with the bunk beds, it’ll be hard for us both to see the screen at the same time.”

“Oh yeah, huh?” There wasn’t much in the way of furniture. No table or desk to set the computer on. “I’m sure we can find something.”

We walked up to the landing, looking at the closed doors to the governor’s room.

“Do you think I get to stay there, since I’m governor now?”

I made a face. “Would you want to? A guy died in there.”

“It’s pretty cush,” Rosie said.

“Even though our room is unfinished, uncomfortable, dusty and dark, I’d rather stay there myself.”

“Sure. I get it. But it’s not like this mansion is new. Lots of people probably died in here over the years. That’s what happens in historic buildings. Loads of tragedy. You see it on all the ghost-hunting shows. Hey! Maybe we could binge-watch some of Zac Baggins’ show.”

We walked down the hall. “You’re already creeping me out. How about ‘The Crucible’ or ‘Last of the Mohicans?’ Or that John Adams miniseries.”

“That’d be fine. Let’s find something to put the laptop on.”

We passed our door, heading to the end of the hall. In the last room, a bunch of construction materials were piled up. Rosie dragged out a sawhorse.

“This wasn’t what I had in mind. Our room is cringey enough.” But I grabbed the other sawhorse anyway. Rosie found a chuck of plywood to go between them and we carried our pilfered treasure to our room.

“Are there any outlets in here?”

“I’ve got my phone charger plugged in by the door.” So that’s where we set up. With our makeshift table over here, we could both see it from our bunks.

After we got it set up, we did a quick change into our jammies. I tried to ignore the lack of privacy. Rosie and I had shared a room more than a few times. Still, I was sure there was a private bathroom in the guest cottages.

“Do you get the feeling Quentin is hiding something?” Rosie asked.

“I don’t know. He’s been acting squirrely since he picked us up in Providence. Does that mean he’s hiding something? I’m going to say probably. He wants to keep his secrets hidden from his cousin. That’s not the same as hiding something about Victor’s death.”

“Hard to separate all the hiding,” Rosie said. “I can’t find any colonial shows. I found some ‘Barney Miller’ reruns. That show’s supposed to be funny.”

I shrugged. “Okay. I think Mom and Dad used to watch that. That and ‘WKRP in Cincinnati.’”

As soon as Rosie cued up episode one, my cellphone rang. I looked at the caller ID. “Charles Locandro,” I said.

Rosie’s brows lifted. “Are we in trouble?”

“Let me put it on speaker,” I said.

“Good evening, ladies,” Locandro’s voice came over the line.

“Hi, Charlie!” Rosie said. And then flushed deeply. “Sorry. We were talking about vintage TV shows.”

There was a pause. I hoped a bemused one. Or did Mr. Locandro even get the “Charlie’s Angels” reference?

“Sorry to be calling so late. But I just received a call from Quentin.”

I went over the day, giving him the lowdown on Victor Standish. “Is he calling you so you can tell us to investigate the death? There doesn’t seem much to it.”

“Understood. Quentin thinks that this Victor Standish is the one responsible for the small success of the reenactment village. He may be overwrought.”

“Rosie thinks he may be hiding something,” I said. “What’s your take?”

A sigh followed. “I always think Quentin is hiding something. Even as a kid, he was a sneak.”

I shrugged at Rosie.

“How about Victor’s death? He seems really sure we’ll find evidence that it wasn’t suicide. Why would he be so sure?”

“Right, if he weren’t hiding something,” Locandro said. “Keeping evidence from the police. Was it Quentin who found the body?”

“That’s what he said.”

There was a pause long enough to make me wonder if he’d disconnected.

“Do me a favor,” he said.

“You want us to look into Victor’s death.” I didn’t need to ask.

“If you would. For a day or two.”

“Of course,” I said, sans enthusiasm.

“You’re going to have to shake Quentin down. Put the screws on him. It does sound like he may have more information than he’s letting on. You have my permission to use hostility if necessary. And you can do it in my name.”

“Mm. That might work,” I said.

“You know what else might work?” Rosie said. “Being sneaky. Tossing his office. There may be evidence in there. I saw a laptop when I was in there. Would you know what his password might be?”

“If I know Quentin, the password will either be password, or nothing at all,” Locandro said. “He’s lazy.”

“Well, that way we might get a look at some financial information. See if he’s skimming, or up to no good. So two investigations in one.”

“Be good to lump it all together,” Locandro said. “I’m not sure Quentin is on the take. But he may be skimping. Underpaying employees. Something like that. I’m not necessarily looking to can him. I just want a picture of his management skills. If he has any.”

“We’ll let you know as soon as we do,” I said.

“Excellent. Thank you. Have a good night, you two.” He disconnected.

“You didn’t get to ask him about the guest cabins,” Rosie said.

Dang it. But it would sound too whiny if I texted him. Maybe the next call.

“Guess we’re going to skip ‘Barney Miller’ for a while.”

“Stakeouts can be fun, too,” Rosie said. “And as Nanna would say, breaking and entering is a real hoot.”

“Be more of a hoot if it wasn’t illegal.”

“But less of a thrill,” Rosie said.


CHAPTER NINE


We sat in the trees outside Quentin’s office. The SUV still parked behind. Burning the midnight oil, I thought. He better not be burning the one a.m. oil.

“I think you should text him,” Rosie said.

“Why?”

“Because he narc’ed you out to Charles. He won’t want you to confront him. Remember, we’re allowed to shake him down. But there’s no reason not to take the easy way.”

I shrugged. Scrolled up Quentin’s number. Poked up a text.

I just heard from Charles. I want to talk to you RIGHT NOW.

Ishowed it to Rosie.

She smiled. “That should do it.”

Only a couple seconds passed before I got a response.

Gone for the day. Talk tomorrow.

As we stood there, I heard a door open and close. The engine of the SUV started. Rosie gave me thumbs up as the vehicle drove away. “Not good with confrontation. Let’s hope he isn’t any better with security.”

Leaving the trees, we headed to the front door. The knob didn’t turn. Studying the lock, I thought it looked like the type that required a legit pick to bypass it. Since they were illegal, I’d left my burglary tools at home.

We headed around the building to the back door. It was locked as well.

Rosie used the flashlight app on her phone, scanning a window on the back side of the structure. “Might not be locked. You want to boost me?”

“Why am I always boosting you? Why don’t you ever boost me?”

She shrugged. “I’m shorter. Square-cube law.”

I sighed. Unsure if that was insulting, because I didn’t know what a square-cube was, I knelt on one knee, extending the other leg as a step.

She stepped up. I was glad she was wearing Keds. After a moment, I heard the sound of wood sliding on wood.

“Yahtzee!” she said. “I’m going in. Boost me up a little more.”

“Okay. Put your hand on my shoulder.” I laced my fingers together and put them on my thigh. “Step into my hands. Just be careful.”

Rosie stepped on my hand, and I lifted, half-standing to do so. She dove through the window. Crashed into something.

“You okay!” I tried to look in the window but it was too high.

I thought I heard her swear. “Who would put a lamp there?”

A few moments later, she opened the back door for me. One hand was on her head.

“What happened?”

“Nothing broke. We’re good.”

Luckily, Quentin left the laptop on the desk. I let Rosie do her thing. In the meanwhile, I searched the files in the single cabinet. With no rush, I did a thorough job.

“Yep. Password is password,” Rosie said. “I’m surprised computers let you do that. You’d think a number, or special character would be needed.”

I peered in the next file folder. Electric bills. “Is there anything on there?” I went through them. There were only a few months’ worth, but for some reason, the power was divided. I was looking at bills for separate locations.

“Let me do a search for recent downloads.”

Something caught my eye. I compared two bills. One was a charge for four hundred dollars. The other for eight dollars. The addresses were similar, but not identical.

“When you get a chance, I want you to run an address for me.”

“Sure thing. Looks like the last thing he loaded were a few photogra—aah!”

Halting my search, I looked at the computer over her shoulder.

“Not expecting that,” Rosie said. “Awfully gruesome.”

The pictures were hard to look at. Victor hung from a ceiling beam in the governor’s room. When she clicked, there was another photo from the same angle.

“Ick. Next,” Rosie said.

“No. Hold on.”

“Oh, c’mon, Boss, we know how he died.”

“Sorry. But go back and forth between those two pictures.”

She sighed. “If you say so.”

When she did, what had caught my eye was obvious. “Is that the suicide note on the bed?”

“Guess so,” she shrugged.

“Why is it in the second photo, but not in the first?”

Rosie looked up at me. Then back at the screen. When she toggled between the pictures, we saw the same bed, the same beam, the same toppled chair, but the note seemed to appear magically.

“This is how Quentin knows it wasn’t a suicide,” I said. “That note wasn’t put there by Victor.”

Rosie nodded. “From the metadata, the note appears a few minutes later. Not possible.”

“Not by Victor.”

“It’s not easy to fake a hanging,” Rosie said.

“Right. But it’s a heck of a lot easier if there’s a suicide note left behind.”

“Because it’s less likely anyone would check.”

I nodded. “Is there more?”

“Nope,” she said, working the mouse. “Just some head shots. Probably other actors looking for work.”

Back at the file cabinet, I took out the bills. Handed one to Rosie. “Here, look this up for me, please.”

“Isn’t that here?”

“I’m not sure. There are two electric bills for this place. Let’s just see what comes up.”

She entered the address. Google Maps popped up. She scrolled past a bunch of advertising to get to the actual search results.

“Yep. It’s here. Hancock’s Hamlet.” She showed me the screen with a photo of the buildings around the village square.

“Okay, how about the other one?”

We traded bills. She typed.

“Same thing.” She showed me the same photo of the village square.

“Hm. I thought I was onto something. But never mind. We’ve got more pressing business.”

“The crime scene?” she asked.

I nodded. “The crime scene.”

Rosie went to the back window, closing it before we left. I considered leaving the back door unlocked. Just in case. But I decided against it. Maybe Quentin was the one who wanted us to look into this case, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t involved. Best not to tip him off that we’d been in here.

“Why do you think he didn’t show that picture to the cops?” Rosie asked.

We moved through the trees back toward the village proper.

“No idea. On first blush, I’d say he was involved in the murder. That he’s the one who planted the note. How else would he get that picture? But then, why ask us to look into it?”

“Because he seriously underestimated our superhuman investigation abilities?” Rosie said. “That he’s doing it for a cover.”

“Don’t think so. It was Charles who hired us. Quentin would know better.”

“Probably. Although he does strike me as the kind of guy who thinks he’s the smartest one in the room.”

No doubt about that.

When we entered the mansion, I heard noise. Distant conversation, people moving around. It took me a moment to realize it. The other actors stayed in the mansion, of course. Maybe not in as grandiose a bedroom as Victor’s. But hopefully not in the shabby-not-so-chic of our quarters.

We climbed to the landing. I took a peek down the wing on the left. No one in the hall.

“Locked,” Rosie said.

I faced the double doors. Crouched down. Old-timey locks were fairly easy to get past. From my wallet, I took out a card of spring steel, about the same size as my credit cards.

“Got your back,” Rosie said, standing by the corner to watch down the hall.

It took a good two seconds before I was in. I put away my burglary tool and we stepped into the room. Rosie closed the doors behind us.

“Still grand,” she said. “I’m tempted to move in here.”

“And leave me in the construction pit?”

“No way. You could stay here too.”

“There’s only one bed.”

“We’ve shared before.”

“You snore.”

“I do not!”

“You might want to consult your doctor. Sleep apnea can be dangerous.”

“Quit it,” she smirked. “You know who’s a real snorer? Your Nanna. When that gal falls asleep, she really starts sawing logs. Good thing I’m a heavy sleeper. We share a lot.”

“I’ll have to talk to Wes,” I said. Nanna’s husband. “She should talk to her doctor, too.”

“Can we do some investigating instead of discussing sleep health?”

“Yep. We’ll need a chair.”

Rosie went to the writing desk and pulled over a chair with curved limbs. “Is this the chair from the photos?”

“That was a straight-back chair. Maybe the cops took it?”

“No. Over by the fireplace,” she pointed.

“This one looks a little too antique,” I said. “Let me get the other one.”

“Why?”

“Well, morbid as it sounds, we can assume the straight-back chair held someone up. I don’t trust the skinny legs on the one from the writing desk.” I dragged the chair from the fireplace. Climbed up to inspect the beam.

“What do you see?” Rosie asked.

“Hard to tell.”

She decided to pop up beside me on the spindly chair. It creaked and moaned under her weight. Holding up her phone to the ceiling, she took a shot with the flash.

We both looked at it.

“Are those two tracks in the dust?” I asked. “Maybe there was more than one rope?”

“Or it could be that the other dust track happened when they cut him down,” Rosie said.

“Nothing conclusive. But take another picture just in case.”

We climbed back down. Rosie’s chair moaned and cracked. She dragged it back to the writing desk. I took the other one to its place beside the fireplace.

“Okay, that’s weird. When we did the tour, this fireplace was clean, right?”

Rosie shrugged. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

“It’s been too hot for a fire.” I knelt down to look inside. The firebox wasn’t big. There was the usual grate inside. This one looked handmade. Maybe Jacob’s work. Beneath were the ends of a stick, burned through in the middle. Some other stuff I couldn’t identify.

“Well, you wouldn’t get much heat from a single piece of kindling,” Rosie said. “If I had to guess, I’d say Victor was probably just burning some garbage.”

“You’d think the staff would clean it up. But then, the room’s been locked.”

“Right. No one in here all day. You want me to take a picture?”

I thought about it. “Nah. I don’t think it means anything.”

The cellphone flashed. “Since I had it out anyway,” she shrugged. “You never know.”

Stepping back, I looked a the beam again. Rosie went to the closet behind the bed.

While the beams were plastered in place, this one had a gap. Large enough to slip a thick rope through. None of the others had a gap that I could see. Bending, I checked the oriental rug. There were no plaster crumbs. The gap hadn’t been made recently.

“Got ‘em,” Rosie said. When I turned, she held out two shoes with buckles. “Emma told me there were some costume pieces in here.”

“Do me a favor and take some more photos of the room. I’m not seeing anything out of place.”

“Okay. You want me to grab Victor’s laptop?”

I blinked at her.

“He kept his modern possessions in the closet. To keep it legit, I suppose.”

“Absolutely grab the laptop. Gotta be a clue in there.”


CHAPTER TEN


Back in our room, we put Victor’s laptop next to ours on the makeshift table. When we opened it, a bunch of file folders fell out. Rosie gathered them, tapped the edges, and handed them to me. Computers were her thing.

“Looks like Victor was on a dating site. And not doing well with the ladies,” Rosie said.

Unlike Quentin’s computer, Victor used a real password to protect the laptop. Also unlike Quentin, he had it written on a piece of painter's tape on the trackpad of the machine.

I looked through the files.

“It’s not a good idea, storing files inside a laptop like that,” Rosie said. “You could wreck the hinges.”

Each one of them had handwriting on the outside. “Atrocious spelling,” I said, reading them all:

The dlacksmith who shuolb de fired

The Tale of the Rejecteb Sqinster Schoolmarm

The ex’s hexes

The cook who bibn’t know her qlace

“There’s a document on the desktop,” Rosie said. “Looks like those files go along with Victor’s tell-all book.”

“Really?” I looked at the screen. The file name was Tell All Book docx. Okay then. I opened a file. There was paper inside, scrawled in chicken scratch I couldn’t read, in sizes ranging from a lined pocket notebook to sheets of printer paper. Each was covered in notes. Victor was obviously not of the computer generation.

“Anything juicy in the book?”

Rosie did some clicking. “He’s only got about four paragraphs. Born in Boston, 1962, wonderful childhood, caught the acting bug in grade school, um… Nope. Nothing juicy.”

“Guess he just started.”

“Let’s check the dating profile, shall we? Oh. It says he’s fifty-five. Already fibbing. And that headshot looks a decade old.”

I looked at the screen.

“No takers?”

“Looks like he was setting the bar pretty high. All his likes are women in their twenties and early thirties. Trying to replace Rachel with a newer model, I guess.”

“That one looks like she’s interested,” I said. “No photo. LuvShoes771.”

“Yeah, well. Who’s gonna respond to a dating post with no picture?”

“Victor?”

Rosie shrugged. “Well, he does have it saved. Let’s see. Thirty-nine-year-old single woman, no children, no prior marriages, likes beach walks, movies, hiking, travel, five-eight, hundred forty-five pounds, curvy figure, dark brown hair, green eyes. Well, if I looked like that, I’d have a photo posted.”

“You’re not far off that profile.”

“Yeah, but if I were posting it, I’d knock a bunch of pounds off my weight, at least five years off my age and add two or more inches to my height. So Glamour Girl 555 is more likely forty-five, five-three, hundred seventy pounds at least.”

I didn’t do dating profiles. But it made sense.

“She’s looking for a LTR, no ONS, DDF.”

“What’s all that?”

“Long-term relationship, no one-night-stands, disease and drug free. Doesn’t seem like she’s asking too much.”

I eyed her. “How often do you fill out dating profiles?”

“Never. But you hear things.”

“Maybe you should. You deserve a nice guy who treats you right.”

She smiled. “Thanks. But I’m picky.”

Rosie poked around for a while. I couldn’t make heads or tails of the written notes. Putting them back, I went and sat on my bunk.

“Here’s another one. Someone who was interested in Victor. But the profile is missing. Maybe she took it down when she found Victor. Or somebody. Now it’s just a handle in his favorites—2Hot4U. Not original. No photos, no deets, no links.”

We didn’t have enough to form a theory. Right now, given what we found, Quentin looked really suspicious. But I couldn’t guess his game. If he really wanted to find Victor’s killer, why not let the police know about the note? They would have interviewed the staff. Probably come up with a suspect. Either that, or they would’ve charged Quentin and arrested him.

Maybe that was the worry.

“Is there anything else on Victor’s machine?”

“A few thousand e-mails. That’s about it. Oh, there’s some instant messages in the dating app.”

“Any from 2Hot4U?”

Rosie did some magic. “Yep. A few. One reads: At least we’re close; 2 a.m. This one says: you are the most wonderful. Tomorrow after midnight. Uh oh. This says: Why are you ghosting me?”

“How about running Quentin? I’d like to see if we can find anything that goes to motive. Either for murder, or wanting to cover up a murder. And then not cover it up… This is already confusing.”

“You don’t think Charles would’ve done that?”

“Maybe not. Could be nepotism.”

“Hmm. You’re right.” She pulled our laptop closer. Brought up our skip trace software. Started typing. “How about Rachel Standish?”

“Yeah, might as well. Lots of times, a spouse will murder just to avoid splitting up the assets, working out custody. Statistically, we’d be covering our bases anyway. Plus, we don’t have any other suspects.” I held up my palms.

“We might find someone else among the staff,” Rosie said, continuing her typing. “Earlier, we weren’t looking.”

“I want to hear Quentin’s story. What could he possibly be up to?”

Rosie stopped typing and faced me. “Our job here is to look into how this place is managed. It’s not out of the question that Quentin might want to throw a wrench in the works. Keep us distracted. I don’t know if he’d kill his star attraction in order to put off the inevitable.”

“Would he? We don’t know him very well. He is twitchy. For now, that’s all we really have on him. We don’t have more on anybody else.”

“I think we’d be further along if we started when the body was found. We could’ve gotten a look at the crime scene. See how the staff reacted, you know, with the idea that Victor was murdered rather than took his own life. With that floating around, whoever the killer is might just feel completely covered.”

“And comfortable,” I nodded.

“So, do we tell them we’re looking at murder? Spook the murderer? Hope he makes a mistake, a slip. Or she. Gotta keep an open mind.” She went back to entering information.

“Not yet,” I said. “If our killer is feeling like he or she got away with something, there might be a slip, like you say. We should leave ourselves open to that. Keep our eyes and ears peeled.”

“Do we have anything else? You were up early this morning.”

Hmm. I thought about it. “Footsteps in the hall,” I said.

She looked over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

“Odd gait,” I said. “Hard shoes. But all the actors wear period shoes or boots.”

“How odd?”

“Just not even. Hesitating. The oddest thing about it, I guess, was that it was out in our hall here. Why would anyone be there? The other actors live on the opposite side of the mansion. There’s no bathroom on this side. I thought it might be a construction worker. When I went out, I didn’t see anybody.”

Rosie angled her head at me. “Hold on. You heard footsteps, but there was nobody in the hall? When we went out, that cop stopped us. Remember?”’

“I do. So it’s weirder than I thought. I hadn’t considered that.”

“Probably secret passageways in this mansion. There are always secret passageways in the books and movies. I figure it must have been part of the building code back in the day.”

I pouted in thought. “Would that make a difference to the case as it stands?”

“Sneaking around in secret? Let’s see. Quentin has pictures, a few minutes apart, with the note present and not present. Might have happened if someone had a secret way into the room. They could get in and out without being seen.”

“Could be. That is, if Quentin isn’t the one responsible.”

Rosie nodded. “Right. Then it would go to his defense.”

“We’re getting ahead of ourselves.”

“Are we? I think it would be boss, looking for secret doors and passages in this old building.”

It wasn’t like we were doing much else. “Barney Miller” could wait. And once the data we could come up with was in the software, the only thing we could do was wait. I got off the bed. “Okay. Are you done with the computer?”

“Yep. We don’t know that much about the people here. It’s all up to the service now.” She rose, too.

“How do we look for secret passageways?”

We walked out into the hall.

“Might be tough. We should look for things like scrapes on the floor, something a door would leave. Rooms where the walls don’t line up. You know, with extra space between them. We could check outside to see if the rooms in here match the outline of the structure. Or, best of all, just snoop through the place.”

“We’re pretty good at snooping.”

“Gotta go with our strengths.’

The first place I headed for was the room full of construction stuff. It might be stripped down enough to see a door that was supposed to be hidden. Frankly, our room was stripped down enough to see something like that. But the footsteps were in the hall, not in the room.

“We should’ve brought the sawhorses back,” Rosie said. “Getting a little late for binge watching. I’ve got a gig in the morning.”

“Did you figure out a few lines to say?”

Her eyes went wide. “Maybe?”

I didn’t want to panic her. “Okay, let’s check this place out.”

We had to work our way around a table saw stand, toolboxes, and stacks of sheetrock and plywood to get a good look. One wall was free of plaster, lathes standing out like brown ribs. Rosie got close. Tried to get an angle.

I climbed up on a stack of plywood. Shined my flashlight app, looking for details. Other than swirled plaster, the ceiling was featureless.

“It’s too hard to move around in here,” Rosie said. “I don’t see any seams or anything.”

But I held up a tape measure I found. “Do you think we could get the length of the room? See if the wall in our room matches up?”

“We can try. Here. Give me the end. You take the spool.”

Rosie squeezed around the tools and supplies, working her way toward the back of the house. I moved toward our room, letting the tape spool out freely. We reached our target wall at the same time. I looked at the measurement. “Twenty feet, eight inches.”

“These are good-sized rooms,” Rosie said. She walked back toward me, letting the tape go. “Let’s do our room. Then the hall.”

We continued our investigation. Rosie was right. This was kind of fun. Especially when we measured the length of the hall.

“Aha!” Rosie said. “The other side of the wall in our room is eighteen feet. The construction room is twenty feet. The hallway is forty-one feet, eight inches. So there’s three feet unaccounted for.”

Rosie was good with math.

“So where is it?”

“You got me. That’s plenty of room for a secret passageway. But I don’t see any sign of a door.”

“Might be better to look in the daytime. Tough to see, especially in the room full of building stuff.”

Rosie folded her arms. “I’m not one to quit. But I have to get up early.”

“We can take it up again tomorrow,” I said.

She nodded. “Let’s put the sawhorses back and hit the hay.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


“Are you kidding me?”

I heard Rosie’s exasperated whisper. When I opened my eyes, she was leaning on the wall, standing on one leg, trying to reach around to the small of her back.

“What are you doing?”

“These pants! They lace in the back. Who would make pants that lace in the back?”

“What time is it?”

“Seven. Time for breakfast. We need to be in our places by nine.” She grunted, unable to reach the laces. I had no idea why she tried. You’d need two hands anyway.

“This whole getup is making me crazy!” She held out her arms. Sleeves dangled. “Look at this shirt. It hangs to my knees. Forget about the pants.”

I rose, looking at her blearily. “You know, you could look up how to put on eighteenth-century clothes on the internet.”

Rosie snapped her fingers. “Of course! Genius.” Holding up her breeches with one hand she grabbed the laptop off the floor. She sat on the bed next to me. Did some typing.

“Seriously? I’m supposed to tuck the shirt like underpants? What am I, a barbarian? And what’s with these socks?”

“I think they’re stockings. You know, like thigh-highs. But for men…” Fashions of the past. Who could make heads or tails of it?

“Made of wool? That sounds like a torture device, not clothing.”

“Looks like you lace the pants and leave them. That way you can just button them up and go. Here, stand up and turn around. I’ll help.”

It took some doing, but eventually Rosie stepped into the buckle shoes and shrugged the tailed coat over her shoulders. “There’s no mirror in here.”

“Let’s see it with the wig and tricorn.”

“Cocked hat,” she said.

“Right.”

She donned the wig and hat. Did a turn. “There’s not a lot of powder in this wig, I gotta say. And it’s hotter than hades.”

“How long is your shift?”

“It’s preseason. Just a few hours. If I don’t melt before then. There’s only a couple groups coming through.”

“You nervous?”

“Did George Washington wear dentures?”

Rosie ran over to the bathroom on the other wing to check her costume in the mirror. When she returned, we headed to the tavern for breakfast.

“Johnnycakes and bacon, or ham,” Emma gave us the menu when we walked in. “Eggs however you like. You look very gubernatorial, Rosie.”

She took a bow. Her hat fell off. “Dang it.” She picked it up off the floor.

“Coffee?” I asked.

“Just about ready. Say, would you like to try coffee milk?” Emma asked.

“Coffee milk?”

“It’s the state beverage of Rhode Island,” Rosie said. “Coffee syrup in milk.”

“Sounds okay to start with,” I said. But this girl ran on regular coffee. Black coffee. Sometimes with non-dairy creamer.

Rosie cleared her throat. “Good morrow, my people. Make way for the governor. I’ll have nothing less than the best seat in the house!”

Jacob walked in as Rosie took her place at the head of the table. He rolled his eyes. Edna, the schoolmarm, was already seated with a beverage in front of her. “Tell me, Governor, who was the founder of Rhode Island?”

“Roger Williams,” Rosie said.

When?”

“Providence was founded in 1636.”

“State bird?”

“The Rhode Island red.”

“Nickname?”

“The Ocean State. The Plantation State. Little Rhody.”

A wicked smile grew on Edna’s face. “How big is Rhode Island? Everyone asks that one.”

“Um, including the water, fifteen hundred square miles.”

“State insect?”

Rosie eyed her. “What? There’s a state insect?”

Edna slapped the table and pointed at her. “The American burying beetle. And you call yourself a governor?”

Emma returned with a tray of pint glasses. She set one in front of me. When I sipped it, it was sweet and good and my brain told me it had caffeine in it. Rosie picked hers up and chugged it.

“Excellent my dear. Another!”

Smiling, Emma headed back to the bar.

“Gotta say, I appreciate having a new governor. Regardless of the anachronism,” Jacob said.

“Right? No food being ridiculed and thrown around,” Honey said. She got her skirt folded beneath her and sat at the table next to me. “Less yelling.”

Rosie put her hand over her mouth, suppressing a belch. I had to admit. Coffee milk went down easy. Emma returned with another one for Rosie. This time, she sipped.

“Thank you, my good woman.”

“Of course, Governor Rosie. Breakfast will be served anon.” She went into the kitchen, walking with a pronounced sashay. Emma really played up the tavern wench thing, even at breakfast.

Rachel came in last. She nodded a silent greeting as she sat.

“It’s good practice, getting into our roles now,” Honey said to Rosie. “When the real season starts, we dine with the guests for breakfast and lunch. They kind of expect some colonial talk.”

“Forsooth,” Rosie said. “Or is that too archaic?”

Honey waved a hand. “None of the guests would know.”

“Indeed would be better,” Edna said. Then she snapped, “What’s the state flag?”

Rosie sat up straighter. “Gold anchor, over a blue banner with the word hope, thirteen gold stars surrounding.”

“Oh, nobody asks that stuff, Edna,” Jacob said.

Edna rounded on him. “Well, what else is she going to talk about? Victor did away with the scripts.”

Jacob shrugged. “True enough. I have no idea what to say anymore. Other than blacksmith talk.”

“We just have to be nice,” Honey said. “A little old-fashioned, but nice.”

“I don’t know what my role is anymore,” Rachel said, eyes on the table.

“You should still be the governor’s wife,” Rosie said. “Help me pull this off. Maybe we can expand your part. A lot.”

Rachel lifted her head, giving Rosie a thankful look.

Food arrived, along with regular coffee, and the kitchen staff decked out in period costume. Guests would be here for lunch, I figured. Maybe I was getting the hang of this place.

Johnnycakes turned out to be cornmeal pancakes. They called them hoecakes in the south, I recalled. Rosie tucked into a stack doused in syrup. I stuck with one johnnycake, and a couple over easy eggs.

“So, how’s it going with the death investigation?” Honey said.

I didn’t spit out my coffee. But it was close.

“What?” Rachel said, brows together, leaning forward.

“They’re just checking on Locandro. The guy’s obviously crooked,” Jacob said. But he eyed Rosie.

“I heard that Quentin doesn’t think Victor killed himself,” Honey shrugged. Her face fell as she looked at me. “Is that supposed to be a secret?”

That made me blink. “I’m not sure.”

“So, it’s true?” Edna glared at me.

My eyes darted around, catching all of the employees staring. Was I going to deny it? There weren’t any specific instructions from Quentin. And obviously, the guy must’ve been shooting his mouth off.

“It’s true we’re looking into it.”

“So, you’re like, legit private eyes?” Honey looked from me to Rosie. “Cool!”

I suddenly realized it was going to be tough with Rosie playing governor. She was the Mr. Spock to my Captain Kirk. The logical one, the science nerd, the numbers gal.

“Guess we’re all suspects, then,” Emma said, sashaying to the table with a coffee warm-up.

“Are we all suspects?” Edna looked insulted.

They were. Obviously. But I didn’t want to say it aloud.

“Well, it couldn’t have been me,” Rachel said. “If I wanted him dead, I would’ve killed him a long time ago.”

“I would’ve bashed his head in with a mallet,” Jacob said. “Dragged him out to the marsh. Nobody would’ve found him.”

“He hanged himself,” Honey said. “How could someone do that to him? He wasn’t a little dude. Maybe at gunpoint? But nobody here has a gun. It’s against the rules. Not even a musket.”

“It couldn’t be me,” Edna said. “I represent a role model for young people.”

“That’s the most asinine alibi I ever heard,” Jacob said.

“What, and ‘I would’ve bashed his head in with a mallet’ is any better?” Edna said.

“Oh, stop it,” Honey said. “We all know each other. It couldn’t have been any of us.”

“No? Weren’t you sick of that old man always hitting on you?” Edna said.

“Well, yeah, but—”

“Or having him insult the tavern every single day, Emma?” Edna locked eyes with Emma.

“You better believe I was tired of that act. If it even was an act. I get the feeling he just liked doing it.”

“Or always criticizing your food, Jinni?” Edna raised her voice. She had that schoolteacher power to fill a room with her voice. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the chef disappear back into the kitchen.

“Goodness,” Honey said, looking at the clock. “It’s almost time to open.”

It was only half past eight. What did the staff need to do for half an hour before the gates opened?

“State fish!” Edna shouted at Rosie.

“Striped bass!” Rosie replied, like a soldier during an inspection. “The state flower is the blue violet. State reptile is the painted turtle. State mammal is the morgan horse. State tree is the red maple. State fruit is the Rhode Island greenie. I don’t even know what that is.”

“It’s a kind of apple,” Honey said.

“Oh. That makes sense.”

“As you enter the village, what’s the first building on the right?” the schoolmarm demanded.

“Well. The ticket booth. It’s next to the mercantile, which is the gift shop.”

Edna eyed her for a few moments. “Maybe you are ready. But the proof is in the pudding.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


“Where do I go?” Rosie asked as the staff left the tavern. “The mansion?”

“I’ve got you,” Rachel said. “We do some of the tour guiding. But there won’t be many people. We can do it together until you get the hang of it.”

My assistant sagged with relief. She adjusted her wig and hat. “How do you get used to wearing this stuff?”

“It helps if you shave your head. Like the colonial men did. To fight body lice.”

Rosie made a shaky frown at Rachel.

“Or if you’re going bald, like Victor was.” At that, I detected a secret smile. I hadn’t noticed a bald spot. But then, the guy was wearing a powdered wig most of the time.

The two of them moved off down the flagstone path.

“Break a leg,” I called. In the meanwhile, I had work to do.

“Where are we going?”

I turned to see Honey tagging along behind me. The others went to their designated buildings. “Don’t you have to be at the ticket booth?”

She blew a raspberry. “Nothing to prepare for there. I’ve got some time to kill. Speaking of which, what’s your first move?”

Getting rid of you, I didn’t say. “Just going to check in with Quentin.”

“Oh.” Her enthusiasm faded, a half frown on her face. “I thought it would be something more… not off-putting.”

“Most of my job is off-putting. And boring,” I said. “You get used to it.”

“Yeah, I have no reason to talk to Quentin. Not unless it’s payday. I’d better get to work.”

With Honey shaken loose, I headed for the office.

Quentin didn’t know Rosie and I had tossed the place. Not unless he had a real knack for hiding security cameras. He wasn’t looking forward to talking to me. I was supposedly upset at being forced to investigate. And, sure, I was a little miffed.

I could use both to leverage more information out of him. As I headed for the trees, I saw Rosie and Rachel walking around the outside of the mansion. I gave her a thumbs up.

Quentin sat in his office, startled when I came in. He was wearing the same clothes as yesterday. The odor of booze mildly permeated the room. His hair was uncombed. Red, bleary eyes took my measure.

“I had to do it. You wouldn’t work for me.”

“I wouldn’t work for you because there isn’t a case.”

“But there is…”

“Give me something to go on.” I folded my arms. “What were you doing the morning of the murder?”

He eyed me, expression dark. Grudgingly, he started talking.

“I visit Victor every morning before Hancock’s Hamlet opens. We go through the day ahead. Who’s coming. Plan out how we’re going to handle the crowd.”

“Go on.”

He took a breath. Put his forearms on the desk. “I went in. Found him… up there. Chair on the floor. It was shocking. I nearly threw up. At the same time, I didn’t believe it.”

“Why?”

“You saw him the night before. He was in high spirits, looking forward to the opening. Talking about his book. Lord knows why, but he had interest from a publisher. Hitting on girls. Enjoying his success. Not the way a guy acts before taking his life.”

“Maybe.” It wasn’t well known, but suicides generally weren’t depressed. They came up with a spurt of energy before committing the act, enough to do the deed. I didn’t know Victor. Maybe he always acted like that. “I need a whole lot more than your opinion.”

Quentin frowned, not liking my attitude. But he was the one who pushed me into this investigation. There was an iPad on his desk. It hadn’t been here when Rosie and I searched the office. He turned it on, and faced it toward me. I took a seat in a visitor's chair.

“Here. The scene of the crime.” Quentin pushed a button and averted his eyes.

I’d seen a lot of dead bodies in my career. It was never pleasant. The photo of the hanged man was more disturbing than most. Even though Rosie and I had already seen it.

“Look at the time stamp,” Quentin said, “then look at the next picture.”

The time the photo was taken was 6:40 a.m. I swiped to the next photo. The time stamp was 6:52 a.m. I knew the drill. The suicide note appeared in photo number two.

“What were you doing for twelve minutes?”

“Calling the police. There isn’t a phone in the mansion. I had to come here to my office. After I called 911, I went straight back to the mansion. To secure the scene, I suppose, like you see on television. That’s when I saw the note that wasn’t there before.”

“Who wrote the suicide note?” I asked.

“You tell me.” He lifted his chin at the device. “Next picture.”

There was another? We hadn’t seen one on the office laptop. This one was a legitimate clue, a closeup of the suicide note. Still, I zoomed a little closer.

It was written in spidery cursive. Whatever pen had been used made the message look like calligraphy. Thick and thin lines. An homage to old-fashioned penmanship.

I didn’t say anything to Quentin, but I knew the note wasn’t written by Victor. The man’s writing was so sloppy, it was illegible, with spelling errors the norm rather than the exception. Even if the first photo eliminated any possibility of Victor leaving the note, the handwriting was absolute proof that Victor hadn’t written it.

“You didn’t show that earlier photo to the detectives. Why? You knew Victor was murdered.”

“And have them close the village a few days before opening? I can’t afford that. And I’m sure Charles would agree with me. The show must go on. The money has to keep flowing. I already looked into you when Charles said he was sending you. You’re detectives. You’ve solved murders. My cousin verified it when I gave him the call. Lauded you, even.” For a moment, his brows twisted, one corner of his mouth down. Like he didn’t believe it.

“You could be arrested for interfering in an investigation.” Ask me how I knew. “Probably, you should be. Victor deserves justice more than you deserve to keep this attraction open.”

He lowered his eyes.

“Victor would’ve understood. Out of anybody, he would get it. It wasn’t the best decision, but here we are. I knew at first sight that Victor didn’t write the note. Even if I had missed it when I first saw him.”

“Why?” I knew why.

“He was dyslexic. Victor could barely read, and his writing was the worst. That’s why we did away with the scripts. When he and Rachel separated, he didn’t have anyone to read the scripts to him. He opted to go to full improvisation to cover that fact. But actors, they love that stuff. No one minded that.”

“Except Jacob,” I said.

Quentin angled his head. “He’s a blacksmith. Not an actor. Probably why Victor wanted him out. He wanted everyone to be on the same page. As it were.”

“What do you know about his book?” I asked. “How could he write a book if he was dyslexic?”

“Very slowly, I guess. He’d probably have to bring in a ghostwriter. Some poor slob who would have to listen to hours of Victor’s stories. But who could get it down on paper. He was already making notes, or so he said.”

If the identity of the killer was in those notes, I’d never discern it. I doubted anyone could. Things were never that easy. But I would find another way.

“I know you think I’m not interested in Victor getting justice. That my reasons are selfish. But it’s not true,” he said.

Could I believe him? Apparently the look on my face said I couldn’t.

“You solved the murder of Charles’s mother. He completely trusts you. So I trust you. Once you wrap this up, we can hand the killer over to the police on a platter. Victor will get his justice, and his later life’s work can go on in his memory. Everyone wins.”

Everyone but the killer, I thought. And probably Quentin. Even if I was focusing on the murder of Victor Standish, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t pursue the original reason I was here. To find out how corrupt Quentin was, if he was embezzling from Charles Locandro, lining his own pockets at the expense of this business.

“Do you have anything else?” I asked.

He made a face. “Isn’t that enough?”

“It’s a start. Do you have any suspects?”

Quentin frowned and looked at the ceiling. “Not really. Maybe Rachel. The wife. Soon-to-be ex-wife. The usual cliché, something about assets, or maybe she was just hurt. It couldn’t be easy seeing him every day. Knowing he was running around on her even though the divorce wasn’t final. That could make her angry enough. Right?”

Rosie and I were already on that.

“Do you have evidence he was running around?”

“He said he was.” Quentin’s face went blank. “I couldn’t say for sure. The guy was a real dog. Always sniffing around after girls. You saw that, when we went to the marina.”

I did. I also saw Quentin engaged in the same. Flocking together, I thought.

“That’s not a terrible theory. Except for one major issue.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s no way Rachel could hoist Victor up that high.” I tapped the iPad. “I doubt even a strong man could do it. Not with just a chair to perch on. Ladders, a scaffold, maybe. It would likely require more than one person. While it seems like you’re the only person here who got along with Victor, I can’t picture a conspiracy.”

“What are you saying?”

“I wouldn’t put it past you to write the suicide note yourself. Plant it after you found Victor hanged. He could’ve left a different note, something illegible. Or not at all. But a suicide would still chase a lot of your guests away. Before that rumor could start, you could nip the whole thing in the bud with a murder investigation. A private one. But perhaps leading to an official one.”

He sat there, listening, expression unchanging.

Quentin took a breath. I thought he was going to lash out at me. He didn’t. “Frankly, I’m flattered that you think I’m that sort of evil genius. But honestly, I only want his murder solved. Can we stick with that?”

I thought I had him. Dang it.

“E-mail me those photos,” I said. Then I left the office.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Isaw another group of children out in the village square. Boy Scouts this time. Den mothers led them around. They were heading for the schoolhouse, the clarion call of the bell in the short tower drawing them. Like a trap. They didn’t know what they were in for.

Distantly, I heard Jacob’s hammer. Farmers worked with horses in the fields on either side of the village. The stable boys pulled and tugged on a reluctant mule, trying to get it into the barn. The scouts pointed at them. It was picturesque, and surprisingly gave me a feeling of history. I felt that I could relate a little to those long-ago settlers.

Not bad, Hancock’s Hamlet.

Skirting the village square, I headed up the flagstones. Rachel stopped me when I reached the front door of the mansion.

“I don’t mean to be a stickler, but if you’re not an actor or guest, you’re supposed to use the side door.” Rachel pointed.

“There’s a side door?”

“Near the back. There’s a narrow staircase that leads to our quarters. You can get to the other wing from there.”

I nodded. “How’s Rosie?”

“Trying to ready her speech. It’s not easy, jumping in with no script. You can’t rehearse this stuff. But she seems used to it. I’m sure she’ll be fine. Her first tour group will be here after they experience the schoolhouse.” She made a distasteful expression. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one with issues about the schoolmarm.

“Think she’ll be okay?”

“Everyone has a first time doing these tours. She’s going to make mistakes. Probably a lot. But she’ll also feel euphoric when it’s over and done. A little stage fright is appropriate, I think. Rosie will be fine. She might not want to do it again, or she might love it. We’ll find out soon. It’s not like she hasn’t acted before.”

That made sense, even though it wasn’t very comforting. “If I know Rosie, she’s going to throw herself into this. For how long, I can’t say.”

“I love her enthusiasm. It’s contagious. Just what we need at a time like this.” She gave me a nod and headed into the mansion.

Following her directions, I found the side door. It stood under a tiny overhang atop three cinder block steps. It seemed that the actors were getting shortchanged on the living conditions. Hinges on the door announced my entry with a ratcheting squeal. As predicted, a very narrow and steep staircase rose from next to the door. I headed up to the second floor.

The air was still and silent, the staff at work. The heat of the day seemed to start up here. It was going to be another warm one. Not a good day for eighteenth-century fashions. Why didn’t they invent tank tops and shorts back in the day?

Rounding the corner, I saw the doors to the governor’s bedroom still closed. Would the tour go in there today? I guess what the guests didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

Entering the room with the bunk beds, I froze in place.

There was no computer charging up on the floor. I’d left Victor’s machine on my bunk. It was gone. Feeling panic rise, I hurried over to my suitcase. The bags were still there, thank goodness. But a quick search revealed a missing article. One most near and dear to my heart.

My Las Vegas Desert Dogs Lacrosse hat was missing.

“You evil so-and-so!” I said through my teeth.

Rosie’s cellphone remained plugged in. They were forbidden while you worked in costume. Sure, they left that but took my valuable collector’s item chapeau. My face heated up, blood boiling.

Worse, we’d lost the evidence we’d stolen from Victor’s room. Just when we were one step ahead of the game for once.

“Son of a—!” As anger took control, I kicked the bunk bed. I was probably lucky it didn’t fall apart. Or I didn’t break a toe. “All these work-cations, not one robbery! There aren’t even any guests here! No maid service! Aagh!”

The photos and videos from our trip so far, ready for our vlog, gone. Evidence in the case, gone.

And my hat, my precious hat, they didn’t make that design anymore!

Stalking around the room, swearing, I took out my phone to call the cops. Foolishly, I checked under the bed.

I sat down on my bunk, trying to get control of myself. That stupid hat. I loved the dang thing. Why had I packed it?

Breathe!

It then occurred to me that we’d been hearing about stolen things since we got here. I thought for a moment. Victor’s fountain pen. That was one. Which inspired another thought. The photos of the crime scene were in my e-mail. I was freaking out for no reason. I opened the photo files, going to the close-up of the suicide note.

At the edge of the image was a silver object. I zoomed in as much as I could. There was no way to be certain, but I was pretty sure I was looking at a fountain pen.

Whoever stole it must have written the suicide note, which explained why it looked like calligraphy.

But how did that tie in with the other stolen items? What were they? Honey had perfume that had grown legs. Rachel some jewelry—a jade brooch, I thought. Now my hat. Oh, right, and the computers.

It didn’t take a lot of thought to come up with the obvious scenario: one of the guests was a thief, maybe even a kleptomaniac. Because why would anyone in Rhode Island want to steal the hat from a Las Vegas lacrosse team?

Carrying that thought to the logical conclusion, I headed out. Walked past the governor’s room. Then down the wing where the rest of the cast lived. If one of the actors was a thief, they had to stash their ill-gotten goods somewhere. Their room seemed the most likely place.

I stopped at the first door. Looked at the lock. Old school, skeleton key, not a problem. With the steel card from my wallet, I quickly accessed the room. Photos on a dresser made it out to be Jacob’s quarters.

He didn’t strike me as a thief. When I thought about it, none of them did. Nor did they seem like the murdering type. Yet items had gone missing and a man was dead.

In the closet were a few other costume pieces. Also his street clothes. Jeans, leather jacket, a few T-shirts, sports shirts. No stolen goods. I kept going. How long were they working today?

Books lined a shelf. I studied the spines. They were all nonfiction, all on the same subject. But it wasn’t blacksmithing. A clue? You just never knew what might turn out to be important. Fumbling out my phone, I took a picture.

Rosie was the real photographer. Where was she when I needed her? I did my best to catch all the spines and keep it in focus. I moved on.

Nothing under the bed. I stood in the middle of the room. Turned in a circle. There weren’t any other places to hide stuff. Not unless there was a loose floorboard, baseboard, something like that. It would take a much more thorough search.

Instead, I moved to the room next door. Picked the lock the same way. It took a while to figure out who lived here. I thought it must be Edna’s, given the drab costumes. But the street clothes hanging there were bright and modern. Print dresses. Strappy shoes. From the sizes I was more convinced these were Edna’s. I took a picture. Then, I quickly looked under the bed; then through the drawers of the small dresser.

There was an envelope with her name childishly scrawled on it. A letter inside. I smoothed it out on the dresser top. Horrible penmanship. Terrible spelling. With no time to read it, I snapped a few pics. Then tossed the rest of the room.

Nada.

Next room.

With frequent checks out the window to make sure no one approached, I went through each room. At one point, I saw a tour bus emblazoned with a red maple leaf pull into the lot. Canadian tour group, I thought. That would keep the actors busy for a while.

Even with more time, I found no sight of stolen property in any room. As I stood in the last room, which was completely empty, I realized that most of the actors had a particular building where they performed. The schoolhouse, the smithy, the tavern, the ticket booth, the mansion and so on.

Those would have to be searched opposite the search of the living quarters. When the actors were at home, not working.

I walked back to my room. There were probably a zillion places for the klepto to hide stolen stuff. That included empty buildings, the guest cabins, the barn. Way too many to search before lunch, no matter how much I wanted my hat back.

It would be easier to solve the case than to look everywhere for the evidence. Even if I had no clues. I could probably eliminate some people. Victor, Rachel, and Honey mentioned stolen items. Emma, Jinni, Jacob and Edna had not. Nor had Quentin. Couldn’t forget him. Of all the potential suspects, my money was on Quentin.

But only because I didn’t like him. I had no evidence one way or the other. His office had been searched. It was only bias on my part. Also, because he was shifty.

Who had access? Quentin again, with a master key. Rachel had come to breakfast last, but she’d had something stolen. The only person who wasn’t out playing a role was me.

The culprit could be anyone. Angry and frustrated, I started for the stairs. But I stopped short at the murmur of voices rising from below. Tourists, I thought.

Finding a place on a side landing, I peeked down the steps. Rosie and Rachel were giving a tour.

For a few minutes, the two women talked about the antiques scattered around the office. What they were, what they did. Then Rosie turned to the crowd.

“One of the important things I do as governor is to make proclamations,” she said, trying to do a gruff man’s voice. It wasn’t too bad.

“At this desk, many important proclamations have been written and many bills have been signed into law.” Rosie took a seat behind it. “But this one may be the most important. With this proclamation, the village will put forth two hundred pounds for muskets, small cannons, the ones on wheels, and ammunition. We will thenceforth become more than a militia, but a continental army to repel the forces of tyranny. And, while on the face of it, it does seem pretty crazy—a bunch of farmers and whatever going up against a globe-spanning empire and the greatest navy in the world. But forsooth! Indeed! I feel we shall prevail. We will have troops ready at a minute’s notice to fight off the British invaders. Call them Minutemen! And through various guerilla tactics, a lot of luck, and some backup from the French, I think we can win this war.”

Rosie took the quill from the inkwell. Made a grand gesture that splattered ink around. Poking her tongue out of the corner of her mouth, she scratched out her signature with the sharp feather.

“Thus, I make it so!”

The tour group erupted in applause.

Rosie blushed. “Um. Hey. Thank you.” She stood up and took a bow. The tricorn hat fell on the desk. She jammed it back on her wig. “Huzzah.”

“And now, onto the Puce Room. You may ask yourself, out of all the possible colors in the world, why puce? And to you I say, that’s a really good question.”

She and Rachel led the gathered tourists out of my view.

I thought Rosie’s speech was a little awkward. Maybe not rehearsed enough. Ultimately, Canadian tourists found it entertaining. What more could you ask for?

When I was sure there was no one in sight, I hurried down the steps and out the front door. Breaking the rules. A rebel.

My anger was still fresh and I didn’t feel like walking all the way around the mansion. I walked down to the village square and over to the trees and cabins. Of course, there was no SUV parked outside Quentin’s office.

I couldn’t even complain.

Checking the time on my cellphone, I walked over to the Hancock’s Hamlet Tavern to score some lunch.

“What could possibly have happened to it? I keep it in my apron pocket.”

I saw Emma in conversation with Jinni at the back of the place. Sliding out of sight, I eavesdropped.

“Well, I don’t have it. I don’t need a fancy wine knife.”

“It’s just that it was a gift. My parents gave it to me when I got my hospitality degree. You’ve seen it, right? Pewter handle with a Celtic design. My name is engraved on the blade. It’s just a silly thing, but it still means a lot to me,” Emma said.

“It’s probably in the same place my notebook is,” Jinni said. “I don’t know where that could’ve gone. It’s not like someone would take it. Not unless they were desperate for small sheets of lined paper.”

More stolen items? If that was the case, I was down two more suspects.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The reenactment staff entered the tavern, Rosie among them, along with at least a dozen Canadian tourists. Everyone was on a lunch break. Rosie was talking to a woman animatedly. I thought it might be a conversation about history. When I neared, I heard it was about casinos.

“I’m more of a blackjack expert,” Rosie was saying. “That’s my game.”

“Not in Las Vegas it isn’t,” I said, joining in.

“No?” the tourist asked.

“I got caught counting cards. More than once,” Rosie said. “It’s perfectly legal to do it. But that doesn’t mean the casinos want you taking their money. There’s a photo of me in every eye in the sky in town.”

“You’re infamous!” the woman said.

“A little!” Rosie cackled wildly.

“Do you have any tips on poker?”

“Not my thing. If you want to come out a winner, you have to play the long game. Equity, outs to keep track of, you know, what are my chances on pulling off a hand given the cards on the table. There’s also bluffing to take into account. Tells of the other players. It’s way too complicated and time consuming. Blackjack is so much simpler.”

“We need to talk,” I said to Rosie.

She nodded. “Let’s grab a seat.”

“Not yet,” I said. I gestured with my eyes to the door.

“Excuse me, Rhonda. Don’t wait on us,” Rosie said.

The two of us headed outside. “Sorry to be rude.”

“They’re making me crazy!” Rosie whispered.

Okay, then. “I have really bad news.”

“About the murder?”

“Maybe. We got ripped off. Someone broke into our room.”

She gasped. “My cellphone?”

I held up a hand. “Still there. But they got the laptop. And Victor’s laptop with all the files in it. And my… My lacrosse hat.”

“Ah, man, no way! You love that hat. You won’t even let me look at it for long. Someone took it? Why?” Her eyes popped. “The camera?”

“I don’t know. It’s in your suitcase.”

“You didn’t look?”

“What? No. I wouldn’t go through your stuff like that. You wouldn’t go through my luggage. That’s private.”

Rosie looked away.

“You would look through my luggage? What else have you looked through? My apartment?”

She studied the sky. Then changed tack. “The evidence photos are in your e-mail. It’s not that much of a setback.”

“You have gone through my place!”

“Oh, c’mon, Boss. We’re professional snoops. I need the practice. Oh, and if you want to hide your gun, you need a better spot than your undies drawer. I keep mine in Snowflake’s automated litter box.”

“In the litter box?”

“Not in the litter! There’s a secret space. The thing is huge. Snowflake was scared of it for a month. I thought she would explode.”

For a while, I could only stand there and stare at her.

“Who do you think did it?”

I shook my head to clear it. “No idea. I searched the staff’s rooms in the mansion. No stolen items in any of them. I did find a few odd things.”

“Clues?”

“Could be. We’ll go over it later.”

“Did you talk to Quentin? Call the cops?”

“Not yet. Quentin isn’t in his office. And I’m not sure if I want the police here just now.”

“We’re not the only ones who had things stolen,” Rosie said.

We weren’t. Going over what we knew, I added what I’d just overheard from Emma and Jinni. Rosie didn’t say it out loud, but I knew she was thinking about the people who hadn’t been ripped off. Our potential suspects for theft. And maybe for homicide. She stood silently, adjusting her tricorn. Tongue stuck out the corner of her mouth in deep thought.

“Victor said his fountain pen was missing. And the cursive of his suicide note looked like calligraphy. Whoever wrote that note must’ve used his pen!”

Wow. That was good thinking. “Yeah, you’re right. In the picture Quentin took of the suicide note, you can see a silver pen in the corner.”

“Guess that makes our thief our murderer.”

“So it would seem. This is about more than my Desert Dogs hat. Not that the hat isn’t important. We’ve got an entire village to search. But that’s probably a waste of time. I’d rather figure out the doer, which would lead us to the stolen property.”

“Today is a half-day,” Rosie said. “Once the Canadians get back on the bus, I’m off duty. This weekend is a carnival that kicks off the real season. After that, I’m on duty full-time until Quentin finds a replacement for me.”

Which reminded me. “I saw your Revolutionary War speech. You did great.”

“Really? Mostly, I just tried to keep myself from throwing up. I was surprised that the people liked the whole proclamation bit. But then, how much do Canadians care about American history?” Rosie hiked her shoulders.

“Don’t sell yourself short. For your first performance here, it was great.”

“Should we go see what else is missing?”

“If it’s missing, it’ll still be missing after lunch. Nothing to do about it.”

She nodded. Caught her hat before it fell. “Good point. I’m totally starvated. Let me do some governor schtick.”

We headed back inside. I saw that the females from the Canadian group were clustered around Jacob’s seat. Also, I noticed that Rachel glared at them all, even though she tried to cover it. That made me wonder about something I’d found in Jacob’s room.

“Only the best seat in the house will do for the governor. Make way, my constituents!” Rosie hammed it up.

“We’ve saved it for you, Governor Rosie,” Honey gestured to a chair at the head of the table.

“Awesome possum. I mean, zounds! My thanks, young Honey. What repast shall be set before me?” Rosie took a seat. I sat around the corner from her.

Emma did her hip-shaking walk, cocking her hip and putting her fist there. “Why, it’s clam chowder, milord. The best in all the colonies.”

“The best you say? Is it red or white chowder, tavern wench?”

“Better than those. It is in a clear broth—a Rhode Island specialty.”

“Then it must be the best on the entire coast. Lay it on, good woman.”

“Also grinders. Hearty fare for a hard day’s work,” Emma said. “I’ll bring it anon.”

The tourists seemed to enjoy the act. I thought it was a little corny, but I still had to smile. Maybe there was something in improvising their lines.

“What’s a grinder?” Rosie said, leaning closer.

“Guess we’ll find out soon enough, Gov.”

“It’s a regional thing,” Honey said, overhearing her. “Most of the country calls them submarine sandwiches, or heroes.”

“Po’ boys in Louisiana,” I said. “We ate a bunch of those when we were there. Fried seafood on a bun. Good eatin’.”

Soup and sandwiches arrived quickly. The broth of the chowder really was clear. I’d never heard of that. The subs had been run under a broiler, the cheese melty, meats lightly grilled, big rolls toasted. When I bit into it, I discovered the sandwiches included a light splash of oil and vinegar dressing. It paired well, bringing the whole sandwich together.

The chowder had big chunks of clam and potatoes. Lighter than the usual cream-based soup, there was still a hint of bacon and buttery flavor. I was surprised it was so good.

“Another bowl, wench!” Jacob cried, holding up his empty bowl. The women around him reacted with giggles. If looks could kill, Rachel would’ve massacred them all. Emma quickly responded with a fresh bowl and a tankard of ale. Or maybe it was a flagon.

Edna sat at the middle of the table, keeping to herself. But from her sharp glances, I knew she wasn’t missing a thing. At the same time, she wasn’t getting involved. I was pretty sure I understood why.

“Save room, good people. There are doughboys for dessert,” Emma said, moving along the table, checking to see if anyone needed anything.

“Pray you describe a doughboy,” Rosie said.

“Fried dough, Governor, dusted with powdered sugar.”

“That’s me,” Rosie said.

“Could I get a coffee milk?” I asked. The old gray matter needed a charge.

Emma smiled. “I thought you might like that. Right away, constable.”

Constable? Because I was a private detective? I hoped it didn’t get farther than that. I could see the actors fanning themselves in the wool garments.

Lunch ended. The tourists went on their way. Probably to a casino, I thought. The staff broke up and headed for the mansion. Now that the workday was over, it was time for Rosie and me to get to work.

We hung out alone at the table. I finished my milk coffee. Dunked a doughboy. It seemed an acceptable move.

“I can’t wait to get out of this getup,” Rosie said. She put her hat and wig on the table. Ran her hand through her hair. It looked a little damp. “What’s the plan, Boss?”

“Let me show you what I uncovered in the staff bedrooms. Maybe between the two of us, we can put something together.”

“We should look for the secret passageway if we have time,” Rosie said. “It’ll be easier to spot in the daylight.”

I’d forgotten about that. Was it even important? There was no sign of a secret door in the rooms I searched. We might have to let it go. Even if finding a secret passageway was so totally Nancy Drew.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Rosie checked her bag. “Camera’s still here. Nothing else missing, as far as I can tell.”

“They took my hat, which is important only to me, but not the camera, which is new enough to take to any pawn shop. What is the motive, here?”

“Kleptomaniacs steal for the sake of it,” Rosie said. “Must be something like that. So what do we have as far as evidence?”

I pulled up the photo app on my phone and handed it over. Rosie studied it for a second.

“Books on poker. How to Win at Poker, Poker for Dummies. Whose room was this in?” She looked up from my phone.

“Jacob’s. From that tourist you were talking to, I’m guessing there’s a casino nearby.”

“I don’t know if there is or not. Their next stop is Atlantic City.”

“So much for that theory. But the next photo is a lot more interesting. Check it out.”

I nodded at the phone. Rosie swiped to the next picture. Her brows came together as she looked up at me.

“Two toothbrushes.”

“Jacob is entertaining a guest,” I said. “An overnight one. I’d have to guess frequently.”

“Does Stone have a toothbrush at your place?”

“Yep.”

“I wonder who it is,” Rosie said.

“I don’t. I’m almost positive it’s Rachel Standish. When Jacob was mobbed by those Canadian women, and he was flirting, it looked like she was going to go after them all with a knife.”

“Guess I was too busy being governor to notice. But even by the process of elimination, Honey is too young, Emma pays no attention to him, and Edna is too old.”

“How old do you think she is?”

“Pushing fifty, maybe.”

“Next picture.”

She looked. “A closet?”

“It’s Edna’s. Her costumes, and her regular clothes. They don’t look like they belong to a fifty-year-old. More like mid-thirties. I think it’s the bonnet, the drab outfits she wears. They make her look older. She doesn’t wear any makeup. Not even lipstick. My mother said I shouldn’t leave the house without lipstick.”

“Your mom is smart,” Rosie said. “But how do you know it’s Edna? Wait. Next picture?”

She swiped. Held the phone closer. Did the thumb-and-index thing to zoom in. “What is this? Oh. Must be from Victor. The handwriting. Is this… no. A letter of recommendation?”

“Perhaps the worst letter of recommendation I’ve ever seen. Who would hire the person this letter recommended? It’s just as bad as the notes we found, the ones for his supposed tell-all book. Did he really think he was doing her a favor?”

“I can barely read it. Why not just type it out? He had a laptop. I know this place is all historical, but he could find a printer somewhere. The library. An office supply store. A business center.”

“From what we’ve learned, just doing this much was probably going out on a limb for her, as far as Victor was concerned. He was just full of himself to believe his name on the thing was good enough to get her a job.”

“He had that air about him. Would this make her mad enough to want to kill him? I gotta say no. What’s next?” She slid to the next one. “Oh, nice a vision board.”

“Is that what those are called?”

“Yeah. It’s all about hopes and dreams, things to work toward. And it appears that Rachel’s aspirations were all about divorce. Travel, friends, new house, a car. No noose, though. That would be too easy. This was on her wall?”

“Above the bed. We know they were separated. This would be the next logical step. Murder might be easier, but a bunch of pictures cut out of magazines doesn’t point that way.”

“Moving right along,” Rosie said. “What’s this? A list of rhyming words. Breath, meth, Beth crossed out. Chilling, thrilling, willing, smiley face.”

“Killing?” I said.

“Could be. Who do you think did this?”

“Jinni. The chef. I found a pay stub at the bottom of a drawer. More than that, she was talking about a missing notebook. She must be a poet?”

“Everyone needs a hobby. Not particularly incriminating. What do we have next?” She brought up the next photo. “Hmm. More books. Poisonous plants? Poison mushrooms? Making poisonous potions. Well, if Victor was poisoned, I think we’d have our main suspect. This is from who’s room? Must be Emma’s. I don’t think Honey stays at the mansion.”

“I found tavern wench costumes in the closet. Bunch of party dresses. Heels. Looks like she likes having a good time. That, and she has a weird hobby.”

“Nothing pointing to the burglaries. Or the homicide. But at least we have something to go on. I think the most logical one to start with is Jacob. He’s got arms like hams. Who else here could haul a grown man up to the ceiling? Plus, he’s got a paramour among the staff. If that happens to be Rachel, I think this thing is solved.”

“Mm. I like that. How the gambling fits in, I don’t know. But a solid lead. However. I’m thinking someone else. Other than Rachel, the only one with a connection to Victor—”

“Edna.”

“Edna. Victor did her a favor. That seems out of character. More suspicious than a guy strong enough to commit the crime. To me, at least.”

“I’d say it’s a toss-up. But you’re the one writing the checks. One thing I sort of noticed. You were actually in the rooms. I don’t know at what point you took the pictures, but the rooms looked tossed. Mattress out of place, stuff shifted in the closets. Was that you?”

I had to think a minute. “I didn’t search much. For the most part, the evidence was in plain sight. The scrap of paper with the rhymes on the floor, half under the bed. Maybe I was in too much of a hurry. But you may be right. Those rooms were searched before I got there.”

Which is why investigating without Rosie was not a good idea.

“So, someone who could get past the locks. Were they looking for their stolen stuff? Or some other reason?”

“One person who hasn’t mentioned getting robbed was Edna.”

“Did Jacob mention getting ripped off?”

“No,” I had to admit. “If it’s Rachel visiting him overnight, then the scale tips toward him. I’m almost positive the two of them are a couple. But I have a strong feeling about Edna. I can’t put a finger on it.”

“I trust your instincts,” Rosie said. “Let’s go find Edna Revere.”

Since I’d broken into all their rooms, I knew which one she was in. We walked to the other wing. Knocked on her door. Waited. The room wasn’t that big.

The next door opened, Jacob squinting at us. “Are you looking for me?”

“No. Edna.” Time for some plausible deniability. “This is her room, right?”

“The woman’s a workaholic. She’ll be down at the schoolhouse.” He went back in, closing his door.

He was big and muscular. It would take a lot of strength to pull off the crime. Rosie thought he was the more likely suspect. But I stuck to my guns. We headed to the grand staircase and out of the mansion.

“What kind of work could she be doing in the schoolhouse?” We headed for the village square.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been in school. Cleaning the blackboard? The desks? Sweeping up? I haven’t seen any maintenance people.”

“She’s kind of a fussbudget. Anyone else keeping the schoolhouse up wouldn’t be good enough.”

When we entered the schoolhouse, I didn’t immediately recognize the woman swiping down the chalkboard with a chunky sponge. It wasn’t until she faced us that I saw it was Edna. Her long chestnut hair hanging down, the summer dress with a fern print and low heels took years off her appearance. I thought she might be wearing some makeup, too.

“You clean up nice,” I said.

“It’s easier playing the schoolmarm than walking around in public,” she said with a smile I hadn’t seen before. “You’re looking for Victor’s killer, aren’t you?”

“If you wouldn’t mind. What do you think about your fellow actors?” I said.

“Especially Jacob,” Rosie added.

Her eyes shifted between us. “I’m not sure if you’re trying to trap me.”

Were we? “We’re not planning to.”

“I have to say, I don’t really know what I ever saw in Victor.”

Rosie and I exchanged a surprised look.

“Oh, please. You’re smart girls. I’m surprised you didn’t hit me with that first off. Yes, Victor and I had an ongoing affair. Every season we carried on. Five years.”

Rosie lifted her brows at me and frowned, impressed.

“But no longer.” I didn’t ask. An attempt to appear like I actually knew something.

“The jerk.”

“Did he break it off?”

“No. I caught him running around.”

Aha! I got it. “With a dating site profile.”

Now it was Edna’s turn to look impressed.

“We’re detectives,” Rosie said.

“There are certain peccadillos, predilections that I knew he couldn’t resist. It wasn’t hard to catch him. I confronted him, and he ended it. But he didn’t have to do it in public. In front of his wife and everything.”

“In front of Rachel? They aren’t divorced yet. That could’ve gotten Victor in a lot of trouble with her attorney.”

“Oh, those two have been apart since before they came to Hancock’s Hamlet. Leading separate lives. The only reason they took a job at the same place was out of habit. But he had his bedroom, the fancy governor’s room, and she had hers. I don’t think they even had assets to split. No children to fight a custody battle over. It’s like they just never bothered with the final paperwork. She didn’t care.

“But I got mine. He not only broke up with me in front of everyone, but he told me he had somebody better already. Younger. Prettier. Sexier. Someone like Honey.

“Honey was there, of course, and told him he was a pig. Victor said not her, just someone like her. All she did was sell tickets. Not worthy of his attention. Such an ego.

“Then I hit him right in the gut. ‘It isn’t LuvShoes771, is it?’ I asked him. Because that was the profile I put together. He did his best to make me feel small, but I had the opportunity to make him look like the vain and stupid man he was. And that happened in front of everyone, too. I didn’t need to murder him. I had already eviscerated the guy.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


“Sure. She eviscerated him,” Rosie said as we left the schoolhouse. “But was that before or after he wrote her that awful letter of recommendation?”

“Hinky,” I said. “Especially the fact that she doesn’t think the whole thing affected Rachel.”

“Who was that letter being sent to?”

I didn’t remember, so I took out my cellphone to look. “Maritime Museum of Rhode Island. I think we passed that when we went to dinner with Victor and Quentin.”

“Sounds familiar.”

Since I had my phone out, I scheduled an Uber. “No time like the present to see what the museum has to say about Edna.”

We walked to the tavern. The easiest place for a driver to find.

“Should we ask the others about the scene between her and Victor?”

“I don’t doubt it happened. It might not have been as public as she says. If that’s the case, the others might not even remember it.”

“You still like her for the murder.”

“Now I have even more reason. She admitted they had a relationship. Although they only had it here? The hamlet isn’t open year-round. What did they do the rest of the time? Certainly not pine for each other.”

“That is a strange relationship. Seasonal. On again off again. Does that mean you don’t believe her?”

“It’s such a strange concept. I guess it has to be true.”

Our ride showed up surprisingly fast. But then, we weren’t really that far from town. The winding road and all the trees made an illusion of the distance. It didn’t take long to get dropped off in front of the museum.

The place looked modern, with a mural of boats decorating the front. We went in and waited at the front desk. A short, bald man with thick spectacles came up on us from behind.

“Did you want to take the self-guided tour with the headphones?” he asked. “We don’t have a docent scheduled for this afternoon. It’s not quite tourist season yet.”

“We wanted to talk to the person in charge of hiring and firing,” I said. “Human resources.”

“That would be me,” he said. “Harold Barnhart. But I don’t have any openings currently. But if you’d like to leave a résumé?”

“No thank you. We’re gainfully employed,” Rosie said.

“We wanted to ask you about another employee. Or an applicant, rather. Edna Revere.”

He rolled his eyes. “That woman!”

Hmm. “What did she do?”

“I’m probably not supposed to talk about applicants,” he said.

I found my wallet in my purse. Opened it up to reveal my license. “We’re looking into a murder at Hancock’s Hamlet. Anything you can tell us will be helpful.”

“I haven’t heard anything about a murder. We museum workers are a tight knit group.”

“Well, if you know Quentin Locandro, then you know why you haven’t heard about a murder,” I said.

He made a gesture of agreement. “She applied here as a docent two weeks ago. I found her presentable, charming and an excellent speaker. But also something of a… let’s say, she liked to stretch the truth.”

“About what?”

“On her résumé, she said she’d had acting roles in several maritime features. Most of them independent. But I do try to see anything related to the sailing history of Rhode Island. The one that impressed me most was an older film. From the late ’90s, early 2000s. The Treasure Captive. It was about the meeting of Calico Jack and Anne Bonny in Providence, Edna said. Very low budget. She said some of it was filmed on location. That’s how she got work as an extra.

“She had less than ten seconds screen time. Frankly, I don’t have time to watch a film and try to pick out a background actress. But she said she could prove it because a credited actor who was also on the film could verify it for her.”

“Let me guess. It was Victor Standish.”

His eyes widened. “That’s the one. He played Bosun’s Mate, no name. But he did have several lines. I knew for certain he was in the film. I looked on IMBD. Now, we’d be more than happy to have an actress like that, even if she was only an extra, working at the museum. She told me she would get a letter from Mr. Standish verifying her part.

“But it never did come. It was disappointing. Of course, I had reservations about her from the first.”

“What reservations?” I asked.

“First of all, she showed up late for both her interviews. Tardiness is something I won’t tolerate. Even if we were going to get an actress from a maritime film. She seemed edgy. I don’t know how to describe it. But then she didn’t come back, no letter showed up. I figured her as being unreliable at best. At worst, dishonest,” Harold said.

“Why did she want to work here? Did she say?”

“She said she was tired of being stuck. The job we offered was seasonal, which she liked. And she wanted to stop acting for a living. She’d done that for so long she said, and she was tired of always being on. Which I understood. I’ve visited Hancock’s Hamlet many a time. The actors play their roles to the hilt.”

I noted Rosie standing a little taller.

“Miss Revere wanted a job where she could be herself. She was my best candidate. But like I say, we were disappointed. I imagine she was, too. We pay quite well for a head docent. Much better than the village. Although we don’t provide room and board.”

What should I say to him? That Victor Standish actually had written that letter, but it was such a childish mess, it was an embarrassment? I didn’t want to make Harold feel bad, so I didn’t mention it.

“Are you a docent here?” Rosie asked.

“Me? No! I can’t do public speaking. I’m a fund raiser, I manage this site, and several others. Plus human resources.”

“A jack of all trades,” Rosie said.

“Master of few,” Harold said.

We thanked him for his time. I called another Uber. Seemed like too short a visit for an Uber charge.

“That guy Harold, he sure isn’t up on his history,” Rosie said.

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, for one, John Rackham met Anne Bonny in New Providence, in the Bahamas, not Providence, Rhode Island. Who doesn’t know their pirates? Pirates are cool.”

“Guess Edna missed that trivia question herself. She could’ve been fibbing about being in a movie with Victor.”

“Then why write her a recommendation? Even a terrible one?”

“Even though I can barely read it, I didn’t see anything about films or acting. It’s just a character reference, not a work reference. I mean, unless I gave up on reading it too soon. But you’d think a man with an ego like Victor’s would list that at the very top.”

“Yes, you would.”

The same Uber driver picked us up. He hadn’t driven far before we called again. This time, he pulled all the way into the village and dropped us near the square. Rosie faced the school. “Back to Edna to have her explain all this?”

“Might as well clear her, or get her to confess,” I said. “Knock one actor off the list.”

We went to the school, but the door was locked. Since school was out, we headed for her room in the mansion. This time when we knocked on her door, she answered instead of nosy Jacob.

“You want more from me? I’ve told you everything. Ask around. They’ll tell you.”

“We’d rather talk about the letter of recommendation Victor wrote for you.”

Edna’s face went blank.

“Something about being with him in a movie?”

“We were in a movie. In several movies. None of them very popular. We also acted on stage together. But that’s beside the point. When that jerk broke up with me, I didn’t want to work here with him. I found a job at a museum. I might have fudged my qualifications. But I’m a professional actress. It would have been easy for me.

“I demanded that Quentin give me a copy of the letter of recommendation Victor wrote so that I could get a job here at the village. But when I saw it… It looked like a third-grader had written it. The thing was less than useless to me. How embarrassing. I never showed my face at that museum again.”

“Bet it made you angry,” I said.

“Of course it did. Oh. You’re saying it made me angry enough to kill. But that’s hardly the case. Here. Look.”

Edna took her cellphone from where it was charging. Paged through a few items. “This is the acceptance letter at the American Museum of Maritime Commerce in Washington D.C. It pays three times as much as this gig. And it doesn’t start until the end of the season here. So I wasn’t that angry. My real concern is getting a check from Quentin. If he finds out I’m leaving, he’ll try to weasel out on my salary.

“Oh, wait! There’s more.” Edna scrolled around for a moment. “Here, that dating site. My real profile. Look.”

I saw that a man had responded to her. He looked handsome and about her age. They had messaged back and forth a lot. I saw that she had a date with him this weekend.

“Who needs Victor Standish?” she said. “I have my own life to live. Guess he crossed the wrong person. But it wasn’t me.”

I still wasn’t dismissing her. No matter how rosy the future looked.

“Well, who then? Is there someone else who wanted Victor dead? Maybe not from here, but someone from town?”

She frowned. “Mm. No. General dislike of the man was ubiquitous, of course. Supposedly he had drinking buddies in town. Although no new female companion, no matter how much he tried to bluff about it. I know Rachel wanted to be free of him. But she had that underway. Filed divorce proceedings.”

“You talk to Rachel?” I found the idea unlikely.

“She knew what was going on.” Edna chuckled. “Probably felt sorry for me, honestly.”

I wasn’t sure which side of that line to fall on.

“Oh. You know what? I hate to even say it. But Jinni had a lot of bad blood with him.”

“For insulting her food?” Rosie asked.

“He tried to convince her it was all part of his act. But really—every meal? She didn’t buy it. We all knew it was part of his constant cruelty. Emma usually cleaned up the mess, but it didn’t get to her like it did Jinni. Who knows? There could’ve been some deeper reason she hated his guts.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


We left the room, standing in the hall.

“What are you thinking?” Rosie’s voice was low.

“I don’t trust her. The way she keeps saying, ‘Oh, there’s one more thing. I’ve got a date. I’ve got a new job, I think Jinni had a beef with him.’ Like she couldn’t just come up with it when we asked. I’m not sure why she does it, but it makes me disbelieve her. It’s like a nervous tick, a tell.”

“You’re the blackjack croupier. But what now? I’m still leaning toward Jacob. Mostly because it goes to MO. Plus, he’s right here.” Rosie looked at his door. “Also, I’m hungry.”

I pulled out my phone. “Well, it’s close to dinner. We can hit up Jinni. I’m not sure if I buy what Edna said about her. Not completely.”

“Why don’t we head down to the tavern now?” Rosie said. “We can catch her in the kitchen before the rest of the staff arrives.”

I nodded. “Might give her the space to talk more freely.”

Heading to our room first, I grabbed a light jacket from my suitcase. Rosie pursed her lips, studying the door.

“Did you lock it when we were out?”

“Of course I did. My boyfriend is Stone. I’d never hear the end of it if I left a door unlocked.”

“He is Mr. Security,” Rosie said. “It’s not a bad habit to get into.”

I caught where she was going with this. “So either there’s someone who can pick locks around here. Although my five-year-old niece could get past these locks.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Rosie said. “One, because you’re practically a master at lock picking. And two, because Angel is one smart kid. Sometimes I think she’s too smart.”

“Or, someone with a key. Even though these locks work on skeleton keys, they aren’t identical. I tried the key to this room on the ones I searched. No soap. But if you worked here year after year, you might take a key. Given all the historic attractions and antique stores in this part of the country, there has to be someone who can duplicate the old keys. It wouldn’t be a big deal if one went missing.”

“Makes sense. I have a collection of keys from former jobs,” Rosie said. “I mostly have them because I was forgetful.”

Mostly? I figured it was best not to pursue it now. We headed for the tavern.

I didn’t see Emma when we entered. I went right to the kitchen, toward the sound of voices and food prep. Jinni stepped back from her two cooks, watching them. “Don’t let that boil over, Marsha. Bring down the heat. We just want it to simmer.”

“How fine do you want this chopped?” the other cook asked.

Jinni moved over to her and took a look. “That’s fine. Nice work, pieces really uniform.”

Then she saw us. Frowned. “I’m in the middle of cooking dinner.”

Okay, then, it wasn’t a good idea to arrive early. I nudged Rosie. She gave me the stink eye, but then caught on.

“Oh. Right. I just wanted to invite you to dinner. To all the meals, really. You shouldn’t have to eat by yourself.”

“I eat with my staff,” she said. “It’s fine.”

“You aren’t angry about Victor’s rules? Actors and guests only at the table?” Rosie asked.

“Victor was a douche bag and I hated him. Is that what you want to hear? But I didn’t have anything to do with his death. Or have anything to do with him, actually.”

“He constantly insulted your food, throwing plates around—”

Jinni held up a hand. “I don’t have the time right now.”

“We’ll talk after dinner then,” I said. Not asking.

As with the other recent meals, dinner was more of a pleasure than an event to be endured. Victor caused a lot of tension just by being there. Everyone knew what to expect from him. The same thing every meal.

My mind wasn’t on eating, though the food was delicious. Eyes constantly straying to the door behind the bar, I felt the need to question Jinni about the murder preying on my thoughts.

The actors chatted amiably about opening day. There was no discerning a murderer among them. Not on the surface. I was hoping for a bit of gossip, but Honey wasn’t there. It was a half day. She was probably home now, or out with friends.

The whole thing made me a little grumpy. At least until dessert arrived.

“Cannoli with strawberries and cream, or cherries and vanilla, or chocolate chips,” Emma announced.

“Aw, man, that’s me all over,” Rosie said. “One of each, please. Is that a local thing?”

“Sort of. We have a big Italian population here. Lots of Italian influence in the restaurants. Who else?” Emma looked over the table.

I had what Rosie was having. Also, an after-dinner coffee milk. Had to keep the brain working if I was going to seriously question Jinni. And from her attitude, it wasn’t going to be easy to get much out of her.

Emma returned with a tray of desserts. “Jinni asks if anyone has seen a small, leather-bound notebook. She said she usually keeps it in her pocket, but she might have accidentally left it on a table.”

Shrugs all around. No one had seen it. It was a notebook. Could I say this went to the other objects people reported stolen? Was it valuable or personal enough? I thought about the scrap of paper I’d found half under her bed. That likely came from a notebook. I’d have to ask her about it.

The cannoli (cannolis?) arrived, fluffy stuff jammed in a crispy shell. I bit into one. Felt my tension ease. Some kind of sweet cheese played against much sweeter fruit or chocolate. The shells had a perfect consistency, easy to bite off, nice and crunchy.

“Can I get a dozen more of these?” Rosie asked.

“Not if you want to fit into your stretchy pants,” I said.

“Half a dozen?”

Most of the actors begged off dessert, heading to their rooms. After a few moments, only Rosie and I were left in the dining room.

“Time?” she asked wiping ricotta off her lips.

I got up. “Let’s do it.”

But when we went to the kitchen, there was no sign of Jinni. Her staff were cleaning up, washing dishes Emma brought in.

“What do you need, girls? More cannaloni?”

“Yes!” Rosie said.

“No,” I said. “We were supposed to have a chat with Jinnie.”

Emma pushed her lower lip out. “Huh. She didn’t mention it to me. But she took off. Didn’t say where she was going.”

“Not back to her room?”

“No, she was rattling her car keys. Even if most of us worked a half day, Jinni didn’t. She probably wants to blow off some steam,” Emma said.

I didn’t think that was the case. “Great. Thanks.” Giving Rosie the eye, I headed for the exit.

“Hang on a sec,” Emma said. “You can’t believe it was Jinni!”

“We can’t?” Rosie left an opening.

Emma let out a snort. “No way. I mean, c’mon! She’s a great cook. Fun to be around. But a killer? She’s just not that interesting.”

What did that mean?

“The victim threw plates of her food around the tavern every single meal. That has to get to you.”

“But he always came back and ate it,” Emma said. “It was just an act for the tourists. She knew that.”

The cooks looked at us from their work but didn’t say anything.

“I don’t see how she could not take it personally,” I said. “It’s just too weird and… personal.”

“She didn’t like him. That’s for sure. But she’s in the majority there. I really don’t think she did it, guys.”

We weren’t about to simply take her word for it. It felt wrong to leave Emma hanging. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

“You like her better than Edna for it?” Rosie asked as we crossed the village square toward the mansion.

“No. But since she blew us off when she knew we wanted to talk to her, I’m moving her closer to the top of the list.”

My assistant frowned. “We could run background on her, but it’ll take time without the laptop.”

“It still needs to be done. We should’ve run checks on all of them.”

“Let me send Jan a text.”

Jan was a powerlifter, computer consultant and sometimes hacker. It was the latter skill we usually asked her help with. She was also Rosie’s cat sitter.

“We’ll have to take her to dinner. Or maybe one of these days, we can talk Mr. Locandro, our Mr. Locandro, into sending her with us. Maybe some kind of weight lifting thing, or computer thing—do people vacation around these things?”

“Or we can buy her a ticket ourselves. We do owe her a lot. I get in enough trouble without learning how to hack computers. Although I’m tempted to learn.”

“Maybe stick with acting for now,” I said.

“I forgot to tell her I bought some new cat toys. Snowflake destroyed all the old ones. Hopefully, she had fun doing it.” Rosie worked her phone. I held the door for her.

“We can do a lite search for her,” I said.

“Social media stuff?” Rosie said. “I’ll start looking at her Facebook and Instagram. She’s kinda young. Maybe TikTok too.”

We headed up the grand staircase, took the right to our wing. I opened the door with the skeleton key.

“She’s on it,” Rosie said, not looking up from her phone.

“You too?”

She finally looked up. “You seem really bunged about this, Boss. Is there something else going on?”

“No, I’m just really annoyed. We have enough guilty-looking people to track down, and she pulls this disappearing act? I’m not a fan of the village chef right now.”

Rosie didn’t say anything. I sat on my bunk, looking at my own phone. Scrolling through the photos, I came up with the one of the scrap of paper.

Breath, meth, Beth

Chilling, thrilling, willing

:)

I’d come up with killing for the second group of words. Obviously, if you kept in the same frame, death would go with the first words.

Rosie sat beside me on my bunk. Looked at my phone. “Poetry? Some kind of code?”

“A little too on the nose to be coincidental.”

She looked up from her own cellphone. “Not active very much on Facebook. She reposts recipes. Makes sense. There’s a picture of a high school reunion. She looks the most miserable of the group. I don’t see an Instagram account. If it was her, how did she hoist up the victim?”

“She’s got kitchen staff.”

Rosie eyed me. I shrugged. Okay, that didn’t seem likely to me, either.

“No TikTok. Huh. Jinni is not a social media butterfly.”

Her phone chimed as she surfed the web. “Oh. Do we still want Jan to run a background check?”

“Why wouldn’t we?”

“Because we have her motive, MO and access right here.” Rosie held up her screen to me.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


“What’s that platform?”

“Poetizer? I never heard of it either. I must be getting old.” Rosie scrolled for a second. “But here we go.” She cleared her throat and recited:

Stretch and stretch so goes his neck

Strangle strangle watch him dangle

Breath, no breath, I see his death

Chilling but thrilling committing this killing

“What?”

“Sounds like she had it all planned to me. Or at least envisioned. Sometimes you need vision before you actually go out and perform, I find. Wait. There’s others.”

Victor may have tricked her

But now he’s truly gone

By boa constrictor

His final breath drawn

In the night, in his sleep, when he’s drunk, life is cheap

By my hand, I commit, silent crimes, throats to slit

Via choke, with no air, scales balance, fair is fair

Meaningless your life has been, lifeless now and blue of skin

Iheld up my hand. “Stop!”

“There’s one about nooses. Tossed so high I see the noose hanging down from a bent spruce—”

“Okay, okay, I get it. Jeeze! How morbid. This is what Jinni does in her spare time? They sound like nursery rhymes for ghouls.”

Rosie hiked a shoulder. “I don’t know. They have good meter. Heart? Comment?”

“Neither. They all sound like choking, strangling or hanging, and one actually mentions Victor by name.”

“Personally, I’m not one who believes that how we make art is necessarily what’s in the heart. I could work on that. Maybe a haiku. But really. It’s just expression of the way she’s feeling. Right? She hates this guy, and takes it out on him in her poems. That’s practically healthy.”

“Yes on the background check,” I said. “How many homicide poems has she written?”

Rosie slid through the postings, counting under her breath. “Thirty-two. And one about puppies.”

“And you think this is just anger management?”

“Her account is named Darkly Droll. I can check the comments. Maybe she told other people here about these poems. I’d be curious about their responses.”

Rosie tapped and moved her finger around on the screen. Then scowled. Poked around some more. “Something’s wrong.”

“Maybe you should plug your phone in.”

“It’s been charging all day. I can’t get to the comment sections. Hey!” She wiggled her finger frantically. “They’re gone. The poems are gone.”

“Can you sign on again or something?”

“The account is gone. There’s a 404 message that says this poet is no longer posting. How did that happen? Did Jinni just take it down this minute?”

I shrugged. “She knew we wanted to talk to her. Jinni decided to avoid us. Seems like she’d cover her tracks if she’s guilty.”

“Do you really think she murdered Victor because she wrote these grisly poems?”

“No. I think she’s a good candidate because of Victor’s suicide note.”

“The pretty hand?”

“No. It was like a poem. Here.” I pulled it up on my phone and handed it to her.

She read it aloud:

I am soon dead, with nothing above me

None shall be broken-hearted, for none have loved me

Not even broken will be the bough

For none were as cold hearted as I was

And certainly not as I am now.

For a while, she stared at it in silence.

“We know Victor didn’t physically write the letter. And now I’m thinking someone with a little skill came up with the content.”

“There’s no fancy writing on that scrap you found,” Rosie said.

“It was written with a ball point pen. Tough to do calligraphy with a twenty cent Bic.”

“Well, are you fitting the clues to the case because you’re irritated, or do these clues lead to a killer?”

“Either way, we need to track her down and brace her,” I said.

“Yeah, you’re right.” Rosie handed me back my phone. “Well, we know where to find her tomorrow morning for sure.”

“I’m not waiting until tomorrow. She’s off balance. This is the time to question her. She’s avoiding us for a reason, don’t you agree.”

“We don’t know where she is. She drove off.”

“Well, I want to make sure we hit her up tonight.” I got up. Grabbed my purse.

Rosie watched me. “Where are you going?”

“Jinni’s room. Where do you think?”

“What are you going to do? Sit there in the dark waiting for her, getting the drop on her when she opens the door, the way they do in the movies? Like Batman? Like James Bond?”

I shrugged.

“Heck, I’m there. You’re still really cool, Boss.”

“You won’t think that after we sit on her bed for five hours.”

“Still might be worth it. So dramatic. I’m currently into drama.”

Things, however, didn’t usually work out the way I’d planned them. I broke into Jinni’s room. Rosie and I sat on the bed in the dark. For a while, Rosie played sudoku on her phone while I went over the evidence.

That lasted an hour.

Before long, Rosie was curled up sideways on the bed. I checked my Facebook account. Nothing doing. Nanna tried to buy a marmot, but my mother wouldn’t let her. Were marmots legal pets? What was a marmot? I looked it up.

Rosie kicked her feet and mumbled in her sleep.

The hours glacially grinded by.

Just as I was in the process of getting up, waking Rosie, I heard a key tapping and scratching the lock plate. Rosie sat up quickly, eyes wide for a moment. She looked at me without recognition.

“We’re on a stakeout. Batman style,” I said.

“Of course,” Rosie said, blinking rapidly.

After a few moments of keying, I heard the barrel side home. The latch pulled back. A silhouette stumbled inside. She grunted. I heard the feet of the dresser bark against the floor.

“Who put that there?”

After pinballing around for a while, her hand slapped the wall over and over. Eventually, she found the light switch.

Surprise! Detectives!

Jinni squinted at us. Looked over her shoulder. “Am I in the right room?”

The essence of liquor permeated the air. She wobbled, trying to keep balance. Pink hair was mussed.

“We said we were going to talk about Victor,” I said.

“Sounds great.”

“And then you bolted,” Rosie said, mostly awake now.

“No. I went out drinking. A lot.”

We can smell that, I didn’t say.

“Where were you on the morning when Victor’s body was found?” I asked.

She made an obscure gesture. “Right here in paradise. Home sweet home.”

“Can anybody verify that?” Ask stupid questions.

Jinni only stared, trying to pull off a sarcastic face. “I’m trying to think up a wisecrack.”

“Let’s move along,” I said. “Tell me about the poems. The ones where you fantasized online about murdering Victor Standish. Mostly by cutting off his airway, I might add.”

“That’s been a dream of mine for some time. Can’t a girl have a dream?”

Rosie got up. “Here. You’d better sit.”

She dropped on the bed hard. We bounced for a second.

“Just because I like to write poems about murderizing Victor doesn’t mean anything. I have a creative license. Unexpired.”

“Well, here’s the thing, Jinni. The suicide note Victor left was definitely not in his own handwriting. It seems like he gave up on the practice a long time ago.”

Jinni turned to face me. “So?”

“So in addition to the suicide note being written by someone else, it also reads like a poem.”

She shook her head. The nickel didn’t drop.

“You’re a poet,” Rosie went in for the assist.

For a moment, Jinni switched from looking at me to Rosie. She nodded. “I am a poet.”

Not that it would be admissible or anything, I asked the question. “Did you write Victor’s suicide note, Jinni?”

Finally, what we were saying dawned on her. She went from sloppy to sober fairly quickly. “Hang on. I didn’t write any suicide note. What are you trying to pin on me?”

“A murder,” Rosie said.

“I want a lawyer.”

“I’m sure your attorney wants to come out here at one in the morning because you don’t want to talk to a couple private eyes. We’re not the police, Jinni. You don’t have the right to an attorney. You don’t have the right to remain silent.”

“Are you arresting me?”

Clearly, she had not sobered up as much as I thought.

“You hated Victor. Wrote poems about killing him. And then your chance came. Somehow, you hoisted him up to the ceiling beam and hanged him.”

“Hung him,” Jinnie tried to correct me.

“No, it’s hanged. Unless you actually hung him. Then it can be hung if you want.”

She shook her head. “It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it. Yes, I wanted to. But how am I going to drag someone as big as Victor up to the ceiling? I only weigh a hundred twelve pounds. He must’ve weighed nearly twice as much.”

Which inspired a thought in my brain. I tried to chase it down. Couldn’t. Not in the middle of questioning a suspect who seemed more and more likely a murderer.

“Victor might have been a good actor, but he could hardly spell his name. He was dyslexic. He didn’t write the suicide note. Since it was sort of a poem, all my money is on you right now, Jinni.”

“It wasn’t me. Really. You have to believe me.” She put her face in her hands. “What kind of poem was it?”

I handed Rosie my phone. She flipped through it, coming up with the evidence poem. She recited it to Jinni.

“That’s not my poem. I have a completely different style. I like meter and rhyming. That poem sounds like a terrible hack job on Sara Teasdale.”

Before I looked a question at Rosie, she was already searching the internet.

“It’s like a lame version of ‘I Shall Not Care.’ Which was a suicide note, but written almost twenty years before she really died,” Jinni said.

“‘When I am dead and over me—’” Rosie started.

“That’s the one,” Jinni said. “Same theme. Just… not good.”

I threw a glance at Rosie. Her expression acquiesced. Similar. Not as good.

“You see how this seems like too much of a coincidence, don’t you?” I said. “Like we should call the cops and turn you over to them?”

“It wasn’t me. He and Rachel were getting a divorce.”

“We know.”

“He was running around with Edna for years. Dumped her in front of everybody.”

“You’re not giving us anything new, Jinni,” Rosie said.

“On the morning when they found him, I heard footsteps. I couldn’t tell where they were coming from. But I’m the early bird around here. I have to be awake hours before breakfast is served. It was a strange kind of walking. Hesitant.”

I’d heard the same thing. I didn’t know who it was, or if it was important. “We know that, too.”

She looked at the floor for a while. Pressed her lips together. “I didn’t want to say it. But Victor owed Jacob a lot of money.”

“He did? For what?”

“Gambling. Cards. Jacob holds a game in the barn. There’s one tomorrow night. I play, too. I’m not bad. But I don’t think it was Jacob. You can’t get money from a dead man,” she said. Then she sat up, eyes going far away. “You can’t get money from a dead man…”

“Are you composing a poem?”

“What? No! I’m being serious. It might be Jacob. Who else is big enough?”

Rosie gave me a satisfied look.

Jacob, it seemed, needed to be our next target.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Good morrow, Constable. Burning the midnight oil, I see.”

Emma greeted me in the empty tavern. Since I was up all night during the stakeout, I overslept. Rosie was already gone when I woke up. Off to govern. She’d managed a long nap before we finally encountered Jinni. I was pretty sure Jinni was not having a good morning.

“I missed everybody? I didn’t get up that late.”

“The gates are open, and the tourists upon us. Oh. Pardon me one moment. Good morrow, visitors!”

Some tourists had come in, intending to start a day of touring with some colonial breakfast vittles. Emma brough them to the long table and started taking drink orders.

“Coffee!” I said as she headed into the kitchen.

Apparently, the tavern wench had come to know me. When she came out of the kitchen, she sat a mug and carafe of coffee on the bar before retreating with her tray. They had great service here.

After the java steamed my brain awake, I flagged Emma down.

“I’d like to ask you something.”

“I’m a little busy. Let me deliver this order. Be back directly.”

Looking at the tourists, I couldn’t figure out their connection. Family? Club? A group of friends? History buffs meeting by chance?

Honey bustled in, her skirt rustling. “Your receipt, good people. Apologies that our printing press is a bit on the fritz this morrow.”

They thanked her. Then she spotted me and headed to the bar.

“What’s the word, Constable?” she asked. “How fare you on your inquiries?”

“We’re working through people of interest,” I said.

“I want to hear all about it, but I must return to the shack of entry. Pray thee stop by later.”

She went out again, hurrying along. Emma reappeared with baskets of thick toast. I smelled the bread as it floated past me. I was too slow to snag a piece. But that would be unseemly.

Another flock of guests arrived. This was definitely a family. Maybe on vacation? People still went on family vacations, right? Although station wagons were few and far between these days.

Emma now had to hustle. But she stopped for a second.

“If you want to speak, it’ll have to be around eleven o’clock hour, before the business of lunch. But Rosie ordered you some breakfast sandwiches. They’re in a sack across from the stove. She seemed to think you’d be on the go. I can plate them if you want to dine here. Otherwise, follow me to the kitchen.”

Glancing at the long table filling up with gabbing strangers, I opted for the kitchen.

Jinni, as suspected, looked a little green as she worked the griddle on the stove. Her help worked on side dishes. Emma sidled between them. Then stopped.

“Where’s the constable’s breakfast, good cook?”

Jinni didn’t turn from her work. Just gestured. “On the ready table.”

“There’s nothing back here.”

With a frustrated sound, Jinni flipped a johnnycake and turned around. Her expression turned from miffed to confused. “They were right there. Two English muffin sandwiches with egg, ham, and cheese.”

Ye Olde Ham McMuffin, I didn’t say. Still, the description made my stomach growl.

“Dang it,” Jinni said. “I’ll make you another bag. I’m all discombobulated this morning.”

“Long night?” I said.

She side-eyed me. “Yes. But that wasn’t the issue. This morning, Edna decided she was having issues with gluten. I had to work out what I could feed her. She almost always has baked goods for breakfast. Thick toast and muffins, scones, that sort of thing. I had to look up if johnnycakes were gluten free. They’re made with cornmeal, mostly, but there’s some flour in them. I had to make a batch special.”

She grabbed a big pitcher, quickly pouring it onto the griddle. The puddles quickly browned on the edges. “Usually, they all come from this same batch. Makes it faster. Suzanne, I need two English muffins toasted. Light butter.”

“Yes, chef.”

“Order up.” The other staffer started putting assembled breakfast plates on the stainless-steel counter behind us. Emma put them on a serving tray and hustled out to the dining room.

Jinni lowered her voice. “Have you had a chance to ask around about Jacob?”

“Not yet. Got a late start. And someone stole my breakfast.”

“I’m sorry. We just get busy in the morning. Staff breakfast, then the gates open. Lots of tourists like the tavern.” She plated the johnnycakes and a bunch of bacon rashers and passed them to her helpers. Then she dropped two rings on the griddle. Cracked eggs into them. Dealt two slabs of ham onto the surface with a sizzle.

Emma returned. “We left an order of sausage off a plate.”

“My bad. Here it is,” one of the helpers said.

Jinni ground salt and pepper over the eggs. Then she pulled the rings, leaving perfect circles. She slid a long, angular spatula underneath each and flipped them over. Flipped the ham. Dropped slices of cheese on the eggs.

“Two English,” the helper passed them on a plate to Jinni.

“Bag an order of hashbrowns, Deb.”

“Yes chef.”

Jinni expertly assembled the breakfast sandwiches on the plate and passed it back. “Wrap ‘em to go with the hashbrowns.”

Emma rushed in and pinned a new order over the griddle. Jinni started calling it out. Grills and pans sizzled. I was handed a bag. It was already wonderfully dotted with grease. I quickly slipped out the back door.

The ticket shack was across the street from the tavern, a bench out front. I sat there, breaking out the still hot breakfast. A car pulled into the lot, the couple heading for the shack.

Freshly made, the breakfast sandwich went down easy. I sipped from my pilfered mug. One the couple paid and made their way inside, Honey slipped out and sat next to me.

“Spill some tea.”

“Tell me about Jacob. His relationships.” I let it dangle, wanting to know about his affair with Rachel as well as the one with Victor.

“When Jacob was hired, Victor hated him immediately. He’s taller, better looking, and that blacksmith work gives him one ripped body.” She sighed. “When he got here, he was as much an egotistical jerk as Victor. Chasing women. Thinking he was all that. Victor got in the first jab. We used to work off scripts. Questions are pretty much the same, so it was rare that we had to go off script.

“Let us say that the good blacksmith dost not naturally fall into colonial palaver. It put him off his game. So he hardly talked to the guests at all. Which he got all kinds of heck over from Quentin.

“But Jacob struck back. He started seeing Victor’s wife. And they weren’t particularly subtle about it. Victor pretended not to care. You could tell it got under his skin.

“To keep at him, Jacob found out Victor had a gambling problem. So he set up a weekly game in the barn. On days when Quentin had business outside the village. Jacob is good at cards. Reads about poker strategies and all that. I know Victor always owed Jacob cash. And the blacksmith lorded it over the governor’s head.”

I’d heard something similar.

“He stopped chasing women when he hooked up with Rachel?”

She nodded. “Became a much nicer person. Happier. I think the two are good together.”

I ate my hashbrowns with a plastic fork. Not an easy task. I was filling up fast. “You want my other ye olde ham McMuffin?”

“Sure, thanks. I ate a good breakfast, but I’m still hungry. Maybe Jason’s rubbing off on me. That guy really puts it away.”

I looked toward the square. Heard the ring of a hammer. “Jacob is in the smithy. Is Rachel in the mansion with Rosie?”

“No, she’s got butter churning demonstrations in the morning. She’ll be in the milking building next to the barn,” Honey said around a mouthful of sandwich. “Are they your suspects?”

“Just my next two people of interest,” I said.

“I don’t see it,” Honey shrugged. “They’re both happy these days. Why would they want to kill Victor?”

“Would they be happier if Rachel didn’t have to split assets when she divorced Victor?”

“Oo! Tasty. I didn’t think of that.” She smiled. “Lay on, Constable.”

Leaving my mug with Honey, I headed down to the barn. As I approached, a group of people were leaving the building next to it. Rachel was inside, working with a cone-shaped object, a handle sticking out of the top.

“Good morrow—oh.” Rachel looked up at me. “I really don’t have time to talk. I need to prepare a churn for the next demonstration.”

A man walked a cow into the room and put her in a tight stall. He pulled up a milking stool and squatted beside the animal. From udder to table, I thought. No wonder the butter was so good here. I could still taste it from my breakfast sandwich.

Rachel put the churn in a closet, returning with another one, presumably empty, and a metal pail. She handed the latter to the man on the stool.

“You and Jacob have a relationship. How did Victor feel about that?”

“Our relationship is private.”

“Not if it means murder.”

She gasped. “You can’t possibly think that! Jacob is a gentle man. He would never hurt anyone.”

“And you? Victor didn’t treat you very well. That would make me harbor resentment.”

She glanced at the guy on the milking stool. He watched us like we were putting on a play for him.

“Any animosity I felt for Victor fled when I fell out of love with him. Finally, I came to my senses, I suppose. Found new love. True love. I’m content now. Why would I ruin that by murdering a man who doesn’t deserve a second thought?”

“You looked broken up when you found out he’d died.”

“We shared a past. And I didn’t realize how depressed and alone he was. Of course, that was before you and your friend started looking into it. Of course I was worried about you questioning me, the abandoned wife, the clichéd killer.”

“Tell me about the poker games.” I motioned my head toward the barn.

She stammered for a moment. Maybe her affair with the blacksmith was no secret. Poker games on the other hand…

“Please don’t tell Quentin. He has explicitly said that anyone caught gambling on the premises would be immediately terminated. There aren’t that many jobs for a blacksmith these days,” she said.

“It ain’t much.”

I turned to the sound of the milker. The cow looked at me with animal serenity. Frowning to himself, the farmer let on.

“It’s penny-ante. Just for fun. It gets boring around here when there are no guests. If Victor owed Jacob, it couldn’t have been more than a hundred bucks or so.”

“You play with Jacob? I hear he’s good.”

“Once in a blue moon. I’m usually too beat to do much after we close. But it’s just a bit o fun. Nothing worth getting fired over. Or killing over.”

The cow lowed. I turned to see the tourist groups from the tavern descending on us. Time to take my leave.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Isnuck into the governor’s mansion. Rosie sat in the foyer, tugging at her stockings, itching beneath them. She started when I entered. Then put a hand over her heart. “You scared me. I thought you were a tourist.”

The costume made her look oddly small. Maybe the hat was too big. “You learn anything?”

“I learned that I’m on my own until after lunch. Rachel plays milkmaid until then. I did try to ask her about Jacob’s gambling thing. She ran away when I did.”

“That’s okay. I cornered her in the milking room. One of the farm hands says the game is no big deal. Penny-ante stuff.”

“Well, we know that even low buy in poker games can turn crazy. Sorry I conked out on you during the stakeout.”

“You had to get up early for this gig. I get it. You were mostly awake for the important part. Thanks for ordering me breakfast.”

“Was it good? I know you like a good breakfast sandwich when there’s no huevos rancheros to be had.”

“Funny thing, someone stole it.”

“What? Who would steal breakfast sandwiches? Room and board are paid for here.”

“Who would steal a hat from a semi-professional lacrosse team that plays on the other side of the country?”

“Good point,” Rosie frowned deeply. “Proves the kleptomania theory. What now? Are you going to talk to Jacob without me?”

“I have to find Quentin first. Let him know our stuff was stolen. He must have some idea who that would be.”

“Actually, I’ve been giving that some thought, as I sit her alone in my hot wig and itchy hose. The secret passageway. That’s how someone could get into our room, maybe other rooms, without having keys or expert lockpicking skills,” she said.

“We didn’t find one. It could be something with the renovations. Making the old bedroom into dorms for staff.”

She shrugged. “It was just a thought.”

“No, I like it. Be a little more solid if we could actually find such a thing.”

“It’s gotta be there. Old colonial mansion. Maybe an escape route for when the British were coming. I’ll try to look up old blueprints or something. Or the renovation plans. The local history people would be all over that. They wouldn’t allow much to be changed.”

“Let me go give Quentin some attitude. I’ll meet you here before lunch to debrief.”

“I like it. Sounds like we’re secret agents. With me luck with my first big batch of tourists.”

“Again I say thee—break a leg.”

Walking toward the tree line, I saw a familiar old SUV parked behind the office. Quentin was back on the scene. I hurried over, hoping he was in. Chasing him all over the village didn’t appeal. The day was turning warm.

I knocked on the door and entered before he could reply.

He scowled at me. “What have you found?”

“Lots of things. But what I find most pressing is the theft going on here. Our room was broken into. Two computers and a very important hat were stolen.”

“You were burglarized?” His wide-eyed look of shock shut down into suspicion. “Did you call the cops?”

“Not yet. I wanted to talk to you first. You run this place. You must have some idea who might be behind it. Computers I get. You could probably pawn them. But my hat? A brooch? A notebook? That’s not thievery for profit. That’s a mental health issue.”

He held up his hands. “I don’t know what to tell you. I feed these people, clothe them, give them a place to live and pay them. No one has a reason to steal. It hasn’t been a problem in the past. We haven’t hired anyone new. It must be coming from the outside.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Why here? It’s not like valuable antique pieces are going missing. We’re in the middle of nowhere out here.”

Quentin shrugged. “Kids?”

I sighed. “Do you have any sense of your employees at all? What kind of manager are you.”

At that, his face flushed. “I know plenty. That’s why I don’t think any of my people are thieves.”

“Plenty?” I made a doubtful face, baiting him.

“You think I don’t know what goes on here? Be real. There are cameras hidden around. In the areas where money is exchanged, at least. Tavern, gift shop, ticket booth, smithery. We used to sell out of there, but now, we sell it all at the gift shop. Makes things easier, more secure.”

“Then why can’t you point me at a suspect?”

“No one has a good motive. And I know these people. Their secret relationships, their oddball hobbies, their disagreements. Did you know Jacob holds secret poker games in the barn when I’m off to Boston doing our banking?”

“You know about that?” I asked. “I’ve heard you’d fire anyone you caught gambling.”

He chuckled. “You could call my management style unorthodox. This is a history venue. If you want to hear some more recent history, take a seat.”

I sat. What was he talking about.

“During the cold war, in Soviet Bloc countries, the people used to have these little shows, these little get-togethers. They’d have a band playing forbidden Western rock music. Comedians who did a little riffing on the government. Maybe a few speeches about freedom, about overthrowing the regime.

“It made the citizens, especially the younger, more radical ones, think they were getting away with something. Made them rebels. But the totalitarian state allowed these events to happen. Because if he more radical elements in your society think they’re sticking it to the man, then they won’t feel the need to. They’ll feel like they already are.”

Seriously? “Of course, those radical elements eventually prevailed when the Berlin Wall fell and countries broke away from Russia.”

“Well, sure. Eventually. I’ve got no love for the Soviets. I’m glad it backfired on them. But see, its all about keeping my people happy. If pulling the wool over my eyes, breaking the rules makes them feel good, then why not? Plus, if any of them step out of line, I have the goods on them. They won’t have a leg to stand on if they try to sue me for false termination.”

He smiled and leaned back in his squeaky chair, hands laced behind his head.

“I was thinking that staying in a guest cabin would make us more secure,” I said. “If we were by ourselves instead of jammed together with the staff, we might not have been burglarized."

“Those aren’t ready yet. The season is young. We don’t have any bookings for them yet. Best to stay closer to things anyway, don’t you think?” he said. “So you can find the killer and I can get back to business?”

I didn’t think being crammed in a mansion dorm made investigating any easier. Maybe a trifle less walking.

“C’mon, I’ll show you Jacob’s set up. It’s not particularly clever.”

“Isn’t the barn being used for tourist stuff?”

“Nah. Well, maybe a little. The farm hands keep the cows there. But we don’t do any dairy displays after lunch.” He got up. “Follow me.”

The barn looked like a barn to me as we entered. Nothing much had changed. Or had it? I looked around more carefully. Something had caught my eye. But what?

There were fewer hay bales on the floor, more in the loft. I saw the pulley system had been moved over there to get the job done. Otherwise, I saw only a building with a high ceiling that smelled slightly of cow manure.

So what was I missing?

Quentin walked to an empty manger. Turned over the top, making it into a bench. “Seating,” he said.

Then he went into one of the stalls. Kicked the wall. A hidden door appeared. He pulled out a set of gambling chits and showed me before putting it back. Another stall secreted a table with a baize top. Perfect for card games.

“You think I don’t inspect this place? I know every inch, right down to the barn and the fake outhouse behind the tavern. I used to have employees who smoked weed in there, smoke coming out the moon-shaped window. That was kind of amusing. But no more. That was before it was legalized, so I let them go. Even if it’s legal now, there’s no cannabis allowed here.”

“No gambling either,” I said.

Quentin smirked. “It’s always good to have a little inside information. In case someone asks for a raise, or makes a stink about the conditions, complains about something—secrets are an excellent bargaining chip.”

“There’s no camera in the barn. How did you find out about the gambling?”

“Oh, I hear things. Victor griped about being broke all the time. I paid him the most, so I found I suspicious. Rachel had taken him to task for some past gambling debts. Wasn’t hard to put it together.”

“I didn’t see any monitors in your office. Where is the server for the CCTV?”

“We have a cloud server. I can access our security from anywhere. Even when I make trips to Boston,” he chuckled.

“Can I access it? There may be someone on camera the morning Victor was killed.”

“Sure, let’s go back to the office. Although I already checked it. No one moving around at all. But most of the grounds aren’t covered. Just the money areas. Keeps everyone honest.”

We headed back. “You’ve got a lot of antiques in the mansion. I’d guess some of them are valuable. Why no camera there?”

“You think I use the dorm rooms just because it’s cheaper? Heck no. I have people around the antiques all the time, whether they’re working or sleeping. It’s not foolproof security, but it would make it tough to steal anything. And the staff is right on top of each other. None of them could get away with it either.”

“Unless they used the secret passageway.”

He paused at the office door and faced me. “What are you talking about?”

“In the mansion. You don’t know about it?” I wasn’t trying to trap him, just get a better idea about it. If it existed. Measurements said it did, even if we couldn’t locate it.

“There is no secret passageway. What are you getting at with this?”

“It might have been to escape in case of British invasion,” I tried.

“I know every building here, every inch of this place. If there were a secret passageway, I’d know about it,” he said.

“Well, okay. It would just solve a few problems for me if I could find it.”

“You won’t.” He opened the door. At his desk, he opened the laptop, pressed a few keys, and turned it my way. “Pretty slick. This is all in real time.”

I saw the screen divided in four sections, very standard for CCTV viewing. Two girls were giggling together in the gift shop. Honey paced the ticket booth, checking out the window for more guests. Emma sat with Jinni and her staff in the tavern. Now would be a good time to talk to her, I realized. Jacob worked steel in the blacksmith shop, sparks flying from his hammer.

“How long do you keep the footage?” I asked.

“Oh, since it was installed. Years. We have lots of storage in the cloud. I’ve never gotten a message that we’re running out of space,” Quentin said. He handed me a card with a website, an account number and a password.

“Do you watch this in real time frequently?”

“Better than cable TV,” he said.

I looked it over. The cameras were placed at good angles. Maybe better than I knew, since I hadn’t spotted one on my own.

“Looks like you’ve got a glitch.”

He moved closer to the screen. “Where?”

“Camera in the blacksmith shop. The image is frozen.”

Quentin muttered under his breath. Tapped the space bar a few times. The picture remained still, Jacob holding a hammer high in the air, a look of determination on his face. “It’s not an important camera any—”

The picture moved. It was the image that was frozen, but Jacob. The hammer fell from his hand, slamming into his head. He dropped out of sight.

“My God!” Quentin said, racing around the desk.

I raced the other way. Toward the barn.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


There was a footrace between me and Honey, of all people. Arms pumping, dress billowing, she raced into the shop a few steps ahead of me. She crouched down over the blacksmith, a finger on his neck. He lay on his face in a pool of blood, unmoving.

“Strong pulse. Jacob? Can you hear me?”

A glowing piece of metal lay on one side of him, smoldering on the boards. His hammer lay on the other. I searched around, finding some long tongs. Then I picked up the smoking metal and dropped it in a bucket before the shop caught on fire.

Honey put her head on his back. Shook her head. “Tiffany, help me roll him.”

“Should we move him?”

“I need to try to hear his heart and lungs.”

I crouched beside her. Between the two of us, we got Jacob on his back. “Are you some kind of medic?”

“Yeah, I’ve had loads of training. I’m in nursing school during the off season.” She pressed her ear to his chest. Then pulled his vest away and did it again. “I don’t have a stethoscope, but his lungs sound clear. Did you see what happened?”

“On the CCTV.” I looked up to the rafters, but didn’t see the camera. “We thought there was a malfunction, but Jacob was frozen in place, holding a hammer overhead.”

Ironically, it was the kind of dramatic pause Victor suggested he do.

“The hammer hit his head?”

“Yep.”

“Head wounds bleed like crazy,” she said. She grabbed a first aid kit from her purse, both anachronistic, and pulled out some gauze. Folding a pad, she held it to the flowing cut below his hairline. “Did Mr. Locandro call 911?”

I had to assume he did, but my first instinct was to get to the fallen man.

“Help me out. Can you grab my pen light?” She nodded to her purse.

I dug around, coming up with it. She checked his pupils. “Mm. Not good. Slow reaction.”

“From the hammer to the head?”

“Maybe. Something wrong with his autonomic nervous system, I’m guessing.”

If not from the blow, which wasn’t that hard, then from what? I got up and started looking around. Not able to understand what might be out of place in a blacksmith shop, I just hit the usual spots. First, the garbage. Bingo.

If nothing else, I found out who stole my breakfast sandwiches. I found a grease-dotted paper bag like the one Jinni had given me. Inside were the paper wrappers, the little cardboard basket for hashbrowns.

Which sparked a dreadful idea.

“Could it be poison?”

She offered a squint. “Sure. Could be.”

I held up the brown bag. “My breakfast. It was stolen from the tavern kitchen this morning.”

Honey made a gagging sound, hand going to her throat.

“No, no, don’t worry. I watched Jinni make the ones we ate. We’re fine.” But Jacob? I looked at his still form. Not so much.

“Save it. We can hand it to the EMTs. They can test it at the hospital. There must be a bucket of water around. Can you find it for me?”

There was one on the other side of the angle. I hauled it over. Keeping direct pressure on the head wound, she grabbed some cotton swabs, dumped them in the bucket, and gently swabbed Jacob’s face.

“Not much I can do for him. If he goes into arrest, and he ate poison…”

“You seem under equipped.”

“The worst thing I’ve ever had to work on here was a sprained ankle. There isn’t any sort of clinic here. I’ve told Mr. Locandro—”

“Told him what?” The man appeared in the doorway, sweating and panting.

“That we need a basic medical facility here. Just the bare bones. Not just a first aid kit that fits in my purse,” she scowled at him. “It’s not like there aren’t any empty buildings.”

Quentin scoffed. “Not unless we start bringing in more money. I already pay you. There isn’t room for anything else in the budget. The ambulance should be here soon.”

“Jacob!” Rachel screamed, racing across the yard. “Jacob!”

“He’s unconscious. The wound is from a dropped hammer. EMTs are on their way,” Honey said quickly. “Here, help me bathe his face while I put a butterfly on the head cut.”

Smart, I thought. Get Rachel involved to keep her from panicking. She nodded and knelt down, dunking the cotton in the water. Her other hand pet his chest. “Jacob, can you hear me? Please, darling, answer me.”

Once she had two butterfly bandages in place, Honey swiped some blood away. “I don’t have a comb or I’d get the blood our of his hair.”

“Is it his heart?” Rachel asked.

“Pulse is good. We aren’t sure what happened.” She didn’t speculate. Smart, again. Words like “stroke” or “poison” might send Rachel into a frenzy. Sirens in the distance grew louder.

Edna showed up, bonnet askew. “I just heard!”

Before the ambulance pulled into the village square, every employee gathered in the blacksmith shop. I saw Rosie and got out of the way.

“Jeeze. Is he okay?”

Now, a bunch of tourists headed to the shop, looking on.

“He’s not great.” I still had the bag in my hand. Held it up. “I solved the case of the breakfast thief.”

“The guy does like to eat,” Rosie said. Then her expression went blank. Her voice lowered. “He stole your lunch and collapsed?”

I nodded. Despite the fact I knew there was nothing wrong with my breakfast sandwich, my stomach twisted. Neither one of us discussed the pachyderm in the black smithery. That sandwich was meant for me.

“You’re going to need to give him some air,” Honey called from somewhere in the crowd of gawkers. “Someone go direct the ambulance here.”

Emma was the last to join the crowd, and the first to leave, running toward the entrance.

“C’mon, gentlefolk, you heard her. Step back,” Rosie shouted. “Clear the area!”

The big white bus rolled over the grass, sirens blaring, lights flashing. A man and woman in blue boilersuits leapt out and hurried inside. People made way for them. Honey talked to the woman. The female EMT faced me. Nodded.

The ambulance guy ran to the back of the bus, pulling out a paper bag. He hurried to me, and I put my paper bag in his. Returning it to the bus, he pulled a gurney down from the back. Rosie pulled me away.

“The killer was trying to take you out,” she said. “Who?”

“Hard to say. The tavern kitchen is chaos in the morning. And we’re right on top of each other. Too close. It’s no surprise someone made an attempt on me.”

“It’s a panic move,” Rosie said. “We must be onto them.”

“We’re onto everybody. Everyone was in the same house. Everyone has a reason to want Victor dead.”

“Maybe so, but all of them weren’t in the kitchen,” Rosie said.

“Right.” I took the card Quentin gave to me out of my pocket and handed it to Rosie. “Cloud storage for the CCTV.”

“Right.” Then she frowned. “We have to look on our cell phones. Those teeny little screens.”

Maybe eyestrain would motivate us to find our stolen computer.

I folded my arms and watch the crowd pull back. The ambulance team had Jacob loaded on the gurney and rolled him to the bus. Rachel went in back with Jacob. If their relationship had been secret before, it wasn’t any longer.

“You know what I’m thinking?”

“If this really was poison, we know someone with a poison hobby,” Rosie said. “Emma. The books in her room.”

“Not on my radar otherwise.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time we suspected the wrong people.”

Investigations were rarely straightforward. Not the ones we handled. Sometimes, it made me jealous that police got open and shut cases all the time.

“We need to shake her down. Let’s hit the tavern,” Rosie said.

“I’m not sure we should go in there. Certainly, we won’t be eating there. Not until we get the all clear from the health department. If Jacob was poisoned, I doubt it was random. But it could be. I gave the bag to the EMTs. Hopefully, the hospital can figure it out quick.”

Quentin walked out of the blacksmith shop, head down.

“Are we closing, Quentin?” Rosie asked.

“We’ll have to, until we know what’s wrong with Jacob.” He frowned at her. “Why do I get the feeling that you two know what that is?”

Honey followed Quentin out. He gave her instructions in a voice I couldn’t hear. Not long after, she returned to the crowd outside the shop, letting people know that Hancock’s Hamlet had to close for the day. She told them they could get a return voucher. Someone asked if they could get their money back. I heard her sigh. If I had to guess, I would say that Quentin had made it clear that refunds were a last resort.

They all headed back to the ticket booth. Cast members looked at each other, uncertain what to do. I went after Locandro.

“Where are you going?” I called.

He turned around. “To the hospital. Where do you think?”

“I’m going with you,” I said.

“We’re going with you,” Rosie said.

“Not dressed as the governor you’re not.”

“Why? Do I embarrass you? I think I look quite stylish.”

I leaned closer. “I need you to go over the CCTV footage. See who was in the blacksmith shop, and if you can tell who all went into the kitchen at the tavern. You probably want to change, anyway. That sun is a killer.”

“True that,” Rosie said. “We should probably meet up for dinner in town. Debrief. And not accidentally get poisoned.”

“Good plan.” I headed for Locandro’s car. “Keep an eye on Emma. See what she does.”

“And Jinni?”

“They both belonged in the kitchen. It could be either one. We might want to see who wasn’t supposed to be in the kitchen but went in anyway.”

“That’s a lot, Boss.”

“Do what you can. I’ll let you know when I know anything for certain.”

Quentin waved from his car. “C’mon, what are you waiting for, Christmas?” He got in and started the engine.

The hospital, thankfully, wasn’t far away.

“See? Nice and close for emergencies. I think a clinic room of some kind would be a waste of resources. Even if we had one, the same thing would’ve happened. An ambulance showing up and taking Jacob to the ER. Right?”

I wasn’t about to agree with that. If someone was seriously hurt, there was a chance to stabilize them while they waited for EMTs. It would also be a known stop for emergency crews when another accident occurred.

By accident, I meant Jacob getting poisoned instead of me. The idea made me somber.

It was easy to find Rachel, the only person in period dress pacing in the emergency room lobby. Quentin and I approached her, guided her to a chair.

“Have they said anything?”

“They’re running tests. We should hear from a doctor very soon,” Rachel said.

I patted the back of her hand. “Jacob’s a big strong man. I’m sure he’ll be okay.” This based on the poisoning theory. The blacksmith had a lot of body mass. Twice as much as me, probably. Maybe I wouldn’t have gotten a ride to the ER, but to the morgue, if I had eaten those sandwiches.

This was something I couldn’t dwell on, couldn’t let distract me. It wasn’t the first time a killer had taken a shot at me. It wouldn’t be the last.

A long time passed before a physician came to talk to us.

“He’s awake.” The doctor looked younger that me, with pink cheeks and a trendy haircut.

“What happened to him? Is he going to be alright?” Rachel jumped up and grabbed the doctor’s shoulders.

To his credit, he didn’t react to her outfit and bonnet. Maybe they got that here all the time.

“We detected a mycotoxin and immediately pumped his stomach. Luckily, he didn’t eat enough to seriously damage any organs. You can see him now,” the doctor said.

“When can he return to work?” Quentin asked immediately.

“He works at the Hancock’s Hamlet reenactment venue?” The doctor asked.

“Yes…”

“It might be some time. We’ve had to inform the health department. I’m sure it won’t take more than a day or two to clear the venue.”

“Health department?”

“Your employee was poisoned. At your facility. Of course it has to be cleared. You wouldn’t want others to get ill.”

Quentin muttered something under his breath that might have been disagreement.

I gave Rachel a pat on the back. “Go see him.”

The young doctor took her back.

For a while Quentin stared after them. Then he shrugged. Walked toward the doors. “Guess I get some time off. Make sure you tell Charles that the village wasn’t involved in the poisoning. It must be something in the blacksmith shop.”

“You’re just going to leave me and Rachel here?”

“Why, no. If you want a ride, let’s go. Otherwise, see you when we open again.”

I needed to know more. Opted to stay. “Thanks.”

This was going to suck. I hated sitting in hospital waiting rooms. They were germy and had a bizarre, milky odor. In this case, I wasn’t even waiting on someone close to me. On second thought, maybe that made it a little easier. But no less boring.

To my amazement, the doctor returned. “Mr. Masters is being transferred to a room for overnight observation.”

“Sounds serious,” I said.

“Just a precaution. We don’t get many mushroom poisonings. Especially mycotoxins. Usually, it’s death caps. Those are very common. But you can go on up. Fourth floor.”

I got lost in the hospital for a few minutes before I found the elevators. At the nurse’s station, I asked for him. She pointed. Jacob’s rolling bed was in the hall outside a room, Rachel pacing.

“How you feeling, Jacob?” I asked.

“Like my stomach just got pumped,” he groaned. “What the heck did I eat?”

My breakfast, I didn’t say. Because I was probably lucky that he did.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


There wasn’t much to do while they hooked up monitors to Jacob, Rachel given to pacing the room while they did. I found a chair in the hall.

No matter what Quentin thought, the doctors wouldn’t pump Jacob’s stomach if he were exposed to some toxin in the blacksmith shop. For sure, it was something he ate. Very likely, it was the breakfast intended for me.

My cellphone blooped as I sat there. A text from Rosie, with a link.

Not going to believe this

When I poked the link, I did find it hard to believe. It led to a YouTube channel. The host was Emma Birch. Really incriminating was the name of her channel: Emma’s Poison Garden.

“Seriously?”

I put in earbuds so I didn’t disturb the patients. Pushed play on a random video. Instead of the tavern wench getup, Emma was dressed like some kind of druid, with a wreath of flowers in her hair and a long, green robe.

First, a warning screen appeared, a bubbling cauldron in the background, the text explaining that the purpose of the channel was for educational and entertainment only. Don’t try this at home. I guessed there were people dumb enough to try making poisons and potions at home.

“Greetings, my pretty poisoners! Welcome to the world of the deadly plants that surround us, delight us, and… kill us!”

A consummate performer, she made witchy hand gestures. The scene cut to a working witch’s setup. Cauldron on the fire, a bench she stood behind, pretty purple flowers in pots and vases. Little antique jars that looked like good vessels for poisons.

“Lovely ornamentals, aren’t they?” Emma made a spokesmodels motion. “A boon to medicine for a millennium. A cure for gout. Remedy for heart trouble. And a deadly poison! Welcome, dear viewer, to the potions and poisons of the autumn crocus!”

Remembering the books I found in her room, I stopped the video and browsed her library of shows. Eventually, I found one that featured mushrooms and toadstools.

“Your parents must have warned you never to eat a mushroom you find in the woods, my pretty poisoners. But how many contain a deadly toxin? Come with me on a mycological journey into euphoria, madness and death!”

This time, there was no witch setting. Instead, Emma used a selfie stick while she walked through the woods. She showed fungus that grew out of trees. A yellow fungus that tasted like chicken. And then moved into the more deadly type.

“The tricky part is this,” Emma said, displaying several mushrooms on a slab of rock. “The gypsy mushroom, the goliath webcap, and the deadly webcap. Which is which? Can you judge from size alone? From the pattern of the gills? One of them will kill you dead. The others are delicious. And, perhaps the deadly one is also delicious. But we’ve never gotten a recommendation from any person who’s eaten one.”

She cackled, her witch persona.

Emma went on, talking about ergot and LSD, which she covered extensively in another video she said (with links!) and then started discussing death caps, which resembled edible mushrooms in Europe.

I scrolled ahead. Didn’t find anything about mycotoxins. I backed out to her channel and did a search. A lot of videos popped up, but I didn’t see the word mycotoxin in any of the descriptions.

Of course, if I were using a particular poison to kill somebody, I probably wouldn’t use one I talked about on my public YouTube channel. Not with the number of subscribers and views she had. Ten times as many as the travel vlog Rosie and I did.

My phone made the text noise again. Rosie wanted to meet at a place called Beanie’s House of Clams. It was on the water, near the hospital.

I got up, and checked on Jacob and Rachel again. Both were sleeping, probably exhausted by their alarming day.

I took the elevator to the ground floor and left the hospital, pulling up the restaurant in my map app. Following the voice in my earbuds, I hit the streets. Not a lot of traffic. It was after rush hour. When I arrived, I saw Rosie getting out of an Uber.

“Didn’t we learn that we should always rent a car?” Rosie asked.

“We’re not here on work-cation. Our goal is to evaluate Quentin. But you’re right. We should’ve rented a car. I don’t like depending on Quentin, because he’s not dependable.”

“He left you there?”

“I volunteered. Looking for clues.”

She shrugged. Then her face turned serious. “How about Emma’s YouTube?”

“Right? I gotta say, it seems a little too on-the-nose.”

“Someone pointing us to another suspect, and at the same time, getting rid of one of us,” Rosie said. “Diabolical.”

I looked at the restaurant. “Why here?”

“Figured it was close enough to the hospital for you to walk without complaining. Plus—fisherman’s platter.”

“You know me well.”

We waded into the aroma of oil and seafood, the heady combination making my stomach growl. It wasn’t a long wait for a table.

“Does this attack make us change our minds about suspects?” Rosie put her napkin in her lap.

“No. We’ll have to give Emma a look, obviously. But anyone can watch a YouTube channel or read a book about poison mushrooms. Except I searched for a video about mycotoxins on her channel.”

“That’s what took Jacob down?”

I nodded. “That’s what the doctor said. Oh. You probably have the day off tomorrow. The hospital informed the health department.”

“They’d have to.”

The waitress passed out menus, but Rosie knew what I wanted.

“I feel terrible about the breakfast sandwiches. They could’ve killed you.”

“Gives us a better picture of Jacob. Or at least verifies he’s kind of a glutton. That wasn’t your fault.”

“Makes me mad that I gave the killer an opening.”

“Obviously, the killer wants us out of the picture. But there’s someone else who does just as much.”

Rosie nodded. “Quentin.”

“I’ve noticed a few oddities in his management style. Nothing too damning. Now I wonder if there is something damning that we should look for.”

“That’s what we’re supposed to be doing anyway.” Then she cocked an eyebrow. “What kind of oddities?”

“Nothing I can link up. First there’s the guest cabins—”

“Really?”

“—and those power bills,” I went on. “Why two?”

“You got me.” Rosie tapped her fingers on the table. “Probably a way to skim.”

“Kind of a slow way.”

She shrugged. “Last time we broke into his office, we were distracted by the photos of the murder scene.”

“Yeah. We need to go back. Get a better picture. Dig a little. We’ve been busy.”

“Murder trumps embezzlement.”

“Indeed.”

When the server retuned, I ordered the fisherman’s platter. Rosie got my next favorite, fish and chips. I though a fisherman’s platter was fish and chips on overdrive.

“Since the health department will close the village down, we have a shot at tossing Quentin’s office in the daytime.”

“You don’t think he’ll be there?”

“What, and talk to the health department guys? Nah. He’s got no way to suck up to them. My guess? He’ll make Honey do it.”

Made sense. “She is in charge of the hamlet’s health.”

“Pretty big deal for a kid.”

“Which no doubt makes her cheaper to employ.”

“No doubt. The patriarchy strikes again.”

“Sure. That and she’s still in nursing school.”

“Man. Quentin sure does leave some things to chance.”

“Not the best way to run a hospitality business.”

“Is that what we’re going to tell Charles?”

That was a good point. Who was I to judge the way Quentin ran things? “Unless we find something super egregious, all we have are opinions. Sure, I run my own business. But they don’t compare.”

“You treat your employees a lot better,” Rosie said. “Why don’t you think our opinions count? Just because we don’t run a hotel or whatever? We’ve been to plenty.”

“As guests. We’ve never taken the point of view of employees in those places.”

My phone rang. I dug it out, looked at the caller ID. “Locandro. Our Locandro.”

Should I answer, and possibly spoil my appetite, or call him back after?

I was too honest for my own good. “Tiffany Black,” I answered.

The server returned. “One fisherman’s platter, one fish and chips.”

“Are you at dinner?”

“Don’t worry about it. What’s up?”

“You tell me. Over the past two days, I’ve gotten six messages from Quentin. One phone call, three texts, two emails. I’m told that the soft opening has gone well. That everything is in order. Nothing to worry about. A man can’t receive too many messages like that without wondering if something isn’t terribly wrong.”

“We did have an eventful day,” I said. Giving him the lowdown, I listened for a reaction. He stayed silent through the story about the poisoning.

“You’re in danger.”

“We’ve been here before.” Usually, it was guns or knives. Easier to see coming. “Don’t worry about us.”

A smart man, Locandro commented, “Must be tough, investigating a possible crime and an actual one at the same time.”

“If your cousin remains true to form, we’ll have more information on the business end of things tomorrow.”

“Do you think he’s skimming?” Like I said. Sharp.

“Nothing I can verify.”

“A hunch?”

I didn’t answer, thinking it over. “I still need to investigate.”

“Keep your eyes on Quentin,” he said.

“Why? Do you think he’s up to something?”

“When he gets like this… Just, keep your eyes on him. In the past, when I’ve gotten so many assurances from him, he’s acted strangely. Unpredictably.”

“Will do,” I said. Mr. Locandro disconnected.
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“What do you think that means?”

We finished our dinner and waited outside for an Uber.

I shook my head. “He didn’t specify. Maybe he doesn’t know himself.”

“The guy is twitchy. I wouldn’t want to be put under a microscope either. He seems too detached to act out.”

“He’s under more and more pressure. Homicide that he’s hiding from the police, theft which he says isn’t the staff, now a poisoning that could’ve taken out his blacksmith and the money he generates for the village. Next, a visit from the health department. That’s a lot.”

“Glad we only have the murder and potential mismanagement to deal with.”

Like that wasn’t too much for us to handle.

The Uber dropped us off in the circular drive near the mansion. But when we got out, I looked toward the tree line. I couldn’t see it from here, but I bet Quentin wasn’t in his office.

“More B&E?” Rosie said, reading my mind.

“We need to do a thorough search of the business records. It’s going to take a long time. That file cabinet is full.”

“Do you really think Quentin is dumb enough to leave evidence in his office?”

“I don’t. Nothing incriminating. Sometimes, you just have to read between the lines.”

Rosie and I crossed the grass. The sun was low in the sky, glinting off the windows of the guest cabins. No vehicle parked in the lot behind the outbuildings. Shadows from the trees elongated, giving us some cover.

“The first time we broke in, Quentin was here until one in the morning. He was probably doctoring his files.”

“You think he knows we were going to break in?”

“Only if he’s read any books, seen any movies, TV shows, comic books or plays about what private detectives do.”

There was no need for sarcasm. We moved to the back of Quentin’s office building.

“Back through the window?” Rosie looked up at it.

“I can’t pick these locks without serious burglary tools.”

“Wonder Twins powers activate!” Rosie said. “Shape of a sneaky sneak.”

I played along. “Form of a human ladder.”

This time, Rosie squeeze in without incident. We each took a side of the filing cabinet. Rosie took pictures with her phone. Maybe we should’ve gotten the camera, even though cellphones had cameras that were nearly as good.

“This one,” I said. Rosie took a photo. “This one.”

“What are we looking for? I could search another drawer.”

“I don’t know. Any duplicate bills would be good. I’ve only seen the one. For the most part, I want to put together a detailed picture about how this venue works. Payroll, maintenance, utilities, repairs, upkeep, a check register if we can find one. I’m not a financial analyst, so we need as much information as we can get. But since every drawer is stuffed, I’m just looking at this year. For now.”

“I can help with the numbers.” Rosie took a shot of a file I held open.

“You’re my human computer. I count on you for all the numbers work.”

“Human computer. I kinda like that.”

“Also, when we’re done here, it would be nice to have these assembled in a way that makes sense.”

“Again, my forte.”

“If we can’t figure it out, I’m sure Mr. Locandro can. Especially if we come up with anything suspicious.”

We worked through all four drawers. This was close to the most boring work detectives could do. Right after stakeouts, probably. Also, it was frequently the most productive when looking for evidence. Rarely did we have this much time to sift through suspicious records.

By the time we finished, it was dark.

“That last drawer did my back in,” Rosie said, stretching with one hand at her lumbar spine.

“Now it gets even more boring.”

“Not even the thrill of being someplace we’re not allowed to be,” Rosie nodded. “I’ll help you—aw, man! I keep forgetting we lost the laptop!”

This was not going to be fun.

“Maybe we should rent one.” I was going to need glasses by the time we finished this case. “Or go to the library.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll figure out a system,” she said. “It’s not like we’re going to do any streaming tonight.”

We snuck away from the office. Made our way to the mansion. I didn’t see anybody outside. As we made our way to our room, I didn’t see anybody inside, either.

“Too quiet,” I said.

“We’re down three performers, don’t forget.”

Rosie climbed up on her bunk and started working with the photos of the paperwork. My phone was nearly out of battery, so I plugged it in. The charger light flickered a few times before turning solid. But since the only outlet for the room was across from the bunkbeds, my choices were sit on the floor and look at my phone, or sit on the bed and do something else.

Given the quiet, I thought I’d sit and think about the case for a while. Which reminded me.

“Did you look through the CCTV footage?”

“Yep. I think everyone went into the tavern kitchen that morning. Even me to order the sandwiches for you.”

I thought about who I knew was in there: Jinni and Emma, of course, Edna about her gluten request, and Jacob, to steal my breakfast sandwiches. “Honey?”

“Yeah, she was in an out when I was there. Just gabbing away.”

“Rachel?”

“Needed butter. The staff was busy, since it was the first day serving breakfast to the public. Guess the actors were just trying to help out.”

The one day people didn’t sit at the table and wait to be served.

“The blacksmith shop?”

“Just Jacob. He started working on something first thing. Then he had a group of tourists. Then he ate your breakfast. Then he hit himself with the hammer and fell down. Then everybody ran in there, too.”

I thought back to the morning of the murder. Strange footsteps, but no one around. The cops and ambulance guys there before we could take in the scene. Later, Quentin showing us the crime scene evidence.

“Victor’s stolen pen,” I said out loud.

“What about it?”

“Used to write the suicide note. How does that relate to the other stuff?”

“Well, the computers make sense. I think whoever took them figured out that we had Victor’s, but couldn’t tell them apart. The hat is beyond me. So is the brooch, the perfume, Emma’s wine knife, and Jinni’s notebook.”

“Nothing taken from Jacob or Edna.”

“Could be unrelated.”

“Doubt it. Victor’s pen was taken for a reason.”

“Yeah, but the big clue there is that Victor’s writing and spelling were awful. Just points right to murder instead of suicide.”

“It also points away from some people. Rachel would know about Victor’s dyslexia. She wouldn’t have done it. Would she have told Jacob?”

“What are you doing?” Rosie’s head dropped from over the bunk, hair hanging down. “Are you sitting there raw dogging?”

I might have been. If I knew what that meant.

“No way to armchair this one. There’s a piece missing. We need to find it.”

“What piece?”

“A great start would be finding any of the stolen items. Especially my hat. Okay, not the hat so much.”

“How is that a missing piece?”

“I don’t know yet.” I looked at her hanging upside down. “All the blood’s going to rush to your head.”

“If you can’t hang from the top bunk like a bat, what’s the point of bunkbeds?” She asked. Then made a face. “Oo. You’re right. I’m feeling dizzy and I can hear my own pulse.”

She withdrew.

“Maybe that stuff is hidden in the secret passageway.”

I thought she was delirious. “Except there isn’t one.”

“Never did find any blueprints of this place. We may never find it.”

There was no way a secret passageway connected the stolen stuff with the murder. But I didn’t want to burst Rosie’s bubble. “How are you doing on the files?”

“I’m making folders in an album, sorting the pictures in alphabetical order in the appropriate file. Gonna take a while.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Maybe you should get some sleep. You do some of your best thinking when you’re asleep.”

It was true that my method relied on insight and intuition as much as any training. Sometimes a dream or just a fresh take went a long way to solving a case.

“You don’t have to ask me twice.” I also liked sleeping a lot. A lot. “Don’t stay up too late.”

“Why? It’s not like I have to get up at the crack of dawn to put on my costume.” She clambered off the top bunk. Turned off the light. Managed to return without running into anything.

As usual, it was warm and stuffy in the room. I lay on top of the covers and drifted off. At some point, I must have wrestled them on top of me, because I was caught like an animal in a net when I suddenly woke.

Footsteps. Hard soles. A hesitation. Just like the morning we found Victor hanged. Doing my best to leap out of bed, I stumbled into the hall.

An empty hall.

“I heard it,” Rosie whispered, making me jump. “I don’t see anyone.”

“How can that be—”

More footsteps. As one, Rosie and I stared into our room, the direction the sound was coming from. How could that be?

Rosie read the question in my brain. “Secret passageway!”

I hurried to the corner near the landing. Nobody. We stood listening in the silent mansion. Then, a telltale noise. The rustiest hinges in the world announced the side door opening. Racing past the governor’s room, we headed into the other wing. Looked out over the grass.

In the light of the false dawn, I saw a figure making for the woods wearing a long, flowing robe and carrying a basket.

Rosie eyed me. “You’ve seen the YouTube videos.”

I nodded. “Gotta be Emma!”

Should we go down the creaky, crunchy grand staircase, or out the door with hair-raising hinges? Rosie chose for me, racing into the main part of the mansion. We were out the door in our jammies and slippers, chasing the robed woman.

Maybe the footsteps didn’t come from a secret passage, but from the narrow, steep stairs near the side door. Emma vanished into the woods near the cabins. Rosie and I ran as fast as our slippers would allow. There was a lot of dew on the grass. My slippers might have been done for.

The footwear also lived up to its name. Rosie started a Tokyo drift and I caught her before she fell. We ran on.

Luckily, Emma stopped not far ahead or we never would’ve caught her. Adjusting the flower wreath on her head, she pulled out a camera on a selfie stick. Started walking again.

“She’s shooting a video now?” Rosie whispered. “There’s hardly any light.”

Emma continued down a path, talking to herself, but too far to hear her words. We pursued. What the heck was she up to?

Moving between trees, we kept up with her slow pace. She left the path, moving deeper into the shadows.

We tagged along.

Then, at a stand of three trees, Emma crouched, setting the basket on the ground. Shifting the camera to her left hand, she activated the flash. Rosie and I ducked into the shadow of a tree. She only did it for a few seconds. Then got up and moved on.

We hurried to the spot. Looked down. It was dark, but I didn’t want to alert Emma that we were following her. Rosie cupped her hand around her phone and got low. Between the trees were a growth of white mushrooms.

And a bunch of cut stems.
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“She harvest the mushrooms,” I whispered.

Rosie huddled over her phone, blocking the light. “Image search,” she said.

I scanned the trees, hoping to see Emma’s light again. Only trees and darkness met my eyes.

Rosie took a breath and looked up, face underlit by the phone. “Destroying angels. The most toxic mushroom in North America.”

“What is she doing with those?”

“Maybe making more breakfast sandwiches?”

“But Victor was hanged.”

“Maybe she wants to get rid of the witnesses.” Rosie switched off the cellphone. “Lethal breakfast scramble? Deadly Denver omelet? Swiss and death burger? She works in the tavern.”

“The health department will close the tavern until they search it.”

“But maybe not the kitchen in the mansion,” Rosie said. “Be a really good chance to swap some toxic ingredients. When the staff is discombobulated. We’ve seen her videos. She’s kind of an expert. She missed you by a hair because Jacob is a pig.”

It couldn’t be her. Could it? But as I thought about it, she did have that odd sashay when she walked, a hesitant step. Just like we’d heard this morning, and when Victor was found. Moving around, unseen but heard. Escaping detection. But how?

“Is it possible that the hanging was meant to cover poison?”

It was.

“What’s her motive?”

“That Victor was a horrible person,” Rosie said. “She’s in charge of the tavern. The face of it. Do you think she liked having to play the good host wench while the governor was tossing plates to the ground in anger? He got off on it. Why do it for all this time? You’d think it would get old. I’m sure it got old for Emma.”

“If she couldn’t put up with it, why not quit?”

“She wanted to make the shift to YouTuber. Her audience was almost big enough. She was waiting for it to be financially viable. But maybe she just couldn’t take anymore.”

“But she’s the only one we know of with knowledge of poison mushrooms. It’s a total giveaway.” Unless everyone thought the victim had hanged himself and never checked. That left Emma to continue poisoning people. Maybe covering those murders up as well. Maybe never getting caught.

“Who’s there?”

Rosie and I nearly jumped out of our slippers at the shout.

“What did she use to harvest those mushrooms?” Rosie asked.

“I’m armed!” Emma cried.

“I’m guessing a knife?” I said.

“You know the only way to win a knife fight?” Rosie asked.

I nodded. “Run away.”

We did.

Our slippers were soft, nearly soundless on the ground. We sprinted back to the path, then toward the light.

As we neared the end of the forest, I noticed the sunrise was particularly orange this morning.

“Smoke?” Rosie sniffed.

Finally, we cleared the trees. And stopped in shock.

The mansion stood silhouetted against its own fire. The place was burning to the ground. Wood that had dried for two hundred years going up like so many matches.

“There’s people in there,” Rosie said.

We sprinted for the door, Rosie dialing 911 as we ran. As we reached the mansion, Jinni stumbled into the night, bent double and coughing.

There was no one out in the yard.

My brain worked furiously. Emma was picking mushrooms to kill us all. Her victim Jacob was in the hospital with Rachel. Jinni had stumbled out. “Where’s Edna?”

Jinni shook her head, coughing, unable to breathe.

“Edna!” I shouted.

“Don’t do it, Boss!”

“Edna!” Entering the foyer, I glanced around. The fire hadn’t reached here yet. I hurried inside, keeping low in case there was smoke I couldn’t see in the dark.

“Edna!”

Moving through the ladies’ parlor, I saw the grand staircase.

One railing was ablaze.

“Rosie! Check the side door!”

“Get out of there, Tiff!”

“Do it!”

This was stupid. But I couldn’t let her die. I ran halfway up the stairs. Now, there was smoke. Lots of it.

“Edna! Are you up there?”

I heard footsteps behind me. “The side door’s engulfed. Get out, Boss, get out!”

“Edna!” My voice was a gasping croak. I’d taken in too much smoke. Choking, I backed down the stairs.

Then heard the voice.

“I’m here!”

“Where?” I stumbled the rest of the way to the ground floor. Staggered around, but at least the air was clear.

Edna came around the side of the stairs, from out of the Puce Room. She ran to me, and together, we ran for it. Rosie joined us near the foyer, leading us out.

I fell to the dewy grass. Enjoying it. Breathing in cold morning air. Above me, the building continued to burn.

Sirens neared, and in a moment, firetrucks rolled up the round drive. They ignored the path, coming right up the grass. Men dislodged themselves, grabbing the hose from the tanker truck and setting themselves against the conflagration.

“Where’s Emma?” Jinni asked.

“Here!”

When she came around the side of the house, she wasn’t wearing a robe or laurel wreath or carrying a basket.

Jinni breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God. We’re all safe.”

Firefighters worked their way inside, putting the fire out as they progressed. A ladder truck lifted another firefighter to the second floor. He shot a steam of water through a window.

Rosie tugged my sleeve.

She nodded at Edna. There was a suitcase in her hands. Had she grabbed a bunch of personal possessions before fleeing the fire?

“What was so important, Edna?” Emma demanded.

Edna turned the box away from her. “You’re dressed?”

Emma took a deep breath. Everyone else was in pajamas. “I couldn’t sleep. Took a walk.”

“Weird that you decided to take a walk at the same time the mansion caught fire.” Edna continued to press.

“What are you implying? That I started the fire?”

“Did you?” Edna said.

“No!”

I was impressed by how quickly the firefighters knocked the blaze down. A bunch of them ran inside with a hose. While smoke still rose into the dawn, I saw no flames in the windows.

“Anybody still inside?” a man jogged over to us.

“We all got out,” Rosie said.

“Shame about this old building. We’ll save what we can.” With that, the fireman went back to work.

“You lost your hat,” Rosie said. “We lost the computer. Now, we lost everything else.”

“We’re not hurt. That’s all that matters.”

Was there any hint that the building was burning when we chased after Emma? Thinking back, I couldn’t remember anything.

From the tree line, a man and woman approached. Rachel and Jacob. They joined the rest of us in staring at the devastation.

“Goodness. Our costumes. Our clothes.” Rachel’s mouth fell open as she stared at the charred mansion.

Jacob pulled her close. “As long as everyone is okay.”

“How are you feeling? And how did you get released from the hospital at this hour?” I asked.

“We got a call from Quentin. I convinced the nurses that I was needed,” Jacob said.

“I promised to bring him back later,” Rachel said. “For a final check.”

“Quentin called you? How does Quentin know?” Rosie said.”

“The fire department must have called him. I saw his SUV parked behind the office,” Rachel said.

I had no idea who called in the emergency. Or if they called Quentin as well. It was weird that he wasn’t standing here with us.

“You know what? I could really use an Irish coffee,” Emma said. “Who’s with me?”

Most of the fire fighters left the mansion. They gathered by the trucks, putting away hoses and equipment. I walked over to them.

“A drink sounds good. What a morning,” Jinni said.

The rest followed her to the tavern. Rosie caught up with me.

“Any idea what caused the fire?” I asked the guy who’d approached us earlier.

“We’ll need a thorough investigation, but it looks like an electric fire. There’s old knob-and-tube wiring upstairs and in the attic. The fuse box was in a closet being used for storage. Lamp oil, clothing. It was a bonfire waiting to happen.”

“Is that where it started?”

“Doesn’t look like it. If it had, no one would’ve had the chance to get out. The place would’ve practically exploded.”

“Attic?” Rosie said. “I didn’t know there was an attic.”

“If there wasn’t a fire, I don’t know if we would’ve seen it,” the fireman said.

“Hmm.” Rosie gave the house a speculative look. “You didn’t happen to find a secret passageway, did you?”
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It took some explaining. But the fireman relented. He was a captain, John Mancuso, and he made us wear hardhats when he took us in.

Water dripped from every wall. The smell of wet smoke still hung heavily. For the most part, I thought the old building was done for. But the foyer remained intact, as did the lady’s parlor. The grand staircase hadn’t fared as well.

“I can’t take you up,” Mancuso said. “But the access to the attic is right up there, in between the master bedroom and the rooms on the right. On the other side is access to the first floor and cellar.”

“How do you get in?” Rosie asked.

“There’s a door in a room back there, the purple one. That’s where the ladder to the cellar is. Not much burned on the right side, so I’m not sure how you get to the attic stairs, except from the attic. There’s a trap door.”

“Can you get from one to the other?” Rosie asked.

“Well, not for me. If you’re thin you can. There are hidden halls between, but they’re only about this wide.” The captain held his hands about two feet apart.

Rosie nodded, a satisfied look on her face. With the fire, we weren’t about to Nancy Drew the secret halls. But from where the captain pointed, one of them ran between our room and the empty room, and behind the Governor’s room. Since I had to guess, I’d say there was a hidden door in the fancy room. Maybe in the closet, or near the fireplace. We hadn’t searched there.

And it showed that someone could’ve gotten to Victor Standish without being seen.

“Thanks for showing us,” Rosie said.

“Any idea when we can go up there? Our belongings are still upstairs,” I said.

“We’ll have an inspector in here sometime today. He’ll let you know if the building’s safe enough to enter,” Mancuso said.

There were going to be a lot of inspections here today, I thought. Fire department, health department. We thanked the fire captain and headed out.

I was glad I’d purchased new pajamas for this trip. But my slippers were already sad and frayed. Our purses were upstairs, with our debit cards, and our phones. Maybe some of it was salvageable.

Rosie had it worse off. She wore a long T-shirt that said I (Heart) Sleep that hung past her knees and puffy leopard slippers. But we’d faced challenging investigations before.

“Coffee and whiskey?” Rosie said as the firetrucks pulled away.

“Little early for me. Let’s see why Quentin is hiding in his office.”

We made our way there as the sun rose. “Hope my phone is still okay,” Rosie said.

“You do love your phone.”

“Well, yeah, there’s that. But I did all that work with the bills and papers.”

“Did you look at any of that stuff, or just get it organized?”

“Some of it. But it’s all pretty straightforward and boring. Looks like everything is in order. Copies of bills, receipts for maintenance, carpentry, and contractors. I’d say everything is up to date. You’re better at finding inconsistencies in stuff like that.”

I hoped I’d get the chance.

But a thought stopped me. “Hang on. Maintenance, contractors?”

“I’m guessing they’re done since we haven’t heard hammers or saws for a while.”

“We can’t look at the pictures we took…”

“What are you thinking?”

“That we need to chase Quentin out of there.” I started walking again.

Quentin sat at his desk, alone save the whiskey bottle next to him. When he saw us, he poured a shot and knocked it back.

“None of this was my fault. You have to tell Charles that. I didn’t poison anyone. I didn’t set the mansion on fire. You can’t pin any of this on me.”

“I don’t think you did any of those things,” I said.

“And your insurance is all paid up,” Rosie shrugged. Then tried to cover an oops face.

Before Quentin could ask her how she knew that, I jumped in. “I’ll tell Charles all of it was an accident. Don’t worry. But your actors are all at the tavern.”

“But the health department—!”

I held up a hand. “They aren’t eating. They’re drinking. And they probably need some kind of status report from you. Do they still have jobs? Will the insurance replace their belongings? They need to know that stuff.”

“Yeah, I guess,” he sighed a boozy sigh. “What about the killer? Finding out who killed Victor would be the one positive that might come from all this.”

“We’re still on it. There’s no security cameras in the mansion, right?”

“None. So we can’t tell who set the fire.”

“You might want to change that for the future. We still need to look at some other footage. Why don’t you reassure your people and let us do our work?”

“Future?” He let out a bark of mirth. “This place is done. No main building, no employee housing, no food venue. Nobody’s coming to see a blacksmith, a one-room schoolhouse, and a barn. You want me to tell those people that as of now, they’re out on the streets, without even the clothes on their backs?”

“If that’s the plan, you should probably tell them so they can make arrangements of their own,” I said. “If there isn’t a plan, say that. Who knows? Maybe they’ll have some ideas.”

He sat with his head back. “We do have the carnival coming right up. Guess we can keep things limping along for that. I’m not sure why we should bother. It’s going to take a year or more to repair the fire damage. If it can even be repaired.”

“The fire isn’t as bad as you think,” I said. “The downstairs front is fine. The east wing is still intact, from what we could see. You’ll know more when the fire inspector comes later today.”

“We’re pretty sure the poisoning incident was a fluke,” Rosie added.

“How do you know?”

“We’re detectives,” she said.

“Tell me something, Quentin,” I said, remembering an item I’d kept in the back of my mind. “What is your season here? Is it just summers?”

“Oh, no. Our official closing is the day after Halloween. We do it up here. Then, we close down until Thanksgiving week. People book far in advance for a colonial Thanksgiving. Then, the twelve days of Christmas, and a New Year’s Eve celebration. From January until May, we’re closed to guests.”

“You have a caretaker?”

“Well, we do have someone staying over. In case of emergencies, if something breaks, pipes freeze, or roofs collapse under snow. If something happens, the maintenance company gets a call.” Quentin shrugged. I expected him to give me a name. Then I realized he was holding out. Quentin didn’t want to say who it was for some reason. Probably related to illegal hiring, or something else that would get him in Dutch with his cousin.

I had my clue. But I didn’t want to leave him hanging. “Who knows? You may be up and running by Thanksgiving or Christmas.”

He sat thinking for a few minutes before getting up. “Maybe we can still keep this thing going. Tell Charles that, too, that I’m doing everything I can to keep the gates open.”

Weaving, he made his way out of the office. We sat until the door closed.

Rosie got up. “What security footage do we want to see? The tavern?”

“None. Not at the moment. I need you to make a call.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Same thing we always do. Sift through the boring stuff until we find something interesting. I need to look at the background checks Jan ran. My phone’s too crummy to do it. Our laptop is gone.”

“You should’ve just asked me.”

“When you’re playing governor? You haven’t been carrying your phone.” We subscribed to several background and skip-tracing sites. I got on Quentin’s machine.

“Who am I calling?”

I told her.

“Huh. What am I asking?”

“Just whatever you can find out. Maybe do the IRS bit.”

“Oh. We have a return for her but don’t have a current address thing?”

“That one.”

Sometimes, when you were in the thick of an investigation, you forgot the basics. Jan had done a thorough job. Usually, if it were Rosie or me, we put in what information we could and let the search run. Jan went the extra mile.

I read the one file I was looking for. While I hadn’t expected to find what Jan dug up, it made sense.

“Never heard the name.” Rosie hung up the desk phone.

“See if you can find out who the caretaker is for this place.”

“Why?”

“Because a caretaker would have all the time in the world to discover your secret passages.”

“You think it’s one of our suspects?” Rosie got up and moved to the file cabinet, opening the bottom drawer. “I saw some payroll stuff down here. We didn’t bother taking pictures of anything. Just the bills and stuff.”

“Look for anything about the caretaker,” I said.

For a while, Rosie went through the folders. Then through them again. “There’s no record of any caretaker. You know who else I don’t find any information for?”

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, I do.”

“You aren’t going to spill?”

“Not just yet.”

“Do you think Quentin is paying people under the table?”

Probably. “Is there a printer in here?”

“Yeah. Under the window. It might be broken. Ask me how I know.”

She turned it on and it did the usual humming and clicking and clacking. Seemed okay. I printed a page from the background check Jan did. Rosie stood there, grabbing the sheet when it was done.

“A mug shot?” Rosie whistled. “Looks like we got our killer.”

I shut down the machine. “Guess this is as good a time as any to confront her. With everything else going so badly, we can at least give this much to Quentin.”

“One more thing for him to do. Hire another actor,” Rosie said. “I could probably play that part, too. Not sure I want to.”

“No?”

“It’s one thing to be the governor. Wave your hands around, proclaim things, and order people around. The starring role. Even if you do have to interact with the guests, there’s a lot less of it. Besides, I have a job.”
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It was time to lay down the law. Trying to appear as professional as I could in pajamas and slippers, I strode into the tavern.

Everyone was grouped at the table closest to the kitchen. I was surprised to see Honey among them.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I’m supposed to deal with the health department,” Honey said. She threw a dark glance at Quentin. “I didn’t know there was a fire. Someone could’ve called.”

“A fire inspector should be here today, too,” I said.

“Great. Guess I’m supposed to deal with that, too.” Her hands were around a mug. “And no one will give me any booze.”

“Next year, dear,” Emma said.

I eyed her.

“You said you were taking a walk this morning,” I said to Emma. “Where did you go?”

“Just… for a walk.”

“It was early. I guess no one can verify that.”

“Verify what? I got dressed. I left the mansion. When I saw the flames, I ran back.”

“I still think that’s hinky,” Edna said. “It’s almost like you knew there was going to be a fire.”

“Like you didn’t?” Emma rounded on her. Pointed at the suitcase on the floor. “You took the time to pack a bag when the house was on fire?”

“No. It’s my go-bag. I always keep a change of clothes in case I need to leave in a hurry,” she said.

Which didn’t ring true. But I didn’t speak. The two of them were already in the throes of what I was going to ask anyway.

“Right. Like you’re a spy or something. Who keeps a go-bag?” Emma challenged.

“Someone smart!” Edna snapped. “Why can’t you answer the detective’s question?”

“Because I was just. Out. Walking!” Emma said.

“But you won’t say where?” Edna challenged her. “Seems to me, you’d want to get yourself off the hook for arson. Even if you were up to something.”

“I wasn’t up to anything!”

“Funny. I don’t believe you. You know what I think?”

“I don’t care what you think.”

“I think you were collecting something. Maybe something to do the rest of us in.”

Emma gasped. Her mouth hung open for a second, eyes squinting and hot. “That’s… what are you implying?”

“Maybe people here don’t know it. But you have a very strange hobby,” Edna said.

“So?” Emma was running out of defense strategies.

“Although, you keep your brochures, your business cards, in the gift shop. Funny how no one picked up on it. But I did. And it wasn’t until Jacob took ill that I put two and two together.

“Jacob was poisoned. And there’s only one of us who could’ve done that.”

Jacob threw Emma a hard look. “What is she talking about?”

“Tell him.”’

“I didn’t do anything, Jacob. You know I wouldn’t. We’re friends,” Emma said.

He knocked back his drink. “The doctors said I could’ve died.”

Rachel clung to him. “What did you do? Did you poison Jacob?”

“No! I’ve never poisoned anybody!”

“But you do know how,” Edna said.

Emma stared daggers at her, but didn’t speak.

“Honey, you’ve seen Emma’s brochures. They’re quite nice. Professionally done. Have you ever read one?”

Honey’s brows came together. “Well, they’re stuffed in with all the other tourist brochures and stuff. I don't really care about that stuff. I’ve lived here my whole life. Seen it all.”

“You weren’t curious? Maybe you could go grab one, show the others?” Edna said.

“That is not necessary,” Emma said.

Edna slapped her hand on the table, her schoolmarm persona appearing. “I say it is! I say she’s not to be trusted. I wouldn’t be drinking this if I hadn’t seen it being made with my own eyes.”

“What’s in your brochure, Emma?” Rachel asked.

“It’s nothing. Just information about my vlog. That’s all. I wanted people to know about my YouTube channel. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“There is the issue about what your channel is about,” Edna said. “And why you don’t want to tell anyone. Which is strange, considering you advertise for it at the ticket shack.”

“Fine. I’ll go get one,” Honey said. She jangled some keys out of her purse.

“There’s no need for that,” Emma said.

“Tell us all about your vlog, then,” Edna said.

Honey sighed and hopped up from the table. “Not like I’m getting an Irish coffee anyway.”

“Hang on. Wait.” Emma got up. But Jacob sat close. His ham-sized hand closed on her arm.

“I think you should sit, Emma.”

She looked down at the hand gripping her. Up at Jacob. “Please. You know me.”

“Why are you being so secretive then?” Rachel asked.

Emma hung her head. “It’s just silly. I feel… maybe I’ve put people in danger. It was all in fun. Just for entertainment. If I thought that anyone would…”

She couldn’t find any more words. Emma seemed to shrink under the stares of everyone.

“You were advertising something dangerous in our tourist brochures?” Quentin said.

Emma shot a hot glance at him. “You gave me permission.”

“I don’t remember that!”

“Of course you don’t. That’s why I got it in writing.”

“But! You must’ve tricked me! I never would’ve permitted anything that might endanger people. Think of the potential lawsuits! Why would I take the risk just so that you could promote your own business?”

“It’s not a business! It’s just a hobby! It doesn’t hurt anyone!” Emma cried.

I knew that Edna was talking about Emma’s Poison Garden, the site where she talked extensively about toxic plants in the area. There was no mystery how she found out about the vlog if there was advertising about it right across the street. Every guest went in there. Maybe it wasn’t a hot spot for the employees, but it wasn’t a stretch that they might go in. Chat with Honey. The girl sure liked to chat.

She returned to the tavern, a folded, slick paper in her hand. Honey’s eyes were wide as she looked at Emma.

“Let me see that.” Rachel took it from her hand. Then she gaped at it, gasping.

“What is it?” Jacob looked. Then fell into a grim silence, staring Emma down.

Quentin got up to look. “Poison garden,” he read aloud.

“Maybe you should call the police, Quentin,” Rachel said.

“It isn’t about poisoning people!” Emma protested. “It’s about medicinal herbs that grow around here. And plants that people don’t know are toxic! It’s about how to deal with poison ivy. How to pick chicory for coffee.”

“And which mushrooms are poisonous?” Edna smirked.

“It’s not a how-to about poisoning!”

“But aren’t most YouTube videos about teaching people to do things they don’t know how to? If you look at your channel from that perspective—” Edna started.

“Well, then, it could be anybody, couldn’t it?” Emma said. “I have thousands of subscribers. Some of my videos have millions of views. Yes, it is full of dark humor. But there aren’t any poisoned apples like Snow White. No witches brews.”

“You must know a lot about the subject,” Rachel said calmly. “And you have access to the kitchen. Jacob was poisoned by mushrooms. So I think the police need to have a long talk with you.”

“This is BS! You can’t accuse me of something just because I have an interest in a subject. Lots of people do. That doesn’t add up to wanting to harm anyone.”

“Quentin,” Rachel said. “Make the call.”

Quentin looked at me.

Whoever poisoned the breakfast sandwiches hadn’t been after Jacob. They’d been after me. But Rosie and I had just witnessed Emma picking fresh poison out in the woods. It wasn’t out of the question that she did intend to poison other people. That she’d tried to poison me, but it backfired.

Did that make her a killer? Victor wasn’t poisoned. And despite what we saw, I couldn’t say for sure that she was the one trying to off me.

She was not my prime suspect. Not for the murder. And if she wasn’t a murderer, she didn’t have any reason to come after me. As Edna pointed out, YouTube was a good place to learn a skill. Like Emma said, she had lots of viewers.

There was very likely a person among us who watched it.

And I thought she had given herself away.

“What should I do?” Quentin asked me.

“Why ask her? It’s all spelled out for you,” Edna said.

“Yes. Call the police, Quentin,” Rachel urged again.

“I thought you were my friends,” Emma said. “You really distrust me that much? You really think I would poison Jacob?”

Honey gave me an odd look. She knew that the sandwiches were meant for me. That Jacob had taken them because he was a notorious over-eater.

“Let me ask you again,” I faced Emma. “Where did you go on your walk this morning?”

She was trapped, and looked it, eyes darting between all the staff members. Then she focused on me. “You followed me, didn’t you?”

I shrugged. “Looked like you were filming a video in the dark.”

Emma sat back, her mouth a straight white line.

“And then you picked something.”

I stared at her, wanting her to say it.

“Not poisonous! Mushrooms for the kitchen. They’re perfectly edible!”

“In the dark.” Rosie punched up my words

“Just for atmosphere. My videos are as much a production as my acting gig here. Let me go get my basket. I’ll eat them right in front of you.”

“You’re going to eat destructive angel mushrooms in front of us?”

“That’s not what they were. Immature destructive angels are easily confused with edile ones. Button mushrooms, horse mushrooms, meadow mushrooms—"

Jacob leaned closer to her. While he didn’t touch her, I could tell he wanted her to know that she wasn’t going anywhere.

“I’m innocent!” Emma cried.

To my surprise, instead of lurching away from Jacob, she quickly bent down. She rose with Edna’s suitcase.

“That’s mine!”

Enda grabbed it, trying to wrestle it away. But Emma had it by the handle and pulled it free.

“Now let’s see who the killer is around here!”

With a deft move, Emma unlatched the bag. Dumped the contents on the table. At the sight of the items, everyone gasped.

Including Edna?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


It wasn’t all there. But most of it was. Rosie reached out and grabbed our laptop. Victor’s still lay there. Covered with a leather notebook, a fancy brooch, a bottle of perfume, an ornate knife for opening wine, and a pair of long, black tongs. Everything that had been taken from the employees.

Except one thing.

I whirled on Edna. “Where’s my hat?”

She sat there, pale and stricken, eyes locked on the pilfered pile. Edna shook her head. “None of that stuff is mine.”

“No kidding,” Jacob said. He grabbed the tongs. “I was wondering where these went. One of the first tools I made for myself.”

“My perfume!” Honey snatched it and gave Edna a withering look. “Do you know how much this stuff costs?”

Rachel took her brooch. Emma her knife. She opened the blade, reading some engraving. Jinni grabbed her notebook and jammed it in her robe pocket.

“Why would you steal this stuff?” Rachel said. “My brooch is an antique, but not worth stealing. Are you sick or something? Compulsive?”

“No. It wasn’t me. I wasn’t expecting…” Edna shook her head some more.

Quentin looked over the pile. Maybe searching for something he’d lost. Then he shrugged at me.

“Here’s how we figure it. It started with Victor’s fountain pen. The one found at the scene. I’m not sure at what point it was stolen from him. But it was used to write his suicide note.”

No one spoke, eyes either on me or Edna.

“The other things that were stolen, the personal items, might have gone toward more faked suicides. Honey could perfume her note, for instance. Or Jinni could’ve written her last words in that notebook.

“We should put it all back. The cops will want it for evidence.”

“Are you going to put your laptop back?” Emma asked Rosie.

Rosie didn’t speak. But she didn’t put the computer back on the table, either.

“That’s got a different kind of evidence. So does the other. Victor’s. These were stolen to stop our investigation. And before we call the cops on Emma, that poisoned breakfast was meant for me.”

“To stop the investigation,” Rosie echoed.

“Edna was jilted by Victor. Publicly. But I don’t think that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Was it, Edna?”

“I’m not saying anything.” She looked down at her feet.

“The situation was this. Victor had gotten Edna her job here. A personal recommendation. He put it in writing for Quentin.”

Quentin shrugged. “I didn’t need it in writing. I trusted Victor to choose the right actors for this place. If he said she was good, then she was hired.”

Exactly what I thought. He hadn’t bothered to read the letter. Which was a chicken scratch mess of a document.

“Right. Victor suffered from dyslexia.”

I turned to Rachel.

She nodded. “He was. But he was too proud to admit it. Back when we were together, I read his lines to him when he had a performance. We’d do readings together. Even if he wasn’t good at writing or reading, he was great at memorizing.”

“That why we stopped using scripts around here?” Jacob asked.

Rachel nodded. So did Quentin.

“I don’t think Edna knew about Victor’s disability. Or didn’t know how serious it was. She took Victor’s pen to write his suicide note.”

Quentin gasped.

I nodded to him. “She didn’t know you had found him earlier. Because she used the secret passageway that runs across the second floor.”

“Secret passageway?” Quentin said.

“It wasn’t easy to kill him. For a while I thought it had to be a two-person job. I’m not sure how she subdued him. But I do know how she got him into position.

“There’s a block and tackle in the barn. A pulley system to lift hay bales. They’re heavy, but with two or three pulleys in line—”

“Sheaves,” Rosie tossed in.

“The mechanical advantage is increased. When I first saw the thing, it was dirty, dusty, grimed with the work it did. But the next time, after we found Victor, it had been cleaned off,” I said. “It would be easy for anyone to lift him with that. Hold him in place until the noose was secured. She must have put her equipment away when she heard Quentin on the landing. And then, when he ran off to call the police, she returned with the suicide note and the missing fountain pen.”

“Secret passageway?” Quentin said again.

“Upstairs. There are stairs going to the attic, and stairs going down to the cellar. You can access them through a narrow hall. A hall so narrow that only a small woman like Edna would be able to make it through.”

She didn’t look up.

“Obviously, she knew about Emma’s YouTube, and just like anybody looking to fix their garbage disposal, she learned what mushrooms to use to quickly kill. I suspected her all along. And I was getting too close. Wasn’t I, Edna?”

She didn’t speak.

“You were planning to poison the rest of us? Kill us? Make it look like suicide? Like a thing like that could be contagious?” Emma freaked out a little. “Were you holding my wine knife so you could cut my throat? Why?”

“I think it was just insurance. Victor was the one she was after. She was worried the rest of you might get close to the answer. He made a very public announcement about breaking up with her. That was a push. The real reason was the letter of recommendation.

“You didn’t want to work anymore here, did you, Edna? Not with Victor parading around, the star of the show. You applied at a local museum, thinking a letter of recommendation from Victor Standish would get you that job.

“Then, you found out it looked like the letter was written by a six-year-old. No one in their right might would accept the thing. It got you a job here only because Quentin was so enamored with the man. But even when you demanded Quentin gave it to you, you understood that Victor had screwed you over.

“Maybe not intentionally. I’m sure he thought his word was golden. But you were too embarrassed to show it to Harold Barnhart. Victor made you miss an opportunity for a better job with better pay.”

“So what if she didn’t have a letter from Victor?” Emma said.

“I didn’t know until recently, but this really was a serious blow. Before Hancock’s Hamlet, she’d never held a job before,” I said.

“But you said you were an extra in movies. That you appeared on stage with Victor. He said so himself,” Quentin said.

“That wasn’t true. But why don’t you tell, them why, Edna?” I said.

In my pocket was the reason. I had no desire to make this cruel.

Edna moved her head like she was stretching her neck, but she didn’t face us.

“I was… sick. For a long time. Since high school. I couldn’t work, because I was in the hospital. When I got out, I ran into Victor. It was like seeing the sun for the first time. He was handsome, and charming, and interested in me.

“One of the only things I was ever good at was acting. And I told him so. He said there was a job here in the village. That we could work together. And be together. His wife was through with him. I thought I was the luckiest woman alive. All he had to do, he said, was recommend me to the manager,” Edna said slowly.

Sick was an interesting word. Edna had been institutionalized. She’d started stalking one of her high school teachers after she graduated. Things became extreme, apparently, because she was arrested. I had the mug shot folded in my jammies. A court-ordered psychiatrist must have said she was mentally unwell and should be sent to a treatment facility instead of jailed.

It followed that she went right back to stalking once she was released. Stalking a guy she’d seen in a couple films. The thing was, Victor must have liked being stalked. He was a creature of ego.

“He said he didn’t want me anymore. But I was trapped here. Trapped with him. He’d done it to me on purpose. He was a cruel man, with cruel needs. Once he’d had enough of me, he humiliated me in front of everyone. Yes, I got back at him with a profile he had to respond to. Mocked him with that.

“Still, I knew he had someone else. Someone I didn’t know. But then, I felt a ray of sunlight. A man was interested in me. A man on my dating site. I didn’t need Victor. Someone else wanted me. So I knew everything would be alright.”

“Alright after you killed Victor,” I said.

“No. I didn’t kill Victor. Why would I?”

I folded my arms. We had the evidence. The stolen items. A motive. Access. Opportunity.

“You also said you had a new job,” I countered. “The museum in Washington. That was a lie. We checked. They never heard of you.”

“You lied about that in the same breath you lied about finding a new boyfriend,” Rosie pointed out.

Finally, Edna looked at me with ragged eyes. “In the end, maybe I did.”

I motioned to Quentin.

“Now you can call the police.”

He gaped at me for a moment. “That was… wow. Great work.”

“Not that great,” Edna said.

Which almost made me laugh. Of course she wouldn’t think so.

“I didn’t kill him. Hoist him with pulleys and everything else you said. Never stole anything. Don’t know about any secret passageway on the second floor of the mansion. You’re wrong, Tiffany Black.”

“At this point, I’m going to let the cops decide that.” I shrugged. “My part is done.”

“You’re wrong,” Edna said again. “You’re wrong, and I can prove it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Edna was delusional. We had her dead to rights. The murder of Victor Standish by fake suicide. The items to do the same to the rest if she needed to. An insane plan by an insane woman. A method to pull it off.

She knew about Emma’s channel. The public humiliation, the jilting, and Victor’s ultimate failure, trapping her here with no other job options—it had to be her. And we had the receipts.

“How can you prove it?” I asked.

“I have an alibi.”

I almost snorted, but that would’ve appeared unprofessional.

“You were in your room like everyone else,” Rosie said. “How is that an alibi?”

“I wasn’t. I just said I was. To avoid more…” her features collapsed, lips shaking. “Avoid more humiliation!”

Even if she were a murderer, my heart went out.

“The man, the man,” she sobbed.

Emma handed her a napkin.

After a few moments, Edna got herself together. “The man on my dating site. I was meeting him. A late-night encounter. In secret. He admitted to me he was married, yet he had to be with me. I couldn’t resist, not after the way I was dumped.”

Confused, I sat back. No way was I wrong about this.

“We were to meet at a twenty-four-hour diner. From there, to a hotel room. It was so exciting. I’d never done anything like it before. I wanted so badly to play the part of the other woman. I know it sounds wrong.”

It sure did. In so many ways.

“When I got there, he texted me. Aiden said he would be late. So I waited. Ate a meal. Drank a lot of coffee. In anticipation. Waiting and waiting. I was the only customer in there after a while. A waitress came over to ask if I was alright. I told her I was, that I was meeting someone, that he said he was running late.

“But then, it got too late. Once again, I was stuck. Aiden wouldn’t answer my texts. I thought maybe his wife had caught on and he couldn’t. But it was three in the morning. There are no Uber drivers working here at that hour. They wouldn’t come all the way from Providence. Not even the taxi dispatch would answer. This is a small town.

“So I had to sit there, sadly, rotting away until the first Uber driver started work at six a.m. I was heartbroken. When I finally took the Uber of Shame back to the village, I had the driver stop a half mile away. Walked the rest of the distance. I couldn’t bear the driver knowing where I lived.

“When I finally got here, I saw the ambulance, the police cars. I went to the tavern to learn what was going on, but it wasn’t open yet.

“So I joined the others by the mansion. Saw them take Victor on a stretcher,” Edna shrugged.

“Explain all the stuff in your ‘go-bag,’” I said, making air quotes.

“I can’t. I didn’t put any of that in there. Didn’t steal anything.”

“But why were you so protective of it then?” Rosie asked.

“Because there was a change of clothes in there. For my secret visit with Aiden. Sexy underwear. Negligee. I didn’t want anyone to see. When I finally got it back to my room, I just left it by the door like I always do. I was so depressed.” Edna put her face in her hands.

Dang it. That sounded true. So humiliating that it had to be true.

Where had I gone so wrong?

“That alibi is easy to verify,” Rosie said.

Enda lifted her head for a moment. Made a face at my assistant. “Why do you think I gave it to you?”

The staff gave each other confused squints.

“I think that means Emma isn’t off the hook,” Rachel said. “She must be the one who poisoned Jacob. She’s got the knowledge.”

“I love living in a country where people say knowledge like it’s a dirty word,” Emma frowned.

“Call the cops, Quentin!” Rachel turned to him.

He raised his hands at me.

Emma was a possibility, but an outside one at best. Even with her crazy walkabout in the dark. I didn’t think she tried to poison me, or Jacob. It made sense that the information could be easily accessed on the internet. I doubted hers was the only channel out there.

“What am I supposed to do?” Quentin asked.

Did he even have a phone on him? It was verboten in the village. And I had nothing for him. My suspect, my theory of the crime, had just gone up in smoke as much as the mansion.

“I don’t know,” I said.

Because I didn’t know what to do either.

Like an idiot, I had just given away the method by which Victor had been murdered. The reason for the thefts. Now the real killer could more easily slip our grasp.

“Put a video camera in the barn,” Rosie said.

Better yet, we needed to secure the pulley system before it could be destroyed. Rosie was right. If I were the killer, I’d go after that first. It was easy to get to, unprotected, and the killer was obviously familiar with it. I was surprised the barn wasn’t burned down instead of the mansion.

A knock fell on the door and a guy in a suit entered, looking at us over a clipboard.

“There’s an order not to serve food until we examine this venue.”

“Health department?” Honey got up. “Come with me. I’ll show you the kitchen. We haven’t cooked anything this morning.”

“Maybe we should tell him about Emma’s dirty little channel,” Rachel said getting to her feet.

“Go ahead,” Emma sighed. “It’s not like it isn’t available to the public. Although I don’t think the health department cares. You’ll probably be making a fool of yourself.”

It looked like Rachel was going to storm in behind Honey and the health guy. But for a moment, she hesitated. Then took her seat again.

“Where are we going to get breakfast?” she said, staring past the bar.

“We can’t even use the mansion’s kitchen,” Jinni said.

“Nor are we dressed to go anywhere,” Rosie said. Although that didn’t include all of us.

Quentin stood up. “I’m going to order breakfast for everyone. I’m going to my office to get something from DoorDash. We can eat in the barn I guess.”

“I’ll, uh, set up a table or something,” Jacob said. He got up in a hurry and headed out.

“Follow that blacksmith,” I said to Rosie. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Rosie grabbed the laptops. “What are you going to do?”

“Look for a bag to put the pulleys in. I’m sure they’ve been wiped clean. Whoever pulled this off is obviously smarter than me.” I went into the kitchen where the health official was swiping surfaces.

“What’s up?” Honey asked.

“Need a bag. Preferably a strong paper bag. Doubled.” The block and tackle looked like it weighed a lot. “Here, in the storage pantry. There’s always lots of bags.”

She opened a door, hunted around, and came up with some sturdy grocery bags. “This work?”

“Thanks.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Some thinking.”

“Most of what you said sounded right on track,” she said.

“Everything but the killer,” I said. “Just a little detail.”

“You’re super smart, Tiffany. I’m sure you’ll figure the rest of it out.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. But I wasn’t feeling it. I stuffed one bag into the other and headed for the barn.

Would the thing still be in there? All of a sudden, I was at least a step behind the killer. When I got to the barn, Jacob was assembling his secret gambling setup. Rosie was untying a rope on the half-wall under the hay loft.

At least the block and tackle still hung there. Moved from its original position when we first arrived. Much cleaner now. Wiped of prints?

I set the bag on the floor beneath the pulleys. “Lower them down.”

Rosie loosened the rope. The wooden-cased wheels sank into the bag. The rope fell from above. I coiled it up. Put it in the bag with the other.

“Where are we going to hide it?” she asked.

“Quentin’s office. It’s got a lock. Most people aren’t as dedicated to breaking and entering as you and I.” I picked up the bag. Not as heavy as I thought. “Let’s get over there.”

He was coming out of the office when we arrived.

“Food’s on its way,” he said.

“We need to lock this in your office.”

“What is it?” He peered at the bag.

“Evidence. Probably.”

He gave me a long look. “Do we still need evidence? I think this one has gotten away from you, Tiffany. Think we better call in the law. They can do fingerprints and DNA or whatever. Sounds like you have most of it on a platter. But your suspect has an alibi.”

“Maybe she does, maybe she doesn’t,” I said. “We probably shouldn’t let her out of our sight.”

“Another reason to call the police,” Quentin said. “They could lock her up until they find out for sure. And maybe round up the others if it isn’t her.”

He had a point. I was pretty much at the end of my rope.

Before I could agree, Rosie spoke up.

“We still have leads to follow, Quentin. We’re not done yet.”

“You sure?” Quentin said.

Which is what I wanted to ask.

“Yeah. Are you going to stick around all day?”

“I’m gone once the fire inspector leaves. Gotta hit up our insurance company to file some claims. Better that I do it in person. And let them know what the fire inspector comes up with.”

“Great. Give us the key. We need a place to work,” Rosie said.

“I don’t know…”

“Trust me,” Rosie said.

She was going out on a limb. Maybe too far. But Quentin reached into his pocket, took a key off a ring, and handed it to her. “Guess I have to trust you. For now. But if you don’t have something by the end of the day, I’m calling in the big guns.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


The delivery guy brought a couple big bags and two cardboard carrying trays of large coffees. I grabbed two. Sat at the makeshift card table.

“You want something to eat, Boss?” Rosie said. She’d locked the laptops in Quentin’s office along with the bag of pulleys. What we should do is put the rest of the evidence in there as well. But I felt too defeated to ask the workers to give up the items that had been stolen.

I’d seen a bunch of wrapped-up breakfast sandwiches that put me off my feed. Quentin was on the clueless side. “Maybe later.”

“Sorry you got skunked on the killer thing,” Jacob said. “I really wanted to know who put poison in my breakfast.”

Technically, it was my breakfast. But now was not the time. Jacob, apparently unaffected by his brush with sandwich death, had four sandwiches unwrapped in front of him.

Rachel came in, and Emma. Separately. There was no sign of Edna. She’d already had a heck of a morning. I didn’t blame her. Jinni came in, peeking in a bag. She shuddered and grabbed a cup of coffee.

I didn’t feel much like sitting around and chatting again. The last time was enough of a disaster.

“Let’s get to work, Boss,” Rosie said. “We can eat while we do it.”

I finished one cup of coffee. Found a garbage can for the cup. “Fine. Let’s get to it.”

But get to what? My leads, my hunches, were played out. We walked together toward the office.

As we did, I saw a red station wagon swing around the driveway and stop in front of the mansion. The fire inspector. “There’s someone I want to talk to. Be nice if we could at least get our shoes. If we still have shoes.”

A man got out wearing a suit with a lot of piping and chevrons on his sleeve. He dragged a clipboard and a tackle box out of the back seat. When we approached, he eyed us.

“I’m looking for Quentin Locandro?”

“Here!” Quentin appeared from the front door. “Just taking a look.”

“I don’t recommend that, sir.” The man in the fancy suit held out his hand. “Bob Cohen, fire marshal I’m here to check the damage. Find the source.”

“I need to know that too, for the insurance.”

“They’ll get a report,” he said.

“Yeah, but I want to meet my agent face-to-face. Let him know what we’re dealing with.”

“That would be fine, but you’ll have to wait outside until I’m sure it’s safe.” He reached into the vehicle and pulled out a hardhat. Then he closed the door and looked at us again. “And you?”

“We were staying on the second floor. There,” I pointed.

Marshal Cohen gave us the up-and-down. “I see. Let me take a look. I’ll let you know if you can go retrieve your belongings. Try not to get your hopes up.”

I was not going to spend the rest of my time here in pajamas. One way or another, I was going to get something to wear.

“We do have a lost and found in the giftshop,” Quentin said, watching the marshal go.

“People lose a lot of pants around here?” Rosie asked.

He shrugged. “Whatever.”

“You want to wait around and see what he says?” I asked.

“Nah. Let’s get to it. If it’s safe to go in, will you let us know, Quentin?”

He nodded. “Sure.” Still not believing we were going to pull this off.

Even if I didn’t want to admit it, I felt the same.

We each carried a laptop to the office.

“Okay, you seem sure that we’ve got another lead to follow up on. Please tell me you’re not putting on a good face to make people feel better.”

We sat on opposite sides of the desk, opening the machines.

“It’s a long shot. And kinda sketch. But since we have Victor’s computer again, we’ve got a chance.”

I sat back, making Quentin’s chair squeak, waiting for Rosie to spill.

“We know that Edna put up a fake profile. Just to reel Victor in and make him look like an idiot. But there’s that other profile.”

I sat up again, with a squeak again. “Oh! Right. There was someone else. Someone he might have hooked up with. But wasn’t that profile erased?”

“It was. But we can do some electronic searching. Maybe track that other woman, the other other woman, down.”

“Right. Because we can dig into Victor’s emails again.”

“Check!” Rosie looked at the plug for the machine. “If we don’t run out of battery first. Our power cable won’t fit. Let me see Quentin’s.”

I pulled it over and unplugged it. Rosie took a look. Shook her head. “We need a barrel-type end. With a negative female part. Let’s just hope we can do this before we have to order one from Discount Computer Depot or Amazon.”

Earlier, I’d gotten what I needed from Quentin’s machine. For all the good it did me. But I booted up the laptop anyway.

“Good thinking,” Rosie said, not looking up as she worked. “If I find anything, I can forward it to you. That way we don’t have to read on this machine if we don’t have to.”

At least I was doing something right. And then I stopped myself. Enough with the negative attitude.

Edna was an ideal suspect, right down to her arrest and mental health history, her broken relationship with the victim, and the stolen goods in her possession. It happened that I was wrong, but even so, I figured a grand jury might see fit to prosecute. Even if it was the wrong suspect. It wouldn’t be the first time.

But Rosie might be onto something.

“Okay, got one. Let me do a search,” she said. “Get ready for a bunch of potentially naughty emails.”

I waited. “You didn’t see any before.”

“Right…” she kept working. “Okay, here’s one in the trash. That gives me hope.”

My laptop made the email sound. I opened the message. “From Actor777. I think U hot. M337? Not a lot of grammar going on.”

“Ding, ding, ding!” Rosie said. “Here’s a bunch he deleted. Thank you, recovery tool!”

“How ‘bout 2Hot4U? Any emails from her?”

“Yup. Coming your way.”

They popped up quickly. Newer messages. Apparently, Victor had a reason to try and dump these completely. Even if he was nowhere as smart as Rosie.

“Okay, that’s it. I’m going to shut this down for now. What have we got?”

“Let’s do this in chronological order, I guess.”

Rosie rolled the guest chair to my side of the desk.

“Looks like the one you found in his trash folder was the oldest,” I said.

We poured over the dance between two strangers, looking for love or something similar on the internet. Most of it looked more like texts than emails. Close2U, et cetera. A lot looked like secret code. “LMIRL?” I asked.

“Um… let’s meet in real life,” Rosie translated.

“Wyrn?”

“No, that’s what’s your real name.”

“Gypo?”

“Get your pants off.”

I stopped asking.

We’d done a few divorce cases, although I decided to stop. I felt a little icky, spying on people’s private lives. This made me feel similar. It was the abbreviated story of two people meeting, getting together, and eventually falling apart.

“Wrote note. UC?” Rosie said. “Wonder what that means.”

“Maybe a post 2Hot made? Something on social media.”

“Could be. Is there a pad of paper in the drawer? This is a lot. I need to take notes,” Rosie said. “So these messages are all from before they met. Flirting. And… I don’t know. There’s a lot of interest on Victor’s part about TM. And I have no idea what that is. 2Hot looks like she’s willing to go along.”

“Wonder what it could be?” Again, feeling icky.

“Now we get to these messages. Now they’re exchanging pictures? I didn’t see any other emails. They might have done it in the site’s messaging and deleted them.”

I opened the next email. “Or maybe not.”

“Holy Moses. Know U. Now? Okay there’s a clue. 2Hot knows Victor. And now—could it be one of the other staff members?”

“If now means they were that close, I’d say yes.”

“Still no way to know who 2Hot is.”

“There aren’t that many to choose from.”

Rosie shrugged. “Maybe not among the actors, but there are plenty of women who work days at the village. Milking cows, guiding tours, playing bit parts with no lines, playing at being maids—or maybe they’re actual maids. Didn’t think of that. There was a lot of dusting going on.”

I’d seen a few women on the grounds—the mother of the stable boys came to mind, another walking with a farmer to the garden. “Are there really that many?”

“Too many to sort through, especially with the gates closed and Quentin wanting to call in the law. We need a bigger break.”

Glad that most of their relationship was broken into abbreviations that I, for the most part, didn’t understand, we continued to follow the story through truncated emails.

“What’s that?” I said when we opened another. It consisted only of four characters. U/ME.

“I’m guessing that means you, not me. Without subtext, it’s tough to tell.”

Indeed. You not me what? But those four symbols seemed to be the turning point in the relationship.

Even I, a person who wrote emails with grammar and punction and everything (like an old person), caught on to some of it. DCM—Don’t call me. SAFM—Stay away from me. These were from 2Hot. From Actor777, Victor, was JKA—just kidding around? WUN. 459. “Okay, what could 459 possibly mean?”

“I love you,” Rosie said. “The numbers correspond with the letters on a telephone keypad. I-L-Y.”

Taking out my phone, I checked. Rosie was right. I had to wonder: was that true, or just a ploy on Victor’s part? I moved down to her response. “Okay, but what about 182?”

She frowned at that. “Just what it sounds like: I hate you.”

“Oh boy, here we go,” I said. “One question: How does Victor know all this and I don’t? He’s a lot older than me. He can’t be that much hipper.”

“Probably because he did this a lot. And, he was looking for younger women, according to his profile. He needed to speak the lingo of love via chat.”

“Maybe reboot Victor’s machine? See if we missed something on the dating app?” I said.

Rosie shook her head. “There were only the four messages. I have no way to recover deleted ones. They would be on the web site. The last one was the most telling. It was from 2Hot4U.”

I remembered. “Why are you ignoring me.”

“Meaning Victor stopped talking to her.”

“Can’t really blame him after don’t call me and I hate you. What was he supposed to do?”

“Unfortunately, it might mean that whoever Victor’s paramour was, she didn’t work at the village. It couldn’t be easy to ignore her if they both worked here.” Rosie said.

Good point. But one I didn’t want to hear. It was tough enough singling out a woman given the number who worked at Hancock’s Hamlet. The whole rest of the world was too much. Even the whole of the small town nearby. We didn’t have the resources and we didn’t have the time.

A knock fell on the office door. Rosie’s brows went up. “The cops?”

Looked like we were out of time completely.


CHAPTER THIRTY


“Hello again.” Marshal Cohen, the fire inspector, handed me our purses. Rosie looked in hers. Did a quiet little happy dance. I knew what that meant. Her phone was inside.

“Thank you.”

“Best I could do. I’m sorry to say the stairs to the second floor are ready to collapse. Both the big grand staircase and the ones that lead to the side door. No one can go up there until the contractors get in. They can put up supports. Then you can get to your things. That room wasn’t touched.”

Although my purse smelled like a campfire.

“Well, thanks for getting us our phones and purses.”

“No problem. You can at least do some emergency shopping. Maybe stop at Goodwill or something. I’ve talked to Mr. Locandro, and he’ll tell you once the contractors have shored up the building enough.”

“What caused the fire anyway?” I asked, certain it was arson.

“Electrical fire. Old wiring. This place was originally built when electricity was Ben Franklin flying a kite in a storm.”

We thanked him. Rosie was already checking her texts. “Whew. Been a tough few days without the phone. I don’t know how people did without them.”

“Like back in the dark ages,” I said.

She nodded gravely. “The ’90s.”

“Well, that’s nice that he brought some of our stuff, but I’m not going to town in my jammies.”

“What, you’re not going in there, are you?”

“The marshal made it up and down the stairs. He’s a lot bigger than we are. I think he’s just being overly cautious.”

“Or, we end up collapsing the staircase just to rescue some socks and my dinosaur suitcase.”

“Or, maybe not the staircase. C’mon, Nancy Drew. Let’s solve The Mystery of the Secret Passageway.”

“Dude.” Rosie smiled. “Now you’re talking my language. Y’know, usually it would be Nanna wanting to run around a half-burned house on the verge of falling down. Maybe you did inherit some of her hutzpah.”

More like some of her crazy.

The house looked like it had the night before. Not dripping as much. Wood smoke smelled stale. When we neared the grand staircase, I thought the marshal was a lot braver than I gave him credit for. “Man. He actually went up there?”

Burns had left the stairs looking skeletal. It thought his foot must have broken a burned tread halfway up. A long way to fall. But it wasn’t the stairs I had in mind.

“Where did the captain say the ladder was?” Rosie asked.

“The Puce Room.”

Until now, I hadn’t been in there. But during Rosie’s acting gig, she knew the ins and outs, telling me what a few of the antiques were for.

“That thing?”

“Two-person cabbage shredder.”

“Huh.” I moved past the bench-like thing to a floor-to-ceiling burn mark. What used to be a hutch or something now lay in ruins. Behind it was a secret door. I could even see the hinges the hutch used to open on. I turned on my flashlight app. Sure enough, there was a ladder leading up and down.

“We don’t know what the other wing looks like,” Rosie said. “Maybe it’s not worth it.”

“You don’t want to check out the secret passageway you’ve been going on about?”

She shrugged. Gestured to the burned-black maw. “Age before beauty.”

I ignored her. “I’m not that much older than you.”

“But still enough. What do you see? Light up there?”

“No. Not much. Can you light the way for me? I need two hands.”

With Rosie shining her own light, I hauled myself up the ladder. It was not much of one. A single thick beam had boards nailed across. They felt sturdy enough. You never realized how high one story was until you had to access it via ladder. It felt like I climbed for ages.

At the top, I crawled to the side of a hole. One way, the narrowest of halls stretched into blackness. In front of me was an outline of a door. I opted for the door, pushing it. Light beamed in. Mostly because there wasn’t a whole lot of wall left.

“Holy cow,” I said, looking at the devastation.

“Is it okay to come up?”

“Yeah. Just watch your step. Do you want me to shine my light?”

“Nope,” Rosie was already on the ladder. “Plenty of light now.”

When she reached the top, she gawked as well. “Holy schmoly. They were lucky to get out alive. Who’s room was this?”

It was too damaged to tell. “I can’t say.” I wished I could, because that would be an excellent clue. We might be able to approach the room from the hall. That way I might remember whose it was.

“Pretty tight.” Rosie shined her light down the hall. “I’m gonna get squeezed.”

“You wanna wait here?”

“Are you kidding? I’m gonna Nancy Drew this whole thing. Lay on, good constable!”

Whatever reason this narrow passage existed, it must have been one of desperation. Indeed, to escape British forces, or something equally as deadly. I realized our feet made that weird gate as we moved sideways. Eventually, we came to a corner. I moved around first, but came up against a wall.

“Hold up—” I said a second too late before Rosie crashed into me. But that was fine, because the push opened a door. Stumbling in, I found myself at the back of a closet. “Ah. The governor’s room.”

“How do we get from here to our room? I didn’t see another hall.”

“Elementary, my dear Rosie.” I walked over to the fireplace. Pulled out the logs, the burned garbage I’d seen before and the andirons. Made a lot of sooty dust. But the fireplace was only a few feet deep.

“Oh. Here it is.” Rosie leaned on the wall next to the hearth. Seams appeared in the wallpaper, the chair rail, and a door opened. We were now next to the firebox, sidling around it, and into another claustrophobic hallway. “If we figured right, we should end up in the empty room next to ours.”

But it didn’t. It ended in a ladder up to the attic and down half a story.

“Down there?” Rosie pointed her light.

“Looks a little spidery.”

“If not for the fire, every part of this secret hall would be spidery. Oh, I see. You go down under the floor. There’s a trap door. I got this.”

She went into the low space. I crouched down. Rosie pushed against the ceiling. It bumped up, but immediately came back down. “Yikes. I know why we never found the passageway.”

“Why?”

“Our bunkbed is sitting on top of the door.”

Backtracking, we went through the governor’s room and out to the real hall. As the marshal said, our room had been untouched. By flames, anyway. It smelled like we walked into a barbecue grill. We grabbed our suitcases. Did a quick idiot check. Then headed out. “Let’s see if we can figure out who’s room the secret door opens on.”

Across the landing, I opened the door to the other wing.

“No soap,” Rosie said. We could see where the floorboards started to burn through. The first floor was visible through the gaps. “Dang. Now we have to go through the secret hall again to get to the ladder. My sleep shirt is already covered in grime.”

“Yes, but you can change when we get out of here.”

“Change where?”

“The guest cottages. By gosh and by golly, we are going to spend the rest of our time here in comfort. With our own bathroom. Beds that sit on the floor. We’ve earned it. C’mon.”

It was not easy descending the ladder with a suitcase in one hand. There was nothing fragile in it. “Bombs away!” I called, and dropped it. Then I realized the ladder went all the way to the cellar. I swore under my breath and quickly reached the first floor. My suitcase lay next to the ladder. I didn’t have to go into the spooky cellar after it.

“Bombs—!”

“Wait. Just hand it to me,” I said. “Trust me.”

Not long after, loaded down with all our stuff, I examined the knob of a guest cabin. This lock looked secure. I couldn’t just push the latch out of the way with my steel credit card. “I don’t care if we have to break a window—”

It opened when I turned it. A lesson I learned long ago. Check before you pick. It had that closed-in smell when we entered. But the beds were made. There was a television. An AC unit on the other wall. The door to a bathroom. Paradise.

“Any spiders?”

“Spiders can bite me. I want a bed that doesn’t sway.”

“You’ve gotten feisty this morning,” Rosie said. “I like it.”

I picked a bed by tossing my bag on it. No spiders puffed out from the covers or pillow. There wasn’t even a cobweb in sight.

“Our new HQ,” Rosie said. “Unless there’s no power. Which would suck.”

I remembered the two power bills. “Right. I get the feeling that there might not—”

Rosie flicked the light switch, and they came on.

Huh. Oh well. All the comforts.

“Not what? Be cable? We can do streaming.”

“What we need to do is figure out who 2Hot is. But there’s no reason we can’t do it lying down.”

Rosie took my words to heart and stretched out on the other bed, holding her phone. “Let me see. I’m looking up the abbreviation TM. Trademark, text message, trust me, text me, tomorrow... I got nothing.”

“Maybe his ex-wife would know,” I mused aloud.

“Or his ex-girlfriend. I doubt she’ll ever talk to us.”

I’d really blown it, accusing Edna. Hopefully, we didn’t need her. “Let’s find Rachel.”

Rosie got up. “Let me wash my face and put on some clothes. This sleep shirt is done for.”

“Don’t take too long. The staff is probably going to leave. Go back to their homes. There’s no point in staying here.”

“Why do they stay here, anyway?” Rosie asked. “There dorms are better than our room, but not by much. Why not just drive in like Quentin, or Honey?”

“Got me. I never thought about it.”

“Maybe we can ask Rachel,” she said from the bathroom. “If we find her.”

Dressed and refreshed, we left the trees for the village. There were no workers, no farmers, stableboys, women carrying buckets, cows, nobody. It gave the place a haunted air, especially with the burned mansion looming over it all.

The only place I could think she might be was with Jacob in the blacksmith shop. Except the building was shut tight.

“She did say she was taking Jacob back to the hospital,” Rosie said.

Dang it. I forgot about that. It looked like our investigation hit a dead end until they came back, if they came back. But then, I heard the sound of sobbing. Rosie gave me confused-face. We followed the sound to the schoolhouse and Edna.

She sat at the teacher’s desk, head in her arms, wailing.

“Are you hurt, Edna?”

Jerking upright, she looked daggers at us from red, wet eyes. “Get out of here. I’m not talking to you!”

She was all we had left, as far as I knew. We had to get something out of her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have blamed you for the murder. But you were a perfect suspect. You write in nice cursive, you’re smart enough to follow a poison video on YouTube, you were close with the victim, and you had stolen goods.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Just explaining myself.” What was I going to say?

“What’s the point of anything? I can’t afford to be out of work. I’ll be out on the street. Living in a shelter. You were right that Victor trapped me here, in this job. The crummy studio apartments I rent while he lives in his beach house. I don’t have any job skills. I was out of the world too long. All I know how to do is this,” she said, making a wide gesture with both arms.

“Why do the actors live here during the season? Especially if Victor had a nice house,” Rosie said.

“Gearing up. Once the season’s in full swing, with overnight guests, we need an actor on duty twenty-four-seven. Guests expect the whole experience. If there’s a big party, a wedding, then more than one actor needs to work those later shifts. It’s just easier to stay,” she said. “For me, it’s nicer than my usual dive apartments.”

“So you aren’t the caretaker? You don’t over-winter here?” I asked.

“All alone, with no one to talk to for months? No way. I couldn’t do it. Even I’m not that desperate.”

“I need to know about your relationship with Victor. He did find someone before he dumped you. That’s probably hard to hear. Sorry,” I said.

“What about it? Victor was cruel, selfish, and given to outbursts. I only put up with him to keep my job here,” she said. “I feel sorry for whoever he took up with.”

Pressing on, not wanting to, I asked, “We found something Victor seemed… into. That maybe his partners were not into. Does that strike a chord?”

“Oh.” She made a disgusted face. “That.”

Gotcha!

I waited for Edna to speak.

Finally, she said, “He pretended to be mean all the time. And he liked it. What he wanted was for me to be twice as mean to him. A monster. Totally mean.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


“Totally Mean—that’s the TM!” Rosie said, trying to keep up with me. I crossed the square, heading for the entrance road.

“I got it.”

“So where are we going?”

“To arrest the killer.”

Rosie sighed. “Of course we are.”

I entered the tavern. Emma was sitting in there with Jinni. Honey was in the kitchen talking to the health inspector. Emma and Jinni scowled, unhappy to see us.

“Here to make another guess?” Emma deadpanned.

“Nope. Here to arrest a killer,” I said.

Honey poked her head out of the kitchen, brows up.

“Jinni,” I said, “I didn’t realize it before, but you live here year-round. When you said it at the time, it didn’t sink in. Home sweet home, you said. It’s because you’re the caretaker here in winter, aren’t you? Here alone when the place is idle.”

“Oh, leave her be, Tiffany,” Emma said. “She’s had it rough.”

“Yeah,” Honey said, leaving the inspector behind. “Don’t be all judge-y.”

“I’m not,” I said. “Just verifying my suspicions.”

Honey narrowed her eyes at me. “So she can’t afford her own place? So what? Her mom was sick her whole life. Medical bills nearly killed them. She’s finally getting her life together.”

“Good for you,” I said. “I’m thinking a person who lived here a lot, spending time alone, might learn a few secrets about the mansion.”

“Secrets?” Honey said.

“Like the hidden access to the cellar, the attic.”

Jinni’s eyes went down.

“Victor’s room.”

“Stop it right now!” Honey said, standing beside Jinni.

“Those poems you wrote. They weren’t fantasies about murdering Victor. They were love letters to him. Is there a better way to be mean than wishing someone dead?”

Jinni made a noise, a soft sound of panic.

“I’m guessing that’s why Victor was attracted to you. You deleted your profile on the dating app. I’m sure it had some dark poetry on it, 2Hot4U.”

“It was an accident!” she cried. “I never liked it. But it was his only real weirdness. I wanted the lack of attachment.”

“And the abuse? The smashed plates, thrown food?”

“Just an act!”

U/ME, I recalled. “Except he wanted to be just as mean to you.”

“What?”

“He was already mean enough. The governor act, right? And then it fell apart.”

Jinni turned away. “He was an awful man. But he was somebody. Famous. He had money. Life always crapped all over me. I enjoyed being mean for a change. Victor encouraged that. We set up that fake profile for Edna to fall for. He wanted to break her. I wanted to break… anything. He brought that out in me. I embraced it.”

“Unfortunate that your mean little game kept her out of jail. You sent her to an alibi.”

“She hurt Victor. I hurt her.” Not facing me, she shrugged. “It was all part of our relationship.”

“Kinda twisted,” Rosie said.

I noticed that Honey moved a little away from her, not so willing to be her defender now.

“Victor got me. Understood my dark side. All those years, being patient, being a nice girl, letting life plow right through me. It was my turn, a chance to make something out of myself. Not just a cook in a resort, or a caretaker spending months alone.

“In the end, his own desires did him in. It was a terrible, embarrassing accident.” She faced me again. “And that’s all it was.”

“Dark side? What dark side? You’re the nicest person I know,” Honey said.

“I’m sure the police will understand,” Emma said.

I didn’t think so. “You seem dedicated. So what was up with him ignoring you?”

“A mistake. A misunderstanding.”

Rosie had an astute insight. “You thought you were pregnant.”

Jinni didn’t speak.

“And he refused to speak with you?” I asked.

“I wasn’t. I’m not. There’s no way I could afford to raise a child. Victor has his career.”

Rosie snorted. “His career was a reenactor in this village.”

“No. He was returning to the stage. A grand return. We talked about it. How he would take me with him. Broadway.”

“He was taking you to New York City, but he wouldn’t talk to you when you thought you were having his baby?” I said.

“She’s confused. This situation is too much for anyone,” Emma tried.

“When did you get back together?” I asked.

Jinni blinked at me. “What?”

“We’ve seen the emails you sent each other. After you asked why he was ignoring you… nothing.”

“Recently,” she came up with.

“I don’t think so. I think it was over between you. And you wouldn’t accept that. It made you angry. Furious. And your dark side came all the way out.”

“How could I possibly kill him?” Jinni said. “I’m five-foot-nothing, a hundred pounds soaking wet.”

“It’s true, it’s not easy to strangle someone to death. Unless they don’t fight back. If they think you’re just being mean. Then it’s just ten seconds and eleven pounds of pressure here and here,” I touched my neck. “Consciousness quickly flees when the brain is starved of oxygen and blood. The problem is, a person regains consciousness in ten seconds when you let go.”

Jinni stared at me, as if hypnotized.

“To kill someone, it takes at least four minutes, lots of force. More force than you could probably produce with your hands. But Victor’s penchant for meanness made him an easy target. He thought you were just playing at being mean when you were strangling him. But once you knocked him out, you grabbed the garotte, the one you tossed in the fireplace. Just two sticks and a rope. It just looks like kindling on first glance. Maybe it was kindling. Maybe you made it at the scene. Used it on him until he was dead. Then put the noose around his neck.”

Her mouth worked, but no sound came out.

“It left marks on his neck. Telltale marks. If only you could make it look like he killed himself. But you have your dark side. It would surprise me if you didn’t know how to tie a noose. How to get his body suspended? How to fool everyone, including the police?

“Knowing where the secret accesses were in the house, you quickly climbed down, ran to the barn. Took the block and tackle. It probably took time to set it up. All that rope. By the time you were done, it was early morning. You removed your equipment. Returned it to the barn. But there was one thing you needed to perfect the scenario. An item you neglected to leave behind.

“Did you write the suicide note before, or after he died, Jinni? A poem half-plagiarized from a famous poet. You needed something quick. But not quick enough. Because when you returned to leave the note, you found Quentin had discovered Victor’s body.

“Quentin ran out. There aren’t any phones in the mansion. No one can carry a cellphone in the village. He needed to call the cops. That gave you plenty of time to slip through the secret door in the closet.

“We heard you, that hesitant gait you need to use when you move through the narrow hall. But we didn’t see you. There were cops on the scene, but they didn’t see you, either. You were in the walls like a rat. A murderous rat.

“It was no accident. You were enraged. Fuming. Infuriated that he would abandon you and your child. It took a lot of energy, strength, leverage. Not the kind an accident would produce. But you tossed your weapon in the fireplace. Wrapped it up nice and neat. No clue left behind. And not a game that went too far.

“But murder. Cold-blooded murder.”

The inspector came out of the kitchen. He gave us a long look. All of us stood there, staring at each other in silence.

“I didn’t find any poisons. I still need to run a couple tests. But you can reopen in the morning.” He paused, no one reacting. “Hello?”

“Thank you,” Honey said, coming around. “I’ll let Mr. Locandro know.”

“While you’re at it, let him know he can hand the killer over to the cops,” I said. “On a platter.”

“Jinni?” Honey put a hand on her shoulder. Jinni shook it off.

“I’m done.” She hung her head. “Let them take me away.”

I pulled out my phone and called Quentin. “We got her,” I said.

He arrived not long after, with detectives in tow. I was glad I didn’t have to go into another long speech about what Jinni had done. She confessed and was led away.

Emma did a slow turn. “No lead actor, no mansion and now no cook. We’re done as well.”

Honey looked at the door where they’d taken Jinni out.

“I guess you never know.”

“There’s still time for you to find work before the semester begins,” Rosie said. “If you need to.”

“We’re not closing,” Quentin said, the opening door startling Honey. “Get Jinni’s staff in here. One of them can take over. The tavern stays open. We can make a go of it. Stay in business long enough to get the mansion repaired. We still have the guest cabins. A few attractions. Merch.”

Everyone stared at him.

“Well, get on it. Emma, Honey, start making calls. Do I have to do everything around here?” He shook his head and went back out again.

“Wow,” Emma said. “I haven’t seen Quentin this engaged in a long time. Might be too little, too late.”

“Oh, it’s too late for sure,” I said. “And it’s been too little for far too long.”

“What are you saying?” Honey asked.

“I don’t think Quentin will be carrying on in the same capacity,” I said.

“You don’t think he started the fire, do you?” Rosie asked.

“No. He’s too passive for something like that.”

“Passive,” Honey mused. “Good descriptor. Should we bother calling the cooks?”

“Certainly,” I said. “This place is too grand to close down. Even if it has to limp along for a while. But don’t expect things to carry on as they have been.”

Nodding to Rosie, I headed out. Back to the cabins. A comfortable bed. Potentially a nap.

“What did you mean by all that at the end?” Rosie lay down on the other bed, phone in her hands. “You think Quentin is guilty of something?”

I walked over to the long AC unit. When I turned it on, it didn’t blow cold air.

“I’m sure of it. Not exactly guilty of something as guilty of nothing. It’s going to take a lot of sorting out. I think Mr. Locandro, our Mr. Locandro, is going us to want to cut this work-cation short.”

Giving up on the AC, I shut it off and opened a window.

“This has been way too exciting for a work-cation. I’m ready to get out of here,” Rosie said, eyes on her phone. “Of course, I did get the chance to do some acting. A little stressful, jumping right in from zero to sixty. But a good time once it got going. Pretty cool hat.”

“Speaking of pretty cool hat—”

Rosie sat up. “We never found the Desert Dogs cap!”

“That’ll teach me. I guess things that are the most special are fleeting,” I said.

Rosie did some tapping on her phone. “Maybe we can find you another one. Oh…”

“I already looked. It was a limited run. Too expensive for me to replace it now. Well, rationally, I shouldn’t spend that kind of money on a ball cap. Even if it was my favorite of all time. We’ll see.”

“Why didn’t you ask Jinni before the cops took her to jail?”

“I was caught up in the moment. At the time, the hat was the farthest thing from my mind.”

“I get it. You were on a roll.”

“Now it’s time to roll back home. After we get a decent night's sleep. On real beds.” I reached down to my purse and lifted out my phone. Charles Locandro needed a call. Even if I didn’t relish the thought.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


“Why are you punishing me?”

Usually, I loved Charles Locandro’s office. The theme was Mondrian, including an original painting by the artist and décor that mirrored that artwork. The coffee was good. His secretary, Kyla, made the best and usually served in with a silver set. Fancy-schmancy. Guest chairs were comfy and didn’t squeak. It was a relaxing place to debrief.

But not today.

Quentin sat next to Rosie and me this time.

“You know none of that stuff was my fault. I had nothing to do with it. Zero control over those people. The fire was electrical. An accident. And I worked my butt off to keep it going. Ask them. Right, Tiff? Rosie?”

Charles held up a hand. “I have questions about the murder. You can wait your turn to whine, Cuz.”

“I’m not whining,” Quentin said under his breath.

“She seemed nice. Not like a murderer at all. Was it being associated with Victor that set her off? Started her on that path? Maybe. Although from her poems, I’d have to say she harbors a lot of darkness. Jinni just hides it well,” I said.

“Who cares about that? We’re talking about the business, here,” Quentin said.

“Quentin. Shut up.” Charles faced me again.

“You found out she had the run of the place when Hancock’s Hamlet was closed for the season. I supposed being stuck there alone might make you stir crazy. You’d want to explore every corner of that old mansion. She knew about the secret passageways.

“My question is this: you found the stolen items in Edna’s suitcase. Was she the kleptomaniac? Was that unrelated?”

“No. It wasn’t just that Jinni fully explored the mansion. She had the keys. Master keys. While I can’t say for sure, and I doubt we’ll ever know, I think she did steal personal items from people to plant on them. The plan was to murder anyone who got in her way. Who got too close. Jinni had the ammunition to make pretend suicides look like the real thing. At least in her mind.

“It was no big deal for her to get into Edna’s room, steal her go-bag, and replace her clothes with the stolen goods,” I said.

“And it was ingenious. We thought for sure she was the killer. Victor’s stolen pen had written the suicide note for sure. And Edna was crazy for cursive. By planting the rest on Edna, it was almost a sure bet that the cops would like her for the murder,” Rosie said.

“Plus, Jinni had access to Emma’s room. Her books on poison plants. She didn’t need to watch her YouTube channel to make a poisoned breakfast sandwich,” I said. “All she had to do was identify the right mushroom and cut it up fine enough to go unnoticed.”

“I don’t want you thinking I just gave her the master keys to the place,” Quentin said. “She must have had a set made.”

Charles ignored his cousin.

“So, Victor Standish was egotistical enough to think he could handle the three women he’d tossed aside. Thought he was too smart for them. He didn’t know that playing with their emotions was playing with fire. You could almost say he deserved it,” Charles Locandro said.

“Victor’s pitting one lover against another was really how we caught Jinni,” I said. “In that way, he did lead us to his killer.”

“I’m glad that’s sorted,” Charles said. “Wouldn’t want an unsolved murder hanging over the place. Or worse, that an innocent person went to jail over it. But that brings us to another mystery.”

Charles turned in his chair and faced his cousin.

“Not my fault,” Quentin said.

Charles stared him down. “The mystery of why Hancock’s Hamlet never turns a profit.”

“Expenses. That’s the long and short of it. Old buildings need a lot of upkeep. Even then, you can lose them to a fire like we did. Insurance is another big expense. We barely manage to keep our heads above water, but I see to it that we’re never running in the red,” Quentin said. “Your investigators saw how hard I work.”

I looked at him carefully. “Here’s the thing, Quentin. It took a while to crack the scam.”

“Scam? What scam are you talking about?”

“At first, I didn’t get it,” I admitted. “I found a double bill for power. The addresses were slightly different, but they were for the same place, the village. I wondered why that would be. Maybe the guest cabins were billed separately? Obviously, they’d use a lot more electricity. There were hardly any outlets in the mansion. We couldn’t plug in our phones and computer at the same time.”

“Old buildings,” he shrugged.

“Right. Old buildings that require maintenance. A lot of it. Many different contractors. General, plumbing, and electrical.”

He became very still when I said electrical.

“Rosie and went through your filing cabinet. Everything seemed in place, paid on time, nothing outstanding. The contractors were paid. Which is really weird.”

“Why would that be weird?”

“Because even though you paid electric contractors a whole lot of money, the fire was caused by faulting wiring. Very old wiring that hadn’t been replaced. The job cost thousands of dollars. Money you paid, Quentin. Yet the work wasn’t done. You in fact were responsible for the mansion fire.”

“Maybe they just didn’t do the work!” Quentin said. “I got ripped off!”

“Well, that’s possible, I suppose. Except you contracted with HVAC people to work on the air conditioning in the guest cabins. Guess what? The AC doesn’t work in them. I’m assuming that’s why we weren’t staying in one?”

“Things break all the time. Expenses. I’m telling you.”

“The biggest one of all was the fire suppression system. All public buildings have to have sprinklers. You paid to have that installed as well, at great expense. Yet half the governor’s mansion burned down.”

Quentin’s face reddened and turned shiny.

“We have pictures of the paid invoices. They came out of your filing cabinets. None of that work was every done. How long has this been going on?” Charles demanded. “How long have you been pocketing your so-called expenses, Quentin?”

“I can explain everything. It’s all down to unions. To shoddy workmanship. Bad contractors,” Quentin said. “They aren’t just ripping off me, they’re ripping off you, Charles.”

“I’m pretty certain I know where any ripping off is coming from,” Charles said. “Go wait in the hall.”

“Are you firing me? Suing me?” Quentin shrunk in on himself.

“Let me think about it. Go wait in the hall.”

“Why won’t you listen—”

Charles stood up, pointing. “Go!”

I shrank back. I’d never seen the man angry before. Quentin had, I figured. He stopped talking and slumped out the door.

Adjusting his tie, Charles sat back down. “Sorry about that. Kyla?”

He pushed a button on his desk. Moments later, the secretary with supermodel looks smiled and carried in a tray from the outer office. Coffee at last.

“Here you go, Tiff,” Kyla said, pouring me a mug. “Rosie.”

Finished, she returned to her desk, closing the door between.

“That girl sure has poise,” Rosie said.

Charles sipped his coffee. “Glad to be home?”

“More than usual,” I smiled. “Very nice to be back.”

“Can’t beat this town,” Rosie agreed.

He set down his cup. “I never meant to put you in any danger.”

“You couldn’t know,” I shrugged. “Quentin never would have hurt us. He’s a little too squirrely for that. No one expects an insane poet to start killing people.”

“Nonetheless, I sent you there. In addition to your usual rate, you can expect a bonus.”

“Because you feel guilty?” Rosie asked.

Locandro did a face shrug. “Yes.”

Shut up, Rosie, I didn’t say.

“If you wanted a recommendation for a better manager, I’d go with Honey. First, I thought she was just a girl who took tickets. But she does the reservations, the calendar, acts as a medic and deals with all the stuff Quentin was too chicken to do himself,” I said.

“I may ask her if she’d like the position. She’s in nursing school, according to her employee records. We’ll have to see.”

“As far as the rest of the place goes, there isn’t much to report. We didn’t get a taste of the place in full swing, with overnight guests or bachelorette parties, the big kick-off carnival. We were definitely getting Hancock’s Hamlet Lite. But I bet if it’s run right, it would be highly successful,” I said.

“It has been in the past. If I hadn’t been guilted into hiring my cousin…” Charles let the thought go. “Well, I’ll still employ him. Perhaps as a maintenance engineer.”

“That’s a fancy title for janitor, right?” Rosie said.

“Indeed.”

“Well, I guess that’s all. We’ll just pick up our check from Kyla and get out of your hair,” I said.

“Let you get on with scaring the pants off your cousin,” Rosie said.

“Absolutely. Send him in please.”

When we reached the door, he stopped us.

“One more thing,” Charles said.

When we faced him, he reached into a desk drawer. Then threw something to me like a frisbee. I gasped when I caught it. “A Desert Dogs Lacrosse hat!”

“Welcome home, Tiffany.” He gave me a smile.

A little stunned, I followed Rosie into the outer office. She picked up the envelope from Kyla.

“Did you have something to do with this?” I put my hat on my head.

She shrugged. “Maybe we can’t afford to buy exclusive hats, but Mr. Locandro sure can.”

“Well, thanks, but…”

Rosie stopped when we walked into the hall. “Your cousin wants to see you.”

Quentin stood leaning against the wall. With a nod, he walked into the office.

“But what?” Rosie said.

I took a breath. “I didn’t actually lose my hat. When we got home, it was on my dresser. I never put it in my suitcase.”

“Well, maybe that hat should go to me, then,” Rosie said.

Both my hands went to my head. Defensively? Then I took it off. “You’re right. How many Desert Dogs hats do I need?”

“Oh, I’m kidding. I don’t follow lacrosse. Keep it as a spare. Maybe you’ll wear the other one more often. You know, show your Vegas pride,” she said.

“I show my Vegas pride every day, hat or not,” I said.

“Right on. Let’s go bug the Spider-man performers on Fremont Street or take in the view from the Strat. Drink it all in. It’s good to be home.”

It sure was, I thought to myself.

Las Vegas really was the best place in the world. What could possibly go wrong?
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Note from the author: THANK YOU!

And Please, Please Leave A Review

Thank you so much for reading my books!

I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review. Even just a few words help!

An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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