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Prologue 
 
      
 
    It turns out that four major catastrophes made this past January the worst January on record. 
 
    First, there was the weather. December was picture perfect; the temperature was mild, the Canada geese stayed longer than anticipated (not that everyone was happy with that), there was only a sprinkling of snow, and the temperature was well above normal. January fifth struck. The temperature plunged to minus twenty. Next, without any warning, a clipper from Colorado dumped over two feet of snow on our little town of Parson's Cove. Then, for no reason at all, a wind suddenly developed over the Great Lakes and the minus twenty dipped to minus thirty. And, the snow? Well, it doubled in depth and it blew like there was no tomorrow. I am sure that many stranded in cars along roads leading in and out of Parson’s Cove probably thought there might not be a tomorrow for them. Fortunately, there were no fatalities but I am certain there were many unimaginable cuss words uttered for several days. I know because I uttered a few. 
 
    Second, there was the ‘intervention.’ The word itself is enough to ruin your day. To me, this was unnecessary and ridiculous. Flori is a crier. So what? She has been crying her whole life. Why, now that she is past her mid-sixties, is everyone all concerned because Flori Flanders cries too much? It’s her personality. So what if she cries ten times a day? What is there, some sort of lamentation law that says you can only indulge yourself on certain occasions? Most of my crying takes place while I’m peeling onions. What does that prove? I’m insensitive? Well, some might say that describes me to a ‘T’, but that’s beside the point. Flori cries enough for the two of us so I don’t bother. We are like a pendulum - she swings one way and I swing the other. 
 
    Thirdly, Sheriff Jim's snowmobile flipped on the ice and landed on top of him. He broke his leg in two places. Everyone in Parson's Cove was upset, not so much that Jim's leg wouldn’t heal, but they were worried Scully, his deputy, might take his place. As it turned out, in order to keep the town from an outright revolt, Reg Smee, now mayor, stepped down to resume his old post as sheriff.  
 
    Fourthly, there was the body. Fred Pollock, Parson’s Cove’s esteemed fill-in mayor while Reg Smee went back to being temporary Sheriff, went out to check his fish shack and happened to come across a frozen body in the shack next to his. It might’ve been mistaken for an accident except the padlock was on the outside. And it was locked.  
 
    It was especially tragic that this was the week for Flori’s intervention because the body happened to belong to her second cousin, Victor. In addition, her eldest son, Jake Jr. happened to threaten Victor at Main Street Café, loud enough for Reg Smee and half the town to hear.  
 
    As I said, January was not a good month. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The only positive thing I could think about when I looked outside was the fact that the storm was over; it was Monday, and I didn’t have to stick my nose outside. Not that I didn’t have the urge. Everyone in Parson’s Cove had been holed up inside for almost a week. The reason I didn’t have to trudge through the snow to my shop, Mabel’s Fables and Things, was that on Monday everything in our small town was closed.  
 
    Flori told me that Main Street Cafe was open every day in case anyone needed to get inside out of the storm. However, I’m sure their only customer was Travis Jones. Travis is new to Parson's Cove and Flori told me he is usually three sheets to the wind by nine in the morning so I doubt the cold affects him. Without knowing it, he replaced Amos Grimm. Amos was our town drunk before he found himself murdered last fall.  
 
    Flori said that Jake tried walking the two blocks to the restaurant every morning for his usual cup of coffee but by the time he reached their gate, he gave up and went back inside. Having Jake at home 24/7, would be enough to nullify any intervention.  
 
    Speaking of the intervention, Jake phoned me the Thursday before the perfect storm arrived. If I’d known it was Flori’s husband, I might not have picked up. I took it for granted it was Flori because Jake has never called me in his entire life. At least not to chat. He has called on several occasions to warn me subtly that I needed to mind my own business or to stay away from Flori. I do take his threats seriously but Flori doesn’t so it all works out. 
 
    It was a rather strange interchange of words. 
 
    “Mabel?” 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Five seconds of silence. 
 
    “Did you want something, Jake, or is this one of those obscene phone calls?” 
 
    “Right, Mabel. I’m sure you get lots of those. As a matter of fact, I was waiting for you to either yell or hang up like you usually do.” 
 
    “I can do that if you want.” 
 
    (A nervous laugh) “No, no, don’t hang up. I need to ask you a favor.” 
 
    “Really? That’s different. What do you want me to get Flori to do for you?” 
 
    (Another nervous laugh) “Not something for me. To make it simple so you can understand, I guess I'll just spit it out. I want you to get Flori to stop crying all the time.” 
 
    My turn to laugh. “Are you serious? No one can make Flori stop. You know that.” 
 
    “I know that and you know that, but all the kids are upset with her.” 
 
    “Whose kids?” 
 
    “Our kids. Whose do you think? And here's the problem: they say she’s crying too much in front of her grandchildren and they want to have an intervention to make her stop.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding. If my children and grandchildren got into as much trouble as yours do, I’d be crying too. Besides, whoever heard of an intervention for crying? That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. Why don’t you tell your kids to keep the grandchildren at home and leave their grandma alone?” 
 
    I believe I heard a cuss word muttered under his breath. 
 
    “You know what, Mabel? I expected you to come out with something stupid like that. I told my son not to include you in any of this but they all insisted. What could you possibly know about having a family when you don’t have one? Unless, you count all those cats you have. Honestly, how can you suggest keeping Flori’s grandchildren away? She loves them.” 
 
    His exasperation with me was coming through loud and clear. 
 
    “You know what, Jake? Probably for the first time in my life, I agree with you one hundred percent. I know nothing about families. I don’t even know anything about cats so I see no possible reason for me to get involved in this absolutely ridiculous plan. I give you permission to tell your family that you tried your darndest to get me to come but I would not budge. You gave it your best shot.”  
 
    I hung up the phone. Let those crazy Flanders’ people solve their own problems. The more they try to stop Flori, the more she’s going to cry so why bother. No sooner had I finished with that thought when the phone rang again. 
 
    “Mabel,” Jake continued, as if there had been no interruption. “I agree with you, one hundred percent, but if you don’t come, they’ll blame me. Besides, if you come I think Flori will feel better.” 
 
    “Does Flori want me there?” 
 
    “She doesn’t know. That’s what an intervention is. We spring this on her. She thinks everyone is coming over for supper tomorrow night. Nothing more. Then, when everyone is there, we’ll take her into the living room and kind of surround her.” 
 
    “Kind of surround her? Wow! That sounds exciting. That would make me stop crying for sure. I would probably have a heart attack.” 
 
    “Don’t be sarcastic, Mabel. This is what my daughter told me. She wants each one of us to say why we want Flori to stop and why it upsets us. But, you know, we'll say it in a nice way. You’ll have to take your turn too.” 
 
    “But Flori’s crying doesn’t upset me. It might cost me in boxes of tissues but it doesn’t upset me.” 
 
    There was a big sigh. “Then pretend it does. Pretend it’s too expensive. Tell her Kleenex has gone up in price.” 
 
    “You have to be kidding. I can’t pretend something like that, even if Kleenex has gone up in price.” 
 
    “All right, all right, just come over. Say whatever you like but please come. Okay?” 
 
    It’s hard to resist Jake when he says please.  
 
      
 
      
 
    That was January, the fourth, and the lull before the storm. It was a beautiful wintery day. Amy Hunter, who has a daycare in her home, came into the store that morning to pick up a few used children’s books. She mentioned there was a winter storm warning on the weather channel but no one paid attention. Since when did the person on the weather channel know anything about the weather? We were planning to have a perfect winter and nothing would deter that. Besides, the year before we’d had the worst blizzard since 1928 or something, so there was no way there would be another one so soon. That is known as the law of averages. 
 
    When I walked home at five, the wind had changed from the south to the north-west and it penetrated right through my down-filled coat. The days were shorter now. Dusk at five. It was a good thing our spring, summer, and fall were so amazing because otherwise our State would be uninhabited.  
 
    Of course, we did have lakes, rivers, forests, and cheese. Not to mention corn that reached almost to heaven. In addition, underground caverns that some kids discovered when they were playing golf. What more could a person ask for? Besides warmer winters, that is. 
 
    With much trepidation, I left at seven for Flori’s place. (Perhaps you noticed that no one invited me for the meal.) This was something I was not looking forward to but I was afraid if I didn’t go, she would be completely overwhelmed. At least, I could give her the assurance that one person had her back.  
 
    It was a mystery to me how callous her family could be. If they only realized that most of the tears she shed were caused by their actions, they would shut up and make a few needed changes in their lives. Flori and Jake have at least five kids and twice that many grandchildren. 
 
    I’m sure it seems strange that I don’t know exactly how many children she’s bore; especially, since we’ve been best friends since we were both five years old. Some of those years are just a blur for both of us. I guess if I sat down and concentrated, I could come up with a number but I’ve never bothered to do that. Just as she doesn’t know how many cats I have. She usually says I have about a dozen.  
 
    I did have seven at one point but I am now down to five. Hopefully four, if the old tomcat doesn’t show up and decides to stay at Main Street Cafe. 
 
    Flori's offspring have all left home and have their own families but she is so softhearted, she never says no to anything any of them ask. I know she babysits when she really doesn’t feel like babysitting. She runs errands when she’s worn out and tired.  
 
    When her family feels like partying, they all traipse over to their momma’s house to have a good time. I’ve known her to spend three days cleaning the house and preparing the food. Of course, very few people can cook as well as Flori can so I really don’t blame them for that part. She uses real butter, real sugar, and real cream abundantly. Unfortunately, the result is that the whole family is, shall we say, on the ‘real’ heavy side.  
 
    By the time I reached Flori and Jake’s house, I’d lost some feeling in my cheeks. I’m sure the temperature dropped ten degrees in five minutes. A silver Ram truck, a shiny black Silverado, and a Jeep with last fall’s mud all over it, filled the driveway.  
 
    I don't know if they build smaller versions but all of them appeared to be massive. I’m almost five foot two and about the same height as the tires.  
 
    It looked like an orange 1995 Dodge Charger had tried to mount the two-foot snow bank along the side of the street and right snug up behind it was a rusted out Ford Mustang with two child car seats in the back and one smashed tail light. 
 
    One look at what they drove made me want to turn around and run home. 
 
    I knocked on the back door and hoped no one would hear. Chances were in my favor too because the din penetrating through the walls could be heard two houses away.  
 
    It seemed 'chance' was not in my favor. The inside door, and then the frosted-up storm door, swung open and there stood Flori. Along with her came a cloud of steam from the warm inside air meeting the frigid outside air.  
 
    It was obvious she’d spent a long time in the kitchen because her bright orangey red hair was drooping from the humidity and most of her makeup was blotchy. Mascara was beginning to dribble down her cheeks.  
 
    She stood at the open door and stared. I’m sure she thought she was seeing an apparition. 
 
    With hands on her heart and the usual tears in her eyes, she exclaimed, “Mabel, what are you doing here? I can’t believe you just dropped over. You never do that.” She looked past me at the blowing snow. “And in this terrible weather too!” 
 
    Her joy suddenly turned to horror and she clutched the bib on her apron to her heart. “Oh no, something is wrong, isn’t there? Are you all right, Mabel? What's the matter?” 
 
    “No, Flori, I'm fine.” 
 
    Before I could offer any explanation, she swept me through the door, crushed me to her chest, wiped tears and mascara from her eyes, and rushed me into the kitchen. 
 
    “Mabel, you have no idea how happy I am to see you,” she gushed. “Come into the living room and say hello to my family. This is the first time you’ve seen all of us together in ages.” She pulled me closer and whispered, “This is a surprise for me too. Everyone brought something for supper. All I had to do was cook the turkey. They’ve never done this before.” Another hug. “They don’t know how happy they’ve made me. I’ve been dreaming of this day.” 
 
    I pulled myself away. “Flori, this might not be the day you’ve been dreaming about.” 
 
    Before I could give the poor woman any warning, someone yelled from the living room, “Hey! Mabel’s here so let’s get started.” 
 
    Flori gave me a questioning look but there was no time to explain. Before I had time to remove my boots and coat, someone grabbed my arm and steered me into the other room. I glanced back and saw one person on each side of Flori. Someone had pulled out a dining room chair and set it in the middle of the room. Before she could say anything, one of her daughters plopped Flori into it.  
 
    I know how my friend thinks so I knew why she looked so excited. She believed this was a special gathering just for her. Flori is the type of person who sees only the good in everyone. To think that they were all there only to find some flaw in her character and stamp it out would be devastating.  
 
    She looked over at me with eyes beaming, and tears running down her cheeks. That’s what Flori does - she cries. I could do nothing to warn her. It was the most helpless feeling I think I have ever had.  
 
    Her joy soon turned to perplexity, however, when everyone started talking at once. Two of her sons, Jake Junior and Alfred, who had several empty beer bottles sitting neatly on the coffee table in front of them already, started arguing about who should start it all. 
 
    “Get up there, Jakie. You have to start us out because you’re the oldest. That’s how it goes.” 
 
    “How the devil would you know? You’re an authority on interventions? Whose bright idea was this in the first place? Whoever came up with this brainwave is the one who starts.” 
 
    Two of the girls began talking at the same time. It sounded like they were also arguing over who would begin the procedure but unlike their brothers they each wanted to be the first. The only thing they agreed on was how stupid the brothers were and why they were even asked to come.  
 
    Then, the youngest daughter, Janet, began screaming and saying, “Why don’t all of you shut up? You’re scaring Momma.”  
 
    She was right about that. Flori wasn’t crying; she looked terrified. I’m sure she thought her family had gone mad (in the Shakespearian way). You could tell she had no idea why her darling children were tossing her name back and forth from one end of the room to the other. I did notice that there were no grandchildren present. Thank heavens for that. Unless they were hiding huddled under a bed somewhere. It would be rough for those poor children to start life out with PTSD. 
 
    Fortunately, they stopped tossing her name round and started tossing their own. At this point, it became quite entertaining. Flori kept turning her head from one cluster of brainless family members to another. It wasn’t long before the daughters-in-law and sons-in-law got involved.  
 
    Somebody’s wife stood up, grabbed somebody’s hair, and yelled, “You can’t talk about my husband that way.” The unknown woman (as I said, I don’t keep track of all Flori’s family) screamed and started kicking and punching her opponent.  
 
    I remember when Jake used to wash his kids’ mouths out with soap and water whenever they said a swear word. Well, I don’t think it had the lasting results he had anticipated. 
 
    Before chairs started flying, Jake put two fingers into his mouth and whistled. The room was silent.  
 
    Well, except for Flori’s crying - which was now in full swing.   
 
    Intervention time! 
 
    I came out from my place of security under the table and walked over to Flori. I am sure she thought of me as her knight in shining armor at this point. 
 
    I pointed down to my boots and to the path of little puddles I had made from the melting snow.  
 
    “Sorry about that, Flori. These people didn’t even give me time to take my boots off. However,” I said, looking back at Flori, “In case you were wondering why all your sweet children came over tonight, it’s because they know they’ve been acting like idiots their whole life.” 
 
    I made a quick scan around the room when I said ‘idiots.’ 
 
    “They wanted to spend one night here with you, after eating your turkey and leaving that pile of dirty dishes in your sink for you to wash, to tell you how sorry they are that they’ve made you cry so much over the years. Ever since Jake Jr. was born, he’s been a real pain, hasn’t he?”  
 
    Before she could disagree, I continued, “Remember when he stole his dad’s rifle and shot up the side of the church? You were so ashamed you didn’t leave the house for weeks. Who could blame you for bursting into tears every five minutes? And, Alfred? What did he do to ruin your life? He set fire to the old livery stable that used to be at the edge of town. The two horses inside almost perished, never mind Amos, who was so drunk he could hardly find the door. Who wouldn’t cry for the next year after that?” 
 
    No one said a word. Not even Papa Jake. Flori’s tears had dried up.  
 
    “Then, there’s your daughter, Jenny.” (There were a few gasps from the crowd.) “Did you ever find out who she was with when she disappeared for almost a week when she was sixteen?” 
 
    Jenny’s husband turned towards his wife so fast, I’m sure he got a whiplash. 
 
    “I remember you sitting in my shop and bawling your eyes out every day.” I looked around at all of them. “I bet each one of you would do that too if one of your daughters disappeared and you didn’t know if she were dead or alive.” 
 
    I now had a captive audience. Her sons and daughters stared at me with mouths agape. And, Jake? To be honest, I’ve never seen him look so pleased. I could count on one hand how many times I’ve done anything to make Jake happy. …Well, perhaps this was the first. 
 
    As I looked out at them, I was trying hard to remember some of their names because there were several juicy stories that I could relate. My plans, however, came to an abrupt end when someone started banging on the back door. 
 
    Flori stood up.  
 
    “I’ll get that,” she said, in a flat voice, and walked out of the room. It was hard to tell what she was thinking but there was a determined look on her face. A completely new look for my friend. 
 
    The room once again burst into noise with all of it directed at me. I was glad that everyone was talking at the same time so I didn’t have to defend myself. 
 
    Suddenly, there was silence. I turned and looked toward the doorway where Flori stood with acting-sheriff Reg Smee beside her. There were no tears in her eyes but I don’t think I’d ever seen her look so miserable. 
 
    “Flori,” I said. “I didn’t mean to say those things to upset you. It’s just that they wanted to do this stupid intervention thing to make you stop crying and I didn’t want your feelings hurt.” 
 
    She turned her sad eyes to me. “It doesn’t matter, Mabel. Sometimes something can happen that is so terrible there aren’t enough tears to shed for it.” She turned to Reg. “Go ahead, Sheriff. Do your job.” 
 
    Reg Smee looked extremely uncomfortable. Of course, it didn’t help that he was wearing a large bulky winter jacket over his uniform and a fur hat on his head with the flaps hanging down over his ears. Reg is not a small man to begin with so with his layers of clothes, he and Flori more than adequately filled the doorway from the kitchen into the living room.  
 
    Jake spoke up. “What’s up, Reg? Don’t tell me someone complained about the noise again.” 
 
    Reg shook his head. “No, not this time.” He looked over at Jake. “Sorry to do this, Jake, but I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    It was now that I noticed Reg wasn’t alone. Scully, Parson's Cove's only deputy for the time being, was standing in the kitchen. I also noticed that no one was smiling. Scully looked as miserable as the sheriff. 
 
    “What’s going on, Reg?” I asked. 
 
    Reg walked into the room and looked at Jake Jr. He spoke in a quiet but firm voice. “Junior,” he said. “I’m taking you into custody. You’re being arrested for the murder of Victor Fleming.” He stopped to sigh. “As I’ve told you before on several previous occasions when I was sheriff, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say may be used against you in a court of Law. You have the right to an attorney and if you can’t afford one, one will be provided for you by the court. Do you understand?” 
 
    The only sound in the room was the old clock that Flori bought at a garage sale last year. It was so loud I almost wanted to put my hands over my ears. As if in slow motion, everyone in the room turned their attention to Jake Junior. I don’t think any of us wanted to but we didn’t know where else to look. 
 
    There was a wild look in Jake Jr.’s eyes. “What are you saying?" he shouted at Reg. "I didn’t kill that little weasel. You have to believe me. Is this some kind of joke?” He turned to Flori. “Momma, you have to believe me. This is a big mistake. I didn’t kill him. I didn’t kill anyone. Ever.” 
 
    Papa Jake started walking towards him. I could see his fists clenching and unclenching. If another murder was going to take place in front of us, I was trying to prepare myself.  
 
    Many times, in years past, Flori came to me bawling because Jake had whipped one of his sons. At the time, I had taken Jake’s side but now, I had a horrid feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    To my surprise, Jake asked very calmly, “This is serious, Reg. I imagine you have some good evidence to prove this?” 
 
    No one looked sorrier than Reg Smee did. He nodded. “Sorry to tell you, Jake, but I was right there when Junior threatened Flori’s cousin.” 
 
    “What do you mean, threatened?" 
 
    Junior interrupted. “But I didn’t mean it. Who in his right mind would threaten to kill someone with a retired cop in the room? I told him he'd never see the light of day if he didn’t go away and leave my mother alone. It was a threat but I didn’t do it. I wanted him to leave town.” He turned to look at his mother. “Besides, I didn’t even see him again after that.” 
 
    “But Victor is my cousin,” Flori said. “Why would you tell him to leave without asking me about it first?” 
 
    Suddenly, the one crying was Jake Jr. In between sobs, he said, “Because he wanted money from you. That’s why. And you would’ve given it to him. You’re too soft hearted.” He wiped his eyes on his sleeve. “I’m sorry. I wanted to protect you from him. Victor Fleming is a leach and scumbag. If you gave him any money, he would have kept coming and coming for more. I wanted him to go away and stay away.” 
 
    “Well,” Reg said. “Too many people overheard your threat, Junior, so I have no choice but to lock you up.” 
 
    I am not a Jake Junior fan but somehow this didn’t seem right.  
 
    “Reg, if that’s all you have to go on, that’s not much. Lots of people make stupid threats but it doesn’t mean that they carry them out. And, like Junior said, why would someone say that with a cop in the room?” 
 
    Reg nodded. “That’s true.” He cleared his throat. “I didn’t want to mention this in front of everyone but there is something else. Someone saw you driving out of town, heading for the lake.” 
 
    “That's the proof? Surely you have more than that, don't you?” I asked.  
 
    The elderly retired sheriff, who was probably wishing he was spending the evening at home in his warm cozy house, nodded. He looked more somber than I had ever seen him. 
 
    “There is more then, I take it?” 
 
    He turned from Junior and looked at me. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Mabel. We have a witness who saw him snooping about the fish shack where Victor’s body was found.” 
 
    Jake Jr. started to say something but stopped. His wife, Emma, put her hand in his. She was pale and her lips were trembling. No one else said a word.  
 
    Reg looked at Jake Jr. “If you’re innocent, we’ll prove it. Until then, you’ll be our guest at the station.” With another sigh, he said, “Go get your coat and let Scully cuff you.” 
 
    The mood in the room changed now. Jenny ran over to Jake Junior and wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    “I know you’d never do anything like that, Jakie,” she said. “Don’t worry, Reg and Mabel will find out who the real killer is.” Tears were pouring out of her eyes and running down her face. 
 
    Two strong emotions coursed through me. One was astonishment that anyone, especially one of Flori’s children, would consider me as someone who would find the murderer. The other was astonishment at how much all of Flori’s family bawled. Even Jake. 
 
    Except Flori. She was not shedding a tear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was Thursday night. From Friday through to the next Tuesday, everyone was housebound. In the early morning hours on Wednesday, I could hear the snowplows clearing the streets. I also knew what was in store for me. Every time I looked out my living room window, I saw the snow piling high in my driveway. Not that there’s any rush to clear it as I rarely use my car in the winter. However, I like to have it ready to go in case of an emergency. In years past, it has come in handy on occasion. 
 
    Flori phoned me every day. She seemed almost more concerned with my wellbeing than I was with hers. She even asked about the cats. I didn’t want to probe too much but it seemed strange not to have her call and wail in my ear. This was definitely not the Flori I knew all my life. This was a stranger and I was getting worried.  
 
    Even though I was stuck in the house, I tried to keep up with the murder case. So far, all I knew was that Flori's cousin was found, frozen to death in a fish shack. One of the problems, Reg said, was that no one could get out to the murder scene because of the weather. If there were any footprints around the shack, the strong wind would have either removed them or covered them over with the snowdrifts.  
 
    Apparently, the lake was like sheer glass so if the killer had taken that route to escape, he left no evidence. There were no tire prints on the road because five-foot snowdrifts covered most of it. 
 
    If Jake Jr. didn’t act on his threat and was innocent, it would be hard to prove someone else was guilty. I tried to explain that to Flori but she told me that she didn’t want to know anything about it. Period. 
 
    “But, Flori,” I said, “We have to discuss it for your own well being. Or, you have to cry. Do something!"  
 
    She made no comment. I waited for a slight sniffle but nothing.  
 
    I decided to try a different approach. "What was this Victor like? I remember when the whole family used to come up and visit you in the summer. You haven’t mentioned them for years. How come this fellow showed up out of nowhere?” 
 
    She sighed because this was about the tenth time I’d tried to get information out of her.  
 
    “Oh, all right, Mabel, I’ll tell you as much as I know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Flori. I knew I could count on your help. By the way, did you happen to hear Jenny say that Reg and I would find the real killer? She included me. I have to admit, Flori, that daughter of yours is very perceptive. She’s growing up to be just like her momma.” 
 
    “Mabel, Jenny is over thirty now. I think she's about as grown up as she’s going to get.” 
 
    Sometimes I should be more perceptive and stick to one subject at a time. 
 
    “I guess you’re right. Well, you do realize that I’ll do my best to prove Junior innocent, don’t you?” 
 
    She didn’t speak for a few seconds. “I know, it’s just that I’m worried that maybe he is guilty. Out of all the kids, he has always had the worst temper. And, you know what? I can see him locking Victor in that shack and not even thinking about the consequences. He could do it in a fit of anger, not realizing Victor would die in there. It’s too bad Emma wasn’t with him. She is the stable one in that family.” 
 
    I waited to hear the sobbing but it didn’t come. She only sighed. 
 
    “No, Mabel,” she said, “I’m prepared for the worst. It will break my heart but I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Flori, are you sure you’re all right? You don’t sound normal.” 
 
    “I’m fine. What do you want me to do? Scream and howl?” 
 
    “Well, that does sound more like the real you. Just because those kids of yours had that intervention, doesn’t mean you have to listen to them. You can be yourself. Everyone loves you the way you are, Flori.” 
 
    “You are truly a wonderful friend but really, I'm okay. What did you want? You want to know about Victor?” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be a good place to start. When did you see him last anyway?” 
 
    “I saw him the day before he was found in the shack.” 
 
    “You saw Victor? You didn’t tell me about it. You didn’t tell any of your family?” 
 
    There was a moment’s pause. “No, I didn’t. Oh Mabel, I know that isn’t right but I didn’t want them to know. I don’t know how Junior knew about the money. I must admit, Victor is not a very nice person any more. Well, I guess he never was. It didn’t take long to figure that out.” 
 
    “Well, now he’s dead so you can use the past tense.” 
 
    “I said he wasn’t nice but that doesn’t mean that I’m happy he’s dead.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re a better person than most of us, Flori. Why do you say he wasn’t nice?” 
 
    Although I couldn’t see Flori’s face, I knew she’d be staring out the window at the blowing snow, trying to search for the right word. She finds it difficult to admit someone might be nasty, or heaven forbid, evil. If she can find anything positive, that is what she concentrates on. It’s a good trait to possess if someone unknowingly makes a boo-boo, but not so good if a dead body is involved.   
 
    “Remember when his family used to come to Parson’s Cove years and years ago?” she said. “One time, I heard my mother talking to Dad about them. It seems my parents didn’t think too much of them. Mom said that Uncle Howard, Victor’s dad, had been in jail a few times.” 
 
    “You’re kidding? What did he do?” 
 
    “Well, I was young so didn’t pay too much attention but I think she said it was for embezzlement or something like that. I’m sorry, Mabel, I can’t be sure. I know it was a word that I didn’t really understand. I just knew Uncle Howard wasn’t my favorite uncle. He was kind of creepy and my parents were always relieved when they all headed back home.” 
 
    “So, in other words, the acorn doesn’t fall far from the tree?” 
 
    “I think Victor was in much more trouble than that. Uncle Howard drank and said stupid things but I think Victor was on drugs. He asked for a lot of money and for some reason seemed to think that I was holding out on him. Actually, he said something really terrible and it will take a long time for me to get over it.” 
 
    “What did he say, Flori?” 
 
    “He said he knew there was big money in my family and then called me a very bad word.” 
 
    “What bad word was it?” 
 
    “The female dog one.” 
 
    “Why didn't you tell me? You can’t keep things like that a secret, Flori.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t want Jake to hear. I was worried about what he would do to Victor. I guess I was worrying about the wrong Jake Flanders.” 
 
    “Don’t jump to conclusions. All this has yet to be proved, Flori. Jakie said he didn’t do it so we have to believe him.” 
 
    “Mabel,” she whispered. “Jake just walked in. He was visiting Junior over at the jail. I’ll talk to you later.”  
 
    She hung up. All I heard was a clunk and then, a dial tone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On Thursday morning, I managed to waddle to my store. The wind had died down but the temperature had plunged. My outdoor thermometer read minus twenty-two. I wrapped myself up in as many clothes as I could find and then took my mother’s ancient muskrat coat out of the closet in my sewing room. It had hung there for many years but I never had the heart to get rid of it. Now, I knew why I had stored the ugly thing. It kept me from freezing to death in that three block walk. I was just hoping that a dog wouldn’t attack me.  
 
    It took about ten minutes to peel off all my clothes after I finally opened the back door. It is not easy trying to turn a doorknob when everything is frozen solid. Like my hands, for instance.  
 
    The first thing I did was turn up the heat and put on the coffee. While the coffee perked, I walked to the window and looked out at Main Street. It looked like a ghost town painted white.  
 
    My friend, Charlie Thompson, wasn’t even sitting in his usual spot. He sits on the bench in front of the library every day, no matter what the weather throws at us. However, I guess he makes some exceptions when it is so cold that the clock above the Post Office stopped working. 
 
    By the way, Charlie is someone special in my life. He is a bit odd and some in town call him mentally handicapped or the more polite people say ‘slow.’ However, I believe he has more going for him than the ones who make such ignorant statements.  
 
    He lives alone in a small house at the end of Main Street. After his parents, or grandparents (we’re not sure which) died when he was very young, he was bounced around from one family to another. Finally, the town fixed a house up for him and he’s quite content to live by himself. He doesn’t talk much and he wanders the streets at night but he’s sweet and harmless. The fact that he has helped me solve murder cases proves that there is more to him than meets the eye.  
 
    The coffee was ready so I poured a cup and went back to the window. I wasn’t sure why I had come to work but I didn’t know what else to do. It was either stay home with five restless cats (Old Tom decided to return) wanting to go outside every ten minutes but wanting back in after three minutes, or coming to work and doing nothing.  
 
    Now if I sold electric heaters, scarves, mittens and leg warmers, there’s a chance I might have a customer or two; however, if all you have are knick-knacks, souvenirs, second hand books, and Sadie MacIntosh’s preserves, there’s not going to be a rush to get inside Mabel’s Fables and Things.    
 
    There was, of course, my coffee. For the past thirty or so years, I have used the same two glass Pyrex coffee percolators. They sit on little wire thingies on two burners on a hotplate. They are the same coffee pots that I brought to the store after my father retired.  
 
    Even after fire ripped through the inside of my store several months ago, which would be another story but for the fact that no one was trying to kill me - the coffee percolators came out, unscathed. That has to be some sort of sign. 
 
    My father never intended to retire at all; however, after a debilitating disease overtook his body, he had no choice. I think his last few years were happy ones though. My mother died several years before but I’m not sure that my dad really missed her. I know many married couples bicker and clash over everything all through their marriage but when one mate dies, the other is devastated. I honestly feel my dad kept living so he could have a few years of peace and quiet to himself. 
 
    My mother did have some redeeming qualities. Unfortunately, I don’t remember too many of them. They were the sort where someone would remark as to what an honest woman she was. Or, perhaps, that she was never late for anything. Her blouses were always ironed. You know what I mean. Her shoes were always polished. That sort of thing.  
 
    Mostly, I remember her strict rules. It was better after my father moved downstairs to sleep in what is now my pantry. Every night I would sit on his bed while he read stories to me. Those are my best memories from home. When my mother stood in the doorway and complained that I was up too late, he would quietly walk over to the door and shut it. When we were finished reading, my father would walk me up the steps to my upstairs bedroom. It wasn’t the best family life but we survived. It was before they invented the term dysfunctional. 
 
    In many ways, I thought I was better off than Flori. Her house seemed more like a zoo than a home. She invited me over several times for meals but everyone was grabbing food and yelling so much that I stopped going. She never enjoyed coming to my place either because my mother could not abide ill-mannered children. I have to say that Flori fit that category - at least, in my mother’s mind. 
 
    After finishing high school, I spent ten months in the city taking a secretarial course, which I never used because my mother could not stand to be in the house alone with Father.  
 
    Not that she said that. She said she and my father couldn’t rattle around in that big house without me.  
 
    Our house was not big. My father built it for my mother when they first married. It has been my home all my life. There are two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs. All are small by today’s standards. On the main floor, there is a kitchen, a dining room and living room combined, and the third very small bedroom or very large pantry, whatever you want to make it. I also have an attic and a basement - both uninhabitable.  
 
    Several years ago, I started doing my laundry at Lois’ Laundromat every couple of weeks; however, in case of an emergency, I suppose I could venture into the basement to see if my washer and dryer still work. Or, to see if they still exist. The last time I looked, they were beginning to rust from the bottom up. 
 
    I finished my first cup and was about to go back for my second when Reg drove up in the patrol car and parked as close to the store as he could get without sitting on top of the snow bank or driving right inside. He was alone so I imagined his deputy was back at the station, making sure Jake Flanders Junior didn’t escape. 
 
    Something about the murder case did not sit well with me. It seemed almost too logical to make sense. Was it even murder? What if someone locked the shack without knowing anyone was inside? Who owned that shack anyway?  
 
    When Reg reached for the door, I opened it and then shut it as soon as he was inside. Even within those few seconds, the room cooled down.  
 
    The only words he managed to mutter as he removed his fur hat and coat were, “Coffee, Mabel.” 
 
    I carried his coat and hat to the back room and hung them on a hook next to mine. Before the fire, I had a coat rack. That was one item that did burn to a crisp. I can’t say that I missed it. Someone told me they thought it was an antique so I felt obligated to hang on to it. It usually ended up toppling over most of the time anyway. Reg used to balance his coat on one side and an old wooden Coke box on the other. The Coke box was gone now too. 
 
    “Help yourself to the coffee,” I yelled, but by the time I returned, he was already sitting in one of my new chairs, holding the cup of steaming coffee with both hands.  
 
    I poured another cup, pulled up my second chair, and sat down, facing him. 
 
    There were quite a few changes in my store since the fire. My old wicker chairs were both gone, replaced by two of Flori’s comfortable dining room chairs. I’m especially thankful that she gave me the ones with armrests. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had to invest in a new-fangled cash register, which I think clashes immensely with the ambience of my shop. I wasn’t thrilled about dishing out so much money either; however, the collection the town took up for me more than covered that and everything else. It also took care of my new insurance policy, which everyone insisted that I take out. 
 
    Mutt Mitchel from the hardware store next door gave me a supply of mousetraps. No one wanted another mouse chewing wires and starting a fire in my store. 
 
    Reg took a long drink of coffee and smacked his lips. “Good coffee, Mabel.” He didn’t look happy. “Wish everything could be as good and as simple as this.” He took another swallow and let out a loud sigh. 
 
    “Not going so well? No other leads in the murder case?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m stumped. Everything points to Junior.” He gave me a worried look. “It doesn’t help that all of a sudden he’s decided that he won’t tell me what he was doing out at the lake. I have no idea what’s gotten into him. He was so quick to tell his mother he wasn’t guilty and now, he’s acting like he is.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. Why won’t he tell you? Didn’t you tell him he wasn’t helping his own case?” 
 
    “Believe me, Mabel, I told him everything. I’ve talked until I’m blue in the face. Even threatened but nothing works.” 
 
    “There must be some reason why he suddenly won’t talk. What do you think? Maybe he was seeing another woman?” 
 
    For some reason, the sheriff thought that was funny so I had to wait until he stopped laughing. 
 
    “Well?” I said. “What’s so funny about that? What other reason can you think of? Why wouldn’t he want anyone to know what he was doing out at the lake?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I didn’t mean to make fun, Mabel, but you know it was a fish shack and a very cold evening. Even Jake Junior might think twice about taking his mistress out to a fish shack on a frozen lake for a rendezvous.” 
 
    Yes, well, I might be an old spinster but even I could see the humor in that.  
 
    “Besides, I think he’s pretty happy with the little wife and that new baby he has, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. “I know you’re right. Flori says Emma is the best thing that ever happened to him." I walked over and topped up my coffee. This was a rough case for Reg so I couldn't imagine how hard it would have been for Jim. Only having one deputy would not make it easier for Reg either.   
 
    "By the way, did you give Captain Maxymowich a call, Reg?” 
 
    Captain Marlow Maxymowich sometimes comes from the city to give us some help. He has his band of officers and they tend to take over the town. Reg, Scully, and Jim usually end up doing traffic control and all I can do is watch out the shop window.   
 
    Reg sighed. “I did. He’s up to his neck in a double homicide though so won’t be able to help right now. If we don’t have this tied up in a week, he said he’ll send somebody down.” 
 
    "He knows you retired from being sheriff and are now the mayor of Parson's Cove, right?" 
 
    Reg's face reddened and he shrugged. "I didn't mention it but I'm sure he knows. It isn't like I've been Parson's Cove mayor for years. I'm more a sheriff than a mayor. At least, that's how I feel." 
 
    Reg was not enjoying his new mayoral position at all. I can't even count the times he's complained in the past few months.  
 
    “So we have a week?” 
 
    “That’s all.” He drained his cup, walked over to my new table where my old percolators sat on a new hotplate, and poured another cup of coffee. “Well, maybe that would be for the better. You know, having someone else get involved in this. I’m getting too old to solve murders all by myself.” 
 
    “Don’t talk such nonsense. We’ll do our best to solve it. If not, then at least we tried. I was wondering, Reg, who owns that fish shack anyway? Shouldn’t that person be a suspect too?” 
 
    “They would be except that old shack was abandoned a couple of years ago. It’s still sturdy and in good shape so Fred Pollock always moves it onto the ice every winter. It comes in handy if someone is fishing on the ice and the wind picks up. It gives him a little protection from the elements.” 
 
    Personally, I thought all those fellows who sat in those shacks for hours staring at a hole in the ice, were out of their minds. Flori told me that Jake went because he enjoyed the companionship. I’m sure his best friend, Jack Daniels, was always at his side too. I don’t recall her mentioning if Jake ever caught a fish. About all he caught was pneumonia three years ago. Plus, a few good hangovers.  
 
    “It didn’t belong to anyone from Parson’s Cove?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “Did you learn anything else from the body? Is the autopsy completed now?” 
 
    “There is something I didn’t mention, Mabel. I thought it best to keep a few things quiet for now. You know how gossip travels around Parson’s Cove. Tell one person and by the end of the day, everyone in town tells a different story.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “What’s the story?” 
 
    “Oh, that.” He shook his head and sighed. “It’s the real proof that Victor Fleming was murdered.” 
 
    “Reg, you have a very irritating way of beating around the bush. I thought you already knew that Victor was murdered. Why do you need more proof? What am I missing here?” 
 
    He lifted his cup and took a swallow before answering. “Well, we thought he died because someone deliberately locked him in the fish shack and he couldn’t get out. Now that the body is beginning to thaw out, there’s the chance that he might have died from injuries he incurred in a fight.” 
 
    “Really? You couldn’t see those injuries before?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not too well. Don’t forget, Mabel, he was propped up against the wall of the shack, almost frozen solid. We couldn’t even peel his clothes off. It was also hard to tell if the marks on his face were bruises or frostbite. The coroner couldn’t get here until this morning so now we have to wait to see what the real cause of death was.”  
 
    “So, in other words, someone could have beaten him and put him in the fish shack, knowing that he was dead. Or, dying.”  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “How long do you think he was in that shack?” 
 
    “Since Junior isn’t sharing any information with us, I guess we’ll have to wait to find that out. It might be hard to tell even. It was so cold at night that it wouldn’t take that long for skin to freeze.” 
 
    “What if Jake Junior beat him up but didn’t know that he killed him? I mean, why wouldn’t he tell you what he was doing out at the lake? I thought it was obvious he was shocked to hear that Victor was dead. Of course, if he told you that he’d beaten Victor up, you would’ve charged him with murder for sure, which you did anyway. I mean, that would’ve been the final nail on the coffin, so to speak.” 
 
    “Yep. Like I say, Mabel, this doesn’t look good for Junior. Unless we can prove someone else was out there at the same time.” He looked up at me and for the first time, I noticed his bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “You losing sleep over this, Reg?” 
 
    “You better believe it. Jake and Flori have been through enough with those kids. Especially Jake Junior. The trouble is he isn’t a kid anymore. Junior must be over forty by now. It's time he grew up.” He shook his head. “The thing is, Mabel, even with all the trouble that he’s been in and has caused over the years, I still see a good heart in him. There’s no way this was premeditated murder. I’m sure of that. Junior is not a killer.” He paused, in thought. “On the other hand, he would go to any lengths to protect his mother.” 
 
    “Even murder do you think?” 
 
    “If he thought his mother was in any danger at all? Yes, I believe he would even murder.” 
 
    It was scary but I agreed with him. All her sons grieved her to no end but they would protect her to no end also. I must admit that sometimes, in a moment of weakness, I wished someone might want to protect me like that. Other than Flori, that is. 
 
    “Do you think the charge could be dropped from murder to manslaughter?” 
 
    “I imagine it would be. It could still be a long jail term though.” 
 
    “Poor Flori. You know what’s really bothering me? Flori isn’t herself anymore.” 
 
    He nodded. “I hear you. Jake says she hasn’t cried since the night Junior was arrested. He’s concerned. Everyone in the family is almost as worried about her as they are about Jake Junior.” 
 
    “A lot of it is their own stupid fault. Maybe if they hadn’t tried this intervention to make her stop crying so much, she would be herself now. I think she’s trying to please them all. That’s what she does, you know. She’s spent her whole life trying to please her ungrateful family.” 
 
    “I know, Mabel, but you also know that Flori loves pleasing everyone. That’s her nature. By the way, do you think you’re going to get any customers in here today?” 
 
    I glanced out at the empty street and up at the clock. It was almost ten already. 
 
    “Sheriff Smee, I doubt very much that there’s going to be a rush to buy anything from my store today. Or, in the coming few months even." I pointed to one of my shelves. "Unless, of course, we have a sudden demand for baby elephant salt and pepper shakers.” 
 
    (I said this because there was a mistake in my last shipment and I ended up with several unwanted items.) 
 
    Reg heaved himself up from the chair. I wasn’t sure if it was the chair or his knees that creaked the loudest. He walked over to the table and put down his cup. 
 
    “Are you limping, Reg?” 
 
    His cheeks turned a soft pink. “Aw, it’s this stupid arthritis. At least, that’s what Doc Fritz says.” He grinned. “I like to call it an old war injury.” 
 
    I grinned back. “And that would be what? The Second World War or the First?” 
 
    “All right, enough jokes from Mabel Wickles.” His face suddenly looked serious. “If you aren’t expecting any customers, why don’t you come out to the crime scene with me? Maybe you can see something that Scully and I missed.”  
 
    For so many years, it seemed that Reg and I were always on opposite teams. It wasn’t that we didn’t want the guilty person to be found and prosecuted, it’s just that we could never work together. However, ever since Reg retired, I’ve come to appreciate all those wonderful qualities that Reg does possess.  
 
    He, on the other hand, has come to appreciate how helpful I can be in solving a murder. At least, that is my take on it. Hence, a truce was drawn and now, we work together. Probably, more to my delight than his but I think he was beginning to enjoy, not only my coffee and muffins, but my company too. 
 
    I bundled up as quickly as I could and put a note on the door, which read, ‘Closed for the morning. Stay home until it warms up!’ 
 
    Reg chuckled and said, “No wonder you don’t have many customers. No one’s going to come now until spring.” 
 
    We were almost to the door when I thought of something. 
 
    “Oh, Reg,” I said. “Let me call Flori first. She usually calls in the morning and if I'm not here, she’ll worry. Probably send Jake over to check to see if I’m okay.” I pulled off my mittens and went to the phone. It rang several times before Jake picked up. 
 
    “Jake, this is Mabel. Is Flori there?” 
 
    In a tired monotone voice, he replied, “She’s sleeping. I’m worried about her, Mabel. Think you could come over and talk to her?” 
 
    This would make the second time in all his married life that Jake Flanders had ever asked me to come over. And, in such a polite way too. Of course, we shared something now and that was our concern over Flori. 
 
    “I’ll come later, Jake. Right now, Reg and I are going out to the fishing shack. I wanted to let Flori know. You can tell her when she wakes up. Tell her I’ll be over as soon as I get back.” 
 
    I was about to hang up the phone when I heard Jake say, “Please, help us, Mabel.”  
 
    It’s hard for me to say no to Jake when he says ‘please.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The road to the lake and the crime scene was one of the first cleared. The snow banks on each side towered six to eight feet. We were driving through a white tunnel. Evergreen trees along with tall naked poplar and oak trees towered in the background. If the temperature hadn’t been so cold, it would have been beautiful. The sun shone but no warmth came from it. 
 
    It was a quiet ride. I guess Reg and I were immersed in our own thoughts. He was probably thinking of the murdered man and finding the real killer while I was mostly worrying about Flori and wondering how she was managing to handle all of this. Her cousin was thawing out on a slab in the morgue and her son was sitting in a jail cell, charged with murdering and then freezing to death, his second cousin.  
 
    It was about a ten-minute drive to the lake under normal road conditions but today it took twice that long. Even though recently plowed, there were hidden patches of ice where the snow was beginning to drift back across the road. (This happens to be one of the reasons I rarely drive my car in the winter.)  
 
    Several times the car started to slide but Reg managed to get it back on course again. Suddenly, the tunnel of snow ended and we were in a clearing. The frozen lake was only a few feet in front of us. We were in a world of white except for the fish shacks dotting the lake, reminding me of a rundown shantytown. Far on the other side, pine and spruce trees and half-hidden cottages covered the hills.   
 
    The majority of the fish shacks were wooden, which were now weather-beaten and shabby. It looked as if a few were old tin tool sheds and I noticed one battered camper trailer that had seen better times. The fishermen of Parson’s Cove will resort to almost anything so that they can fish all year round.  
 
    Some men (no women), however, had decided to use their imagination or perhaps get rid of old paint, so there was a variety of brightly colored shacks with humorous sayings painted on the sides. The one closest to us read, Old anglers don’t die; we just smell that way. 
 
    It didn’t seem all that funny anymore. 
 
    Reg turned to me and said, “Well, let’s go to have a look.” He took the keys out of the ignition and put them in his jacket pocket. With a look closely resembling defeat, he sighed. “Wish I could believe we would find something out here but…” He shook his head. “I’m trying to convince myself that this is not a waste of your time.” 
 
    “Am I like your last resort, Reg?” 
 
    “Mabel, if anyone can find anything, it will be you. Your imagination is much better than mine.” He grinned and gently slapped me on the shoulder. “Okay, Detective Wickles, let’s go find a clue.” 
 
    I followed Sheriff Smee over the frozen water for what seemed an eternity but was probably about five minutes. The wind was bitterly cold and sharp as it whipped across the ice. Woolen tights and jeans do not keep you warm under those conditions. Within three minutes, there was no feeling from the bottom of my coat to the tops of my boots. The thought of my whole body freezing made me feel even colder. 
 
    I could see the yellow police tape in the distance, dancing in the wind. Some of it had already blown away. There was one patrol car sitting several feet away from the shack.  
 
    “Is that Scully in the car?” I yelled at Reg.               
 
    He turned and, holding his fur hat on with one hand, yelled back, “Yeah. He came out as soon as the snowplow went through. We don't want anyone snooping around here.” 
 
    “I wonder how come no one is fishing. I thought there would be a line-up behind the plow. Some of those old diehards have missed a whole week of sitting in their shacks and freezing.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe they’re afraid someone will lock them in their shack.” 
 
    I would have laughed except I was too cold. I did chuckle inside though. Well, on second thought, perhaps it wasn’t a very good joke. 
 
    We were almost at the shack now and it was a good thing because my face was now as cold as my knees. There are certain parts of the body that even an old muskrat coat can’t cover. 
 
    “Why couldn’t we drive to the shack like Scully did, instead of walking?” I yelled. 
 
    “There’s no way I’m driving on this ice, Mabel.” 
 
    Well, I guess that answered that. If I’d known, I would’ve driven out with Scully.  
 
    As we got closer, we could see Scully with his head back, mouth agape, sleeping peacefully. Reg left my side and with his head bent against the wind, hurried over to the patrol car. I couldn't hear because of the wind but I could see his fist going up and down on the hood of the patrol car.  
 
    It was hard not to burst out laughing as the young deputy struggled to sit up. He quickly pulled on his hat and rolled the window down. Fortunately, I couldn’t hear what Reg said. By the look on Scully’s face, he was probably glad that I didn’t hear either. When Reg was sheriff, he was fairly lenient with his two deputies but I know he never tolerated screw-ups of a critical nature.  
 
    While Reg was delivering his tongue-lashing, I decided to check out the shack. It was getting seriously cold standing in the wind without any shelter and although I was sure the shack would be almost the same temperature, it would stop the cutting wind in my face. 
 
    This was one of the nondescript shacks. Perhaps someone had painted it at one time but the wood was now gray and there were small rust spots around every nail hole. Several shingles on the roof lifted with each wind gust and made a popping sound. From where I looked, the whole structure seemed to be leaning to one side. The door creaked and scraped against the floor as I opened it. The yellow tape across the door entrance flapped in my face. I ducked under it and went inside. 
 
    Immediately, I felt warmer even though I could still see my breath in the air. It felt almost cozy except that an old John Deere thermometer hanging from a nail on the wall said it was still ten below zero. 
 
    First, I stood and looked around. There was a wooden floor with an opening about a foot and a half square in the middle which I assumed was the opening for the fishing hole. The lid was a wooden trapdoor with a leather strip for the handle. Someone had closed it and there was a brick sitting on top of it. I guess that was there so the fish wouldn’t jump out and escape. There were two small grubby windows on the north and south side of the shack. Since the sun was shining, I could see quite well inside. There were several short narrow benches up against the walls. They were wooden and looked extremely uncomfortable to me - no cushions, arm, or back rests. I could only imagine that the men would move the bench close to the opening in the ice or lean precariously over the hole and gaze in wonderment as they pulled up one fish after another from under the ice. 
 
    There was an axe with a broken handle thrown into one corner. Perhaps, that was to chip at the ice when it started to freeze over. Whoever had drilled the hole through the ice hadn’t left the chainsaw or drill or whatever they used, in the shack. I imagine that a person would take those items home in case someone stole them.  
 
    A four-inch nail stuck out of one of the two by fours with a calendar from 1997 on it and there was a black shoelace draped over the calendar. I had no idea why that would be there. Someone was obviously walking around with only one shoe tied up properly.  
 
    In one corner, there was a wooden Coke box turned upside down. This seemed to serve as the table. An empty tuna can served as an ashtray and it looked as if no one had ever dumped the butts out. Across from the table, in the corner, were about ten empty beer cases, stacked one on top of the other with no room left for another one.   
 
    Flori told me that Jake took a portable propane heater with him so he wouldn’t freeze to death. She always worried that it would blow up. I had no idea which shack was his but Flori said it was the only pink one on the ice. Jake painted it pink so no one would want to come to fish with him and drink his whiskey.  
 
    One time I asked her where the men went when they had to go to the toilet. I mean, if you’re sitting all day on a cold wooden bench and guzzling down booze, you're going to have to go somewhere. She told me that I did not want to know so I've never pursued the answer to that one.  
 
    Someone, perhaps Sheriff Smee, had drawn chalk lines in front of and over one bench. That was obviously where Victor Fleming had sat for the last time. Was he dead when someone placed him there? Had Jake Junior been in a fight with him, knocked him unconscious, and pushed him into the shack, not thinking of the consequences?  
 
    Since he was sitting up on the bench with his back against the wall, either he was awake when he went in and sat down himself or someone neatly arranged him there.  
 
    I moved quickly out of the way when Reg pushed the door open. It seemed that some of his anger had melted away. At least, I was hoping his red cheeks were from the cold and not the temper. 
 
    “So, you gave Scully a tongue-lashing?” 
 
    He grunted. “What does he think? Somebody who sneaks out here to do mischief is going to wake him up to let him know what they're up to?” He took off his gloves and stuffed them into his pocket. “Well, can you see anything? Anything at all that might prove something?” 
 
    I stood beside him and scanned the room again. Really, what was there to see? 
 
    “Reg, the only thing that seems out of place is that bit of dirt down there by the bench.” 
 
    Reg walked the three steps over and bent down. “You see some dirt here?” 
 
    “Move out of the way and I’ll show you.” 
 
    He backtracked to the door and I moved over to the bench that had the chalk marks. 
 
    “See.” I picked up a small piece of dirt that was wedged into a crack beside the chair and passed it to him. “Here. Check it out.” 
 
    “That’s all you’ve got, Mabel? This frozen dirt could’ve been here for months. Besides, it’s winter now so no one would’ve brought this in on their shoes.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Well, Reg, that’s all I’ve got. Look around. Can you see anything more?” 
 
    “Nope. I have looked and looked. I’ve scoured this place. At least, you found some dirt. I didn’t even see that.” He turned the small chunk of dirt over in his hand. “You think it could be a clue?” 
 
    I sighed. “I have no idea, Reg. As you said, it could have been here for weeks but at the same time, the killer could’ve had it on his boots. Who knows?” 
 
    He nodded, pulled out a plastic Ziploc bag, and gently placed the small piece of dirt inside.  
 
    Although I didn’t put much faith in the dirt being a clue, it was somewhat unique. It was perhaps an inch in diameter and about half that thick. It was unique because there was a bit of gravel mixed in with it. To me, it wasn’t just a chunk of dirt. It was dirt mixed with gravel. If it came off the murderer’s boots, it might tell us where he had walked. Or, she. I always tend to think of a murderer as ‘he’ but they can be ‘she’s’ just as likely.  
 
    No one had told me if Victor Fleming was a big tough guy; however, if Jake Junior threatened him, I doubted he would be. Jake was always selective when it came to his fights. Let's say, he never took on more than he could chew. 
 
    Reg looked so disappointed I had to say something to encourage him. “You could check Jake Junior’s boots to see if it came off of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we could do that.”  
 
    “By the way, Reg, did Mayor Pollock say why he came to check this shack? I don’t know which one is his but there isn’t any right close by. I was wondering why he would walk over here if the padlock was on the door.” 
 
    “He came over to get the axe. This shack sort of belongs to him too. Someone abandoned it a couple of years back so he always sets it up for anyone who wants to use it. That’s why he noticed the lock. He figured something wasn’t right when he saw that.” 
 
    “I don't understand why they even have padlocks.” I looked around the small room. “There’s nothing here to steal, right?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Who knows? I guess some of them must leave their fishing gear here instead of lugging it home every time.” 
 
    “The mayor has the key for the lock then?” 
 
    “No, he’s not sure where that padlock even came from but it was easy for him to break it and get in.”  
 
    “In other words, whoever owns that padlock is the killer.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. We don’t know the circumstances, Mabel. As for the padlock, there’s no way to trace it. After Pollock broke it, there would only be his fingerprints on it anyway. Mutt Mitchel says he has dozens of them in his store.” 
 
    “The exact same brand?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “So, Mayor Pollack broke open the lock and came in. He must’ve had a flashlight because it gets dark early now.” 
 
    The Sheriff nodded. “He showed me the flashlight.” 
 
    “So Victor was dead when he found him?” 
 
    “Dead as a doornail.” 
 
    Sheriff Smee’s face was about as expressive as a doornail too.  
 
    I tapped my mitt on his arm. “Don’t worry, Sheriff. We’ll find out who did this.”  
 
    I didn’t add that Jake Junior could still very well be our killer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My feet were beginning to lose their feeling by the time we got back to the patrol car. Scully, I noticed, was sitting upright now. He gave us a salute as we walked past. The Sheriff didn’t seem to notice but I gave him a grin and a wave. 
 
    “Reg,” I said. “Does Scully have something to eat? Or, drink? That’s a long cold wait out here.” 
 
    “Scully,” he said, “has a large flask of cocoa and Beth made up enough food for him to last a month. She doesn’t even feed me that good. Don’t waste your time feeling sorry for Scully. The gas tank is full so whenever he gets cold, he can start the car up. Besides, as soon as I take you back, I'll go out to replace him.” 
 
    We met three cars on the way to the lake. Reg stopped all of them and made them turn back to town. 
 
    “I think those guys who want to go fishing on such an insanely cold day are nuts,” I said with all innocence. 
 
    Reg let out a half laugh, half grunt and said, “They don’t want to fish; they want to see where somebody froze to death. People are like that, Mabel. You should know that by now. Murder is intriguing to them.”  
 
    “Well, all I can say is that it’s a pretty sick world.” 
 
    Everyone else in Parson’s Cove must have decided to stay inside. Either because of the cold or they feared a murderer was on the loose. At least, those who had doubts about Jakie being the killer. The streets were still bare of traffic. The wind had died down but clouds were coming in from the west and although the temperature was probably a few degrees higher, it felt colder. Quite a few retired people from Parson’s Cove were now traveling south for a break in the winter. Winters were not getting any easier. 
 
    Reg pulled right up in front of my door again. There were high snow banks all along the street but Bob Crackers had kindly made an opening in front of every business place so people didn’t have to climb up and slide down. Also, the storeowners didn’t have to get out and shovel the heavy snow away so their customers could enter. I guess Bob wanted to get this finished just in case someone decided to bury Victor in the Parson’s Cove cemetery. I’m quite sure Jake wouldn’t go for that but knowing Flori, even though she thought he was a bad person, might agree to it out of guilt. 
 
    Bob happens to be our plumber, electrician, and gravedigger. He’s a volunteer firefighter too so he pretty much does it all. I remember when he had to dig Miss Henry’s grave in the winter and it was no easy task. 
 
    Before I opened the door, I said, “Sorry, Reg. Wish I could’ve found something out there that would clear Junior and lead us to the killer.” 
 
    “Me too, Mabel. I hope we don’t arrest the wrong person with murder, that’s all.” 
 
    It suddenly struck me what an onerous job Reg really had. One man’s life was gone but another one’s could be also if he didn’t find the real killer. No, if we didn’t find the real killer. 
 
    “Did you want to come in for a coffee and a muffin before you go back out? I brought some strawberry muffins from my freezer.” I grinned at him. “Your favorite.” 
 
    “No thanks, Mabel. There was a water main break a few days ago. Bob did the best he could to repair it but I’d better go have a look. Might be good to get my mind off this case for a while. You know, help clear up my brain.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me know if you come up with anything, Reg.” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure thing, Mabel. Thanks for taking the time to go out with me.” 
 
    Sheriff Smee drove away and I entered my warm store. It still held the aroma of coffee and a tinge of vanilla. The vanilla came from a plug-in that I was trying out. I was hoping if people came inside and smelled something wonderful and inviting, they might linger for a while and that would mean sales for me.  
 
    Winter is not the best time of year for me. Summer, with all its tourists and vacationers, brings in the most cash. People who rent cabins tend to buy the second hand books, the candles, and the souvenirs.  
 
    It is funny, I thought, as I poured out the cold coffee and the coffee grounds to make fresh, that the local sheriff had to solve a murder and at the same time, he had to check a frozen water main break.  
 
    Oh shoot, I forgot to ask Reg who the witness was who saw Jake Junior snooping around the fish shack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I went home a few minutes early again. Flori phoned and we talked for almost an hour. I continued to worry about her. She was too much in control. Whenever I tried to reassure her that Reg and I were busy hunting for Victor’s killer, she didn’t want to hear anything about it.  
 
    “Are you trying to prepare for the worst, Flori? You know, sort of blocking it out of your mind in case Jake Junior is found guilty?” 
 
    She let out a loud sigh. “No, Mabel, it’s more that I’m tired of talking about it and tired of thinking about it. We raised Jakie the best way we knew how and now he makes his own life. What do you want me to do, sit and mope all day, crying and worrying?”  
 
    “Well, no I don’t but let’s face it, my friend, if this happened before the intervention, that’s exactly what you would be doing.” 
 
    “Oh, I would not, Mabel Wickles. You exaggerate.” 
 
    “Okay, have it your own way. Anyway, let’s change the subject. Why don’t you come down for coffee tomorrow morning? You’ve been stuck in that house with Jake for way too long. What do you say?” 
 
    There were a few seconds of silence. It was much too long for my liking. Normally, Flori doesn’t hesitate at all when I invite her; in fact, she is usually the one who suggests it. 
 
    “Please, Flori, come down for coffee. If you have any cinnamon buns, you could bring those. I’m craving one like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    I was sure I heard a soft giggle. “Mabel,” she said. “You’ve never craved anything so fattening in your whole life but, if you are that desperate to have me come, I’ll come. And you are right about one thing, I need a break from Jake. He’s worried sick about Junior and that’s why I don’t like leaving him alone for too long. He’s over at the Station two or three times a day, trying to get him to talk.” 
 
    “Jake can’t get him to say anything either?” 
 
    “No, but Jake won’t give up. He’s sure that Junior is innocent but he can’t figure out why he won’t try to defend himself.” 
 
    “There has to be a very strong reason, Flori. Maybe I should go over and talk to Jake Junior.” 
 
    Flori’s soft chuckle turned into a full-blown laugh. It was good to hear. 
 
    “You, Mabel? If Junior won’t talk to his own father, I doubt that he’ll spill the beans to you.” 
 
    “But why can’t I try? It can’t hurt to try. Right?” 
 
    “I suppose not. Well, I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I’ll see you in the morning, Mabel. It’s a good thing I have some cinnamon buns in the freezer.” 
 
    We said our good-byes and hung up. Flori rarely is the first to say she has to go but at least I had heard one decent laugh from my friend. I sure did miss my old Flori.  
 
    Next, I called Nathan Horne. Ever since I purchased my laptop, Nathan has become my friend. At first, he was the only one who knew about my computer. That was mostly because he works at the Post Office and I doubt he would have allowed me to leave with my package if I hadn’t told him the contents. Also, because I had no idea how to even ‘boot up,’ I was really under his authority. Not that I didn’t appreciate it. He was extremely patient with me and I must admit he was a big help in solving a murder. I was amazed at the information he seemed to unearth from that small intimidating machine.  
 
    “I was just sitting here waiting for your call, Mabel,” he said. 
 
    “You were waiting for my call?” 
 
    “Of course. You have a murder to solve and you need my expertise, right?” 
 
    “Don’t start thinking you’re irreplaceable, young Nathan Horne. You know very well that one of these days I’ll conquer that laptop and I won’t have to call you anymore.” 
 
    His laugh outshone Flori’s by quite a bit.  
 
    “And you don’t have to laugh either. I still believe in miracles. And, we’re going to have to believe in them to keep Jake Junior out of death row.”   
 
    There was a moment of silence.  
 
    “You really think he's innocent?” he asked. “Everyone in town is saying there’s no way anyone else could’ve killed that guy.” 
 
    “Everyone in town is talking about it? How do you know?” 
 
    “Mabel, I work at the Post Office. People come in for the mail every day. From behind the counter, I hear everything. In fact, that’s all people are talking about. I know Junior is your best friend’s son but he has a rep, you know. That dude has a mean temper.” 
 
    “Oh for goodness’ sake, Nathan, how would you know that he’s got a mean temper?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I put his parcel card in another box by mistake the other day and I thought he was going to punch me. If it hadn’t been for John Smith, I might be in the hospital now.” 
 
    “John Smith? Who’s that?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear? He’s the new manager over at the lumberyard.” 
 
    “Really? Well, Flori is usually the one who keeps me informed and she’s been hibernating in her house. Besides, with the big storm, I guess no one thought to let me know.” 
 
    Nathan chuckled. “Don’t worry; he’s a single guy so I doubt he’d find anything in your store that would interest him.” 
 
    “He’s single? How old is he anyway?” 
 
    “Too young for you, Mabel.” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness’ sake, I was only curious because of his name, that’s all.” 
 
    “Why? What’s his name got to do with how old he is?” 
 
    Sometimes these young fellows can be quite clueless. 
 
    “Nathan, stop and think: how many young men are named John Smith?” 
 
    After a moment of silence, he said, “You’re right. I’d say he’s only about forty at the most. If he were named Jonathan Smith, we wouldn’t even question it. So, you figure that’s not his real name? You think maybe he’s running from the Law and hiding out here in Parson’s Cove?” 
 
    It’s not hard for Nathan to get on a roll. 
 
    “Well, let’s not get carried away. I’m sure he’s legit. Make sure you don’t go spreading your thoughts around or you could get into hot water, young man.” 
 
    “Ha, thanks a lot, Mabel. You’re the one who puts those thoughts in my head to begin with. So, what’s happening? What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “I was thinking that maybe you could do some research for me. See what you can find out about Victor Fleming.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you. As soon as I heard about the murder, I started digging. As I said, Mabel, I've been waiting for your call. I’ll be over in five minutes.” 
 
    He hung up. I wasn’t sure if I was pleased or not. Sometimes, I guess I like being the one in control. However, Nathan is a special young man. His father died several years ago and instead up traipsing off to the city like most of the other young people from Parson’s Cove, he decided to stay to look after his mother.  
 
    He did have one love interest, which seemed to peter out and saddened his mother and me. Shayla, it seems, has become interested in Sheriff Jim and if I'm not mistaken, Nathan is quite relieved.  
 
    I have learned from experience with Nathan that he has a voracious appetite, so before the five minutes were up, I pulled out a dozen muffins from the freezer. The strawberry, I keep for Reg and the blueberry for Nathan. Flori loves all of them so I don’t have to worry about keeping special ones for her. 
 
    The phone rang at the same time Nathan knocked so I yelled at him to come in while picking up the phone. It was Reg. 
 
    “Mabel,” he said. “It seemed to me you asked who the witness was who saw Junior out at the fishing shack but something distracted us and I never did tell you.” 
 
    “I know and I can’t believe that I keep forgetting to ask. Who was the person who could put Junior away for life anyway?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I guess I never thought to tell you either because it’s someone we really don’t know at all.” 
 
    “Someone we don’t know? Don’t we know everyone in Parson’s Cove?” 
 
    “It was the new guy at the lumber yard.” 
 
    “John Smith?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know him? When did you meet him? I didn’t think anyone did except the men who go to the yard. It sounds like he keeps pretty much to himself. Somebody at the coffee shop said he got divorced not long ago and is trying to build a new life for himself. I don’t think anyone knows for sure. How did you get to know him?” 
 
    “I don’t know him. Nathan told me about him, that’s all. What was he doing out there? Fishing?” 
 
    “No. Somebody ordered some flooring for a cabin and John was delivering it. As he drove past the fish shacks, he saw Junior and his truck.” 
 
    “And he saw him poking around the fish shack or was Junior in his truck?” 
 
    “Said he saw him running from the shack to the truck.” 
 
    “Did Jakie follow Mr. Smith back into town?” 
 
    “No, he said he didn’t notice anyone driving behind him.” 
 
    “Was there any other vehicle by the shack?” 
 
    “Said he didn’t see anyone else.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense. If there was only one vehicle, how did Victor get out there? There is no way he would have walked all the way from town in this weather. He would have frozen to death. Could someone else have driven him out there?” 
 
    Reg shook his head. “Anything is possible I guess, but the obvious person to drive him there would be Jake Junior, Mabel.” 
 
    “And Junior won’t say.” 
 
    “Nope. He’s as stubborn as a mule. Just like his dad.” 
 
    I glanced over at Nathan who was making himself at home. His head was bent over my computer and his fingers were racing across the keyboard. Ginger had made herself at home on his lap and I could hear the purr from across the room. Those poor things were desperate for affection. I’m sure being pent up inside for days drives cats insane. Of course, when the weather is good, they still insist on sleeping all day in the house anyway. 
 
    “Well, I’d better go. Nathan is here and is busy doing all sorts of things to my computer. I’d better go before it blows up.” 
 
    “All right. If he is trying to look up information about Victor, he might come up empty handed. I have pretty much everything there is on the guy. He was in jail a couple of times but not for any violent crimes. Seems he thought of himself as quite a villain but he was more irritating to the cops than anything.” 
 
    “Flori mentioned a few things to me too.” I looked over at Nathan and decided I’d better stop talking to Reg and pay more attention to my company. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Reg. If we find anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Whenever I see a glow on Nathan’s face, I know he’s on to something. This kid would eat computer chips for breakfast if he could. 
 
    “Mabel,” he said. “You won’t believe this.” He looked up at me over his dark-rimmed glasses, his blue eyes twinkling. “Did you know Victor had a second name?” 
 
    “Like you mean an alias?” 
 
    “Well, no - I just mean he had a second name.” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I knew that but it seems natural that he would. I mean, most of us do. Why?” 
 
    “Because it appears that he went by his second name more than his first. At least, for the past few years. See.” He turned the computer towards me so I could see. “I couldn’t find too much when I searched for Victor Fleming. Just the usual petty crimes. In jail for two months for embezzling money from some old people. That kind of thing.” He glanced at me with a shocked look, “I’m sorry, Mabel. When I said old people, I didn’t mean that old people aren’t important.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I wasn’t offended at all. Us old folks are easy targets sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Mabel, that’s exactly how I didn’t want you to feel. You are like the smartest old person I know.” 
 
    “Nathan, I was kidding. Tell me what you found.” 
 
    Looking very relieved, he said, “All right, look what I found for Andrew Fleming.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s the same man? There could be hundreds of Andrew Flemings, you know.” 
 
    He tapped something. “Do they all look like this?” 
 
    Suddenly, a mug shot filled the screen. A man with a thin face, long straggly black hair, and a scar running along the side of one cheek stared back at me. His dark eyes were glaring into the camera with more anger than I’ve seen at Macy’s grocery store when the seniors start fighting over the day-old bread. And, trust me; that can be a very volatile situation. 
 
    “That is one ugly dude, Nathan, but how do you know it’s Victor Fleming? I haven’t seen him in years. I know he had dark hair and eyes but I couldn’t say that this was the same man.” 
 
    Nathan looked so disappointed that I looked again, trying to bring back some memories. It had been years since I had seen Victor and his family and even then, I really didn’t pay much attention. In fact, I left Flori’s house as fast as I could. Most of her family scared me half to death and they didn’t look nearly as nasty as this man did. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I can call Flori. She would know if Victor went by the name of Andrew. We shouldn’t take the picture over to show her though. It might be upsetting. I’ll just phone.” 
 
    I had breathed some life into Nathan’s face. Hope is a wonderful thing even when it is picking out a villain. 
 
    Once again, Jake picked up. This was not good. Jake never answered the phone. He could be sitting right next to it and he would make Flori come all the way across the house to get it. 
 
    “Jake,” I said. “Could I speak to Flori for a minute?” 
 
    There was a sigh. “Sorry, Mabel, but she’s gone to bed. Were you planning on coming over? Do you want me to wake her up?” 
 
    I glanced up at my clock. It wasn’t even nine yet. “No, that’s okay. Maybe you could answer my question.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Does it have anything to do with baking muffins?” 
 
    I don’t know if Jake said it as a joke but for some reason, it struck my funny bone and I had to take a few minutes to collect myself together. 
 
    “No, nothing to do with baking. I was wondering if you knew if Victor Fleming went by any other name.” 
 
    “Like what? Jerk?” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking more along the lines of a real name. You know, did he ever use two different names?” 
 
    There was a slight pause. 
 
    “Yeah, come to think of it, he did. His middle name was Andrew and for some reason, about ten years ago or so, he started to use that. I have no idea why but I’m sure it had something to do with confusing the people he owed money to. Flori and I always called him Victor though. Why?” 
 
    “Oh, no particular reason. We were just wondering.” 
 
    “We? Who’s ‘we’?” 
 
    “Nathan and me. We thought if we were going to prove Junior innocent, we should check out Victor. By the way, did he happen to have a scar on his cheek?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll ask Flori in the morning and let you know.”  
 
    “No, that’s okay. We can ask Reg. Don’t bother Flori with any questions, Jake. She has enough on her plate to deal with.” 
 
    His voice cracked as he said, “I hope you find out something, Mabel, or my son is going to be put away for a long time.” He didn’t say anything more; just hung up. I didn’t blame him. 
 
    “Well?” Nathan looked like puppy waiting for a bone. I was glad to throw him one. 
 
    “Jake says that Victor started calling himself Andrew about ten years ago. So, looks like he’s our guy.” I looked at the picture again. “I suppose we could sneak into the morgue tonight and see for sure.” 
 
    Nathan jumped off the chair. “We could? Holy Hanna, Mabel, that would be so cool.” 
 
    I started laughing. “No, Nathan, we are not sneaking into the morgue. My morgue-sneaking days are over. Now, tell me what you know about this ugly looking fellow and we’ll run it by Reg tomorrow. He’ll know for sure if it’s Victor Fleming.” 
 
    His disappointment changed to excitement as he started to share his newfound information with me. I watched his fingers dance across the keys and wondered if I’d ever reach such cyberspace heights. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “I found out that he lived in a few different places. He shared a jail cell with several people too. You know, I was thinking, Mabel, what if one of his former partners in crime had something against him and now they came to even the score. They could be framing Jake Junior for the murder.” 
 
    “That’s a wonderful theory, Nathan, but that doesn’t explain why Junior was at the murder scene or won’t talk, does it?” 
 
    “Maybe this person has threatened to hurt Flori if he says anything.” 
 
    I patted him on the arm. “What else do you have? I think we’ll keep your theory on the back burner for the time being.” 
 
    “All right, but I think that something like that makes sense, Mabel.” He brought up a page from a newspaper article. “Have a look at this.” 
 
    Once again, I was looking at Victor Andrew Fleming’s face. This was a younger version without the scar.  
 
    “What’s the date on this one?” I asked. 
 
    He scrolled to the top of the page. “This is from twelve years ago.” 
 
    “Does he call himself Andrew or Victor?” 
 
    “Actually, this just uses Victor.” 
 
    “Just out of curiosity, I’d love to know when he got the scar and who gave it to him.” 
 
    Nathan beamed. “See, Mabel, I’ll bet you anything the man who gave him the scar is the man who murdered him.” 
 
    “Oh, Nathan, if it were only that easy. What stranger have you seen lurking around who might have given Victor the scar?” 
 
    A look of great wisdom and smugness crossed his face. “John Smith, that’s who.” 
 
    “John Smith? We don’t know anything about him. You can’t start accusing innocent people of murder without evidence, my young friend.” 
 
    “But it fits, Mabel. He’s new here. No one knows him. As you said yourself, we all know that John Smith is not his real name. We obviously can’t find any information on him. Plus, he was at the murder scene. He admitted that. Maybe Junior did take Victor out there and dropped him off to teach him a lesson but John Smith gave him a beating and put the padlock on the door so Victor couldn’t get out.” 
 
    “It would be wonderful if murders could be solved so easily but don’t forget you have to prove all of that. For instance, we would have to find out if this John Smith ever knew Victor, which might be hard to do considering we don't know John Smith's real name. Then, we’d have to prove that he beat him up and locked him in the shack. If this John Smith is about forty, there’s an age difference too. We’d also have to find out why Junior isn’t speaking to anyone. If he just dropped Victor off and drove away, why doesn’t he say so?” 
 
    Nathan let out a sigh. “You make it sound so complicated, Mabel. I don’t know if we’ll ever solve this. Maybe Junior is the killer.” 
 
    “You are giving up already? That’s not like you, Nathan.”  
 
    He managed a smile. “I need to learn patience from you, Mabel.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m not always the perfect example of patience either. But I thought you had more to show me about this Fleming fellow. Let’s look at everything you’ve got.” 
 
    That seemed to perk him up as he went back to the computer with a little more zest. 
 
    “Here’s another newspaper report, Mabel. This is a newer one. It’s from five years ago.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s great. What does it say?” 
 
    He turned the computer screen closer to me. I read it aloud. (Under my kitchen light, I can see to read anything. Flori is always after me to buy reading glasses but I told her there is no need. Shine a light on the paper and I can read the small print on my cereal box.) 
 
    “Andrew Fleming was arrested this morning at 98 Swindon Drive in Garden City. He was transported to Stony Heights Remand Center to await trial for the kidnapping of Reginald Blackwood. Blackwood was released unharmed and no money was ever exchanged. In an interview, Mr. Blackwood said he felt as if he were dealing with someone from the Apple Dumpling Gang. Even with his wrists tied with rope, he was able to dial 911 from his cell phone and alert the police while Fleming was ‘taking a bathroom break.’ It is still unknown who Fleming’s accomplices were and he is not cooperating. Blackwood said he heard Fleming talking to someone in another room several times but he could not say if it was one person or more. A police statement said that Fleming was uncooperative and would not reveal any names. 
 
    This appears to be Mr. Fleming’s first attempt at kidnapping although he has had several encounters with the Law, many for botched break and enters.  
 
      
 
    “Well, Nathan,” I said, “it appears Flori’s cousin, Victor, wasn’t exactly a model citizen.” 
 
    Nathan laughed. “It appears he wasn’t a model crook either. Kind of an embarrassing police record, I’d say, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    I grinned. “I think if someone compared me to the Apple Dumpling Gang, I’d give up crime and try something else.” 
 
    Nathan’s face turned serious. “I really didn’t understand that remark. What’s an Apple Dumpling Gang, anyway?” 
 
    Sometimes I forget how ancient I am. “Never mind. I have an idea - why don’t you search through all the records on Andrew or Victor Fleming and try to fit them into some kind of time frame? Do you think you could do that? I can’t help but wonder why Victor decided to start calling himself Andrew. Unless, of course, it has something to do with what Jake said.” 
 
    “What did Jake say?” 
 
    “That he used Andrew to confuse all the people who were trying to collect money from him.” 
 
    “That does make sense, doesn’t it? I wonder if one of them discovered that and killed him.” 
 
    I smiled. “Do you really think they would come all the way out here and put him in a fish shack? I’m more inclined to think those kind of criminals would do it some other way. You know, like a knife in a back alley. Now, getting back to what we need to find out, do you think you could come up with some more information on Andrew and Victor?” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that. No problem. Why don’t I put them on my tablet? It might be easier for you to read.” 
 
    “Why don’t you print them out on good old fashioned paper so I can lay them on the table, side by side?” 
 
    “Oh well, you don’t have to get huffy about it, Mabel. Are you sure you want them hardcopy?” 
 
    I stared at him or perhaps it was closer to a glare. “Hardcopy? If you mean paper, then that’s okay with me. Why can’t you just say paper?” 
 
    “Well, I can say paper, Mabel, but it’s good to keep up with the times, you know. For example, all those hard covered second-hand books you have in your store are now called hardcopies.” 
 
    “Wonder of wonders. Is there such a thing as softcopies? What are paperbacks called now?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, that’s all. Now, if someone comes in and asks for books in hardcopy, you’ll know what they mean.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Nathan. However, since that’s all I have in my store, I’m sure I could figure it out.” 
 
    I stood up. “It’s almost ten now so it’s time to call it quits for the night. Do you think you’ll have that finished by tomorrow?” 
 
    Nathan looked at his watch and then at my clock as though I didn’t know how to tell time. 
 
    “We’re stopping already? Why don’t we work on this until eleven, Mabel? We’ve hardly got started.” 
 
    “Nathan, when you hit your mid-sixties or a bit older, you’ll understand. You can finish it tonight at your place and come over to the store on your break in the morning. How does that sound?” 
 
    With a sigh, he pushed the cat off his lap. Ginger gave him a nasty look. Cats, you soon discover, are not able to conceal their true feelings very well.  
 
    Nathan tucked his laptop under his arm and walked to the door.  
 
    “If you think of something else you’d like me to do, call me. I gave you my cell number the other day. Don’t call the landline because my mom is probably going to bed early too.” 
 
    After putting on his jacket, wrapping his scarf around his neck, and saying goodnight, he walked out into the night. There seems to be a wider chasm nowadays between the old and the young than ever before. I believe much of it has to do with all the new technology and the new fangled words. I just got used to the new phone Flori insisted I buy a few years ago with all its call waiting and call display but now I have to call my telephone, a ‘land line’? I don’t think so. 
 
    It sounds a little too much like landmine to me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Nathan was safely out the door, I decided to take a soak in my tub. I’m not sure if I have complete body arthritis but from the end of October to the beginning of April, I ache and feel cold. The only remedy appears to be submerging myself in very warm bathwater accompanied by a lovely glass of gin and sweet vermouth. Wine seems to do the trick too. Not that I pour the drink in the water, you understand. I sip the gin or wine. After a half hour, I am warm inside and out.  
 
    Flori is vehemently opposed to this. She not only disapproves of gin but she is worried that I will lose consciousness and drown. I told her my cats would watch out for me but she didn’t appreciate the irony in that. (My cats are not the swimming kind.) My self-righteous friend, however, guzzles wine down as if it were a glass of cold water on a hot summer’s day.  
 
    The next morning, I left for the shop a few minutes early. The weather seemed to be warming up. I hadn’t listened to the forecast but I can guess almost as good as the weather girl. The only difference is I don't look like her. Nathan is always after me to check it on my computer. I’m telling you, that boy must take his laptop or iPad or whatever, into the shower with him. Anyway, I see no point in changing my habits; besides, the weather report will be just as wrong on my computer as it is on my radio or television set. I thought it was warmer by the fact that the cats stayed out about four minutes longer than the day before.  
 
    I was anxious to get there and get the coffee perking. It would be good to see Flori again. Maybe if I saw her, and she looked the same as ever, I could stop worrying.  
 
    The coffee was ready, the store was a pleasant seventy degrees, and it was almost half past nine. I was in panic mode. Flori is never late. I am not exaggerating. In fact, she arrives early for everything - even her babies all came early. That is the type of person she is. Because I never lock the back door to the shop, she often comes before me and has the coffee on when I get there. I was about to phone her when the door opened and in she walked.  
 
    This was also not Flori. Flori bursts through doors. A feeling of sadness crept over me as I watched her turn, and she gently closed the door.  
 
    I must say that she had applied her usual makeup but it wasn’t done with the same precision that it normally was. Flori has always taken great pride in her hair and makeup. When she started dying her hair orangey-red at fifty, I thought it was a phase she was going through. The phase, however, has stuck so it is still on the red side. It seems to fluctuate between dark auburn and bright orange. For the time being, it was in the orangey mode. The style has changed several times but now it was back to being curly and utterly unmanageable. Without a word, she removed her purple down-filled coat, handed it to me, and unwound the matching scarf from around her neck. I smiled and took both of them to the back. 
 
    She also tends to be drawn to brightly colored clothing and flashy jewelry. This morning, she was wearing her turquoise knit sweat pants and a matching top, which was covered in small shiny gold and silver studs in the shape of a rose. A very big rose. She wore her dangly turquoise earrings that one of her children brought back to her from Mexico.  
 
    I was wearing my usual neatly ironed white long-sleeved cotton shirt tucked into my freshly washed jeans. Because of the weather, I had on a gray cardigan sweater, and under my jeans, I wore black wool tights. Flori isn’t too fussy about the way I dress. She claims it isn’t really dressing if you don’t think about it beforehand, choose your items with care, and be color coordinated. I am sure she has never owned a white shirt in her entire life. 
 
    When I came back into the room, she was still standing. 
 
    “Flori, sit down,” I said. “I’ll pour you a cup of coffee. Are you cold? What's the matter?” 
 
    She sighed. “Mabel, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m sure I’m losing my mind.” 
 
    I put my arms around her, which is not easy when she is so much bigger than I am. I usually let her do the hugging.  
 
    “Flori, you aren’t losing your mind. It’s all the stress that you’re going through now. When this mess with Junior is cleared up, you’ll be fine again. Just wait and see.” 
 
    She smiled. “No, it isn’t that. I forgot the cinnamon buns. Didn’t you notice that I came without them?” 
 
    Well, in all my worrying about my friend, I had completely forgotten the buns too. 
 
    “Flori, I didn’t even notice. Don’t worry, I had breakfast. It isn’t that I’ll starve, you know. Come and sit.” I gently pushed her towards the chair. “You relax and I’ll bring your coffee to you.”  
 
    She sat down with sort of a thud, which is normal for her, and sighed, which is not normal. Normally, if she even imagined that any of her children were in trouble, she would sit down and the tears would come pouring out of her eyes. I always have two boxes of tissues ready for her.  
 
    I brought the coffee to her in the mug she liked the most and I sat down in the other chair. 
 
    “Flori,” I said. “I’m really worried about you. Don’t you think you should make an appointment with Fritzy?” 
 
    Flori sighed again. “No doctor is going to help, Mabel. This is something that I have to deal with and I have to deal with it my own way. My son is probably guilty of murder. Not that I think he planned it or thought it out.” She took a sip of her hot coffee and looked at me. “He isn’t a killer, Mabel; he’s just plain stupid sometimes.”  
 
    At this point, I waited for the wailing and tears to come. Nothing. I was shocked. 
 
    “So, let me ask you this, are you coping by not crying? Is that your strategy?” 
 
    Flori stared at me for a moment as if trying to comprehend what I’d said and then replied, “I think so, Mabel. I think that’s exactly what I’m doing. I’m coping.” She smiled. “Is that okay with you?”  
 
    “Anything that makes you feel better is okay with me.” I grinned back at her. “It does take some getting used to though. I even went and stocked up on tissues just for you.” 
 
    Flori put her head back and laughed. I believe that was the most wonderful sound that I’d heard in days. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Flori’s laugh, we settled down to a lovely morning. I tried hard not to bring up the subject of her cousin’s murder, but after about an hour of plain ‘nothing’ talk, Flori brought the subject up herself. 
 
    “You know, Mabel, I always thought that Victor would get into trouble, just like I always thought Junior would get into trouble. Of course, I never dreamed that they would get into trouble together. Victor was always a strange person. He is younger than me, you know. I remember when they came to visit once, he was maybe ten, but he scared me. Funny how I remember that, isn’t it? I remember because he grabbed my cat by the tail and said he was going to swing it in the air. I was so terrified. I ran into the house to tell my mother. Well, Victor’s mother, my Aunt Bessie, came out and, boy, did she give it to him! And, you know what, Mabel? She took a willow switch to his backside and he never batted an eyelash. To this day, I can still hear her whipping him. I started crying and I guess Aunt Bessie couldn’t stand the sound of my wailing so she stopped. I’m sure she was going to beat him until he cried and, to be honest, I think she would be still beating him today. There’s no way that boy would’ve cried for her.” 
 
    “He sounds scary even as a child. I guess back then parents never thought of other ways to discipline though, did they? What about now? Did he still have that same type of personality when you saw him this time?” 
 
    “This time it seemed more like I was talking to a stranger. After all, I hadn’t seen him or talked to him in years. And then to have the nerve to ask for money - more than what I had. I told him that I could give him two hundred dollars but that was it. That’s about all I could give and not have Jake find out. The money didn’t really bother me. I figured he must have gambled or something and owed it. It could’ve been for drugs or alcohol but I was too nervous to ask.” 
 
    “Were you afraid of him?” 
 
    She nodded. “I was. He was cold and unfeeling. I guess you become like that when you live that sort of life. It takes a lot of nerve to ask someone you haven’t seen in a long time for money even if you are a relative. I could never do that. I’d rather starve. To top it all off, he didn’t believe I wasn’t rolling in money. I can’t figure out why he would think that. No one in Parson’s Cove is rolling in money.”  
 
    “But, Flori, why would Victor even come all this way to Parson’s Cove to ask you for money? That makes no sense. I’m sure he could’ve got a loan from somebody. Or, borrowed it from some of his brothers or sisters. Or, even stolen it. Why come to you?”  
 
    She shook her head. “I know, Mabel. It doesn’t make any sense. None of it.” She looked at me as if ready to cry. I was hoping that she would. It would make me feel so much better. “No,” she said. “There was some reason for Victor coming to Parson’s Cove and I’m sure it wasn’t just to get two hundred dollars from me. My son must know why but he won’t say.” 
 
    “Or maybe he really doesn’t know. By the way, did you notice that long scar on Victor’s cheek?” 
 
    She looked blank for a moment. “Scar? You know, Mabel, he could’ve had one. I really couldn’t see him all that well in the dark.” 
 
    “You mean you never got a good look at his face? He didn’t come to your house? How do you know it was your cousin, Flori?” 
 
    “Well, who else could it have been?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I have no idea. It was only a thought, that’s all. Don’t let it worry you, Flori.” 
 
    She placed her cup on the counter with a definite bang, placed both hands on the armrests, and pulled herself up. 
 
    “Okay, Mabel. That’s it! I am sick and tired of sitting around feeling sorry for myself. It’s time you and I figured out this mystery.” 
 
    “You mean, you’ve been sitting at home and crying?” 
 
    She looked at me with a wounded look as if I had hurt her feelings for even suggesting such a thing. “No, I haven’t been sitting around and crying. That doesn’t mean that I haven’t been feeling sorry for myself though. The fact is I haven’t been doing anything. Nothing. It’s time for us to get moving.” 
 
    “Well, where did you want to start?” 
 
    Flori put her hands on her hips and glared at me. Not menacingly, but still a definite glare. 
 
    “Don’t give me that, Miss Wickles. I know very well that you have not been sitting here on your fanny all this time. Come on, tell me what you’ve got so far.” 
 
    Usually, Flori is the one telling me to mind my own business, not to get involved, to leave things as they are. I suppose it makes a huge difference when it’s your own flesh and blood that has his neck in the noose, so to speak. That, of course, I did not say aloud.  
 
    “First of all, Flori, sit back down. You know I can’t talk to you when I have to keep looking up. Also, I’m pouring us another cup of coffee. We need the caffeine to keep us wired.” 
 
    She sat down and I prepared the coffee - one milk for me and a double triple for my friend.  
 
    We drank in silence for a few minutes.  
 
    Finally, Flori spoke up. “I sure wish I’d remembered those cinnamon buns.” She peered at me over her cup. “I haven’t been eating like I should lately either, Mabel. My whole life has been turned upside down.” 
 
    “I know, Flori.” I reached over and patted her arm. “All right, let’s get started. I don’t have too much to go on. I hate to say it but there’s so much evidence against Junior.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured. That’s why I wasn’t getting my hopes up.” She sighed in resignation. “Well, give me an example of some of this evidence.” 
 
    “For example, there’s an eye witness who saw Junior running from the shack into his truck.” 
 
    I waited for her reaction. She was as stalwart as a soldier on the front lines. Never blinked. 
 
    “An eye witness? Who could that be? Who else would have been out there on the lake in that bad weather?” 
 
    “It was someone new in town. John Smith.” 
 
    Her eyes got bigger. “John Smith? What was he doing out there?” 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know him but I know who he is. He works at the lumberyard. Jake had coffee with him once at Main Street Café.” 
 
    “Really? Someone said he kind of kept to himself. What did Jake think of him?” 
 
    Flori screwed up her lips while she thought. “Funny you should ask because Jake said he asked too many questions.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. What kinds of questions did he ask?” 
 
    “Well, Jake thought he asked too many personal ones. It seemed that he wanted to know about everyone in town. Even you, Mabel.” 
 
    “Me? What on earth would he want to know about me?” 
 
    Flori burst out laughing. “That’s what I thought too. Somehow, Mabel, he knew about the murders that you’d helped solve. Jake said when John realized that he was getting uncomfortable with all the questioning he laughed and said that he was just a curious person.” 
 
    “That makes him even more suspicious.” 
 
    “More suspicious? Why? What else has he done?” 
 
    “His name, Flori.” 
 
    “His name? What’s wrong with his name? You know a criminal with the same name?” 
 
    “No, but let’s face it, how many John Smiths do you know?” 
 
    “John Smith?” She gazed up at the ceiling fixture as if it was going to start belching out names. “Well, there used to be a John Smith who owned that little corner gas station years ago. You know, the one close to the highway. Then, there was a John Smith who worked with Jake for several years. He retired and moved to Arizona.” She looked back at me. “Why do you want to know how many John Smiths I know?” 
 
    “Never mind, Flori.” This was going to be more difficult than I thought. It was easier working on a case when Flori was bucking me all the way.  
 
    “I really don’t get it, Mabel. And, I don’t know why you seem to be upset with me.” 
 
    “I’m not upset with you. The fact is, Flori, that John Smith is a good name to use when you don’t want anyone to know who you really are.” 
 
    “Aww.” The light bulb went on. “So, in other words, it could be an alias. Or, an a.k.a.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean. Nathan’s been looking information up on his computer and he’s going to bring it over during his break.” I looked up at the Coke clock. (Another fire survivor) “In fact, he should be coming through that door any minute now.” 
 
    Nathan Horne actually arrived about fifteen minutes later. Before he bounded through the door, however, I did receive a customer. In this weather, they are rare. It was Melanie Bernstein. I doubt that her sole purpose in coming was to purchase anything but she did make it look good. I’ve never known her to read Louis L’Amour but she picked out three of his books from my clearance bin, the first three on the top. Melanie was especially kind to Flori and I was glad. She knew firsthand how it felt being charged with a murder you did not commit. Although Melanie’s case was different because she honestly believed she had killed her husband, Bernie. (Could this be the case with Jake Junior too? Did he truly believe that he was the killer?) 
 
    Before she left, she gave Flori a hug and told her not to ever give up. 
 
    “If you’ve got Mabel in your corner, you’ll be okay, Flori,” she said. “Mabel can solve any crime.” 
 
    I had to admit that was a lovely thing for her to say but at the same time, it put a heavy burden on my small shoulders. Was I really up to the task? How was I going to prove a man innocent who wasn’t even claiming to be innocent anymore? Well, it seemed that he wasn’t claiming to be the murderer either so that was something to work with … I guess.  
 
    Melanie left and Nathan walked in. He looked pleased and smug, which I thought was a good sign.  
 
    Let me tell you about Nathan Horne. About a year or so ago, a body was discovered, murdered on the beach. (This is a story for another time.)  
 
    It was then that Reg Smee decided it was time to retire and someone voted in a new sheriff. The people of Parson's Cove did not vote him in. He was a quick replacement and very few people liked him - me, for one. He claimed that Charlie Thompson was guilty of the murder. Everyone in town knew that he was innocent but he’d been found bending over the woman’s body with the murder weapon in his hand. I might never have been able to prove his innocence without Nathan’s help. He was, and still is, a super whizz on the computer and hard as it was to believe, but it was the information he collected that helped solve the crime.  
 
    Unfortunately, Nathan got the sleuthing bug and now he can’t wait for another crime to happen in Parson’s Cove. Even with his dark-rimmed glasses and unruly brown hair, he’s an attractive young lad but it’s his brains that scare most of the girls away.  
 
    Since he only had to dash across the street from the Post Office, his jacket was wide open but he had wrapped his scarf around his neck. He didn’t bother to remove either. He plunked himself down in the chair next to Flori, reached back to toss a brown envelope on the counter, and then flipped the top off his tablet. 
 
    I stood closer. 
 
    “So, Nathan, what have you got? You looked pretty excited when you walked through my door.” 
 
    He turned to me with a grin. (I forgot to mention that he has the most perfect white teeth that I’ve ever seen. Another plus for him.) 
 
    “First of all, I did what you asked, Mabel. I went through all the newspaper articles that I could find on Victor and Andrew Fleming.” He pointed to the envelope. “It’s all in there. However, there were a few years where there was nothing so I thought I should check into that.” 
 
    “You mean you weren’t convinced that he’d gone the straight and narrow?” 
 
    “I guess not,” he said with a grin. 
 
    Then, as if for the first time, noticing Flori, he said, “Oh, hello, Mrs. Flanders. I hope this is okay. I don’t want to bring up any bad memories for you.” He turned to me and whispered, “Do you think I should show this to you now, you know with…" he rolled his eyes in Flori’s direction "here?” 
 
    “Nathan, Flori is sitting right beside you. She can tell you herself if it’s okay.” I looked over at Flori. “What do you say? Will this bother you?” 
 
    “Mabel, I told you that I want to get this thing solved. Of course, it’s not going to bother me. What do you have, Nathan?” 
 
    He started bobbing his knee up and down. This, I knew must be something big. I’d learned that this is what Nathan does when he’s truly excited about something. 
 
    “Well, remember Jake said that he started using the name Andrew about ten years ago? Well, it was actually eight years ago.” He gazed at me as if I should know what was coming next. 
 
    “And so?” I asked. 
 
    “And so, where was he from the last arrest when he was called Victor to the arrest under the name Andrew?” 
 
    Flori and I looked at him in bewilderment. 
 
    “You’ve got me,” I said. “Where was he?” 
 
    “Mabel, this is serious. This could be the clue that solves the whole mystery.” 
 
    “This could prove that Junior didn’t kill Victor? Or, Andrew or whomever he wanted to call himself?” 
 
    For a moment, he had a puzzled look as if he forgot who Junior was but then the light in his brain lit up. 
 
    “Well, no, it won’t prove that but it will prove who Victor Fleming really was.” 
 
    “Just a minute,” I said, and got up to pour another cup of coffee for myself. “Did you want one, Flori?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve had enough.”  
 
    “What about you, Nathan?” I asked. 
 
    “Mabel, you know I don’t drink coffee.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to be a detective who’s worth anything at all, you’d better learn to drink coffee. And, maybe even something stronger once in awhile.” I caressed my cup and then took a good swallow. “All right,” I said. “Who really was Victor Fleming?” 
 
    His grin travelled from cheek to cheek. 
 
    I peeked at Flori and she was leaning so far over, I was afraid she might fall on to the floor. 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you one thing that I’m quite certain of - the Victor Fleming who froze to death in the fish shack was not your cousin, Flori.” 
 
    For a brief moment, there was complete silence and then, the thud and clatter as Flori did slide off the chair and onto the floor. She tried to get her footing but it was too late. The chair flipped over on top of her and her almost empty coffee mug went flying through the air, knocking over a small wire magazine rack, which clattered to the floor. 
 
    I lifted the chair off my friend and Nathan helped her stand up. After making sure nothing was broken in Flori or the chair, we gently sat her back down. 
 
    “Here,” I said, as I handed her a box of tissues. Flori is very self-conscious so when anything like this happens, she bursts into tears and swears that she is never going to show her face in public again.  
 
    She pushed the box away. “Mabel, how can you think of such a thing? What were you saying, Nathan, before I so rudely interrupted you? You said the Victor Fleming who froze to death in the fish shack wasn’t my cousin? Then, who the heck was he?” 
 
    I stared at her and then at him. “Yes, what do you mean, he wasn’t Flori's cousin? Of course, he was. He borrowed money from her. She’d know her own cousin, wouldn’t she?” I looked at Flori. “You would, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Flori’s cheeks looked flushed and she definitely had a very confused look on her face. She shook her head. “I told you, it was dark. I hadn’t seen Victor in years. I assumed it was my cousin. He said he was. Why wouldn’t it be? Why would anyone want to pretend to be my cousin? He was a loser.” 
 
    “She’s right, Nathan. It must’ve been her cousin.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don't think so. You didn’t recognize the picture, remember, Mabel?” 
 
    “Of course, I didn’t. I hadn’t seen Victor in years and, besides that, I always tried to avoid eye contact with him anyway.” 
 
    “Neither had you, Flori. The man you saw resembled your cousin in many ways. He was about the same height. He had dark hair and eyes. The scar wasn’t a giveaway because that could’ve happened years ago and you wouldn’t have known about it.” 
 
    Flori digested every word. “And, it was dark. He made sure I met him in a dark place. I thought it was because of Jake but I guess he didn’t want me to see his face.” 
 
    I was not completely convinced. “You have to have proof, Nathan. How do you know this wasn’t her cousin?” 
 
    With a look of triumph, he said, “Because her cousin died in prison eight years ago. He was murdered.” 
 
    We both looked at Flori. This time, she didn’t fall off the chair. I must admit that I had to put my cup down on the counter though and, without thinking, I grabbed the counter with my hand.  
 
    Sometimes it’s better to be sitting down. I seriously had to consider bringing another chair into the store. I have only two so people won’t be encouraged to have coffee and then sit without buying anything. 
 
    “What? How do you know that?” I said. 
 
    He moved his tablet over so I could see. I had no idea where he was on the Internet but it looked like someone’s personal email. Or, perhaps it was on something like Facebook. I’m really not up on any of that stuff. 
 
    “What is this, Nathan?” 
 
    Flori leaned over too. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I asked. I couldn’t help but feel that it looked very personal and I shouldn’t be looking at it.  
 
    “Never mind where I found it, Mabel. It’s an email that was sent from someone in prison to someone on the outside.” 
 
    I stared at him. “You’re kidding! Are you going to get into trouble for this, Nathan? It’s one thing to solve a crime but we can’t solve it if we’re committing crimes ourselves. As you know, even cops can’t break into homes without a warrant.” 
 
    He stared right back at me. “I happen to know the Law. Have you any idea how much information is out there, Mabel? People put everything online. There are social media sites where you can learn everything there is to learn about someone. Whoever wrote this, deleted it but obviously, the person he sent it to decided it was worth keeping and passing on. Once you post something on the Internet, it’s always there. Forever.” 
 
    I looked down at the screen again. “So where did this email come from?” 
 
    “This,” he said, “was an email sent out from the prison eight years ago to someone named Harry. I don’t know his last name. He called himself Harry the Bad. The address was removed a long time ago but whoever sent it obviously wanted a few people to know about it or they wouldn't have put it on Facebook. Read what it says.” 
 
    I read the message aloud. “News from inside. Victor’s gone. Forever. Everybody’s worried. Who’s the stranger and who’s not looking?” 
 
    “You think this means he was murdered? What if it means that he escaped?” I asked. 
 
    Flori and I both looked at our computer whiz for the answer. He looked back at us with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “You want more?” 
 
    We both nodded. 
 
    “Well, how’s this?” he said with a smile. “I checked out the death records for that date and guess what?” 
 
    “What?” we both yelled. 
 
    “There is no record of a Victor Andrew Fleming dying in prison. Don’t look at me like that because I know what you’re thinking. You are thinking that I have it all wrong. That either there was no murder or it was a different Victor who was murdered and the real Victor is the one down in our morgue.” He patted Flori’s arm. “Sorry to put you through this, Mrs. Flanders.” He turned to me as if noticing for the first time that he was sitting and I was standing. “Sorry, Mabel. Did you want to sit down?” 
 
    “No, I want you to tell us why you think Victor Fleming was murdered eight years ago. That’s what I want to know.” 
 
    “Well, there were no prison records, at least that I could find, so I went into the State records.” He picked up his tablet, swept his fingers across it a few times, and handed it to me. I was staring at Victor Andrew Fleming’s death certificate.  
 
    I handed it over to Flori for her to read. I’m sure her eyes misted up but she didn’t let a tear fall. This was getting ridiculous. Flori cries in the autumn over falling leaves.  
 
    She handed the iPad back to Nathan and said, “So, in other words, Victor Fleming was murdered twice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really? Are you sure?”  
 
    Sheriff Smee must have repeated that over a dozen times as I explained Nathan’s find to him. I had called him on his personal cell phone so he came over as soon as he could. Nathan had to return to work but he left the envelope with the newspaper articles for me to peruse. Flori decided that she was feeling more like herself and went home to clean the house and do some baking. I was thrilled when she said that because I knew she was on the road to recovery. Her next blow would be if Reg had to charge Jakie with murder - and for murdering a stranger, no less. 
 
    “Really. And, you know what, Reg?” I pointed to the newspaper clippings. “Do you notice how the crimes seem to change too? Flori said that Victor and his dad both seemed to enjoy embezzling money from unsuspecting folks but I notice that Andrew Fleming went in for break and enter. He’s the one who kidnapped that rich guy. I guess the only thing Andrew and Victor Fleming had in common was their stupidity. What I can’t figure out is why no one seemed to know. How could someone take over another person’s identity like that? And, why? Why would anyone want to be Victor Fleming?” 
 
    Reg hadn’t bothered to remove his bulky winter jacket but he did unzip it. Not that I would ever say anything to him, but if he added another inch to that tummy of his, that zipper would refuse to close again. He sat in the chair looking anything but comfortable. 
 
    “How’s Flori taking all this, Mabel?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea. She’s a stranger to me. I haven’t seen her shed one tear ever since Junior was arrested. Today, she had less emotion about it than I did. She did go home to clean her house so maybe that’s a good sign.”  
 
    He glanced at my hotplate and the coffee pots. “Is that fairly fresh coffee, Mabel?” he asked, but then said, “Aw, what the heck, I don’t care how old it is; pour me a coffee, will you?” 
 
    “No problem, Reg.” I didn’t tell him how old it really was. I like to claim my coffee is wonderful no matter how long it sits. I poured his cup full and added the cream and sugar.  
 
    I almost started using those coffee whiteners to save money but everyone got in such a kerfuffle that I went back to good old-fashioned cream. It also meant that I had to invest in a small refrigerator for the back room. After the fire, the town replaced that one with a larger model so now I can keep a supply of muffins in the freezer section. (I am forever grateful to the mouse who decided my electrical wiring might be something tasty to chew, although it is sad he lost his life because of it.) 
 
    I stirred the two teaspoons of sugar in and handed it to him. 
 
    “Would you like a muffin to go with that?” I asked.  
 
    He simply nodded because his mind was miles away. When I returned from the back room with his frozen muffin, he was on his cell phone. I heated it up in the microwave and put it on a small plate. By the conversation, I could tell that he was talking to Nathan and arranging to meet him. 
 
    “Kind of exciting, isn’t it, Reg?”  
 
    He gave me a deadpan look. “I guess if you get a kick out of double murders, Mabel. Especially if both victims have the same identity. Then, yes, I guess it’s exciting.”   
 
    “Well, there’s that too but you know why it’s exciting?” 
 
    He took a bite of his muffin and swallowed before he said, “Because we’ve never had a case like this before?” 
 
    “You’re right! How did you know I was going to say that?" 
 
    “Because you say that with every case.”  
 
    “Oh, maybe I do. Every case is unique though. This is exciting because I think once we find out who murdered the real Victor, we’ll be closer to discovering who killed the imitation Victor.” 
 
    Reg finished his muffin and washed it down with the last quarter of his coffee before he spoke. 
 
    “You are thinking that we have to solve the first murder?” 
 
    “Well, someone has too. The two have to be related, don't they?” 
 
    “And how do you presume to solve the first one, Mabel? It didn’t happen in Parson’s Cove, you know. Not only that, it’s a cold case.” 
 
    “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of it as a cold case." For a few seconds, neither of us said anything. "You know, Reg, it reminds me a lot of the Patterson case. After so many years, we were able to find Old Man Patterson guilty of killing his wife. This is our second cold case. We are on a roll. Doesn’t that make it even more exciting?” 
 
    Reg stood up, zipped up his snug coat, and walked to the door. Before opening it and letting in a cold blast of air, he said, “Murder wasn’t meant to be exciting, Mabel.” 
 
    And with that, he left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I actually had two customers after Reg left. Both of them were more curious about the murder than buying books and get-well cards, although I do have a wonderful selection of cards from the 1950s. Dolly, a sweet woman who lives in the Retirement Home, gave me a shoebox full several weeks ago and they are selling fast.  
 
    Myra Wakefield and Veronica Pollock, the mayor’s wife, were somewhat disappointed when I told them I had no news about the murder and although they looked at me as if I were lying, Myra was quite gracious about it. Veronica, on the other hand, was miffed but since she thinks she’s a little above everyone else, it felt good not telling her anything. I am not sure if Fred is aware that the only reason he’s the fill-in mayor is because no one else wanted the job. Now several people are wishing they had applied. 
 
    I closed up shop a few minutes before five. It had been cloudy with peeps of sunshine off and on all day. Now it was clouded over again and felt cold and damp as I stood outside and locked the front door. As I did every evening, I glanced down the street to see if Charlie Thompson was sitting in his usual spot. He missed a few of the ‘insanely below zero’ days (at least that’s what Delores at Main Street Café told me) but I could see him there today. Although I wanted to get home as fast as I could, I decided to walk over to say hello. It is never a long visit with Charlie anyway because he gets anxious when he talks to anyone, even me.  
 
    “Hi, Charlie,” I called out as I neared the bench. I’m never sure what mood he is in so I like to give him a little warning that I’m coming. He didn’t say anything, which believe it or not, is a good sign. Some folks get upset if they call his name and he gets up and walks away. All that means is that he doesn’t want to talk. It is not an insult. 
 
    “Charlie,” I said. “How are you? Did you make it through that awful storm okay?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for about thirty seconds, which seems like a long time when you’re waiting, but I’ve learned to keep silent and wait. 
 
    “I’m here, Mabel.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re right. I guess if you’re here, you made it through all right.” 
 
    His lips twitched. That means Charlie has smiled. Or, even laughed. 
 
    “I know you heard about the murder. Did you know that the fellow who died wasn’t Flori's cousin?” 
 
    Another silence. Finally, he said, “I didn’t know that.”  
 
    “Did you happen to see him while he was in Parson’s Cove, Charlie?” 
 
    Silence. He nodded. 
 
    “You did see him? What was he doing?” 
 
    Charlie started to slowly rock back and forth. As soon as he gets a little anxious, he rocks. I have learned over the years, to keep my conversations brief and to stop when he wants to stop.  
 
    I said, “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it now. We can talk another day.” I stood up. I don’t know how Charlie can sit on that ice-cold bench every day. My bum was so cold I'd lost feeling in it. I should have worn the old muskrat coat but I didn’t want to get too attached to the ugly thing. It was disappointing that he didn’t want to talk but I knew I could get more information next time so I started to walk away. 
 
    “There was a big fight,” he said. 
 
    You can imagine how quickly I spun around and went back. I sat down beside him because Charlie doesn’t like looking up at people from the bench when he talks. 
 
    “Was it a real bad fight?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Where were they?” 
 
    He’d started to rock again. It can be a bit disconcerting but I waited. 
 
    “Behind the beer parlor,” he whispered. 
 
    I imagine in the city, it would be called a lounge or something fancy. Parson’s Cove’s beer parlor is in the hotel. Years ago, only men were allowed to go in but now it’s for men and women. Flori said it was decorated quite nicely but I have never gone inside. She only knows because Jake talked her into going when new owners renovated. That was about thirty years ago. Hopefully, they have redecorated since then. 
 
    “Did Junior kill him, Charlie?” 
 
    The rocking got more erratic. He didn’t say anything. 
 
    After several minutes, I said, “That’s okay. You don’t have to answer. We can talk another day, Charlie.”  
 
    I was about ten feet down the sidewalk when Charlie called out. 
 
    “Not Junior,” he said. 
 
    I hurried back to the bench. 
 
    “Junior didn’t fight him? Who did then?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Too dark to see, Mabel. I was scared so I ran away.” 
 
    “How do you know it wasn’t Junior?” 
 
    Charlie started to rock fast now and I didn’t want to upset him. 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder and said, “Thanks, Charlie. You’ve been a big help. Don’t worry, you’re safe. No one is going to hurt you. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
    As I walked away, I was hoping to hear him call me back but all I heard was snow crunching under my feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was such encouraging news, I wanted to share it with Flori; however, I decided against it. It would only get her hopes up. This did not exonerate her son. Charlie Thompson was not a good witness candidate. He might tell me something but refuse to repeat it to anyone else. I believed him and I knew he saw what he saw. Charlie will only talk if he is very sure about it. If it was dark, could he have made an honest mistake?  
 
    If I hadn’t needed to go home to feed all those cats of mine, I would have walked straight over to the police station. It was definitely time to have a serious talk with Jake Junior. In fact, I was getting more than a little peeved with him. If he didn’t fight with Victor, why didn’t he tell Reg that?  
 
    Of course, there was the matter of locking someone in the fish shack, wasn’t there? Perhaps, if he were only guilty of that and not the beating, the judge or jury would go easier on him. I felt a rage welling up in me just thinking about Jakie Junior’s stupidity. At least, that raised my blood pressure and kept me warm as I trudged through the snow. 
 
    I opened the door and five cats stood facing me with their tails straight up in the air. Most of the tails were twitching. All the cats were talking at once. By the sounds of it, they were whining that I was ten minutes late. Or, they were tired of eating dried generic cat food. Or, their litter boxes were smelly. Those cats complain about everything in life. 
 
    “All right, all of you. You’ve been inside being lazy all day so get outside and get some fresh air.” 
 
    For once, they all obeyed and rushed out the door. I knew, however, that in about five minutes, they would be standing on the step, lifting one cold paw up after another, crying to get back inside. 
 
    I removed my layers of clothing and pulled my boots off. The cats were already meowing at the door. 
 
    The moment I let them in and shut the door, the complaining started all over again. There is no way of pleasing those animals and it is hard to avoid them because they insist on trying to walk around your legs and inside your shoes. Before I cared for their needs, I decided to tend to myself and get my supper started. Four of them continued to voice their opinions, probably grumbling about the other members of the family. Phyl, the mother and my favorite, left the room to curl up on the sofa. I am sure she must be very disappointed in her brood most of the time. 
 
    As I was trying to get my supper started while stepping around and over cats, the phone rang.  
 
    It was Reg. 
 
    “Mabel, I’ve been in contact with the warden where Victor Fleming was being held. He’s only been there for the past year but he did some investigating for me. You were right; Flori’s cousin was murdered while in prison. They never did find the person who killed him even though they were in a lockdown for about two weeks. Nobody wants to be a snitch, you know. It was not made public knowledge because it’s not good publicity if inmates murder each other in their cells. There was only a brief notification in a local newspaper. The family was informed but no one claimed the body so the State buried him. He had no funeral, no marker for the grave - nothing. Anyway, I'm going over to talk to the warden tomorrow.” 
 
    “And I have some news for you, Reg. Charlie says he saw Victor, or whatever his name was, in a big fight behind the beer parlor. He says it wasn’t Jake Junior who beat him up though.” 
 
    “So, who does he say it was?” 
 
    “You know Charlie. He didn't know who it was but then he stopped talking, so I’ll talk to him tomorrow again. You said you're going to talk to the warden?” 
 
    “Yep. Other than the murder, things are slow so Scully can spend the day watching the prisoner.” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking that it’s pretty slow here too. What if I trail along?” 
 
    Reg hesitated for a few seconds before answering so I was prepared for his reply. 
 
    “No, they might think that’s kind of weird, Mabel. I’ll let you know what we find out.” Then, perhaps to make me feel better, he said, “By the way, the fingerprint results came back and the body in the morgue is definitely not Victor Fleming. We should have a match soon because his prints will be in the database. At least, we know he was a criminal so we should be able to find out his identity soon.”   
 
    “That’s great, Reg, and don’t worry. I have lots to do here. By the way, they’d better find out who killed Flori’s cousin. Even though she didn’t like him, it would be good to know what happened. I’ll tell you one thing, I hope whoever did it is still in jail. Otherwise, there’s another murderer running loose in the streets.” 
 
    “All right, Mabel, I’ll check with you when I get back. Let’s hope Charlie will tell us what he saw.” 
 
    Reg had hardly hung up and the phone rang again. This time it was Flori. 
 
    Of course, it was hard to keep my mouth shut. In spite of good intentions, my mouth sometimes takes over. 
 
    “Flori, I wasn’t going to tell you this because I didn’t want you to get your hopes up but I’ve decided to tell you anyway. Charlie says it wasn’t Junior fighting with Victor.” 
 
    “I thought it wasn’t Victor.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll call him Victor for the time being. By the way, Jake said Victor started calling himself Andrew about ten years ago. It was actually eight years but that’s neither here nor there. What I want to know is if Jake or you ever saw him after he started to call himself by his second name?” 
 
    “I know that I didn’t. It’s been years since we’ve seen any of that family. Once the parents passed away, no one kept in touch. Just a minute, I’ll ask Jake if he happened to see him somewhere.” Without putting her hand over the receiver, she yelled for her husband. I put the phone about a foot away from my ear. I’m not sure how far away Jake was but I could hear him very clearly. 
 
    “No, all I ever got were phone calls about once a year from that (very bad swear word) asking for money.” 
 
    Flori started to repeat Jake’s reply. Before she reached the very inappropriate words, I interrupted. 
 
    “That’s okay, Flori. I heard what he said. So, how does Jake know he wanted to be called Andrew then?” 
 
    Once again, Flori yelled in my ear, repeating my question. 
 
    “Because he said he only wanted nice crisp twenty dollar bills and he wanted them mailed to Andrew Fleming. That’s what that (very bad swear word) said to me. It would be a day when hell freezes over that I would send that (very bad swear word) anything.” 
 
    Before Flori started to repeat his words, I said, “I hope you realize, Flori, that if one of your kids ever used words like that, they would have been beaten to a pulp.” 
 
    “I know but Jake is under so much stress. Anyway, I will tell him what Charlie said, although Jake doesn’t put much credibility to anything he says.” She whispered, “Jake is a little prejudiced about certain people.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that one out. Anyways, I am sure Jake has some endearing qualities. When you figure some out you can let me know.” 
 
    That, of course, sent Flori into a laughing fit, which normally would have ended up in tears. She is the only person I know who can be laughing one moment and sobbing, the next. That is, under normal circumstances. Sadly, we were still being abnormal so Flori laughed and said, “You’re so funny, Mabel.” And that was that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At eight, I phoned the police station to see if Reg was there. Although I was quite certain Reg wouldn’t mind if I talked to Junior, there was a part of me that still hesitated. It was a new experience cooperating with the sheriff. It seemed we’d been on the same side of the Law for many years but always working from opposite corners. It took some adjusting to get used to our new relationship. I imagine if we hadn’t had a stranger for sheriff for a couple of weeks, we might still be going our separate ways. It was a good wakeup call for Parson's Cove too. The naysayers will think twice about making fun of our little police force. 
 
    I called the police station and Scully answered.  
 
    “I thought that if it was okay with you, I’d come over and visit with Junior,” I said. “I’ll only stay a few minutes and I can bring over some fresh muffins for you and your prisoner.” 
 
    Country and western music blared in the background.  
 
    “Hey, Mabel, that would be great,” he yelled in my ear. “It gets pretty boring here. You got any of those cranberry muffins?” 
 
    It’s a good thing I keep a variety in my freezer. I have a feeling everyone in Parson’s Cove thinks all I do on Mondays is bake muffins which is close to the truth. 
 
    “I do,” I yelled back. “Do you have decent coffee over there?” 
 
    “Just a minute, I can’t hear you.” The music went down several decibels. “What did you say, Mabel?” 
 
    “That’s better. Reg lets you blare music like that? What if you had a call from someone important?” 
 
    “Like who? The only person close to being important phoning or visiting here is the mayor.” 
 
    “Mayor Pollock phones and visits you? Why?” 
 
    “Aw, he’s always checking on Jake Junior. I think he’s trying to get Junior to start talking but it’s not working. So, anyway, what were you asking me, Mabel?” 
 
    I’d almost forgotten myself. “Oh, yes, the coffee. Is your coffee at the station any good? Reg seems to enjoy drinking mine every day.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. I guess he would. Ours tastes like dishwater. Reg always bought the cheapest brand he could find. When he retired, we still had cans of it so Jim didn't think we should throw it out. I hope he doesn't end up like Reg. You know, being a cheapskate. I mean it's okay for Reg because he always stops and has coffee with you but Jim and I have to drink this awful stuff. You got any of your good coffee you could bring over?” 
 
    “I do. What about cream and sugar?” 
 
    “We've got that powdered creamer. There's  lots of sugar though.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll be over with muffins, coffee, and some fresh cream.” 
 
    After thanking me three times, I told him he was welcome and I hung up. 
 
    I was almost out the door when my phone rang again. Sometimes I’m thankful that Flori talked me into having call display. It was Nathan and I knew if I did not answer, he’d probably go looking for me. He was getting almost as protective of me as he was of his own mother.  
 
    “So, Mabel, what’s happening tonight?” 
 
    “Does something always have to be happening, Nathan?” 
 
    I could hear the grin in his voice. “There always is with you.” 
 
    My turn to grin. “You flatter me. How do you know I'm not sitting at home, knitting?” 
 
    “Ha! Not with a murder to solve, Mabel Wickles. There’s no way you’d be sitting at home until the mystery was solved and the killer behind bars. So, what are we checking out tonight?” 
 
    “We are not checking anything out. I happen to be going over to the jail to have a little chat with Jake Junior.” 
 
    “For real? I knew you were doing something important. Can I come? I will sit and be very quiet. Honest, Mabel, I won’t say a word. Can I?” 
 
    “I don’t know what Reg would say, Nathan. He might not want me bringing someone else.” 
 
    “Ha, are you kidding? I’ve already solved some of the mystery. And, think of all the help I’ve given you with your computer. You can remind Sheriff Smee that I was deeply involved in solving the last murder so I think I should be given a little credit for that. What do you say, Mabel?” 
 
    Even though I wasn’t looking into those puppy dog eyes of his, I could see them in my mind. Plus, in many ways, I am a real softy. 
 
    “Quit whining, Nathan. You can come if you want to stay with Scully while I talk to Junior. Maybe you can find out some things from him. Junior might have confided in him and since Scully will be eating my muffins and drinking my coffee, it might loosen his tongue.” 
 
    Before I could think of an excuse, Nathan said he would come over to help carry things for me. After all, it was only a five-minute walk to my house. I was actually glad I did accept his offer because when we stepped outside, I was surprised at how much the wind had picked up and how awkward it was trying to balance all my goodies. 
 
    “I think the weather girl said there’s a Colorado low heading our way,” Nathan said as we rounded the corner of my house and got the full brunt of it. 
 
    “I'll tell you, I’m getting a little tired of Colorado, Nathan.” 
 
    Neither of us said a word all the way to the Police Station. It would have been pointless anyway because the wind would have whipped whatever we said away. We could see the snow swirling under the streetlights and we could feel the bite of it as it hit our faces. The temperature wasn't quite as cold but the wind-chill made up for any change in temperature. We both wrapped our scarves around our faces and pressed on. Those three blocks felt like three miles. 
 
    The lights were shining brightly in the station and as we got closer, we could see Scully sitting at one of the desks with his feet up and his face buried in a Sports Illustrated magazine. Knowing Scully the way I do, I was sure he wasn’t keeping up with the latest football or hockey stats. The only sport that interests him is fishing and maybe, women in bathing suits.  
 
    I was proved correct when we opened the door and the wind whipped it back up against the building with a loud bang. Scully jumped up, grabbed for his empty gun holster, and the Sports Illustrated went flying through the air. It landed on the floor with Miss December staring up at us with not much more on than a few boughs of holly. 
 
    I must admit that Scully has always been one of my favorite cops. If he worked in the city where the crime rate outranked the birth rate, everyone would call him a maverick. Whenever I tend to get a bit carried away with my crime solving and turn to more unconventional methods, Scully usually covers for me. He always has a twinkle in his eye whenever he sees me. Tonight, however, he did not. He looked tired. It didn't help that he needed a haircut and a shave.  
 
    Nathan and I stamped the snow off our feet and walked over to the desk to set down the thermos of coffee and all the other bags that we had brought. 
 
    The Parson’s Cove police station was not big. There was a waiting room where Scully and Jim each had a desk and there were several chairs along the wall for visitors. Now, with Jim being the new sheriff, it looked like Scully had moved over to Jim's old desk. 
 
    To the right, through a closed door, was Reg’s old office. That was his sanctuary and in it, he had an old wooden desk and a comfortable soft leather chair. The door was closed so I couldn't see if Jim had replaced anything. It would've been hard for Reg to part with that chair. 
 
    Two years ago, Reg invested in a computer (which I believe was mandatory) so now there was something on the desk besides piles of papers, pens, and empty candy wrappers. Jim and Scully were more adept at the computer so I was sure it was being put to good use now. Reg's rifle collection hung on one wall, which every few months, he lovingly took down to clean and pamper. I had no idea where that collection went to as I'm sure Beth, Reg's faithful and patient wife, would not appreciate having that up on her living room wall. 
 
    Off the waiting room, a hallway led to a holding cell, a restroom, and a small lunchroom by the back door. The back door was equipped with an alarm system and if it happened to go off by mistake, the whole town heard it. Since we don't usually have any violent criminals escaping, no one panics. It usually meant Scully forgot to shut it off when he went to carry the trash to the back lane.  
 
    “You look a little out of sorts, Scully,” I said. “Jake Junior has been giving you a rough time?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Naw, he doesn’t give anybody a rough time unless you try talking to him. He just lies there, staring off into space. He won’t even let Emma come for a visit. Jake comes over every day but Junior doesn’t pay him any attention either.” He held out his grubby looking mug for me to fill with coffee. “It kind of scares me, Mabel. He sure acts as if he is guilty. I think we’re maybe blind to the facts because we don’t want to believe them. Think that could be?” 
 
    “I don’t know but I do know one thing, there’s no way I’m pouring good coffee into a dirty mug like that. You go right now and wash it out.” 
 
    Without saying a word, he trudged down the hall to the small coffee room by the back door.  
 
    “My goodness, you’d think I asked him to take his weekly bath, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    Nathan laughed. “I think you would have made a terrible mother, Mabel. You’re much too bossy.” 
 
    Scully returned with his mug - cleaner but not what I would have called clean. However, after Nathan’s comment, I decided not to make him wash it again. Nathan was right; I would have made a terrible mother. Probably like my own. 
 
    I couldn’t be too hard on Scully though because I’m not sure if anyone did teach him how to keep anything clean, including himself. Before Reg took an interest in him, he would come into town on Saturday nights with his family and most folks stayed clear of them all. They were a tough bunch and everyone knew all the boys carried some sort of weapon on their bodies. Scully was a tall, skinny kid with long dirty blond hair and a big chip on his shoulders. I am not sure what Reg saw hidden in him but he arrested that boy for some misdemeanor, kept him in the cell for the weekend, and by Monday morning, he was a different person. To be fair, some of his former ‘skills’ do come in handy once in awhile too. 
 
    I decided to settle the boys down with their hot coffee and muffins before I left to talk to the prisoner. At least that way, they would not interrupt us. 
 
    “We have some more information, Scully.” I heard Nathan say. “Charlie says it wasn’t Junior beating that fellow up. So, what if….”   
 
    I was half way out of the room when I heard that remark. 
 
    “Nathan,” I said. “Who gave you that information? I don’t recall telling you that.” 
 
    Nathan’s cheeks turned pink. “Well, you didn’t. It’s just some gossip that’s going around town, that’s all. I heard someone at the Post Office say that Jake made a special trip to the café to let a few people know.” He turned a shade pinker. “I don’t know for sure. That’s only what I heard, Mabel.” 
 
    “And what exactly did you hear?” 
 
    “That someone saw this murdered fellow fighting behind the beer parlor but it wasn’t with Junior.” 
 
    “And who was the ‘someone’ who saw that fight?” 
 
    “They didn’t know for sure but I think it was Mutt who said it was probably Charlie because he’s the only one wandering around at night.” 
 
    “Charlie?” Scully interrupted. “Mabel, you’d better tell your friend here that no one puts much faith in what Charlie says.” He turned to me and at least had the decency to look somewhat embarrassed. “Not that I’m being disrespectful. You understand though, even if he’s telling the truth, no one usually believes him except you, Mabel.” 
 
    Nathan looked at me with an expectant look on his face. “So, is it true?” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    I turned and walked part way down the hallway to the cell. Jake Junior’s cell. The door was locked but the key was in the keyhole. I knocked two times, turned the knob, and walked in. If you are a felon, you give up your right to any privacy. 
 
    Junior was lying on his back on the narrow bed. His eyes were open and he was staring up at the dull thirty-watt bulb hanging from the ceiling. He did not move or look at me. 
 
    “Junior,” I said, rather loudly. “It’s me, Mabel.” 
 
    I could have been Yosemite Sam for all he cared.  
 
    Since the cell does not come furnished with a decent chair to sit on, I walked over and sat down at the end of the bed. At least, he knew enough to move his feet so I wasn’t sitting on them. 
 
    “How are you, Jakie?” I asked. Not many people get away with calling him Jakie but I always have. Jake was too old sounding, although there were a few gray hairs showing up on Flori’s firstborn’s head and his fortieth birthday was long past. Since it was also his father’s name, two Jakes were two too many. Junior has always seemed like a dumb thing to call anyone so I’ve stuck with Jakie most of the time. Personally, I don’t think parents should name any of their children after anyone in the family. It is not only confusing; it means a loss of identity.  
 
    He made eye contact. “What do you think you’re doing here, Mabel? Who gave you permission to come? Is this a free for all, where anybody can just unlock the door and walk in? Did you hear me tell you to come in? Then, you have the nerve to ask how I am? Asking someone who is sitting in jail how he is, is a stupid question. What do you think? You think I feel like getting up and dancing?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he wanted answers but I took all the questions as being rhetorical.  
 
    “Sitting alone in a prison cell must be very depressing. Have you seen Emma lately? I’m sure you’re very worried about her.” 
 
    Tears welled up in his eyes but he didn’t say anything. He went back to staring at the light bulb. 
 
    “Jakie,” I said. “I really do want to help you but you’re making it very hard for everyone. Why won’t you tell us what happened that night? I know you did not beat up Victor. Or, whatever his name was.” 
 
    That seemed to hit a chord. He looked at me but it was difficult to tell if he was shocked, angry, or a bit of both. 
 
    “What do you mean, Mabel, ‘whatever his name was’? Victor Fleming is dead. I know who he was. He was my mom’s first cousin. And what do you mean when you say I didn’t beat him up? Who told you that?” 
 
    “There is a witness who says you didn’t. You might as well confess. You are not the one who killed Victor Fleming.” And then, I added, “Or, whatever his name was.” I reached over and patted his arm. “I don’t know who you’re trying to protect, Jakie, but it isn’t worth giving up your life for anyone. Your wife and children need you. And, so does your mother. Have you forgotten her? She’s the one who gave you life in the first place, you know.” 
 
    I always knew Jake Junior had a temper. I can’t say that I witnessed it very many times, except when he was a little tyke and had his tantrums. Flori was so patient with him. She would pick him up and carry him to his bedroom for his time-out. All I could see were his arms and legs flailing in all directions as his mother tried to hold him. Of course, I then listened as he screamed and trashed his bedroom. Poor Flori. She just sat and cried. It always baffled me that she went on to have more children. This time, he didn’t scream or flail any limbs. This time, he sat up so abruptly that I almost fell off the end of the bed. His hand shot out and he grabbed my wrist. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I gasped, and tried to loosen his grip. His hand was like a vice. “Jakie,” I said, “You are hurting me. Let go of my wrist. What’s the matter with you anyway?” 
 
    I’ve read the expression in books where the author writes that someone’s eyes ‘bored’ into another person - well, now I knew exactly what those words meant. It took all my willpower not to look away. However, Jakie might be mean but I am plain stubborn. I waited and tried very hard to 'bore' back. Without letting go of his grip, he pulled me closer. I was sure there was no more blood left in my hand. There was definitely no feeling anymore. With one twist, it would have dropped off. 
 
    “All right,” he whispered. It was not one of those sweet whispers; it was an ugly hoarse whisper. His breath smelled of stale coffee mixed with something minty, like a cough drop. That’s how close I was to Jake Junior, the suspected killer. “You leave my mother and my wife out of this," he hissed. "Don’t you go near either one of them.” He tightened his grip and a pain shot up my arm. “You got that, Mabel?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I was sure my wrist was broken.  
 
    “You think I’m joking? Is that what it is, Mabel? You don’t think I mean what I say? I’ll tell you something, you old busybody, and you’d better listen good. You keep your nose out of this. If I hear that you have upset my mother or my wife in any way by telling them a bunch of lies, I’ll have somebody come to your house and shut you up.” He glared at me. "You got that?" 
 
    He loosened his hand. I looked down. My wrist was dark red and starting to swell. I tried to move my fingers but I couldn’t. 
 
    I glared back at him. “You stupid idiot, you broke my wrist.” I pulled it away and cradled it on my lap with my other hand. “This isn’t exactly giving me a cozy feeling towards you, Jakie.” 
 
    Some of his rage seemed to have evaporated. He sank back down against his pillow and stared straight ahead. 
 
    After several seconds of silence and when I knew there was no apology coming from his direction, I stood up. There was feeling back in my hand and I could wiggle my fingers so I was quite sure there wasn’t anything broken. My wrist was going to be bruised and swollen for a while though. 
 
    “So,” I said, “That’s all you have to tell me. You have no interest in what I’ve uncovered?” 
 
    He turned his dark eyes toward me and sneered. “You haven’t uncovered anything. This is my warning, Mabel Wickles. If you don’t leave our family alone, you will be very sorry.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me, Jakie Flanders?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Take it anyway you want. Tell Jim, Reg, or Scully. See if I care. I’ll deny everything.” 
 
    My whole arm shook as I held up my hand for him to see. “You can’t deny this. I think I have proof you did something. Let’s see, I imagine this is what the cops refer to as an assault.” 
 
    He didn’t even look my way. “Get out of here, Mabel. Assault isn’t much if you’re already going to prison for murder.” 
 
    I guess he had a point there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled my sweater down over my wrist so Scully and Nathan couldn’t see the quickly swelling bruise. I’m not exactly sure why I wanted to protect that little jerk but I did. Maybe it was because I cared so much for his mother.  
 
    That was true; however, there was something else. How can someone be all-bad when they have such strong feelings for mother and wife? When I mentioned worrying about Emma and the kids, he got tears in his eyes.  
 
    Jakie knew I was not a terrible person so why would he get so violent when he thought I might talk to them? Why would he threaten me and tell me to leave them alone? Didn’t he realize that I talked to Flori every day? If he were truly concerned, would he not want me to talk to them? Maybe he wanted me to think he was a tough cookie but I knew what he really was. He was scared. 
 
    As I entered the waiting room, both young men looked up at me, expecting me to fill them in on something. 
 
    “So?” Scully said. “What did you find out? You were in there for quite a while, Mabel. Did Junior tell you anything or is he still staring off into space?” 
 
    Nathan looked so excited that I was almost tempted to show him my wrist just so he wouldn’t be disappointed.  
 
    I shook my head. “No, Jakie doesn’t want to share anything with me either. I should have known it would be a waste of time. If no one else can get him to say anything, I don’t know why I thought I could.” 
 
    I told Scully he could have the rest of the cream and the remaining coffee. He told me that he was eternally grateful. It always amazes me when people are so thankful for such small mercies. Even though my brain was befuddled with pain, I decided I’d better talk to Reg or Jim about investing in some decent coffee. Without saying anything more, I headed to the door, carrying my coat. It would be easier for me to put it on if they were not watching. 
 
    “What’s the rush, Mabel?” Nathan called out. I could see he was quite comfortable sitting there with the deputy. 
 
    “I have to head for home,” I said. “You stay, Nathan. I’m sure you boys have lots to talk about. You don’t want an old woman like me butting in. Besides, this weather worries me. I don’t want to be caught in a blizzard on the way home.” 
 
    In all actuality, the wind had died down but if I didn’t get home and put ice on my wrist, it would be throbbing with pain all night. 
 
    No matter how much I encouraged him to stay, Nathan insisted on walking home with me. Nathan, I’ve found, is like a terrier hanging onto a bone and won’t let go. There was no point in arguing any longer and I didn’t want to cause undue attention. As it was, both of them were eyeing me closely. 
 
    “Hey, Mabel,” Scully said, as he watched me put my jacket on and very slowly slip my arm into my sleeve. I tried hard not to wince as the cloth touched my wrist. “What’s the matter with your arm?” 
 
    I looked at him with the most innocent look I could muster under the circumstances, and said, “Nothing. Why?” 
 
    “Why? Are you kidding? It looks like you can hardly move it. Did you fall on the way over?” Then, as if suddenly having an epiphany, his eyes widened and he said, “Did Junior do anything to you? Did he hurt you?” 
 
    Well, I would like to say that I find it difficult to lie and that it doesn’t come naturally, but that would be a lie. In my defense, I only lie when it is necessary. Or, at least, when I think it is necessary. 
 
    So, I shook my head and said, “Just arthritis. It flairs up when it’s cold out.” 
 
    Nathan, who always sympathizes with the elderly, said, “Gosh, I’m sorry, Mabel. I didn’t know you had arthritis.” He smiled at me, showing all his white pearly teeth. “After working with you all this time and you never even said anything. My granny has arthritis too and she never stops complaining.” 
 
    I managed only a slight grin because I thought my hand was going to drop off at any moment. “Nathan, it’s not like we’ve been working together for years. In fact, I wouldn’t even call it working, would you?” 
 
    “Oh no, no, Mabel, I wouldn’t. It’s whatever you want to call it. Are you in really bad pain? Should I call the taxi to come and take you home?” 
 
    (Notice he said the taxi - that’s because there is only one in Parson’s Cove. This can mean long waits sometimes.) 
 
    “Goodness, no. In fact, I’m all ready to go. I’d like to get home and let the cats out before it gets too late.” 
 
    I was thankful that he didn’t put up an argument and Scully seemed only happy to have the last of the coffee in his dirty mug. And, five muffins. I doubt he even noticed that I wasn’t able to pull my mitten over my hand.  
 
    When we reached my street, I said, “You go on home, Nathan. I’ll talk to you in the morning.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I didn’t want to say anything at the Station but you don't look too good. Will you be okay, Mabel?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Nathan. You go home. I mean it.” 
 
    “But what about some of the things Scully told me? We should really talk about them, you know.” 
 
    Any other time, I would have been the one begging him to come to my house; however, this time I knew I had to get home and find a bag of frozen peas. 
 
    “I know, Nathan; why don’t you email all the info to me?” 
 
    “Are you sure? You never check your email. Besides, last time, you forgot your password.” 
 
    “Well, I remember it now. Go on. Email me as soon as you get home while it’s still fresh in your mind.” 
 
    “All right, Mabel, but you really are acting very weird tonight. What did Junior say to you anyway? Did he threaten you or something?” 
 
    Even under the dim light from the streetlamp, I could see the concern in his eyes.  
 
    “Nathan,” I said. “Email me in the morning. I’m too tired to talk about anything tonight.” 
 
    I turned and walked the half block to my house. As soon as I rounded the corner, I pulled my hand out from my sleeve and shoved it into the snow. It took a few moments to get over the icy shock but it definitely took my mind off the pain. One thing I knew was that I could not walk over to the hospital and be forced to answer Fritzy's questions. Unless my wrist was definitely broken, I would suffer through the healing process, no matter how painful.  
 
    After several minutes, when I was sure my hand was a block of ice, I gently lifted it out and went inside. My wrist was so weak I had to hold it with my other hand. The plastic bag with my empty thermos stayed on the snow bank. Unless it snowed overnight, it could stay there until spring for all I cared.  
 
    Five cats met me at the door, eyes filled with sadness and voices lifted in mournful meows. Unfortunately, their true colors showed through when all of them left my side and started walking in circles around their food dishes. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “You are getting nothing tonight. Be happy you have all your limbs intact. Now, get to bed, all of you.” 
 
    It isn’t often that I have to use a serious tone with my pets so they all sort of stared at me in astonishment but then walked away with their tails in the air, muttering to each other.  
 
    I managed somehow to remove my coat and could finally have a good look at my injury. It reminded me of a nasty rug burn. The skin was swollen and dark red with certain places beginning to turn purple and blue. I went to the fridge, took out a bag of frozen peas from the top freezer, and wrapped it around my wrist. With my arm resting on the counter, I managed to reach up to the second shelf and grab my bottle of aspirins. Using my two fingers and my teeth, I flipped off the childproof lid, and shook two pills out. Then, I shook one more out. After downing those with some water, I kicked off my boots, and made my way upstairs to bed.  
 
    Without removing my clothes, I slipped under the quilt and hoped that soon I would fall into a drug-induced sleep. That, of course, never happened.  
 
    The next day was Saturday and since that is the only day I ‘rake in the dough,’ I had no choice but to crawl out of bed in the morning. When Flori walked in about nine, she took one look at me and screamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mabel, good lord, what has happened to you? You look terrible. Have you been getting into the gin again?” She marched straight over to me and held me at arm’s length. I understood now where her son learned to ‘bore’ so well with his eyes. 
 
    “Flori, don’t look at me like that. I was not drinking gin last night. If you must know, I had a bout of arthritis and I took three aspirin. I know I shouldn’t have but I did it without thinking.” I wriggled out of her grasp.  
 
    It was then that she noticed the elastic bandage. 
 
    “What did you do to your wrist? If you’re having arthritic pain, you don’t wrap it up, Mabel.” Then, as if thinking it over again, she said, “Well, at least, I don’t think you do. Are you trying something new? Does it really make it better?” 
 
    I shrugged and gave her a brave smile. “I don’t know but I thought I’d give it a try. Actually, it is starting to feel much better already. Now, why don’t you sit down and I’ll pour us some coffee.” 
 
    It took several minutes to rid her of her outerwear and get it hung up in the back room. Because it took double the time using one hand, Flori called out twice to see what was taking so long. Twice I assured her that everything was all right and I was just getting slow in my old age. 
 
    Flori always dresses for the weather. Today, she was wearing her red jogging fleece sweats with a matching long-sleeved shirt. A rather large white rabbit adorned the front with real black button eyes and due to several washings, a slightly flattened pompom tail. She is usually conscientious about making sure all her colors match but today the red outfit, bright pink lipstick, and her red hair definitely clashed. 
 
    I didn’t tell Flori that I’d taken another two aspirin before leaving for work. Since I rarely ever take painkillers, they work fairly well for me. I certainly wasn’t feeling any pain in my wrist. When I left home, the swelling was beginning to go down. It was now more blue than red and I was hoping that was a good sign. At least, now when I happened to touch up against something, I didn’t scream out in agony. The only ones that heard me do that several times were my cats. The first time it happened, all of them went scurrying for cover and I never did see them again. They probably held a family meeting about me as soon as I was out the door. I am beginning to think that they lead a much too sheltered life. 
 
    About ten, customers started wandering into the store. Not in droves, mind you, but by closing time, I was very pleased by the dollar bills shoved into my register. Many knew Flori would be there so they came mostly to see her but they were polite enough to buy a few things. Just as Scully was eternally grateful for good coffee, I was eternally grateful for dollar bills shoved into my cash register. After all, it helps pay for the extra heating bill when the temperatures plummet.  
 
    A few were quite open about asking questions but Flori made it clear from the start that she was not discussing Junior’s little problem. All of them made a sort of ‘tutting’ sound as if they weren’t interested anyway and changed the subject to something they hoped Flori might be interested in - like how wonderful it was not to live in Texas where they still had the death penalty. And, through it all, Flori never shed a tear. If the most obnoxious ones hadn’t spent the most money, I would have suggested they leave much sooner. 
 
    Flori stayed until almost noon but then left to feed Jake. He is a grown man but has no idea how to make anything to eat. I had two muffins, an apple, and another cup of coffee about eleven so didn’t eat again. At four, I decided to start cleaning up. Although there was only snow on the ground, when it melted, it was dirty. After trying to sweep the floor with my one good arm, I gave up and just pushed the dirt up against the wall. I was hoping no one would come because the floor really needed a good mopping and I wasn’t even going to attempt that. That hope, however, died when I saw Nathan Horne jaunting across the street toward my shop.  
 
    Nathan’s cheeks were deep pink and he was huffing a bit from running in the cold. As soon as he was inside, he said, “Mabel, why didn’t you answer my email?” 
 
    Oh, that blasted computer. I always forget to check my mail. 
 
    “Nathan, I’m sorry. I completely forgot. Was there anything really important that you wanted to tell me? Did Scully say anything about Jakie?” 
 
    I could tell Nathan was quite disappointed in me. He doesn’t understand that some people don’t sleep and eat with their computers. 
 
    With a small sigh, he said, “He didn’t have much to say but he did think it was strange that Emma never came over to the jail to visit, not even once. She did phone him the second day though and they talked very quietly for quite awhile. He said that he and Reg went to see her but she wouldn’t answer the door. They banged on both doors and even on the windows but she didn’t show her face.” 
 
    I nodded. “That seems strange to me too. I think tomorrow I’ll run over and pay her a visit.” I looked up at the young man who was so desperate to help me. “Why don’t you come over tonight and we can discuss the case?” 
 
     You would’ve thought I’d handed him a winning lottery ticket. 
 
    “You mean it? We could go over all the evidence that we’ve found?” 
 
    “I don’t think you can call it evidence yet. We have a long way to go before solving anything, Nathan. And, until we do, how would you like to do me a favor and pick that dirt up with the broom and dustpan?” I pointed to the neat little pile up against the wall. 
 
    Nathan laughed as if I had cracked the funniest joke.  
 
    “Sure, Mabel. No problem. You know I would do anything for you.”  
 
    I watched as he put the dustpan to the floor and awkwardly swept the pile of mud, gravel, and dust up into the dustpan. 
 
    “Hold it, Nathan,” I yelled as he started towards the large black wastebasket I keep beside the coffee maker. “Let me look at that.” 
 
    He stopped and stared at the dustpan. “Look at what? The dirt?” 
 
    I grabbed the dustpan from his hand and examined the contents. After shifting some of the loose dirt and dust away, I picked up what I was looking for. 
 
    “It’s dirt, Mabel. What are you doing?” 
 
    I held one of the bigger chunks in my hand and showed it to Nathan. 
 
    “I’ve seen this before,” I said. “This is identical to the chunk of dirt and gravel that was by the victim’s chair in the fish shack. I wonder if whoever had this on the bottom of their boots didn’t walk in the same area as the killer.”  
 
    Nathan’s eyes lit up. “See, Mabel, I knew you could solve this. You are going to find the killer. I know you will.” 
 
    It was good that someone had confidence in me because I certainly did not have any. As far as I could see, Jake Flanders Junior was going to be sitting in that jail cell staring at that 30-watt bulb for a long time to come. I doubted even Sherlock Holmes ever solved a case with a chunk of dirt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you should make a list of everyone who was in your store today.” 
 
    That was Nathan’s deduction and not a bad one either, for a rookie. He told me this as I was making dinner. Somehow, without me realizing it, the young man had invited himself inside. Since I was going to heat something up for myself, I basically, had no choice in the matter. Not that I minded. I found out some time ago that Nathan would eat almost anything placed in front of him. Tonight, he was in for a treat, warmed up chili with enough spice in it to make your ears buzz. 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea, Nathan. If there is only one street in town where you can get this on your boots, it will prove whoever was in the shack walked in that spot. You realize that’s about all it proves though, right?” 
 
    He nodded and then broke into a wonderful smile. “And, I know where it might be. Over on Brewers Street. They dug up the street because there was a water main break. That has to be it. That’s the only street in town that isn’t covered in a layer of snow.” 
 
    “Are you sure it isn’t covered in snow now? That water break happened quite a few days ago.” 
 
    “I know but because there was so much frost, they had to redo it. It’s all dug up again.” He smiled. “I know because I had to walk there to deliver a parcel.” 
 
    “Since when do you deliver parcels? Is this something new?” 
 
    He shook his head and raised his eyebrows. “It’s something the mayor insists on. He claims he’s so busy, he doesn’t have time for the mundane things of life, like coming and picking up his mail.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to raise the eyebrows. “He has his mail delivered too?” 
 
    He sort of nodded and shrugged at the same time. “Most of the time. Sometimes he likes to come to the Post Office and mingle with the less fortunate ones. You know, like us, the common people.”  
 
    “Oh, like he was a few weeks ago." 
 
    Nathan grinned and nodded. "You'd never know it the way he struts around." 
 
    "So, where exactly is the street dug up? Is it right in front of Mayor Pollock’s house?” 
 
    “Pretty much all of his street. Why? You don’t think the mayor killed that guy, do you?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. It was true that the mayor was a bungling idiot but I’d never thought of him as a murderer. Perhaps now, a suspect? 
 
    “Well, I guess everyone is a suspect until we find the real killer. Of course, it could have been from his boots because he is the one who found the body. So there goes my theory about the murderer having mud on his boots out the window. Unless, of course, it really was the mayor.” I thought for a moment. “Why did Fred and Veronica Pollock move to Parson’s Cove anyway?” I looked across at him over my bowl of chili. “Do you know why he moved here? And where he came from?” 
 
    His eyes twinkled. “Not off hand but I'm sure I can find out.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, Veronica was in the store so that’s probably where the mud came from. Who else lives on that street?” 
 
    “You mean who else who could be a murder suspect?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, who else could be a murderer?” 
 
    “Let’s see. There’s Elsie and Bill Conrad. I noticed they had a guilty look on their faces the last time they were in the Post Office.” 
 
    “I’m sure they did. Where were they going? Was it Florida? I’d look mighty guilty if I was leaving this cold weather and heading south too. I don’t think we’ll check out anyone else on the street so hurry up and finish your dinner so we can do some sleuthing, Nathan.” 
 
    He raised his hand in a salute. “Yes, ma’am.” Then, as if reconsidering, said, “Maybe after I’ve had another bowl. This is really good chili, Mabel.” 
 
    Nathan was plunging into this third bowl when the phone rang. It was Reg. 
 
    "I just got back, Mabel. I thought you might be anxious to find out who the dead guy in the fish shack really was.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind knowing. Unless it was someone who used to live in Parson’s Cove, I guess I wouldn’t know the person. Having a name would be good though. Did you find anything else out? Does anyone know who killed the real Victor Fleming?” 
 
    “That case is still unsolved. Whoever did it had help from the inside. The surveillance camera didn’t show anyone except the guard checking on Victor as he walked past. I watched it myself, Mabel, and no one went into that cell. Whoever murdered Victor was in and out and no one saw him.” 
 
    “Could he have taken his own life?” 
 
    “Not unless he figured out a way to strangle himself.” 
 
    “What did the guard have to say for himself?” 
 
    “He’s retired now but he was never a suspect. He swore there was no one in the cell with Victor.” 
 
    “Well, someone saw the killer either coming or going. It’s just that no one is talking. With all that security, you can’t just walk into a prison cell, kill someone, and then go on your merry way. Isn’t someone monitoring every movement?” 
 
    “There was a guard in the office watching all the monitors. He also swore he didn’t see anyone.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s lying.” 
 
    “Mabel, it was eight years ago but I’m sure the police did a thorough investigation.” 
 
    “Okay, so we don’t know who but the other question is why. Why would anyone want to kill him in the first place? That’s what I don’t understand. I mean, you don’t usually get murdered for being stupid, do you?” 
 
    “From what the cops could gather, Victor was always bragging. He wasn’t much of a crook but he was a good liar. They think he bragged about having money hidden away and that’s what got him killed.”  
 
    “So, in other words, if there really was any money, the information died with him. Instead of wringing it out of him, the killer wrung his neck instead.” 
 
    “I guess so. You have a way with words Mabel. Maybe someone tried to beat it out of him and killed him by accident. After all, you can’t get information from a corpse. Or, maybe he confessed that there really wasn’t any money and someone killed him for lying. The theory they’re working on now is that this fellow who came to Parson’s Cove impersonated him so he could somehow collect that money.” 
 
    “Well, he’s been impersonating him for a long time now so obviously he was still hunting for the lost gold. This dead fellow wasn’t living a life of luxury. And then what? All of a sudden, this impersonator finds out that Victor really did have money stashed away some place here in Parson’s Cove? What were Victor Fleming and this dead fellow anyway? Buddies?” 
 
    “They were both in the same prison. They weren’t in at the same time but word always gets around.” 
 
    “Do you think this impersonator thought Victor gave it to Flori?” 
 
    “It sounds like it to me. Maybe it was supposed to be gambling money. Or, Victor double-crossed somebody and stole his money. That is, if there is any money at all. Whatever happened, Victor went to prison for beating up a homeless man before he could get his hands on it. The guy impersonating him, Harry Cooper, for some reason, followed that trail here.” 
 
    “So that’s the dead man’s name? Harry Cooper?” 
 
    “Yep. About the same caliber crook as Victor, it seems.” 
 
    “I think it’s no coincidence then that Nathan came across something on the internet that connected Victor Fleming with a Harry. Someone emailed a person named Harry to tell him that Victor was dead. They must be the same individual.” 
 
    “Nathan found that out? Maybe we should just put him and his computer in a corner and let him solve all the mysteries. What kind of connection was it? Any chance he could have been the killer?” 
 
    “You can check out what he found but it was basically a message saying that Victor was dead. I wouldn’t say he sounded like the guilty party. It does seem strange that he would end up here though. Do you think the money trail ended here after eight years of hunting? Was this sort of like looking for hidden treasure or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mabel. That sounds kind of farfetched, doesn’t it? Now that this Harry Cooper character is dead, the whole case has really opened up. What I would like to know is what part Jake Junior plays in all this.” 
 
    “I’m sure he believed this character was Victor Fleming. He had no clue when I mentioned that it might be someone else.” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence. 
 
    “You really got to talk to him? What did he say to you?” 
 
    “Actually, Nathan and I popped over to the Station on Friday evening. I knew you were busy getting ready for your trip this morning so I didn’t want to bother you. I took over some coffee and muffins. Reg, you should invest in some decent coffee. That stuff you have there isn’t even coffee, it’s slough water.” 
 
    “All right, Mabel. You are going back to your old tricks of trying to change the subject. As you know, I don’t mind that you went to see Junior. What I would like to know is if you got any info out of him. If anyone can make him talk, it’s probably you.” 
 
    “Actually, Reg, he didn’t say anything but I was able to do some deducing.” 
 
    “Deducing?” 
 
    In the background, another voice said, “Deducing?” 
 
    I glanced back at Nathan. He was sitting, anticipating my next words.  
 
    Well, we were in this together, weren’t we? I guess I hesitated when it came to Nathan because I didn’t want him running off on his own, trying to solve the case. Or, perhaps it was a matter of pride. On my part, that is. 
 
    “It wasn’t what he said; it was what he didn’t say, and what he did.” 
 
    “You’ll have to explain that to me,” Reg said. 
 
    Nathan was grasping the sides of his computer so hard his knuckles were white. “What does that mean?” he said. 
 
    “Well, for one thing, he threatened me. He warned me not to go near Flori or Emma. That, he knows, is asking the impossible when it comes to my best friend. But what puzzles me, is why? Why would he not want me talking to them? What does that have to do with him sitting in jail? What does that have to do with some stranger dying in a fish shack?” 
 
    “You say he threatened you. What exactly did he say, Mabel?” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Nathan leaning forward. I guess he thought I was going to start whispering. 
 
    “He said that he would get someone to come to my house and keep me quiet.” 
 
    “Mabel,” Nathan yelled out. “He was going to send someone to kill you?” 
 
    “No, Nathan. Now keep quiet while I talk to Reg.”  
 
    He interrupted again. “How do you know he wasn’t going to have someone kill you? Isn’t that what ‘keeping you quiet’ means?” 
 
    “I heard what he said and he does have a point, Mabel,” Reg said. “Did you ask Junior what he meant?” 
 
    “Well, no, at that point he was trying to rip my wrist from my arm so I didn’t ask too many questions.” 
 
    Nathan was now standing up. “I knew you were hurt. I knew it. I knew it. Why didn’t you say something? Scully was right there, Mabel. Why didn’t you tell him? He asked you if Junior hurt you and you said he didn’t. You lied.” He pointed his finger at me. “You lied to a policeman. If I ever did that, you would be so mad at me.”  
 
    “Mabel, who are you talking to? That computer geek or me?” 
 
    I could tell Reg was getting somewhat annoyed. 
 
    “Nathan,” I said. “Sit back down and let me finish talking to the Sheriff. Please?” 
 
    Nathan sat but not happily. I could hear him muttering something about Jakie killing me, and no one finding out. 
 
    “Okay, Reg, that’s really all there is to say. I’m not sure why I didn’t want to squeal on him. There is just something so pathetic about Jakie. It’s like he’s good but can’t help but be bad. You know what I mean? He’s so stupid he can get into trouble before he knows it and then doesn’t know how to get out of it.”  
 
    “I know what you mean. Well, why don’t we meet at your place tomorrow and do some brainstorming. Better ask our favorite geek to come too. What’s the best time?” 
 
    There was one other person I wanted to talk to before we met. 
 
    “How about eleven?” 
 
    “That’s kind of late, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Reg, it’s Sunday. Everything moves slower on a Sunday. Besides, that will give Nathan some time to check out our mayor.” 
 
    “Fred? Why do you want to bother checking him out?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Mostly out of curiosity. He was out at the shack, you know. If we’re checking everyone else out, why not him?” 
 
    “Don’t forget I did a criminal check on him before we took him on as mayor and he came out clean as a whistle.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s kind of disappointing. I really don’t like the fellow.” 
 
    In between laughs, Reg said, “Sorry about that, Mabel. Next time we elect a mayor, we’ll check with you first to see if you like him.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with a ‘her’?” 
 
    “Her what?” 
 
    “Having a woman for mayor, dummy. Why does everyone think it has to be a man?” 
 
    Sheriff Smee hates playing word games with me. 
 
    “We’ll see you in the morning, Mayor Wickles.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jakie and Emma Fleming were renting a house on the east side of town while they were having a new house built. I'm not sure where the money came from but Flori assured me it was a very modest home and that I shouldn't worry about it. Meanwhile, they were living in a two-bedroom clapboard house that looked ready to collapse in a windstorm. If we had a ‘wrong side of the tracks’ area in Parson’s Cove, this would be it.  
 
    Jakie has always had a hard time keeping a job. Sometimes he can’t get along with his boss. Sometimes he just doesn’t like his job. Other times, he loses his temper and is fired. For the past two years, he’s been working for the town. He cuts the grass in the summer along the boulevards, keeps the walkways clear for the library and the municipal office in the winter, and helps Bob Crackers with some of his jobs like keeping the graveyard looking good.  
 
    Emma was working part time at Main Street Café with Delores. Emma is Jakie’s second wife. He and his first wife had two children. Flori told me that they were staying with their other grandparents now and it was unlikely Jakie and Emma would get them back. Unless, of course, Jakie was exonerated and all charges, dropped. No one even knows where the mother is. Flori told me this without one tear dripping down her cheek. She also said that Emma hadn’t been at work since Jakie was imprisoned and she wondered how Emma and their baby would survive the winter.  
 
    (Of course, I knew that Flori and Jake would never let anyone starve so I wasn’t surprised to learn that Jake had been taking food over and leaving it on the step.) 
 
    Autumn Street is like my street except that the houses are small bungalows and all seem to be in disrepair. It is always the last street in town to get the snow cleared. It looked like the snowplow had made one sweep down the center of the road and that was it. Every house had a mountain of snow piled in front of the driveway. The Flanders’ house looked dark and vacant as I peered at it from the street. Since Emma wasn’t talking to anyone, I was wondering how I could get her to open the door for me. Short of setting the house on fire, I wasn’t sure what I would do. 
 
    Well, I wasn’t getting anything done standing on the road. Besides, it was getting a bit chilly. It was warmer out today and the sun was shining but there was dampness in the air so it didn’t feel as warm as the thermometer claimed it was.  
 
    I climbed over the mountain of snow and trudged my way through the deep snow where I thought the path should be. Several times, I almost landed on my face but was able to right myself again and keep going. The drapes were drawn in the living room and blinds pulled on the front bedroom window.  
 
    I knew they never used the front door but the snow was so deep and I didn’t have the energy to plow my way to the back. Obviously, Jake hadn't been over in a couple of days although I could see dips in the snow where someone had walked. I kicked most of the snow off the front step so I could open the outside storm door and I banged on the front door. Of course, no one answered. I didn’t expect her to. I banged again and yelled, “Emma, it’s Mabel. Open up.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    In Parson’s Cove, no one ever uses the front door. It’s amazing how doors can be left unlocked for years because no one ever goes in or out of them. I took a chance. I turned the knob and shoved with all my might. Within three seconds, I was lying in a heap on Emma’s front room floor and she was standing over me with her hand over her mouth, not knowing what to do. 
 
    “Hi Emma,” I said, trying to sit up. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Could you give me a hand getting up?” 
 
    Without saying a word, she reached down and took my hand. 
 
    Emma Flanders was not a beautiful woman but there was something about her that made you look twice. I guess 'striking' would be the correct description. With her black hair, dark eyes, and high-cheeked bones, she could easily have been a New York model. She was always slim but now she looked almost haggard. Her hair hung down in strings and obviously hadn't been washed in a while. Her dark eyes stared down at me. 
 
    “Sorry to barge in like that,” I said, hoping she’d catch the humor in it, which she did not. I straightened up and whisked some of the snow off my clothes. “Could I talk to you for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Mabel, I appreciate all that you’re trying to do but I would really like you to leave us alone. This is none of your business.” 
 
    I heard the words but since her eyes never met mine, I wasn’t convinced. 
 
    “If you were someone else, I might agree with you,” I said. “It just so happens that the man sitting in jail is my best friend’s son and so it is my business. You, my dear girl, have a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
    I walked over to the door and slammed it shut. The whole house shuddered. Emma glanced towards the hallway and I realized that the baby was probably asleep and she was hoping the noise wouldn't wake him up.   
 
    Telling someone they have a lot of explaining to do is a tactic I love to use (besides the door-slamming technique, that is). Even an innocent person with no information at all can be taken aback when they are told they have some explaining to do. I was sure that Emma must know something about something. I mean, everyone must have some explaining to do about something, or am I the only one? 
 
    Before she could protest, I pulled my boots off and said, “Let’s sit down and talk, Emma.” 
 
    I looked at her and saw tears forming and what seemed to me to be a look of relief on her face. Without saying anything more, I took her hand and led her to the sofa. I recognized the sofa as one of Flori’s castoffs.  
 
    I kept holding her hand as I talked.  
 
    “Emma, first of all, I want to tell you how sorry I am about all of this.” I waited until her eyes met mine. “I don’t believe that Jakie killed Harry Cooper.” 
 
    If I’d pulled out a gun and stuck it in her face, I don’t think she would have been as shocked as she was when she heard the name, Harry Cooper. 
 
    It took several seconds for her to respond. 
 
    “What do you mean, Mabel? I don't know any Harry Cooper.” 
 
    I smiled. “I never said that you did, Emma.” 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” She tried to stand up but I kept her hand in mine so she sat back down again. It seemed as if her legs gave out. 
 
    “Emma,” I said, “I think it’s time you told me all that you know. Why would you want your husband to rot in prison when he’s an innocent man?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I don’t want him to be in prison. I love my husband, Mabel. I would do anything for him to be free. But what can I do? You say that he is innocent but everyone thinks he’s guilty. There’s nothing I can do. You don’t understand.” She burst into tears. 
 
    I reached into my pocket, pulled out a tissue, and handed it to her. 
 
    When she was finished blowing, I said, “Now, who was Harry Cooper?” 
 
    Without looking up, she said, “I don't know. All I know is that I wish you would leave me alone and never come back again.” 
 
    “Would you like me to get someone to shovel the snow for you?” 
 
    “No, I want you to mind your own business and leave me alone. That’s all I want, Mabel. I have enough on my mind. I don’t need you messing everything up.” She stared at me. “Would you please leave now, Mabel?” 
 
    I nodded. “All right; but Emma, you know you can call Flori any time because she would do anything for you. You know that, don’t you? Flori and Jake love you like you are one of their own.” 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheek. She whispered so softly I could hardly hear her, “You can’t help us. Please go and never come back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost ten-thirty by the time I got home. I had time to call Flori before Sheriff Smee and Nathan arrived. The cats raced outside as soon as I opened the door. Since it was several degrees warmer, I figured they might stay out for as long as ten minutes. 
 
    The red light was blinking on my answering machine. I didn’t recognize the caller’s number so I hit the button to listen. Whoever decided to call must have been undecided because there was only a moment of silence and then nothing. Probably someone from a foreign country telling me my computer was not working properly and he would be more than happy to help. All he needed was my credit card number. Apparently, that was the latest scam and seniors who were not computer savvy were the targets. 
 
    Flori seemed happy to hear my voice. She said that Jake took some cinnamon buns over to Jake Junior. She didn’t say if he ate them or not. I can’t see anyone refusing though. Maybe Jake had the right idea to ply him with his mother's home cooking.  
 
    “Flori,” I asked, after we had gone through the normal ritual of asking how we each were. “Flori, do you know much about Emma before she came to Parson’s Cove? I remember she worked at Main Street Café as soon as she moved here but I don’t recall why she decided to move here.” 
 
    There was a few seconds of silence. “You know, Mabel, if I did know at one time, I don’t remember anymore. Junior didn’t seem to want to talk about it too much so we never asked. We were so involved with his first marriage that this time he told us to mind our own business. Well, we did and we have always been pleased with Emma. I have no idea why she’s turned against us now.” 
 
    “What do you mean by turned against you?” 
 
    “Well, Mabel, I’m sure you’ve heard. The whole town knows she won’t even let us visit her and she won’t answer when we phone. I thought I told you.” 
 
    “I don’t think that means she’s against you. For some reason, she is hiding in that house, Flori. I talked to her this morning and I got the impression that she’s afraid of something…or someone.” 
 
    Flori didn’t say anything for a few seconds and I let my statement sink in.  
 
    “You talked to her? Are you serious? She hasn’t talked to anyone in Parson’s Cove as far as I know. What did she say, Mabel? Why doesn’t she let anyone else in to see her?” 
 
    “Well, she didn’t exactly let me in. I sort of pushed the door open and fell in.” 
 
    “You broke into her house?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would go as far as saying that. I happened to lean against the front door while turning the knob that someone had foolishly left unlocked. Let’s just put it that way.” 
 
    Flori giggled. “Good for you, Mabel. I wish I could do the things that you do.” Then, I guess she envisioned herself doing it because she burst into laughter again. This time, I had to wait for her to finish. I loved the sound of it.   
 
    “Are you finished, lady?” 
 
    After a few hiccoughs, she said, “Yes, and it felt so good. I shouldn’t be laughing about this, should I? So, seriously, Mabel, what did Emma have to say? Is she doing all right? Jake took food over for her but she never even opened the door. He was worried that maybe she had done something to herself. You know, maybe took some pills or something. But I told him she would never do anything because of the baby. She and Jakie love that baby so much."  
 
    She paused and I was sure the tears would flow. All she did was sigh. 
 
     "I am so glad you saw her, Mabel. Jake will be relieved too. He was going to go and shovel her sidewalk but didn’t know if he should or not. Now, I think he’ll want to. Maybe you’ve made an opening for us.” 
 
    “I hope so. At least, you know she’s okay even if she doesn’t want to talk to anyone. By the way, what was her maiden name? If I knew at one time, I don’t anymore. What’s wrong with our memories anyway, Flori? Is this a sign we’re getting old or are we starting to get dementia?” 
 
    “Oh goodness, Mabel, for sure you don’t have dementia. And, it is not old age either. I read an article on it one day. It’s just that as you get older, your brain siphons out what it thinks isn’t important and you concentrate on the important things. You, obviously, didn’t think you’d need to remember Emma’s maiden name.”               
 
    “Well, that’s a relief. Unfortunately, my brain was wrong. You must know what her name was though.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I knew her maiden name but she was married before she met Jakie and I don’t think they told me that name. She took her maiden name back again. If I remember correctly, it was something like Henney.” 
 
    “Henney?” 
 
    “Something like that. I can’t be sure but that’s close.” 
 
    We chatted for a few minutes more and then Reg and Nathan arrived. As soon Reg opened the door, all the cats scrambled inside. 
 
    It seems the weather must have warmed up somewhat as they both had their jackets wide open. Of course, Nathan sometimes leaves his open anyway and perhaps Beth fed Reg a bit too much breakfast and he couldn’t close his even if he tried. 
 
    I don’t know why but when men enter a room, it’s as if they need to fill up all the space. Perhaps, it is because instead of putting their jackets somewhere immediately and sitting, they walk all around the room before throwing down their coats. Then, it appears necessary to pull out two or three chairs before choosing one on which to sit. It is like a male ritual.  
 
    First, Nathan sat with his back to the cupboard but when he opened his laptop, there was glare on the screen so he got up and sat down along the side and Reg sat at the end of the table, facing the cupboards. I am not exactly sure why but he must have felt it necessary to sit across from Nathan so he moved. This meant picking up all the jackets and moving them to the other chair. 
 
    “Just a minute, Reg,” I said. I grabbed the jackets, marched into the living room, and plopped them on the sofa. 
 
    “You don’t have any coffee, Mabel.” 
 
    “No, Reg, I haven’t had time. I just got off the phone with Flori.” 
 
    He looked at me with a surprised look. “Didn’t you have all morning?” 
 
    I guess Nathan thought I might haul off and hit the sheriff, so he said, “How’s Mrs. Flanders? Is she feeling better?” 
 
    “I think she is. She felt better knowing that I was able to get inside and talk to Emma this morning.” 
 
    They both stared at me. 
 
    “You got in and talked to Emma?” Reg said, as if he didn’t believe me. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I did. Flori feels much better now knowing that she’s okay.” 
 
    “All right, Mabel,” Reg said. “What did you do? There’s no way she opened the door and welcomed you in.”  
 
    “No, Sheriff Smee, let’s just say that I sort of fell in.” I walked over to the cupboard and took down three cups. “And that’s why you don’t have a cup of coffee sitting under your nose.” I plunked the cups on the table. “I wasn’t dawdling about this morning. I was working a murder case.” 
 
    Both of them sat silently as I made coffee. I am sure they were looking at each other and either shrugging or raising their eyes heavenward but I didn’t bother to try to catch them at it. I had accomplished something and I was proud of it. 
 
    I poured coffee into the three cups and set the sugar bowl and cream pitcher down in front of them. 
 
    Nathan’s face was slightly pink but he didn’t say a word. It was time he started drinking coffee and he might as well start with the best. 
 
    “If you really want to taste the coffee, Nathan,” I said, “Don’t add sugar. And not too much cream either.” 
 
    Everyone took a sip of coffee. It was obvious that Nathan was not too enthralled but he would get used to it. 
 
    “Okay, Mabel,” Reg said. “Now is it time to share your newfound information with us? I think we’ve waited long enough.” He looked up at the clock. “I told Scully I’d give him the afternoon off.” 
 
    I took a drink, swallowed, and said, “I guess so. What did you want to know?” 
 
    “Mabel,” Nathan said. “You are torturing us. What did Emma say? How did you manage to get her to talk when no one else could?” His eyes suddenly lit up. “You said you fell into her house? I bet you broke into her house, didn’t you?” 
 
    I took another sip. “I wouldn’t call it breaking in, Nathan. I happened to lean against the door and it gave way. That’s all.” 
 
    “Personally, at this point, I don’t care how you got in. What did she have to say?” Reg said. 
 
    I took a moment to look each one in the eye. “She’s afraid of something. I don’t know what but that’s the impression I got. Also, I’m quite sure she knows this Harry Cooper.” 
 
    They both sat up a little straighter.  
 
    “Are you sure, Mabel?” Reg asked.  
 
    “Of course, I’m sure. She wouldn’t look me in the eye when I mentioned his name.” 
 
    Reg sighed. “You know that doesn’t prove anything. What else did she say?” 
 
    “She told me to leave her alone and never come back.” 
 
    Nathan looked at me and grinned. “Boy, you sure do know how to turn people off, Mabel. I wish I could be like that.” 
 
    “Okay, well, if that’s all you have, it really isn’t too much. At least, we do know Emma is alive. What about you, Nathan? Mabel wanted you to check out the mayor. Anything fishy about him? Other than the fact that Mabel doesn’t trust him?” 
 
    I thought Nathan must have had something interesting the way his knee was bouncing up and down. Reg didn’t seem to notice but three of the cats sat on their haunches under the table watching. I’m not sure what they thought was about to happen but it intrigued them for some reason. It was probably the most action they had seen in the house for some time. 
 
    His grin spread farther across his face. “I bet I found out something you didn’t know, Sheriff. Did you know that Mayor Pollock and Emma Flanders came from the same city?” 
 
    We both stared at him. 
 
    “Not only that,” he continued. “They came to Parson’s Cove about the same time. Emma arrived here in the fall and Fred and Veronica Pollock came the next spring.” 
 
    “Weren’t Emma and Jakie married in the spring?” I asked. “I know they sure didn’t take much time to think about what they were doing. It really upset Flori and Jake.” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Yep. They got married in March and the Pollocks came in May.” 
 
    “I don’t remember Emma ever saying anything about Fred though. Do you think they even knew each other? I mean, you can come from the same area and not even know your neighbor sometimes.”  
 
    “I would imagine they did, Mabel. Emma worked for Fred Pollock.” Nathan could hardly contain his enthusiasm. “Do you think there’s a link here?” This he said with raised eyebrows. 
 
    Reg finally spoke up. “They worked at the same place? I thought Fred owned a restaurant or something like that. I can’t remember now but I did check into his background. Whatever it was, it was legitimate.” 
 
    Both knees were now bobbing at, at least, ninety miles an hour. The cats’ tails were swinging at about the same speed. I knew that at any moment they were going to pounce. 
 
    “Well, I can tell you this, the front of the establishment was legitimate.” When he said ‘establishment,’ he added quotation marks with his fingers. “However, something was going on in the back that wasn’t quite so legitimate.”  
 
    As soon as the word ‘legitimate’ was out of his mouth, he let out a yelp and jumped up. His chair made a horrible scraping noise and three cats dashed from under the table and headed for parts unknown. 
 
    “Mabel,” he gasped. “Those cats of yours attacked me.”   
 
    It was difficult to keep a straight face but I believe I managed quite well. Reg, on the other hand, laughed so hard, he had to get up and get a glass of water. 
 
    Nathan collected himself together and although he seemed to miss the humor in it all, he put on a very brave front. Since he couldn’t find a scratch or bite mark on either leg, he couldn’t really find much fault. 
 
    “Nathan,” I said. “You are such a help to us. You can’t imagine how much. Reg and I would still be trying to figure out how to boot up our computers if it were not for you. Now, you have to forgive my cats. They don’t see any action all winter so watching your knees bob up and down is quite a thrill for them.” 
 
    That seemed to bring out the humorous side in Nathan and he shared the laugh with us. He also stopped bobbing his knees so I was thankful for that. Cats can come in handy at times.  
 
    “All right,” Reg said. “What did you find out about the back room in Fred Pollock’s restaurant?” 
 
    “Well,” Nathan said, with much pride in his voice. “It seems that the police raided his so-called ‘restaurant only’ several times but weren’t able to find anything. They did believe that there was gambling going on in that back room and probably drug dealing but for some reason, every time they arrived, it was as if someone had warned Fred ahead of time. Finally, after a couple of years, it looks like they gave up.”  
 
    “See, Reg,” I said. “You can do a background check but if there’s no criminal record, you could be hiring a murderer and never know it.” 
 
    Reg nodded. “I know but I guess that can apply to anyone, right? There aren’t any guarantees, Mabel, no matter how thorough you are in checking someone out. What about Emma? Did you check her out, Nathan?” 
 
    “Well, there wasn’t too much to find on Emma. According to her employment record, she worked at Pollock’s restaurant for about three years. During that time, she got a few parking and speeding tickets but that’s about all.” 
 
    “So was she married at that time?” Reg asked. 
 
    Nathan nodded. “I checked out her marital status and she got divorced while she was working there.” 
 
    “So what was her ex-husband’s name?”  
 
    He checked the computer. “His name was Kyle Briggs, Reg. I checked him out and he seems like a legitimate person - no aliases, not even a parking ticket. In fact, he came from a wealthy family. His parents were both lawyers and Kyle was a college graduate. He had some degree in commerce. His parents were both killed in a car accident three years after Emma married Kyle.” 
 
    “So, why did Emma divorce him?” 
 
    “The court documents just stated irreconcilable differences. I would imagine she would receive a good settlement since her husband was a multi-millionaire but I couldn’t get in to check those files.” 
 
    “So, you think she walked away a rich woman?” 
 
    Nathan shrugged. “That’s the strange part. It doesn’t appear she did but if what I read was correct, she should have. I wonder where the money went because she and Junior were living like paupers until they started building their new house.” 
 
    I glanced at Reg. “Do you think she doesn’t want to share? I mean, what would be the point in having all this money if you refuse to use it? Look at the shack they're living in now and Flori says their new one is quite modest. Why would she work at the restaurant if she didn’t have to? I wonder what happened to that money anyway.” 
 
     Reg looked very thoughtful. Finally, he said, “This gives us a few things to think about, Mabel. For instance, the dead man wasn’t who he claimed to be and it appears Emma Flanders might not be who she claims to be either.” 
 
    That was true. Was John Smith another person who was not whom he claimed to be? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nathan only drank about a quarter of his coffee so I had to throw the rest out. I guess it will take time to wean him from his milk. Reg wanted to head over to the station. He was going to see if he couldn’t get some information out of Junior. Perhaps once Reg told him that we knew Emma and the Pollocks came from the same place and obviously knew each other, he would start talking.  
 
    For example, did he know why Emma was so frightened? What connection was there between Emma and Harry Cooper? I was certain she knew him and she was hiding something.  
 
    Nathan decided to go home to see what else he could dig up on his computer. I told him he was welcome to stay but when he saw the three cats sitting in a row watching him, I guess he freaked out and decided he wasn’t really safe in my house.  
 
    I was in the middle of mixing a bowl of muffin batter when the phone rang. It was the same number that had appeared before but the caller hadn't left a message. I decided if it were the scammers, I would pretend to go along. In the end, I would tell them that I didn't own a computer and see how fast they hung up. Or, I could give them a fake credit card number. On second thought, it might belong to someone and I wouldn't want an innocent stranger getting bilked. 
 
    The caller wasn’t really a stranger but he was someone I had never met. 
 
    “Miss Wickles,” he said. “This is John Smith. I’m sorry I haven’t been over to check out your store yet but thought I would phone and introduce myself. I moved into town not long ago and I am now managing the Parson’s Cove Lumberyard.” 
 
    He spoke in a quiet friendly voice. I'm sure many criminals sound friendly too so I would respond in like but also with caution. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Smith, I have heard about you. I guess I can apologize too because I haven’t been out to the lumberyard to welcome you to Parson’s Cove.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, I wouldn’t expect a woman to come traipsing over there, especially in this weather. I wanted to call, introduce myself, and ask a favor. I enjoy reading and I’ve heard you have quite a few good second hand books in your shop. Since it seems my work hours coincide with yours, I was wondering if we could arrange to meet so I could pick some up. I notice you are closed during noon hour but what if I brought lunch over for you? Perhaps, a ham and cheese sandwich from Main Street Café? Would you stay open then so I could buy some books?” 
 
    This took me by surprise but I must admit I was looking for an excuse to meet this ‘John Smith.’  
 
    “That sounds fine with me but there’s no need to bring anything over for lunch, Mr. Smith. I would be happy to stay open during noon so you could buy books. I’ve made similar arrangements with others. I don’t blame you for wanting to stock up on some reading material. It’s a good time of the year to read when it’s so cold and miserable outside.”  
 
    “That’s wonderful. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. Please call me John. I hope you don’t mind if I call you Mabel.” 
 
    What a sweet man. “Of course not,” I said. “What sort of books do you enjoy reading? Perhaps, I can get some ready for you so you don’t have to hunt through all of them.” 
 
    “That would be great. I like history but I’m afraid I am hooked on mysteries. I understand you are too, although I hear you live them, whereas I only read about them.” 
 
    “Now where did you hear that, John? I’m sure it isn’t the talk of the town, is it?” 
 
    He laughed. It was a soft pleasant sound but I wasn’t going to let my guard down no matter how much I liked his voice or his laugh. 
 
    “You’re probably more famous than you think. Not everyone has a nose for sniffing out killers, you know.” 
 
    “Can you tell me who told you all these wonderful things about me? I'd love to know.” 
 
    Another chuckle. “I guess that will be my secret. Anyway, thanks for agreeing to stay open for me. I know that on Monday you’re closed so how about Tuesday at noon?” 
 
    “That sounds good to me. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    I didn’t add that I would not be alone. He seemed like such a nice fellow, almost too nice. I wondered if we would ever find out who this John Smith really was.  
 
    As soon as I hung up, I gave Nathan a call. I would have called Reg but he would never agree to come over to babysit me for no reason. Reg doesn’t go in much for natural instincts or innermost feelings. Or, for names that might not be real names. To him, it is always innocent until proven guilty.  
 
    The problem is sometimes the innocent might look guilty when they really are not - like Jakie. Was he guilty of murder? Or, plain stupidity? All the evidence pointed to him but could we be seeing only what was obvious and not what was behind the obvious? 
 
    Nathan was not only excited about coming over at noon on Tuesday; he had more news to tell me. He had not been wasting his time at home. 
 
    “It’s this Harry Cooper, Mabel. He was sent to prison for beating up someone. In fact, he almost killed some tourist from Canada. I checked the tourist out because it seems it might have been a drug deal gone wrong but his only punishment was that he couldn’t return to the States for like five years or something. Other than that, he didn’t have a record at all. I understand Canada has very lax laws when it comes to crime. You can almost get away with murder up there. The interesting thing, however, is where the fight took place. It was behind Pollock's restaurant. The tourist wouldn’t talk and was uncooperative but to me it is obvious Pollock would have known about it and could have even been involved. Wouldn’t you think so?" 
 
    My mind was running ahead.  
 
    “Yes, I would think so. What else could it be? So Nathan,” I said. “You have to find out where this John Smith comes from. I noticed that he has no accent at all. What if he’s the Canadian tourist? What if Cooper found out about him living here and came back for revenge but ended up getting the raw end of the deal this time?” 
 
    “Oh golly, I think you’re right, Mabel. I’ll drive past his pickup truck and check out his license. If I find anything out, I’ll give you a call.” 
 
    The muffins were in the oven about five minutes when Flori called. 
 
    “Jake went over and shoveled out the walk for Emma,” she said. “He saw the curtains moving so she knew it was him but she never came to the door. He was a bit discouraged when he got home. Junior is starting to get quite aggressive and told his father this morning not to come and visit anymore. That he was wasting his time.”  
 
    I waited for the tears to flow but all I heard was the usual sigh. 
 
    “What can we do, Mabel? We can’t think of anything more. How are you doing with your investigation? Have you found out anything new?” 
 
    I love it when Flori calls it my investigation. She fought saying those words for many years. 
 
    “We did find something out, Flori. Did you know that Emma and Fred and Veronica Pollock lived in the same city before coming to Parson’s Cove?” 
 
    There was a brief silence. “No, I don’t recall ever hearing that. I am sure Emma never mentioned it to us. Maybe they didn’t know each other and it’s just a coincidence that they ended up in the same place. That could happen, I suppose.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Emma worked for Fred Pollock.” 
 
    I heard her gasp. 
 
    “Are you serious? I’m sure she never told us that. I imagine Junior must have known though. Do you think I should go over and ask him? Did you know he told Reg that he didn’t want to see me either? I must say I was heartbroken but I think it is just too hard on him. I can understand that. Maybe if I just talk through the door, he'll listen.” 
 
    “Probably not, Flori. You'll end up feeling hurt. I’m wondering if Jakie did know all this about Emma. There are too many secrets going on here. I would like to find out more about your daughter-in-law. Nathan says she married into a very successful family the first time. Her in-laws were lawyers and her husband had some degree in commerce. Do you think Jakie knew about that?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Sometimes, I’m sure I don’t know my kids at all. What difference does it make?”   
 
    “Flori, her husband’s parents were both killed in a car accident. Apparently, they were wealthy and so was Emma’s husband, Kyle. What I am wondering is where is the money she would have received in the divorce settlement? She certainly isn’t sharing it with your family, is she?” 
 
    “Oh Mabel, how can you think like that? I am sure if she received a big settlement, she would share it with Junior. Emma has always been a generous person. As far as we know, she never had any money at all. We knew she was married before but Junior said she didn’t like talking about it. Well, he doesn’t like talking about his first marriage either. I don’t blame them. If Jake and I separated, I would not want anyone to know anything. My biggest worry would be the children and that is what worries me now, Mabel. I sure hope that when this is all over, Junior and Emma can get those kids back. They need to be with their dad and with Emma because she is just like a mother to them.” 
 
    “I know. Let’s hope it all works out. I think in the end it will, Flori. Try not to worry too much, all right?” 
 
    It was easy for me to say because I was starting to worry for the both of us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of the day baking a few more dozen muffins, freezing them, and cleaning up my house. Usually, I do most of this on Monday but I seem to think better while I’m working.  
 
    It was a much milder day. In fact, it almost looked like the piles of snow would start to melt soon. I woke up all the cats about mid-afternoon and shooed them outside.  
 
    “I just finished cleaning out your litter boxes so you can go outside and do your business there. Out you go!” I shut the door firmly behind them. A few minutes later, I looked out. Like children who don’t want to leave their video games to go outside, cats baulk too but after they are outside for a few minutes, they don’t want to come back inside. Two of them sat under one of the trees watching an old crow on the top branch. Their tails were swishing back and forth and I’m sure they thought they were going to catch that old bird. The crow was laughing at them. The mother cat, Phyl, was sitting in the sun on the back step. Her eyes were half-closed and I know she wasn’t concerned about any of her offspring. I hadn’t seen the old Tomcat since Sunday afternoon, so maybe he decided he’d had enough family life and moved on. I would be down to four cats if that were the case. 
 
    Flori called in the evening, as was her ritual. I don’t think I could fall asleep if we didn’t have our usual talk. Sometimes I can hear Jake mumbling about me in the background but we don’t pay attention.  
 
    “Mabel, I had to tell you that I went over to visit Junior.” 
 
    “You did? What did he say? Did he know all those things about Emma?” 
 
    “I don't know. I said I went over to visit him but as soon as I walked into the room, he started freaking out and yelling at Reg to get me out of there. It was the most horrible experience I’ve ever had, Mabel.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything because I knew that Flori would need a good cry. 
 
    It appeared that she didn’t. 
 
    “Did you hear me? Why aren’t you saying anything, Mabel?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything because I’m waiting for you to finish crying, that’s why.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll have you know, I’m too angry to cry. How can a son be so mean to his own mother? I don’t understand it. Before I went out the door, I told him that if he went to prison for life, I would still come every week to visit him.” 
 
    “What did he say to that?” 
 
    “He told me not to talk like that. That’s all he said.” 
 
    “How did he look? How is he holding up?” 
 
    “Oh, Mabel, he looks terrible. Maybe that’s why he doesn’t want me to see him. Reg told me that he isn’t eating much. Jake took those cinnamon buns over for him and he gave them to Scully and Jim.” She sighed, a deep sigh. “I just don’t know what to do anymore.” 
 
    “Have you had your family over for dinner lately?” 
 
    “Dinner? No, I guess I’ve spent most of my time sleeping and worrying. It would be good to have everyone over, wouldn’t it? The last time we were together was so awful. I guess it would be good to get everyone here to talk it all out. I think that’s a good idea, Mabel. In fact, I’ll start planning the menu now.” 
 
    By the time we hung up, Flori seemed to have something to live for. 
 
    I crawled into bed and for the first time in what seemed a long time, I made myself a lovely gin and vermouth. Flori and I enjoy a glass or two of wine together but since she doesn’t agree with ladies drinking hard liquor, I must secretly indulge in my gin. She used to hunt through my kitchen and find a bottle once in awhile, so now, to save any arguments, (and not to have her pour my gin down the kitchen sink), I hide the bottle in my mother’s old sewing room. I do not sew and never have but I haven’t bothered to remove anything. After she died, it was easier for me to stay in my own bedroom even though hers was much bigger. Besides, I would probably have nightmares in that room anyway so it is better to stay put. 
 
    Two cats joined me so it wasn’t as if I were drinking alone. Heaven forbid, I do that and Flori found out. For some reason, I was extremely fatigued so I gulped down the last two swallows and hunkered down for the night. I have a featherbed underneath and a feather duvet on top. It is like sleeping in a cloud. Of course, after the gin, it felt more cloudlike than usual. I slept like a baby until the next thing I knew, two cats started squawking and complaining in my ear. It was almost seven and if they aren’t fed by seven-thirty, they feel that they will absolutely die. 
 
    I called over to the police station about ten to talk to Reg. He was taking the day off but Scully answered. 
 
    “Scully,” I said. “It sounds like Flori didn’t have a very pleasant time when she went to visit her son. Do you have any idea why he’s treating his parents like crap?” 
 
    “I have no idea, Mabel, but I’ll tell you one thing. He is not a happy camper. I don’t mean because he’s worried about spending the rest of his life in jail either. There is something more going on with him but try as I might I cannot get him to talk. By the way, how is your wrist? I heard he gave it quite a twist.” 
 
    In a rare moment, Scully's softer side does emerge. He understands situations even better than Reg sometimes. In other words, surprisingly, he can be a good judge of character.  
 
    I glanced down at my wrist. I had almost forgotten about it. It did remind me once in awhile when I banged up against something. It was mostly a bluish-yellowish-purple but the swelling was gone. I covered it with my old wide wristwatch and no one even noticed. 
 
    “It’s okay, Jim. It really wasn’t much of anything. I should have been a bit quicker and not let him grab me. It’s interesting that you say there is more bothering Jakie than spending his life in prison because I got the same impression. I think he is afraid of someone and so is Emma.” 
 
    “You talked to Emma?” 
 
    “Not for long but I have a feeling she knows Harry Cooper, the man who was killed in the fish shack.” 
 
    “Well, there has to be some connection, doesn’t there? I wonder if Jakie knew it wasn’t Victor Fleming who was killed. What do you think, Mabel?” 
 
    “I think if he didn’t know before, he knows now.” 
 
    “But how would he find out? He’s been in his cell since he was arrested. He hasn’t had any phone calls except the one with Emma and he isn’t allowed to text. I’ll tell you, Mabel, I sure got the feeling at his parent’s house that he thought it was Victor who he’d argued with in the restaurant. In fact, I’d bet money on it.”  
 
    “You and me both. Of course, Scully, even Flori and Jake thought it was Victor Fleming. It wasn’t until we got the autopsy report that we knew who it really was.” 
 
    “But we didn’t share that information with Junior.” 
 
    “I know. When I went to see him and suggested it was someone else, he really lost it. I felt that he didn’t want me to know or something like that. It was very strange.” 
 
    “Somehow he must have found out. Maybe he heard us talking in the office. The door is always closed but if we talk loud enough, maybe he could hear us.” 
 
    “That could be but I have another theory.” 
 
    “What is it, Mabel?” 
 
    “I’ll check it out first, Jim, and then let you know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Flori came over Tuesday morning to the shop to have coffee. She brought over some cookies she had baked and I filled up my little freezer in the back room with muffins. I usually try to have a variety. I ate her cookies and she had three muffins, (one blueberry, one strawberry, and one raisin bran) with our coffee. I didn’t mention to her about John Smith coming over at noon. I did tell her that Nathan was coming over though. 
 
    “I’m glad you and Nathan are such good friends, Mabel. He’s like the son you never had.” 
 
    “Before you go all motherly on me, Flori, Nathan is definitely not the son I never had. I can’t even imagine myself with a son, never mind one like him.” 
 
    She gazed off into space. “I can’t see you with a daughter though, can you?” 
 
    “No, Flori, I can’t see me with any children. Don’t even think about it - it’s creepy. Besides, I would be Nathan’s grandmother if I was anything and that is really creepy!” 
 
    Flori had a good giggle over that. I guess she couldn’t see me in a grandmotherly roll either. 
 
    “By the way, I called up all the kids and suggested a family supper. They were all in agreement. I even called Emma but, of course, she didn’t answer. I left a message though because I want her to know that we still consider her our daughter. I didn't mention the baby because I don't want her to think we'd just like to see the baby and not her. You know what I mean?” 
 
    “I know what you mean. That is so nice of you, Flori. I think it’s a good idea to have everyone over. Just make sure everyone doesn’t sit around and cry.”  
 
    “Well, I’ll tell them that if I’m not crying, they’d better not cry.” Then, with a twinkle in her eye, she said, “Or else we’ll have an intervention.” 
 
    Well, when she said that, I couldn’t help but laugh so we ended up laughing so hard, tears rolled down our faces.   
 
    “Oh, Mabel, that felt wonderful.” She glanced up at the clock. “I’d better be going. Jake is staying at home now so I want to be there for his lunch. He doesn’t even go down for his usual morning coffee at the Main Street Café. I think he is ashamed. It is sad to be ashamed of your own children. I’m not sure who to worry about more, Jakie or Jake.” 
 
    “Don’t bother worrying about either,” I said. “They are worrying enough about you to make up for both of them.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “I don’t know about that. They have a funny way of showing it.” 
 
    I hugged her and said, “Trust me. It is true.” 
 
    At ten to twelve, Nathan walked in. I was so relieved to see him I was tempted to give him a hug. I think if Flori hadn’t mentioned him being like a son, I might have.  
 
    He looked around the shop, then, whispered, “He’s not here yet?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you can talk out loud.” 
 
    “Before he gets here, I want to show you something.” He took the lid off his tablet and touched the screen. “I did some more checking on the Pollocks but this time I thought I would concentrate on Mrs. Pollock. Guess what she did before she married Fred?” 
 
    My imagination was running wild. “A call girl?” 
 
    He looked a bit confused. “A call girl? Is that sort of like a massage therapist?” 
 
    “She gave massages?” 
 
    He nodded. “Why? Is there something wrong with that?” 
 
    “No, but I guess it depends on where you give them.” 
 
    “You mean where on your body?” 
 
    I could feel my cheeks getting warm. “Well, that too. I mean, if you are a masseuse for sports injuries or tight muscles, for example, it’s much different than working in some kind of massage parlor where it usually ends up being something totally different.” 
 
    It was now his turn to have pink cheeks. “Oh, I get you, Mabel.” 
 
    “So,” I said. “What was Veronica? Helping those with injuries and tight muscles or helping in another way?” 
 
    “Well, she worked in a place called Sensual Touches. What do you think?” 
 
    I was ready for another laugh and I was still giggling when John Smith walked in. 
 
    He had a big smile on his face when he saw us.  
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Someone must have told a good joke. Are you going to share it?” 
 
    “Oh, well,” I said. “It’s kind of a private one. By the way, have you met Nathan Horne?” 
 
    He reached out to shake Nathan’s hand. “I think I’ve seen you at the Post Office. You’re the one who helped me find that lost piece of mail, right?” 
 
    Nathan nodded and grinned. “It was nothing. That happens all the time.” He turned to me. “Did you know, Mabel, in what year the United States started delivering mail?” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I do, Nathan. I’m sure it was a long time ago. They obviously have not improved in their delivery too much since then. However, Mr. Smith is here to pick up some books. I think we should let him check them out before he has to go back to work.” I looked at John Smith. “I sorted out twenty books. I hope you find some that you like. Come and look.”  
 
    Mr. Smith looked at Nathan and smiled. "I’m curious. What year?” 
 
    Nathan grew several inches taller. I felt several inches smaller.  
 
    Very proudly, he said, “1775.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. I always enjoy trivia.” He turned to me and grinned. “Okay, Mabel. Let’s have a look at those books.” 
 
    I watched as this man who called himself John Smith, looked carefully through the stack of books. He seemed to prefer several authors so concentrated on the books he hadn’t read. He asked my opinion on some of the others. I found myself wishing I read more.  
 
    “You know who you should ask?” I said, “Beth Smee. That’s Sheriff Smee’s wife. She organized this little reading club. They used to meet once a week. I’m sure they still do. At least, when the weather isn’t too cold. I bet they would love to have a man join the group to give his viewpoint.” 
 
    There was a twinkle in his eye. “I’m sure I’d enjoy it too, but I’ve always enjoyed reading on my own. Do you know why, Mabel?” 
 
    All of a sudden, I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I don’t know why but there was this strange look in his eyes. I quickly looked back to see what Nathan was doing. He was munching on a muffin and had his head buried in my laptop. Big help he was if this person suddenly grabbed me by the throat. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “You can keep this a secret, okay?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He spoke in a very low voice. “John Smith is not my name. I came to Parson’s Cove to write a book about a little town just like this. If people knew what I was doing, they wouldn’t be themselves. I have tried it before and everyone starts acting crazy. You are an important part of it, Mabel, because I’d like to write about your murder cases.” 
 
    I stared at him. What, on earth, was this man talking about? 
 
    “I know this probably sounds strange but it’s something that I've wanted to do for a long time. I can’t do it without your help though.”  
 
    “You’re a real writer? A published author?" 
 
    He nodded but I had the feeling he didn't like the question. I guess it's similar to asking a doctor if he's a real doctor. 
 
     "On one condition," I said, "and that is that you tell me your real name; otherwise, I won’t help you. I’m sorry but that’s how it has to be. I can keep it a secret if that's what you want. I’ll call you Mr. Smith. Is it a deal?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what he was going to do. He didn’t say a word, he just walked over to the pile of books he wanted to buy and picked out four. The only four that I had by some unknown mystery writer named Red Grover. He handed one of the books to me and opened the back cover. I looked down at a picture of John Smith aka Red Grover. 
 
    “Hey,” Nathan called out. “I have to get back to work.” He stopped at the door and looked back at us. “It looks like you have lots of books to read, Mr. Smith.” He grinned. “I’ll talk to you later, Mabel. I have some info to share with you.” 
 
    As soon as the door closed, I said, “You are Red Grover? I can’t believe it. You are going to write a book about Parson’s Cove? I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Mabel, you are the only one who knows. I would like you to keep this secret for me. If you don’t, I’ll have to leave. I thought I could get you to help me with my book.” 
 
    “You want me to help you? I don’t know anything about writing.” 
 
    “No, you don’t need to write. I want you to tell me about the murder cases you helped solve. I want you to tell me about the people here. It will be a work of fiction but based on the stories and people from Parson’s Cove. Will you help me?” 
 
    I started laughing.   
 
    “Is that a yes or no?” 
 
    I wiped the tears from my eyes.  
 
    “I knew you weren’t John Smith.” I looked at him. “I’m sure you aren’t a Red Grover either, are you?” 
 
    He looked a bit sheepish. “Actually, my real name is Calvin Crankshaft.” He laughed. “No one thinks that is my name either.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you come up with a better name than John Smith? Nobody calls themselves that anymore. How do you get paid at the lumberyard? Don't they have to write a check out for you?”   
 
    “I asked to be paid in cash.” 
 
    I stared at him. “You’re kidding. Well, for a writer, you sure act like a criminal.” 
 
    I picked up one of the books and flipped through some of the pages. 
 
    “You know what, Mr. Smith. I will think about it and give you a call. This is too much of a shock.” I looked at his smiling face. “Is that okay? Can I call you?” 
 
    “Sure, Mabel. Don’t forget; you would get part of the royalties.” 
 
    “That does sound good. I will definitely let you know.” 
 
    When Mr. Smith was out the door, I went into the back room where Nathan had so nicely returned my laptop to its place. I always wondered why Nathan insisted I bring it to work every day. I thought it was for his convenience but now I could see that it was for mine too. 
 
    I waited for the familiar chime, typed in my password, and waited a few seconds. What sort of writer was this Red Grover? He must be well known if I had four of his books in my shop. I couldn’t help but wonder who had dropped them off. Several people in Parson’s Cove drop off books for me. They have finished reading them but don’t want any more cluttering up the house. Of course, they don’t want to throw them out either. I did remember now where these books came from. The four books were in a plastic bag, hanging on the doorknob one morning when I came to work. I had no idea who put them there. Now I had a good idea. 
 
    I was able to find out a few things about our lumberyard man. Let’s just say if he hadn’t left the books himself, I’m sure no one else would have. At least, no one would have bought all four of them. I remembered the name of one of his books, The ABC Murders, so I went to the Amazon website. His sales rating for that book was 7,893,954. On Kindle, it was 598,592. He had seven reviews and four of them were two-star reviews. He was definitely not getting rich on his book sales.  
 
    Red Grover was obviously someone who wanted to be a great writer but just hadn’t made that leap yet. Did the people of Parson’s Cove really want to be a part of his journey?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost closing time when Nathan called.  
 
    “Mabel, can I come over? There’s something I have to show you and it’s very important. I didn’t want to say anything when Mr. Smith was there.” 
 
    Since I wanted to walk over to say hello to Charlie Thompson before I left for home, I told him that I would wait for him. The cats could survive a few more minutes although they probably thought I had abandoned them when I hadn’t come home during the lunch hour. 
 
    “All right, Nathan, but I can’t wait too long. You know those cats of mine will be howling their heads off.” 
 
    “You’re cats are spoiled. This is worth your wait. Trust me, Mabel. This is exciting news.” 
 
    I wondered if anything could be more exciting than having a struggling writer want to write about your sleuthing skills. I wish Red Grover hadn’t bought his own books. I would like to have read some of his writing. He was obviously afraid someone would recognize him if the books were left too long in my store and it wouldn’t take long to figure out what he was up to. What if he wrote something very uncomplimentary about someone in Parson’s Cove and that person recognized himself or herself? How would he describe Charlie? Or, Flori and Jake? What about their kids? He could write a complete novel about them and everyone in town would know whom he was writing about. Then, what if they heard that Mabel Wickles was making money off their embarrassment?  
 
    That did not sound very exciting to me. 
 
    As soon as the clock hit five on the nose, Nathan was inside the door. I had watched as he bounced across the street. Even though it was getting dusk, I could see the beam in his eyes from twenty feet away. 
 
    “Mabel,” he said. “You won’t believe what I found out. Get your computer out and I’ll show you.” 
 
    I had tucked my computer into the carrying case I’d bought especially for it and hated to pull it out again but it looked as if I had no choice. My young friend could barely compose himself. 
 
    I guess I was moving too slowly for him. He grabbed it out of my hand, finished removing it, took it over to the counter, and turned it on. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, I was looking at Harry Cooper’s mug shot, only a younger version. 
 
    “It looks like this was taken a while ago, Nathan, so I imagine this was before he started calling himself Victor Fleming.” 
 
    “That’s right. But look what I found. I was able to find the prison records and here is a list of all his visitors. It even says the day and time they visited him in prison.” 
 
    “Nathan, how did you find this? Are we supposed to know all this?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything illegal. I’m sure anyone could probably find this in the police archives somewhere.” He gave me a stern look. “Mabel, you have a way of taking the joy out of everything. Why don’t you read what it says and then complain about how I got it afterwards?” 
 
    “Nathan,” I said, giving him a stern look in return. “You are beginning to sound more like me every day.” 
 
    I suppose he took that as a complement because his smile returned. 
 
    “See,” he said, using the cursor to point out a name. 
 
    I read it. “It says that Emma Cooper visited him that day.” I looked up at him. “I take it his wife was named Emma. I know that’s a coincidence, Nathan, but there are many women by that name.” 
 
    “That’s true but it wasn’t his wife; it was his daughter.” His smile grew wider. 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Well, Emma Flanders would be about the right age to be Harry Cooper’s daughter. Don’t you think it’s odd that Emma Flanders, Fred and Veronica Pollock, and Harry Cooper all came from the same city? And, so did Victor Fleming.” 
 
    “Nathan, I asked Flori what Emma’s maiden name was and she said it was Henney or something like that. It definitely wasn’t Cooper.” 
 
    I never saw joy leave a person’s face so quickly.  
 
    “But, you did such a good job of searching and getting information. Maybe you can find something else in this search, Nathan. Wouldn’t it be something if you could find a link between Fred and Harry? I think that’s something you should look for.” 
 
    Nathan looked so defeated. I had to cheer him up. 
 
    “Of course, I could be wrong. Maybe I didn’t hear Flori right. Why don’t I give her another call?”  
 
    He started to put the computer away. “No, it’s okay, Mabel. You heard what you heard. Tonight I’ll do some more searching and see if I can find a connection between Fred and Harry Cooper.” 
 
    I stopped him and put the laptop back on the counter. 
 
    “Nathan,” I said. “You sit right down in that chair. I am going to phone Flori and you sit. Do not move. We have to check this out. My memory is definitely not what it used to be.” 
 
    He wasn’t moving so I took his sleeve and gently pushed him into the chair. I picked up the phone and called Flori. She answered for a change. 
 
    “Flori, do you remember the other day when I asked what Emma’s maiden name was? Well, you weren’t entirely sure so I was wondering if you maybe remembered it today.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you did ask me. Well, I did that association thing with it.” 
 
    “Association thing? What's that?” 
 
    “That’s when you remember a name by associating it with an object. For example, when I see Bob Crackers, I think of Ritz crackers because they are my favorite ones. See how it works?” 
 
    “I do but have you ever called Bob, Ritz?” 
 
    She burst out laughing. “Oh, Mabel, you know, I did one time, and I was so embarrassed.” 
 
    “So when you tried to remember Emma’s name, what did you associate it with?” 
 
    There was a brief silence. 
 
    “What did I tell you her name was?” 
 
    “You said it was something like Henney.” 
 
    Another silence. 
 
    “Henney? It must have something to do with hens or chickens, I guess.” 
 
    “Hens or chickens? What about a chicken coop? Could you have used that as the object?” 
 
    “You’re right. Of course, I did. See how well it works. I associated her name with a chicken coop. Now I remember - her maiden name was Cooper.”  
 
    “Thank you so much, Flori. You have been a great help. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    Nathan was almost popping out of the chair. “What did she say? What did she say? Does she know what Emma’s name was?” 
 
    “Yes, she does. Emma’s maiden name was Cooper. I think we can be quite sure she was Harry’s daughter. However, we will have to check it out to make certain. I’m sure you’ll know how to do that, Nathan. For example, we can check her age with her driver’s license. Or, whatever it is that you do.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It will be easy to check her out. Do you think she knew her father was here in Parson’s Cove? I wonder if she really believes that her husband killed him. What do you think? Do you think Junior knew Victor was really Harry Cooper, Emma’s dad? His father-in-law?” 
 
    “Are those all rhetorical questions, Nathan? I hope so because I don’t know the answer to any of them. Right now, I’d like you to find out everything you can about Fred and Veronica Pollock. Those two have to be involved in this somehow.” 
 
    “What about John Smith? He’s still a suspect too. How will we find out who he really is? Remember, Mabel, he was the only witness who saw Junior at the crime scene. He could be that Canadian tourist for all we know. If we knew his real name, we could see if he was connected to Harry Cooper too.”  
 
    “Well, I think we can forget about John Smith for the time being, Nathan. I am quite sure eventually his real identity will come out. No one can hide behind a fake name forever. Even Harry Cooper couldn’t.” 
 
    I had a feeling Mr. Smith was going to lose his aka sooner than he thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why did I feel Mayor Pollock was somehow connected? To me, it sounded like he and his wife both had a sleazy past. Not that people can’t change. I mean, look at Scully and Jim - two boys who could have ended up having their pictures plastered in every Post Office across America and here they were - two great law enforcers. I realize that I do have to stop judging people.  
 
    On the other hand, how can you find a killer if all you do is look for the good? In such a case, I believe you have to dig up as much of the ugly dirt as you can find. Let’s hope Nathan would be successful. If anyone could find anything on that computer, it would be Nathan. I just hoped he knew what he was doing and wouldn’t end up behind bars himself.  
 
    I took a few extra minutes to walk over to Charlie’s bench. He was sitting there, staring off at something in the distance. 
 
    “Hi Charlie,” I said. “How have you been?” 
 
    His lips twitched so I knew he was happy to see me. 
 
    “I was going to ask you if you ever figured out who was in that fight behind the hotel.” 
 
    There were several seconds of silence. In fact, I was about to leave when he shook his head. 
 
    It was disappointing. “So you don’t know who it was?” 
 
    He shook his head again. “I couldn’t see. I did see something.” 
 
    “You saw something? What was it, Charlie?” 
 
    “Dirt,” was all he said. 
 
    “Dirt? There was dirt there? Like you mean, where they were fighting?” 
 
    That didn’t help me because it’s easy to dig up some dirt from under the snow if you’re rolling around in it or whatever you do when you fight. 
 
    Once again, he shook his head. "Where he walked in the snow.” 
 
    The light was dawning. “You mean you saw where one of the men walked and there was dirt on his shoes?” 
 
    There was another twitch in his lips. 
 
    “You are a good detective, Mabel,” he said. He started rocking then so I knew it was time to leave. 
 
    “No,” I said. “You are the good detective, Charlie. I just follow your lead.” 
 
    I walked home with a smile on my face and didn’t feel the cold one bit. It was dusk but I could see the moon coming up in the east. It was big, round, and silver. There is some beauty to winter after all.  
 
    After feeding my starving felines and giving each one of them a pet and a scratch behind the ear, I phoned Reg. He was at home having a lovely roast beef dinner with his wife. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, Reg, but we’re going to have to talk to Jakie again. It’s very important.” 
 
    By the sounds of it, Reg wasn’t in too much of a hurry to head over to the station so I suggested I talk to him myself. 
 
    “Do you have a new lead, Mabel? Anything to prove Junior innocent?” 
 
    “No, but I do have some new information. It hasn’t been proven yet but I’d like to see his face when I tell him.” 
 
    I could tell the sheriff was still chewing on his roast beef so I said, “I’ll let you know later how it goes. Enjoy your dinner and say hello to Beth. By the way, have you heard from Captain Maxymowich?” 
 
    “Yeah, he called yesterday. He’s coming down in a couple of days. I don’t know if we can have this figured out by then, Mabel. I’m hoping something breaks in the case soon.” 
 
    “Me, too.”  
 
    There wasn’t any roast beef in the fridge but I did have some leftover spaghetti with tomato sauce. I heated that up and made a big salad. Ten minutes later, I was on my way to the police station. I took along a bag of muffins…just in case. If it didn’t get Jakie’s mouth moving, Scully would enjoy them. 
 
    Scully was on the phone so just waved me in. That is, after he motioned for me to set the bag of muffins on his desk. 
 
    I entered the cell in the same manner I had the first time. I turned the key and walked in. Jakie was in the same position. I guess there really aren’t many positions available to a person in an eight by ten foot room with one cot. 
 
    All he did was look at me with a very evil look in his eyes. 
 
    Once again, I sat down at the end of his cot. This time, I made sure to keep my wrists out of harms’ way by crossing my arms.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that, Jakie Flanders. You have made enough of a fool of yourself. What do you think you are doing here? All you’re doing is creating a deeper hole to fall into. The longer you sit here with your mouth shut, the longer it is going to take to find the real killer. You think you are protecting your wife and mother? Well, you aren’t.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, just continued to stare at me. I knew my moment was coming though and I wanted to catch every expression on his face. 
 
    “Maybe you really do believe you killed your father-in-law. I don't know.” 
 
    When I said father-in-law, his eyes changed from anger to shock. At that moment, I knew we were right. Or, I should say, Nathan was right. Harry Cooper was Emma’s father. 
 
    “You’re surprised that we know it was Emma’s father, Harry Cooper, who was murdered?” 
 
    Some of the wind was going out of Junior’s sails. Suddenly, instead of defiance in his eyes, there were tears. 
 
    He made a grab for my hands but I was ready, I jumped up and stood. 
 
    “No, Mabel, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m sorry I hurt you before. I had to make you listen. You don’t understand. I was afraid for you. We are dealing with a maniac here. You have to believe me. I was afraid if you got involved, you and my mother would be in danger. I didn’t know what else to do.”  
 
    “You’re sure you’re not going to break my wrist if I sit down? It’s still black and blue from our last encounter.” 
 
    “No, Mabel. I promise. I will not hurt you. I was desperate. Will you let me explain to you what happened?” 
 
    I sat down. In my heart, I wanted to reach over and hold his hand but thought I would leave that sort of thing to Flori. Besides, I wasn’t sure exactly where the conversation was headed. Jakie could change his mind. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me everything, right from the beginning?” 
 
    He nodded. “But Mabel, I’m trusting that you will know what to do. I’m afraid if the police know, he will come after Emma or anyone in my family.” He did reach over and touched my arm. I may have flinched a little, involuntarily. 
 
    “I know this is going to sound like a very strange story but every word is true.” 
 
    “All right. I believe you, Jakie. You have to trust me, okay? I will make sure that no one in your family gets hurt.” I made sure he was looking at me. “First, tell me when you found out that Victor Fleming was really Harry Cooper because when you were first arrested I could have sworn you thought the man you’d threatened was your cousin.” 
 
    “I did. I didn’t know who it was until Mayor Pollock came to visit me. And then Emma filled in some blanks. Pollock is the one you have to watch out for, Mabel. I’m sure he’s the one who killed Harry Cooper.” 
 
    “Why were you out at the fish shack anyway?” 
 
    “Victor, at least I thought it was Victor, called Emma from the shack. She knew it was her father but she didn’t want me to know. Even though she didn’t have much love for her father, she still didn’t want him to freeze to death so she asked if I’d go out and rescue him.” 
 
    “Did he tell her how he got there?” 
 
    “No, all he said was someone had locked him in a fish shack as a big joke and asked if she could find someone to help him get out. I thought it was strange he would call my house and not my parents, especially after I’d threatened him but I never stopped to think about that.” 
 
    “He knew Emma’s phone number?” 
 
    He nodded. “She didn’t tell me but he found out where she was living a few months ago. He called her and she told him to leave her alone. She was mostly afraid for the kids. My kids are like hers too, Mabel. Emma loves being a mother. The last thing she wanted was her ex-con father coming around.” 
 
    “So what happened? You went out to the shack?” 
 
    “I didn’t know what else to do. I thought my mother would be upset if I didn’t watch out for her cousin.” 
 
    “So what happened when you went there?” 
 
    “The door was locked on the outside and when I yelled no one answered, so I figured it was another one of his tricks. I thought he was just getting even with me for not giving him any money and for telling him to get out of town.” 
 
    “But what about the fight behind the hotel? Why didn’t you tell someone that it was Pollock who beat Harry Cooper up?” 
 
    “How do you know it was Pollock who did that?” 
 
    “Charlie. Charlie said he saw dirt from the man’s shoes. Pollock's street had a water main break and everyone who walked there had dirt on their shoes. Why didn’t you tell Reg that you didn’t do that?” 
 
    “Because no one knew he’d been beaten up until the autopsy. By that time, Pollock had already made his visit to me. He informed me to keep my mouth shut. He said there wasn’t enough evidence to charge me with murder and if I implicated him in any way, he would tell everyone about Emma.” 
 
    “Tell everyone about Emma? What’s there to tell about Emma?” 
 
    “She did some things she isn’t proud of, Mabel. When her father was harassing her for money, she thought she would act like she didn’t have any so she went to work in a restaurant.” 
 
    “Pollock's restaurant.” 
 
    “Right. She didn’t realize it was just a front for a lot of things; gambling, drugs, you name it, and Pollock and his wife were involved in it all. Then, Emma’s father started coming into the restaurant and he was an obvious sucker. He was into drugs, beat some guy up and almost killed him and was sent to jail. That’s about the same time Victor Fleming was there too. Apparently, Victor had a big mouth and started telling everyone that he had big money hidden away and as soon as he was out, he would be living a life of luxury.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know how people could believe such a loser. You mean he got himself killed over that?” 
 
    “Cooper owed Pollock gambling money so he told Pollock he knew who had lots of money and he would tell him where it was and who had it if he would erase his loan and leave him alone.” 
 
    “Ah, so Fred Pollock went to collect from Victor. I guess he was pretty upset when Victor wouldn’t cooperate, right?” 
 
    “I guess so. Victor was such an idiot he probably acted like a big shot and thought he’d get something from Pollock. Instead, he got his neck wrung.” 
 
    “But how did Pollock kill Victor without anyone finding out?” 
 
    “The guard had a gambling debt too and that erased it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why Harry Cooper became Victor Fleming.” 
 
    “Everyone was following the money, Mabel. They didn’t know that all of them would end up here where Emma was living.” 
 
    “Emma moved to a small isolated town to get away from everyone and live a quiet unassuming life. Did you know she was actually a very wealthy woman?” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s the money her father was following. I didn’t know about the money at first because she was afraid I would marry her for that. Then, it became a matter of pride on my part. How would people treat us if we were living off her money? Besides, you might think we’re really poor but we are happy, Mabel. Emma never liked the life she had with her first husband.” 
 
    “You said everyone followed the money. You mean Fred and Veronica Pollock followed Emma too?” 
 
    “She couldn’t believe it when they moved to Parson’s Cove. That was when she told me the story about her father and how she had worked for them. I had a talk with Fred and he said he didn’t want anyone to know about his past either. He said he was starting a new life just like Emma. I thought he was being very nice about it all but Emma never trusted him. I thought she was over reacting.” 
 
    “What made it change? Harry Cooper showing up?” 
 
    “That was it. Emma didn’t see him so she thought it was my cousin. She didn’t know her father had been impersonating Victor.” 
 
    “Did he know Fred Pollock was here?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t think so. He was still following his daughter’s money and Victor’s. Somehow, he must have found out that Victor had relatives here. I can’t believe someone would even believe such a story but I guess if you’re hooked on drugs and gambling, you’ll do and believe anything, right?” 
 
    “I guess so. Probably his brain was half-fried by then anyway. But how much time had passed by? You mean after eight years or so, he finally decided to look for the money?” 
 
    “He probably would have found Parson’s Cove sooner but he ended up getting into trouble again. When the police found him unconscious in a gutter, all he had was Victor Fleming’s identification on him. So without doing any checking, they arrested him under Victor’s name. I don’t think anyone cared who he was.” 
 
    “Getting back to Harry Cooper’s murder, do you think Fred Pollock took Cooper to that shack after giving him a beating, told him to call Emma so that you would go out there and you would be charged with the murder? Harry would obviously make the call because he didn’t realize Fred was going to lock him in there and he would be dead by the time you got there to rescue him.” 
 
    “That’s how it looks to me, Mabel. He made the call, Fred took the phone back, and then locked the door. Maybe he even beat him a little more.” 
 
    “Maybe he made sure he was dead. But if you went out right away, the body wouldn’t have been frozen.” 
 
    “I didn’t get out right away. In fact, I couldn’t get out until the next day. Don’t forget, I was working two jobs that day so I never got home until almost two in the morning. The only reason I saw the fight was because I was walking from one job to the next. I told Emma it was probably all a hoax anyway because I figured it was that crazy Victor then.” 
 
    “Jakie, you have to tell all this to the police. We have to put Fred Pollock away for life.” 
 
    “It’s his word against mine. I have no proof and if I tell my story, what is going to happen to my wife? Maybe she could buy him off for awhile but that won’t get rid of him.”  
 
    “Did Emma tell you all this? Is that how you know it?” 
 
    He nodded. “The first night I was in here, she phoned and told me everything. I asked her to stay in the house, lock the doors, and not talk to anyone. She put much of the story together from the few things her father told her and the rest, she just guessed. That’s why we’re stuck, Mabel, between a rock and a hard place.” His eyes looked as sad as his mother’s had when Reg told her Jakie was being arrested for murder. “I have no idea what to do.” 
 
    I was speechless. I didn’t want to tell him that Maxymowich would be arriving in two days. What would happen before then?  
 
    If I had known, perhaps I would have gone home and stayed in bed. Or, at least, worn a bulletproof vest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was dark and cold on the walk home. It reflected my mood. I had the information but I didn’t know what I could do about it. We needed proof. 
 
    Without realizing where I was walking, I found myself on Pollock’s street. It still had muddy ruts and you had to watch where you placed your feet. 
 
    Well, I suppose I did realize it. Deep inside, I wanted to walk past that killer’s house. I don’t know; what more did we need to convict the man? Jakie was right. It was his word against Fred Pollock’s word. We couldn’t take the Pollock’s past into consideration because Jakie probably spent more time relaxing in Reg’s jail cell than Pollock ever did in any cell. He didn’t even have a criminal record. I guess, in some ways, Jakie was reaping what he had sown except he was reaping too much. 
 
    Could we prove Pollock killed Victor Fleming? Not if the guard swore that Pollock wasn’t there. Would Emma testify against him? Not if he threatened Jakie’s family. Besides, what did she have to testify? It seemed there was nothing that she could prove. It did look like Fred Pollock was going to get away with two murders and my best friend’s son and his wife were going to have their lives ruined. 
 
    Well, not if I could help it. 
 
    I walked up to Fred and Veronica Pollock's front door. Courtesy of the town of Parson’s Cove, the mayor gets his walkway shoveled for free. In fact, if Jakie were not rotting in jail, he probably would have done the shoveling. The light was on in the living room that faced the street. Inside, I could see Veronica curled up on the sofa, reading a romance novel. I knew because she bought it a few days ago from me. I peeked around further and saw his majesty, the mayor, sitting in a comfortable chair, with a newspaper spread out in front of him. There was a small table between the sofa and chair and I saw two drinks, one that looked like whiskey for him and a tall glass of red wine for the town’s reigning queen. 
 
    Well, if I had my way, they would not be reigning much longer. 
 
    I banged on the front door. After a few seconds, I banged again and then rang the doorbell three times. I looked around through the window and saw her ladyship running from the room. 
 
    The door swung open and Fred Pollock stood staring down at me. He was wearing a satin jacket which I guess in the upper circles is called a smoking jacket. To be honest, I thought it looked quite archaic and didn’t think anyone wore them anymore; let alone sold them. 
 
    Even in his fancy dress, Fred Pollock looked like a scumbag. At least, to my way of thinking. He was going bald, had the day’s growth of whiskers on his face, and his cheeks were red from too many drinks. His eyes were pale blue and watery and he wore a perpetual sneer on his face. Or, was it just when he looked at me? Fred was not tall. In fact, I believe his wife was a few inches taller. That was why he always wore heels on his shoes. He was loud and boisterous. Most of his conversations were about himself. I hoped the town had someone else in mind for mayor because this one was going to retire soon. Hopefully, for many years. 
 
    “Mabel,” he said. Whenever he says my name, I always think he feels like regurgitating. I really believe I have that effect on him. “What brings you to my neighborhood?” 
 
    “Well, Fred, I know it’s hard to believe, but my neighborhood is only a couple of blocks away.” I smiled. “I guess that makes us neighbors.” I took a step up. We were about a foot away from each other now and I could smell the whiskey. “Since you are the one who takes care of our little town, I was wondering how you’re doing with that.”  
 
    He had an odd questioning look on his face. “You want to know how I’m doing, taking care of Parson’s Cove? Well, I can tell you that I am doing a very good job, Miss Wickles. That’s what the people of this wonderful little place asked me to do. That’s why they voted me in, Mabel.” 
 
    “Well, actually no one voted you in. You were a replacement for Reg and it so happens, no one else offered to fill that position. That's the only reason you happen to be mayor. I believe the fine people on the town council had the wrong impression of you, Mr. Mayor.” 
 
    He laughed but I think he knew where I was going with that. 
 
    “Oh, come now, don’t try to be a hero, Mabel. No one is perfect. Everyone knows that I do my best to keep everyone happy.” 
 
    “I don’t think beating someone up and leaving them to freeze to death in a locked fishing shack is doing your best, Fred. I doubt it left Harry Cooper very happy.” 
 
    The patient benevolent look vanished from his eyes. 
 
    “Listen, Wickles, you are talking nonsense. If you think you can come to my house and make stupid accusations like that, you are sadly mistaken. I would tell you that I’d go to the sheriff but that wouldn’t be worth my while, would it? You and the sheriff are in cahoots. He will believe anything you tell him so I suggest you get off my step and not set foot on my property again or you’ll be sorry. You got that?” 
 
    “Are you threatening me, Pollock?” 
 
    He laughed. “You can take it anyway you want, Wickles.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know, Fred, I’m not Emma or Jakie Flanders. I do not cringe when you threaten. I am going to tell my little story to the Sheriff, to Captain Maxymowich, and to Jake Flanders. We’ll see then who is the sorry one.” 
 
    The door slammed in my face. I slowly walked down the path to the road. It wasn’t until I was almost at the street that it struck me what I had done. Had I said too much? Was Fred Pollock really as ruthless as Jakie thought he was? I guess I would soon find out, wouldn’t I?  
 
    I thought I heard Pollock’s door opening again. There was only a faint squeak. Perhaps it was my imagination but I turned anyway. The door stood open and I remember seeing the mayor’s outline in the frame. Did I see him raise his arm? Was there a gun in his hand? I couldn’t be sure because everything happened so fast.  
 
    I did hear Fred call out, “Sorry, I didn’t know it was you, Mabel. I thought someone was breaking into my house.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    When I opened my eyes, I knew I must be in the hospital. Everything looked white. The real proof, however, was when I looked up and saw Dr. Fritz smiling down at me. 
 
    “Mabel,” he said, in his best doctor voice. “Thank you for joining us today.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, having no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    I looked around. Nurse Grappley was standing beside the bed, holding one hand, with her fingers on my pulse. My head felt tight so I reached up and instead of feeling my soft silver hair, I felt rough gauze. 
 
    Reg was standing at the end of the bed, with a huge grin on his face. In the far corner, I could see Flori sitting with a box of tissue on her lap and tears were running down her face. She was smiling through her tears. Jake was standing beside her, with one hand on her shoulder.  
 
    You have no idea how happy I was to see Flori crying.  
 
    “Well,” I said. “Instead of all of you just staring at me, I wish someone would tell me what happened.” 
 
    Suddenly, the room came to life and everyone started talking at once. 
 
    “Just a minute,” I yelled. Everyone shut up. I looked up at Fritzy. “So, Doc, am I going to live? That’s the first question.” 
 
    “Of course, Mabel. You have a nasty head wound but it will heal nicely. I did have to cut some of your hair so I could do some stitching but it will grow back in quickly.” 
 
    “Okay. How did I get this nasty head wound?” 
 
    Reg spoke up. “You don’t remember Fred Pollock taking a shot at you? You didn’t see the gun?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I do remember turning around because I thought the door was opening but that’s all I remember. Oh yes, he said something about an intruder or something. He thought I was an intruder. He thought I was breaking into his house. That was it. What did he do? Shoot me and then leave town?” 
 
    Suddenly, everyone was talking again. 
 
    I looked at Reg. “Could you tell me, Reg?” 
 
    “He actually took a couple of shots at you but none of them hit you. Thank heavens for that.” 
 
    “Well, if none of them hit me, what am I doing here? Why is my head bandaged up like this?” 
 
    “You passed out after he fired the first shot and hit your head on the cement walk on the way down.” 
 
    “I passed out?” 
 
    “Fainted dead away.” 
 
    “Mayor Pollock didn’t walk over and fill me full of bullet holes?” 
 
    For some reason, everyone started smiling. 
 
    Reg laughed. “Pollock had his hands full. The reason you might not have any holes in you is that someone came along and started throwing chunks of dirt and gravel at Fred. One knocked the gun out of his hand, and after a few knocks on the head, he fell down. Right about then, Bob Crackers drove by and saw what was happening. He grabbed the gun and sat on Pollock. While he was sitting there, he called me and the rest is history. You were taken to the hospital and Fred Pollock was taken to jail.” 
 
    “And,” Flori piped up. “My son got to go home. All because of you, Mabel.” 
 
    “Jakie is home now? That’s wonderful. So now everyone knows the story?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reg said. “While Fred was at the station, the boys went through his house. Turned everything upside down. They found a lot of incriminating evidence. It is amazing that he escaped the law this long. He should have been incarcerated years ago. Junior said Fred had called Emma and we found the number on his cell phone. Emma taped every phone call he made to her and she also kept the calls from her father.” 
 
    “Good for Emma,” I said. “I knew she was scared when I visited her. Poor thing.”    
 
    Reg nodded. “Well, she doesn’t have to be afraid anymore. She can finally have some peace and quiet here in Parson’s Cove.” 
 
    I laughed. “Well, don’t forget she’s still married to a Flanders so it might not be all that peaceful.” 
 
    Jake laughed the loudest and that’s the first time he ever laughed at one of my jokes. Perhaps, he knew there was a ring of truth in it. 
 
    Reg continued, “She told me her life story and it’s a sad one, Mabel. Her mother died when she was very young so she never had a mother or father. Can you imagine being raised by a man like Cooper? She is one strong girl.” 
 
    “That’s all changed, Sheriff.” Jake spoke up for the first time. “Emma is our daughter so she’s got a mom and dad now.” 
 
    Flori beamed. “And two children besides her own baby. She has a readymade family. Right now, they’ve gone to pick the kids up. Emma was so happy. Junior says that since everyone will know the story in Parson’s Cove within the hour, Emma will stop working at the café, and they're going to splurge on a few things for their new home. Junior is hoping he can find a good job though. He doesn’t want to live off of Emma’s money.” 
 
    “I think there might be a job opening at the lumberyard,” I said. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Jake said. “I don’t think there’s full time work there for two guys” 
 
    I gave him a wink. “Just wait and see, Jake.” 
 
    He grinned. “Well, we’ll leave that up to you, Mabel. I don’t think I want to know.” 
 
    “So,” I said. “You said that someone threw chunks of dirt at Fred Pollock. Whoever did that probably saved my life. Who was it anyway?” 
 
    Everyone grinned. “You should be able to guess, Mabel,” Reg said. “You know who always looks after you, right?” 
 
    I smiled. “Of course, it was my hero, Charlie Thompson.” 
 
    I had to stay in the hospital for the next two days. Between Flori, Emma, and Delores from the Main Street Café, they kept my store open and running. 
 
    On my second day, John Smith came up to visit. 
 
    “Mabel,” he said. “This is thrilling. You have solved another murder. When can we start writing?” 
 
    “John,” I said. “I don’t think the people here in Parson’s Cove would want their stories put in a book. This is real life here and we don’t want to be portrayed as just fiction. Maybe you could find another town to write about.” 
 
    Downcast didn’t begin to describe the look on his face.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I really did think it over. We have some wonderful folks here but I know to make a book interesting, you would have to bring out some negative qualities and little idiosyncrasies in order to make it a good read, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s true but I could write it so no one would know who I was writing about.” 
 
    I laughed. “Are you kidding? Everyone would know and if they didn’t, they would use their imaginations. No, this isn’t the town for you, John.” 
 
    Before he left, I asked if he really wanted to work in a lumberyard. 
 
    “Really? You think I like working there? I hate it. I’ll leave as soon as I can find a replacement.” 
 
    “Good, I have one for you.”  
 
    He left and Nathan came in, grinning as usual. However, he wasn’t alone. 
 
    "Mabel," he said, "I’d like you to meet Betty Mae Johnson. She moved here last week and works right here in the hospital. We met in the cafeteria.” They looked at each other and giggled. 
 
    Betty Mae was a lovely girl with blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. It didn't seem that long ago that Nathan had run into another girl who worked at the hospital but I knew enough not to ask if Betty knew Shayla. Nathan was obviously once again smitten. 
 
    The next Tuesday, I was back at work. My head was sore and my wrist still a bit yellowy-green but it was good to be alive. The weather had taken a wonderful turn for the good and the icicles hanging from the eaves’ troughs were beginning to drip.  
 
    Flori came in and had her usual cup of coffee with me at nine. She had baked cinnamon buns the day before just for me because she was sure I had lost weight the two days I was in the hospital.  
 
    She walked out the door at eleven and two minutes later, Reg walked in. He had a strange look on his face. 
 
    It wasn't until his second cup of coffee that he shared his secret with me. 
 
    “You know, Mabel, I think I’m getting too old for trying to solve mysteries. And as happy as I was to see you recover, it made me do some thinking. The times are getting rough. We have had more murders in Parson’s Cove in the past five years or so than we had the twenty years previous. I would like to say that everything will improve, but I doubt it. Parson’s Cove really needs young men to do the job. It will be good to have Jim back in action.” His eyes twinkled. “Especially since he  knows how to use a computer.” 
 
    “This is quite a coincidence,” I said, “Because the same thoughts were going through my mind. It’s amazing how you start thinking about life when you almost get shot. I think maybe it’s time I started to mind my own business. And this time, I mean it. I have no idea why I thought I could be this junior detective anyway.” 
 
    “Now, don’t say that, Mabel. You were always a good detective. It seems to run in your blood. It used to upset me but I think it was because you had those instincts that I didn’t have.” 
 
    I laughed. “I guess we did waste a few years trying to outdo each other, didn’t we?” 
 
    He grinned. “Yep, we were two stubborn old mules. Well, it was fun though, wasn’t it?” He started laughing. “Seems we don't even have to get hold of Maxymowich anymore, do we? Speaking of Marlow, he seemed pleased that we solved the case. He was a little upset that you almost got killed but I think the thing that bothered him the most was he didn’t have an excuse to come to see you and get some muffins.” 
 
    I did enjoy the Captain’s visits even though they made me a nervous wreck. He had this ability to make you feel guilty even if there was nothing to feel guilty about. I guess that was why he was such a good cop. 
 
    “Of course, Mabel, we don’t want to forget the time we spent a night together out at Beulah Henry’s cabin.” 
 
    We both laughed.  
 
    “I can’t say being snowbound in a cabin with you was the highlight of my life, Reg.” 
 
    “The thing I remember most is you screaming in my ear all the way back to town.” 
 
    “That was one terrifying ride. I’ve never ridden on a snowmobile since then.” It was good to reminisce. “There is something you have to think about though, Reg. I have my store so I can keep busy, but what will you do? You told me you can't take being the mayor anymore. So, if you don't want to be sheriff and you don't want to run the town, what do you want to do? If I remember correctly, you were bored in Hawaii after a week the last time you retired.” 
 
    “I think I have that all worked out, Mabel. Someone has offered me a position and I think I’m going to take it. Like you say, I can’t just sit around or go fishing every day. It sounds good but I’d go nuts after a week.” 
 
    “Really? You got a job offer? It better not be at the lumberyard because that job is reserved for Jakie.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not the lumberyard. By the way, Junior started there yesterday. I think he’ll stick with it too. No, Mutt Mitchell called and said the town council had an emergency meeting and suggested that when I finish my year as mayor, I start up my own taxi service.” 
 
    It took several seconds for that to sink in. I had lost a sheriff/mayor and gained a … taxi driver?  
 
    “I think it sounds wonderful," I stuttered. "Really, Reg, I think you would make an excellent taxi driver. You really made that patrol car move. It's just something I never imagined you doing. I mean, why?" 
 
    "Because we only had one." 
 
    "Had?" 
 
    He nodded. "We are now a taxi-less town." He grinned. "That is until Smee's Taxi Service gets going."  
 
     "But what's going to happen while Jim is still immobilized? We might survive without a taxi but can we without a sheriff?" 
 
    “I’m recommending that Scully apply for the temporary job. If he needs advice, Jim is there and Doc Fritz said Jim can spend the days down at the station. Besides, they can always come to me for advice." 
 
    "I don't know, Reg. Scully can be kind of juvenile." 
 
    "Oh, he's not as bad as he seems. To be honest, he sees things that I miss and not only that, all the old ladies like him. I figure they are good judges of character.” 
 
    I laughed. “You mean like me?” 
 
    Reg left soon after and while alone, I had time to think about all the new changes. I knew it would be good for everyone or I was hoping it would be anyway. I reached up and touched the tender spot on my skull. Sometimes it is best to quit while you are ahead. It's good to be mature enough to admit when to step down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, I would never refuse if Jim or Scully happened to need a bit of advice. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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