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			~1~

			Fiona glanced up from working on student progress reports to check on her kindergarten class. Pleased, her lips lifted into a satisfied arch. Ah, how nice. All of the students were sitting quietly at their tables tracing the letter M with a green crayon. They were on task. What a perfectly lovely sight. What a perfectly lovely few moments. Feeling confident she had at least five…maybe six more minutes of the quiet, focused moments, she returned to her reports. She wanted them completed and sent out to parents before open-house next week, except at that very moment the tranquility shattered.

			“Okay! I’m done! Raise your hand if you want to go home!” Shayla Weston’s not so tiny voice was filled with the fervor of a coup d’état.

			Fiona expelled a haggard sigh. Truly, it wasn’t necessary to look up to see whose voice had fragmented the peace. Except, it was a natural impulse for the kindergarten teacher’s head to jerk up at such outbursts within her classroom. Sure enough, Shayla stood with her hands planted on her hips and a determined, cocky expression on her face. Her primly spiraled ponytail bobbed, and her lips puckered with pure impertinence as she glanced about the room at her classmates. Fiona was impressed that she wasn’t standing on the table. Nonetheless, it was evident she was feeling most victorious by the unopposed attention. Of course, most of the children had raised their hands. Poof! Those perfectly lovely, satisfying moments Fiona had experienced mere seconds ago were gone.  

			Gone. 

			Gone. 

			Gone.

			The little girl reminded Fiona, in many ways, of Junie B. Jones. Her declaration was something Miss Jones might impulsively blurt out. Oh, yes, Shayla Weston had been a real challenge since the very first day of school. Scratch that. She’d been a challenge since the very first hour. Fiona didn’t necessarily dislike Shayla. She simply had to work a little harder to like her.

			“Shayla…” Fiona managed a calm but firm tone with the youngster. Shayla’s eyes met her teacher’s. “Could you come to my desk, please?” Grudgingly, the little girl marched toward the front of the room. Not as brazen or bold as she, her classmate’s hands soon started to fall from the air. They quickly grabbed up their crayons to return to their projects. By the time Shayla arrived at Fiona’s desk, she had opened the middle drawer. Of course, there was the standard long tray filled with pencils, pens, markers, paperclips, a yellow ruler, and some loose change that jangled as the drawer jerked open. The tablet the school had issued for attendance, emails to parents or faculty members, and such was folded into its blue leather cover laying handily off to the right. Directly next to the tablet was another tray that held four piles of colored index cards: green, yellow, blue, and red.

			Each child in Fiona’s class, and other classes as well, had a pocket calendar with their name on it that hung on a large bulletin board along the back wall of the classroom. Fiona would decorate the board in accordance with the season while incorporating the month they were in across the top of the bulletin board. The pockets were numbered to represent the day of the month. Each day the students earned a colored index card to indicate their behavior or attitude for that day. The parents were informed of what color their kindergartener received on a daily basis in their take-home folders.

			Green: Very good. The student was cooperative and well behaved.

			Yellow: Warning. The student was on the edge of falling into the blue category.

			Blue: Loss of privileges. The student may have had to sit-out recess or special activities.

			Red: Poor behavior. The student was disruptive and may have been sent to visit Principal Britton.

			Fiona plucked a yellow card from the drawer and held it out toward Shayla. The little girl scowled at the card. Her shoulders rose and fell in rhythm with her long-suffering sigh. For that extra dramatic touch, she rolled her eyes then snatched the card from Fiona’s fingers, stomped to the back of the room, and shoved it into the appropriate pocket. Attitude. If there was one thing Shayla was not lacking, it was attitude. To make matters worse, tomorrow was Shayla’s birthday. Her mother had sent an email announcing she’d be sending cupcakes into school to celebrate the event. Fiona would have to figure a way to downplay the child’s overactive ego. Yikes, that should prove to be quite the harrowing job. Just then, the bell rang heralding the twenty-minute notice until bus calls would begin. Fiona let out a sigh. The end of the day was very near.

			

		

After the children were tucked into their jackets and had been shepherded onto their buses, Fiona returned to her classroom to tidy up before leaving for home. The progress reports lay in piles on her desk. She gathered up the reports first thing so none would be misplaced. When she took up the large manila envelope stationed at the corner of her desk to slip the reports inside, a small white envelope fell to the floor, face down. Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t recognize the envelope. She didn’t remember seeing one on her desk earlier in the day. 

			Settling the manila envelope into the lower left drawer of her desk, she bent down to retrieve the small envelope. There was nothing written or typed on the front. She ripped it open to pull out a small, folded piece of paper. She unfurled the paper to read a typed message:

			Sheridan Park, September 25, 2005

			It was not a suicide.

			Fiona blinked back. Immediately, her eyes flashed to her classroom doorway. Where had the note come from? Who had placed the note under the manila envelope and when? She hurried to the door, peering up the hallway and down. Garbed in their jackets, Serena Benson, the music teacher, and the librarian, Julia Bell, were making their way down the hall toward the exit.

			“Serena…Julia,” she called out. The two women turned. “Did you see anyone go in or out of my room during bus calls?” Each shook their head, no.

			“Was something taken?” Julia inquired.

			“No. I was just wondering. Thanks.”

			“Have a good evening,” Serena said.

			“Thanks, you too.” With that, the two women continued down the hall.

			Plopping against the door jamb, Fiona searched her mind. Sheridan Park was but a stone’s throw from Langley High School, her very own alma mater. Back in the day, students who were skipping class were known to hang out at Sheridan Park. Not that Fiona would pull such a trick—her mother would have killed her. Both her mother and father were teachers at Langley, so she and her younger brother, Chad, walked a fairly straight line. Frankly, Chad was far more creative when it came to stepping out of line than she was. 

			September 25, 2005 was quite some time ago. Hm…2005…2005…she was still in school—middle school, eighth grade to be exact. 

			She tapped the note against her fingers, thoughtfully.

			Fiona wanted to get home to start dinner for Nathan, only the pertinence of the enigmatic place and date on the note was itching at her. She found herself staring at her desk. Yep, she was feeling the need to satisfy that itch. After all, it would only take a few moments to retrieve the information. Without further pause, she hurried to her desk, pulled open the middle drawer, snatched up the tablet, then plopped down into her chair. 

			Biting her lower lip, she typed into the tablet: Suicide in Sheridan Park, September 25, 2005. Ah, the wonderland that is technology. Information within the time it takes for one to take a breath, and indeed, a headline along with a snippet from a newspaper article promptly appeared. 

			Langley High School teacher found dead in Sheridan Park

			Fiona’s eyebrows rose. Though the teacher’s name didn’t kindle her recollection, there was no lack of information about his death. At least a dozen newspaper articles were listed, his obituary, even a Cold Case YouTube video was available on the subject. She clicked on the first article to skim for a quick morsel of information. 

			James (Jimmy) Arnold, a math teacher at Langley High School was found dead last evening in a remote area of Sheridan Park. He was discovered inside his vehicle with a single gunshot wound directly into his heart. 

			Yes, she was beginning to remember.

			She sagged back into her chair, digging deeper into her recall.  

			The circumstances surrounding his death were all the talk for many weeks. Wait a minute. She remembered Mom and Dad’s intense whispers about someone’s untimely demise over after-dinner coffee. Those covert conversations seemed to last for quite a few weeks. They were the kind of exchanges that came to an abrupt halt when she would come into a room. Her parents would immediately seize their coffee mugs and take a greedy gulp as if they hadn’t been talking at all. And then they would insist she go to her room to begin her homework. One remembers this sort of behavior, especially when it continues for weeks. 

			So…is that who they were whispering about? Jimmy Arnold? She knew firsthand how upsetting and heartbreaking the murder of a fellow teacher could be, especially if they were a friend. Not to mention her parents, Nancy and Garrett Quinn, were fairly old school. They were the type who did not wish to upset the children with such discussions. Maybe her parents weren’t terribly off base. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad protocol. Kids seem to know everything nowadays. Seriously, everything.

			Unfortunately, the particulars or rumors surrounding Jimmy Arnold’s death had faded over the parade of years. People move on with their lives. Time blanketed the event with apathy closely followed by forgetfulness.

			Fiona’s mom and dad had retired from their teaching positions at Langley High School almost four years ago and were now living in Daytona Beach. Fiona had no doubt Mom would remember the man and the event. Most likely, Mom would recall every detail. However, the big questions remained. Why would someone put the note on her desk? Seriously, what was she supposed to do about a questionable suicide from 2005? If it was questionable. True, she was newly married to a homicide detective, but no one knew about that, well, except for a few select people. She and Nathan had gotten married spontaneously last summer while on a Caribbean cruise and had decided to keep their nuptials quiet. Fiona feared her parents would feel jilted by not giving her a big wedding, so they told her parents they were engaged and planned to have a wedding in the near future. Regardless if the individual knew of her relationship with homicide Detective Nathan Landry, why wouldn’t they go to the police? And why were they coming forward after all these years? Hm.

			Intrigued, but feeling rushed, Fiona turned the tablet off, shoved it back into its nest, closed the drawer, then took up her jacket and backpack to hurry out of the classroom. She’d get that roast in the oven and start collecting intel on Jimmy Arnold’s death to discuss with Nathan over dinner. Now she would be free to obsess over those other pesky questions niggling at her on the way home and, of course, while she was preparing the roast. Hey, maybe she’d have time to call Mom to see what she remembered about Mr. Arnold’s death.

			


		
When Fiona arrived home, she released her little white Maltese, Harriet, from the confines of her kennel to rush out into the yard. While Harriet was doing her thing outside, Fiona jogged up the stairs to slip into a pair of comfy, heather gray sweats. She didn’t have to search long and hard to find them, the soft gray sweats were lying on the red chair positioned in the corner of the room along with a pair of Nathan’s jeans. Discarding her black slacks and light blue sweater set onto the bed, she slipped into the sweats. Ah, this was the best part of the day, taking off work clothes and stepping into something comfortable and soft. She turned toward her vanity where she kept her engagement and wedding ring in a lovely silver box. This too was the best part of the day, slipping her rings onto her left ring finger, then pausing to admire them. She would love to wear the rings to school, change her name to Landry, but her marriage to Nathan was a secret, for now. Pulling the note from the pocket of her sweater set and stuffing it into the pocket of her sweats, she trotted back downstairs where Harriet was scratching at the door.

			“Come on, baby girl,” She held the door open for the little bundle of fluff. Yipping merrily, Harriet danced around Fiona’s ankles until her mistress scooped her up to kiss her snout. Fiona dug her cell phone from the front pocket of her backpack, then trotted into the kitchen to turn the oven on. After checking to see if she had any messages, she tossed the phone onto the kitchen table, then set Harriet on the floor. 

			Fiona was most proud of herself. She’d chopped up all the vegetables she’d be tossing in the roasting bag with the meat this morning before leaving for school. All she really had left to do was put everything together into a roasting bag and stuff it all into the oven. Voila! 

			Okay, truth be told, she wasn’t always so organized. She had been feeling unusually motivated this morning. Pulling the roasting pan from the lower cabinet and placing it on the counter, she decided she’d call Mom while she was prepping the potatoes. As she took the roast from the fridge and began to unwrap it, her cell phone played a tune while vibrating in place on the table.

			No need to call Mom. 

			The phone’s screen announced Nancy J. Quinn. The timing wasn’t exactly as she’d hoped it would be, but it would have to do. She pressed the talk button, then the speaker button, and set the phone on a plastic stand stationed on the window sill so she could move about while talking to Mom.

			“Hi, Mom, how’re things going?” Fiona returned to the fridge to fetch the container of sliced-up veggies.

			“I thought I’d call you to ask the same question,” Mom said.

			Uh, oh, she had that tone. She’d called for a reason, and Fiona knew exactly what the reason was. Mom wanted to know if she and Nathan had set a wedding date. Yikes. The fact was, she and Nathan were in no hurry to set a wedding date. In all honesty, the wedding would be more of a pacifier than a wedding. A chance for her father to walk her down the aisle while Mom sat in the front pew gently dabbing tears from her eyes with a tissue. Not to mention a keen opportunity for Chad to roll his eyes and make snarky comments under his breath. Still, planning the wedding was tougher than she or Nathan had expected. It was like trying to find time to paint a room that had already been painted the exact color you desired. The job was done. The pictures replaced on the walls and furniture pushed back into place. End of story. Only they’d dug a rather deep hole and needed to cover it over or fill it up with something, like a wedding.

			Fiona cleared her throat. “Things are going great. I’m busy making dinner for Nathan.” She placed the roast in a bag, then opened the container of vegetables.

			“The last time I called you were making dinner for Nate. How many times a week does he eat there?”

			“Um…er…almost every night, I guess.” She dumped the veggies into the bag with the roast, then proceeded to tie the bag up.

			“Honestly, it sounds like you two are way too comfortable. Are you going to be one of those couples who are engaged for six years, Fiona?”

			“I don’t think—”

			“Good. Look, I’ve made arrangements for a wedding planner to visit with you Friday evening at seven. Maybe if you sit down with a planner it will get things moving in the right direction, like a wedding date, for example. Her name is CeeCee Belfast. She owns, Cookies, Cakes and a Wedding to Celebrate. Not the smartest name for a company, although I’m sure she thinks so, much too cutesy for my liking, but she came highly recommended.”

			“I’m not sure we’re—”

			“Oh, c’mon, Fiona Nicole. Just visit with one wedding planner. See how it goes, and we’ll take it from there.”

			Rolling her eyes at Harriet, looking up at her from the floor, Fiona placed the roasting pan in the oven. Clearly, there was no getting out of the appointment. “Okay, Friday at seven. CeeCee Belfast. Got it. Now, I’ve got something I’d like to discuss with you. Do you remember, Jim Arnold? The math teacher who was found dead in his car in Sheridan Park in 2005?”

			A long silence followed Fiona’s inquiry. Finally, Mom’s reply came slow and cautious. “Yes, of course, I remember Jim’s death.” Another long pause. “Why are you asking about it?”

			Fiona eased into a kitchen chair. It felt good to sit down and relax after a long day with a roomful of rambunctious kindergartners. She couldn’t wait for the smell of the roast to waft throughout the house as it got hot and juicy. In the meantime, she explained about the note she’d found under the student’s progress reports at the end of her day. “I figured you’d remember Mr. Arnold—”

			“Oh, I remember that womanizing, scumbag all right.” She blew out a disgusted breath. “I hope the whole Jimmy Arnold murder investigation isn’t going to be dredged up again after all this time.”

			“Depending on if the police take this note seriously, or if more should show up, and how Nathan’s department responds. I suppose it could. Why?”

			Mom left her question hanging on the phone line long enough that Fiona thought they may have been disconnected. Then she heard yet another agonized sigh. “Because I was a suspect, that’s why.”

			

		

~2~

			It was close to seven o’clock when Fiona heard Nathan press through the front door with a bang and several hard thuds. Harriet rushed from the kitchen barking and growling at the ruckus and the final slap of the screen door against the jamb.

			Thump

			Thump

			Yelp!

			“Oops, sorry Harriet,” Nathan said, followed by several clangs from the caging of the little dog’s kennel stationed in the foyer.

			With all the clatter reverberating from the foyer, Fiona feared a major catastrophe was in progress. Wiping her hands on a dishtowel, she scurried down the short hallway toward the area only to find her husband setting a large, unidentified object on the floor. Nathan had been slowly moving some of his stuff from his apartment into the house. Except for this gizmo, this thing was rather strange looking.

			To date, he hadn’t brought anything into the house that she’d disapproved of, but she wasn’t too sure about…this. Their eyes met. His smile stretched wide across his handsome face. “Honey, I’m home,” he sang out, then pulling her close, kissed her lips.

			When she stepped back from the embrace, she had an opportunity to get a closer look at the…lamp. Yes, that’s what it was. At least, that’s what she believed it to be. It had a lampshade, a very large, aged, faded, totally out of fashion lamp shade. The black metal base encased three large, round lights in the center: red, yellow, and green. The lamp appeared to have been constructed from some kind of light, but she could not identify what kind of light it was. What in God’s name was Nathan doing with this…thing? More importantly, what did he plan to do with it? Fiona made an attempt at pleasantry. “Sooo, what do we have here?”

			Nathan stepped back, throwing his hands out in a grand presentation fashion. “It’s a lamp! It’s been in my family for years. My great grandfather, Roy Landry made it. He worked for the railroad. He was an engineer.” It was most obvious he could see the doubt or perhaps derision in Fiona’s expression. He held up a halting hand while fumbling for the lamp’s electric cord with the other. “Wait, let me show you what it does.”

			Oh, goody, it does tricks.

			Now Fiona knew exactly how Ralphie’s mom felt when the old man’s major award had been delivered to their home. The poor woman stood back while he ripped out the straw packing from the wooden crate marked Fragile to expose the infamous leg lamp. Although she was certain the lamp Nathan had brought into their home wouldn’t generate a “soft glow of electric sex,” there was no way this lamp, unlike the leg lamp, would grace their front window. Finally, the lamp was plugged in and Nathan twisted the switch. 

			Taking several fleeting steps backward, Fiona flinched.

			The lamp let out an ear-piercing ringing while the lights took turns flashing, red, then green, then yellow, and then back to red. The lights were brighter than she could have ever expected them to be, almost blinding. 

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			Harriet let out a loud yelp, tucked her tiny tail, then darted into the living room to slide under the couch. Peeking out from her hiding place, the horrified Maltese howled back at the ghastly creature in the foyer.

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			Nathan quickly turned the switch so that only the 60-watt bulb under the shade was illuminated. “Sorry, I’d forgotten how loud the alarm could be. It’s a railroad crossing light. That’s why it’s so bright. So…so you can see it in the heaviest of fog, and loud enough that you can hear it when approaching the crossing. Of course, I never turn on the alarm. I would’a been evicted from my apartment.” Grinning, he stood back to admire it. “It’s really somethin’, isn’t it?”

			Fiona simply didn’t know how to respond. She’d been to Nathan’s apartment a few times, but she did not remember seeing the lamp. Nathan’s apartment was rather bare, so she was confident she wouldn’t have missed the menacing lamp if it had been in the living room. 

			Wait.

			Wait just one minute. 

			Was this some kind of prank Nathan and Wyatt had cooked up? She studied his face. No, Nathan wasn’t that good of an actor, and his admiration for his great grandfather’s lamp seemed genuine. 

			Hokay, she needed to tread lightly. She didn’t want to hurt Nathan’s feelings. After all, this was his home too, and the lamp was a family heirloom…of sorts. Regardless, she feared her face was giving away what she was thinking. I can’t put that in our living room. I’m not sure I can put that anywhere. She had to come up with something. Anything.

			“Ya know…” Planting her left hand on her hip, she waggled her right finger at him as if she were trying to call the lamp into her memory banks. “I don’t remember seeing this lamp in your apartment. Where did you keep it?”

			“I kept it on my desk in the spare bedroom. It gives off a lot of light. It’s the room I always kept the door shut because it was so messy. I don’t think you were ever in there. At least, I hope not,” Nathan explained.

			“Oh…”

			Still peering out from under the couch, Harriet let out a fierce growl. Clearly, she wasn’t afraid to voice her opinion of the monster. Nor was the little Maltese worried about hurting Nathan’s feelings.

			The timer on the oven dinged.

			“Oh! The rolls are ready and so is the roast. Why don’t you get Harriet out from under the couch, and I’ll get dinner on the table.” She’d never been so relieved for a meal to be ready.

			“Ah, poor Harriet. I guess I scared her half to death with that silly alarm. Don’t worry, I won’t set it off again. We’ll find just the right spot for great grandpa’s lamp. Where do you want me to put it for now?”

			“Um, you can just leave it right there,” Fiona said over her shoulder as she made her way toward the kitchen.

			It took Nathan some time to show up at the dinner table. Fiona peeked into the living room several times to check on his progress in coaxing Harriet from under the couch. After making a trip into the kitchen to fetch treats from the pantry, he got down on his knees to try coercing Harriet from under the couch. No luck. A few minutes later, she saw him snatch a few of her favorite toys from a basket Fiona kept in the room. No way. Finally, he came to the conclusion that he simply had no choice, if he wanted his supper anytime soon, he’d have to lug the lamp upstairs. Once the evil demon was out of Harriet’s sight, Nathan was able to cajole her from her hiding place. 

			While trying to stifle a giggle, Fiona smiled at her husband when he stepped into the kitchen carrying the little bundle of fluff. He set Harriet on the floor, then he took his seat. Nathan let out a careworn sigh. “I’m sure glad she came out from under there. I’m starvin’ and that roast smells delicious.”

			“Good. I made your favorite potatoes, garlic and parsley.”

			Nathan stilled. “I love those. But…you made them with real butter, right? Not that margarine stuff, unsalted butter, right?”

			Fiona patted his head on her way to her chair. “Yes, Nathan. I made them just the way you like them. It’s way too early in our marriage for me to try to kill you by using something as lethal as margarine in your food.”

			“That’s a relief. So, you don’t like the lamp?”

			Fiona stiffened in her seat. “No, no, I do…I do like the lamp.”

			“That’s funny, cuz I’m getting vibes that you don’t.” Nathan forked a piece of roast from the platter.

			“Well, it’s just that it’s rather…big, and large and…” Nathan tapped his fingertips on the table. “Maybe if we got a new shade…maybe a new lamp shade might…um…brighten it up. I mean, not to be picky or fussy, but that shade is a bit…old and outdated.” Nathan was giving her a look. She’d better think fast. “I know, why don’t we put it somewhere until I can find just the right shade to replace the old one. How would that be?”

			Nathan scooped some potatoes from the serving bowl. “Okay, like where?”

			Think, Fiona, think. Where can you stick that lamp that would be out of sight, and out of mind, and perhaps become, with any luck at all, forgotten?

			Her eyes brightened.

			Her lips curled.

			“Let’s put it upstairs in Grandma Ev’s apartment. Just until I’m able to find a new shade for it.” A change of subject would be brilliant right about now, so Fiona went for it. She pulled the mysterious note she’d found in her classroom a few hours ago from her pocket. “I want you to take a look at this.” She slid the note across the table.

			Stuffing a forkful of potatoes into his mouth, Nathan picked up the note to read it. His eyebrows raised. “Weird. Where did this come from?” He handed the note back, then stabbed a piece of roast with his fork.

			Fiona explained how the note fell to the floor when she was gathering up her student progress reports. “So, what do you think?”

			Nathan lifted an indifferent shoulder. Around a mouthful of meat, he muttered, “Not much.”

			She sighed. “I guess I didn’t do a very good job explaining. I did a little research while dinner was cooking. Jimmy Arnold, a teacher from Langley High School, was found dead in Sheridan Park on that date. From what I gather, the police could never be sure if it was a suicide or a murder. The case has never been solved to this day. This note suggests there’s someone out there who has information on the case.”

			Again, he shrugged. “I understand what the note suggests. Fact is, anyone could have planted that note. A fellow teacher who’s playing a little joke on you, anyone at all who had access to your classroom when you took your kids down for music or art or gym class. However, if this note is indeed from a serious witness, and this person has pertinent information on a cold case, they need to take it to the police.”

			“I spoke to my mom about this man’s death. She used some pretty strong words to describe him, womanizer and scumbag. Sounds like Jimmy Arnold wasn’t a well-liked individual.”

			“At least, not by your mother. Even if he wasn’t well-liked, even if he was a womanizer or a scumbag, the note has no credibility, Fiona. There has to be a sound reason for a case to be reopened, a witness comes forward, new information or evidence has been unearthed, stuff like that. A vague note doesn’t cut it. Sorry, darlin’.”

			Fiona leaned forward. “Did I mention my mother was a suspect in this investigation?”

			The right side of his mouth hitched. “As much fun as that sounds, my unit has cases coming out of our…eh…we’re very busy. Get me a note with more information than a date, place, and accusation, then we’ll talk. Maybe.”

			She sagged back in her chair. He was right, of course. The note was rather flimsy, and she had to wonder if there would be anymore. Nonetheless, she was captivated. Mom had ended their telephone conversation rather abruptly. It was most apparent she didn’t wish to discuss the math teacher’s death nor her involvement in the case. She was hopeful she’d be able to get Mom to open up after she’d calmed down. It didn’t really matter. Fiona had every intention of investigating Jimmy Arnold’s premature end.

			


		
~3~

			Freshly showered, shaved, and dressed for his day, Nathan made his way down the staircase. As his foot made purchase with the first floor, he heard the squeaky turn of the knob, and the crash of water against the shower stall wall. He and Fiona had only been married several months, but they had a finely tuned morning routine worked out. He entertained a strong hunch Harriet’s routine hadn’t changed a bit. The eight-pound bed hog was still sprawled dead center of the comforter snoring up a storm when he kissed Fiona goodbye, then headed downstairs to grab a cup of coffee and hurry out the door.

			Nathan came to a dead stop the moment he entered the kitchen. His body stiffened. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. His railroad lamp, the one he was certain Fiona hated, and the very lamp she’d made him schlep up to the attic apartment where her grandmother’s spirit still resided, was presently perched in the middle of the kitchen table. Totally dumbfounded, he stared at the lamp as if it had just smacked him across the head.

			His astonishment was interrupted by a loud pop from the coffeemaker on the counter. Fiona’s ghostly grandmother, Evelyn Burrell, who lived in the attic apartment while Fiona was a teen remained in the house after her death. Ev never actually made a personal appearance, but she made her presence known by doing little things, like she’d make coffee every morning. That’s right, when Fiona and he woke up, they could smell the pleasing aroma of fresh coffee brewing from the kitchen below. 

			The ghost loved to play tricks on him, turning lights out after he’d just turned them on, moving a candy dish out of his reach. Yeah, she liked to toy with his patience. Time and again, Fiona had reassured him that was her late grandmother’s way of showing that she liked or approved of him. However, this morning he had to wonder whose patience she was toying with now? After all, it was Fiona who wanted the lamp staged in Grandma’s apartment until she could find an appropriate replacement for the old, faded, out of style lampshade. At least, that’s the tall tale she told to get the lamp out of sight and out of mind. When he carried the lamp to the third floor, he placed it on the coffee table. It was the closest place to the stairs and seemed like the best spot. 

			Nathan considered Grandma Ev’s apartment a rather peculiar part of the house. The apartment spanned the entire third floor and had been left undisturbed, as it was when she was among the living. The large space seemed to be locked snugly away somewhere in the 1990s. Even the technology reflected an era gone by like the old analog TV accompanied by a VCR along with two short stacks of VHS tapes piled on a stand in a small area dedicated as the living room. Several old photographs in aged, gold frames sat next to the old TV. One photo was of a woman and a man, Nathan figured the man to be Fiona’s grandfather and the woman, grandma. Another was taken, probably in the 1970s, of three older women. He recognized one as Gram and the other two were most likely her sisters, Alberta and Anna. The third picture was very old. It depicted a woman of approximately twenty-three or so—Lucille, Gram’s sister who’d died when she twenty-five in the confines of a mental institution. The coffee table where he’d left the lamp was stationed in front of a green chenille couch and gold wing-back chair now covered with sheets. 

			Problem was, the lamp was no longer on the coffee table in Grandma’s apartment. It appeared Fiona’s grandmother wasn’t going to let her granddaughter off so easily. It appeared the ghostly granny had deposited the lamp right back into the mix. 

			You go, Grandma.

			Hm. Should he get his coffee and leave, allowing Fiona to find the lamp on the table when she descended the stairs to fetch her morning Joe? Nah, she’d suspect he’d gotten up after she’d fallen asleep and carried the lamp downstairs. If she had such a notion, his new wife was giving him way too much credit. Sleep was way too important.

			Nathan made his way back to the staircase. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket to check the time. Yikes, he needed to leave now or he’d be late. He took a step toward the door, then turned back. It would be so worth it to see the look on her face when she saw the lamp on the table. He heard the squeal of the knob, the water shut off, the wheeze of the shower door open, then click closed.

			“Fiona!” he called up the stairwell. “Hey, Fiona!”

			The bathroom door opened just a bit and Fiona peeked out. “Nathan? Nathan, you’re still here? You’d better get moving. You’re going to be late.”

			“Ya gotta come down here right away. You’re not gonna believe what I found.”

			Her hair wrapped in a blue towel, Fiona stepped out of the bathroom while pulling the sash tight on her lavender floral robe. “What are you talking about?”

			“Just come down here for a minute. I’m tellin’ ya, you’re not gonna believe it.”

			“This had better be good. You’re running us both late,” she groused while padding down the stairs. She followed him into the kitchen, coming to the same sudden halt that he had moments ago. She took in a little gasp. “When did this…did you…”

			“No, ma’am, I did not.”

			“Are you suggesting?”

			“I think so.”

			Fiona glanced around the kitchen as if she expected her dearly departed grandmother to appear with an explanation. Of course, Grandma Ev was a no-show. Letting out a frustrated breath, Fiona grabbed the sash of her robe, gave it a good hard tug, then spun on her heels to march down the hallway.

			Nathan couldn’t be quite sure if she was miffed at her grandmother, she suspected him of bringing the lamp into the kitchen, or she simply felt rushed. In any case, he’d lingered way too long and needed to be on his way. Giving the lamp a parting glance, he quickened down the hall toward the door, and that’s when he felt it.

			He paused.

			He had a strange feeling that someone was following him.

			As he reached to unlock the front door, he sneaked a quick glimpse back. Once again, he was stunned, unable to believe what he was witnessing. Two coffee mugs floated down the hall in his direction. The mugs made a graceful turn around the square newel at the base of the stairs to shadow Fiona up the staircase!

			Nathan opened his mouth to speak, and for a second nothing came out. Finally, he managed, “Fi…Fi…Fiona!”

			About to step onto the second floor, Fiona turned to see the coffee mugs drifting toward her. Her eyes popped. Her mouth dropped open. She flung her body against the wall, allowing the mugs to unerringly glide past.

			“Okay,” Nathan began. “That’s a new one, for me anyway. Does this happen often?” Evidently, not. Fiona appeared to be as speechless as he was. Her right hand lifted to cup her mouth, then dropped to her chest.

			“No, I’ve never seen her do anything like this before.” Without another word, she hurried across the upstairs hallway. Nathan jogged up the stairs and around the banister in time to see the door that led up to the attic apartment open and the mugs sail through the doorway. Slack-jawed, Fiona tossed him a confounded look, then stepped through the door to gape upward. Nathan hastened to join his wife at the bottom of the stairwell. They were both completely static as they watched the mugs float upward and into the apartment. Slowly, they backed away from the stairwell. Fiona eased the door closed.

			Nathan cleared his throat. “She’s obviously having morning coffee with someone. So, who do you think it is?”

			It took Fiona a few moments to reconcile with her words. “Um…well…I suppose it could be my grandfather or maybe one of her three sisters. I mean, there’re only two mugs, so I’m assuming she’s only entertaining one other—” She shook her head as if to shake off the bizarre sight. Yet, how bizarre could the sighting be? It was a fact. They had a spirit living in the apartment. Fiona whispered, “Honestly, I’ve never seen her do anything like that before. Never.”

			Even though he wasn’t sure why, Nathan found himself whispering back, “That doesn’t mean she doesn’t do it. You’re at work all day. You have no idea what goes on in this house while you’re gone.”

			She rotated her gaze from the attic door to meet his. More whispering. “I suppose you’re right. Still…”

			He kissed her cheek, and in his normal tone, he stated, “I’m late. See ya.” With that, he hurried toward the main staircase. He was halfway down when he heard her call over the banister, “You’re not freaked out, are you?”

			 Pausing, Nathan turned to find her peering down at him. She looked unsure and, to his surprise, a little spooked. “Are you?”

			Fiona’s eyes flashed toward the attic door, then back to him. “Nooo. No, not at all.”

			Yeah, right.

			


		
Fiona dashed into the main office at Westwood Elementary. She knew the school had security cameras stationed in all the hallways. Surely, one of the cameras would have taken footage of someone entering her classroom while she was not there yesterday. If so, she could have the identity of the individual who’d left the mysterious note on her desk.

			Office manager, Kim Stone, blinked as Fiona almost slid to a stop at her desk. Kim was a real gem. She’d been a staple in the main office at the elementary school for twenty years. She was a very short woman who had absolutely no bones about admitting to her four-foot- eleven-inch stature. She wore her blonde tresses short and was a very sharp dresser. Kim was personable, efficient, IT savvy, handled pressure extremely well, and possibly the most important attribute, she knew everything about everybody. She peered at Fiona over her bifocals parked at the edge of her nose. “You’re in a bit of a hurry this morning, Fiona. Is everything okay? Your face is very flushed.”

			Fiona touched her right cheek. She could feel the warmth. She pitched Kim a withered smile. “I’m running a bit late this morning. I have a favor to ask. Is there any way someone could check the footage on the security cameras near my room for yesterday? I’d like to know if anyone was in my room when I took the kids to lunch or art class.”

			Kim slipped her glasses off, allowing them to dangle by the rhinestone chain. Leaning forward, her eyes filled with concern. “Did someone take something from your room or vandalize it in some way?”

			“Oh, no, it’s nothing like that. I just need to know who was in my room when I was out.”

			Now the manager’s demeanor had switched from concern to inconvenienced. Shifting in her seat, she lifted an indifferent shoulder. “I’m not sure security will be willing to take the time to look at eight hours’ worth of film unless there was a problem. To merely see who may or may not have gone into your room during the day may be considered pointless and a waste of their time. Unless, like I said, something was taken or your room was vandalized in some way.” She snatched up a notepad and pen. “I can make the request if you really want me to, but no guarantees.” 

			Fiona bit her lower lip. She hated to be a bother, and no, the note had absolutely nothing to do with Westwood Elementary School. She didn’t feel it would be right to ask security to pore over tapes for her benefit. “No. It’s okay. Never mind, Kim. Thanks anyway.

			Kim raised her right eyebrow. “You’re sure? It seemed important a moment ago.”

			“No, I’m good. I’d better get down to my room or we really will need security. Have a nice day.” So much for that brilliant idea. Fiona trotted down the hall toward her classroom where many of the students were shedding their light jackets and hanging them in their cubbies mounted on the long wall to the left of the door, while others were seated at their tables, giggling. Fiona was stripping her backpack and jacket from her shoulders as she entered the room. Her eyes instantly found Shayla and a small clutch of girls gathered around her admiring a large bakery box on her desk. Fiona’s rather ostentatious student was dressed to the nines for her special day. Her hair was a tapestry of braids entwined among colorful bows. Fiona had to wonder how early Shayla and her mother got up this morning to start that process. Yeesh. The flamboyant lass sported a skirt that more resembled a tutu than a skirt, layers and layers of netting with glitzy sequins all through. To top off her look, she wore a big pink ribbon on her chest that announced, Birthday Girl in bold glittering sequins.

			Directly after taking in Shayla’s birthday digs, Fiona caught a glimpse of a large blue and white striped tote bag sitting next to her desk. She made her way to the bag and peered inside. The tote was filled to the brim with goody bags tied up with bright pink bows, a package of plastic cups, napkins, and two jugs of red punch.

			Red. Punch.

			Yeah, it was going to be a looong day.

			While pitching her jacket and backpack onto the hooks in her personal closet across from her desk, she managed a cheerful tone, “Good morning, class. Please take your seats.” She pointed to the large wipe board. “If you noticed, I’ve written our amazing word of the week on the board. The word is, gigantic.  The morning announcements should begin any minute. While we’re waiting, please take out a piece of paper and copy our amazing word down with a purple crayon. We’ll talk about the word, gigantic, after announcements.” 

			The children who weren’t already seated scurried to comply with their teacher’s directive, that is, except for one, Shayla Weston. Instead, the birthday girl scooped up the big, square bakery box and marched to the front of the room to plunk it in the middle of Fiona’s desk. Whoa, the cupcakes were purchased from one of the best bakeries in the Pittsburgh area. The plastic window atop the box displayed an array of elaborately decorated, rich, creamy, alluring cupcakes. Ms. Weston had spared no expense for her daughter’s special day.

			 It took some doing, but Fiona donned a pleasant smile. “What have we here?”

			Shayla appeared most affronted. Furrowing her brows, she plopped her hands onto her hips. “Today is my birthday, Miss Quinn. I know I told you that yesterday. My mother sent in these cupcakes and goody bags for the kids. Don’t you remember?”

			“Yes, Shayla, I remember—”

			“I’m turning six, you know.” 

			“Yes, I’m aware of that. We’ll celebrate your special day after lunch, during recess. Now, could you please take your seat?” With that, Shayla spun on her heels to strut toward her table. The tutu bouncing and the sequins glinting in the florescent lights as her tiny hips swayed to and fro.

			Just as Shayla eased into her chair, the intercom clicked on. Kim Stone’s voice announced, “Good morning, students and faculty. We have three students celebrating birthdays today: Cameron Kinsley, Tom Pressler, and Shayla Weston—”

			Shayla leapt from her seat with outstretched arms. “That’s me!” Her joyful declaration brought on a hearty chorus of happy birthday, Shayla from her classmates. Over top of morning announcements, she continued, “I brought cupcakes and goody bags for everyone. Miss Quinn said we could have my party during recess!” Clapping and merry shouts of yay rose from the throng of kindergartners.

			Fiona stood to firmly announce, “Um, it won’t be a party per se, Shayla. It will just be cupcakes, punch, and you can hand out your goody bags.”

			Shayla’s face puckered in disapproval. Defiantly, she retorted, “Well, it’ll be kind of like a party.”

			Oh, yes, indeedy. It was going to be a very long day.

			


		
At last, after an exhausting morning of keeping Shayla at bay until recess, and then a grueling forty-five minutes of Shayla worship, the children were armed with their backpacks and safely delivered to their buses for home. Whew! The total saving grace of this day was the fact that Miss Weston was an over-achieving, intelligent little girl. There was no way she would have to be held back; therefore, she would not be celebrating her seventh birthday in Fiona’s class. One and done. Halleluiah! 

			After making a quick stop in the teacher’s lounge to pour a cup of coffee, Fiona strolled casually back to her classroom to enjoy the quiet and to continue with the progress reports before going home. Open House would be here soon enough. The hallway was still but for the sound of her pumps clicking on the linoleum floor and that of her fellow teachers tidying up their classrooms or chatting on cell phones. The soft murmur of end of day activity echoed throughout the corridor. As she stepped over the threshold of her room, she immediately spotted an envelope lying on the floor beside her desk, where Shayla’s tote had been sitting all day. She froze. Yes, this envelope looked identical to the last which contained the note claiming Mr. Arnold’s death was not a suicide all those years ago. Had the author of the last note stopped by her room to deposit yet another cryptic message, while she was supervising her students at the bus port or while she was in the teacher’s lounge? Or had the note lay hidden under the tote all day, and then went without notice during the scramble of bus calls?

			She set the coffee cup on her desk, then with measured movement, Fiona bent down to retrieve the envelope. She turned the basic white envelope over in her hands, then glanced around her classroom as if the walls would reveal the culprit. Without warning, there was a knock on the door. Fiona jumped almost a foot in the air.

			 “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Kim Stone’s tiny frame filled the doorway.

			Fiona grabbed her chest in relief. “No, I was just deep in thought,”

			“I needed to stretch my legs so I walked down from the office. I wanted to catch you before you went home. I spoke with John down in security this morning. He said, if he wasn’t too busy, he’d take a quick look at yesterday’s tapes. I told him how important this seemed to be to you. Well, I guess he found time late this afternoon. He said no one had entered your room when you left it during the day yesterday. He said Serena Benson stood in the doorway for a short time like she was having a conversation, most likely with you.” Fiona nodded her recollection of that particular moment during the day. “But that was pretty much it.” She stuck her right pointer finger in the air, then let it fall. “Now, John did say, when he didn’t see anyone enter your room all day, he took a moment to review the tapes from the night before. Eugene Wilcox entered the room around four-thirty to clean.” Furtively, she glanced up and down the hallway. “I don’t like that man at all.” She took another look around, then leaned deeper into the room. “No one does. He’s creepy. I hope he’s not bothering you. Because if he is—”

			“No, no. It’s nothing like that, Kim. Thanks so much for stopping by to let me know. I’ll be sure to thank John tomorrow. It was so nice of him to go the extra mile.”

			Kim looked her up and down, then she glanced around the classroom as if she were trying to decide if Fiona were telling the truth about Eugene. “Okay, you have a nice evening now.”

			“Thanks, Kim. You have a nice evening too.”

			The secretary took one last scan of the room, and then made her retreat. The sound of her heels clicking on the floor reverberated through the hall.

			Eugene Wilcox? She was having a hard time picturing the unfriendly and sometimes darn-right nasty janitor taking the time to pen the notes. She was having a hard time believing he’d even care about a suicide or murder from so many years ago. Unless he had some kind of connection to Jimmy Arnold. Eugene was a huge man. His face was hard and weather-beaten. His eyes were fierce, and his hair was a wild nest of long curly locks that brushed his shoulders. He was an imposing figure who did not go unnoticed when he was in the building. Eugene was disliked by most of the faculty and students. In fact, he had transferred from Langley high school to the elementary school about two years ago because he was so unpopular among the janitorial staff at the high school. 

			Over the past year, Fiona had had a run-in or two with Eugene, but they’d managed to come to an understanding. He wasn’t all bad, one simply had to know how to talk to him. Still, she had such a weird feeling of being watched, and she didn’t much like it. 

			She carried the note to her desk and sank into her chair. A box with four leftover cupcakes sat in the middle of her desk. The bakery had provided the smaller box for leftovers and Shayla had insisted her mother wanted Miss Quinn to have them. Nathan would be pleased, no doubt.

			Taking a sip of the coffee, Fiona pushed the box aside. She laid the envelope on the desk to study it. Nathan had complained the first note had no credibility, and he was right. No real information had been gleaned from the message. Would the wordsmith be more forthcoming this time? She sagged back into her chair taking a pensive sip of the coffee.

			Why was she feeling so apprehensive about opening the envelope?

			Was she afraid this individual was trying to make a fool of her?

			Or was there a teeny-tiny fear they were going to accuse her mother of the alleged murder?

			Nonsense. Mom may have thought the man was a womanizing scumbag, but she would never involve herself in a murder. Of that Fiona was certain. Okay, on occasion, Mom was known to threaten her younger brother, Chad, with a slow, painful death, but to be fair, everyone in the family had threatened him with a gruesome demise at one point or another. She snatched up the envelope, ripped it open, and unfolded the small piece of paper.

			He had it coming.

			No one could blame the killer.

			Sheridan Park, September 25, 2005

			Even though the rough-cut janitor had nightly access to her classroom, she simply couldn’t be convinced Eugene was involved somehow with these strange correspondences. Honestly, she couldn’t imagine it either, but she was going to make it a point to talk with him. Right now.

			Fiona tucked the latest enigmatic dispatch from God only knows who into the front pocket of her backpack. She planned to show Nathan the note, except once again, the letter lacked pertinent information and integrity. She took the last gulp of her coffee, tossed the cup into the trash, gathered up the small bakery box, then headed out to find Eugene Wilcox. She wasn’t sure how she intended to broach the subject of the notes. She’d have to tread lightly, very lightly. Eugene could be explosive. Hiking her backpack farther up her shoulder, she turned the corner to find Eugene leaning on his dust mop talking with one of the school’s lunch ladies, Roxanne Dunlap.

			Roxanne was a plump middle-aged woman who worked the lunch-line in the cafeteria. She was well-liked by the students and faculty. As Fiona approached, Roxanne tore the required hairnet from her thick brunette mane. “Hey, Fiona, I see you survived Shayla’s birthday bash.”

			Lifting a shoulder then letting it fall, Fiona snorted. “Eh, I’m a survivor.”

			“Dad’s hoping your room isn’t too trashed,” Roxanne said, nodding toward Eugene. She wasn’t kidding. The man was scowling at her. A scowl was Eugene’s default expression, but this particular scowl was screaming, you better have cleaned up, girlie! 

			“Eugene is your dad? I—I did not know that.” Fiona didn’t have to feign shock. She truly was surprised. Roxanne was friendly and sweet. Eugene was…well, not so much. The pair didn’t match.

			“Actually, he’s my stepdad.”

			That made more sense.

			“So, is your room trashed?” Eugene’s question or, rather, demand was just this side of a bark.

			“My room is in good condition, as always, Eugene. By the way, you worked at the high school for a long time, didn’t you?”

			“I was at the high school for twenty-five years. Why?”

			“Did you know a teacher named, Jimmy Arnold?”

			Eugene slid an uneasy glance toward his stepdaughter. The mere mention of Jimmy Arnold’s name sent shock waves through both Eugene and Roxanne. Their bodies tensed. He scrubbed a big callused hand over his chin and down the nape of his neck. “I knew him. I knew all the teachers, including your mom, Nancy.” His mood was darkening, and his tone, grating. “Why are you asking about that dirtbag?”

			Fiona fingered the zipper on the front pocket of her backpack, then thought better of it. Now may not be the best time to produce, or for that matter, mention the notes. His narrowed, steely eyes practically bored through her. The color had drained from Roxanne’s face. Her cheeks were quite ashen. She leaned a shoulder against the wall, Fiona hoped she wasn’t going to pass out. “His name came up in a conversation in the teacher’s lounge. There seems to be some speculation that his death was not a suicide.” A deep red flush started at the base of Eugene’s neck, spreading quickly to his cheeks. Fiona stammered, “Thoughts?”

			Eugene pitched the mop away. The slap of the handle hitting the floor resonated loudly through the hall. Fiona flinched, as did Roxanne. “I’ll tell you what I think. He had it comin’. That’s what I think. He used people, mainly women, and then threw them away. Let me tell you somethin’, if he was murdered, no one would care. No one would blame whoever killed him. Everyone would consider it a favor.”

			Yikes. Fiona believed she’d just got more than she asked for.

			


		
~4~

			Nathan twirled spaghetti around his fork. “You didn’t show or tell them about the note, I hope,” he said after Fiona told him about the envelope she’d found next to her desk containing the latest tip-off about Jimmy Arnold’s supposed murder, and her conversation with Eugene Wilcox and his step-daughter, Roxanne. 

			“Of course not. Even though Eugene recited the note almost verbatim, I really don’t think he knew about it.”

			“What about his daughter?”

			Fiona shook her head. “I really don’t think so. I got the impression they were more freaked-out by the mention of Jimmy Arnold and the possibility people might be talking about him again.” She shrugged. “Hey, my mom had the same reaction. Then again, she admitted to being a suspect at one point. I have to wonder if Eugene or Roxanne had some kind of relationship with Mr. Arnold—not a good one.”

			Taking up his napkin, Nathan plopped back against his chair. “And I’m getting the impression you have the note with you?”

			She smirked. “Of course, I do.” She dug into the pocket of her cozy navy-blue T-shirt dress to slip the note out and hand it off to her husband. He studied the message. “It appears our clandestine friend wants us to know about the so-called murder, but they don’t seem to want to give us too much to go on.”

			“Pft, that’s for sure. There’s nothing here to hang a solid allegation on. He had it coming. No one liked him.” He looked up from the note. “That describes a lot of people who’ve been murdered.”

			“I get it. So, why are they coming forward now, and why are they being so vague?” Her eyes widened. She gasped with a possible scenario hatching in her head. “Could this person be the actual murderer? For some reason, the murderer wants to draw attention to his or her long-ago crime?”

			Nathan pitched the note onto the table, then picked up his fork to spin more spaghetti around into a generous bundle. “Maybe. Sometimes, after a long time has passed, a murderer will come forward. Maybe because the guilt is eating away at their soul or they just plain don’t want to hide the truth anymore. The truth has become a burden and so has the hiding. Now, this kind of redemption doesn’t come along often, but I’ve heard of it happening.” He shook his head in doubt. “No, this seems like someone who wants justice for Jimmy Arnold, and they feel they’ve waited long enough. That said, they’re gonna have to do better, like come forward, for instance.” He stuffed the forkful of pasta into his mouth.

			“I’m going to try to get more information out of Mom. And tomorrow I’m going to make a point to bump into Roxanne. I think I’ll have better luck getting something out of her than Eugene.”

			“That’s possible, I suppose.” Nathan’s eyes slid toward the dining room where his railroad lamp sat on the table. “So, you haven’t found a new lampshade yet?” Fiona pushed up from her chair to busy herself gathering dishes from the table. Nathan snatched a piece of homemade bread from the basket before she took it away. “So, is the lamp good where it’s at, or are we going to try hiding it away somewhere else tonight?”

			She set the dishes in the sink and the breadbasket on the counter. “Um…well…I thought maybe we could put it in the stairwell of the attic. Maybe Gram just doesn’t want it in her apartment. I mean, it may be in her way…blocking the TV. It’s like you said this morning, I don’t know what goes on in this house while I’m at school. She and her sisters could be watching TV or old movies and by putting the lamp on the coffee table we blocked their view. That wouldn’t be right. But if we set it at the bottom of the stairs, it wouldn’t be in the way…so much. Again, I’m not hiding it away. I just haven’t had an opportunity to shop for a proper shade.”

			Letting out a beleaguered sigh, Nathan rolled his eyes. “Am I going to have to build a man cave to house my lamp?”

			Fiona’s face brightened. “It’s not such a bad idea. So many of the male teachers at school say they love their man caves. We have room in the basement. You have living room furniture in your apartment and a TV—”

			“So, you’re banishing me and my lamp to the basement?”

			Fiona’s spine stiffened. “I didn’t say that, Nathan.” She needed a diversion, so, she grabbed the small bakery box that held the cupcakes from Shayla’s party from the counter. She set the box in front of Nathan. “Cupcakes from a student’s birthday today. They’re delicious. Have one.”

			He cocked his head to one side while raising his right brow. “Am I that easily dissuaded?”

			She opened the box to take up one of the cupcakes, then making a big show, she took a big bite. Around a mouthful of cake and the sweet chocolate icing, she mumbled, “I didn’t say that, Nathan.”

			Nathan plucked a cupcake from the box, studying it for a moment. “These look too fancy to eat.” Nevertheless, he took a bite. Closing his eyes, he let out a sigh of pure enjoyment, then inquired, “So, what if Grandma doesn’t like the lamp sitting in her stairwell?”

			Wiping a dab of icing from her bottom lip, then licking it from her finger, Fiona lifted an uncertain shoulder. “I suppose we’ll find it on the kitchen table in the morning.”

			After the dinner dishes were stuck in the dishwasher, Nathan gathered up his lamp from the dining room table to lug it upstairs and place it on the small landing at the bottom of the attic stairwell. Fiona settled at the kitchen table with her laptop. Nathan and Harriet snuggled up on the couch to watch TV, the history channel. Over the course of their short marriage, she noticed Nathan never watched police, detective, or CSI shows. Maybe that kind of television programming hit too close to home, or perhaps because he dealt with such things as murder all day, he didn’t care to think about it in his home, his sanctuary.

			With the house quiet for the evening, it was time for a little investigating. Fiona called up the YouTube website and typed in James Arnold death. Instantly, a video popped up titled, Allegheny County Unsolved Deaths, What Happened to James Arnold? She took note that the video was three years old—not terribly outdated, but not recent either.

			Taking in an anticipating breath, Fiona pressed the cursor onto the arrow to begin the video. The video started with a flash of the wooden sign at the entrance of Sheridan Park, and indeed, the park served as the proper backdrop for this dirge of an event. The movie had been shot on a sunny day. The maple and oak trees were lush with full, green foliage. A light breeze tossed the branches as a stout man with thinning hair dressed in a gray suit strode casually toward the camera.

			“My name is Temple Norwood. Today we are going to examine the circumstances surrounding the death of a teacher from a local high school who was found in the late evening of September twenty-fifth, 2005 here, in Sheridan Park.” He gestured to a small sylvan inlet, similar to a parking area, only it wasn’t paved. Leaning slightly forward for a closer look, Fiona immediately noticed a narrow footpath on the far end of the minute cove. The stony, winding trail led up a rather steep grade. Tall grasses swayed along either side of the path behind Mr. Norwood. He continued using an intense tone meant to keep the viewer engaged in the mystery and drama of Jimmy Arnold’s undoing. “At seven-thirty on September twenty-fifth, nine-one-one dispatch received a phone call from a young woman. She said she was jogging in the park, and reported that a man was slumped over the steering wheel of his Jeep Cherokee.”

			“It’s always a jogger,” Fiona muttered to herself, shaking her head.

			 “When officers and medical support arrived on the scene, they found forty-five-year-old, James Arnold, here in this spot.” Again, Norwood pointed to the small parking area. “James, or Jimmy Arnold, as he was known to friends, students, and colleagues, had suffered a single bullet wound to his left chest. A direct hit to his heart. The driver’s side window on the Jeep was down, indicating he may have been having a conversation with someone. While Mr. Arnold was shot with his own gun, indicating a possible suicide, there are theories he could have argued and struggled with someone who turned the gun into his chest and pulled the trigger.” Norwood stepped deeper into the cove, pointing to the place where Jimmy Arnold’s Jeep had rested on that fateful September eve. “The Jeep was a five-speed shift that had stalled when his foot relaxed off the clutch, but the vehicle hadn’t drifted too far forward because of the level ground. As the weeks passed and the investigation moved forward, detectives would uncover a man who lived a double life. Jimmy Arnold was a teacher, a husband, and father. He was also a man who had relationships with many women, including students. He had incurred large gambling debts and an inbox filled with emails exposing a desperate individual with countless secrets. He’d taken out two life insurance policies payable to his wife, and one to a mistress, Mary Ellis.” 

			Now, the screen transformed from the green landscape of Sheridan Park to a blurry email written by Jimmy Arnold, accompanied by a snapshot of the teacher standing in front of a blackboard scrawled with algebra formulas. He was forever frozen in that moment, clutching a piece of white chalk, smiling at his students sitting at desks in the unseen foreground.

			It struck Fiona that the photograph displayed on the screen may have been one of the very last taken of Jimmy Arnold. From that moment on, he would never age. He was forever forty-five, trimly cut dark-hair with just a smidgen of grey sprigs dotting his temples, and deep dimples that bracketed his mouth when he smiled. Mom had dubbed the man a womanizing scumbag. Eugene Wilcox called him a dirtbag. But the picture on the screen didn’t paint that ugly image. No, this photograph depicted a man who loved to teach, who loved his students. Yet, in reality, isn’t that how predators often appear? Friendly, caring, trustworthy, someone to turn to when a problem arises, only to become their victim?

			Several sentences of the email suddenly came into focus. The words were highlighted for easy reading. Norwood recounted the letter. “My dearest, Mary, please know that if things were different, I would marry you and we’d be together forever. I’ve taken out a two-hundred-thousand-dollar life insurance policy with you as the sole benefactor in case of my death. Not that I expect to die any time soon, but I want you to be taken care of should I pass away.” Now the video displayed a crime scene photo of Jimmy’s lifeless body inside his vehicle. Evidently, the officers on scene had pushed his body back against the seat. Jimmy’s head was rolled to the right, his limp hands drooped at his sides, palms up. He wore a pair of jeans and a green polo shirt, neatly tucked. 

			Norwood continued his narration. “The life insurance policy left for Mrs. Marlo Arnold was considerably more than that of the mistress’s, five-hundred-thousand-dollars. Those questioned about Jimmy Arnold said he’d quarreled with several colleagues at the high school, but when questioned, all were cleared of any suspicion. Several friends who spoke with police stated that Jimmy Arnold was not well-liked among some of the faculty at the high school where he taught, yet others seemed to get along with him just fine. One individual said he claimed to be a sick man. Jimmy Arnold suspected he had lung cancer due to years of smoking, but the coroner’s autopsy report found no such disease. However, James Arnold appeared to be a man trying to get his house in order before his death. To this day, no one knows if Jimmy Arnold committed suicide or if a murderer still walks free. If you have any information on this case, please contact the Allegheny County District Attorney’s office, including and especially the female jogger, who was nowhere to be found when police arrived on scene. This young woman may have seen or heard something that could solve this case and help family members find closure. This is Temple Norwood with Allegheny County Unsolved Deaths. Thank you for watching this video.” The Allegheny County Police Department and District Attorney’s Office telephone numbers flashed across the screen.

			Pressing the X to close the site, Fiona sank back into her chair.

			“Eh, it always comes down to a jogger, doesn’t it?” Nathan said from behind.

			Fiona jerked forward grabbing the edge of the table. “Nathan! Don’t sneak up on me like that. I about peed my pants.” Nathan tossed back his head, laughing. She slapped the laptop closed. “Why do you suppose the jogger didn’t stick around to talk to the police? I mean, she saw something suspicious and reported it, why not hang around to see what happened?”

			“It’s very common. People are willing to report a crime or what they think may be a crime, but they don’t want to be identified. They don’t want to get involved. They’re afraid that if they do, someone might think they know something and come after them.” A shrug. “I don’t really blame them.”

			“Hm. Could the jogger be leaving me the notes? But how?”

			“Exactly. That video is from three years ago. Obviously, they haven’t gathered any new evidence or heard from the jogger. My guess is they never will. You’ve got to find out who’s leaving you those messages, so we can find out what they know or what they think they know. Until then, my hands are tied.”

			“I’m going to call Mom.”

			Nathan’s tone was sardonic. “May God have mercy on your soul.”

			“Nathan…”

			


		
“I don’t understand, Fiona. Why are you getting involved in this Jimmy Arnold thing? Again, if this person who’s planting the notes knows something about his death, then they should go to the police. It’s really just that simple. I’m sure Nate would agree.” Mom’s voice was concise.

			“He does agree. Mom…you said you were a suspect in Mr. Arnold’s death. Why? What happened to put you under suspicion?”

			Mom released an exasperated sigh. Fiona could almost feel the shake of her mother’s head, the press of her lower lip between her teeth. She heard the tinkle of glass and the subtle pouring of liquid and the murmur of the TV in the background. Mom took a sip of something. Fiona figured it was wine—pinot noir, Mom’s favorite. Clearly, she didn’t wish to discuss Jimmy Arnold or her connection to the murder investigation all those years ago, but a glass of wine might help ease the sting. At last, Mom relented. “Teachers having affairs with students isn’t a new trend. It’s been going on since the days of one-room schoolhouses. The difference between then and now is the phenomena of cell phones and texting. Back in ’05 text messaging wasn’t nearly the beast it is today, so Jimmy was spared being found out, unlike the teachers of the past ten years or so. Regardless, Jimmy was smart, charming, attractive, and many of the girls liked him, a little too much, and he wasn’t one to turn them away. It wasn’t just students, mind you, some of the faculty and other staff enjoyed Jimmy’s company as well.”

			Fiona found herself holding her breath until she dared to inquire, “But…not you?”

			“Of course not.” Fiona heard Mom take another sip of her drink. She heard the click of a door closing. Presumably, Mom was now sitting in one of the cozy stuffed chairs in her bedroom, out of Dad’s earshot. “Marlo, Jimmy’s wife, was a dear. It was rumored he wasn’t very nice to her. Not physically abusive, at least, not that anyone could see. Some of the teachers said he was verbally abusive, and most likely, emotionally too. I’d only met his wife a few times. He didn’t bring her around much. But Jimmy’s relationship with Marlo wasn’t my concern. I was concerned with his interest in a student of mine who was extremely bright and extremely beautiful, Adria La Rose. She was a senior at the time, the valedictorian of her class.”

			“Was Adria interested in Mr. Arnold?”

			“No. She confided in me after school one day. She felt Jimmy was making inappropriate advances toward her. The poor girl didn’t know what to do. She was beside herself. I was furious. As lovely as Adria was, she really didn’t date. I believe, she was completely committed to her education. She wanted to be a Pediatric Oncologist, mainly in the field of research. She had a younger sister who had died of cancer.”

			“So, let me guess…you confronted Mr. Arnold.”

			“Not right away. I watched him for about a week. His classroom was across the hall and two doors down from mine, so, it wasn’t hard to keep an eye on him. I made sure I was standing in my doorway when Adria arrived for his calculus class every morning. Sure enough, as she would walk into his class, he’d whisper something to her while he ran his hand down her back, stopping just at the top of her derriere. I didn’t like the way he was touching or looking at her. Jimmy was one of the track and field coaches. Adria was on the team and talking about quitting. I didn’t want to see her do that. I approached him as he was leaving his room after school one day about a week after my talk with Adria. Well, let’s just say our conversation got rather heated and several teachers witnessed our argument. I suppose I said some things that could be construed as threats. Hence, my name appearing on the suspect list after his body was found.”

			“I see. So, Adria was on the track and field team?”

			“Yes, she was a long-distance runner.”

			

		

~5~

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			Dazed and disoriented, Fiona and Nathan sprang up from their sleep! Harriet stood near their feet, the hair on the scruff of her neck standing straight up. She barked and growled at the deafening alarms and flashing lights of green and yellow and red whirling madly over the bedroom walls.

			“What’s going on? Is the house on fire?” Fiona yelled over the pandemonium.

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			Nathan dove from the bed, staggering across the room toward the vanity where he was shocked to find the railroad lamp. As instructed, he’d placed the lamp on the landing at the base of the attic stairwell that led to Grandma Ev’s apartment. Now, here it was on the vanity ablaze with red and green and yellow lights spinning about, blinding him as he grappled for the switch to turn the lights and alarms off.

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING! 

			Finally, he managed to slap the switch to the off position. The room was instantly dark and silent. Only the faint glow from the street lamps along Oxford Street seeped through the curtains. 

			Trying to catch his breath, Nathan croaked, “What time is it?”

			“Three o’clock.”

			Nathan dropped down into the bed. “Somehow it seems clear to me that Gram does not want the lamp anywhere near her apartment. And if we know what’s good for us, we’ll respect her wishes.”

			The pillow made a poofing sound when Fiona plopped down against it, puffing out a groan. 

			Harriet gave one final growl before resuming her position deep in the comforter between her mistress and master.

			

		

Nathan’s eyes jerked open as his phone’s alarm, set for six o’clock, roused him. He was most relieved that it was the phone’s buzzer and not the lamp’s alarms. Expelling a tiny moan, Fiona snuggled deeper into her pillow. Her phone was set for seven. The little Maltese glanced up at him from her cozy nest as if to say, Get out of the bed already. You’ve been in my spot all night.

			Regardless of what the little dog had to say—wait a minute, the little dog didn’t actually say anything. He needed to get a move on. After all, he’d been almost ten minutes late for work yesterday morning. He pushed up from the mattress to make his way across the room, shooting the lamp a dirty look. As he made his way down the hall toward the bathroom, the familiar aroma of coffee brewing from the kitchen filled his nostrils. Ah, he was looking forward to that first cup of coffee, except when he reached the bathroom he came to an absolute stop.

			A small tray holding two mugs and the last two cupcakes leftover from one of Fiona’s student’s birthday was gliding up the stairs directly at him. Stepping closer to the bathroom door, he watched in complete awe as the tray gracefully maneuvered the turn at the banister, then sashayed passed him and across the hallway. The attic door swept open, and the tray floated up the staircase. That’s when he noticed Fiona standing in the doorway of their bedroom. Her strawberry blonde hair askew, her eyes narrowed, and her mouth slightly slack. He was rather surprised to see his wife up an hour before her alarm was scheduled to stir her.

			Nathan ran a hand through his bed-tossed hair. “You are seeing this, right?” Fiona nodded, then woozily padded toward him. He added, “Your grandma sure has become a social butterfly lately.” 

			“That’s for sure. Hey, don’t forget, we have an appointment with a wedding planner tonight at seven,” Fiona said around a yawn, as she slipped passed him, closing the bathroom door behind her.

			He tapped on the door. “Fiona…”

			Well, so much for that finely-tuned morning routine.

			

		

“Hey, Landry, here’s the toxicology report for the Wilson murder. The lab’s a bit behind so, you won’t be getting the other report on the Martinez shooting for another day or so,” Officer Tavia Andrews tossed the toxicology report onto Nathan’s desk. “What’s that you’re looking at?” She leaned over his shoulder to get a closer look at his computer screen. Tavia was a good friend and confidant. She worked on much of Nathan’s intel for his cases and sometimes helped him with undercover operations.

			“Meh, it’s an old case from 2005. A high school teacher named Jimmy Arnold was found dead in his vehicle in Sheridan Park. I guess they’ve dubbed it a suicide,” Nathan replied.

			“I’m hearing a but…”

			He leaned back against his chair, rested his elbows on the armrests, and weaved his fingers together over his stomach. “But… someone’s been leaving notes in Fiona’s classroom insisting it was a murder. The notes are vague, void of any real information or credibility.”

			“How many notes?”

			“Two so far.”

			“And…”

			He shifted in his seat. “And…the whole thing is driving Fiona crazy.” Tavia chuckled. Nathan rolled his eyes. “And because it’s driving her crazy, it’s driving me crazy.”

			Tavia tried to smother the chortle. “The notes or Fiona?”

			“Both. Could you—”

			“Retrieve the actual file so you can take a closer look at it?”

			“Thanks, Tav.” 

			He reached for a bite-size Snickers bar from a bowl stationed on the corner of his desk, only for Tavia to snatch it from his hand. “This one’s mine, Landry.”

			

		

He had to hurry, but Nathan made it home by seven for the big meeting with the wedding planner his mother-in-law, Nancy, had summoned. Of course, Nancy was unaware of her mother-in-law station. She would know soon enough. Nathan was hoping to have a few minutes alone with Fiona before the planner arrived. He had some interesting information for her on the Jimmy Arnold case, and he wondered if she’d received any more notes. He was disappointed when he rolled his CRV down Oxford Street to find a white Lexus parked behind Fiona’s Mini Cooper. It appeared the wedding planner was prompt, and that was a good thing, he assumed. He grabbed up his cell phone and key pod, then slipped from the SUV to stroll up the sidewalk toward the house. The main door was open. He could hear Fiona and the wedding planner chatting in the foyer. He opened the screen door. Fiona had changed into a pair of jeans and a leopard print sweater set. Her hair was swept up into a messy bun. She looked lovely.

			The Wedding Planner was sporting a well-fitted red pantsuit with a zebra-print blouse under the jacket. Animal print seemed to be the fashion for the evening. Her long blonde tresses cascaded over her shoulders in loose, silky curls. She was tall and thin and shapely. She held Harriet in her arms, making a fuss over the little Maltese’s cuteness.

			He pulled the screen door open and stepped into the foyer.

			“Oh, CeeCee this is my hus—I mean, fiancé—”

			Smiling brightly, CeeCee waggled her finger at Fiona’s fiancé with recall on the tip of her tongue. “Oh, my God. You’re…you’re—”

			“Nathan Landry,” Nathan supplied.

			“That’s right!” CeeCee squealed. She appeared perfectly delighted with herself.

			Nathan pitched the woman a tolerant smile. “I usually get that one on the first try.”

			CeeCee giggled.

			Nathan’s gaze slid toward Fiona who gave a baffled shrug. “CeeCee is a wedding planner. She’s the owner of Cookies, Cakes, and a Wedding to Celebrate.”

			“Catchy,” Nathan said, trying to sound impressed, but failing.

			“Well, my sister really owns the company. I’m a wedding planner, too, so we work together.” CeeCee dropped Harriet into Fiona’s arms, while swiftly brushing away any chance of tiny white hairs left clinging to her suit. She moved in closer to Nathan. “Don’t you remember me, Nate?”

			Uh, oh. Suddenly, he was feeling uneasy. Very uneasy. Surely, this woman wasn’t a former lover. He believed he’d remember someone who looked like her. Not to mention, he had no recollection of dating anyone named CeeCee. Unless she was using a pseudonym for business purposes. Askance, he could see Fiona’s smile had fled. She was waiting for his connection to this attractive woman, and he was taking too long to respond.

			“No, I’m sorry, but I don’t remember. We’ve met before?”

			Fiona’s eyes flicked to the tall blonde.

			CeeCee’s cheeks were turning pink. “My real name is Celeste. I came to your sister’s sixteenth birthday party with my sister, Gemma, Gemma Belfast.” Now a brilliant red streaked her cheeks. Fiona’s eyes throbbed with agitation. And yet, the woman had the courage or perhaps moxie to continue, “We hit it off. You and I. We spent the better part of the evening together.”

			Still, Nathan could not bring the event into his recall. She had to have him confused with someone else. If memory served him correctly, that was the summer he’d spent as an exchange student in Italy. He was fairly certain he had not attended his sister’s sixteenth birthday party. Although, it was the first girl and boy party his sister was permitted to have. Regardless, there was something he wasn’t the least bit uncertain of. CeeCee was not going to be hired as their wedding planner. He was gauging that conclusion by the daggers in his wife’s eyes. He didn’t feel Fiona was particularly jealous of CeeCee. No, that wasn’t the problem. The problem was, and Nathan was in total agreement, her comments were inappropriate, especially for a wedding planner looking for clients.

			Nathan was rather proud of his wife. Fiona took the high road, politely granting CeeCee the courtesy of a half-hour presentation, then gallantly she informed the wedding planner as she ushered her to the door, “We’ll get back to you.” 

			Not a chance.

			“Any notes today?” Nathan asked as the front door clicked closed, hard. He felt it was best to get Fiona’s mind off the presumptuous wedding planner ASAP.

			Arms folded over her chest, she leaned against the archway between the foyer and living room. “No, no mysterious notes today. Whoever is leaving them, must want me to stew over them this weekend. I have to say, their evil plan will probably be successful. I didn’t have an opportunity to talk with Roxanne either. She didn’t come in at all today.”

			“I’m sure you’ll talk to her on Monday. By the way, I looked it up. Norman Yallowitz was the lead detective.” 

			Fiona narrowed her eyes. “The lead detective on what?”

			“On your research project, Jimmy Arnold’s alleged murder. The guys at the precinct told me, Norm eats lunch every day at the Dor-Stop Restaurant in Dormont. It’s located on Potomac Avenue. They say he likes their potato pancakes and meatloaf melt.”

			Fiona smiled. “Sooo, maybe I should show up to have lunch and a conversation with Norm? I mean, is that allowed? You won’t get into trouble?”

			Ah, CeeCee Belfast was all but forgotten.

			“I didn’t give you any relevant information on the case. All I did was tell you who the lead detective was and where he could be found at lunchtime. It’s up to you to extract the information you’re looking for.”

			“Do you think he’ll tell me anything?”

			Nathan lifted a shoulder. “He’s retired. I think he’ll be fairly forthcoming. That is, if he remembers much. 2005 was quite some time ago. The big question will be, will you be able to keep him awake long enough to obtain the information?”

			He wasn’t kidding. Fact was, Detective Norman Yallowitz suffered from narcolepsy. The old detective had a rough time with caseloads in his final years at the homicide department. He was known to fall asleep while questioning a suspect, Fiona had been victim to that circumstance after her cousin, Tatum, was murdered. He was known to take a snooze while gathering evidence at a scene, and yes, he’d doze during briefings with the medical examiner. His fellow detectives, including Nathan, did everything in their power to keep Norm at his desk pushing paperwork. Oftentimes, they’d find him face-down in the paperwork, snoring. Needless to say, it was a blessing when the old detective decided to call it quits.

			“Oh, don’t worry. He’ll stay awake,” Fiona assured.

			


		
~6~

			It was just before noon when Fiona stepped into the Dor-Stop Restaurant. The small establishment had an old-style diner feel. A short lunch counter was stationed along the far wall. Small two and four occupant tables dotted the space. The sun was shimmering through the big windows that corralled the front of the restaurant. A middle-aged man was sitting at one of the tables near the front windows tapping at a computer, while an older, white-haired woman was sipping coffee, immersed in a book, two tables down from the man. Fiona spotted Norman Yallowitz sitting toward the back of the restaurant, studying his cell phone. She made her way to his table, then with a bright smile and a cheerful tone, she said, “Hello, Detective Yallowitz.”

			 Immediately, a grin stretched across Norm’s round face. “Well, what brings a pretty little thing like you to the Dor-Stop?” He pointed a chubby, sausage-like finger to his right cheek. “Bring it in.”

			Fiona gladly obliged the old detective with a gentle peck. “How are you doing, Norm? You look great.” And he did. Norman was still plump, except he looked like he’d shed about forty-pounds since last she’d seen him. His thin, gray comb-over looked a bit thinner, and his gray hair may be a mite grayer. She was delighted to see his relaxed, well-rested demeanor. His eyes weren’t shrouded with exhaustion or stress or perpetual suspicion. It appeared retirement had been a fine respite for the old detective. He gestured for her to sit. She sat down opposite him, flinging her purse over the back of the wooden chair.

			The waitress approached the table with notepad in hand. “Your usual, Norm?”

			“Sounds good.” He turned to Fiona. “Buy ya some lunch?”

			“Just a cup of coffee, thank you.”

			“Comin’ up,” the middle-aged woman muttered, flipping the page over on her pad as she walked away.

			“So, why would that rogue you like to call your boyfriend allow you to travel to my end of town?”

			“He’s not my boyfriend anymore,” Fiona supplied. Norm’s eyes grew wide. Extending her left hand forward, she announced, “He’s my fiancé.”

			Norm straightened in his seat. “Well, well, that boy grew himself a brain. I told him at my retirement party he’d better snatch you up, cuz he wasn’t gonna find anything better or prettier. Congratulations. I hope I get an invite to the nuptials.” The waitress returned, setting a mug of coffee in front of Fiona and a tall, frosted glass of beer for Norm then, just as quickly, she was off to another table. “Thanks, Bonnie. So, what kind of information are you lookin’ for?” He took a greedy gulp of the brew, wiping the thick white foam from his lip afterward.

			Fiona put on an affronted guise. “Norm, you suspect me.”

			A cool chuckle came from deep in his throat. “C’mon, it’s like Nancy Drew just sat down at my table. And while I think she’s gorgeous, I know somethin’s up. What’s goin’ on?”

			Turning in her seat, Fiona plucked the notes she’d found in her classroom from the front pocket of her purse, then laid them on the table for the detective to examine. “Someone has been leaving notes in my classroom about the death of a high school teacher, Jimmy Arnold.”

			“That was some time ago. I was the lead on that case. I’m sure Nate told you that, and that’s why you’re here.” He took up the notes, read them quickly, then set them down. “That case was one for the books. Not so much Mr. Arnold’s death. There was nothin’ particularly sensational about that. It was the stuff that went on during the investigation. These notes are pretty useless. They’ve got no validity to them. Certainly, not enough to reopen a case. I’m sure Nate told you that too.” The waitress returned with a plate of meatloaf, and a short stack of potato pancakes. She set the plate down, smiling at Norm. He nodded his approval, and with that, she made her way to the lunch counter where a young man was sliding onto a stool. Norm took another sip of the beer, then continued, “Mr. Arnold had a lot of friends. But he also had a whole lot of enemies, bookies, women, husbands, students, even colleagues. He had a lot of reasons to be murdered. He also had a lot of reasons to take his own life. We were never able to pin a murder on anyone.”

			“The YouTube video I watched suggested he may have struggled with someone, and they managed to turn his gun into his chest and pull the trigger,” Fiona said.

			“Yeah, it’s possible, I suppose. The reason that theory floated around for a while was because of some bruising found on Arnold’s knuckles.” He shook his head. “I dunno.”

			“If, in fact, Mr. Arnold was murdered, as this person is suggesting, then his killer should be brought to justice. It would bring closure to his family.”

			Norm let out a huge snort. “Closure?” He laughed. “I don’t think Mrs. Arnold or her children care one wit about closure.”

			Fiona blinked back. “I don’t understand. Wouldn’t his wife want to know who killed her husband?”

			“You’d think.” Norm sawed a piece of meat off the loaf with the side of his fork. He glanced furtively around the small restaurant. The man seated near the front window was still tapping at his computer. The white-haired woman was now walking out the door as an older couple was walking in. The young man at the lunch counter was looking over the menu while the waitress tapped her pencil against her tablet with subtle impatience. Norm cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “Let me draw you a little picture. I arrived on the scene at Sheridan Park around seven-thirty that evening. By the time we searched the immediate area, took pictures, the CSI’s showed up to pick through Arnold’s Jeep, and the coroner looked him over, I didn’t arrive at the Arnold residence until after nine-thirty that night.” He shoved the piece of meatloaf into his mouth and chewed it up. Fiona felt he was looking right through her, as if he could see the scenes playing out before him. “It’s a hard thing to inform a wife of her husband’s passing, no matter the circumstance, a car accident, a heart attack, or worse, murder.”

			Fiona’s voice was soft and somber. “Nathan says it’s the hardest part of his job.” 

			“Usually.” He cut up a potato pancake into tiny slivers, then his gaze slid to meet hers. “When I walked up to the front door at the Arnold residence, I could hear loud music playing. The kind you hear at a party or weddings. Celebrate Good Times, those sorts of songs. I figured they didn’t know about Mr. Arnold’s death. I knocked on the door several times, but no one answered. Probably couldn’t hear the knocking over the music. So, I walked around to the back of the house, that’s where the music was comin’ from. I came to a fence with a gate, so I let myself through onto a big patio with an in-ground swimming pool. I never expected what happened next, and I’ve never experienced it since. Turned out, they knew Mr. Arnold was dead. In fact, they were celebrating.”

			Fiona was about to pour creamer into her coffee, coming to a sudden pause. “What?” She was shocked to see the old detective’s lips curl ever so slightly. He let out a whisper of a chuckle. How odd.

			Norm looked upward, thoughtfully. “What was her name? Marlo…Marlo Arnold. She was all relaxed in a lounge chair. Her son, I think his name was Troy. No…that’s not right. Trevor…maybe it was Tyler, yeah, that mighta been it. Anyway, Tyler was pouring her a glass of champagne. He was too young to be pouring alcohol, he was probably sixteen or seventeen, but that wasn’t my business or my concern. At first, I thought, maybe it was her birthday, and they hadn’t heard the news. But when I told her who I was, and why I was there, she lifted the glass in a toast and said, yes, I know. Isn’t it great? We’re free! We’re all free from that tyrant!” He pushed back from his lunch, palms grasping the edge of the table, as if he were just as shocked today by the woman’s words as he was all those years ago.

			“My, God. That’s unbelievable. Didn’t that put her at the top of the suspect list?”

			“Ha! She laughed when I told her that. She raised the glass again and said she didn’t much care what list she was on as long as Jimmy was gone. I swear, if there had been a table nearby, she woulda climbed up and danced on it. I would’ve expected such behavior from a divorced woman, but she was still married to the man.” He scratched the back of his neck. “Never saw anything like it in my life. I wasn’t sure whether to feel sorry for Jimmy Arnold or happy for his widow. Somethin’ was up, that was for sure.”

			“What about, Tyler? Was he the least bit upset over his father’s passing?” Fiona asked, while she absently stirred creamer around in the coffee. The spoon tinkled against the china. 

			“Nope. He seemed just as pleased as his mom.” He took a swig of his beer, set down the glass examining it with mystified reflection. “The only one who seemed the least bit regretful was the daughter.” Sucking in his lips, he continued to study what remained of the cool amber liquid in the tall, sweaty glass. His obvious deliberation tugged his bushy brows down into a deep V. He shook his head, then dragged his gaze to meet Fiona’s once again. “I can’t for the life of me come up with the girl’s name. Probably cuz it was a lot like her mom’s name, it started with an M. Mary maybe. Nah, I don’t think that’s right. Eh, I just can’t remember. Anyway, she was in the pool. She didn’t bother to get out. She just floated around out in the middle of the water on a big yellow duck.”

			“How old would you say she was?”

			“I dunno, fourteen or fifteen, maybe. She just sat on that duck, staring into the water.”

			“How did they find out about Mr. Arnold’s death? Who told them?” She took a sip of the coffee.

			“The boy knew. He said he’d been at a friend’s house playin’ video games. The news came over his friend’s dad’s police scanner. The dad drove Tyler home right away to console his mother. She was consoled all right. Drunk as a skunk and a happy as a lark.”

			“Hm. What about the jogger who called nine-one-one?”

			“We made all kinds of public pleas for her to come forward, but she never did, and at this point, I suspect she never will.”

			Holding the mug with both hands, Fiona leaned her elbows on the table. “And the mistress, Mary Ellis?” 

			Forking another piece of meat, the right side of Norm’s lip lifted. “Mary Ellis Carpenter. You’ve done your homework, Miss Drew. I’m sure you know about the insurance policies. Well, she didn’t get a dime. Neither did the grieving widow. Life insurance policies aren’t payable to suicide or murder victims. Doesn’t much matter, Mary Ellis was killed in a car accident about two years later.”

			“I wonder if Mr. Arnold’s family is still in the Pittsburgh area. I’m not sure how I’d go about it, but I’d like to talk with Marlo Arnold.”

			“I don’t know about Mrs. Arnold, but Tyler’s a math teacher, like his dad. Believe it or not, he teaches at Langley, just like daddy. My daughter, Emma, got a teaching position there about two years ago. She teaches art. From what she’s told me about Tyler, he’s as notorious as his old man. Although, Emma doesn’t believe he fools around with the students. Too risky, and he’s too smart. Let me talk with Em. I might be able to get you an introduction.”

			“That would be great.” Fiona pushed to her feet, gathered up the notes and her purse. “See you at the wedding?”

			Norm smiled. “Sure. As long as the good Lord’s willing, and the three rivers don’t rise.”

			Fiona stepped out of the restaurant, her phone whistled alerting her to a text message. She pulled the phone from her purse. The screen announced, Nancy J. Quinn—Mom. Fiona sighed. She had no doubt Mom wanted to know how the meeting with the wedding planner had gone last evening. She pressed the button to display the message…

			CeeCee said her meeting with you and Nate was very short and she didn’t think it went well at all. No worries. I’ve made arrangements for another planner for Monday evening at 5.

			I hope Nate can make it home by that time.

			Her name is, Liona Lanza. I hope you like this one better.

			“Yay,” Fiona groaned under her breath. Hm, she just realized Norm had not mentioned her mother had been a suspect in the Arnold investigation. He had met her mother during Fiona’s cousin, Tatum’s murder investigation. Had it slipped his mind that her mom was a suspect or had he made a conscious choice not to mention it? Interesting. As she approached in her Mini Cooper, another text message came in. This message was from Norm. That was fast.

			Just got a text back from Em. She said she’d introduce you toTyler any day after school. But he has track practice, so you’ll need to get there by 2:30 to catch him while he’s still in his classroom. 

			Give her a call- 412-555-5252

			“Nice work, Norm,” Fiona mumbled. She quickly thumbed a thank you text back, then got into her car to begin some Saturday afternoon errands. She’d have to think of a way to break the news to Nathan of the meeting with wedding planner number two. That should be fun.

			


		
It was almost four o’clock when Fiona was about to embark on the last leg of her Saturday afternoon errands, groceries. She pulled the Cooper into a space at the Shop ‘N Save located in the Noble Manor Shopping Center along Noblestown Road, a short jaunt from her home on Oxford Street. While pulling her sunglasses from her face, she caught a quick glimpse of Eugene Wilcox pushing a shopping cart into the store. Yikes. She plopped back against the seat.  This would be a prime opportunity to talk with the surly janitor about Jimmy Arnold, but she wasn’t sure she had what it took to attempt that conversation: courage, moxie, fearlessness, and above all else, a keen desire to be murdered in a public place.

			Okay, she had some groceries she absolutely needed. She couldn’t allow the bully janitor to intimidate her out of her groceries. That would be perfectly ridiculous. Perhaps she’d think about bumping into Eugene as she built up her nerve. If she managed to build up any nerve. Gathering her purse from the passenger’s seat, she skated out of the car to semi-confidently make her way into the store. Once inside, she grabbed a shopping cart. Instantly, her stomach twisted into tiny, tight knots, and she found herself furtively scanning the store for any sign of Eugene. She pulled her cart alongside an elderly woman. As she examined the fresh-baked Italian bread piled high on the display table, Fiona ducked and peeked around the woman hoping Eugene was in frozen foods or the dairy aisle.

			So far, so good. 

			No Eugene. 

			She was feeling a bit guilty for using the old woman almost as a human shield. Yeesh. Hey, maybe he’d already gotten what he came for and was through check-out. Maybe she was playing a silly game of hide-n-seek for no good reason. She pushed her cart down several aisles until she came to a tall, cardboard figure of Mr. Peanut. How cute. There he was wearing his monocle, top hat, spats, and white gloves. Smartly, he leaned on his cane with a smile on his nutty lips. Directly in front of the spiffy peanut was a pyramid built with jars and jars of Mr. Peanut peanuts. Fiona stopped to admire the impressive display. It must’ve taken some employee a great deal of time and effort to put it all together. She peered down the aisle to make certain she was in the right place when she spotted Eugene considering the variety of soups on the shelf. 

			Eugene was alone in the aisle. 

			He appeared completely relaxed, at ease, non-threatening.

			She could push her cart right up to him and have a casual conversation.

			If she could muster the nerve.

			However, she couldn’t seem to muster anything at all. She backed her cart up to duck behind the larger than life peanut and his pyramid of nuts. Fiona peeked around the cardboard figure watching and waiting for Eugene to make his soup selections and move on. Why was she so intimidated by this man? Why was she so afraid to approach him? Seriously, what could he do to her? Nothing, that’s what. There was absolutely nothing he could do to her. So, why was she peeking out from behind Mr. Peanut’s monocle? How silly. She should step out from behind this silly cardboard cut-out and confront this man with the questions burning inside her, that’s what she should do—

			“Fiona, can I help you?” A woman’s voice slashed through her angst-filled thoughts. 

			Fiona jumped and whirled around only to stagger back a mere half-step, knocking into Mr. Peanut and his pyramid of minions. The jars shook. The jars listed until, finally, the jars began to tumble from the stack. The pyramid collapsed! Jars and jars and jars of peanuts were now rolling over the floor. Fiona grappled for Mr. Peanut to steady him, as the young woman and Eugene rushed to stop the jars from undulating everywhere. Fiona chased jars rolling into the main throughway of the store. Surprised shoppers were dancing around and hopping over the jars, some joined the pursuit. One little boy squealed gleefully like a game show contestant, darting from his mother’s side to follow a lone jar of nuts rolling toward frozen foods.

			“Anthony!” the boy’s mother yelled above the ruckus. “You come back here! Someone could take you!”

			The avalanche of peanuts seemed to go on forever, but suddenly, the commotion came to a stop. With several jars cradled in her arms, she looked up at poor Mr. Peanut standing among his fallen comrades. The intricately constructed display lay in shambles. Fiona felt embarrassed, humiliated. She could feel the red flush warming her cheeks. The need to leave the store immediately coiling through her.

			Shoppers, including Eugene and the little boy, were stacking the jars they’d collected helter-skelter at Mr. Peanuts’ feet. On the up-side, the jolly peanut king was still wearing a jovial smile. On the down-side, the young woman who had called her by name looked exasperated.  She was gratefully collecting jars from the shoppers. Fiona didn’t recognize the woman. She was of medium height. Her dark hair was pulled back. She was pudgy and rather homely. Who could she be? It didn’t matter. She owed the woman an apology. She set the jars she’d collected with the others, then turned to the woman.

			“I am so very sorry for knocking down this display,” Fiona said, shocked by the sound of her watery voice.

			The woman glanced up at her, but simply continued to gather jars. “No, I shouldn’t have come up behind you like that. It’s my fault. Luckily, the jars are all plastic, so there was no breakage.”

			Just then, a stock boy approached. “I’ll take care of this, Miranda. They need you up front.”

			Miranda pushed up from the floor to rush up the soup aisle toward the row of check-out counters. Miranda…Miranda, Fiona still could not place the woman nor her name. She looked to be several years older, but she did not remember anyone named Miranda from school. She glanced around the aisle. The shoppers had dispersed, moving on to finish their shopping. Eugene was gone as well. 

			Feeling totally defeated, Fiona turned to the stock boy. “Again, I’m so sorry for knocking down the display. I—”

			“No worries, ma’am. I’ll get it put back together. Have a nice day.”

			Fiona grabbed her shopping cart that held a single loaf of Italian bread and headed for the check-out. She was so done.

			

		

~7~

			It’s absolutely amazing how far away Monday is from Friday, and yet how close Friday is to Monday. The weekend had been nothing more than a blur; although, she had managed to finish up those pesky student progress reports. Yet, here it was, Monday, again. Except this Monday, Fiona had an agenda, a key agenda. She was hoping her inquiring would glean the information she needed to get Nathan involved in Jimmy Arnold’s death.

			Normally, she’d get her coffee along with conversation from the teacher’s lounge, but that morning she diverted her routine in order to get her agenda rolling early…

			Number one: She intended to talk with Roxanne Dunlap. Fiona had the distinct impression the woman had not come into work on Friday specifically to avoid any interaction with her. Maybe she was reading too much into the woman’s absence. Maybe not. Nevertheless, Roxanne wouldn’t expect to see her in the cafeteria before lunch; thus, Fiona should catch her off-guard.

			Number two: She’d spoken to Norm Yallowitz’s daughter, Emma, on Sunday afternoon, and planned to meet Emma after school this afternoon with the promise of an introduction to Jimmy Arnold’s son, Tyler. She’d already stopped by the office to talk with Kim about having a teacher’s aide take over her class so she could leave a little early.

			Number three: Pay as close attention as possible to anyone unusual entering or passing her room. This was a tall order. Fiona’s kindergarten class required so much of her attention. She wasn’t certain how well she’d be able to accomplish the task.

			Number four: This was the most important part of today’s list—get Tyler Arnold to talk about his father’s death and gain access, hopefully through Tyler, to Marlo Arnold.

			With her strategy firmly engrained in her brain, Fiona stepped into the kitchen behind a short line of students pushing trays along the counter, gathering breakfast items from the shelves as they traveled toward the checkout. She snatched a Styrofoam coffee cup from the pile, moved along to a large coffee maker, then pressed the lever to allow the dark liquid to spill into the cup. She grabbed up two creamers, a packet of sweetener, and a coffee stir from a shiny stainless-steel server positioned next to the coffeemaker. Roxanne sat on a tall stool at the far end of the counter, punching the student’s food and drink selections into a computer. Her hair was bundled inside a net. She would glance up at each student and smile as they took up their tray and moved into the cafeteria to eat. It wasn’t long before Roxanne’s gaze found Fiona. There was no mistaking the woman’s unease. Trepidation filled her eyes. Her cheeks instantly sullied with a red stain. Her back stiffened. She averted her glance toward the computer and did not look in Fiona’s direction again.

			Fiona glimpsed over her shoulder as she drew closer to Roxanne. She was last in the breakfast line. Good. Finally, she had reached the checkout. Her tone was most congenial, “Good morning, Roxanne.”

			Roxanne refused to make eye contact. “Good morning. Just the coffee?”

			“Yes, that’s all.”

			“One dollar, please.” Probably involuntarily, her eyes flicked toward Fiona then quickly veered away. “Is there no coffee in the teacher’s lounge? I can let the girls know and someone will be right up to refill the coffee machine.” Roxanne’s voice was just this side of curt. Fiona didn’t believe she meant to be unpleasant. The woman was simply trying to do her job while making every attempt to discourage conversation.

			Fiona had the dollar bill ready. She held it toward Roxanne. “No, I’m sure the coffee machine is full. The cafeteria staff always takes such good care of the teacher’s lounge, and we all appreciate it. I was hoping to talk with you for just a moment.”

			Roxanne put the bill into the cashbox. “What about?” She shuffled on the stool and nervously tugged at her hairnet. “I mean, I’m really busy right now. It’s time to clean up breakfast and get the lunch-prep moving.”

			“I noticed your stepfather didn’t have a very high opinion of Mr. Arnold.”

			Roxanne’s eyes flashed with panic. “Why would you say that?”

			“He called him a dirtbag.”

			“Oh…yeah.” Her chin dropped to her chest. She stared into her lap, picking at a cuticle.

			“I got the feeling Eugene may have had a run-in or two with Mr. Arnold.”

			Raising her head, Roxanne rolled her eyes. She still was not looking in Fiona’s direction, but it was an improvement. “He has run-ins with almost everyone. The man has the temper of a rabid badger. He’s gotten better with age, and that’s not saying much.” She slammed the cashbox closed, gathered it up, then slipped off the stool.

			Fiona lowered her voice. “Ya know, my mother described Mr. Arnold as a womanizing scumbag. She told me he had affairs with several students and was attempting to have a relationship with one of her advanced students.”

			“Adria, yes, I know.”

			“You knew Adria La Rose?”

			“I was a year behind her in school. I know I don’t look it now, but we were both on the track team. She told me about Mr. Arnold’s advances. But I don’t think anything ever came of it. He died shortly after our conversation.” Now Roxanne was aggressively nibbling at the same poor cuticle. However, Fiona had her complete attention, including eye contact.

			Trying to present a casual semblance, Fiona poured the creamer into the coffee, then ripped open the tiny bag that held the sweetener, tapping the granules from the packet into the cup with her forefinger. “Mr. Arnold’s advances toward Miss La Rose were the reason my mother had a rather heated argument with him. The other day, Eugene said he didn’t believe anyone cared about Mr. Arnold’s death. Perhaps my mother would agree, but Eugene went farther. He said the killer had done everyone a favor. Those are harsh words, even for Eugene. Don’t you think?” Looking up at Roxanne through hooded eyes, she stirred the coffee.

			Just then there was a loud clatter from somewhere in the kitchen. It sounded as if someone had dropped a large pan. A flurry of activity and voices reverberated from the area. Recoiling, Roxanne glimpsed toward the kitchen door, then turned back to Fiona. “I try my best not to think at all, Ms. Quinn. But I can tell you any suspicions anyone may’ve had back then about my stepdad have been cleared. I don’t know why anyone would bring Mr. Arnold’s death back up. It’s in the past, and that’s where it should stay.” She shoved the stool closer to the counter. “I’ve got to get to work. Have a nice day.” With that, Roxanne hurried toward the kitchen door.

			Fiona called after her, “Roxanne…” With her hand resting on the door that led into the kitchen, Roxanne turned. “You said you were on the track team with Miss La Rose, what did you do?”

			“Like I said, I know it’s hard to imagine, but back in the day, I was a long-distance runner, like Adria.” Without further delay, she pushed through the door, letting it drop closed behind her. Fiona heard her call out. “Is everything okay?” Her question was followed by a chorus of giggles.

			Two long-distance runners, Adria La Rose and Roxanne Dunlap.

			Could either of these young girls have been the jogger who called nine-one-one?

			Unless Roxanne’s super power was invisibility, she couldn’t possibly be the one leaving the notes in her classroom. Besides, why would she want to incriminate her stepfather? Unless, as Nathan had suggested a few days ago, the burden of truth had become too heavy to bear. Still, how was she getting the notes into the classroom without detection? Invisibility? Unlikely.

			Like her mother, was Eugene Wilcox a suspect in the investigation? Nathan hadn’t let on that he was. Then again, her husband wasn’t in a position to reveal such information on the case. If nothing else, Roxanne was totally correct. Eugene was a hot-headed man who was known to have disputes with almost everyone he encountered. But his words from the other day were contemptible. His quarrel with Jimmy Arnold didn’t appear to be over an unkempt classroom. No, their skirmish was of a personal matter. “He used people, mainly women, and then threw them away” he had vehemently stated. So…was a woman involved in their dissension? If so, who?

			Taking a big gulp of the now cool coffee, Fiona let out a careworn sigh. After the Mr. Peanut debacle at the grocery store, she was desperate to avoid a conversation with Eugene about Jimmy Arnold or anything else for that matter. She was hoping to get what she needed from Roxanne. No such luck. Hokay, she had no choice but to add Eugene to the growing agenda. UGH!

			


		
With a visitor’s badge affixed to her shirt, Fiona made her way down one of the many long hallways inside Langley High School. Built in 1923, the school sat upon a hill looming over Sheridan Boulevard. Indeed, the school’s architecture was built in the Tudor Revival style giving it an old castle flavor. The structure had so much character, in her opinion anyway. For Fiona, these hallways conjured so many memories. Giggling with girlfriends about boys they had silly crushes on or who they hoped would invite them to the homecoming dance or the prom. Memories of teachers she adored and those she didn’t care for. Stopping by her mom or her dad’s classroom to say hi or get permission for some activity she wanted to attend. Carefree days. Oh, yes, the long, narrow hallways represented those wonderful, lighthearted days before mortgage, insurance, or car payments consumed one’s being.

			Fiona had sent her kindergarteners to music class just before leaving early for the day to meet up with Emma Yallowitz. She was feeling most victorious that she’d been able to stuff the progress reports into the student’s take-home folders before she’d gone, so the parents would have time to read them before the open house. As of two o’clock, when she’d pulled out of the elementary school’s parking lot to travel the short distance to the high school, no new notes had been found from the mystery author. What, if anything, did that mean? Was this person done providing subtle clues about Jimmy Arnold’s death or had she simply not discovered the note before she’d gone? She couldn’t worry about that now. Fiona needed to concentrate on the task at hand—getting Tyler to talk about his father, and with any luck, a segue to Marlo Arnold would open. 

			As expected, she found Emma waiting for her in the art room. The art teacher was on the short side and a tad plump. She looked to be about thirty-three-ish. She had brilliant red hair that cascaded around her shoulders. Emma’s makeup was extremely well done. She looked like a professional artist had applied the perfectly sculpted wing eyeliner. Her lashes were long and thick and dark. Fiona suspected they were artificial but professionally put on in a salon. The red lipstick she sported extenuated her full lips, and her smile was most pleasant and inviting. “Hello, you must be Fiona. My dad has told me so much about you and your fiancé, Nate.”

			“Uh-oh, I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing,” Fiona said around a giggle.

			Emma returned her chortle. “It’s all good. Sooo you want to meet Tyler Arnold? We’d better hurry, he won’t be in his classroom for very long. Once the final bell rings, he’ll be off to track practice.” 

			As they hurried down the halls, Fiona took advantage of the time to ask a few questions about the man she was about to meet. “Is Tyler married?”

			“Oh, yes, but that doesn’t deter him from interests in others. He has two kids, I think. Don’t get me wrong, he’s perfectly nice, polite, but I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him. I’ve heard some rumors about him.” She leaned in a bit closer. “And you know what they say about rumors…there’s always a kernel of truth in a rumor.”

			“That’s for sure. So, what have you heard?”

			Two girls swept past them juggling piles of books in their arms. Emma waited for the girls to be out of ear-shot. “Like I said, he’s rather loose with the ladies. I’ve heard he’s had affairs with several of the teachers here at the high school, and one at the elementary school where you teach.” Again, she paused when a short, thin, attractive brunette stepped out of a classroom. The brunette smiled at Emma as she passed. Emma lifted a perfectly shaped and penciled eyebrow at Fiona, then lowered her voice. “I also heard he’s in a lot of debt with those betting sites for sports. You know, those apps that are constantly advertised on TV where you can bet on football and basketball and such. I could see where someone could get carried away with that sort of thing.”

			They turned a corner and came upon a boy with a girl pressed against a locker, kissing. Taken aback by Ms. Yallowitz’s sudden appearance, they stepped away from the kiss. Emma flicked her thumb over her shoulder indicating they should move along, which they did, quickly.

			Fiona muffled a chuckle as the couple made their hasty retreat. “So, what I’m hearing is Tyler’s a lot like his dad.”

			“That’s what Dad told me when he asked if I’d introduce you.” Emma stopped, touching Fiona’s arm. “His classroom is three doors away. Look, you’re a very pretty woman. He likes blondes. Please, be careful. I don’t know what he’s capable of. I don’t want to see you get hurt. Dad said you’re interested in meeting Tyler’s mom. I don’t know her personally, but I do have a little information that could be helpful. Follow my lead, I may be able to get you an intro to her as well.” 

			Fiona nodded her understanding. Emma sucked in a bracing breath, then proceeded toward the classroom three doors away. The door was standing open to Tyler Arnold’s classroom, but Emma knocked on the jamb with her knuckles before entering. “Tyler, are you available for a few minutes?”

			There was a pause. For a moment Fiona thought perhaps he wasn’t in his room, then he said, “Yeah, sure. C’mon in.” When they stepped through the doorway, he seemed surprised to see Emma. It was as if he’d welcomed someone into his room without actually knowing who he had invited in. “Emma…” He sounded quite surprised.

			Tyler Arnold was a fit man. Broad shoulders, muscled arms that peeked out from the sleeves of his pristine white polo shirt. Dark hair, trimly cut. And there they were, the dimples bracketing his mouth when he smiled, just like his father’s. He wore aviator-style glasses. Fiona was amazed. He was a mirrored image of Jimmy Arnold. He wasn’t alone in his classroom. A lovely blonde woman was sitting on the edge of his desk. Regardless of the blonde’s presence, Tyler’s eyes raked over Fiona. Oh, yeah, they definitely had a player on their hands.

			“Hey, Emma, what can I do for you?” His gaze never left Fiona.

			Emma smiled at the blonde. “Hi, Britt.” 

			The blonde returned Emma’s smile. “Emma…” She turned toward Tyler. “Well, I guess I should go. Looks like you’ve got company. We’ll talk later?” Tyler nodded his reply, and after a quick once over of the strawberry blonde who’d entered the room with the art teacher, she grudgingly made her exit.

			“Sorry to interrupt,” Emma said.

			“No problem. Who do we have here?” His lips hitched upward. The dimples deepened.

			“This is a good friend of mine, Fiona Quinn. She’s a teacher at Westwood. She stopped by to visit me and mentioned her Elegant Beauty consultant has moved away. Isn’t your mom a consultant for that company?”

			Tyler’s eyes brightened. “Yes, she is. What is it you need, Ms. Quinn? Mascara to make your lashes long and luxurious? Eyeliner so smooth and creamy Cleopatra would have given her life to have it? Or are you in need of night cream to keep that beautiful, dewy skin of yours soft and supple?” He snickered and waved a flippant hand. “Yeah, I know all the tag lines. Except, your skin is very dewy.” Without warning, he cocked his head to one side, wagged his finger at Fiona. “Wait a minute…Quinn. Are you related to Nancy or Garrett Quinn, they used to be teachers here?”

			Fiona was still reeling from the dewy skin comment but managed, “Yes, they’re my parents. They’re living in Daytona Beach.”

			He leaned a hip against his desk and crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, Mrs. Quinn was one tough teacher. I mean, she was good, don’t get me wrong, she knew her stuff, and she expected you to know it too. There were no easy A’s in her class. Oh, no, she didn’t give out A’s unless you earned one. I never had Mr. Quinn for class, but my dad used to play golf on the teacher’s league with him. He liked Garrett, but I don’t think he got along with Mrs. Quinn too well.”

			“Oh…was your father, James Arnold?” Fiona was working hard to feign surprise, hoping she was doing a decent job. Tyler nodded his reply. “I’m so sorry, that must’ve been a very difficult time for you.”

			“It’s not easy for anyone to lose their dad in their senior year of high school. But…I survived. In fact, I’m a math teacher, just like him, and I’m teaching in his old classroom.” He scanned the room with a great amount of pride.

			Fiona just realized that yes, in fact, she was just down the hall from her mother’s old classroom. She found Tyler’s disposition interesting. Most people may have found it hard to teach from their deceased parent’s classroom, especially a parent whose death was violent and left unsettled. One would think the room would hold too many emotions, and yes, memories. Yet, Tyler not only appeared to be completely at ease with the room, but it seemed he almost considered it to be something of a trophy. She met his intense gaze. “I…I’m sure he would’ve been very proud of you, and he’s probably delighted to know you’re using his classroom.”

			Tyler pushed away from the desk. “You believe in that stuff, do you?”

			“Adamantly.”

			Again, there was a slight lift to the right side of his mouth. The right dimple sank deeper into his cheek. “Well, not me. I believe that when you die you go to where you belong. And I have a strong feeling where my dad went. He’s not in this room, sweetheart. It’s my room now. I’ve made it my own.” The final bell rang out. Tyler reached for a duffle bag lying next to his desk, then hesitated. Instead, he pulled out the chair from his desk, opened the middle draw, rifled through it for a moment, then came up with a small bundle of business cards tied up with a red rubber band. He plucked one from the wad then extended it toward Fiona. “Here’s my Mom’s business card. She makes me keep a pile in my desk in case any teachers are interested in those cosmetics she sells.” He offered a card to Emma. She put her hand up in a halting fashion. With that, he carelessly tossed the pack back into the drawer and slammed it closed. He grabbed up the duffle and slung it over his shoulder as he straightened. “Gotta get goin’. I’ve got track practice. Hope to see you again sometime soon, Fiona.” With a wink and a nod, he made a swift exit.

			


		
~8~

			After her meeting with Tyler Arnold, Fiona considered going straight home. There was one thing stopping her—she had Marlo Arnold’s address in her hand. Since she had the blessing of her son, Fiona was fairly sure Marlo would welcome an impromptu visit from a potential client. After all, if she caught the woman at a bad time, she could schedule a consultation for another day, right? 

			The address on the business card wasn’t far from Langley High School, so, why not just drop in to see what might develop. Soon, she found herself pulling into a neighborhood made up of older homes. Cars and SUVs dotted the curb along the street, while some of the houses had short driveways leading to a small garage. She pulled up and parked along the street in front of a red-bricked house with white shutters and a tiny front porch corralled in white wrought iron railing and a metal roof. The lawn was well-kept. Full, cheerful, red and white impatiens lined the sidewalk leading to the porch. 

			Flinging her purse over her right shoulder, Fiona slipped out of the Cooper. The community appeared quiet enough with no one about. She spotted an old man sitting on a porch across the street. She was well aware of his eyes upon her as she made her way to the porch. She pressed the doorbell, while taking in the quaint little stoop. Next to the door bright pink petunias spilled from the confines of a planter in the shape of an elephant. Two small plastic chairs with pillows bearing a whimsical pink floral design were positioned along the railing to her left. Mail stuck out of the box fastened to the bricks next to the door. No newspaper had been stuffed in the hooks beneath the mailbox, and unfortunately, no one came to the door.

			Norm had mentioned a large patio with a swimming pool behind the house. Perhaps Marlo was sunning herself and couldn’t hear the bell. Fiona glanced over her shoulder. The old man from across the street watched her every move as she stepped off the porch to follow the sidewalk that wrapped around the house. She came to a tall white picket fence with a gate as Norm had described. The fence was too tall to see over and the white plastic slats were too close together to see through. She gave the gate a push. Locked.

			Evidently, Marlo was not home. She would give her a call later this evening to try to set up a meeting. Fiona turned to walk away when she heard what sounded like a door slamming somewhere beyond the fence. She stilled, listening. “Hello…is someone here?” She listened a bit longer for any brush of movement. Nothing. If someone were beyond the fence, they had no intention of revealing themselves to her.

			Fiona was almost to her car when the old man across the street called out to her. “Are you looking for Marlo?” It was a yell for the purpose of being heard, but his voice was full and quite distinguished.

			Allowing a silver Sonata to pass, Fiona crossed the street to talk with the man. Passing two pink plastic flamingos flanking a birdbath, she drew closer to the steps of his minuscule porch. Gnomes with pointy red hats were posted on each of the three steps. They seemed to be ogling her with sappy grins as she climbed the steps. Kinda freaky. “Yes, I dropped by to visit with her. Do you know when she’ll be back?”

			Now that she was closer and could actually see the man without the impediment of the railing that encased his porch, her first impression was, what an interesting old man. If she had to guess, she’d figure him for mid-eighties. He was bald, although his baldness didn’t appear to be natural. His head was shiny like he took great pains to buff his scalp. He wore a pure white ruffled shirt with wispy sleeves and flared cuffs. Black slacks, and a pair of black flip-flops on his feet which were totally out of place, considering the sum of his attire. Fiona couldn’t be sure if he fancied himself a pirate, a patriot, or if this was simply his ensemble of choice. His face was pale, long, and narrow. His nose rather sharp, and he had very large ears. It was possible his ears seemed large due to his lack of hair, or because his right ear was gauged, which was definitely unique. Gauged ears were most unusual for a man of his age. Fiona thought he was rather overdressed for porch-sitting or conducting a neighborhood watch. His long, boney hands gripped a shiny black cane standing between his legs.

			His face pinched with reservation. “I don’t know you. Why are you looking for my daughter?”

			What dumb luck! This man was Marlo Arnold’s father. If she was careful, she may garner information from him that she could not from Tyler or his mother. She gestured to the chair across the small porch. “May I?” Keeping a watchful eye on her every move, he nodded. She eased into the chair setting her purse on the concrete floor next to it. “Tyler sent me to see Marlo. He told me she sells cosmetics, and I stopped by to talk to her about making a purchase.”

			“Today is Monday. She takes her granddaughter to dance classes after school. Are you one of Tyler’s close friends?”

			“Oh, no. I’ve just met Tyler, but it seems we have something in common. Our parents were teachers at Langley High School. I’m Fiona Quinn, and you are?”

			He said his name slow and purposeful, as if he didn’t want her to forget. “Julian Tice.” 

			His name was as interesting as his appearance. Fiona thought the name fit him well. True, it was a name rarely used because of its parallel to a girl’s name. Most men prefer “masculine” names for their sons. Names such as Julian or the male versions of Vivian, Marion, or Carol were somewhat popular in the early to mid-twentieth century, but not so much nowadays. Unfortunately, giving a name like Julian to a boy would be loads of fodder for bullies.

			The old man’s forehead crinkled in derision, he shifted in his seat. “I’m glad to report I haven’t thought about Tyler’s father, the teacher, in a long time. Never liked Jimmy. He never liked me. When Marlo started dating him, I sounded the alarms, blew the whistles, waved the red flags.”

			“Why?”

			“His eyes. They say the eyes are the window to the soul. I’m a believer in that analogy. You can tell a lot by looking into someone’s eyes. Jimmy had the mean eyes. Even our Pomeranian, Pippa, had little use for him. Dogs know. Animals know. Too bad humans are so blind.” His eyes flicked to Fiona’s engagement ring, glinting in the late afternoon sun. “I don’t know your intentions toward my grandson, but I must say, you have lovely eyes. Honest eyes, caring. Tyler’s not for you, and just in case he hasn’t informed you, like so many others, he’s married with two beautiful children.”

			“Did Tyler get along with his father?”

			“Jimmy’s relationship with his family was strained. He didn’t take the time to get to know them or to be with them. He had other interests. When he was with his family, he spent his time abusing them verbally. I’m sad to admit that my grandson fits within the perimeters of another well-known analogy, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

			“I was in middle-school when Mr. Arnold was found dead. D-do you think he committed suicide?” Ugh. She’d gotten ahead of herself, and regretted the question the moment it tumbled from her lips.

			A wisp of a smile brushed over Julian’s mouth. He left her question lingering on the air between them for a long moment, staring at his thin, boney fingers wrapped around the gold knob of the cane. Fiona couldn’t be sure if he was measuring his answer or if he had no intention of acknowledging the inquiry. Finally, he lifted his gaze to meet hers. “You don’t fool me.”

			Fiona didn’t think for a nanosecond that she did. Julian was sharp. Time nor age had dulled his thought process. He leaned back, then shuffled a bit to get comfortable.

			“You seem to know a lot about Jimmy. You don’t give a hoot about Marlo’s cosmetic line.” He shot her another calculating smirk. “I can see another question in your windows, your eyes, young lady. Your eyes are screaming, which one? Which one? If Jimmy was murdered, who could the killer be? The merry widow who instantly felt the kiss of freedom with the news of her husband’s passing? The son who couldn’t please his father nor bait his attention? Or the brow-beaten daughter? Oh, no, it couldn’t possibly be her, could it? Or was there a beast so fierce lurking inside her that when released, it couldn’t be stopped? Of course, there was the lover, Mary Ellis, who was so gullible to think she was exclusive. Ah, then again, she was special enough to be provided a juicy insurance policy, that she never had the opportunity to cash-in.” Cocking his head to the right, he tapped his fingers on the round handle of the cane. “Which one? Which one?”

			Taken aback but trying not to be revealed, Fiona fished, “So, am I to understand you think he was murdered by someone close to him?”

			Resting the cane on his slender thigh, he fluffed the ruffles on his shirt. His shrug was languid. “I didn’t say any of those people were close to him. They merely had a bond with him, whether he or they liked it or not. Don’t forget, I told you moments ago that I, myself, didn’t care for Jimmy, nor he for me. No, I don’t believe he committed suicide. It takes courage to take one’s own life. Jimmy was not brave.” He brushed back the flowing cuff on his right sleeve to check his watch. “I’m sorry to say, it’s time for my medicine and a bite to eat.” Around a grunt, he pushed up from the chair. “I’d be happy to tell Marlo you stopped by to see her, but I really don’t talk with her much. No one has time for more than a quick wave in my direction. They’re always off to this place or that while I sit on my porch watching my family and the world go by.”

			Fiona stood. “It was so nice chatting with you, Mr. Tice.”

			He smiled, favoring her with a slight but chivalrous bow. “The pleasure was all mine, Ms. Quinn.”

			Once Fiona was comfortable in the driver’s seat of her car, she pulled her cell phone out of her purse to check the time. She gasped. A wave of panic washed over her. It was almost five o’clock. Worse, she’d forgotten to tell Nathan about the appointment with Liona Lanza, the wedding planner, who was coming to visit at five o’clock, today. Yikes! Even worse, there were three text messages from Nathan. She hadn’t heard her phone whistle alerting her to the messages. She must’ve been so engrossed in her conversation with Julian Tice that she missed the signals. No time to read the texts, she needed to get home before that wedding planner showed up.

			Fiona started the Cooper, shoved the shift into drive, and as she was about to pull away from the curb, she caught the swish of the living room curtain in Marlo Arnold’s window. She pressed the brake. Yep, someone was in that house. Mr. Tice claimed Marlo had taken her granddaughter to dance classes. If he were telling the truth, and honestly, she believed he was, then who was inside Marlo’s home?

			


		
Uh-oh. When Fiona rolled her Cooper to a stop there was an extra car parked in front of her house. Nathan’s SUV was present, and then there was a green Ford Escape. She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was only ten minutes after five. Taking in a calming breath, she grabbed up her purse and backpack, slipped out of the car, and rushed up the walk.

			“No, really, it’s okay. You should just try to relax, Ms. Lanza. I’m sure my wi—I mean, my fiancé will be here any minute. I hope. Here…have another cookie. My mom always says there’s nothing better than a chocolate chip cookie to make you feel better.” 

			Fiona could hear Nathan’s voice as she came through the front door. She quickly hung her purse and backpack on the hooks just inside the door. Her unflappable Detective Nathan Landry sounded flapped, flustered, flummoxed. What was going on? She stepped into the living room to find a middle-aged woman sitting on the couch with a box of tissues to her right and a pile of used, crumpled up tissues in a pile to her left. Her face was flushed. Her eyes were swollen. Wet, smudged, runny mascara trickled down the woman’s cheeks. The coffee table held an open bag of bite-size Snickers, discarded wrappers scattered over the table. Nathan held out a plate of the chocolate chip cookies she’d baked last evening toward the distraught woman. Harriet sat at the woman’s feet, wagging her tail, ears perked. Harriet wasn’t particularly concerned for the woman; she was more in the role of an opportunist.

			“I didn’t see the signs,” the woman wailed. “How could I have missed the signs?” She sniffed into a handful of tissues. She dabbed gingerly at the already mussed mascara. “I mean, I’ve been a good wife. Faithful, hard-working. Dinner on the table every night by seven. I never complained about his guy’s night out. Oh, my God! He probably wasn’t having a guys’ night out! He was probably going out with her!”

			“What is going on here?” Fiona asked, loudly.

			Nathan spun around, dropping several cookies from the plate which Harriet pounced on immediately, joyfully gobbling them up. Fiona was quite sure she’d never seen Nathan so undone, even when he had seasickness on the cruise. She’d never seen his face that shade of red.

			“Oh! You’re here. Thank God. This…this is Liona Lanza. She’s a wedding planner. Evidently, your mom sent her here to visit with us. She said she had an appointment.” He rushed to Fiona’s side.

			She leaned in close. “What happened to her?”

			“Her husband of twenty years, sent her a text message telling her he was leaving her for someone else, just as she was coming in the door,” Nathan whispered.

			That was the moment the hysterical wedding planner transformed from a weeping mound on the couch to an angry tiger looking for prey to rip into tiny pieces. She jerked from her seat with her hands balled into tight fists.

			“I can’t believe he’d do this to me!” She cried out. Her piercing eyes latched onto Nathan. “What’s wrong with you men? We do our very best to make you happy, and this is what you give us after twenty years?” She poked Nathan in the chest, hard. “Well, I’m not going to take this lying down, buster! I’m going to take you for everything you’ve got!” She snatched her purse and briefcase from the end table. Her mascara-stained eyes met Fiona’s. “I can’t do this right now. We’ll have to reschedule. Thanks for the cookies.” She shouldered between Nathan and Fiona to tramp out the front door, slamming it behind her.

			Fiona and Nathan peeked out from behind the curtain to watch her angry retreat as she sped down Oxford Street, blowing the horn at another car turning too slowly for her liking.

			The moment her SUV was out of sight, Nathan made his way to the foyer, opening the door.

			“Where are you going?”

			“To the store to buy a bag of Snickers. That whiny wedding planner ate the last bag I had.” A nanosecond later, he was out the front door. Fiona pinched back the curtains to watch him stomp down the sidewalk, jump into his SUV, and drive slowly down the street. Poor Nathan.

			Fiona marched into the foyer, dug through her purse to find her cell phone to send her mom a quick but unnegotiable text message…

			No.

			

		

~9~

			“Okay, class, let’s all settle down.” Fiona patiently waited for her kindergartners to quiet. Then she went to the large whiteboard in the front of the room, grabbed up a marker, and began to draw. She sketched a circle then filled in a face with a smile. She added eyes with long lashes, then changing her marker from a flesh tone to red, she proceeded to add chin-length hair. She gave the image a slender body sporting a green dress and as close to stylish pumps as she could manage to draw. 

			Fiona’s kindergartners watched the character form on the board. Every once in a while, she’d hear one child whisper to another. “What is she doing?” “Who is that?” And of course, a giggle or two would rise from the din sitting at the tables behind her.

			When she finished with her drawing, Fiona turned to face her credulous students studying her picture with great interest. “I’m sure you all know that tomorrow is the open house. Remember, we will only have a half-day of classes. I thought it would be nice to surprise your parents with a picture you’ve created of them. I’ll hang them on the board I’ve prepared.” She pointed to a large bulletin board along the right wall where she’d pinned a banner that read, Welcome Parents, in bright, inviting colors. The children clapped merrily at the splendid idea. Fiona gestured to the drawing she’d fashioned on the wipe-board. “I’ve drawn a picture of my mother. Her name is Nancy.”

			Jake Olson, who sat at one of the front tables, remarked rather loudly. “You’re a terrible draw-er, Ms. Quinn.”

			Some of the children turned to look at Jake in amazement. Fiona figured they felt it took a lot of daring to out-right insult the teacher’s artwork. Some of the children hid their faces to giggle at his intrepid critique.

			“Well, I’m a kindergarten teacher. Not an artist. I would think someone could think of something nice to say about my drawing.”

			It was no surprise when Shayla jumped up from her seat. “I think the picture is very nice.” Whoa. Fiona was most impressed, until she added, “I think your mom looks a lot like Sonic the Hedgehog!”

			The class burst into laughter. A fiery blush rising on Shayla’s cheeks, she perused her classmates, shocked by their laughter. Clearly, her observation had not come out quite as kind as she had intended.

			“My work here is done,” Fiona mumbled under her breath.

			

		

Fiona was happy with the drawings the children made for their parents. The entire class took the task to heart, working very hard for the last two hours of school on their personal rendition of their parents’ likenesses. Some of the students drew a picture depicting their mom, some their dad, some both, while others drew pictures of the grandparent(s) who were raising them. 

			After school ended for the day, Fiona took a casual stroll to the teacher’s lounge to fetch a much-needed cup of coffee. She planned to stay at school a while to begin the chore of decorating her classroom for tomorrow’s open house festivities. As she traveled along, she was rather surprised to find most of the classrooms abandoned. She would have thought other teachers would have stayed behind to prep their rooms as well. Hm, maybe she wasn’t as proactive as she thought. When she turned the corner at the far end of the hallway, she came upon Eugene and his wide dust mop. He glared at her.

			Thinking nothing of his surly attitude, she smiled. “Hi Eugene, how are you today?”

			“You really ought to consider mindin’ your own business, Ms. Quinn. I didn’t have anything to do with that slimebucket’s death. Why don’t you just ask that detective boyfriend of yours? He should have the whole thing on file. Sure, I was on the suspect list, like your mother, but I had nothin’ to do with it. Period. Stickin’ your nose where it don’t belong is only gonna get you into trouble.”

			Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “Are you threatening me, Eugene?”

			His lips bunched into a tight line as if he were trying to hold in a nasty reply but thought better of it. “No. I’m just sayin’ people don’t like it when someone is snoopin’ around where they shouldn’t, is all.” Abruptly, he pushed his mop forward, hard. She heard him growl over his shoulder. “Jimmy’s dead. Leave him in his grave. That’s where he belongs.”

			Fiona watched the janitor stomp down the hallway, a tight grip on the long handle, shoving his mop forward with a fair amount of agitation. Obviously, Eugene still harbored ill-will toward Jimmy Arnold. Perhaps he didn’t mean for his statement to come out as a threat. After all, most all of Eugene’s dialogue came out harsh and not well-thought-out. He was a cantankerous, ill-tempered man whose bark was most likely much worse than his bite, right? Regardless, she was considering his severe words a solid warning.

			Upon returning to her classroom, Fiona set her coffee cup on the first group table she came to, then gathered the parent portraits from her desk to pile them on a small utility cart. She pulled a step stool and the cart close to the bulletin board to pin them up under the banner welcoming the parents. She kicked her cheetah-print pumps off before mounting the step stool. The heels on the shoes weren’t particularly high, but hey, there was no need to risk a broken neck. 

			While she meticulously placed each picture on the board, Fiona’s mind wandered to the notes she’d received concerning Jimmy Arnold’s so-called murder. Tomorrow would mark one week since she’d found the first note on her desk under the student’s progress reports. There had been no more communications from the mystery writer since the note discovered under Shayla Weston’s tote bag on Friday. For that matter, there had been no real progress in finding the truth about Jimmy Arnold’s death, if there was any truth to be found. Honestly, if the former math teacher had been murdered, there were plenty of people who could’ve killed him. The suspect list, that she was aware of, did not exclude his own family or a now-deceased lover who was the beneficiary to a hefty life insurance policy. How sad.

			Then again, her list of suspects could very well be moot. Both the YouTube video and Norm had mentioned Jimmy had gambling debts. It was quite possible that an intolerant bookie had him killed. On the other hand, one cannot collect money from a dead man. Norm also mentioned there were husbands who had it out for Mr. Arnold, and then there was the theory he’d struggled with an unidentified person who may have had the strength to turn Jimmy’s gun around forcing him to shoot himself in the chest.

			If only they could find the jogger. She may have seen someone running from the scene. The murderer may have driven past her as she was jogging toward the area. Who knows, she may have actually witnessed the murder.

			Was the jogger Adria La Rose, Roxanne Dunlap, or someone else?

			Deep in self-deliberation, Fiona lifted the fifth parent portrait to the board. She was just about to pin it up when she felt a hard shove! Letting out a yelp, her body pitched to the right. Her toe caught the side of the step stool causing it to tip with the momentum. Fiona grappled for anything to grab onto along the wall, to no avail. Her hand slid over the smooth board, dragging several of the student’s drawings, ripping a portion of the decorative paper covering the board. She felt the hard thump, then saw stars when her head slammed against one of the tables, as she crashed to the floor!

			

		

Nathan caressed Fiona’s cheek with the back of his fingers. She had one nasty goose egg on the right side of her head, and by tomorrow her right eye might just be a lovely shade of black and blue. He’d just finished filling out the paperwork on an arrest for the Wilson murder case when he received a call from Kim Stone that Fiona had had an accident. When he arrived at Presbyterian Hospital, he found Principal Britton, Kim Stone, and Julia Bell on hand. 

			“I heard her tell the doctor that she felt a push before she fell off the step stool,” Principal Britton told him in hushed timbers after pulling him aside. His voice was steeped in concern for Fiona, and it was most obvious he couldn’t imagine who would have tried to harm her. “We’ve got to get to the bottom of this, Mr. Landry. I won’t have this kind of violence in my school.”

			The principal didn’t have too much to worry about. There was no way he was going to allow anyone to hurt his Fiona. When she was released, he brought her directly home, helped her change into comfy pajamas, then tucked her into bed. Harriet sidled up close under Fiona’s left arm. Nathan whispered, “Fiona…hey, darlin’, time to wake up for a minute.” Fiona’s eyes fluttered open. Her lips curled, and he kissed them lightly. “How are you feeling?”

			She tried to sit up a little too quickly. She winced, then lay back down, tentatively touching her head with the pads of her fingers. “Mmm…not quite ready to do crunches. I’ve got a serious headache.”

			“You just relax. Wyatt and I are gonna go pick up your car from the school lot, then I’m going to pick up a prescription for your headache at the Shop and Save. Tavia’s downstairs drinking some of that Grandma Ev coffee. Do you want me to call your mom?”

			“Good Lord in the morning—” Aghast, Fiona cupped her hand over her mouth. Through her fingers, she asked, “Did I really just say that?”

			Nathan snorted, “Yes, you did, Nancy.”

			She dropped her hand to her lap. “Ugh! Do not call my mother. She’d get on the first flight out of Daytona, and you’d be sleeping at your apartment.”

			He chuckled. “That’s what I thought you’d say, but I was just checking.” He kissed her again, then pushed up from the bed.

			She grabbed his hand. “Nathan…tomorrow’s open house. I’ve got to get those portraits the children made of their parents on the bulletin board—”

			“Don’t worry. Julia and Kim knew you’d be obsessing, so, they went back to the school to finish what you were doing. It’s all good.” He let out a careworn sigh. “I need to know exactly what happened, but I want you to rest and take some medicine first, then we’ll talk about it.” 

			“I’ve got to go to school tomorrow—”

			“Rest, Fiona.”

			

		

“What’s the plan? I know you’ve got one, Landry,” Wyatt said, as he turned his Chevy pickup truck onto Warriors Road.

			Nathan plucked the wrapper from a bite-size Snickers bar, tossing the candy into his mouth, shoving the wrapper into the pocket of his slacks. “First things first, Wyatt. I’m gonna drive the Cooper to the Shop and Save, get Fiona’s prescription, then go home to take care of my wife.”

			“And tomorrow?” Wyatt pressed.

			“Tomorrow, I’m gonna dig into the Arnold case to see where the loose ends are hanging. Revisit the suspects. Someone didn’t want Fiona digging up old bones, and I mean to find out who that someone is.” He pulled out another Snickers as Wyatt steered the truck into the school’s parking lot, pulling up next to Fiona’s Mini Cooper. Nathan opened the passenger door and slid from the vehicle. “Thanks for the lift. See ya tomorrow.”

			“You know you can count on me and Tav for any assistance you need, right?”

			Nathan smiled at his friend. “I know it. Thanks, Wyatt.” He closed the truck door and waved Wyatt on, then unlocked the Cooper and got in. As he drove down Guyland Street and made the left onto Noblestown Road, his chest tightened. Someone had actually tried to harm Fiona. She’d struck a nerve. Someone hoped they would scare her enough to silence her, make her back away. Not Fiona. When her headache eased, she’d be more committed to finding the truth about Jimmy Arnold’s death than before. Only now his hands were no longer tied. Now, he had good reason to reopen the James Arnold case, and he’d do just that first thing tomorrow morning.

			He made the right-hand turn into the Noble Manor Shopping Center. He parked the car and went into the store to fetch the prescription the emergency room doctor had called-in. Fiona had been very lucky. She hadn’t broken any bones during the fall. The doctor joked that her hard head had broken the fall, and she had not sustained a concussion. While Nathan waited in line at the pharmacy, he speculated how he was going to keep Fiona from going to school in the morning. He may have to handcuff her to the bed. He chuckled to himself. It sounded kind of kinky, but it may very well be the only option. His wife could be stubborn as a mule, and he had plenty of evidence that she was hard-headed.

			After what seemed like an hour, Nathan had the prescription in hand and was making his way across the parking lot toward the Cooper when he came to a sudden halt. There was a small white envelope tucked under the driver’s side windshield wiper. He looked around the lot. None of the other cars in the lot had a note attached to their wiper. To the right and three vehicles down, an exasperated young woman with a screaming toddler sitting in the shopping cart attempted to hold on to her composure while frantically tossing grocery bags into her SUV.

			To the left and two spots away, an older woman sat in an aged sedan talking on a cell phone. A few spots farther down, a middle-aged man wearing a Steelers ball cap was leaning against his SUV scratching at a lottery ticket.

			Nathan snatched the envelope from the wiper, tore it open. Sure enough, it was a message from Fiona’s inscrutable friend…

			You’ve met the killer.

			You’re very warm.

			Sheridan Park, September 25, 2005

			This was hitting too close to home. His stomach twisted. He’d let it go too far, and now Fiona was in over her head.

			Without hesitation, Nathan pulled his cell phone from his hip pocket and dialed while continuing to scrutinize the lot. The man wearing the Steelers cap had gotten into his vehicle and was pulling onto Noblestown Road. There was no waiting for tomorrow. The time was now to act. “Cap’n, this is Nate. We need to reopen a case from 2005, right quick.” 

			

		

~10~

			Stiffness and aches from yesterday’s fall were starting to set in, big time. Fiona’s head ached even after taking the prescribed medication. She was hoping Nathan couldn’t see her discomfort, but she had a feeling it was rather plain. She had spent the last half-hour recounting her steps and the individuals she’d talked to about Jimmy Arnold for her husband. She’d also reiterated the terse conversation she’d had with Eugene Wilcox about fifteen minutes before her fall.

			“Okay, you did not speak with Marlo Arnold, right?” Nathan asked, checking over his notes. Fiona shook her head no. “And you have not talked with Jimmy Arnold’s daughter either?”

			“No. What’s her name?”

			“I dunno. It’ll be in the file.”

			“I’m glad you’re reopening this case, Nathan. I think it has a lot of moving parts that need investigating.” She shifted in the bed trying to find a good place for her aching shoulder, releasing a groan before she could suppress it. “I’m not happy about being shoved, but at least it’s prompting an investigation. I mean, that is the reason, right?”

			Nathan stilled. Slowly, his gaze slid to meet hers. “Well, yes…and no.”

			“What does that mean? Has something else happened?”

			He let out a beleaguered sigh while he reached into his pocket to pull out a small piece of paper. “I wasn’t sure I was gonna show you this—”

			“Is that what I think it is, another note? You weren’t going to show me the third note? Why not?” She snatched the paper from his hand. After reading the message, she was almost breathless. “So, what they are essentially saying is, they’ve been watching me, and I have been in the presence of Jimmy Arnold’s killer?”

			“So, they say. That doesn’t make it true, Fiona.”

			“Maybe not, but it gives us a jumping point—”

			“Nobody’s jumping anywhere, especially you. I’ll talk with Eugene and Roxanne and Tyler and Mr. Tice.”

			Fiona wilted into the pillow with a pout on her lips. “Okay, but I’m going to school tomorrow.” Nathan shot her a look. She lifted her hand. “It’s only a half-day. You said, Julia and Kim were putting my bulletin board together, so I won’t have much prep. And I can request a teacher’s aide if I’m not feeling up to certain things.”

			“Fiona…”

			“Please, Nathan. Besides, on Thursday I don’t have to be at school until ten o’clock for the teachers’ meetings, because we’ll be there so late tomorrow night. Then the rest of the day is just in-service, easy-peasy. I promise to take it easy.” Giving her painful shoulder a roll, she rubbed it tenderly. “Something tells me I won’t have a choice anyway.”

			Nathan shook his head. “Maybe I should’ve called your mom. She would’ve moved Heaven and Earth to be here by now, and she’d be sitting on you. What am I going to do with such a hard-headed woman?” Now it was Fiona who was shooting a look. He raised a justified hand. “Hey, I’ve got it on good authority that your head is, in fact, very hard.”

			Fiona giggled. “It’s a good thing, too.”

			Just then, Harriet leapt up from her cozy spot, wagging her tail madly, her little pink tongue hanging out, and her ears perked. She let out a tiny bark, and that’s when a coffee cup with steam swirling from the rim came floating into the room. Both Fiona and Nathan’s eyes popped, their jaws dropped, as the cup lowered onto the nightstand. Plink.

			“I guess Grandma Ev wants you to stay in bed too. She’s not in the habit of delivering coffee, is she?”

			Fiona reached for the cup, then took a sip. “No, she doesn’t, but who’s complaining? She’s probably just thankful that awful lamp of yours is sitting in my office and not in her apartment.”

			Nathan rolled his eyes.

			

		

Time was short. Nathan had hurried into the precinct and made it in pretty good time, even with the brutal Pittsburgh traffic. He knew Fiona would arrive at school within the hour. The moment he sat down at his desk the phone rang. He lifted the phone to his ear. “Detective Landry, Pittsburgh Homicide…”

			“Mr. Landry, this is Kim Stone, the office manager at Westwood Elementary—”

			Nathan’s breath caught. “Is everything okay?”

			“Oh yes, I wanted to let you know that I alerted our head of security about what happened to Fiona yesterday afternoon. He’s going to go through all the kindergarten hallway video from yesterday. Hopefully, he’ll see who entered Fiona’s classroom.”

			“Thank you so much, Ms. Stone. That should be a great help.”

			“I’ll contact you as soon as he’s been through the footage.” With that, Kim disconnected the call.

			Dropping the phone on its cradle, Nathan looked up. Tavia was taking off her jacket and hanging it on the back of her chair. He rushed to her desk. “Tav, I sure could use a favor.”

			“Sure, Nate. Anything, you know that. How’s Fiona this morning?”

			“As stubborn as always. She’s going into school today. My favor is gonna require a phone call and a nod from the captain.”

			“No worries. We’ve got this. What do you need me to do?”

			

		

Nathan spent the better part of the morning studying the old case file on James Arnold’s death. As Fiona had told him last week, the file reiterated that several teachers reported the English Lit. teacher, Nancy Quinn, had a verbal altercation with Mr. Arnold in his classroom just days before he was found dead in his car. Mrs. Quinn indicated, during her interview, that one of her female students had accused Mr. Arnold of pursuing an unwelcome relationship with her. Mrs. Quinn confronted Mr. Arnold warning him to stay away from the girl or she would report his inappropriate behavior to the school administrator. Upon further review, officers could not find any indication that Mrs. Quinn was involved in Mr. Arnold’s death.

			It was not hard at all for Nathan to believe his mother-in-law would confront a predator. In fact, he considered Mr. Arnold rather lucky Nancy hadn’t whacked him over the head with her purse. In any case, she’d been cleared of any suspicion, so, on to the next…

			In his report, Norm stated that faculty members and the janitorial staff at Langley described Eugene Wilcox as a man with serious anger issues. Norm conveyed that Mr. Wilcox had difficulty controlling his temper during his interview. Mr. Wilcox claimed Mr. Arnold had taken advantage of his young stepdaughter, and others, including female teachers. He said he’d waited for Mr. Arnold after school one day in the faculty parking lot and demanded he stay away from his stepdaughter. The conversation became heated and Mr. Wilcox assaulted Mr. Arnold. Mr. Wilcox was suspended from his janitorial duties for a three-week period without pay. Wilcox was still on unpaid leave and said he was at home with his wife, Tyra, and his stepdaughter at the time of Mr. Arnold’s death. Both Tyra Wilcox and his stepdaughter corroborated his alibi.

			Nathan was quite aware who Eugene’s stepdaughter was, Roxanne Dunlap. However, at the time of Arnold’s death, Roxanne would have been a minor. Yes, she was questioned as indicated in the above text, but her name was left out because of her age at the time. Ms. Dunlap was no longer a minor and wouldn’t be exempt this time around. 

			He found it most interesting that Norm did not question Adria La Rose. At least, there were no notations of a conversation with the teen. It seemed she spent no time under suspicion, yet she was the young girl Nancy was attempting to stop Mr. Arnold from having inappropriate relations with. Nathan wondered if Norm had indeed spoken with Adria but did not include the conversation in his report. Perhaps at the time, she had not yet turned eighteen.

			Possibly the most bizarre suspect on Norm’s list was James Arnold’s widow, Marlo. In Norm’s notes, he claimed the woman was in celebration mode when he arrived at the Arnold residence the night of Mr. Arnold’s death. He found Mrs. Arnold poolside, dressed in lingerie, drinking champagne, and listening to loud music. Mrs. Arnold stated Mr. Arnold was a tyrant and she was happy to be free of him. Both, Tyler and Miranda Arnold, James Arnold’s children, appeared to share their mother’s enthusiasm. Tyler was at a friend’s home, Charles Bennett, playing video games at the time of his father’s death. Marlo and daughter, Miranda, were at home preparing dinner. 

			Because of her intimate relationship with James Arnold, and the fact that he’d taken out a lucrative life insurance policy naming Mary Ellis Carpenter as the beneficiary, she appeared on the suspect list briefly and was questioned. Unfortunately, she was now deceased; therefore, her interview was moot and any input she could have provided lost forever. Nevertheless, he had to wonder why Arnold felt the need to bestow this woman, in particular, with money in the event of his death. According to her interview, she was out of town most of September that year, visiting with an aunt who lived in Harrisburg. Hm.

			The man Fiona called, Julian Tice, Marlo Arnold’s father, did not appear on Norm’s suspect list or interview notes. Maybe he didn’t live in the area at the time or he simply flew under Norm’s radar. Nathan had every intention of talking with Mr. Tice.

			The file was stuffed with a hefty collection of emails found in Mr. Arnold’s inbox. It would take Nathan hours to go through the messages. At this point in time, he was more interested in talking with witnesses and suspects. Just then his phone rang. He snatched it up.

			“Detective Landry, Pittsburgh Homicide…”

			“Mr. Landry, this is Kim Stone again.” She sounded a bit panicked. “John from security just called, he was very upset. Seems the cameras in the kindergarten hallway were either malfunctioning late yesterday afternoon, or someone had turned them off. Either way, he has no footage from that area from approximately three o’clock to six o’clock in the evening. That’s the time slot Fiona was pushed.”

			

		

When Fiona stepped into her classroom, she was most surprised to find Tavia Andrews, wearing a pair of black slacks and a floral blouse, perusing the parent portraits on the bulletin board. She blinked back. “Tavia…what are you doing here?” She held up a hand. “Let me guess, Nathan sent you to keep an eye on me.”

			Tavia chuckled. “He’s worried about you. He doesn’t know if the person who shoved you off the step stool is a member of the faculty or someone who had gained access to the building after hours. The principal knows I’m here. C’mon, work with me. I’m supposed to stay in the room with you until it’s time to go home, which is where you will go, my luv. Nathan said you promised to rest before open house tonight.”

			Rolling her eyes, Fiona made her way to the bulletin board with slow, rigid steps. “Don’t worry, by the time lunch rolls around, you may be carrying me out to my car. I’m so sore I could scream. Good Lord, I only fell three feet. How bad off would I be if I’d have fallen farther?”

			Tavia’s voice was filled with concern. “Are you sure you should be here? I’m sure they could call a sub in right away. You could rest all day, then come in for tonight.”

			Fiona waved a flippant hand. “No, no, I’ll be fine. I plan on sitting most of the time.” Smiling, she gazed up at the pictures her students had created. “These parent portraits are great, aren’t they? I think the parents will be pleased.”

			“They really are. I think you may have some budding artists in your class.”

			

		

“What’s full of holes but still holds water?” Jake Olson blurted out while the kindergarten class was tidying up their tables before bus calls.

			It had been a very long morning. Fiona was beginning to believe she should have taken her husband’s advice and stayed home to rest for the day. Although, she wasn’t sure how less sore she’d be by six o’clock this evening.

			Jake waited for a moment for his teacher’s response. The class was waiting for her reply too. For that matter, Fiona was trying to wrap her head around Jake’s riddle, failing miserably. Unable to hold back another moment, he exclaimed, “A sponge!” His fellow kindergartners laughed and clapped their hands.

			Fatigued, achy, and yes, on the shady side of grouchy, Fiona stiffly pushed up from her seat behind the desk. “Okay, everybody. It’s time for bus calls. Let’s gather our things and line up at the door, please. I’m looking forward to meeting all of your parents this evening, and I’m sure they will love the pictures you’ve drawn for them.”

			As the children rushed to their cubbies to collect their belongings, Shayla made a bee-line to Fiona’s desk. Twisting and turning her body, she shot her teacher a faux coy grin. “Can I help you, Shayla?” Fiona inquired with forced interest. Tavia had followed the kids to the front of the room. She wandered through the rambling clutch of children to stand next to Fiona.

			“Do you like riddles, Ms. Quinn?” the little girl asked with wide eyes and a slight blush on her cheeks.

			“I…I suppose I do. Why?”

			“I was just wondering if you liked the riddles my mommy has been leaving for you?”

			Taken aback, Fiona let out a tiny gasp. She exchanged a tentative glance with Tavia, then confirmed what she thought the child had said, “Your…your mom left me those notes?”

			“Well, Mommy makes the notes on our computer, then she gives them to me to hide for you to find. She said it was like a little hide and go seek game, only with riddles. She said you’d get a real kick out of it.” Shayla giggled. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you. It was supposed to be a secret, but I saw how you liked Jake’s riddle, and…and…well, I just had to know if you liked ours.”

			“Oh…yes, your mom was right. I did get a real kick out of them, Shayla.” Fiona shot another sideways glance at Tavia, then back to Shayla. “Is your mom coming to open house tonight?”

			“I think so.”

			“What’s your mom’s name?” Fiona asked.

			“Miranda.”

			“Miranda…” Fiona whispered, absently.

			

		

~11~

			Detective Landry wormed his way through the throng of students changing classes at Langley High School. The thunder of footsteps echoed throughout the corridor. Young people laughing, talking, elbowing, shoving, the slam of locker doors, and yes, a few couples making out along the perimeters of the thoroughfare. The warning bell was ringing when he came upon room number 214, Tyler Arnold’s classroom. From just beyond the threshold he could hear the students plopping books onto desks, backpacks onto the floor, and a hum of conversations. The detective jammed his hand into the pocket of his slacks to find three, no four, bite-size Snickers. Satisfied with his stash, he peeked into the classroom. 

			Tyler Arnold was busy writing an equation on the whiteboard, while his class settled into their seats. A piece of paper crinkled up into a tight ball soared from somewhere near the rear of the class to bounce off the head of a young man seated up front. The young man turned and sneered toward the back of the room. His irritation was acknowledged by a round of chuckles and another ball, which he managed to dodge.

			Detective Landry rapped his knuckles on the open door. Turning his attention toward the visitor in the doorway, Tyler hesitated mid-chore. The detective flashed his badge. “Mr. Arnold, may I speak with you for just a moment?”

			Tyler’s eyes narrowed. Quickly, he finished the math problem he’d been writing, then turned to his class. “Please work on this problem while I step into the hallway. I’ll be right back.” The classroom quieted as Tyler strode toward his unexpected guest. “What can I do for you?”

			“I’m Detective Nathan Landry, Pittsburgh Homicide. I’m sorry to interrupt your class, Mr. Arnold, but I’d like to ask you a few questions about the evening your father died.”

			Tyler blinked back. “Why…why would you ask about my father’s death?”

			The detective pulled a piece of square candy from his pocket and began to unwrap it. The foil crinkled loudly in the empty hallway. He shrugged. “Some new information has been brought to our attention, and we are giving your father’s case another look.”

			Now the math teacher’s eyes were filled with apprehension. His jaw slacked ever so slightly. He shook his head just a tad as if he were trying to subtly shake-off the start. He glanced at his classroom, then back to the detective. Raising his eyebrows above the rim of his glasses, his eyes widened. He puffed out his cheeks, then blew away a big breath. “Whoa. That was a long time ago, Detective.” He scratched his head. “I’m not sure I remember the details of that evening.”

			 “Believe me, I get it. I mean, there are days I can’t remember what I did ten minutes ago. Well, let’s start with, do you remember where you were the evening your father was killed?” He glanced upward, thoughtfully, then returned his gaze to meet Tyler’s. “Let’s say, between the hours of five and seven o’clock.” Detective Landry popped the chocolate into his mouth.

			“Ahhh, well, I kind of remember being at a friend’s house. I think we mighta been playing pool…no…we mighta been playin’ video games. I’m not sure. Like I said that was a while back.”

			“I used to play video games all the time when I was a teenager. Boy, oh, boy, my mom sure did get annoyed with me. Especially, if I hadn’t done my chores. Do you remember whose house you were at, and maybe, how you got home?” The detective pulled his notepad from his hip pocket, then patted his slacks and jacket until he came up with a pen.

			Tyler scrubbed his hand over his mouth, leaned in to check on his class, then replied, “I think I was at Chucky Bennett’s house. His dad came downstairs. We were in the game room. He told me he needed to take me home right away. Something had happened to my dad.”

			Detective Landry looked up from his notes. Shook his head solemnly. “You must’ve been upset to hear your dad was in some kind of trouble.”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“Mm. So, how did Mr. Bennett know your father was in trouble?” He reached into his pocket and pulled out another piece of candy, offering it to Tyler. “Snickers?”

			“Um…no…no, thank you. Um, he…he had a police scanner.” A round of laughter rang out from the classroom. “I really should get back to my class, Detective.”

			He deposited the Snickers back into his pocket. “Of course, you do. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be taking up so much of your valuable time. What happened when you arrived home?”

			Tyler shifted from one foot to the other. “Um…well, of course, a detective, much like yourself, showed up to tell us about Dad’s death.”

			Detective Landry’s gaze clung to Tyler’s. He waved his pen in a circular motion in the air, urging Tyler to continue. “Who was at home with you?”

			“My mom, and my sister, Miranda.”

			“Boy, that must’ve been tough. I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Arnold. You all had to have been very upset.”

			“Yeah.” Tyler jabbed his thumb over his shoulder toward his classroom where the murmur of voices was quickly mounting. “I really should get back in there. Is there anything else?”

			The detective flipped his notepad closed with a slap. “Oh, no, I don’t think so. Not at this time, anyway. We’ve reopened your father’s case, and when we come up with anything more, I’ll be in touch. Thank you, Mr. Arnold, for your time.” He offered his hand and Tyler shook it, then the teacher spun on his heels to return his classroom. 

			Detective Landry started down the hallway, when Tyler called out to him, “Detective Landry…” 

			He turned. “Yes, Mr. Arnold?”

			“Why did you reopen my father’s case?”

			“Like I said, new information has been uncovered, prompting us to take another look at the circumstances surrounding your father’s death.”

			“What kind of information?”

			“I’m sorry, I’m not at liberty to discuss an on-going investigation.”

			“Investigation? But…my father was killed back in 2005. What information could possibly have been uncovered?”

			Detective Landry lifted a shoulder, then let it drop. “Time goes by, sometimes a lot of time, and then things pop up, Mr. Arnold. Were you at Sheridan Park at any time during the afternoon of September 25th?”

			“No. I told you. I was at Chucky Bennett’s house playing video games.”

			“Yes, sir. Didn’t your friend, Charles Bennett, live on the street directly above the park?”

			The clamor from his classroom rose several notches. Tyler’s jaw tightened. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got an algebra class to teach, Detective.” He retreated into his classroom, closing the door behind him.

			


		
Detective Landry arrived at Westwood Elementary School about thirty minutes before the scheduled early dismissal of the students. The buses were already lined up at the bus port in anticipation of children dashing out of the school for the ride home. The drivers sat in their buses reading books or talking on cell phones, waiting for the mad rush.

			With the intention of talking to Roxanne Dunlap and Eugene Wilcox, he pressed the call button mounted on the wall outside the main entrance, then waited for the office to check him out via the security camera above the door and buzz him into the building. Nathan would make a point to check-in on his wife to see how her day was shaping up. He had no doubts he would find a stiff, sore, and rather cranky kindergarten teacher.

			There was a loud buzz, then Kim Stone’s voice drifted through the small speaker stationed above the call button. “Come in, Mr. Landry.”

			He pulled the door open and strode through the corridor, turning left into the first hallway. He could hear the pulse of the nearby classrooms filled with eager children getting ready to go home. He could hear terse murmurs, as he neared an inlet to the right, with a sign that read, boys and on the left of the cove, girls. Slowing his pace, the detective listened intensely—a man’s voice, and a woman’s.

			“Give me those! What were you thinking, Roxanne? I told you not to talk about it with anyone, ever. Why would you talk about it with her, for God’s sake? Now you’ve really complicated things!” The man’s voice was angry and gruff, threatening.

			Detective Landry stepped into the small area between the restrooms just in time to see a large, imposing man with bushy hair shove something into his pocket. The object jangled as it dropped into the deep creases of his pocket, making the fabric bulge slightly. His weathered face was twisted in irritation, and the woman, who the detective assumed was Roxanne Dunlap, cowered from him. Did she fear the man would strike her? The detective whipped out his badge. “Detective Nathan Landry, Pittsburgh Homicide. Is everything okay here?”

			Immediately, the man straightened. He grabbed a dust mop from the corner. Eugene Wilcox. The woman ran a harried hand through her hair. Her voice was thin. “Yes, yes, everything’s just fine. I had just borrowed something and I was returning them…it. Can we help you, Detective?”

			He stuck his badge back onto his belt. “You can start by identifying yourselves.”

			The two exchanged wary glances. “I’m Roxanne Dunlap. I work in the cafeteria, and this is my stepfather, Eugene Wilcox. He’s a janitor.”

			“What luck. You are just the two people I’ve been looking for. Do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

			“What about?” Eugene asked. His tone was on the shady side of a roar.

			Detective Landry glanced across the hall to find an empty classroom. The room was quiet and the lights were off. Through the open door he could see an upright piano with what he assumed was sheet music piled in several short mounds. A line of ten or twelve small, red drums rested upon the wide window sill. It appeared to be the music room. He pointed to the open doorway. “That room looks available. Why don’t we step in there and talk?” 

			Again, Roxanne and Eugene exchanged apprehensive looks. Dropping her gaze to the floor, Roxanne shuffled into the room, while Eugene eyed the detective defiantly. Finally, he slammed the mop’s handle into the corner where he’d retrieved it from, then stomped across the hall into the room. 

			Just then the bell rang. Hordes of children in lines marched through the hallway past the music room. Detective Landry closed the door to dull the noise of heavy footfalls, children’s laughter, talking, and of course, teachers calling out for the children not to run and to stay in line until they reached the bus port.

			Roxanne nibbled at a cuticle but hesitated long enough to ask, “You’re Fiona Quinn’s boyfriend, aren’t you?” Detective Landry nodded in reply. “I heard she came to school today, after what happened last night. How is she feeling?”

			The detective shot her a svelte smile. “She’s stiff and sore, but overall, she’s good.” He ran his fingers over the keys of the piano, plink, plink, plink. He lifted his eyes to lock with Eugene’s. “Mr. Wilcox, do you have access to the security room where they monitor the cameras?”

			“I do.” Eugene’s face was drawn down in hard, stressed lines. His jaw was set.

			“Did you clean that room last evening?”

			“No. I only clean the security room twice per week. I’ll be cleaning in there tonight.”

			“I see. Why do you only clean that room twice a week?”

			Eugene shrugged. “Not much goes on in there. John’s in and out all day. He sets the trashcan outside the door before he goes home, if there’s any trash to speak of. I go in and dust the floors, that’s about it.”

			“But you weren’t in there last night?”

			His eyes skimmed Roxanne’s, then back to the detective. “I said I wasn’t.”

			Detective Landry pressed down on the high D key. Tink! “Someone turned the cameras off in the kindergarten hallway from three o’clock until six. Therefore, we have no footage of who may have entered Ms. Quinn’s classroom and shoved her yesterday.” He slid his gaze toward Roxanne who was chewing on the cuticle, savagely. Looking like a spooked deer, she dropped her hand away from her mouth when she noticed the detective’s gaze upon her. His observation dragged back to Eugene. “I have to assume you have a key to the security room.”

			“Yes, I do. And no, I did not turn off the cameras. And no, I did not push Ms. Quinn.” Eugene snarled over his shoulder as he stomped toward the door and yanked it open, “If that’s all, Detective, I was brought in early today to help with the cleaning before tonight’s open house.”

			Eugene was snatching up his dust mop near the boys’ room entrance when Detective Landry stepped onto the threshold of the music room, and inquired, “Just one more item, Mr. Wilcox. Where were you the afternoon of September 25th, 2005, between the hours of five and seven o’clock?”

			The janitor’s spine stiffened as he slowly turned to face the detective. His face was like granite. “Most likely, I was at the high school running my dust mop through the hallways, like I do every stinkin’ night of my life. Then, most likely, I went home to my wife and stepdaughter. Isn’t that right, Roxanne?” Roxanne flinched and then swiftly nodded her confirmation. Eugene’s steely stare returned to the detective. “Now, if I’ve answered all your questions, I need to get back to my job, Detective.” Gruffly, he shoved the dust mop forward down the hallway.

			Detective Landry turned back toward Roxanne, who stood just as stiffly as her stepfather had, only she wasn’t angry or antagonistic, she was terrified. He dug into his pocket bringing up two wrapped candies. The right side of his mouth lifted as he held them out in his palm toward her. “Snickers? I keep them handy for stressful situations. They sure do help me.”

			Roxanne focused on the Snickers bars in his hand, then looked into his eyes. “This is stressful. Almost as bad as it was in 2005.”

			“Take one.”

			Slowly, she reached for the candy. The cuticles on her hand were brown with dried blood. “He’s not all bad. He can be kind. He’s just harsh, gruff, but good-hearted. I don’t believe he’d push Ms. Quinn.”

			“Do you know anyone who might’ve pushed her?”

			“No…but…Ms. Quinn has been asking a lot of questions about Mr. Arnold’s death. Someone may not have liked that. Maybe they wanted to just scare her. Maybe they thought if they scared her, she’d stop. And just in case you were gonna ask, I don’t believe my stepfather had anything to do with Mr. Arnold’s death all those years ago.”

			“But he and Mr. Arnold didn’t get along.”

			Her fingers stilled from unwrapping the Snickers. “No. He didn’t like Mr. Arnold. But a lot of people didn’t like him, including many of the teachers, and the students too.”

			“So I’ve been told. You were on the track team, a long-distance runner, were you anywhere near Sheridan Park the afternoon Mr. Arnold died?” He popped a Snickers into his mouth.

			“How did you know…” Her face puckered in comprehension. She crossed her arms defensively over her chest. “Yes, I was a long-distance runner, and no, I was not at the park that day. Look, Detective Landry, I think you’re chasing shadows. Mr. Arnold killed himself. I don’t know why everyone’s suddenly fussing about this. I’ve gotta go.” She pushed past the detective to hurry from the room.

			Detective Landry stepped into the hallway. “Ms. Dunlap…” Reluctantly, she stopped and turned. “Was Adria La Rose at the park that day?”

			“You’ll have to ask her, Detective.” With that, Roxanne quickened around the corner into the adjoining hallway.

			Jamming his hands into the pockets of his slacks, Nathan made his way down the hallway toward his wife’s classroom. He had every intention of making her go directly home and lie down for several hours before returning to the school for the open house at six o’clock. When he stepped into her classroom, Tavia was helping her to slip into her jacket. Yeah, she looked very stiff.

			“How’s my kindergarten teacher feeling?” Nathan asked.

			Fiona turned. Her face brightened. “Nathan, I’m so glad you stopped in. We know who’s leaving the notes.” 

			


		
~12~

			Fiona’s face was a roadmap of fatigue when she came downstairs dressed in a lovely pink pencil skirt and white blouse. She waved an indifferent hand as she stepped into the kitchen. “Oh, these events make me so nervous. Meeting the parents for the first time, seeing such expectations in their eyes, and sometimes those expectations are unrealistic.” Letting out a beleaguered sigh, she grasped the long, double string of pink pearls draped around the collar of her blouse. Nathan handed her a cup of coffee. “But this is the first time I’ve had a homicide detective in attendance who was actually waiting for a particular parent to show up.”

			“It’ll be okay. I’ll simply ask Ms. Weston to have a seat toward the back of the room, and I’ll ask her about the notes. Do you know if there’s a Mr. Weston?”

			Fiona fingered the pink pearl earring on her right lobe, then took a sip of the coffee. “No. I didn’t even know her first name until Shayla told me today. I don’t usually pay attention to the parents’ names until I need to contact them for some reason. And I certainly didn’t know Miranda Weston was Jimmy Arnold’s daughter. Seriously, if she knew her father had been murdered, and she knew who was responsible, why didn’t she tell Norm all those years ago?”

			Nathan leaned a hip against the counter. “Maybe the murderer was a bigger threat than her father was. You said that Julian Tice told you she was brow-beaten by her father. Maybe there was someone even worse than daddy. Time heals these things, and she may have finally found the courage to expose her father’s killer. Who knows? Maybe the killer has made her angry about something, and she’s decided to spill the beans.”

			Easing into a kitchen chair, Fiona took another sip of the coffee. “Or she’s playing some kind of game. You didn’t get a chance to talk with Marlo Arnold or Mr. Tice today?”

			“No, but they’re both on my list tomorrow. From Norm’s account of his interview with Mrs. Arnold, she was way too forthcoming with how she felt about her husband’s death. She made no effort to hide her joy.”

			“That’s what he told me too. By the way, I don’t know if I told you, but when I stopped by Marlo Arnold’s house, she wasn’t home, but someone was.”

			“No. You didn’t tell me. What went on?” 

			“I heard a door slam inside the house, and I saw the curtains move when I went to talk with Mr. Tice. Now, he claimed Marlo had taken her granddaughter, who I now know was Shayla, to dance classes. But someone was definitely in that house.” Fiona glanced at her watch. “We’d better get going. I don’t want any of the parents to beat me to my classroom.”

			

		

The two hours of open house dragged for Nathan. He sat in the comfy, gold, winged-back chair stationed in the far back corner of the classroom. The chair looked like a match to the one in Grandma Ev’s apartment. Interesting. Fiona had positioned the chair atop a plush carpet where she would read stories to her students. The evening was probably flying by for Fiona. She was very busy talking with parents, admiring the portraits the children had made, and taking them down from the bulletin board so the parent could take the artwork home.

			Nathan was relieved when the two-hours were almost at an end. Fiona was looking more and more drained as the time ticked by. Her beautiful green eyes were a bit sunken and dark circles were slowly emerging. Thankfully, she didn’t have to be at school until ten o’clock tomorrow, and there wouldn’t be any students in school either. He checked his cellphone, seven-forty-five, and still no Miranda Weston. He had to wonder if her daughter had told her about the conversation, she’d had with Ms. Quinn and Miranda had decided to skip open house.

			“I didn’t know you had kids, Landry,” a man’s voice broke through his muse.

			Nathan looked up to find fellow officer, Jason Olson, standing over him. “I don’t. Fiona is my fiancé. I’m just waiting for her.” Standing to shake his colleague’s hand, he realized Jason and his wife were the last set of parents in the room. It appeared Miranda Weston was going to be a no-show.

			“My son, Jake, is in her class. He just loves Ms. Quinn, talks about her all the time. He told us all about the portraits—”

			Just then, Fiona cleared her throat, loudly. “Ms. Weston, I’m so glad you came in.”

			Nathan’s eyes flicked to the front of the room. Instantly, he noticed Fiona’s edgy demeanor.  Once again, she grasped the pearl necklace in her right hand. She glanced at him, then back to Miranda Weston. Usually, when Fiona was nervous or when she felt the need to measure her words, she would bite down on her lower lip. He’d never seen her grab a necklace. This was a new tick and this was the second time this evening she’d done so. For that matter, he didn’t recall ever seeing the long string of pink pearls. Then again, he rarely saw his wife in her “teacher attire.” She looked lovely. No matter what the woman put on, a pair of sweats, a gunny sack, she looked lovely.

			Jason’s wife was waving him down from the doorway. “That’s my cue. I’ve gotta go. Have a nice evening.” With that, Jason and his wife said their quick goodbyes to Fiona and hurried from the room.

			Nathan casually strolled toward the front of the classroom where Fiona was still pressing her fingers around the pearls while making forced conversation with Miranda. He had to wonder what had her more on edge, that someone had tried to harm her, or the reality that this investigation involved a parent of one of her students. 

			Fiona said, “Shayla is a very good student. She has an eye for detail and a lot of confidence. She’s a leader in the class.”

			“I’m glad to hear it. Lord knows, I’m making every attempt to raise an independent young lady. I want her to be strong and not afraid to go after what she wants in life. You don’t remember me, do you, Fiona?”

			“Well, other than the little mishap in the grocery store the other day—should I know you?”

			“What little mishap?” Nathan asked.

			Fiona’s cheeks flushed. She waved a flippant hand. “Oh, never mind—”

			Miranda giggled. “Don’t be embarrassed. You wouldn’t believe how many displays get knocked over in that store. Honestly, I don’t know why the manager makes us put them up, they’re always getting plowed into. Mostly by unsupervised children, but still.”

			“You knocked over a display?” Nathan echoed with a laugh in his voice.

			Fiona pushed through to a different subject. “You were saying that I should know you…”

			“We graduated high school together. I’m not surprised you don’t remember me. I was not very social.” Miranda’s glance flicked to Nathan, then back to Fiona. “Mr. Arnold, the math teacher, was my father.”

			Fiona’s gaze slid to Nathan. He said, “Yes, Ms. Weston. I was hoping to discuss your father with you this evening. Is there a Mr. Weston? Perhaps it would be best—”

			“No. I’m raising Shayla on my own. I have from the very beginning. I changed my name to Weston because…” Her voice fell away.

			 “I understand. I’m Detective Nathan Landry with the Pittsburgh Homicide Unit.” Miranda’s eyes filled with trepidation. She took a step backward. Fearing the woman would clam-up, he used a gentle tone. “It seems Fiona has been finding notes in her classroom indicating your father’s death was not a suicide. This afternoon, your daughter, Shayla, informed Fiona that you had her hide the notes for Fiona to find. Is that correct?”

			Miranda’s lips moved but nothing came out. She glanced around the room as if she were looking for an escape route, then she checked the watch on her wrist. “I really should be going. Shayla’s with my mother, and it’s getting close to her bedtime. I like to keep her on schedule, even if it isn’t a school night.” She turned to leave.

			Nathan stepped forward. “Ms. Weston, if you know who killed your father, you need to tell me so I can properly investigate his death.”

			“The notes never said that I actually knew who killed my father, Detective—”

			“Not exactly true, Miranda,” Fiona began. “The last note I received, said that I had indeed spoken to the murderer. Now, I have had conversations with people who were on the suspect list—some, at the time, I was totally unaware were on that list. So I suppose what I’m asking is, how did you know I spoke with the alleged murderer if you don’t know who the murderer is?”

			Nathan placed a calming hand on Fiona’s arm. “Ms. Weston, if you’re afraid—”

			“If I’m afraid, you’ll protect me. Is that what you want to tell me, Detective? No one has ever protected me. One of the reasons I changed my name. I did it for Shayla’s sake. If I’d remained Miranda Arnold, everyone would know Shayla had no father in her life. But with the name Weston, I appear to be just another divorcee. I’ve got to get home.” Without a moment’s pause, Miranda rushed from the room.

			Nathan stepped into the hallway only to see her sweep around the corner into the next corridor. Fiona moved to stand at Nathan’s elbow. She whispered, “I think that was a classic case of back-peddling.”

			“Sure was.” Nathan plucked a Snickers from the pocket of his slacks. “Now we have to figure out who has her so intimidated, and what she plans to do about it.”

			It didn’t take long for Fiona to gather her jacket and purse and to close her room up. Hand in hand, she and Nathan walked toward the main entrance of the school to make their way to the parking lot. Fiona stepped into the office to say good night to Kim and Principal Britton, and that’s when Nathan noticed Roxanne talking with a woman. He stepped away from the office door.

			“Ms. Dunlap, I didn’t realize the cafeteria workers came in for the open house,” he said, as he strode toward her.

			Roxanne stiffened. Her hands tightened into fists and then released. “Not the entire cafeteria staff, just me and one other.” She nodded at the older woman standing next to her. “We served coffee and cookies in the cafeteria. What are you doing here, Detective Landry?”

			He patted his sports jacket until he found his notepad. “Ya know, I was going through the notes I made on the Arnold case…” He made a big show of flipping through the pages. Then furrowing his brow, he studied one of the notations. “I meant to ask you about it earlier today, but you left in such a rush—”

			“I’ll talk with you tomorrow, Rox. I’d better get home,” the woman said.

			Roxanne patted her arm. “I’ll see you tomorrow. We’re serving a hot lunch for the teachers. Have a nice evening. What’s left of it.” Clearly uncomfortable with the presence of a policeman, the woman hurried away. “What did you want to ask me, Detective?”

			“In my notes, it says your stepfather had an altercation with Mr. Arnold in the faculty parking lot. He told the lead detective on the case, at the time, that he wanted Mr. Arnold to stay away from his stepdaughter. He claimed Mr. Arnold had taken advantage of you.” Roxanne glanced furtively up the hallway and down. Absently, she nibbled on a cuticle and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Did you have some kind of a relationship with Mr. Arnold?”

			“I told you, I was on the track team. He flirted with all the girls on the team. Sometimes, he flirted a little too much, and my stepfather didn’t approve of it.”

			Nodding, the detective crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, I don’t think I’d like an older man flirting with my underaged daughter either. I mean, if I had a daughter.” He ran a hand over the nape of his neck. “Did most of the girls on the team like Mr. Arnold? It’s my understanding he had relationships with some of the girls.”

			“Yes, they liked him, and yes some had relationships with him. I…look, fact is, Mr. Arnold was a perv. Some girls liked it, and some girls didn’t. I’ve gotta get home. It’s late, and even though the teachers don’t have to be here early, I do.” Tossing her sweater around her shoulders, Roxanne made haste for the door.

			“Just one more thing, Ms. Dunlap.” 

			Roxanne’s shoulders wilted. Turning back, her tone was concise. “Yes, Detective?”

			“There’s something I couldn’t find in the other detective’s notes…”

			She sighed. Rolled her eyes. “And what would that be?”

			“Where was Mr. Wilcox that day? Specifically, between the hours of three and five o’clock?”

			Roxanne’s eyes searched the floor as if a prudent answer would bounce up from the linoleum and come out of her mouth. “I think…he was still on leave from his job. You know, for the problem he had in the parking lot with Mr. Arnold. Um…I really don’t remember. It was a long time ago. He might’ve been at home or he might’ve been having a beer. Most likely, he was having a beer somewhere.”

			“Thank you, Ms. Dunlap.”

			Tossing him an anxious parting glance, she rushed out the door.

			“Good news…” Fiona announced as she approached from behind. “Principal Britton insisted that I stay home tomorrow instead of attending the teacher meeting at ten. Is Roxanne okay?” 

			Nathan took her hand and nodded toward the door. “That is a woman who has spent a lifetime walking on eggshells. Only, I think a few of them just cracked.”

			


		
~13~

			Detective Landry opted to visit with Julian Tice first rather than stop by Marlo Arnold’s home. He rolled his SUV to a stop along the curb in front of Mr. Tice’s home. From his vehicle, he could see through the screen door that the front door stood halfway open. Envelopes, sales brochures, and what looked like a magazine bulged from the black, rectangular mailbox affixed to the brick wall just to the right of the door. He checked the time on his dashboard, ten-fifteen a.m. Seemed Mr. Tice was on the early delivery route for the mailman. He slid from the SUV and made his way up the walk, studying the pink flamingos on the lawn and the merry garden gnomes greeting him from the front porch steps.

			The detective pressed the doorbell, then glanced over his shoulder at Marlo Arnold’s house across the street. The curtain in the front window dropped closed. Maybe Marlo was checking out her father’s visitor. Maybe not.

			Turning his attention back to the door, he listened for movement or perhaps a request to wait a moment. Nothing. He pressed the bell again and paid a bit more attention to make sure it actually rang. Bing-bong! Yep, the bell was functioning, so he waited a while more. No response.

			“Mr. Tice…Mr. Tice are you in there?” he called through the screen.

			No answer.

			He stepped closer to the screen and listened.

			No movement.

			The house sounded hollow.

			“Mr. Tice…Mr. Tice…”

			He supposed the old guy could be in the basement doing laundry, or perhaps in the kitchen deeply immersed in reading the newspaper. Fiona said he was rather elderly, she approximated him in his mid-eighties. The old guy could be on the hard-of-hearing end of things. He waited a short time more, then crossed the porch, down the steps, up the walk, and crossed the street to alert Marlo Arnold, or whoever was in the house, that Mr. Tice was not acknowledging his calls.

			Marlo’s mailbox was not bulging with mail. Either her delivery was minimal or she’d already retrieved it. The front door was not standing open. Detective Landry pressed down lightly with his fingertips on the handle of the screen door, locked. Clearly, Marlo practiced caution far more than her father. He pushed the doorbell. Bing-bong. Marlo’s bell was in good working order. He heard a flurry of movement, and then the front door wheezed open sucking the screen deeper into the jamb. He heard a door click closed somewhere in the house.

			An attractive older woman with a  mass of dark hair hung in loose spirals just below her chin. She stood approximately five-foot-four-inches, with a slight build. Her trim, faded, jeans bore rips in the knees, and her over-sized, gray, sweatshirt dipped off her right shoulder. In her right hand, she held a champagne flute filled to the brim with orange liquid and a slice of orange dangling on the rim. Detective Landry instantly recognized the drink as a mimosa.

			She smiled brightly at the stranger on her doorstep. “Can I help you?”

			“Good morning, Mrs. Arnold?” She nodded. “I’m Detective Nathan Landry with the Pittsburgh Homicide Unit.”

			Her smile didn’t waver. “Yes, my son told me you’d visited with him. There seems to be some questions about my husband’s death?”

			“Yes, ma’am, that is what I originally came to discuss, but right now I feel we need to go to your father’s house. His front door is open, but he’s not responding when I call out to him.”

			Now her smile fled. Her lovely brown eyes flashed past the detective toward her father’s house. “Maybe he’s in the basement doing his laundry.” She set the mimosa down on something inside the door. “But we should certainly go and check on him.” She fumbled with the lock on the screen door, pushed it open, then followed the detective across the street. When they arrived on the porch, he stepped aside to give her access to the door. She grabbed the handle of the screen and pulled it open, letting out an irritated sigh. “It’s not locked. Of course, it’s not locked. Why would anyone ever lock their doors?” She stepped inside the door and scanned the small living room. “Papa! Papa, where are you?” No one answered. 

			Marlo waved the detective inside, and he stepped through the door. The house was small but very well kept with rather lavish furnishings. French Provincial everything. A cream French Provincial sofa with rolled arms and round tufted throw pillows at each corner stood in front of the picture window dressed in gold drapes. Two Louis XV pink and blue floral armchairs faced the sofa. A large, ornately framed portrait of Marie Antoinette sporting a blue ruffled gown while holding a soft pink rose hung on the far wall. The coffee table and end tables held porcelain figurines of maidens and nobles. 

			“My father lived in France for several years. He loves the French decor,” Marlo commented. “Please, wait here. I can’t imagine where he could be.” She moved into another room. Detective Landry could hear her roaming about the house, opening and closing doors, as she called, “Papa! There’s someone here to see you. Papa!”

			While the woman searched the house for her father, the detective perused the living room. This was definitely not a room for putting one’s feet on the coffee table while relaxing with a nice cold beer after a long day. In fact, there wasn’t even a television in the room. He was half-expecting the man to appear wearing a white powdered wig. He also noted there were no framed photographs of loved ones anywhere in the room, other than good ol’ Antionette. So, was Mr. Tice living in France at the time of Jimmy Arnold’s death? Perhaps that’s the reason he was not questioned or even mentioned in Norm’s notes. Still, he was worth talking to.

			“Oh, my God, Papa!” Marlo screamed from the back area of the house. “Detective! Come quickly!”

			Abandoning his muse, Detective Landry rushed toward the sound of Marlo’s panicked voice. He slid to a stop in the tiny kitchen where he found Marlo with a hand cupped over her mouth while peering down a set of basement stairs. She pointed down the stairs, and through a watery voice she said, “He’s…he’s down there.” Squeezing her eyes closed, she turned away.

			Gently taking her by the shoulders to move her aside, Nathan stepped into the stairwell to find Julian Tice laying at the bottom of the wooden stairs, face up with his bare feet lying limp near the last step. The old man’s flip-flops lie on the stairs. Detective Landry hurried down the stairs and bent over the man to lay his fingers on his pulse. He dragged his gaze upward to meet Marlo’s. “I’m so very sorry, Mrs. Arnold. Mr. Tice is dead.” He pulled his cell phone from his hip pocket and dialed 9-1-1.

			


		
Julian Tice’s home had transformed from a French Provincial sanctuary to a busy murder scene. Police cruisers were parked at the curb, CSI’s tromped through the house, up and down the basement stairs, collecting evidence. The medical examiner’s van had pulled up about twenty minutes ago, and he was presently examining the body.

			Marlo Arnold sat on the sofa with a dazed look in her eyes. Detective Landry fetched a glass from the cupboard in the kitchen, filled it with water, and as he turned from the sink something caught his eyes. The sun shining through the window glinted on an object under the small kitchenette. He bent down just slightly to find a black cane with a gold handle lying under the table. He grabbed a passing CSI agent. “Hey…” Landry pointed to the cane. “Catalog that.”

			The CSI appeared surprised to see the cane. He nodded his compliance.

			Detective Landry made his way into the living room and offered Marlo the glass of water he’d poured. She took the glass from his hand. “Thank you.”

			“Mrs. Arnold, had you talked with your father this morning?” the detective asked.

			“I spoke with him on the phone last night, but when I got the mail from my box this morning, he was sitting on his porch, drinking his coffee. I waved. He waved back.”

			“What time would you say that was?” He dug into his pocket to retrieve several wrapped candies. He held his palm out toward Marlo. “Snickers?”

			Wearing a withered smile, she took one from his hand and picked at the wrapper. “I got the mail from the box at eight-fifteen. I know it seems strange that I would’ve noticed the time, but I was expecting my son, Tyler, for breakfast at eight-thirty. I remember checking the time before I stepped out for the mail. As you know, Tyler is a math teacher, like his father, at Langley. They had an open house last night, and he didn’t have to be at school until ten, so he dropped by for breakfast and a mimosa.”

			“How long did Tyler stay?” He popped the Snickers into his mouth.

			“Well, we had a nice breakfast on the patio, and he was going to leave around nine-fifteen, but I asked him to stop by Papa’s because he was having trouble with his Pittsburgh toilet. It was running, and he couldn’t get it to stop.”

			Detective Landry chuckled. “We had a Pittsburgh Potty in our house when I was a kid. Just a free-standing toilet in the basement. Of course, in the summer, we weren’t allowed to come into the house to use the bathroom. Oh, no. We came in through the basement door, and there it was in the corner of the basement. No walls, just a toilet.”

			Marlo returned his chortle. “Yeah, it was the same with us. So many of the older homes in this area have one.”

			“So did your son go to Mr. Tice’s house to check the toilet?”

			Her attention dropped to the remnants of the candy wrapper she twisted in her fingers. “Yes, he did.” A shrug. “He didn’t want to. He said that he’d told Papa not to use that toilet, that it was old and the plumbing was worn out. But in Papa’s defense, if he was in the basement and needed to…well, you know, it was more convenient than dragging up the stairs. The man was eighty-six.” She waved a flippant hand. “In any case, Tyler went over. I assumed he fixed the problem, and then he went on to school.”

			“Did your father use a cane to walk?”

			“Yes. As I said, he is…was eighty-six.” She hesitated, placing a hand over her mouth to stifle a sob. A moment later, she was reconciled with her composure. “He used to be a runner. He competed in all the big marathons, Boston, he ran in all the Pittsburgh Marathons, and the Great Race, here in Pittsburgh, many times over. He managed to run even when arthritis started to set in.” She shook her head. “He was still running, not in competitions, but a daily jog until he was almost seventy-five. He had to give it up and started using a cane about six years ago.”

			“Did he keep the cane with him at all times or would he set it aside for short trips, like to the kitchen for example?”

			Marlo tossed him a baffled look. It was clear she didn’t understand why he’d asked that particular question. “Um…I’d say, in the past six years he never moved without the cane. Why would you ask about that?”

			“I found his cane in the kitchen, under the table,” Detective Landry supplied.

			Marlo’s fingers tightened around the twisted candy wrapper.

			“Detective Landry…” the medical examiner called.

			“Excuse me,” the detective said. As he made his way into the kitchen, he could hear the clunk and lug of the gurney being hauled up the basement stairs. The medics were just pulling the gurney through the stairwell door when he stepped into the room. 

			The examiner gestured for Detective Landry to approach the gurney. He unzipped the black body bag to reveal Julian Tice’s upper body. “The victim suffered a broken neck and the back of his head was severely damaged on impact with the cement floor below.”

			“Did he fall?” Detective Landry asked.

			The examiner zipped the bag up, then waved the medics on. “No. He was pushed, or should I say, thrown. I suspect, the old man never so much as brushed the first three or four steps. His body position was a clear indication he was tossed down the stairs. Someone was mad, very mad. I should have a report for you by tomorrow. No doubt the post-mortem bruising will tell me more about his descent.” With that, the examiner grabbed his black medical box from the kitchen table and made his exit.

			“Thank you,” Detective Landry called after the M.E. He took a step toward the living room, then turned to trot down the basement stairs. Careful to hop over the spot where Julian had landed, he stepped into the open basement space. There it was, the Pittsburgh Potty in the far corner of the basement about six feet away from the washer and dryer. A half-oval shower rod corralled the toilet. A grey and white striped shower curtain dangled from the rod. A gray mat lay around the base of the toilet and the lid wore a matching cover. The toilet area was clean, as was the entire basement. Detective Landry pressed the handle down and the toilet flushed. He waited for the water to fill the tank and the toilet to turn off. Instead, it ran and ran and ran.

			He jiggled the handle. “Dang.” 

			

		

“How are you feeling?” Nathan asked his wife as he sat in his vehicle in the parking lot at Langley High School. He had no intention of telling her about Julian Tice’s death until he got home. She seemed to like the old guy, and he didn’t want to upset her. He hoped to distract her. He wasn’t quite sure with what, he wished something ingenious would strike.

			“Actually, not too bad. I think I may have turned the corner on this stiff and soreness stuff,” Fiona told him.

			“Good. Now, don’t go getting all bold on me. Take it easy. You can conquer the world or your twenty-five kindergarten students tomorrow. Today, watch some chick-flicks and relax.”

			Fiona’s giggle wafted through the connection. “Chick-flicks? That’s not too chauvinistic, Landry.”

			“I never said I was perfect.”

			“Close enough for me. I love you.”

			“Love you too. See you tonight. I’ll bring home some Chinese food. Don’t cook. Okay?”

			“Okay. Be careful out there.”

			“I will. Bye.” He disconnected the call before she had an opportunity to ask any questions about the investigation. Hey, Chinese food—pretty ingenious. For the likes of him, anyway. 

			It seemed the high school was following the same schedule as Fiona’s elementary school—a ten o’clock start for the day with teacher’s meetings, followed by a hot lunch in the cafeteria, and then in-service duties for the remainder of the day. He checked the time, twelve-thirty. He figured the high school teachers would be enjoying the lunch in the cafeteria. He should have no problem locating Tyler Arnold.

			After the office buzzed him into the building, Detective Landry made his way to the cafeteria. The large area was filled with teachers congregated around tables eating lunch. The room was filled with the din of conversation and laughter. The detective scanned the immense throng until he spotted Tyler seated with a group of male teachers at the farthest reach of the crowd. 

			The detective wormed his way through the tables until he stood next to Tyler’s chair. “Good afternoon, Mr. Arnold.” Tyler turned, and his expression was not particularly welcoming. “May I have a moment of your time?”

			Tyler let out an irritated sigh while he rolled his eyes in aggravation. “Look, Detective Landry, whatever you’ve come to discuss with me will take way more than a moment. Can’t you see that I’m busy? I’m at work. No. I don’t have a moment to talk with you. Now, go away.”

			Detective Landry glanced around at the four men who occupied the table with Tyler. They appeared apprehensive at their colleague’s behavior toward a cop. He could see that the men had noticed the badge dangling from his belt. “Mr. Arnold, I have just left your grandfather’s house, where he was discovered at the bottom of the basement stairs, dead.” Now the men around the table not only stiffened in their seats, but they gaped at Tyler as if he had lava pouring out of his ears.

			Tyler took the last gulp of his soda, then jerked away from the table. “Lead on, Detective. I’m all yours.”

			He led Tyler through the mass of teachers glancing up with questioning looks in their eyes. When they stepped away from the cafeteria entrance and into a long corridor, Tyler said, “So, he fell down the stairs. It was probably those ridiculous flip-flops he always wore. Even in the wintertime, ol’ Gramps wore those stupid flip-flops. I warned him. I told him so many times, put on a pair of tennis shoes, you’re gonna kill yourself. Well, looks like it finally happened.”

			Detective Landry made a hard-right turn into an empty classroom. He closed the door after Tyler entered. “Did you visit with Mr. Tice this morning before coming into school?”

			Tyler’s steely gaze reminded the detective of Eugene Wilcox’s, not quite as intense, but just as unyielding. “I had to fix that toilet he has in the basement. Another thing I told him not to do, use that worn out, old toilet. But he didn’t listen to me on that subject either. Stubborn old coot.”

			“Did you argue with your grandfather during your visit today?”

			“No, why would I argue with him? I fixed the toilet, and then I came here.”

			“Did he have his cane with him when you went into the basement?”

			Tyler’s gaze clung to Detective Landry’s. His eyes narrowed. “His cane?” Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he lifted an indifferent shoulder. “Yeah, I suppose he had it with him. I mean, he always does.” He let out an impatient breath. “I suppose my mom’s upset. I’ll give her a call, and I’ll let my sister, Miranda, know too. Thanks for dropping by, but I should get to my classroom and get some paperwork going.”

			“Sure. I understand.” Detective Landry opened the door and stepped into the hallway, then turned back. “Sorry for your loss, Mr. Arnold.”

			“Yeah.”

			

		

~14~

			It was two-thirty when Nathan returned to the precinct. When he pushed through the door Tavia quickly approached him. “There’s a young girl whose been sitting at your desk. Says her name’s Chloe, and she won’t talk to anyone but you. I’d say she’s about fifteen.” Tavia stepped aside and hitched her chin toward the girl. “Do you recognize her?”

			“No. Let’s see what she’s about,” he said, stepping past Tavia. He paused. “Would you be willing to get me a cup of coffee?”

			“Sure. But I’ve got a feeling you’re gonna need something a bit stiffer than that,” Tavia replied.

			The young girl seated in the metal chair stationed next to Detective Landry’s desk was absorbed in something on her cell phone. Her short hair was brunette streaked with dark purple shades, which she wore in a tousled pixie style. She was slender, and if she were standing, he figured she’d be approximately five-foot-six. She sported a pair of tall riding boots, black leggings, and a bright purple T-shirt with a crown printed on the front and words that read, Homeschool Princess. The crown had been be-dazzled with colorful rhinestones.

			“Hello, I’m Detective Nathan Landry. I understand you’ve been waiting for me.”

			The girl lifted her lovely brown-eyed gaze to meet his. Folding the cell phone into her hands, she said, “I’m Chloe Carpenter, Detective Landry. If you’ve done your homework on this case, I’m sure you recognize the name. I’m Mary Ellis Carpenter and James Arnold’s illegitimate daughter. I was born on September fifteenth, 2005 in a Harrisburg hospital.”

			Here we go.

			Detective Landry dug into the pocket of his jacket, retrieved five small Snickers candies, and tossed them into a pile on his desk. Slipping out of his jacket, he hung it on the back of his chair, then eased into his seat. “Yes, I’m very aware who Mary Ellis Carpenter was.”

			Just then, Tavia approached with a Styrofoam cup in hand. She set it on the desk before the detective. “Hot. Black. From seven this morning.”

			“That outta do it. Thanks, Tav.”

			Tavia returned to her desk.

			He took a sip of the coffee, hesitating long enough to deal with the bitter taste. “It’s obvious that you know I’ve reopened the investigation on your father’s death. That said, what can I do for you, Ms. Carpenter?” He snatched up a Snickers from the mound and held it out toward the girl. “Snickers? They’re great for a little pick-me-up, if you need one.”

			She accepted the candy. “I know, right? Snickers are my favorite.” She laid the cell in her lap, then picked at the wrapper until the chocolate candy was revealed. “I have pertinent information on my father’s case. And you’d better move fast after I’ve told you what I know.” Keeping her eyes locked on the detective, she tossed the candy into her mouth.

			“And, how have you come to get this pertinent information?”

			“I’m a very good listener, Detective. And there’s a lot to hear and learn when you live with your father’s widow.”

			“Let me get this straight. You, James Arnold’s daughter from another woman, live with Marlo Arnold?”

			She grinned. “That’s right.”

			“You’re not old enough to drive. How did you get here?”

			“There’s bus service right at the end of our street, Detective. Marlo doesn’t like for me to be out and about too much because she’s a bit embarrassed by my birth status.” She opened her arms to show-off her T-shirt. “Hence, the homeschooling situation. But she’s pretty distracted with Julian’s death, so it wasn’t hard to slip away. Now, do you want to hear what I know or not?”

			Leaning back in his chair, he lifted his coffee cup in a toasting fashion.  “Believe me, I’m all ears.”

			“Make no mistake, my father was murdered back in 2005. My dear stepsister, Miranda, and I planned to bring his killer out into the open with those notes Shayla planted in your fiancé’s classroom. Problem was, when it came right down to it, Miranda wimped-out. No big surprise. I guess I really can’t blame her. She doesn’t perform well under pressure. She’s gone into hiding, by the way.” She rolled her eyes. “That said, I’m no wimp. I know who killed my father. I know where one of the killers are now. And I know exactly what he’s planning to do.”

			Detective Landry held up a halting hand. “Whoa. You said you know where one of the killers are now. That suggests there was more than one murderer involved in James Arnold’s death.”

			“That’s right, Detective. But don’t worry about that right now. One of the murderers is dead. The one you need to worry about is the one who’s still alive, and who wants to clean up the current loose ends.” She leaned forward. “A-S-A-P.”

			

		

The rich comforting aroma of freshly brewing coffee wafted over Fiona, stirring her from a nap. The afternoon sunshine sifted through the curtains in the picture window. Running her fingers through her hair, her eyes slowly fluttered open. Still in a bit of a haze, she pushed up from her bed pillow she’d propped in the corner of the couch. Harriet moaned her complaint. The little dog was much too comfortable to be scuffled about. Fiona reached for her cell phone on the coffee table to check the time, three o’clock. Wow, she’d been asleep for over an hour. Voices from the TV beckoned her attention. The Hallmark channel was playing a Christmas movie. Yikes, it was just a bit too early for her to be thinking about Christmas, so she grabbed up the remote from the table and clicked the TV off. 

			She took another whiff of the air. Sure enough, Gram had made coffee. Hm. She had to wonder if Gram had brewed the pot for her, or if she was entertaining in her apartment again. It seemed Gram had become somewhat of a socialite these days, and Fiona had to wonder who was attending the ghostly coffee sessions. Gram’s sisters? Fiona’s grandfather? Some distant relatives from the 1800s? It would indeed be interesting to know who was drinking coffee with her late grandmother, and even more fascinating to know what they were discussing. Current events? Now, wouldn’t that be a hoot to hear what they think of our world nowadays? Computers, cell phones, smart speakers, fit devices, and the like. Hm, maybe they’d rather talk of old times? Most certainly. What’s the latest news from Heaven? Hopefully. At any rate, she’d love to be privy to those spectral conversations.

			Suddenly feeling a smidge of guilt that she was wearing a comfy pair of sweats, slouching around, watching TV or snoring while the TV was on rather than being at school. She decided to go into the kitchen and bake several batches of brownies to take in for her fellow teachers tomorrow. Not nearly as enthusiastic with the idea of abandoning the couch, Harriet let out a whine. Surrendering to the inevitable, the little dog jumped down to follow her mistress into the foyer, when there was a knock at the door.

			Harriet leapt into guard dog mode. Well, okay, as close to guard dog mode as an eight-pound bundle of fluffy adorableness could muster, she barked and growled and danced in a circle at the front door. To be honest, it was pretty much the same behavior as when she was in desperate need to visit the yard.

			Brushing away an errant lock of strawberry blonde hair, Fiona peered through the beveled side window to see the obscured figure of a man. She wasn’t expecting a delivery. She called through the door, “Who is it?”

			“Hey, Fiona, it’s Tyler Arnold. Emma Yallowitz introduced us the other day. I’ve brought a product brochure from my mom. You know, from Elegant Beauty.”

			Fiona drew a hand to her chest. Tyler had a bit of a reputation, as Emma had informed her the other day. Julian Tice also mentioned Tyler was on the shady side of honorable. She wasn’t confident with the notion of allowing the man into her home. She wished Nathan were about. Biting her lip, she glanced down at Harriet, who was looking up at her. Head cocked to one side; a tiny growl rumbled from the Maltese’s throat.

			“Fiona…are you in there?” Tyler called from the other side of the door. He peeked into the side window, his face almost touching hers if it weren’t for the glass. 

			Fiona flinched back. She was taken aback by the sound of her thin voice, when she replied, “Um…yes, I’m here.” Reluctantly, she opened the door. She was not going to allow him inside. She would accept the brochure and then send him on his way. She unlocked the deadbolt, then opened the door just a small gap—only big enough for her to stick a portion of her body through. “How are you, Tyler?”

			His movement was so fast and so unexpected she had no opportunity to react. Tyler shoved the door open, knocking Fiona backward into the newel that stood at the bottom of the stairs, and then he stepped inside, slamming the door behind him. He pointed a gun at her. Her stomach twisted into tight knots. “I’m good. But I won’t be if I don’t get rid of nosy people poking into my dad’s death. I like you. I really do. In fact, I think we coulda been a thing, but now, I gotta kill you. What were you thinking? Why would you dig into something that didn’t concern you?”

			Fiona clung to the newel. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. And no, we could have never been a thing. First of all, I’m not a thing. I have no intention of ever being someone’s thing. Wait…are you the one who pushed me off the step stool?”

			Tyler blinked back. “What? I would never push a girl, and I’d certainly never push her off a step stool!”

			“Seriously? Isn’t that what you just did, push me? Furthermore, unless you had something to do with your father’s death, why would you care if someone was looking into it? Unless—you were there, weren’t you? You were there when your father was murdered. I can’t believe it! I don’t care how verbally abusive he was, that doesn’t give you the right to murder your father. How could you do that?”

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			Tyler froze. Honing in on the alarms, his eyes shifted from side to side. Fiona winced at the ear-piercing clamor.

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			“What is that?”

			Fiona couldn’t believe how loud that stupid lamp’s alarms sounded—even from upstairs. “I don’t know. Sounds like the police might be on their way.”

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			Cocking his head, Tyler listened more intently. “Really? You think that’s police sirens?”

			“What else could it possibly be?”

			“It sounds like it’s so close. Like it’s coming from somewhere in the hou—” Tyler’s face abruptly turned ashen. His eyes grew wide and round. His jaw slacked. “W-what is that?”

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			“What? What did you say? I can’t hear you!” Fiona yelled above the racket, then she turned to follow his panicked gaze, and that’s when she saw the coffee carafe from her coffee maker filled with the fresh, hot coffee floating down the hallway from the kitchen directly at Tyler.

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			“What’s going on?” he demanded, backing toward the door only to smack against it.

			“I…I don’t know!” Fiona exclaimed. “I’ve never seen anything like that!”

			She wasn’t exactly lying. In all honesty, she had seen coffee mugs float down the hallway but not the entire carafe.

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			The carafe zoomed faster toward Tyler. He pressed his body harder against the door as if he could push through the heavy, thick wood. Not likely. Tyler was sucked against the original door from the old house’s construction in 1932—they simply don’t make them strong and sturdy like that door anymore.

			“Get it away from me!”

			Without warning, the carafe swung above him and dumped the entire eight cups of coffee over Tyler’s head. He screamed, swatting at the hot, brown liquid flowing through his mass of thick hair and down his face! 

			Desperately looking for something to use as a weapon, Fiona darted across the foyer to the decorative table, grabbed up the brass lamp, ripping the cord from the wall, then whacking Tyler over the head with it. Letting out a yelp, he fell onto the first step on the staircase, dropping the gun. Fiona kicked it across the foyer and out of his reach, but Tyler was no longer a threat. He lay spread-out and motionless over the stairs.

			WOOT! WOOT! DING, DING, DING!

			“Please shut that thing off!” Obediently, the lamp silenced. Breathless, Fiona leaned against the newel. A nanosecond later the front door crashed open, while the sound of heavy, quick, footfalls rushed from the kitchen. Turning, she saw Nathan filling the doorway. Wyatt, Tavia, and three police officers stormed into the foyer, guns drawn—they had entered through the kitchen door. Nathan rushed to grab Fiona and pull her into his embrace, pressing his lips to her forehead. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes, I’m fine.” She favored him with a reassuring smile when he took her face into his hands. “Wait, where’s Harriet?”

			Nathan turned to find the little Maltese cowering in the corner behind her kennel. He hurried over to gather her into his arms and deliver her to Fiona. “She’s fine. A little shook but fine.” He enveloped his wife and the little dog in his arms.

			“What the heck did you do to this guy, Fiona?” Wyatt asked. He was kneeling next to Tyler, examining his head. “He’s out cold, and he’s got some burns on his head and face.”

			“He smells like…coffee,” Tavia put in.

			“Well, I hit him with that lamp.” She pointed to the broken brass lamp lying on the floor. “And…and I may have poured coffee over his head.”

			“May have?” Tavia glanced around the foyer. “Where’s the coffee pot?”

			“Um…”

			“Here it is,” a tall, slender officer said. He picked the carafe up from the decorative table.

			Wyatt stood, shaking his head in complete awe. “I dunno, Nate. I think we might have to call an ambulance for this guy. Whoa, Fiona, you really kicked a—I mean, you took care of business. You’d better not make her mad, Nate. I think she could take you.”

			Nathan pulled her a little closer. “She sure could.”

			


		
~15~

			Detective Landry stepped past the police officer guarding the entrance into Tyler Arnold’s hospital room. A nurse was replacing the blood pressure cuff into the wall mount. Nathan asked, “May I speak with Mr. Arnold?”

			“Be my guest,” she replied, then made her exit.

			Marlo Arnold sat next to Tyler’s bed along with a much younger woman who appeared rattled. Marlo took in a haggard breath. “Hello, Detective Landry. This is Tyler’s wife, Ashley.”

			“Hello, Mrs. Arnold, it’s nice to meet you. I wish it were under better circumstances.”

			Ashley nodded her reply, then dropped her gaze to her lap. The detective turned to Tyler whose head was wrapped in white bandages. His eyes were dark and sunken. “Mr. Arnold—”

			Craning his neck, his wary eyes flashed past the detective. “You don’t have that woman with you, do you?” He waved a warning, fretful finger at the detective. “She’s dangerous. Something’s in her house. She has some kind of powers.”

			“I don’t think so, Mr. Arnold. Ms. Quinn is a perfectly normal person.”

			“Normal people don’t have coffee pots flying around their house, dumping hot coffee on people’s heads! Don’t try to tell me otherwise, Detective. I was there. Look at my head, for God’s sake! I’m…I’m gonna sue your fiancé, Detective.”

			“You’re going to sue a woman who you forced your way into her home, pointed a gun at her, and told her you intended to kill her? Furthermore, you are charged with your own father’s murder? The very murder your sister, Miranda, and half-sister, Chloe Carpenter, were planting notes in my fiancé’s classroom trying to bring you out into the forefront? Ms. Quinn threw a coffee carafe on you in self-defense, Mr. Arnold. So, good luck with that lawsuit. No, I think you would be well advised to cooperate, and tell me exactly what went down on September 25th, 2005. Was this a premeditated situation involving you alone or was Julian Tice part of the equation from the start?”

			“Is she some kind of witch or something?”

			“No, sir.”

			“And when did the police change the sirens on their vehicles?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Arnold.” 

			“Never mind. Seems no one knows what I’m talking about.” Tyler bit out. He scrubbed his fingers over his forehead, jerked, winced, then thought better of it. “I should have a lawyer, shouldn’t I?”

			“Probably,” Detective Landry said, pulling his notepad from the pocket of his jacket. “I can wait, if you like.”

			“No…no, I don’t want to ever have to see that woman again.”

			Detective Landry opened his arms. “As you wish.”

			Tyler’s shoulders drooped in defeat or perhaps it was fatigue, Detective Landry wasn’t quite sure. He raised his hand then let it fall away. “Let’s get this over with. I hated my father. He had no time or use for me or Mom or my sister. And I’d gotten used to all of that, until…” He dragged in a beleaguered breath. “Until Adria La Rose. I had it bad for her, and she liked me too. We were dating, things were heating up between us, then Dad found out. He said he was having a relationship with her, and I wasn’t man enough for Adria. Hey, I was just a kid. A teenager. A dumb, stupid teenager who wasn’t thinking straight. Well, I found out he was meeting a girl at Sheridan Park that day. He eluded to me that the girl was Adria, and that’s when I decided he was done. So, I got his gun out of his drawer, and I waited for him. We argued. I was wavin’ the gun around. He grabbed it, and we struggled through the driver’s window, then Gramps showed up out of nowhere. He tried to disarm us, but the gun went off and Dad was dead. Gramps told me to go to Chucky’s house. I ran up the path to the street above the park. Chucky has been my alibi for all these years.”

			“Mm. And why did you kill Mr. Tice?”

			“Did Fiona tell you I killed my grandfather?”

			Detective Landry shot him a look.

			Tyler dropped his head against the pillow, squeezing his moist eyes closed. He didn’t dare glance in Marlo’s direction. Tears streamed down the woman’s cheeks. Ashley lifted from her seat and walked slowly to the window across the room. Silently, she watched the ebb and flow of the city traffic below. The detective figured she’d had as much as she could manage.

			“He’d suddenly become a liability. He as much as told me he’d talked very freely about the murder with Fiona Quinn. I couldn’t believe it. He’d protected my secret, our secret for so long. I’d managed to keep Miranda in her place. There was no way I was going to let him blow the whole thing wide open. Why now? Why did the old man decide to come clean now? No. Not now. Yes, I pushed him down the stairs.”

			 “And Julian Tice was the unidentified jogger who called nine-one-one that day, isn’t that right?”

			Tyler glanced at his mother, she looked away. He slid his gaze to meet Detective Landry’s. “How did you know? Gramps was a master at women’s voices—especially when he was telling jokes. All these years the police thought it was a young woman who called in the murder.”

			“In 2005 your grandfather would’ve been seventy-one.” His eyes flicked to Marlo. “You said he was still taking daily jogs until he was seventy-five.”

			“I don’t understand,” Marlo said.

			“You’d be amazed at how many people who are involved in a murder will report the murder, and then leave the scene. Somehow, by reporting the murder, they feel they are helping the victim, and sometimes even the police. It gives them a feeling of exoneration, but believe me, that’s just a feeling, not reality.” 

			

		

Fiona was so thankful when she and Nathan finally arrived home from the precinct where she’d had to give a full statement on how Tyler Arnold attacked her in her own home. Of course, she left out the part where her ghostly grandmother had assisted with a carafe of hot coffee, even though Tyler insisted something weird had taken place.

			A coffee carafe floating down a hallway?

			On its own?

			Really?

			Obviously, he was delusional.

			Needless to say, Detective Landry thought the story to be a bit…over the top.

			When they arrived home with a carry-out bag of Chinese food, Fiona dropped onto the couch. After Nathan let Harriet outside to do her thing in the yard, she dashed into the living room to cuddle with her mistress. 

			Nathan called over his shoulder on the way into the kitchen. “I’ll bring dinner into the living room. Find a good movie.”

			Fiona stretched toward the coffee table to retrieve the remote, and it was at that moment, she noticed something amazing. Something she never expected but instantly knew it was right. Nathan’s railroad lamp that his great-grandfather, Roy, had made was perched atop the table in front of the picture window. The lights from the street lamps sieving through the curtains lent gentle illumination to the green, and red, and yellow lights encircling the base. 

			From the kitchen, she could hear her husband gathering dishes and moving about. She heard a drawer open and the clinking of  silverware. “I’m glad this old case is behind us. James Arnold was not exactly Dad of the Year material,” Nathan said as he carried a large tray into the room.

			Fiona jumped up to fetch the TV trays from the corner. She was setting them up near the couch when Nathan noticed the lamp. He set the tray on the coffee table. “Hey, did you bring that downstairs? It’s awful heavy.”

			“I think someone else who lives in this house brought it down, and I think she picked a perfect spot for your grandfather’s lamp.”

			Nathan’s smile stretched up to his hazel eyes. “Seriously? You’re okay with it being in the living room? In the front window of said living room?”

			Grinning, Fiona shrugged. “Well, it’s not exactly a leg lamp, but I think it works.”

			“A leg lamp?” 

			Fiona snorted. “Never mind.”

			They scooped garlic shrimp and rice and egg rolls onto their plates, then sat down at the snack tables. “Are you sure Marlo Arnold didn’t have anything to do with her husband’s death?”

			“Not as far as I can see or prove. Marlo never knew the truth, and she was perfectly happy to bask in the shadow of ignorance. She was free of Jimmy Arnold, and that’s all she cared about. But, as fate would have it, Mary Ellis Carpenter gave birth to Jimmy’s daughter a few weeks before his death, and then was killed in a car accident two years later. Mary Ellis’s aunt raised the little girl until she was five, then she died of breast cancer. The girl had no one. Marlo is a kind, good-hearted woman. She took her in, and in the end, that’s who blew the whistle on this entire murder case, Chloe Carpenter.”

			“That is an amazing story.” Fiona raised her hand. “I gotta tell ya, I really thought Eugene had something to do with Mr. Arnold’s death.”

			Nathan squeezed some duck sauce out of a packet onto his eggroll. “Hey, he was a super easy suspect. It still bugs me that he and Roxanne couldn’t get their stories straight as to where he was that day. Then again, it was a long time ago.” He took a bite of an eggroll. 

			Fiona sat back. “I can’t help but think he was the one who pushed me.”

			“I’m not so sure about that, either.”

			“Who then?”

			“Don’t worry, I think it’ll all come out. I think someone else is carrying the burden of truth around in their pocket too.”

			

		

~16~

			With the Jimmy Arnold murder case behind her, Fiona was looking forward to returning to a normal day with her kindergarten class. Well, whatever definition of “normal” could possibly be. As she pressed through the main entrance among the swarm of students who’d just arrived on buses, Kim Stone stood at the doorway of the main office waving her in. “Fiona, Principal Britton would like to see you right away, please.”

			Fiona followed Kim into the principal’s office to find Eugene and Roxanne sitting in chairs directly across from Principal Britton, seated behind his desk. He stood. “Please, Fiona, could you have a seat?” He gestured to an empty chair next to Roxanne. Usually, there were only two chairs near the principal’s desk, the extra chair must’ve been brought in, waiting for her to arrive. Yikes.

			Eugene looked as he always did, stiff, cantankerous, and of course, wearing his default scowling expression. Roxanne looked as though she was about to be led away to the gallows. Her eyes were sunken with worry, and her complexion was pale.

			Kim exchanged a wary glance with Fiona before closing the door.

			Placing her backpack on the floor next to the chair, Fiona eased down. “What’s this about?”

			Principal Britton sat down, folding his hands on his desk. “Ms. Dunlap…”

			Roxanne’s gaze slid toward Fiona then back to her lap. A red flush seeped into her pale cheeks. “I am so very sorry, Fiona. I was the one who pushed you. I was afraid you were digging something up that would cause my stepfather aggravation. In 2005, the investigation into Mr. Arnold’s death was intense. They treated him like a murderer. It caused our family so much stress, and I didn’t want him or us to go through all that again. He didn’t kill Mr. Arnold, and I thought if I scared you…you’d back off.” She looked to Mr. Britton through hooded eyes. “I understand if you want to let me go, Mr. Britton. And I want to make one more thing clear—my stepfather had nothing to do with my actions. I took his keys from his pants pocket, went into the security room and turned off the cameras. He had nothing to do with any of it, and I owe him an apology too. I’m sorry.”

			Fiona raked her eyes over Eugene. He hadn’t moved at all. His expression hadn’t changed at all. But his hands told his story. His hands were clasped on his lap. His fingers squeezed so tightly together that his fingernails were bright white. His jaw clenched so tightly that the skin rippled over it, and his shoulders were rigid with stress.

			Mr. Britton expelled a careworn sigh. “I’m sorry, Roxanne, but this is not appropriate or acceptable behavior for an employee of the Pittsburgh—”

			Fiona interrupted, “Wait, Mr. Britton. While I totally agree Roxanne’s behavior was inappropriate and completely unacceptable, I have no intention of filing charges against her. I understand why she was so frightened, and I’m asking you not to fire her.”

			Mr. Britton pushed up from his seat and made his way to the window. His face puckered in contemplation. He clasped his hands behind his back and stared out the window for several moments. Finally, he turned to face his subordinates. “Ms. Dunlap, I cannot, in good conscience, let this go without some kind of repercussion. I want you to work through your day, today. Make sure you have a substitute for next week because you will be on unpaid leave. This is not to go beyond this office. Otherwise, I will have to give a full report to the school board, and you will be fired. Have I made myself clear?” Everyone nodded their compliance. Principal Britton brought down his imposing gaze upon the three individuals seated before him. “Now, we have a school day to run. Let’s get to it.”

			Fiona, Eugene, and Roxanne filed out of the office without delay. Before she had traveled too far down the hallway, Fiona felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned to find Roxanne’s remorseful gaze clinging to her. “I want to thank you for what you did in there. I know what I did to you was so very wrong, and I can’t apologize enough. I hope you can forgive me.”

			Managing a withered smile, Fiona said, “It’s okay. I’m fine. I’d best get to my kindergartners. Have a good day, Roxanne.” She glanced at Eugene who was as stiff as a soldier, and then made her way down the corridor toward the kindergarten hallway. In her heart, she knew what she’d done was the right thing, except it would take some time to trust Roxanne Dunlap again.

			The closer Fiona got to her room, she wondered if Shayla Weston would be in attendance. Chloe had told Nathan that Miranda had gone into hiding. She was hoping Marlo knew her daughter’s whereabouts, especially with the death of her grandfather and the arrest of her brother, Tyler. 

			With the doorway to her classroom in sight and having no problem hearing the din emanating from it, Fiona realized she hadn’t given much thought to the “amazing word” for the week. She’d been so preoccupied with Jimmy Arnold’s murder investigation, open house preparations, her fall, and of course, the outcome of the investigation she’d forgotten all about it. She smiled to herself. She had the perfect word.

			When she stepped through the threshold of her classroom, the children were actually at their tables. So far, so good. Yes, they were being a little noisy. Yes, they were a little rowdy. But, hey, they were little kindergartners. Fiona held up her hands and announced over the hullabaloo. “Quiet down, class. I’ve got this week’s amazing word for you.” Making every attempt to quiet themselves, the kids looked to their teacher. “The amazing word for this week is…inquire. Okay, does anyone know what inquire means?”

			Shayla popped up from her seat. She announced with outright confidence, “It means to sing in church!”

			With a clap of her hands, Fiona tossed her head back in laughter. “Oh, Shayla, I’m so glad you’re in class today.”

			“Mommy took me to a hotel in downtown Pix-burgh for two whole days, and I swam in the pool and ate ice cream. But, I’m b-a-a-a-ck!” 

			Indeed, she was.

			

		

Nathan carried his dinner plate to Fiona who was loading the dishwasher. “So, how goes the search for a wedding planner?”

			Fiona took his plate, rinsed it in hot water, then placed it among the other dirty dishes. “I told my mother, in no uncertain terms, that I will find one myself.”

			“Good for you. So, when will she be sending the next one over to meet us?”

			“Probably next week.” She paused to study the coffee mugs on the top rack of the dishwasher, then opened the cupboard to examine the shelves. “We’re missing quite a few mugs. Um…are you willing to go upstairs to see if any are sitting around in the apartment?”

			Nathan pointed toward the ceiling. “You mean, Gram’s apartment?”

			“Is there another apartment that I’m unaware of?” Studying his uncertain expression, she whispered, “It’ll be okay. Just gather the mugs and bring them down. I don’t think she’ll be angry. She’ll probably appreciate you saving her a trip.”

			“How many are you missing?”

			“Four.”

			Crossing his arms over his chest, Nathan leaned a hip against the counter. He pitched her a wicked grin. “I’ll make you a deal.”

			Fiona grabbed up a wet sponge from the sink. “A deal? What do you mean?”

			“You tell me what happened in the grocery store with the display, and I’ll fetch the mugs from your granny.” He pumped his eyebrows at her.

			“Mm. Deal. Now, be on your way,” Fiona said over her shoulder while wiping down the counter. She hesitated long enough to watch her husband march out of the kitchen with Harriet close behind. She cupped her hand over her mouth to smother a giggle. At least he had a bodyguard.

			

		

If there was one place in the house Nathan did not like to go it was Grandma Ev’s apartment. He couldn’t quite figure why. He’d seen so many murder scenes, gruesome murder scenes, and not that one ever gets used to the sight, for some strange reason Gram’s apartment gave him the heebie-jeebies. 

			After climbing two staircases with Harriet on his heels, he was now standing in Gram’s apartment. Harriet let out a bark, making him flinch, and that’s when he saw them—four women with coffee mugs in hand staring at him with shock in their eyes. The vision was quick, but he counted two older rather plump women seated on either end of the couch, and a much younger woman, about twenty-five, seated between them. In the gold wing-back chair sat another chubby woman with big round eyes—Grandma Ev, no doubt. He must’ve taken them by surprise, just as they had surprised him. Immediately, the three women on the couch disappeared. The coffee mugs dropped to the coffee table. Plunk, plunk, plunk.

			Grandma Ev was a bit more casual about leaving. She smiled at him, raised her finger to her lips, shushing him, and then slowly her image disintegrated into thin air. The coffee mug floated to the table. Plunk.

			“Well, alrighty then,” Nathan whispered. He took a step toward the coffee table to gather the mugs, then stopped. Wait…were the sisters finished with their visit? Were they really gone, or were they waiting for him to leave? He had absolutely no way of knowing. He turned and descended the stairs with Harriet close behind. “Oh, well, Harriet, guess I won’t be hearing what happened at the grocery store. At least, not tonight.”

			THE END
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About C.S. McDonald

			My Second Act

			Life moves fast. And before you know it, you’ve turned sixty, as I did during the writing of Taking Notes on Murder. Yikes. How did that happen? What happened to forty-five? Heck, what happened to fifty-five? How on earth did I arrive at…sixty? 

			For the most part, I don’t feel sixty, and I certainly hope I don’t look sixty. Most days I feel about…um…well…maybe forty-five. However, truth be told, there are days I feel every moment of those sixty years. Thankfully, those days are few and far between.

			I spent twenty-six glorious years as a professional dancer and choreographer. I choreographed many musicals and an opera. I spent much of my time with young girls, teaching them plie, relieve, ronde de jamb, and pirouettes. I get such a thrill when I bump into one of my former students in a grocery or department store and witness what wonderful women they’ve become.

			Recently, someone pointed out to me that my writing career, that formally began in 2011, was my “second act.” Hm, I’d never really thought about it that way. All this time, I’ve dubbed it “recreating myself.” But when you get down to it, this person was correct. This writing career I’ve begun is my second act. 

			I’ve spent a lifetime creating movement and drama within that movement. Nowadays, I’m creating stories with plenty of drama, whether it’s with my murder-suspense novels, romantic-suspense novels, and yes, that ornery pony in my children’s books, George the Boss, and last but certainly never the least, my very good friend and muse, Fiona Quinn. 

			At times, my second act can be rather challenging because it is more sedentary and certainly more solitary than my career as a dancer. My curtain calls happen at book signings rather than on an actual stage. Okay, truth be told, I kind of do miss the rousing applause of a curtain call. Anyway, nowadays, I pay attention to word counts rather than eight-counts. But the creative part of me is so much alive and well.

			Taking Notes on Murder (book number nine in the Fiona Quinn Mysteries) will be the twenty-second book I’ve published. I have also published four short stories-Fiona Quinn QUICK Mysteries. And now, I’ve decided to begin another adventure with a new mystery series, The Owl’s Nest Mysteries. This mystery series will also be based in my favorite town, Pittsburgh. And I can’t wait to introduce you to Olivia Owl, who owns the Owl’s Nest Courtier Shoppe—this will be a totally different kind of mystery series, with a little paranormal, a little time travel, and a whole lot of cozy. So, don’t miss the first installment, Back to the Burgh and Beyond.

			Hey, I’m proud of my second act. I’m proud of my dance career. When I started my dance career back in 1985, I was told I’d never make it. I was told that business’ usually fold within the first year. Well, my dance school went strong for twenty-six years, and I retired on my own terms. When I began writing books, I was on the receiving end of many an eye roll. And no, I’m not exactly Nora Roberts or Janet Evanovich, but the Fiona Quinn Mysteries are quite popular in many countries including, England, Australia, Canada, and Demark. Fiona is available on kindle, kindle unlimited, paperback, and audio books narrated by the fabulously talented, Maren Swenson Waxenberg. Not too shabby.

			My point is this: Find your second act. Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t start a new career at the age of fifty or sixty, because you can.

			Here’s to older women, and second acts!

			

		
		
Please check out the other books from the Fiona Quinn Mysteries…

			Murder on Pointe               Merry Murder                    Saddle Up For Murder

			Waves of Murder               Tastes Like Murder           Bon Voyage to Murder

			Good Luck to Murder        Mambo and Murder

			All the Fiona Quinn Mysteries are available on audiobooks. They are narrated by the talented, Maren Swenson Waxenberg!

			C.S. McDonald has also written a short story series – Fiona Quinn Quick Mysteries…

			Banking on a Murder

			Harriet’s Heist—available on audiobook

			Crystal Clear Confusion—available on audiobook

			The Christmas Cameo—available on audiobook

			I would like to thank these lovely services:

			Cover design: DusktilDawn Designs

			Silver Lining Editing Services

			Guardian Proofreading Services

			Acorn Book Services
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