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Can Christmas get any crazier? A new case for Mack and, lucky for
Doreen, she finds a cold case connected to it, making her year end
on a high note.

All the while she struggles to navigate gift giving and a special party
that Nan wants to put on for her at Rosemoor—except Doreen has to
solve all kinds of issues, including the missing mistletoe, which Nan
insists on having for the party.

And then there are the secrets. Of course it's Christmas, so maybe
secrets are to be expected. However, when those secrets involve
Nan, maybe Doreen should be worried after all.
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First Week of December ...

| t was early in the evening during the first week of December, and Doreen was
curled up in Mack’s arms, a blanket wrapped around their shoulders, as they sat by
the river, both holding a cup of hot chocolate. Goliath and Mugs were lying beside
them, and Thaddeus had curled up under the blanket with them.

“It's getting colder but still no snow. That's unusual for here, according to al the
locals,” she murmured. “I can’t believe Christmasis around the corner.”

“And getting closer.” Mack laughed. “And you're inundated in party preparations,
aren’t you?’

“I am.” She chuckled. “Not sure how | was conned into doing a lot of the
preparations for a party that’'s being given in my honor though.” She shook her head.
“ After more than a decade of no Christmas in any form while | was married, | have to
admit that I’ m enjoying myself.”

“And it’s keeping you out of trouble, so it works for me too.”
She punched him lightly in the arm. “Amazing to think that peace and goodwill may
preside over the holidays. Yet | thought | read somewhere about violent crime rates

rising over main holidays.”

“l think that’s true. It's stressful for many people. Anytime there is added stress, then
eruptions occur.”



“True, but, in my mind, a surprise stabbing because someone didn’t get a diamond
ring, when they live on an instant-noodles income, isn’t quite the same.”

He nodded. “Maybe not. But what about the young man who wants to buy his
girlfriend a diamond ring but can’'t afford it, so he goes on a crime spree to get the
money to buy it?’

“If that’s what’s required to keep her love, then, first, it wasn’t love and, second, she
isn’t worth ruining his life over. But | get your point.” She twisted to look up at him.
“You don’'t have anew case, right? You're not just keeping it from me?’

“Nope, no new case.” He tucked her closer to him, pulling the blanket around her
shoulders. “And that’s a good thing, as we have a mess of paperwork to do. Someone
keeps solving the cold cases we have backed up, as well as meddling in current cases.
| have to tell you, this person is good, but she's there for the excitement. Yet the
puzzling part is, unfortunately she's always there for that dangerous end too.
However, when it comesto the cleanup,... she’s nowhere to be found.”

She turned to him in outrage. “Y ou know | would beif | could be.”

His laughter rolled down the stream and then grew louder.

“ Shh . Y ou're making too much noise.”

“We're hardly disturbing anyone.”

At that, aloud snort sounded behind them.

She turned at the noises that followed, surmising Richard was propping his chair

against the back fence and poking his head over the top. “Good evening, Richard.
Isn’t it a nice evening out?’



His gaze widened. “Are you nuts? It's friggin’ cold out here. It's December, in case
you don’t have a calendar.” He cast one more glance at them and then disappeared
down on the other side, mumbling something about crazy people.

She burst out laughing. “Have a good night,” she called back to him, struggling to
stifle her giggles.

When Richard slammed his door, even Mack joined in with her laughter.
His phone rang just then. Shifting the blanket to find his phone, Mack checked the
number, then stood and walked a few steps away. “Mack here. What's up?’ He

listened for a moment, then turned to look at Doreen.

That was a signal she absolutely recognized. She moved Thaddeus to her shoulder
and rose, with the blanket wrapped around the two of them.

“Did you say, mistletoe?’ Mack asked.

She froze at that and turned to face Mack in delight.

His frown deepened as he glared at her. “No, sir.... Yes, sir. You're correct. I'll be
right there.”

She beamed at him. “Mistletoe?’

“Yeah, but it doesn’t concern you.” He walked closer, adding, “Yet it does mean |
have to leave. So Merry Christmas and all that stuff.”

“Shouldn’t it be Merry Mistletoe this time?’

He spun to look at her. “What did you say?’



“ Merry Mistletoe,” she repeated. “Makes a great case name.”

“Oh no you don't. If | let you anywhere near this one, it would be madness.” He
shook his head and nudged her toward the house. “Time to go inside, as | have to
leave.”

“1 could stay outside,” she protested but more just for form, as without his incredibly
radiating body heat, she was already starting to shiver. Then she stopped and laughed.
“That’s even better.”

“What is?’ he asked, as they reached the patio.

“ Merry Mistletoe Madness ,” she crowed.

He stopped to glare at her. “Nicetry. It'sacurrent case. Nothing cold about this one.”

“So maybe it’s time | move into current cases,” she suggested, her eyebrows lifting
and lowering in a Groucho Marx move.

“Heck no.” He opened the back door, moved the clan inside, before locking and
closing it behind them. He picked up his keys and headed to the front door.

“It has alovely ring to it,” she called out. When he glared at her, she batted her eyes
at him, abig grin on her face.

“Oh, no.” With a headshake, he gave her a quick kiss and was gone.

She stepped out on the front porch. “ Merry Mistletoe Madnessitis!”

Richard poked his head out his front door. “Anything to do with you and mistletoe
would make anyone mad.” And, with that, he retreated and slammed his door.



Unperturbed, Doreen walked inside, with joy in her heart. She had no clue what was
happening in terms of murder and mistletoe, but it meant one thing. There was a new
case. All she had to do was tie a cold case to Mack’s current case, and then she was
in! With that thought uppermost in her mind, she had to figure out her next move.
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“N 0?7’ Doreen repeated, frowning at Mack. He had stopped by this morning for a cup
of coffee, before heading to work. He always greeted her animals with a hug or a
scratch behind the ears or a soft touch. She got a hug too, but that didn’t deter her.

Mack looked at her, a hint of a smile on his face. She glared at him, her hands on her
hips. He shook his head. “ Getting mad at me won’t change anything.” He bopped her

gently on the nose. “Y ou know the rules.”

“But you could change the rules,” she replied in a pleading tone. “I haven't found
anything that connects meto this case.”

“l know.” He beamed. “I’ ve got to admit | like an awful ot about that.”
Her shoulders slumped. “Y ou could at |east throw me a bone.”

“A bone? he repeated in astonishment. “A bone to you is something completely
different and would get me in major trouble.”

She raised both hands in frustration. “But then | can’t work on your current case, not
without a cold caseto tiein with it.”

“I know,” he agreed, with an even bigger grin. “So just think. | get to work this case
on my own.”

“You'll need my help,” she stated, and then she grinned. “I could just wait until you
ask for help.”



He sighed. “I get that you’ ve become a force unto yourself, but we did have a very
successful department before you came to town. Y ou do know that, right?’

“1 know,” she muttered, and her smilefell away. “I’'m bored.”

He looked at her. “How can you possibly be bored with all the arrangements Nan
appears to be getting into for this party?’

Something in his tone was ever-so-dightly off. Doreen winced. “Has she asked for
your help too? | told her that | could handle it,... that you were busy and to leave you
alone.”

He faced her, and half a smile peeped out. “Y ou can tell Nan whatever you want,” he
began, “but you and | both know Nan does exactly what she thinks she should do. No
one tells her to do anything.”

“You won't get an argument from me on that point,” Doreen conceded, with a sigh.
“1 am sorry though. She must be getting in your face.”

“You mean, like you' re getting into my face?’ he asked, raising his eyebrows.

“I’m not though,” she protested. “I’m just trying to lend assistance. How could you
be suspicious of that?’

He groaned. “And here we are again. Believe it or not, we were doing just fine
Investigating and solving crimes before you ever showed up in Kelowna.”

“l understand that,” she admitted, “and I'm really not trying to make it sound as if
you can’'t do your job without me. Honestly, if | were to be truthful,” she began, as
she cracked her knuckles, giving away that she was on edge, “it's me who can’'t do
without you guys.”



He stopped and frowned at her. “Don’t you have anything else to do?’ he asked, a
little bit of worry creeping into his tone.

“Not really.” She shrugged. “It seems as if nothing is going on right now. And how is
that even possible?’ she muttered. “I mean, | don’'t want to look forward to a case
that’s dangerous or edgy and could get me into all kinds of trouble.” The problem
with that statement was how she couldn’t keep the hope out of her tone as she said it.

Mack shook his head. “Y ou, my dear, have a problem.”

“1 have a problem because | don’'t have a case to work on,” she exclaimed, showing
her palms, “and you could help with that.”

“No, | can't.” He leaned over and kissed her, before she had a chance to reply. “I
have to get to the office. | just popped in to see how you were doing.”

“I'm fine,” she muttered in aforlorn tone.

He burst out laughing. “ That won’t work on Mugs, and it sure as heck won’t work on
me. Besides, you told me how you have all that estate stuff to deal with.”

She shuddered. “Y eah, and do you have any idea how much all that requires? It's all
about intense tiny details,” she muttered. “I mean, it’s all signatures and documents
and statements and dates. There'salot toit.”

“You'll beaweathy woman now,” he pointed out, “so you need to look after it.”
“1 know, and I’ ve got to find somebody | trust to help. Normally that would be Nan,

but she told me that | should pick someone younger,” she noted, with a shiver.
“That’sabit of achallenge too.”



“Asmuch as | hate to even say it, | have a suggestion. Bernard .”

She had met him a while back on one of her cases and knew that Mack didn’t
particularly like him, but he had money and seemed to be level-headed in his
approach to life and living and spending versus investments. Plus, she found out with
alittle internet searching how he donated money to those less fortunate. So, in theory,
he could help her sort out her money issues or at least point her in the right direction,
maybe recommending afinancial advisor. “Oh, that’s a good thought.”

“l know. | just don't like the idea of your hanging around with him. He is quite the
character.”

She smiled. “If you don’t have anything else for me to do, | might as well talk to him
about how to manage my money. He should know what | need to do with all I'm
getting from Mathew’ s estate.”

“Isit really such a challenge?” Mack asked, amused. “I mean, most people wouldn’t
consider having this kind of money a problem.”

“Sure, it’s not a problem now to pay my bills,” she noted, rolling her eyes. “Yetitisa
bit of a chalenge on how to protect it, how to make it grow into a bigger nest egg,
how to help others without my going broke, and that’s the difference here. | don’t
ever want to be poor again, and | want to have money set aside for Nan, as needed.
Plus, | want to confirm that | can also help other people. However, | don’t know how
to manage all that without getting hit with a ton of taxes,” she noted, frowning. “The
tax thing... isjust outrageous.”

He laughed. “I gather you didn’t have anything to do with tax preparation when you
were married.”

“No, gosh no. That would have been considered far too complicated for, you know, a



femae like me.”

He grinned at that. “ That was your late husband’ s problem, and, considering he's now
six feet deep in the ground, it's hardly a problem for him at all. And, while | won'’t
say I'm happy about his passing because that seems insensitive, I'm really not too
upset that he's out of the picture. And I'm really glad your name was cleared in the
process of solving his murder, so now we can move on.”

“1 know.” She sighed. “It’s been one heck of ayear.”

“It certainly has,” he agreed. “You could aso ask Nick about financia planners he
could recommend.”

She grimaced but nodded. “I wonder why Nan keeps bugging you to help out with the
party plans?’ she asked.

“Honestly, she's obsessed over this whole party thing.”

“Yeah, you're not kidding,” he replied, again with a hint of an odd tone.

She gave him a searching gaze. “Are you not telling me something?’

“Nope,” he replied, as he walked toward the front door. “1 wouldn’'t dare.” When she
frowned, he laughed. “Don’t you worry about it. | can handle Nan.”

“That’s good because she seems to think that nobody else can properly execute this
party. She also thinks | might need alittle bit of help handling you, by the way.”

He turned to her, and then real amusement took over his expression. “Are you telling
me that she's giving you advice on how to handle me?’



“Yes, something like that,” she muttered. “She seems to think that you're so very
different from my ex that | won't really understand anything about you. Asif | might
fail at our relationship or something. It’s kind of demoralizing.”

“I"m sure she’ s just doing it because she loves you.”

Doreen nodded. “I’'m absolutely certain of that. She’'s been in my corner always, but
that doesn’t make this part any easier.”

He chuckled. “No, | don’t imagine it does.” He resumed his walk to her front door.
“As much as | want to hang around and hear more details on this, | do have to go to

work.” And, with that, he was gone.

She stood there on her front porch, hands on her hips, as she watched Mack leave,
wondering what she did to deserve such a gentle and wise man.

Just then Richard stepped out from his house, frowned at her, and made to move back
inside again.

She shrugged. “It’ s safe enough,” she called out.

He looked around hesitantly. “ Are you sure? No buses, no nothing?’

“It'samost Christmas,” she noted, “so there won't be tour buses.”

He frowned at her. “What about the Christmas lights tour buses?’

“Christmas lights tour buses?’ she repeated in astonishment. “What does that mean?’

“They go around the neighborhood, showing everybody the fancy lights that people
put up.”



“1 haven't put up any fancy lights,” she muttered, then nodded at his house. “Neither
have you.”

“That’'s true,” he agreed, yet looking delighted for a moment. “1 was thinking about
putting up afew though.”

“1 don’t think ours would be considered fancy lights’—she indicated both of their
homes—*“no matter how many we put up. It really won't be an issue for those tour
buses to come here.”

“Yeah, you say that now,” he muttered dolefully. “Then I'll ook out one day and be
under intense scrutiny from all the neighbors, once they have put up their fancy
lights.”

She sighed. “The tour buses have been atrial. I’'m sorry, Richard.”

“Yeah, you should be,” he muttered, as he stormed back into his house.

She wasn’t sure what he expected or wanted from her. It didn’t seem to matter, since
he was the same whether things were going well or things were going badly. Maybe
he was just a grumpy old man, and nothing could be said or done. He might always
be this way, never content, which was probably not far off the mark. Yet she didn’t
need to become a grumpy old woman to go along with it. Whatever his problem was,
it was his problem, not hers.
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B ack inside her living room now, Doreen noted that the animals followed close
behind her every step. When she looked down, even Mugs seemed to be depressed
and bored. “I know. It’s been weeks since we had a case.” She didn’t want to sit here,
hoping for cases. That would imply wanting people to commit crimes, resulting in
more dead bodies showing up. That was not what she wanted, not really. She didn’t
want to be bored though.

When her phone rang a few minutes later, she stared down and groaned. “Hello,
Nan,” she answered cautioudly.

After a moment of silence, Nan chuckled. “That sounded as if you are very worried
about something | might say.”

“Not so much worried you might have something to say,” Doreen clarified, “but
worried you might be asking me to come down and do more preparations.”

“l certainly was,” she stated briskly. “It isaparty for you, after al.”

So Doreen owed Nan because the party was for Doreen? “How does that work?’ she
asked with a note of humor. “I mean, you’re the one supposedly putting this party
together.”

“Sure,” Nan agreed, “but it'salot of work, so that requires you to help.”

“l see,” she muttered, with a smile playing on her face. But there was no seeing at all.

There was never any seeing when it came to this stuff, particularly with Nan
involved. Still, Doreen might be better off doing something constructive, even if it



was for her own party, rather than sitting here doing nothing.

“1 agree,” Nan replied.

“l didn’t say anything.”

“No, but you would have,” Nan declared cheerfully. “Y ou’ re much better off coming
here and giving us a hand than to sit there and mope.”

“Mope,” shecried out. “I’m hardly moping.”

“Areyou sure?’ Nan asked, doubt in her tone.

“Of course I’'m sure,” Doreen declared. “ That’s not something | would do.”

“Maybe not,” Nan conceded in a dismissive tone. “Y et we don’t really want you to
have that opportunity either.”

“Good God,” Doreen muttered, half to herself.

Nan laughed. “Yes, very good, and you should be thanking Him because He gave you
me.”

At that, she stared down at the phone and started to laugh. “1 can't argue with that
because you have been alifesaver, indeed.”

“ Ha. In many ways you’ ve been our lifesaver. Things have never been so much fun
since you arrived in town.”

“Maybe,” Doreen replied, “but that’ s not necessarily a good thing.”



“Sure, it is,” Nan said, with alaugh. “Don’t you worry about all those other people.
They can go off and do their own thing. Y ou need to enjoy life alittle bit.”

“Maybe,” Doreen muttered. “I have to admit | was wondering about trying some
Christmas baking. I think Mack would enjoy it.”

“Y eah, and what are you getting him for Christmas?’

Doreen froze and whispered, “ Uh-oh .”

Nan cried out, “Y ou don’t have anything for him?”’

“Um, nope, | don't have athing.” She frowned. “1 guess a gift is expected, isn’'t it?”’

Nan snorted. “Are you serious?’

“Yeah, | am serious, Nan. | don’'t have anything for him, okay? | wasn't really
thinking that was athing. We're adults after all.”

“Yes, you are adults,” Nan agreed in exasperation, “but that doesn’t mean you're
dead. And adults still want gifts.” Then she laughed. “Can | assume that means you
didn’t get me anything either?’

“Oh, criminy.” Doreen sank into the nearest living room chair, one of a matching
pair. She still hadn’t purchased any other furniture yet.

“I’ll take that as ayes,” Nan noted cheerfully. “Good thing I’ ve given you a heads-up.
That givesyou at least aweek to get something.”

“A week,” she repeated, staring at her phone in horror. “What can | possibly buy in a
week?’



“l don't know,” Nan replied, her tone turning crafty. “What am | now? Your Fairy
Godmother? Good Lord, you and Mathew really didn't celebrate Christmas at all?
Just another reason | loathe the man.”

Doreen didn’t have a clue how to respond to that, so she just stayed quiet.

“You'll need to figure that out, and soon.”

“Maybe you should turn that around and tell me what you would like.”

“I want asurprise.” Nan chuckled. “ Something that would make me very happy.”

“Something that would make you very happy,” Doreen repeated in complete
bewilderment. “What could that be?’

More silence came, and then Nan added, “You really do need to think about this,
dear.” And, with that, Nan ended the call. Doreen was still recovering from this
revelation when Nan called her back. “By the way, if you're still thinking about
baking, shortbreads would be good. We love them down here.” And, with that, she
ended the call again.

Doreen wondered if that meant, because Nan and the other residents loved those
cookies, then Doreen was supposed to bake them some, or if it meant they would get
some from the Rosemoor cook, so it wasn't something Doreen needed to worry
about. Sometimes Nan was incredibly confusing. Doreen loved her dearly, but, at
times, Nan made absolutely no sense.

Doreen contemplated the conversation, searching her phone to see just what went into
shortbreads. When she saw the amount of butter required, her eyebrows shot up. Now
that was something interesting. Cornstarch too. She went to the cupboards to see just
what she might have, knowing that, even if she did have some of it, she wouldn’t



likely have the full amount or every ingredient. Besides, how many cookies should
she make, and could she give Mack cookies for Christmas? Would that be okay? She
had money coming now supposedly, so maybe she should buy him something.
However, she had no clue what that would even be.

At least baking cookies showed that she was trying hard to make things work and to
do things on her own, even if it did sound alittle lacking. She was meticulous when it
came to detecting and investigating, but Christmas gifts? She had to wonder how the
topic had completely escaped her attention up until now. Maybe it was the fact that
her husband had never bought her a Christmas gift. As she thought about it, it was
probably more because he didn’'t want to spend the money. Any gifts he had given
her were usually when he had made a business deal of some kind, and she never got
access to those gifts anyway. They were labeled as investments and put under lock
and key.

She hadn’t yet sorted out all of his estate issues, and, since probate was happening, it
would take some time to get all that resolved. She definitely didn’t want any of those
old gifts from Mathew anyway. She didn’t even want to think about them. Yet she
would have to deal with it, no matter how much she wanted to ignore it. Ignoring
only went so far, and, when Mack’ s brother got into the picture, Nick wouldn’t let her
ignore very much. He was all about taking care of the current issues before the issues
became too big. As she had found out recently, some of these issues were already big.

She was checking out shortbread supplies in her cupboards when her phone rang, and
she groaned when she saw who it was. “Hey,” she greeted Nick.

“Hey,” he replied, with a smile in his tone. “I’'m trying not to take it personally, but
you never sound very happy when | call you.”

“It's not that,” she clarified. “It’'s just that you aways bring up issues | must deal
with, and, just because | have to deal with them, that doesn’t make them easy.”



“Of course not,” he agreed. “But the good news is that, by dealing with them, we get
them off your plate... permanently.”

She brightened at that. “Y ou mean, there'll be an end to this?’

He chuckled. “Absolutely. There'll definitely be an end to this.”

“I"'m glad to hear that, but something tells me that’s not why you’ re calling today.”

“No, I’ve got more paperwork for you to deal with. Also these houses are full of
material.”

“What do you mean by material 7 Her mind envisioning dry wall, clothing, or any
other nonsense her husband could have put to use.

“Not what you're thinking, I"'m sure, but they’re al full.”

“Meaning?’ she asked cautioudly.

“Meaning, furnishings.”

“Oh,” she muttered, frowning at that. “What am | supposed to do with that then?’

“That’s what I’'m asking you,” Nick said. “If you still want to sell these homes, do
you want to sell them furnished or empty?’

She sighed. “ That makes sense, but it’s not today’ sissue, isit?’
“No, it's not necessarily today’s issue,” he replied a bit indignant, “but it is an issue

we need to plan for. Doreen, don't be afraid of making a decision. Thereisno right or
wrong answer here, just more about your preference.”



“Right,” she muttered.

He started to chuckle. “I had no idea that you would be so difficult at this stage,” he
shared, amusement rolling through his tone.

“It's not that I’'m being difficult,” she clarified, “but if it isn't something | have to
deal with right now, then... you know.”

“S0,... what is so important in your life right now that you're struggling to answer a
few questions and to give me a hand trying to figure out what you want to do with all

this stuff? Y ou need to deal with this, Doreen, and you need to do it soon.”

She thought about it for a moment and then asked, “What should | get your brother
for Christmas?’

The softest of chuckles dlipped through the phone. “Interesting,” he murmured.

“What's interesting?’ she grumbled, glaring at the phone as if she had let loose some
major secret, and she was the only one who didn’t understand it.

“You're more worried about Mack’s Christmas gift than you are about what to do
with millions of dollars worth of furnishings?’

She gasped. “Did you say millions of dollars?’

“Considering the number of houses he's got and the amount of furnishings he'sfilled
them with, | should hope so. Some of them have incredibly expensive paintings.”

“Oh, well, we can auction off furniture and artwork, and we already know somebody
we can get to handle it all. Scott at Christie’s. Have them cart off what they want for
auction and leave anything else behind to make the house look lived in.”



“Right, that’s not a bad idea. | can hire alocal Realtor to show Mathew’s places and
to deal with Scott and his people. A lot of Mathew’s acquisitions would probably
have provenance, and it appears to be quite the art collection Mathew was working
on.”

“1 think he was collecting some of it when | was there,” she said, trying to sound
businesslike, but it rattled her. “I never really knew the artists, but maybe some were

by Picasso and Rembrandt.”

He whistled. “See? | need this kind of input from you. I'll dig further into these
collections becausg, if that’ s the case,... that’s millions more.”

“Oh,... does that mean millions more questions and answers?’ She could almost see
him shaking his head on the other end of the call.

“You really don’'t care about money, do you?’ Nick asked.

“l care about money in the sense that | have enough to get by,” she explained. “I
don’t care about money in terms of buying apparently valuable paintings that | don’t
even particularly like.”

“Can you think of any you do like?’ he asked curioudly.

“Nope, but then | haven’'t had a chance to really see much in the way of art.”

“And yet you lived with some of these pieces.”

“Sort of, but they were al stuffed in temperature-controlled fancy rooms, and, if |

went in there, Mathew always hovered. So it’s not as if | got a chance to realy see
anything.”



“Right,” Nick noted, humor lacing his tone. “Do you want to keep anything? We
found lots of jewelry in hismain residence.”

“Oh, right.” She groaned. “Am | supposed to care about that stuff?’

“No, you don’'t have to care about any of it. But, if you do care about it, thisis the
time to speak up, so we can set aside what you want to keep versus what you want to
sell at auction.”

“l don't think | care about any of it,” she replied. “If any are pieces he gave to me, |
wouldn’t have been allowed to have them anyway.”

“Meaning?’

“Meaning that they had to be kept in the safe all the time. Mathew required it all to be
locked up al the time, so what is the point of having jewelry | can’t even wear?’ She
thought it was a reasonabl e question.

Nick laughed. “I won't argue with you on that, but your response is definitely
different.”

So she assumed he didn’'t agree. “1 am absolutely different,” she said crossly, “but |
don’t know if you' re trying to tell me whether that’s good or bad.”

“I"'m not telling you either way,” Nick pointed out. “I’'m just telling you that these
things are yours to do with what you will. If you don’t want anything to do with any
of it because of bad memories or whatever reasons, I’'m more than happy to help you
getridof it all.”

“l would love to get rid of it all,” she stated. “Maybe | should take alook at what's
there before | make such a blanket statement, but | can’t imagine anything there has



any meaning to me. Oh, except Nan had given me a necklace at one point in time, and
Mathew insisted | get rid of it and not wear it because it just wasn’t good enough, as
far as he was concerned.”

“What anice fellow,” Nick quipped.

“ Not , but, if that happens to be listed in his estate inventory, | would like that. It was
Nan’'s grandmother’ s necklace.”

“Ah, so a family heirloom. So, you want to keep nothing, but you won’t make that
final decision until we get the estate list, is that correct? Or maybe we should make a

trip down there in person. Help you to get clear on what’ s there.”

“1 was wondering about that, but | would want Mack there too. Are you okay with
that?’

“1 am okay with that, but maybe we should just get a realtor to film the contents, so
the three of us don’t have to coordinate our calendars,” he suggested.

“Yeah, | likethat idea.”

“Good. I'll arrange that for each of his homes. Also some money is going into your
bank account today, if you need something to buy those Christmas gifts with.”

“Oh,” she muttered.

“Okay, that doesn’t sound positive.”

“1 don’t know what to do about Christmas gifts,” she admitted, with a sigh. “It’s not
something we ever did, so it wasn't really on my radar.”



“Mathew didn’t buy you Christmas gifts?’ he asked.

“No, he told me that Christmas was fake and too commercialized and that nobody
should be spending money based on a date on the calendar. It was just this big
commercial exercise that was alost cause.”

“1 won't argue regarding the commercialization of it because that’s true. However, it
can aso be a wonderful time to show people that you love them,” he reminded her
gently.

“Oh.”

At that, he started to laugh again. “And you just need to sort it out, without causing
yourself major stress because that would upset Mack completely. So, what it is that
you want to give him, or what do you think he would appreciate?’

“1 have no idea,” she said helplesdly.
“Yes, you do,” Nick encouraged her. “You absolutely do. Don't think in terms of

money, don’t think in terms of need, just think in terms of something he might like.”
And, with that, he ended the call.
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D oreen glared into the phone, wondering how everybody could have such a
specifically useful way to view things, yet she felt as if she had absolutely no clue
about anything. She had stepped outside to talk to Nick, wandering her garden while
discussing Mathew’ s estate. It was so cold out here that she was now chilled.

Swearing dlightly, she headed inside to her kitchen and put on the teakettle. She and
Mack had not mentioned anything about exchanging Christmas gifts, so maybe it
wasn't supposed to be a big deal. It would be hard to think of what she could do that
wouldn’t be considered cheap, especially now that she supposedly had some money.
She did have the ability to buy things, but she didn’t think that would be what Mack
cared about. Then again, maybe she was wrong. Maybe he did care.

She groaned at that and then brightened. Her husband had kept a collection of
watches, so maybe that would be something to consider. Y et she had no idea if she
could even access those. They weren't something that her husband ever wore. To him
they were more of an investment. She remembered one conversation when he'd told
her how he had spent some astronomical amount of money on one, and she’d had no
idea that awatch could cost that kind of money.

When she had suddenly become single, she considered getting a watch to help bring
order to her new and independent life. Yet she'd immediately dumped the idea
because of the expected cost. It hadn’t taken her too long to figure out that, while
some watches were definitely pricy, others were ridiculously priced. At least in her
mind because she’' d been so broke at the time. Now, however, she could see that, for
some people, this was probably a major investment and a type of collecting. She just
didn’t see the point in alot of thingsin life.



She shook her head as she stood in the kitchen and realized that she didn’'t have all
the ingredients needed for shortbread. As she looked closer at the recipe to see what
was involved, she figured it wouldn’t be so horrifically difficult to make shortbreads.
She wondered if homemade cookies would be okay for Mack because it would show
a lot of progress on her part. She decided to go to the grocery store, yet probably
shouldn’t take the animals.

Intellectually it made sense that she couldn’t bring them in among the foodstuffs. She
laughed as she imagined Thaddeus in the grocery store when she got to the fresh
veggies. He would be all over the place, trying to get free samples. Goliath wouldn’t
appreciate the stampede of people. Mugs would be making friends and interrupting
her idea of a quick shopping trip. Plus, there would inevitably be those people
walking up to her to exclaim, “You're Doreen. The cold cases lady, with all her
animals.”

She sighed and decided against taking the animals after al. Just as she was about to
get into her vehicle, her phone rang. Doreen checked her screen. “Hey, Wendy. |
haven’'t heard from you in awhile.”

“1 haven’t had awhole lot of reasonsto call you, and | don’t mean that in a bad way,”
she shared. “Yet, just in case you need alittle bit of Christmas money, | have a check
for you.”

“A check?’ Doreen repeated, drawing a blank.

“Yes, thelast of the clothing and items from the house have been sold.”

“Oh,” Doreen replied in delight. “1 would never say no to that.”

“l didn't think you would.” Wendy chuckled. “So come on down and pick it up
anytime.”



“I'm heading to the grocery store right now, so | can swing by your store
beforehand.”

“Perfect. If you want, | can convert the check to cash, and you can use that to buy
your groceries today.”

“1 would love that,” Doreen replied. The poor person inside her head was already
lining up just what that would look like in terms of groceries. She knew that mind-set
was now silly, but, after being as broke as she had been this year, she couldn’t let go
of those thoughts that easily. She didn't even know how much money Nick had
deposited into her account or even what her previous balance had been. So she would
sort that out |ater.

Doreen drove out onto the street and down to see Wendy, spent a few minutes
visiting, and, as she walked out, Wendy asked her, “Have you got any Christmas
plans?’

“l doand | don't. Mack and | haven't really discussed that, and I'm really struggling
with what to get Mack for Christmas.”

“Ah.” Wendy nodded. “Yeah, that's sometimes a tough one. Is there anything he
particularly likes?’

Doreen shrugged. “He enjoys cooking and eating and redlly likes his coffee. He
doesn’'t have time for hobbies. We like gardening, and he's realy good at building
patio stuff, but | don’t know if he needs tools. | wouldn’'t seem to be the right person
to buy that sort of thing for him.”

Wendy laughed. “I get that, but you would be surprised at the things people come up
with. Maybe there’s a book that he particularly wanted or something else equally

fun.



“Maybe.” Doreen shrugged. “1 have to think about that some more.”

Wendy added, “It doesn’t have to be new, you know? It could be something you've
made that is appreciated way more.”

“Yeah, | just don’t have any skills.” Doreen winced.

“You have a lot more skills than you know, and you' ve really been putting them to
good use helping this town,” Wendy noted.

Doreen laughed at that. “My grandmother is determined to throw me a thank-you
party next week,” she shared.

“1 know.” Wendy gave her a bright smile. “I got an invitation.”

“Really?’ she asked, looking at Wendy in delight. “I didn’t realize Nan was inviting
people.”

“Oh boy, | think she’'s inviting half the town. | will be there,” Wendy stated. “I
wouldn’t missit. We all have something to thank you for.”

“Oh, | don’'t want that,” Doreen muttered in horror. “I would just as soon we skip all
that.”

Wendy laughed. “You might, but a lot of people want an opportunity to be there and
to see you receive thanks for all the work you' ve done for us.”

“Oh, gosh,” Doreen muttered, her face hot with embarrassment. She returned to her
car, really hoping the party wouldn't be one of those kinds of events. She'd always
felt incredibly self-conscious for whoever was in the hot seat, looking as if they were
suffering from all the attention.



It was a lovely thing for Nan to do, but it was totally unnecessary. It's not as if
Doreen had done all this for the fame or the spotlight to be on her. All the work, all
her efforts and everything she’' d done was because of the cases, giving closure to the
victims families. The fact that solving a cold case also helped somebody else in the
process was just a good thing occurring at the same time.

Groaning at the thought of so many people coming to the party, Doreen wondered if
Nan needed help paying for it. As soon as she picked up a few groceries, she headed
home and unloaded the groceries. Then she called Nan. “Hey, do you want me to
come down today?’

“Absolutely,” Nan agreed.

“Do you need some money to help pay for the party?’

“Nope, we've got it in hand,” Nan replied. “ See you in ten.”
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D oreen quickly got the animals ready and herself bundled up, and then the four of
them stepped outside and headed toward the path to Rosemoor. She winced as she
passed all the cold-case-related places they’d had so many issues with over time, but
it seemed as if everybody was being good to each other right now amid the holiday
season.

At Rosemoor she walked through the main entrance, with several people calling out
greetings to her and her animals. She smiled and waved and headed toward Nan’s
apartment. As she got there, the door opened, just as she was arriving.

“Don’t you tell her now,” Richie said, giving Nan a hug before turning to leave.

Doreen stopped, frowned at Nan, and then looked at Richie. “Don’t tell me what?’
Nan's expression immediately turned innocent, which made her look incredibly

guilty.

“We weren't talking about you, dear,” Nan replied.

“1 don’t want you manipulating the staff to make this party happen either.”

“1 wouldn’t do that,” she remarked, staring at her granddaughter in astonishment.

Y et Doreen already knew exactly how much Nan got herself involved in things just
like that. “ Y ou might say that”—shaking her head—"but | do know you.”

Nan grinned a huge smile and nodded. “And isn’t it lovely that you do?’ She opened
her arms for a hug. “It makes my life so much easier.”



Doreen bent to hug her but still sighed. “What are you up to?’

“We're up to nothing,” she declared.

Doreen nudged Richie, hoping to get something out of him, but he was having none
of it.

“Hello and goodbye,” he said, and was gone in aflash.

Doreen frowned at her grandmother, who waved her hand. “It's fine, child.
Everything's absolutely fine. Besides, it’'s the season for secrets.” She then spent a
few minutes nuzzling the animals, one by one.

“As long as you're not interfering in anything you shouldn’t be,” Doreen noted, her
gaze narrowing.

“Of course not. | would never ,” Nan protested innocently.

Still, it was hard to keep the suspicion out of Doreen’s thoughts as she sat down to
discuss the party plans with Nan. Something was just so cagey and crafty about her
grandmother today that Doreen couldn’t quite relax. Currently they were affixing red
velvet bows on the pine bough garlands. Her animas were surprisingly well
mannered today. Thaddeus sat quietly on her shoulder. Mugs was asleep on the floor
by Nan’sfeet, while Goliath lay on the dining table, histail occasionally swaying into
the garlands and the bows.

When they had done this batch, Doreen asked Nan, “Are you guys sure you don't
need some money to help with this?’

“Of course not,” Nan declared, eyeing her askance. “We're al just fine. Rosemoor
has a Christmas decorating budget. We have just added a few touches here and



there”

“You al might be fine,” Doreen muttered in frustration, “but 1 am not. All you're
doing isjust reminding methat | don’t have anything for Mack,” she confessed.

“1 told you. Make him shortbreads, dear. That’'ll make him happy,” she stated, with
an airy wave of her hand.

“l did just buy the ingredients.” At that, Nan turned and looked at her in delight.
Doreen shrugged. “I figured | should at least try some Christmas baking on my own.”

“You absolutely should try,” Nan exclaimed, “but do more than try. You need to
succeed.” She was openly scolding Doreen now. “Attitude is everything.”

Doreen smiled. Her grandmother would lecture her until she was done and would
love every minute of it. In the meantime, for Doreen, it was a little hard to realize
how far off track she could get at times, but trust Nan to pull her right back into place.
“1 wasn't thinking | was doing that badly,” she protested.

“No, but, when learning something new, you have to keep at it, keep using a skill in
order for it to become something you can count on,” Nan explained. “So, you can’t
just bake today and never again. It needs to be an ongoing process.”

“Maybe,” Doreen replied, “but it’s still not a skill that comes easily for me.”

“I'm not sure skills are supposed to come easily,” Nan clarified, studying her
granddaughter. “Natural talents might, but skills? Skills seem to be something

completely and altogether different.”

“Maybe,” Doreen muttered. “ Still seems alittle off, though.”



Nan laughed. “ Off isn't bad,” she pointed out. “In fact, off is often good. You just
have to accept that what you think is good versus what somebody else may think is
good can be atotally different story.”

Doreen wasn't here to argue with Nan, and it seemed to be a moot point at this stage
anyway. “I'll try the shortbreads, maybe tomorrow,” she shared. “God knows I’ ve got
nothing elseto do.”

Nan frowned, looking at Doreen in concern.

“I'm fine.” Doreen sighed. “It’'s just been a while since | had a case, and I'm a little
stir-crazy.”

“We should be happy about that,” Nan noted. “We don’'t want to constantly have
these issues.”

“Of course not,” Doreen conceded. “I’m wondering if |1 should just do more
volunteering elsewhere.”

“You can always help at the food bank and serve Christmas dinner.”

“But that only would keep me busy this month. Besides, | want to talk to Mack about
that first,” she shared. “I don’'t know whether he has any plans or not, and | don’t
want to scuttle them by not checking with him first.”

“Oh, | do like to hear that,” Nan exclaimed, looking at Doreen in delight. “You are
learning.”

She frowned. “Now, if only | could learn on the topic of this gift-giving thing. Surely
I’m not so far off asto be unaware of what Mack would like,” she muttered. “Though
| must say, you've got me alittle worried.”



“Oh dear.” Nan frowned. “I didn’t mean to scare you or to upset you. Y our husband
really wasn’'t a nice man. | know we shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but he really did
anumber on you.”

Doreen shook her head. “You’'ve done nothing but speak ill of him anyway,” she
shared, “so the fact that he' s dead doesn’t make awhole lot of difference.”

“1 just don’t want you to do anything that would cause you to lose Mack.”

“Cause me to lose Mack?” Doreen repeated, staring at Nan. “Y ou really think that 1’1l
do something as drastic as that?’

“No, I'm not thinking that at all,” she replied, with a pat of Doreen’s hand.
“However, I’ ve been around alittle bit longer than you and understand that it’s pretty
easy to do the wrong thing. It's not a one-and-done thing. It's a relationship. Just
when you thought everything was nice and tidy, you realize that you haven't sorted
out something mgjor, and now it's a big thing that you didn’t realize was a thing at
al.” After sharing that convoluted mess, Nan smiled at Doreen. “But enough of that
talk, we have work to do.” Nan pointed to her amazing work list of everything that
needed to be done for the party.

Doreen stared at her. “Are you doing this al by yourself?’ she asked in astonishment.
“No, of course not,” she said, with another dramatic wave of her hand. “We have lots
of volunteers. But the fact remains that we don’t want to leave it for too many people

to mess up,” Nan pointed out. “ So we need to keep acloseeyeoniit.”

“Right.” Doreen shook her head. “When you mentioned it would be here at the
center, | assumed management was okay with it.”

“Of course they are,” Nan declared, frowning at her. “ And, yes, we did talk to them.”



“Areyou sure?’
Nan laughed. “Of course we did. The last thing we want is something to go wrong at
that stage and have management all upset because we didn’t include them in our

plans.”

“Yeah, that wouldn't go over well, would it?” Doreen noted, staring at Nan. “And
you' re sure you' re not up to something?’

Nan gave her that mostly innocent, yet somehow guilty look, then asked, “Oh, my
dear, what could we possibly be getting into?’

“l don't know,” Doreen admitted, narrowing her gaze. “The fact that you’ re even this
involved has me worried.”

She chuckled. “Trust, child. You just need alittle more trust.”

“Ah, well.” Doreen groaned, staring at her grandmother. “I might need a lot more
trust. A whole lot.”

“You better find it then,” Nan stated. “1 don’t have time for any of that now.”

“ Right ,” Doreen muttered, not exactly sure what she was getting herself involved in.

“You go along now,” Nan said dismissively. “Y ou have to find mistletoe.”

“What do you mean?’ Doreen asked.

Nan frowned, shaking her head. “Y ou heard about the semi-truck accident, right?’

“No, | didn’t.” She looked over at Nan.



“Oh.” Nan gave her half a smile. “Mack’s really keeping you out of this one, isn’t
he?’

She eyed her grandmother in astonishment. “Until now | didn’'t know that he's trying
to keep me out of anything, but you're not helping by giving me bare-bones
explanations.”

“1 really don’t want to get too involved. That would upset Mack.”

“Asif you care about that.” Doreen snorted.

“Of course | care. HE' s avery special man, after al,” shesaid, “and | don’t want usto
do anything that’ [l mess up his plans.”

“Oh. goodness.” Doreen sighed, staring at her grandmother. “Please stay out of
Mack’s life, Nan.”

“1 would love to,” she agreed in that same rumbling comfortable tone that she oozed
al the time—when she wanted something. “I mean, it would be so much easier if
people would pay attention and would do what they’ re supposed to do.”

“Oh boy,” Doreen muttered, “Nan, please, please, just leave Mack alone.”

Nan shook her head. “1 have no intention of getting involved with Mack at all.” And,
with that, Nan went off in peals of laughter.

Her grandmother’s glee just made Doreen feel even worse. She didn’t know how to
get Nan to butt out of Mack’ s life. The last thing Mack needed was her grandmother’s
interference, particularly if he was working a case. “And you do know that I’'m not
allowed to involve myself in any case that isn’t connected to a cold case.”



“That’strue,” Nan confirmed. “ So, we'll have a problem, won’'t we?’

“l don’t know that we'll have a problem at all,” Doreen noted, shaking her head at
Nan. “I don’t understand what could possibly be a problem.”

“That’s a good thing,” Nan declared, with a bright smile. “We definitely don’t want
problems at this stage.”

“You'retaking in circles,” Doreen muttered. “Please, if you' ve got something to say
about whatever isgoing on, let’s hear it.”

“1 can’t, my dear. It's Christmas, which is all about secrets.”

“Oh my gosh, I'll have to apologize to Mack for you butting into hislife, won't 17?7’

“l don't know.” Nan faced her with those bright blue eyes, amost chortling with
laughter. “Will you?’

Doreen groaned. “Yeah,... | will. So | might aswell do it upfront because | can’t stop
you from whatever madness you' re involved in.”

“It’s not madness,” she argued. “It’s just that sometimes... people need a little help.
That's al.”

“Right, and you think Mack needs help? Remember that, if you get me in trouble
over any of his current cases, | won't be allowed to work on any cold cases
anymore.” She hated to admit it, but it would completely ruin the fun she had on a
day-to-day basis.

“No, no, of course not,” Nan agreed, staring at her in astonishment. “We wouldn't
want that to happen. We have just as much fun with your cases as you do.”



“Right,” Doreen said, realizing at least that much was the truth coming from Nan.
“S0, you won't do anything to mess this up?’

“No, of course not,” Nan declared, with a bright smile. A too bright smile. Somehow
that didn’t make Doreen feel any better. She frowned when Nan patted her hand and
added, “You go chase down that mistletoe. We have to have it, and that is not
negotiable.”

“It's an old folks home, Nan. It's not as if everyone is doing any kissing anyway,”
Doreen noted, with an eyeroll.

Nan narrowed her eyes at her granddaughter. “1 hope we all are kissing for the rest of
our lives. Remember, Doreen. Romance is never dead, no matter how old you are,
child.”

“Does that mean that you and Richie are still an item?”’

“Mind your own business, dear.”

Doreen didn’t know what to say to that, but she certainly didn’t want to think about
this place erupting in loud smooches at Christmas, or any other time, that's for sure.
“Fine. What is it you want me to do?’

“Find some mistletoe for the Rosemoor party. Maybe a sprig for your own house too,
right? Then go make yourself busy.” Nan stood, brushing her away. “You need to
look after yourself. Maybe get a haircut. And | don’'t know, go get a massage or
something,” she suggested hopefully.

Doreen stared at her, then shook her head. “ Nah . I’'m fine.”

“Oh, good. And your hair?’



“My hair is fine,” she replied, staring at her awkwardly, “unless you're trying to tell
me something.”

“No, my dear, | would never do that,” Nan declared.

“Yes, you would,” Doreen admitted, sighing. “I don’'t think I'll like Christmas
celebrations much if it comes with this much focus on me, learning how to be like
everyone else.”

Nan laughed. “You just be you, and you'll love it,” she said warmly. “You must
allow yourself to open up and to enjoy it.”

And if that wasn’'t enough to set her nerves on edge, Nan's follow-up words caused
Doreen to nearly recoil with horror.

“Of course it depends on Mack too, you know?’

“How about we leave Mack out of it,” Doreen said. “Don’t be bothering him, Nan. If
you need anything, just tell me, and we'll deal with it.”

“I will. I will. I will,” she declared, with that same innocent yet horribly guilty look in
her eye. The laughter in her expression was enough to get Doreen’s blood pressure
rising. Nan immediately noticed. “You, my dear, need to go get some rest. Just go
home, relax, make your shortbreads, and have a couple too,” she suggested, with a
bright smile. “Absolutely no point in baking if you don’'t enjoy the end product.
That’' s half the fun.”

“1 struggle with eating anything | bake, as|’'m half afraid I’'ll poison myself.”

Nan frowned at her and then peeled off in joyful laughter. “I do enjoy your visits,”
she admitted, with a bright smile. “So | hate to say it, but you need to get going,” Nan



stated in no uncertain terms. After another reference to Christmas surprises and all
that, Doreen and her animals were unceremoniously bumped out of Nan's apartment.

Doreen hadn’t even been offered tea or any treats, and neither had her animals. Even
their cuddles had been held to a minimum. Her grandmother was really caught up in
whatever she was into, and it would definitely be interesting to learn more about that.
The good thing was that her grandmother was also completely engaged in the planned
party and having alot of fun in the process, and Doreen would never take that away
from her. Of anybody she had ever met, Nan appeared to be enjoying retirement and
taking advantage of all the activities Rosemoor had to offer.

When you were eighty-plus, did you truly know how to live life? Did your dreams
come true? Did retirement living morph into truly living? Doreen didn’'t know, but
Nan was certainly enjoying her senior years more than anybody else Doreen knew.
Actually Nan always seemed to be enjoying her life, no matter her age. Yet, at
Rosemoor, Nan appeared to have a whole new lease on life and had no intention of
giving it up anytime soon.

And, with the shortbread recipe now her focus, Doreen and her animals headed home.
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W hen Mack stopped by at the end of the day, Doreen greeted him at the door with a
cookie. He raised one eyebrow and opened his mouth for a bite. She popped in a
morsel, and he chewed it with afrown.

“Shortbread?’ he asked cautioudly.

She frowned back at him. “It doesn’t taste like shortbread?’ she asked doubtfully.
“1"ve never had any, so | don’'t know.”

He just nodded and chewed alittle bit more.
“Okay, great ,” she muttered. “Somehow | managed to mess that up too.”

“1 don’'t know that you messed it up,” he clarified, “but you do realize that shortbread
needs alight hand, right? This cookie still tastes good,” he added.

She glared at him. “But not that good, so not alight hand.”

“I’m not sure what you did,” he replied, “but shortbreads should be just a quick mix,
aquick roll, and then pop it into the oven.”

“ Hmm .... Good to know. | did buy enough ingredients, so maybe | should try it
again.”

He walked into the kitchen behind her, snagged up another shortbread cookie from
the counter, and nodded. “| have to have another bite to be sure.”



She glared at him. “If you’ re having another bite, it can’'t be that bad.”

“Nope, it'snot,” he said, with asnort. “It just needs alittle... practice.”

“How come everything | do needs a little practice?’ she asked, a forlorn note evident
in her tone.

He turned and looked at her. “You'rerealy having atough day of it, huh ?’

“1 shouldn’t be, though,” she muttered. “I mean, everything should be fine.”

“Should be, but isit?’

“Nan did tell me to go track down some mistletoe,” she shared, “but | don’t know
anything about it. She seems to think she is missing some mistletoe.”

His lips twitched. “I think you may find that any missing mistletoe is more missing in
Nan’'s head than anywhere else,” he muttered.

“She should know that a cutting of fresh mistletoe lasts one month, and so we have to
get more each year.” Doreen turned to face Mack. “ She aso seemed to think that you
hadn’t told me about a case.”

He froze in the act of popping a third shortbread into his mouth, his eyes widening.
“Oh, did she now?’ he muttered.

“Yeah.” She studied him carefully. “Y ou wouldn’t do that, would you?’
“You and | both know how much we enjoy sharing cases,” he replied. “We aso know

that | can only share so much with you about a pending investigation. So, no, |
wouldn’t hold back case info deliberately.”



“But,” she noted, hearing the inflection in his wording, “something appears to be
going on that | don’t know about.”

He smiled. “It is Christmas, remember?”’

“Which is exactly what Nan told me,” Doreen cried out in frustration. “I don’t know
if you guys realize how little I know about celebrating Christmas.” When Mack
frowned at her, she shrugged. “Mathew didn’t want anything to do with it, and it's
been a very long time since | had any family nearby. Nan cared about me, and she
still does, but she was also living her best life with her carefree lifestyle at that point,
rather than focusing her days on her married granddaughter,” she muttered. “So
honestly, when it comesto Christmas, | really don’t know what is expected.”

“Nothing’s expected,” he replied. “It should be just a fun time to celebrate. People
have various traditions, so it’s a little different for everyone, depending on what they
areused to.”

“What about gifts? | don’t have aclue.”

“1f you want to give me something,” he suggested, “then feel free. Otherwise | am not
bothered.”

“Y eah, but that just means you'll turn around and get me something, and then I’ [l feel
bad because | don’'t have something to reciprocate.” When he burst out laughing, she

nodded. “But I’'mright, aren't 1?7’

“l don’'t know,” he said, with a smile. “I can tell you right now that | don’t have
anything specifically Christmas-related for you at thistime.”

“But you do have something for me,” she noted, latching onto his wording again.



“1 do, yes,” he agreed, “but it’s not meant to stress you out. That’s the opposite of my
intent.” When she glared at him, he just smiled. “Honestly.”

“Sure, honestly ,” she muttered. “It seems as if everybody is involved in something
that | don’t know anything about.”

He stared at her. “You, my dear, are at the heart of everything, as always,” he shared.
“So maybe thistime you can just step back abit.”

“But what'’ s this about missing mistletoe?’

“We had that vehicle crash, remember?’

“No, | don't remember. You didn’t tell me about a crash.”

He frowned. “The night that we were sitting at the river.”

“No, you didn’t mention a crash,” she pointed out. “You had to leave, and it had
something to do with mistletoe, but you didn’t tell me what it was about, not then and
not afterward either.”

“Okay, sorry. We had a semi-truck crash on the highway, bringing in poinsettias and
alot of Christmas-themed plants and flowers. Honestly, it's alittle late for them to be
trucked in, but it was the overflow from Vancouver, after our local crop had not
survived the freezing temps we had here earlier. Anyway, the driver had a bad
accident, and the entire load was either stolen or left behind to be damaged by the
elements, during another of the cold snaps we've had. So al the live plants were just
gone.”

“Oh, | see. So it’s not that the mistletoe is missing. It’sjust that the town doesn’'t have

any.



“Exactly. So, everything in Kelowna has been pretty well wiped out, and people are
scrambling to get any poinsettias and a bunch of other stuff from nearby towns. |
can't say it’s ever been anything | particularly worried about.”

“Okay,” she muttered.

“Feel better?’

“Yes,... it'saways tough when it feels asif I’m being excluded from something.”

“You know that's just a part of Christmas,” he said, dropping a kiss on her nose.
“Christmasisfull of secrets.”

“Yeah, but | don't like secrets and surprises,” she declared.

He burst out laughing. “It doesn't seem to matter because, when Christmas
happens—short of people setting out how they want to handle it ahead of time, like
families or people in arelationship—Christmas is full of all kinds of things, and they
don’'t have to be bad, even if secrets or surprises.” When she looked at him in
disbelief, he shook his head. “You know, if that husband of yours wasn't dead

already, | would pound him into the ground right now.”

“Take a number,” she muttered. “I think | could find enough reasons to do that
myself. | did talk to your brother again.”

“Good. Is he coming through with the paperwork?’

“Y eah, but he just brought up another big mess of issues though,” she muttered.

“Such as?’



“Mathew’s houses were full, so Nick asked me what | wanted to do with all the
furnishings. He did mention that sometimes it's easier to sell houses if they looked
livedin.”

“That’s very true. Isn’'t that what staging is all about?’ he asked, with a nod. “So just
leave the furnishings asis, until the houses sell, right?’

“That’swhat | suggested, but then Nick mentioned valuable paintings.”

Mack slowly turned from where he' d been eyeing the cookies, and she had to laugh
because he seemed to be very seriously thinking that cookie number four was due.

“Y ou know the cookies can't be that bad.”

“Nope, they’'re not bad at all, just a little bit more of a chew factor than | was
expecting, that’s al, but they taste just fine.”

“Chew factor,” she repeated, “Right. So, in other words, they’ re tough.”

“I'm really not sure how that works,” he said apologetically. “I’ve never had tough
shortbread before.”

“Yeah, well, if there was away to make it happen, you can count on me for that,” she
muttered.

“What do you mean by expensive paintings?’ he asked, facing her.

She shrugged. “Mathew collected art.”

“Of course he did.” Mack sighed.



Doreen nodded. “Asfar as| can tell, he was really proud of it.”

“And do you know what’s in his collection?’

“l don't. | was never allowed to look at it very much. If | did, | had to say the right
thing. Otherwise he would get quite pissed off because | never said the right thing. |
learned it was best to just avoid the whole issue.”

His lips twitched. “I can see that.”

“Yeah, well, anyway , | told Nick that we should probably contact the same auction
people as before and sell them.”

“Oh, that's a good idea. At least you have a trusted connection there you can work
with.”

“That’s what | thought.” She nodded. “Nick seemed to think that was a decent idea

too.

“I"'m sure he did.” Mack smiled. “He’s pretty reasonable when it comes to that kind
of thing, isn't he?’

“l think so,” she muttered. “Anyway, he'll get a realtor to list everything in the
houses. In fact, he wants the realtor to film the contents of all the houses. That way
we don’t have to fly out there and see each house and everything firsthand, before
selling them. Scott would appreciate a visual record too, but I’'m sure he'll want to
send somebody out there in person as well. If he wants me there too, | think you
should go with me—if you could get one whole day off to do that sort of thing.”

“Interesting.” He absentmindedly shifted his watch.



“Is that watch bothering you?’ she asked, noticing hisirritated skin.

He shrugged. “The wristband is old. I’ve been meaning to get a new one but just
haven’t gotten around to it.”

She tucked away that information, wondering if she should try to find something in
her husband’'s collection or if that would just piss off Mack. She seemed to walk
through a mine field these days. Was it okay to give Mack a watch that came from
her late husband’s collection? The very same ex who had tried to kill her? She would
talk to Mack’s brother and see if that was okay to regift or would be something so
wrong that Mack would be angry.

“Anyway, | can tell you this about my current case,” Mack began, as he walked
closer to her. “The mistletoe on that truck died or was taken, so now we have no live
mistletoe in town.”

“Which I'm sure is upsetting a lot of people,” Doreen noted. “It's driving Nan
completely batty.”

He laughed. “Anything that doesn't go the way Nan wants it to go is practicaly
guaranteed to drive her batty.”

Doreen laughed. “I was down there earlier, and so much hush-hush stuff was going
on that, when Nan pushed me out the door, | was happy to leave.”

He looked at her askance. “ Seriously? What are they up to?’
“l don’'t know,” she muttered. “And | think it's better if | don’t know at this stage.”

He looked at her worriedly, and she nodded. “I know. | know. She’s my grandmother,
but you also may want to talk to Darren about his grandfather.”



Mack laughed. “Darren is trying very hard to avoid his grandfather right now, as
Richie is constantly getting Darren in trouble.”

“|1 feel the same way about Nan,” Doreen muttered. “Yet, as long as everybody at
Rosemoor is doing okay, | guess we can leave them to their own mess. They are
adults, after all.”

“If you say so,” Mack conceded.

“Anyway, you're not getting me something for Christmas, right?’

He frowned and asked cautiously, “Are you saying you don’t want anything for
Christmas?’

She frowned right back at him. “I was thinking that maybe we really didn’t need to
do gifts, you know?’

“We don't need to do gifts,” he clarified, “but | did have something in mind | wanted
to get you.”

She stared at him. “How come everybody always seems to have something in mind,
but | don’t even understand how the system works?’

“That’ s because you' re overthinking it,” he said gently. “The only thing that matters
isthat, if you want to give somebody a gift, you give it to them for the right reason.”

“And that is?’

“Because you want to,” he stated.

She smiled. “Okay, | think | can handle that.”



He twisted his watchband again and frowned. “Thisisreally irritating.”

“Maybe that’s something | could look for,” she suggested.

“A watchband?’ Looking down at it, he nodded. “ Sure, why don’t you buy me a new
watchband for Christmas. That’ll give you something that will make you feel good to
give me because it's something | need, and | know how much you appreciate that.”
“Right.” Still, she frowned. “Yet | don’'t know if it’s something | can do though.”
“Thereisasizeinvolved,” he noted, and he quickly wrote it down on the notepad she
kept nearby. “Even if not for Christmas, maybe you could spend a minute researching
to find me one that won't irritate my skin.”

“1 think it has to do with the coating on them,” she muttered.

“Y eah, maybe. The coating has probably worn off on this one.”

“You can always get a gold one or something,” she pointed out, frowning at the size
of it, how it wasloose on hiswrist.

“Gold?’ he repeated and laughed. Y eah, that’s not happening. | wouldn’'t even know
what to do with it.”

“Wear it, of course.”

He smiled, tapped her on the nose, and said, “How about some food, before | finish
al the rest of your cookies?’

“They can’t be that bad then.”



“They aren’t bad at all,” hereplied. “They’ve got areally good flavor.”

“So just high on the chew factor then?’

His grin flashed. “Exactly, just a high chew factor, and that’s a good thing.”

“How on earth is that a good thing?’

“Because you taught me something new.”

“What's that?’ she asked, glaring at him, knowing it wouldn’'t be something she
liked.

He laughed. “1 didn’t know that shortbread came chewy.”

She sighed. “I’ll try again.”

“You do that,” he said, as he reached for another.

She smacked his hand. “Didn’t you say you wanted dinner first? Did we make dinner
plans?’ She stared at him in astoni shment.

He sighed. “I thought we did. Y ou were supposed to make chicken.”

“Oh. | don't think | got the memo.”

“Ah.” He shrugged. “Pizza?’

“Pizza would be great,” she replied. “I guess | should have taken the chicken out to
thaw, huh 7



“You didn’t though, so it'sno big deal.”

“1 don’'t fedl like cooking tonight,” she grumbled in frustration. “I think something is
wrong with me.” He looked at her, raising one brow. She shrugged. “I never really
feel like cooking. It isn’'t something that comes naturally in any way. It's not a skill
that | can just turn around and say, Hey, this is something | can do , without feeling
likeit’'sachore.”

“Becauseit’s achore that you want to get out of doing.”

“1 hate to put it that way,” she muttered.

He shrugged. “It just iswhat it is. Nobody said you had to cook all the time. Nobody
said | had to cook all the time either. The good news is, we can do whatever we want
most of the time.” And, with that, he pulled out his phone and ordered pizza. As he
put away his phone, he nodded. “ Twenty minutes.”

“Oh, good,” she said, as her stomach rumbled.

He smiled. “Have you tried any of your cookies?’

“No, | wasworried.”

“Worried?' he asked.

“Yeah. What if they weren't edible?’

He nodded. “I can assure you that they’'re edible.” He snagged another one. “Quite
edible.”

“You need to stop,” she protested, “or you won’'t have any room for dinner.”



“Really?’ he asked, with an eyeroll. “Do you honestly think that argument will work
with me?’

“1 don’'t know. Y ou would think so,” she muttered. “ Apparently that’s how people do
it with kids.”

“I’'m hardly akid,” he pointed out, with alaugh.

“That’s part of the reason Nan is so worried about me.”

“What do you mean?’

She sighed. “Nan mentioned something today that I’ m struggling with.”

“ Uh-oh . Nan's very good at saying all kinds of things.”

“1 know, but she seems to think I’'m in danger of losing you. If | don’t do certain
things, I’ll messit up somehow, and you'll walk away from me.”

He stopped midbite, then walked over to her and tugged her close and just held her. “I
don’t think Nan has any good advice in that department,” he murmured gently. “Next
time she tries to give you any relationship suggestions, just tell her that you'll figure
it out, just as you figure out everything else.”

“Do you think so?’ she asked, leaning back to look up at him, hating the insecurity
overtaking her. “I never quite know what to say when she getsin that mood.”

“Of course you don’t,” he agreed. “Nan is absolutely lovely, and | know where she's
coming from, and it’s okay.” He leaned down and gave Doreen a kiss. “Now put that
thought out of your mind and let’ s deal with more important things.”



“What’ sthat?’ she asked.

“My stomach.” Then he burst into laughter.
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W aking up the next morning, Doreen hopped out of bed and was soon downstairs,
with a cup of coffee in hand, sitting down at her laptop. She was determined to sort
out what had happened with that trucking accident. If people needed mistletoe around
here, surely there would be other sources to get it. She noted some shipping issues,
and things were not coming due to highway transport on wintry roads. That could
affect planes as well. With bad weather, sometimes people had to do without for a
while.

Still, the truck had been on its way to Kelowna, but all its goods had been stolen or
frozen, which was really too bad. Although she wasn't so sure that mistletoe could
freeze. Could it? A quick internet search confirmed that frozen mistletoe was
damaged, and its blossoms would soon fall off. Even if frozen and then thawed, the
branches themselves would stay firm and strong, but the rest of it could get pretty
nasty.

Frowning at that, she made a few phone calls. It didn’t take long to confirm that the
local florists were all out of any mistletoe and had no hopes of deliveries before
Christmas. Just as she was pondering what else she could do, Nan called her. “I can’t
find mistletoe anywhere,” she told her grandmother fretfully. “Between the accident
last week and now with the highways closed due to the bad wesather, it will quite
likely be in short supply.”

“Not just quite likely , it definitely will be,” Nan snapped, and then she sighed. “It’s
not your fault, child. | just realy wanted it for Christmas.”

“What about fake mistletoe?’ A shocked silence came from the other end. “Okay, so
not fake then.”



“No, not fake,” Nan declared. “However, you're right, child.... There must be some
other alternatives.”

“Did you check out of town to seeif anyone had any?’ Doreen asked.

“No, | haven't, but are you prepared to make a trip on these roads to go get it, if |
found some?’

“No, not really,” Doreen confessed. “If the roads were fine, then sure. Yet, if the
roads aren’t any good,... you and | both know | shouldn’t be out and about driving
any more than you should be.”

“Okay,” Nan replied. “Let me put on my thinking cap and see what | can come up
with.” She ended the call soon after that.

Doreen wondered just what thinking cap her grandmother had. Yet Doreen didn’t
have time to worry about it, as she was curious as to what had caused the trucking
accident in the first place. She quickly phoned Mack, and, when he answered,
sounding distracted, she asked, “So, was that semi-truck accident with the mistletoe
and all the greenery an accident, due to bad road conditions?’

“No, it wasn't an accident,” he replied, with a heavy sigh. “We're waiting for
forensics, and they’re taking their time with lots of people away on holiday.”

She thought about that. “That’s not very good, but, if you're talking about the
accident not being an accident, was it driver error, or did he have a heart attack, or
was he poisoned or something? Or maybe the truck had some mechanical failure
which caused the accident, or was it something else entirely?’

“Something else entirely,” he replied, “and remember that you’ re not allowed on this
case.”



“1 know, but you can’'t fault agal for being curious.”

“Maybe not, but that curiosity of yours tends to go in the wrong direction.”

She snorted at that. “Apparently there's no wrong direction when it comes to this
stuff. Y ou should know that by now.”

“There absolutely is a wrong direction where you are concerned, so don’'t you worry
about it. We'll handleit.”

“1 know, but what aterrible time of the year for afamily to lose somebody.”

“Yes, it absolutely is. The good news in this case, if there is anything good, is he
appeared to be single.”

“Sure, but he has to have amom, adad, or somebody somewhere.”

“Maybe, but we haven't found next of kin yet. Therefore, we haven't released the
name of the deceased.”

“Oh, that’ s even worse. How sad.”

“It can happen, more often than not it seems.”

Doreen groaned. “Nan’s still fretting because there's no mistletoe. | don’t understand
why. It's not as if Christmas or her party will be canceled due to lack of mistletoe.

And, if itisfor her personal use, | don’t even want to hear about it.”

He snorted. “Nan will just have to deal with it. | have much bigger problems to worry
about than a mistletoe shortage.”



“1 know, but she's asked meto get on it.”

“In that case,” he replied, with asmilein histone, “you better get on it.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

“But for you, who has solved so many cold cases,” he noted, with a chuckle, “the
case of missing mistletoe surely can't be that big of adeal.” And, with that, he ended
the call.

She frowned at her phone, but, in a way, it was a good thing. He put Nan's request
into the light of a case, and, if nothing else, that was an angle she could work with. It
made her smile to even think that something could be fun about the missing
mistletoe. Talk about a caper. She laughed out loud at that. Maybe not a caper, but at
least something she could focus on, and she would take almost anything right now.

But first she had to deal with Mugs, who was barking to be let out into the backyard.
He was the spokesman for the cat and the bird this time. She grabbed a heavy coat
and joined all her animals, as they puttered around her garden, sniffing at everything.
With it so cold outside, they were all soon back inside, warming up again.

Back to the mistletoe shortage issue, Doreen pondered what to do about it as she
wandered through her two-story home, which was Nan’'s former home, in which were
tons of things left behind as aresult of downsizing to fit her most important items into
her small apartment at Rosemoor. Nan had deliberately left behind expensive
antiques as part of her household bequest to her granddaughter. Doreen had auctioned
off al the antiques, which included furniture, artwork, and books. In that process,
Doreen had also gone through the other things left behind, including Nan’s clothing,
kitchenware, even paperwork, especially when looking for the provenance regarding
some of the items.



Yet Doreen didn't remember running across any Christmas decorations at all,
including a full search of the basement as well. She didn’t find any Valentine's Day
or Halloween stuff either. Maybe Nan didn’'t go to the trouble decorating just for
herself, but now, with Doreen here, Nan was going all out. Shaking her head, Doreen
didn’t understand this year’s focus on Christmas, yet didn’t want to disappoint Nan
either. At least Doreen didn’t have a cold case right now, or she realy would have
begrudged frittering away her time looking for some nonexistent mistletoe.

She wondered just what she could do, about finding some live mistletoe. Nan was
adamant that they needed mistletoe for the Rosemoor party, and Nan couldn’t
possibly do without it. While Doreen wasn't particularly bothered by this, Nan
apparently was horrified at the concept. Doreen sighed, deciding to dig in, anything to

keep Nan happy.

Yet she kept going back to Mack’s current case. He refused to discuss the fatal
vehicular accident that helped to cause this mistletoe shortage. Mack couldn’t release
the name of the victim because next of kin hadn’t been notified and wouldn’t tell her
what had caused the accident. Doreen understood the truck driver died, and she knew
which trucking company had been involved, so maybe the employer had some
information. She went onto their website, and, while it was lacking in detailed
information as to the recent accident, Doreen found the staff listing.

As she reviewed the employee list, she didn’t know how up to date this online list
was, plus any seasonal workers weren't listed as such. Her heart went out to the
driver’s family, knowing that finding out via a proper notice would be so sad and
heartbreaking. Y et finding out on the news prior to any private notification would be
horrifying.

Doreen sighed and called the company to get further information. When she reached
the receptionist, Doreen blindly pulled one of the employee names off the website
listing and began, “I heard about Edgar’ s accident.”



“Sorry,” the woman said, “I think you meant Brandon.”

“Oh, my goodness, I'm so sorry,” Doreen replied, her tone taking a slightly higher
octave. “| was reading the wrong name here.”

“No, that’s okay. We're all pretty shocked. It's one thing to have an accident, and we
have great truckers here with excellent safe driving records, but to think that he was
shot while driving, that’s something we're all still adjusting to.”

“Of course,” Doreen murmured, struggling to hear about that herself. “Is there
anything at all we can do for his family?’

“He doesn’t have family,” the woman replied.

“Oh my, that’s al the sadder.”

“Itis, isn't it?” she murmured. “I mean, we've talked a lot. He's worked for us for a
good ten years or more. He was just set to retire at the end of this year. Poor Brandon.
He had a new adventure he was all excited about, and somehow that makes it worse,”
the woman muttered. “I mean, just when you’ ve decided you are ready to go off and
do something different, you don't want it all to come crashing down around you
before you even get a chanceto start.”

“Did he say what it was? Maybe we could write his eulogy to that effect, to honor his
memory.”

“Something to do with importing and exporting, and he would start doing a few trips
across the border. Not many, just enough to keep himself from going stir-crazy.”

“Right. | guess crossing the border isanormal trip for these guys.”



“We don’'t do any of the cross-border deliveries,” the receptionist stated, “but he had
some persona history with it. He wanted to start going back and forth with some
friends again.”

“It’s nice to think he had friends. It's bad enough to think he had no family, and
nobody for him at Christmastime.”

“No family left,” she repeated.

“Any idea on who these friends are who he was going into business with?" Doreen
asked curioudly.

“Give me amoment.... | think he mentioned Jimmy.”

“If you know Brandon, then maybe you know Jimmy too,” Doreen noted curiously.

“1 know a couple Jimmys, but I’ m not sure about this one. But then again...”
“Ishethe onewho’s... redly tall and skinny?’ Doreen guessed.

“No, the short one. Asif maybe five foot four or so, and he comes by every oncein a
while. He used to work for us a while back but then left. He's always been friendly,
flirty. He's not terribly attractive, but he's got that charming personality. Oh now |
remember. His name is Jimmy Cooper.”

“Most of the guys with that kind of personality tend to do very well regardless.”

“Right, he’s friendly. Too many guys think women want al this other stuff, but really
they just want somebody who'll treat them well.”

“Oh, I'm right there with you, sister,” Doreen agreed, with a bright smile. “I think



that’s what's missing in so many relationships. People just want to know that
somebody cares.”

“Exactly,” she confirmed. Doreen heard another phone line buzzing in the
background, and the receptionist said, “Oops, I’ ve got to go.”

“That’s all right. Thank you for your time, hon,” Doreen called out cheerfully, but she
already had warning lights going off in her brain.

As soon as she got off the phone, she wondered if she should call Mack. A little
research on Brandon allowed her to find an acquaintance, Jimmy Cooper. She needed
to talk to Mack. He might get quite angry over it al, yet she had to consider whether

thisinfo would help their investigation or hurt it. She didn’t even get a chance to call
him when her phone rang.

“Hey,” Mack greeted her, but his tone was distracted. “| have to go to Rosemoor.
Will you be there yourself anytime soon?”’

“1 told Nan that | would be there to help her later this afternoon. Right now I'm
working on my new case.”

Immediately histone sharpened. “What new case?’ he asked.

Sure enough, worry filled his tone. She snorted. “Y ou're the one who gave me the

idea.”
“God help me,” he muttered. “What are you talking about?’

“The case of the missing mistletoe.”

After some dead silence, he laughed. “Okay, fine. Y ou work on that.”



“By the way, you know that driver of yours who was shot?’

Another silence came. “What about him?”

“1 just had a talk with the trucking company’s receptionist. It was apparently his last
run, and he would go into business with a friend of his, maybe Jmmy Cooper, to
export and import across the border. Jimmy is a short guy, redly friendly, not
necessarily terribly attractive but a charmer. The receptionist mentioned how Jimmy
used to work there, and he was always friendly or alittle flirty at times.”

With a big sigh, Mack replied, “I talked to the trucking company’s crew. What did
you do?’

He knew her so well. “I just phoned to see if there was anything | could do for the
family. The receptionist told me that he had no family and that it was such a shame,
since he was just about to retire from the company and to start a new endeavor.”

“l see,” he noted, histone neutral. “ So, what has this got to do with mistletoe?’

“He was driving the semi-truck with the mistletoe,” she stated. “So, if we've got
missing mistletoe, | had to follow the source. You know, to figure out why the
mistletoe is missing.”

“Oh, good Lord.” He gave a hard groan.

“Areyou okay?' she asked, asmilein her tone.

“You'll bethe death of me,” he muttered.

“1 hope not,” she declared. “| would hate to think that being around me would lead to
more stress for you.”



“Yeah, it would,” he snapped. “ Stay out of my case.”

“Absolutely I'll stay out of your case,” she replied in complete and utter innocence.
“Though, in all honesty, | think it would be better if we worked together on this one.”

He snorted. “I mean it, Doreen. Stay out of it, please.”

“1 just gave you some information that | thought might help.”

“1 would have gotten there on my own,” he said.

“Now you know you can talk to the receptionist and can ask her those kinds of

guestions and get more information about it. Have a nice day.” And, with that, she
quickly ended the call.
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D oreen walked toward Nan's to help her out this afternoon. They were setting out
some decorations al around the place. She didn’'t really understand what it would
look like once done, but, since the project was close to Nan's heart, Doreen would do
whatever she could to keep her grandmother happy.
Doreen was told by one of the residents to go to the big auditorium area of Rosemoor,
which was surprisingly large. Finding Nan there, Doreen said, “I understand you're
making a big deal out of this. | heard even Wendy was invited.”
“Of course sheis. You've done alot for her too.”
“Hardly, al | did was take her some clothing to sell.”
Nan laughed. “If that was all it was, it wouldn’t be much. You're right,” she agreed.
“Y et you forget that she got into some trouble herself, and you were the one who was
there to help her out.”
“Oh, yes.” Doreen frowned, staring at Nan. “| completely forgot about that part.”
Nan smiled. “1 know, but other people have not forgotten.”

Doreen grimaced. “I really don’t need people thanking me for doing the right thing.”

“The good news is, we'll set up this party, and hopefully everything will go
smoothly, and nobody will even need to say anything more.”

“Actualy | like that idea,” Doreen said, with a smile. “I don’t really need thanks,...



you know?’

“1 know. That’s one of the nice things about you.”

“If you say so,” she muttered. “Now, where do you want me to hang these
decorations?’

Nan pointed to one wall. “ Start over there. That wall is basically blank.”

Doreen nodded. “Oh, by the way, do you happen to know a guy named Jimmy
Cooper?’ Nan frowned. “A short guy, friendly, aladies man?’

Richie walked over and glared. “Not somebody you want anything to do with,” he
stated, with a headshake. “Y ou make darn sure you don’t let him get into your pants.”

Doreen stared at him in horror. “I was just asking because he's a friend of the man
who died in the trucking incident.”

“Oh, my,” Richie muttered, yet he still stared at her.

“Are you getting yourself in Mack’ s current case?’ Nan asked worriedly.

Doreen rolled her eyes. “No, of course I’m not getting into Mack’s case. He wouldn’t
let me anyway, and you know how | feel about crossing those boundaries.”

“You would cross them in a heartbeat if you thought you could get away with it,”
Richie declared, glaring at her but with atwinklein his eyes.

“Maybe,” Doreen admitted, “but so would you.”

He let out a large guffaw and nodded. “You're right. | probably would. On the other



hand, we don’t want to be pissing off poor Mack, not right now.”

“Why not right now?’ Doreen asked.

“He's got a case, doesn't he?” Nan asked, nudging Richie. “You know how
protective he' s always been about his cases.”

“Yeah, and, if he's working a case,” Richie added, with a shrug, though to Doreen it
looked a bit off, “you should definitely stay out of it.”

“ Right ,” she muttered, wondering just what the devil was going on with these two.
“Whatever. | was thinking about contacting him—Jimmy Cooper.”

“He' s bad news,” Richie repeated.

“When you say, bad news, do you mean really bad news or just regular bad news?’

“ Bad news, bad news,” he stated. “ The worst kind. How many ways are there to say
it?’

“Just checking,” Doreen replied, trying to keep the conversation light. “It has to do
with how you say it, the inflection, you know? There’'s bad news, and then there's
bad news, and then—"

“Enough,” Richie interrupted, holding up a hand. “He's bad news because he's a
ladies’ man and has a reputation of hitting on anything that moves. Plus, he gets into
all kinds of trouble. Last | heard, he was involved in some questionable cross-border
shenanigans.”

“Cross-border, asin getting things across?’ Doreen asked, trying to figure out exactly
what that meant.



“1 don’t know exactly what he's been up to,” Richie clarified, “but I’ve heard it’s in
the realm of picking up cigarettes and bringing them across the border, without
declaring them. That kind of thing.”

“Ah, so... smuggling basically.”

“1 don’t know that the cops would call it smuggling. A lot of people play the border
game and don’'t consider it illegal.”

“Unlessthey’re caught.”

“Most of them don't get caught because they don't do it in a big way that would
attract attention.”

“Of course not,” Doreen noted. “ That would be breaking the law, right?’

“Exactly, and these guys don’'t necessarily want to break the law. They’re just having
fun with it.”

“Isthat what you think JJmmy was doing?”’

“l don’'t know. He's not the type | shoot the breeze with to find out, you know?’
When Doreen stared at him, he added, “| don’t know what else to say about it. Just to
advise you to stay away from him.”

“I wasn’t planning on going out for coffee with him,” she replied.

“Good,” he declared, clearly alarmed at the thought. “That would not be wise. He
could be downright dangerous.”

“Dangerous?’ Doreen asked. “Hang on a minute. How did we get from a bad news



ladies’ man to dangerous so quickly?’

“Doesn’'t matter,” Richie added. “Doreen, you don’'t want to muck up anything right

now.

“What are you talking about?’ she asked, her hands on her hips.

Suddenly looking as if he had to go somewhere, Richie said, “I'll be right back.”
Then he quickly disappeared.

Doreen turned to Nan and asked, “What the devil is going on?’

Nan just smiled and pointed to her ear, spinning circles with her finger, and noted,
“That’sjust Richie.”

“Oh, come on, Nan,” Doreen said. “It'snot asif he's all of a sudden gone loco.”

“Nothing sudden about it,” Nan stated cheerfully and then chuckled. “He would
probably laugh at me for saying it too. Despite the occasional evidence to the
contrary, he does have all his marbles right now, which is good, since we need them.”

“l don't know what the devil is going on around here.” Doreen stared at her
grandmother. “However, you guys are making me very suspicious.”

“Which, of course, is aways the problem with you,” Nan noted, with a big smile.
“You're naturally suspicious, but | can assure you, child, that you have absolutely
nothing to worry about.”

“Why does that statement make me even more suspicious?’ she asked, glaring at her
grandmother.



“Oh my, you do have a problem then, don't you?" Nan pointed out in perfect
Innocence.

Doreen sighed. “It makes me wonder what all is going on here at Rosemoor.... So, do
you know anything about this immy Cooper guy?’

“Not really,” she replied, with a wave of her hand, “but | heard talk of a group of
people who play the border traffic thing. | don’t know that it’s limited to cigarettes,
maybe not.” She shook her head. “I’ ve heard that a couple guys can get you anything
you want and bring it back across the line.”

“ And then what, you don’t have to pay duty?’

“Yeah, it'sreally cheap.”

“Sure, | get that,” Doreen replied, “but isit worth getting into trouble over?’

“If you're not the one who's on the order form, does it matter?’ Nan asked, with a
shrug.

“Inaway, yeah, it would matter,” she stated, staring at her.

“Then it matters, and, if it matters to you, then you shouldn’t do it,” Nan declared.
“You know that you can't sit here and judge everybody because they work with a
different set of ethics than you do. And you have to decide which of these battles are
ones that you want to get involved in.”

“Have you ever doneit?’

“Oh goodness no,” Nan responded. “I much prefer to support local business people.
But, for some, they think it is a game, with an element of sticking it to the man , if



you will. You know, fighting back against Big Brother or whatever.”

“1 don’t understand all that,” Doreen muttered. “Doesn’t sound like such a great game
tome.”

“For you, it wouldn't be because you’'re way too serious,” Nan noted. “You would
get into the game and would wind up all frantic and worried that you wouldn’t get out
of it.”

“Exactly,” she agreed, “and why not? What if you got caught?’

“What if you got caught?’ Nan asked. “These guys would just say they didn’t know
but would never do it again. For afirst offense, they would probably get off. Easy-
peasy, right?’ Then she laughed.

“But that’ s hardly worth killing anybody over.”

She turned and frowned at Doreen. “Was somebody killed over this?’

The gleam in Nan's gaze made Doreen realize just how invested they’d all become
with her cases. “No, | don’'t think so,” she muttered, with a nonchalance that fooled
no one.

Nan hopped closer. “Was the semi-truck driver murdered?’ she asked in low tones.

“I'm not saying a thing. Remember that this is Mack’s case,” Doreen replied,
throwing her grandmother’ s words right back at her.

Nan glared at her. “Oh, now that’s hardly fair.”

“1 know full well,” Doreen stated, with a smug smile. “ That’s exactly what you do to



me though.”

“Maybe, but | could always just tell Mack that you're interfering in his case. That
would put you in apickle.”

“You could,” Doreen conceded, “but you should have proof.”

“You're asking questions about Brandon and now this Jimmy Cooper guy,” Nan
stated in a crafty tone.

Doreen gasped. “That’ s blackmail.”

“No, that’s just family. We do have a reputation to uphold, now don’t we?’

Doreen had no comeback for that. What could she say? Realizing her grandmother
probably knew more about this Jmmy than she’'d alluded to, Doreen decided to see
how far she could get. “I wonder where | would find Jimmy.”

“He hangs around over in Glenmore, last | heard,” Nan shared a little too quickly.
“There used to be a number you could call if you wanted something, but it's been a
while since | touched base.” Then she laughed. “However, | happened across his

number in my pocket not long ago.”

“For somebody who didn't ever do this, you sure know an awful lot about the
process.”

“I’m ancient, child. I know alot about many things. And, while | may not have used
his services,... you never know when you just might need something.”

“Something?’



“Sure, anything,” she said, with ashrug. “I mean, it'sjust for alark, after all.”

“Please, no more larks.” Doreen stared at her grandmother. “It's not just us who
would have problems here, but right now it could really reflect badly on Mack.”

At that, Nan stopped and frowned. “Oh, yeah.”

“S0, you do remember Jmmy?’

“Yeah, of course | remember him,” she stated crossly, “but honestly, | hadn’t really
considered it from Mack’ s point of view.”

“It's a whole new world now,” Doreen pointed out. “We ve gotten involved in an
awful lot of cases, and, from Mack’s perspective, he's held to a higher standard, and,
as such, we aretoo.”

“That seemsterribly boring,” Nan muttered, staring at Doreen.

“1t might be boring,” she conceded, “but it doesn’t have to be.”

“Oh, of course it does, when we are talking about the cops. Still, we can probably
find another way to liven up our investigations.” Then Nan sighed. “I realy don't

want to think that any of us prefersto be boring .”

“Of course not,” Doreen replied, “but it is the truth when it comes to how Mack
would see these things.”

“It is kind of the truth,” Nan conceded, with a sigh. “I’ll have to put some thought
into that. Anyway you really shouldn’t go down there on your own.”

“It's Glenmore, so not very far away, and it's hardly down there . It's not in any of



the bad areas. After all Glenmore is known to be for families, for crying out loud, so
it's hardly a problem.”

“Maybe not a problem,” Nan noted, “but it’s still not a place | would have you go
aone.”

Doreen sighed. “Nan, what are you not telling me?’

“It’sjust that this immy, he’'s a bit of alothario...” she shared, “and women do tend
tofall all over him.”

“Doyou readly think I'll be falling all over him?’ she asked her grandmother.

“Oh, no, dear, not you, not when you’ ve got Mack.”

Doreen stared at Nan. “Good Lord, so what’s the issue?”’

“I'm not really sure,” Nan muttered, as she stared off in the distance. “I guess | just
would feel... better somehow if you didn’t go.”

“You might feel better, but that’s not an answer.”

“Of courseit’s an answer. | just would feel better if you didn’'t go. How is that not an
answer?’

Doreen shook her head. “Look. If | go, I'll only talk to this guy.”

“Of course, of course,” Nan muttered, but she kept frowning.

“You can't really think that | would be swayed by this guy?”’



Nan shrugged. “He' s got quite a track record.... Women | wouldn’t have expected to
fell heavily for him.”

“Oh, man,” Doreen muttered. “Now you’'re really making me want to go see this
guy.”

“No, no, no, don’'t. Don’t even think that,” she cried out in alarm. “Y ou shouldn’t do
this. Definitely not now.”

“But thisis part of my investigation of the case. So | do need to get ahold of him.”
Nan reached into her pocket and pulled out the slip of paper. As she looked down at

the number in her hand and, with her own phone in her other hand, she called him.
Sure enough, the voice on the other end boomed in delight. “Nan, how are you?’
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S hocked at her grandmother’s impromptu actions, Doreen stepped up, her hands on
her hips, and glared at Nan.

“I’'m doing just fine, JJmmy,” Nan replied cheerfully. “1 heard that a friend of yours
died.”

“Oh my gosh, he sure did. I'm just beside myself over it. You know that we just set
up a business and all.” He sounded sorrowful. “Man, | don’t even know what to do

NOW.
“What business?’ Nan asked.

“You know,” he quipped, with a chuckle.

“So, same old, same old?’

“Y eah, same old, same old.”

“So why set up as a business now?’ Nan asked, with that lively curiosity of hers that
seemed to let her get away with asking questions from anybody, and they all just

volunteered the answers.

“Ah, well,... he wanted to do alittle bit more of it, you know, so he could work less
at hisday job.”

“Working smarter is always agood idea,” Nan replied coyly.



Doreen watched her grandmother in action, and it appeared that Nan could be quite
the charmer herself.

“1 mean, especiadly if it was profitable and all. Of course you don't want to get
caught. | can’t imagine that would go well for you.”

“That was one of the things we were talking about. We don’t want to get caught. We
don’t want any of that strife, but working nine-to-five at our age was not exactly what
we wanted to do either.”

“No, no, of course not. | was really sad to hear about Brandon.”

“Oh, and the fact that he was shot too,” Jimmy added, with a sad tone. “It... just
breaks my heart.”

“Does he have any family? I's there anyone we should do something for?’

“No, no family,” he muttered. “He was al alone. Maybe that’s why it’s hitting me so
hard too. You know that’s my situation as well.”

“1 know,” Nan said. “You never did find that one lovely woman to settle down with
and marry, did you?’

“No, | suredidn’t. Nobody will have me.”

Nan laughed. “Oh, come on. Don’'t you mean that you couldn’t settle down to just
one?’

“l won't say you're wrong there,” he replied in that bright, cheerful tone. “Anyway,
what are you up to? | haven't heard from you in along time.”



“Oh, | just thought | would call and pay my respects for your buddy,” she shared. “ Of
course, my dearly beloved granddaughter is wondering if there was anything
untoward about his death, but, if he was shot, there apparently was.”

“Oh, my goodness. She' s that private eye person, isn't she?’

“Not formally,” Nan replied in a cagey tone.

“That just gave me a thought though. Do you think she would give me a hand to sort
ital out?’

Nan looked over at Doreen, who was shaking her head at a crazy rate. Nan frowned
and glared at her.

Doreen leaned forward and interjected, “Hey, Jmmy. This is Doreen. | can’'t do
anything or get involved in an active case.”

“Oh, right. | think | heard something about that. The police don’t like it, do they?’

“No, they certainly don’t.”

“You know that Brandon ended up doing time afew years back.”

“Really?’ Doreen asked, her ears perking up at that news.

“1t was an open-and-shut deal, B& Es, but he didn’t do it.”

“What do you mean, he didn’t do it?”’

“He was doing B& Es back then but not with me. And he swears he didn’t do one of
those B& Es. So, you know, that’s a cold case.”



“It depends on whether it’s on the books as a cold case though, which it wouldn't be,
not if he did time. If he wasn't guilty though, did he say something or at least try to
mount a defense?’

“He did, but he was afraid to push it too far because whoever had really done it would
come back after him.”

“Interesting,” she murmured.

“After he got out of jail, he tried to get the freedom people to look at it, but nobody
would.”

“That’s interesting too. | can aways talk to Mack and see if that qualifies as letting
me in on the current case.”

“It would be great if you could,” Jimmy said eagerly. “Considering Brandon was
shot, and there didn’t appear to be any reason for it, I'm a little worried about what

might happen the next time | go out.”

“l guess it depends on whether your smuggling operation involves any B&E
operations. Maybe somebody doesn't like the smuggling part.”

“And yet, what's not to like?’" Jimmy asked. “We' ve been doing this for along time,
and nobody’ sredlly cared so far.”

“Qutside of the police, you mean,” she noted in awry tone.

“Well, yeah, them,” Jimmy conceded, “but it's not as if we're heavy into crime or
anything.”

She shook her head as she realized just how much these people thought of it as a



game and not crimina activity. She knew that Mack would have a completely
different viewpoint on it.

“Hey, why don’t you come down and talk to me more about it?’ he suggested, his
tone lightening. “It’slonely down here, and it is Christmastime.”

“That depends on if you've got any information on what happened to Brandon back
then with the B& E.”

“Oh, | can dredge up his old files,” Jmmy noted. “I lived with the guy after all, so all
that stuff isright here.”

“Have the police been to your place?’

“Sure. They went to his new place too. He had recently moved out. That was in the
last month or so, but, up until then, we shared a house.”

“Why did he move out?’ Doreen asked.

“Ah, you know how it is. | think he had thoughts that maybe he would get himself a
girlfriend. He may have felt | was cramping his stylein away.”

“Oh, | see”

Nan nodded. “I can see that too,” Nan added, “not to mention the fact that you do
have abit of aroving eye.”

“1 might have a bit of aroving eye,” he conceded, with alaugh, “but | do understand
boundaries... kind of.”

Nan laughed. “You might understand boundaries, but I’'m not sure you quite know



how to respect them.”

“l don't know about that,” he countered, still with laughter in his tone. “I mean, |
never tried to take the women.”

“No, they just naturally preferred you?’ Doreen asked, with asmile.

“Exactly, so why don’t you come on down, and I’ll show you what I’ ve got regarding
Brandon’s cold case.”

“Sure, | can do that,” Doreen agreed. As soon as she got the address, she ended the
call and looked over at Nan. “1 thought you didn’t want me to go see him?”’

“It’'s probably better if you do go see him,” Nan explained, “and then we won't have
to worry about it.”

“I don't understand how this is different,” Doreen muttered, staring at her
grandmother.

“What? It's just good to get it out of the way. So, if you are persuaded by this guy,
then Mack needs to know that you guysreally don’t have what it takes.”

“Good God, Nan. It's not as if meeting some guy out of the blue will change my
mind about Mack,” she stated in exasperation. “I’m not as fickle as that.”

“No, maybe not.” Nan eyed her granddaughter shrewdly. “But the question is, are
you serious enough for poor Mack right now?”’

“Just stop,” Doreen told Nan. “Please, enough already. Do you really find me that
shallow?’



“You should go see Jimmy now,” Nan declared.

“Fine, | will,” she muttered. “Mack won’'t be home anytime soon anyway. So I'll be
there and back before he comes by my place.”

“Good.” Still, Nan frowned. “Here' s athought. Maybe I’ [l come with you.”

Doreen stared at her. “Areyou up for afield trip?’

“Absolutely, and, besides, we won’t be gone long, right?’

“No, we don’'t have to be. Y ou're the one who seems to think thiswill be abig deal.”

“l don’'t want it to be a big deal,” she clarified, “but sometimes we get surprised by
these things.”

Not sure where Nan was going with any of this, Doreen gathered together the
animals. “Let me go get my car. I'll come right back, so wait for me in the parking
lot, okay?’

It took no time and, as soon as she returned to Rosemoor, she opened up the
passenger door for Nan, who could barely contain her excitement. “Let’s go on afield
trip then,” Doreen announced. “It shouldn’t take very long at all.” And, with that, an
excited Nan at her side, Doreen headed down the road toward Jimmy’s address. It
was about a fifteen-minute drive.

By the time they pulled up in front of the address, Nan looked up and nodded. “This
isit.”

Doreen turned to her grandmother and asked, “What are you not telling me?”’



“Nothing,” she said, blinking those baby blues at her.

“You two were involved, weren't you?’ Doreen asked in disgust. “Don’t tell me that
you smuggled things with him too?’

“No, not really.” Nan gave a dismissive wave. “ Still, with all the hype, you' ve got to
try it, right?’

“No, you don’'t.” Doreen gave her an eyerall.

“It was along time ago, dear.” She patted Doreen’s hand. “Nothing | can get caught
for now.”

“Says you.” They got out with Goliath and Mugs securely leashed, Thaddeus on
Doreen’s shoulder, and walked to the front door. It opened almost immediately. Nan
was snatched into a big hug, while Jimmy’s gaze, bright and assessing, |ooked over
Nan’s head to check out Doreen.

She shook her head at him. “It’s not good form to assess one woman, while you're
hugging another one.” She also noted that her animals weren’t in a rush to greet this
man. Interesting .

He burst out laughing at that, then stepped back to look at Nan. “Oh, | like her
aready.”

“Of course you do,” Nan declared, with amost a sigh of resignation in her voice. She
looked at her granddaughter and added, “Come on in. This is Jameson, but he prefers

Jmmy. Jimmy, thisis my granddaughter, Doreen.”

She smiled at him and said, “Pleased to meet you.”



He looked at her quizzically. “She's definitely not what | expected. And an animal
lover, | see”

To Doreen, it didn't appear that he liked her animals. That was another strike against
him.

“If you'd seen pictures of her, you wouldn’t have had a different expectation,” Nan
stated, nodding at her granddaughter to come in. “Get in here, child, and shut that
door. It's cold.”

“Of course.” She quickly stepped inside, her animals sticking close to her. Doreen
was not sure why Nan was acting the way she was. But absolutely nothing about the
man in front of her would make Doreen’ s heart—or anybody else’ s—jump.

He was balding, definitely weathered, and looked as if he’d been around the booze
for way too long, forgetting to leave it behind. He was also very short and at least
thirty years her senior, if not forty. She hid a smile as Nan looked at him, then at
Doreen, one eyebrow raised. Doreen shook her head, and, with a sigh of relief, Nan
nodded.

“Of course not,” Nan whispered. “Y ou’ re too smart for that.”

Not even sure what that meant, but knowing that something was going on here that
Doreen didn't understand, she followed Nan into the living room, where Jimmy
waited for them. Doreen muttered quietly to Nan, “I still don’t get it.”

“Interesting,” Nan murmured.

As they walked through Jimmy’s house, Doreen noted the antique furniture, then

realized that this guy probably got big bucks from whatever he had been doing. It was
the illegal part that would never go down well in her department, particularly after



dealing with her ex. As she looked around, she smiled and asked, “Live alone by any
chance?’

“Yes, and it's obvious, isn't it?’ he replied gloomily. “All the ladies pass through my
ams,” he quipped, winking at Nan. “And yet | wasn't smart enough to take any of
them on full-time.”

Doreen’ s gaze went from one to the other, but her mind balked at what the wink may
have meant. She shook her head, telling herself it was none of her business. Plus, she

was so hot going there, not even for a moment. She began, “So, your friend.”

“Ah, yes.” Jimmy pointed to a box set off to the side. “Those were al his records.
Not sureit’ll be of any help to you, but it’s possible.”

“Maybe.” She nodded. “Depending on just what it is that we think we' re looking at.”

“1 don’t know,” Jimmy admitted. “I didn’t have anything to do with the B& Es.”

“And yet”—she turned to face him—"you both lived together and were both involved
in smuggling goods across the border.”

“Sure, but it was just agame. It wasn't real.”

“It’ll bereal if the copsfind out.”

He moistened his lips nervously. “That wouldn’t be good.” His gaze went from her,
to Nan, and back to her again. “1 really can’'t have that happen.”

Doreen sighed. “And what about your friend Brandon? What was this about a crime
he didn’t commit?’



“He got charged for multiple crimes,” Jimmy explained, shrugging his shoulders,
“but one of the burglaries he didn’t do. And it always pissed him off that he paid the
price, when somebody else had done the crime. He also believed that he knew who it
was, but | can't remember just what he told me.” He frowned and added, “It was a
weird name, like Potter or something.”

“Potter?’ Doreen repeated, frowning.

“Yeah, | don’'t know for sure, some weird name.”

“Like anickname?’

“No, | think it was areal name,” he replied. “It was one of those kinds of names that
you could never really forget, but, of course, because you couldn’'t forget it, it was
incredibly hard to remember,” Jmmy explained, with a brilliant smile in her
direction.

Apparently Jmmy thought that smile was supposed to make him al the more
endearing to Doreen. Instead it had the opposite effect. “ Okay, and who do you think
would have shot Brandon in his truck?”’

His smilefell away, and he shook his head. “Honest to God, | don’t know.”

“And has it made you rethink your business strategies?’ she asked him. “Becausg, if
it hasn’t, maybe it should.”

“Do you really think it has something to do with smuggling?’ he asked anxiously.
“I don't know about smuggling, but maybe the B&E thing,” she suggested,

“egpecially if Brandon found the guilty party and could produce proof about the
crime he served time for and maybe threatened this person in some way.”



“Brandon might have done that too,” Jimmy replied. “He was just foolish enough to
have that much bravado.”

“Bravado is one thing,” Doreen noted, “but threatening somebody else with jail time,
that’s awhole different story, as you should well know.”

He looked at her nervoudly. “I don’t want to do any jail time.”

“1 get that,” she replied. “So, when the police come around asking questions, you
might want to be alittle more honest and open about your answers.”

Hefrowned. “But, if | do that, | can’t cross the border at al anymore.”

Nan patted his hand. “ Then maybe it’ s time for that caper to end.”

“Do you think so?’ he asked. “I’ll be awfully short on money then.”

Doreen nodded. “I get that, and it's a consideration, but there are other ways to make
an income without putting your life at risk.”

At that, his eyes widened. Then he looked at the box and pushed it toward her. “Y ou
better take that away,” he said. “I ain’t got no idea what happened to Brandon, but |
don’'t want to be the next one killed.”

“Is there any reason to think you might be?’ Doreen asked, not touching the box, her
gaze still assessing him. “Have you done anything or gotten involved with any shady
characters?’

“l don't think so,” he said, “but we don’'t really do a customer background check
when we take on these border jobs.”



“Right. And you have worked at this for how long? Thirty years?’ she asked, closely
watching him. “Times have changed, and the cops have changed, and, most
important, the competition has changed.”

Once again Nan nodded and added, “It's about time for you to change too, my
friend.”

He looked at her, his shoulders sagging. “It’ll really be tough,” he pointed out. “I'm
not sure | can even keep my house.”

“Right,” Nan agreed. “ So we might need to help you find another income stream.”

“Areyou at apensionable age?’ Doreen asked. “That would help.”

“ Sure”—he sent her an eye roll—*“but it’s not asif the pension will be much.”

Doreen tilted her head. “But, if you've been wise with your money over the years,
and if the house is paid for, it should at least cover your living expenses.”

He frowned at her, then turned to Nan. “Shereally just said that, didn’t she?’

Nan chuckled. “Yeah, she sure did. Yet she's right. If everything was paid for, the
pension would probably be enough.”

“It'snot al paid for,” JJmmy admitted, as he collapsed onto the chair beside him. He
looked around at the old house and added, “Honestly, I’ ve been thinking | might need
to sell it for awhile now.”

“l don't know what the market is today versus tomorrow,” Doreen began, “but it
might not be a bad idea. Plus, with all these antiques in the house, that could make
you flush again, depending on what’s going on in your world. Y ou could always look



at other options, like where Nan lives.”

He shook his head. “Rosemoor? | don’t see myself in that place.... Nan held off until
now.” He turned to Doreen pointedly. “And honestly, she moved because of you,
Doreen.”

“1 was ready,” Nan claimed.

“Sure, but you wouldn’'t have considered it but for the fact that she needed a home,”
he pointed out.

Doreen stated, “1 would never let Nan suffer for what she did for me.”

“You'refine,” Nan replied gently. “1 don’t need the money.”

“1 know you don’'t,” Doreen said, with a smile. “And, if you did, | would expect you
to tell me.”

“Of course, child. | helped you, and you can help me.”

But Nan’'s careless attitude meant that Nan would never ask for help, if it ever came
down to that. “We'll deal with whatever we need to, when and if the time comes,”
Doreen stated.

“1 won’'t need help. | have enough money invested to not have to worry.”

“ And then there' s the question of whether you would actually tell me that you needed
help,” Doreen muttered, with asigh.

Nan gave her abright grin. “Y ou know that | still have my jewelry. | have all kinds of
things.”



“Uh, don’'t even mention jewelry.” Doreen sighed. “Apparently | have to deal with
my ex’s jewelry collection aswell.”

Nan’'s gazelit up. “Ooh, that’ |l be so much fun.”
Doreen shook her head. “No, it won't. The only thing | want, if it’s still there—which
IS questionable, since he tried to force me to get rid of it—would be your

grandmother’ s necklace.”

“Oh my.” Nan's hand went to her heart. “I’ d forgotten about that. | gave that to you a
very long time ago.”

“You did, and Mathew didn’'t like it,” she shared, with that same fatalistic tone that
she used whenever it came to conversations around him. She turned hersealf back to

theissue at hand. “ So, back to business. What'’ s this guy’ s name again?’

“ Hmm , Pengo or Potter or something,” Jmmy said, “but | don't know his last
name.”

She took out her little notepad and quickly wrote it down. Thaddeus decided to show
himself and announced, “Thaddeusis here. Thaddeusis here.”

“Oh my God, abird.” Jimmy almost jumped out of his seat.

Doreen explained, “Thaddeus was Nan's pet, along with the cat. Now I'm looking
after them.”

Jmmy nodded, as he regrouped, then pointed at her notepad. “Look at that,” he
declared in admiration. “Y ou came prepared.”

“That’s something you don’t take very long to sort out when you' re doing this kind of



work,” Doreen explained. “These details disappear way too quickly.” He looked at
her and smiled. She sighed. “It'swhat | do and how | figured out how to do it.”

“I’m happy to hear it,” Jimmy replied. “Y our grandmother has had a huge impact in
my life, so I’'m happy to see her granddaughter carrying on in her ways.”

“Oh, | don't think so,” Doreen said.

“Oh my, no,” Nan replied.

Both Doreen and Nan spoke at the same time, and then, sharing a look, burst out
laughing.

“Anyway,” Doreen noted, looking back at Nan, “come on. I’ve got to get you back
before you miss your dinner.”

Nan raised her hand in a wave to Jimmy. “I used to be totally okay to miss dinner,”
she shared, “but now that we have areally good cook, the food is great.”

“Isit?’ he asked wistfully. “I’ll probably open a can of spam and make a sandwich.”
When Nan looked at him in horror, he shrugged. “You know how it is. You make
your choices, and you learn to live with them.”

Doreen didn’t want to get involved, but she could see Nan warming up to him. “Let’s
go, Nan. Remember that Jethro and Richie are waiting.”

She looked over at her in confusion for a moment, then nodded. “Jethro and Richie
have both taken to retirement home living just fine. You should consider it too,
Jmmy.” Nan waved goodbye again and followed Doreen, who had the box in her
arms.



As she got the animals into the car, Nan stated, “You are very good at
compartmentalizing who you help and who you don’t help.”

“I’'m not trying to,” Doreen replied, “but the last thing you need is to take on any
more boyfriends. Isn’'t two at a time enough?”’

“Jimmy and | do have abit of a history,” Nan shared, with afunny note in her tone.

“l got that,” Doreen muttered. “The trouble is, you seem to have an awful lot of
history with an awful lot of people.” When Nan felt no shame whatsoever and just
fluttered her lashes in a comical way, Doreen burst out laughing. “I get it,” she said,

still rolling her eyes. “Y ou’' ve enjoyed your life.”

“1 did enjoy my life, and | still do,” Nan confirmed, with a smile. “Y ou need to enjoy
yours alittle more.”

“1’m getting there, Nan. Honest, | am.”

“I know you are, child, and | don't mean to tease you’—yet she gave her
granddaughter a hard look—*“but | do worry.”

“You don’t need to worry,” Doreen murmured, glancing over at her.

“You may say that, but, for me, it's a whole different story,” Nan noted. “Y ou’re the
only family | have, and | want to ensure that you will be okay in the future.”
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D oreen woke the next morning, eager to get started on tracking down this Potter or
Pengo person, who supposedly committed the B& E that Brandon had served time for.
The fact that Brandon was now dead, shot while driving his semi, piqued her interest.
She started by requesting files from the public archives. Then she thought about it for
amoment and, frowning, picked up the phone and called Mack.

“What’s up?’ he asked, distracted.

“Can you pull Brandon's old files, please?’ There was silence for a bit, and she
braced herself.

“Why?’" he asked cautioudly.

“One, we know that he's dead, and that’s very unfortunate. Two, we know he was
murdered, which is even more unfortunate. Three, apparently he was spouting off
about an older case—a cold case, | might add—that he served time for but still
claimed he was innocent.”

“Seriously?” Mack asked, with asigh.

“Yeah, serioudly.” She was beaming with success at having found a way to get
involved in Mack’s current case.

“So, you're telling me that because Brandon opened up some protest file, it's
something you get to work on?”’

She didn’t say anything, just waited for him to get on with it.



“Let melook intoit, and I'll get back to you.” He promptly ended the call.

Not exactly the answer she was hoping for, but he didn’t tell her to butt out, so that
was a good thing. She had to remember that what she was doing was still technically
skirting the edges of their agreement. It was an agreement she fully intended to abide
If she could, but she was still okay with evading the rules somewhat.

Of course, if something was going on here that needed to be settled, she was perfectly
capable of skirting issues when needed. Still, she didn't want to piss off Mack
unnecessarily. She certainly didn’t want that between them, so she often endured this
wait until he came around phase, until he saw it from her side of the fence.

When he called her back a little bit later, he admitted, “Y ou’re right. He did open a
file with the freedom group, asking to be exonerated and saying he was innocent of
one of these charges. They refused to look at it,” he shared, “because he admitted to
being guilty to all the others.”

“S0 he did serve time for the others, but he also served time for the one in question.
Despite all of that, he remained adamant that he didn’t do it.”

“And?’ he asked curioudly. “What's the point of opening this if nobody is left to
prove he' sinnocent?’

“Potentially somebody is guilty of a crime and is still walking around free,” she
pointed out. “I get that the whole guilty thing is less of a concern for you, but it is a

concern for me.”

He groaned. “Anyway, | pulled the file, and I’'m sending you the bits | can send you
right now.”

“You could send me al of it,” she protested. “Brandon’s gone, and it’snot asif | can



ask him for permission. | already have abox of stuff.”

“What do you mean, you have abox?’ His tone sharpened.

“1 have a box | got from his business partner who happens to be...” She hesitated and
then sighed. “God help me for saying this, and Lord knows these are words | never
thought | would have to utter, but | got it from one of Nan’s old flames.”

“Good Lord, another one?’ he exclaimed.

“Apparently she was a popular girl in her day.” Doreen chuckled.

“Right,” Mack muttered. “Okay, so this box, what about it?’

“Somewhere in here, according to Jmmy, is the information on the guy who really
did that particular B&E.”

“Inthat case I’ ll need to seeit, won't 1?7’ he asked briskly.

“Which iswhy I'm in the process of scanning it all in, so | can send it to you.”

“Would you really send it to me?’ he asked, with a note of humor.

“Of course,” she declared, “But | might have held back alittle bit.”

“Yeah, so why am | imagining that your definition of a little bit could be different
from mine?’ he asked, with a snort.

“Oh, don’'t be silly. I’'m amost done, and | can send this off fairly soon.” She ran the
last few pages through as she talked to him, hoping he would let her in on any news
on the current case, but, of course, Mack being Mack, he didn't give her a thing.



“Okay. All done. I'll just email this all to you.” She quickly forwarded the scans to
him, quite proud of the continuing improvement in her electronic skills. “I think
that’s it, but there could be other stuff in the box. As | go through it, I’ll send you
what | find.”

“Dothat.” Then he added, “Please.” And, with that, he quickly rang off.

She wondered if it was just a little bit too quickly. She wanted to call him back and
ask him what he was trying to hide but figured that wouldn’'t get her very far. Soon
afterward, she poured herself a cup of coffee, and went outside to enjoy the view. It
was a good day, or so she hoped it would be. Then Nan called her.

“What'd you find?’ she asked.

“Nothing yet,” Doreen replied. “I'm still going through the box. | scanned in a bunch
of stuff and sent it off to Mack.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Nan noted, with that air of knowledge. “We have to keep Mack
in the loop, don’t we?’

“If we want to keep interfering in his cases, then yes,” Doreen stated, “or we're not
likely to get far.”

“1t’ s not that we want to keep interfering,” Nan pointed out brightly, “but more about
moving on this.”

Doreen sighed. “I’'m not sure everybody would agree with you.”

“Of course not,” Nan muttered. “1 think I'll try to get him into the home here.”

“Who?’



“Jimmy, of course. Remember we talked to him about it briefly.”

“Right,” she muttered, remembering the way Nan was around him, “And you think he
would be happier there, or will he raise Cain?’

After amoment’s pause Nan replied, “He'll undoubtedly do both, but | think it's still
better for him.”

“It may well be better for him, just as long as you're aware of the potential
conseguences.”

“Y ep, though that’ s not my problem,” she declared, with a cheeky tone.
“If you say so.” Doreen almost groaned out loud at the thought of the lothario
everybody seemed to be so worried about taking on all the women in the retirement

home.

“He doesn’'t need to be lonely, and plenty of people are here for him to socialize
with,” Nan stated.

“l can't argue with that, Nan. | suggest you try calling him to see if he's even
interested in Rosemoor.”

“1 dready have, and he’s coming to take alook. He admits it’s only because | say the
food is so good that he's even contemplating it. He's had a thing about avoiding a

retirement home all these years.”

“1 certainly agree that—for some people, at a certain point in their lives—it seems to
be a very good option.”

“Exactly, and | think that would apply in his case as well.”



“If you say so,” Doreen muttered.

“I’ll leave you to your work now. I’'ll wait for him out front, as he's already on his
way.

“Already?’ she asked in astonishment.

“Yep,... dready. Absolutely no point in waiting when you’ re our age.”

Something about the way she said that made Doreen’s eyes widen. “You're not
talking...”

“Never mind,” Nan cut her off. “I won’'t bore you with details.” Then she quickly
ended the call.

“Good Lord, Nan. Whoever would have thought you would be such a trial at this
stage of your life?” Doreen muttered, as she stared off in the distance.

Who would have thought that life in an old folk’s home could be so filled with all
these clandestine activities? Yet they all seemed to be perfectly happy and healthy,
moving forward in whatever way they wanted. It was hard to argue with any of that,
especially considering the reality that Nan was often at the leading edge of the trouble
down there. As long as she could continue to be good and to stay out everybody’s
way, Doreen shouldn’'t have any more problems at Rosemoor to deal with. But, with
Nan, that was never an easy thing to do.
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| t took a bit, but eventually Doreen found a number for the Freedom Project, and,
armed with the information she had so far, she contacted them to find out why
Brandon’ s request had been turned down.

When the lady on the other end, Lucy, realized that Doreen had no legal right to ask
all these questions, Lucy wasn't very forthcoming. Doreen pressed her a bit. “But the
fact of the matter is, your project is here and is not necessarily just for people who are
lawyers,” Doreen argued. “You're here for anybody who has been unjustly treated. Is
that not correct?’

“Yes, of course it is,” Lucy agreed. “However, we're aso very short on time and
man-hours, so we must put our energy into the cases we have a good chance of
winning. | won't say any more about that.”

“Ah, so not necessarily the cases you believe or don't believe in but the ones that
have the best chance of surviving the legal system.”

“Something like that, yes. Also we understand that Brandon is now deceased.”

“Yes, that’ s quite correct. | just wondered how far any of his requests went.”

“It didn’t go anywhere,” Lucy stated firmly. “We looked into his request, and it might
have been something we could have dealt with, but he was admittedly guilty of
plenty, which doesn’'t help his case. And now, seeing that Brandon is no longer with

us, it's definitely not something we have any interest in pursuing.”

“Just like that?’



“Not out of callousness,” she said sharply, “and | know it may sound insensitive, but
it'sssimply amatter of alack of time and energy.”

“Of course. | do understand that.”

“1t would be nice if more people did,” Lucy said ruefully, “because honestly, alot of
people hold those decisions against us. They have zero understanding of the
investment we make in these cases. Now, if we had the money, we could and would
do so much more. Y et we just don’'t have those kinds of resources.”

“So, it really comes down to a funding issue?’

“Yes,” she declared. “It's definitely a money issue. Like everyone else, we must live
within our means, and that comes down to limited manpower, which limits the cases
we can take on. So, any time you want to donate, feel free.”

As Doreen ended the call, she stared out at the world around her, realizing she may
well have money that could be put to good use and donated to the Freedom Project.
But how did she figure out how to do it, without messing it up, spending it all and
losing the financial security it appeared she would have? Again she was reminded
that she should speak to Nick and Bernard about these financial issues. She added it
to her notepad to remind her to deal with this later.

She tossed that into the back of her mind, as her phone was buzzing. It was Mack’s
brother.

“Hey,” Nick greeted her. “I tried calling earlier, but the line was busy for awhile.”

“Yep, abusy day,” she said.

“I’ve never quite understood that,” he muttered. “How is it that you are always so



busy?’

“Y ou would be surprised,” she muttered.

“Who were you calling thistime?’ he asked curiously.

“The Freedom Project.... You know? The people who help those who have been
incarcerated wrongly to get out of jail.”

After amoment of silence, Nick asked, “Are you on another case?”’

“Kind of. Maybe, maybe not. I’'m just bored.”

“Bored?’ he asked in astonishment.

“Yes,... bored. And that apparently is something nobody else really understands.”

“l can understand it in theory,” he replied. “Still, it's not something | typically have
any experience with, though.”

“Meaning, you' re never bored?’

“Meaning, I’ ve never really had a chance to get bored. Being alawyer, there' s always
so much work to do. We do live in alitigious world.” He chuckled. “ So, boredom is
not something | get to experience with my schedule. Lots of other things, but never

boredom.”

“And | suppose that’s fair,” she muttered. “I mean, it's not as if any of us get a
chance to do things the way we want.”

“ Uh-oh . Sounds asif you' re heading off on a crusade again.”



“No, no, I'm not.... Well, maybe | am.”

And he burst out laughing. “Does Mack know?’

“Maybe.” Then she added, “Speaking of Mack. Remember those watch collections
we were talking about? Y ou know, that Mathew had?’

“Yeah?’

“Do you think Mack would like a new watch for Christmas? If | could get one out of
Mathew’s collection?’

Nick paused. “I know Mack would love a new watch for Christmas. He's mentioned
a couple times that he needs to get a new watch.”

“Right,” she agreed. “The thing is, | don’t know if one of Mathew’s watches would
do. Mathew didn't wear them very much. Plus, it would be Mathew’s watch, and
maybe that’ s abig no-no for Mack.”

“What kind of watches were they?’

“1 don't really know, but | do remember when he bought one of them. He spent an
outrageous amount of money on it, but he was really happy with it.”

“What do you consider an outrageous amount of money? | mean, you've called a
grand outrageous many times since we met.”

“1’m thinking he paid $175,000 for this one watch,” she muttered.

There was dead silence on the other end. “Doreen, we really need to get a full
accounting of everything in his place, like today. Are you sure you don’'t want to fly



down there and go through everything? I'm thinking now that maybe | need to go in
person as well.”

“Only if you think we need to,” she replied. “I mean, | don’t really know whether
that’s alot of money for a watch or not. | did a quick search on Google, and they go
from about twenty bucks on eBay to hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

“Exactly,” Nick replied. “Yet | can tell you that, when Mack’ s talking about a watch,
he' s talking about a watch he could actually wear.”

“And why wouldn’t he wear one of Mathew’s?’ she asked, frowning. “What's the
point of spending that kind of money if it’s not even awatch you can wear?’

He laughed. “Y ou certainly could wear it,” he declared.

She was more confused now. “But that's what I'm asking about,” she said in
exasperation. “Why is everything so overly complicated?’

“1t’ s not intended to be complicated.” He chuckled. “ Just some things get a little more
complicated than you expect.”

She stared down at her phone. “Meaning, | make it more complicated, is that what
you're saying?’

He burst out laughing. “No, | don’t even want to say that. What | am saying is that
sometimes you have rings that you can wear anywhere, and then you have the ones
that are so valuable that you don’'t want to wear them in case it might get damaged or
stolen.”

“Oh.” And the thought continued to ring in her mind. “So, you think those watches
from my ex will be too valuable to wear? Which means, that’s not a normal price for



awatch, isthat what you're saying?’
“Yeah, that's exactly what I'm saying,” he stated. “I’'m not saying that Mack
wouldn’t like it, but it won't be something he would use daily without having to

worry about it.”

“No point having a watch if he won’t wear it. | just want him to have something he
would like and use.”

“Then why don’t you go for something that is still a good watch, but is a whole lot
less money?’ He mentioned a few brands that she didn’t recognize.

“Hang on. Let me write those down. And does anybody in town sell these?’

“Sure, and that's a good idea. If you get it from somebody local, you can get a
warranty and hopefully trust them to look after the watch and to keep it in good
running condition.”

“Right, so maybe I'll go to the jewelers.”

“Don’t you know a couplein town?’

“1 do know acouple. I'm just not sure they’ll be happy to see me.”

A choked-off laugh came first. “You know that issues like these always arise when
you tend to put people behind bars, right?’

“l do know somebody who could help me. Remember the guy who evaluated your
mother’s jewels?’

“Right, so, in essence, you do have somebody you can talk to. Just confirm you get



Mack awatch he can wear on adaily basis.”

“Versus?’ she asked in confusion.

“Versus awatch he would take out and admire every once in a while but would never
wear.”

“But that would be useless,” she cried out.

“Exactly, and that’s what I’'m saying. Get something useful. That would suit Mack a
whole lot more.”
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G et something useful? The words rolled around in the back of her mind, until she
figured out a way forward. Now with her phone calls done, she started researching
good working-man watches. That made her feel so much better when she realized the
price was something commensurate with a working man’'s wage. She thought that
Mack might like a fancier watch, yet she was afraid it might bring up something she
hadn’t even considered—which was now the vast difference in money they each had,
or she would have when it al came home to roost.

She wasn’'t even sure when that would happen. Yet it did seem like eventually it
would happen, and, therefore, it might be something that would cause Mack to
second guess having a relationship with her. That wouldn’t make her happy at all.
That made her sound as if lots of thingsin life didn’t make her happy, and she didn’t
mean that. She really didn’t. There were so many good things about her world these
days. And the money didn’t matter, but having experienced not having any, as
compared to having some, she didn’'t want to be without again if she didn’t have to
be. She knew Mack would agree totally. So the last thing she wanted to do would be
to get him a gift that would highlight what he didn’t have.

Wondering just what she was supposed to do about that, she contacted the jeweler in
town, the one she'd had the occasion to work with, and asked if they had any good
working-man’ s watches.,

With a note of humor in his tone, he replied, “ Sure, Doreen. Come on down and let’s
take alook and see what you call a working-man’s watch.”

She winced, sensing a pitfall coming ahead of her. “I just mean a watch that Mack
would wear daily,” she explained, “and not one that he would feel as if he couldn’t



put on hiswrist.”

“Right.” She heard the humor in his tone. “We have a huge selection of watches, so
come on down and take alook. Let’s see what Mack would like.”

“How do you know that though? Have you taken alook at the watch he has?’

“Y eah, the band has been repaired multiple times, and he told me that there’ s no point
in doing much more than that because it will just keep getting ruined because of his
job, and that’s a really good point. We need something that he can put on and wear
every day and not worry if it gets banged up or scraped up somehow.”

“Or torn off because of snagging it on afence or something,” she added. “I mean, he
works really hard and may well be hard on his watch, but he still needs to know that
he's on time or not.”

“Right.”

And again she heard the amusement in the jeweler’s tone. “I sound silly over this,
don’t 17" she asked. “I’ve got to tell you that I’ ve never really had Christmas, and |
don’t really know what I’m supposed to do about it, but | get the impression that I'm
supposed to do something.”

“1t’s realy more about doing something because you want to do something,” he said
gently.

“1 want to do something, but | don’t know how one decides what that something is,”
she muttered.

“1 suggest you come down, and we'll take a look. We'll see if you like the look of
something that you think Mack would enjoy. Besides, you can bring the animals with



you. We haven't seen them in awhile.”

“Oh.” She looked down at Mugs, who was slumped at her feet. “That sounds
wonderful.”

“Then come on. I'll put on the teakettle.” And, with that, he ended the call.

She groaned as she looked down at her animals. “Apparently everybody seems to
think | do nothing but drink tea.”

It wasn't that she did nothing but drink tea, but more so that everybody else seemed
to drink tea and assumed she would as well. But there was no time like the present,
and she needed to sort out Mack’ s gift early, so she would quit worrying about it.

She quickly packed up the animals and drove down to the jewelry store. As she
walked in, Thaddeus immediately flapped his wings and cooed, “Thaddeus is here.
Thaddeusis here.”

The jeweler—his name was Danny—walked over to say hi. “Hey, Thaddeus. |
haven't seen you in awhile, buddy.”

Thaddeus chuckled. “ He, he, he, he ,” and that went on several more times, making
Danny laugh.

When they were finally done greeting each other, he looked over at Doreen. “Okay,
so you' re thinking about getting Mack a new watch for Christmas.”

“1 was thinking it might be a gift that he could use,” she clarified, a little unsure of
what to expect here. “He has a very practical spirit, and he's not redly into
unnecessary expenses. Yet | don't know that he's ever had a fancy watch either.”



“Maybe for the moment, let’s just focus on something that you think he would like
that’ s practical. It' s easy enough to step it up on another day.”

“Right,” she agreed, as she took alook at the nearby watches. Her eyebrows shot up.
“These are pretty fancy.”

“Some of them are, and some of them aren’t,” Danny explained. “Watches comein a
wide range of selling prices. Just like women wear bracel ets, men wear watches.”

“Oh, that makes more sense. My husband had a huge collection of watches.”

He asked her, “And you’ re thinking about giving Mack one of those for Christmas?’

“1 would consider it, except that I’'m really not sure they’re the watches he would
wear.”

“And why isthat?’ he asked curiously.

She looked over at him and winced. “I think my husband paid hundreds of thousands
of dollarsfor them.”

He looked at her, blinked several times, and then nodded. “That’s a very good point.
I’m not sure that’s necessarily what Mack is looking for. Yet that doesn’'t mean that
he couldn’t have two watches. Still, if you have that level of awatch at home, it’s not
the same watch that he might wear to work.”

“That’ s the problem,” she pointed out. “I really want him to have something that he'll
use, not just put away, the way my late husband did.”

“Did hereally have many of them?’



“Multiples, so many of them,” she said, “but | don’'t really know much more than
that. We're doing a full accounting on them now.”

“Right, he’ s since passed on, hasn’t he?’” Danny asked.

“Yes, he has, and I’'m inheriting the estate, which means that the watches are coming
my way too.”

“Of course,” he noted, with anod. “If you ever decide you want to sell them, | would
be happy to take alook at them.”

“And | might have to,” she said, with an eye rall. “I really don’t even know what’s
there yet, so hold on to that thought alittle bit longer.”

“You know, Doreen, that is something to be seriously considered,” he shared. “If he
paid that much, some of those watches could even be collector’ sitems.”

She winced. “With my luck they will be.” When he looked at her in astonishment, she
sighed. “I know, it makes me sound very ungrateful, and | certainly am not,” she said,
holding up a hand. “It’'s just that,... once again, it's a field | don’t know anything
about. So I’'m not sure what | should be doing or how | should handleit.”

“That’swhy you hire professionals to handleit,” he said, with agentle smile. “You're
doing everything right. You just need to give yourself time for the process to work.”

“ Right ,” she muttered.

“Now,” he began, “let’s focus on Mack and a watch that he can use for work. Do you
know what color hisis?’

“Silver,” she said.



He nodded. “ That’ s the bulk of them. Do you know what color the watch strap is?’
“Silver,... but | don’t know but | think it's silver. | don’'t honestly know if it started
that way or if it'sjust from wear. It’ sirritating his wrist now too, so whatever coating
was on thereislong gone.”

“Does he ever mention what he likesin awatch?’

She shook her head. “ That’s one of the reasons why | don’t even know if | should be
looking at awatch. | mean, honestly, it all just feels very awkward.”

“And that’s okay too,” Danny noted. “In our case, your purchase would be something
he could bring back in and exchange, if he didn’t likeit.”

“Oh,” she said in delight. “That would make sense.”

“Then you' re not locked into making the wrong decision.”

“No, I'm still locked into making the wrong decision,” she clarified, “but he's not
locked into having to like my wrong decision.”

Danny burst out laughing at that logic. “Okay, | can live with that too.”
It took a bit, but she did find awatch that she thought Mack would really like. By the
time she had it on her credit card and clutched her purchase in her hand, she felt

mighty proud of herself.

As she went to leave, Danny added, “And, if you do want somebody to go over those
watches from your ex, you let me know.”

“I’ll think about it. That's a whole ball of wax that | don't even think I’'m ready to



open yet.”
He nodded. “Some of these things take time, particularly when a death is involved.
Don’'t rush yourself. Pack everything into a safe or put it away for a bit, and then you

can aways decide later.”

She thanked him for his consideration, and, with the animals in tow, she moved
toward the door. Then she stopped and asked, “Did you know Brandon Phelps?’

He frowned at her. “I don’t think so. Why?”’

“He was the guy who was killed in a semi-truck accident last week,” she shared.

He shook his head. “It’s not a name | know, but my condolences to the family. It's a
tough time of year to lose somebody.”

“Right, it just seems even more heartbreaking when it’s Christmastime.”

He nodded.

“He knew somebody named Pengo or Potter or something odd.” She frowned.

“Oh, him.” Danny winced. “Y eah, he’'s not somebody | even want in my store. | don't
have any proof, but I'm pretty sure he stole from me way back when. It was one of

the reasons | upgraded the security systems.”

“Ah, that makes more sense. Brandon apparently did time based on something that
the other guy did instead.”

“I wouldn't be at all surprised if Pengo did that. | don't think he's necessarily
dangerous though,” he added quickly. “He was just slimy, you know? A shyster.”



“That isn’'t good either,” she muttered.

“No, it sure isn't, and it causes all kinds of destruction in the business world,” he
added, with asmile.

“It is frustrating,” she muttered. “I mean, people can do so many good things with
their lives, and yet what do they end up doing? They end up robbing people who are
just trying to make an honest living. Have you seen this Pengo guy lately?’

“No, | don’t think so, not in a very long time.” Danny eyed her curioudy. “Is this
another case?’

“Everybody keeps asking me that,” she said, with a smile. “It’s not really a case. |
was just thinking how sad it was that Brandon died before he could get the Freedom
Project to take his case and to help clear his name.”

“1f it was something that he didn’t do, you would think that they would do it, even in
absentia.”

“1 did talk to them, but they have very limited man-hours and money, so must choose
the cases they take on very carefully. They were certainly sympathetic,” she noted,
“but it wasn’'t something that they could see themselves picking up and moving
forward with. She pointed out that they had thousands of cases waiting to be dealt
with. That is quite a hefty wait list.”

“Ouch.” Danny shivered. “I don’'t know anything specificaly about the man in
question. | just know that Pengo’s not somebody | want back around here again.”
Then he held up one finger. “I think his sister, Miriam, works at that fancy restaurant
next to the food court shops in the mall.”

“Oh, that’ sinteresting,” Doreen noted, turning to look at him.



“Oh, no. You'll go off and talk to her, won’t you?’ he asked, with a laugh.

“1 probably will. | guess nobody else cares, but it does bother me that this Brandon is
dead and gone and served time for a B&E he didn’'t do, and nobody will ever know
the difference.”

“Not to mention the fact that the other guy got away with the crime.”

“Exactly.” She nodded, appreciating the fact that Danny at least understood. “I’ve
never really been a fan of people getting away with things, especially with blaming
other people for something they did and somehow managing to walk.”

“Right? That's aways the worst,” he muttered. “I think she might even own her
restaurant.” He stopped for a moment and thought about it, then added, “I don’t
remember what it’s called, but it’'s a nice restaurant, next to al the food court shops,
asyouwak in.”

“Oh, | think I've been in there.”

“It'sexpensive, so ...”

“In that case, | haven’'t been there,” Doreen corrected, with an eye roll. “I haven't
exactly been shopping much.”

“At least now you can look forward to buying what you need, when your ex’s estate
Is settled,” he pointed out.

“Maybe so. Anyway, thanks for your help.” And, with a smile, she waved and headed
back to her car with the animals. They’d been incredibly well behaved while she'd
been in the store, but she wasn't sure she could count on their cooperation much
longer. So she headed over to a small park close by and let everybody get out and



wander alittle bit. If nothing else, this break would keep them pacified, as she ran her
errands.

Asthey were wandering, she saw several other people walking around too. It was just
that kind of aday, cold but refreshing.

Another woman smiled at her and laughed when she saw the animals. “1 haven’'t ever
seen you here before,” she said, as she walked over with her dog.

Mugs and the dog sniffed each other several times and then, aimost by mutual
agreement, seemed to walk away from each other, as if that was it. They’d had their
conversation and had now moved on.

Doreen laughed. “1 don’t quite understand how they sort out who they should talk to
longer and who to ignore, but it sure seems as if they do it mutually.”

“1 know,” the other woman confessed. “I’ ve tried to figure it out but finally just gave
up.”

Doreen nodded. “ Giving up figuring out our animals would make more sense, yet my
curiosity is aways there, telling me that I'm missing something and that, if | would
just pay more attention, | would understand them better.”

“If you say so,” she replied, laughing. “The more | try to figure it out, the more
confused | get.”

Doreen continued to watch as the animals wandered around, seemingly having a
happy little visit with each other and with whatever trees and bushes seemed to attract

their attention.

The other woman looked over at Doreen and asked, “Do | know you?’



“l don't think so,” Doreen replied absentmindedly, still focused on that expensive
restaurant in the mall that Danny had mentioned. Doreen smiled at the lady with the
dog. “I’'m Doreen.”

The woman's face lit up. “Oh, in that case, | do know you.”

“Oh?1n agood way or a bad way?’

The other woman went off in peals of laughter. “In a good way. |’ ve certainly heard
about the animals.” Then she turned and looked at them. “Are these the ones forever

getting in trouble?’ she asked in fascination.

Doreen winced. “Yes, here they are,” she replied glumly. “Lots of people don't
particularly like to see me coming because the animals get into trouble.”

“Oh, but you come from the heart, and you help a lot of people by solving these
cases,” she noted, with a smile, and then she looked around. “Are you on a case right
now?” She had lowered her voice, asif afraid somebody would hear her.

Doreen winced. “No, I’m just out walking the animals.”

“Right.” Still, the woman had a knowing grin on her face.

Doreen figured the woman would likely go home and chat with her friends about
seeing Doreen and her animals. “Honestly, I'm just here getting a little fresh air.”

“Good.” The woman smiled. “ That’s important too.”
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D oreen pondered the weird visit as she continued walking her animals in the park. It
seemed as if some people were very comfortable around her and her pets, while
others were just the opposite. She wasn’'t sure what she did or could do to put people
at ease, but it seemed sometimes she did. Y et other times she somehow hit a nerve,
and people just took off, unsure what to say to her.

She got back in her vehicle, and Mugs started to woof beside her. She looked over at
him. “What’'s the matter, bud?’ Not sure anything was the matter, she figured he
wanted food. “Oh, food, yeah. Y ou smelled some nearby restaurant, didn’t you?” Just
then her stomach rumbled. She groaned. “We could head to the food court in the mall
and see if there is anything of interest,” she muttered. Plus, she wanted to find
Pengo’ s sister’ s business as well.

He barked again.

“Right, the trouble is, you' re aways happy to get me into trouble, but Mack won’'t be
very happy if | do interferein his current investigation,” she muttered.

Mugs barked again, as if in complete agreement. However, as far as she was
concerned, it was an agreement that she was doing okay, not that she shouldn’t go
into the mall.

Smiling, she drove toward the mall but then realized she couldn’t take all her animals
inside a food establishment, unless the store had an outside eating area. Sure enough,

as she pulled up to the side, she saw that it did, indeed.

She hopped out, looked at Mugs, and asked, “ So, you want to go there?’



He pulled on his leash, eager to head inside. Goliath just stared at her. “Your leash is
required. Otherwise you'll haveto stay in the car.”

He wailed at that, and she would be the first one to say she was maybe starting to lose
it. If that was what it looked like, maybe she had. With a bright smile she put Goliath
on hisleash and perched Thaddeus on her shoulder, as she headed to the front door.
As she opened it and stepped inside, a woman turned toward her and her animals, and
an expression of complete distaste crossed her face. Doreen nodded. “I guess that
means we' re not welcome in here, are we?’

The woman replied, “Can you guarantee that they won’t leave a mess?”’

“They haven't left a mess yet,” Doreen stated, “but | can certainly understand if this
makes you uncomfortable. | was looking for a place outside to sit, but it's cold.”

“I’m not much of an animal lover,” she admitted, as she stared at them, trying to hide
the disgust in her tone but failing completely.

“Right,” Doreen noted. “In that case we can leave. | just came hoping to see awoman
called Miriam.”

The woman frowned at her. “I’m Miriam.”

“Oh, | just wondered where your brother was. | was trying to get a hold of him.”

At that, a cautious look came across her face. “Why?’

“l was told he was the person | needed to talk to,” Doreen replied. “Is that a

problem?’ She redlly tried to infuse enough guile into her tone that nobody would
understand what she was up to. It was getting to be a bit of a handicap having the



animals with her al the time, or at least being recognized with the animals, because
that gave her away as the detective lady.

Mirian hesitated, then shared, “1 think he's at work.”

“Oh, and where does he work?’ she asked.

She shrugged. “ At the equipment rental place.”

“Okay, any idea when he gets off? | really do want to talk to him.”

Miriam frowned. “I’'m not sure what your business dealing is with him, but he's
pretty busy.”

“I'm sure he is. Still, that won’t change the fact that | need to talk to him.” Miriam
glared at her, and Doreen just smiled. “Unless, of course, there's a problem.”

“No, of course not,” Miriam snapped in exasperation. “It’s not as if you're telling me
anything.”

“It'snot asif | need to though, do |7 Doreen asked, eyeing her in astonishment. “It’s
your brother | need to talk to.”

Miriam finally conceded, “Okay, you can probably text him.”

“That would be good, but | don’t have his number. If you could share that with me,
that would be awesome.” Miriam seemed frozen, and Doreen just studied her
curiously. “I"'m not coming after him for anything, and I'm way too old to be chasing

anybody like that.”

She laughed. “Are you kidding? He would take anybody at this stage. He's been



single for awhile. Never redlly a state | understood.”

Doreen just nodded, not sure whether the woman would give up Pengo’s number or
not.

Finally Miriam sighed. “Whatever. I'm not his keeper.” And, with that, she handed
over his phone number. “If he gets mad at me, I'll just blame it on your animals.”

“Sure,” Doreen agreed, with a smile, and then thanked her, exiting quickly.
Sometimes the animals helped, but, in many cases, they made life even more difficult
for her. Yet today seemed to be a good day. She headed back to her vehicle, only to
have Mugs give a long petulant howl, and she realized that he thought visiting the
food court would be part of the outing.

“Sorry, buddy. | think we need to head home.” He gave another howl, and she
groaned. “I won’'t give in to that,” she muttered. “No way | can.” He gave her his
woeful expression, and she sighed. “We can hit a drive-through, but that’sit.”

His tail started to wag, and she realized what a monster she’'d created. A few months
ago she'd stopped at the drive-through of one of the coffee shops. She was asked if
she wanted to get her dog a pup cup, something she’' d never even heard of. Sadly now
Mugs seemed to think that every time they were in the car that a treat was in it for
him.

“1 shouldn’t let you get away with this,” she muttered, but he’d saved her so many
times and had been such a blessing, it was really hard for her to be a hardnose about
it.

Groaning, she headed to the closest drive-through, and, as soon as she got there, she
ordered him a pup cup. Immediately her stomach growled again, and she was getting
ravenously hungry. So she picked up a sandwich for herself. As she drove home, she



muttered, “ That was just silly. | could have made a sandwich at home.”

He woofed as he sniffed the pup cup, trying eagerly to get to it. “Oh, no you don't,”
she muttered. “We're going hometo haveit.”

Which really didn’t make any sense because the whole point of a pup cup wasto have
it while they were out. She groaned, and, by the time she was parked, he was
misbehaving to the point that she didn’t want to give him anything. Yet he camed
down when they got into the house and then sat beautifully, while she held it out to
him. He scarfed it up in seconds. Afterward, he danced around in joy, making her
laugh, then curled up on his day bed and fell asleep. She stared at him, smiling at his

antics.

Her phone rang a few minutes later, and, as soon as she answered, a man asked,
“What did you want with me?’

She stared down at the phone and asked, “Who is this?’

“You’'re the one who sent me atext.”

“Oh, right. I’m just now at home.”

“Whatever. What do you want?’

“1 wondered if you knew about your friend who has passed away, Brandon Phelps.”

The rude man went silent for amoment. “He' sdead?’ he asked.

Something was off in histone. “Yes,” Doreen confirmed. “He's dead. I’ m so sorry.”

“How did you know that we were friends?’ he asked.



“1 inherited a box of materials from him, and your name was mentioned a few times,”
she shared. “I haven't really had a chance to go through very much of it yet, but |
figured you probably hadn’t heard. So | wanted to confirm that you knew.”

“You'reright. | hadn’t heard.”

“I’m sorry. It's aways tough to hear news like that.”

“Yeah, you're not kidding,” he muttered. “ So you say you inherited a box...”

“Yeah, just some of his keepsakes and things and papers from some court case. |
think he was working on trying to clear his name. | haven't really had a chance to sort
through it all, but | did see your name mentioned on the paperwork as somebody he
knew well. So, | just thought maybe | would give you a shout and let you know about

his demise.” Then she just waited.

“Thank you for that.... Nobody ever tells people these things. Since | don’t do social
media, it's not asif posting it would help me out.”

“Right. I'm not big on social media either.”

With that, he rang off without another word.

“Darn it, Mack’ll be pissed off that | got to Pengo first about this,” she muttered to
herself. Of course it had been sheer instincts to have an honest talk with him, but that
would mean something completely different to Mack. She sent him a text and waited.

When Mack phoned a few minutes later, he asked, “What are you up to?’

Such wariness filled his tone that she sighed. “It would be so much nicer if every time
you asked that question it didn’t sound as if you were expecting the world to



collapse.”

He snorted. “It would also be awesome if | could ask that question and not be holding
my breath, wondering if the world was about to collapse.”

“l guessI’mjust atrial, aren’'t |7’ she asked in a sad tone.

“Ha. You won't catch me with that question. Nope, not touching it. So, what have
you been up to?’

“How do you know I’ ve been up to anything?’

“For one thing, you're stalling, which means you're up to something, and, two, it’s

youl.
She groaned. “Yet it's Christmastime, and, as everybody keeps telling me, you' re not
supposed to ask aton of gquestions because you might find out more than you should.
Plus, | haven't been up to anything.” She hoped her sunny tone would throw him off,

not make him more suspicious.

“1 should get off work at a decent hour tonight,” he shared. “How do you feel about
dinner? If | get tied up, we can always do dinner tomorrow night.”

“Dinner tonight or tomorrow night sounds wonderful,” shereplied. “1 just picked up a
sandwich, so | can wait for dinner, even if you are late.”

“Where did you go?’ he asked.

She sighed. “Remember that thing about not asking questions?’

“You won't get away with saying that for much longer,” he noted, a sharpness in his



tone. “Christmas is right around the corner, and, after that, you don’t get to use that
excuse anymore.”

“Oh.” She would have to think about that. “| guess that makes sense.”
“Yes, it makes sense,” he agreed, anote of laughter in his tone.

“In the meantime, I'll keep using it while | can.” And, with that, she ended the call.
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T he next morning, Doreen had just gotten up and had her shower and got dressed,
when Mack called her.

“Enjoyed dinner last night.”

“Metoo. You are such agood cook.”

Mack laughed. “ Are you ready for the party?’

“Oh, gosh, | don't know that I'm ready for all that attention. And | still don’t have
any live mistletoe for the party. Nan will be disappointed. | don’'t think Nan feels as if
she' s ready either, and she'sreally put her heart and soul into this thing. | just wish |
knew why she cared so much about this whole charade.”

“1 would guess, at the heart of it is,... she cares about you an awful lot.”

“1 know. | know,” she muttered. “I’m just anxious about being the center of attention
at this party. But because she cares, I'll be there, doing everything | can to make it

easier on her. But she won't explain why she’s so stressed out, and that bothers me.”

“Readly?’ He laughed. “With everything else going on in this world, that ’s what
bothers you?”’

“1 just get the feeling that she’ s up to something.”

“ And remember what you told me last night?’



“What?’ she asked.

“It's Christmas, and you're not allowed to ask questions. Secrets and all. I’ ve been
waiting for a chance to say that back at you,” he said, still chuckling.

“1 don't know,” she muttered, frowning at her phone. “This doesn’'t feel like the same
thing.”

“Letit go, and, if shewantsto tell you what she’s up in arms about, she will.”

“That's exactly what she would tell me. Y ou are getting to know Nan very well.”

“Yep. | try.”

“l was hoping we could get this party over and done with, and then maybe she
wouldn’t feel quite so stressed.”

“I"'m sure that’ s true for her aswell,” he noted.

Still, she caught an odd note in his tone. “You guys better not be conniving
something together.”

He started to laugh. “ Conniving ?’

“Whatever that word is when people get together and create things that upset other
people.”

He sighed. “I have no idea what’s in your mind. Nan's actions could mean all kinds
of things. What about my brother? Did he get ahold of you?’

She blinked at the sudden turn of conversation. “I’ve talked to him multiple times.



Every timel hear hisvoice, | cringe.”

“Why?" Mack asked. “He' s solving all kinds of problems for you, isn't he?’

“Sure. And then we have more stuff to do to tie up Mathew’s estate.”

By the time he ended the call, her mind was already working on what she would do
next with Brandon’s cold case. She also needed to go help Nan this afternoon with
whatever was left on her to-do list.

The party was only one day away, and she was still nervous about it, uncertain how
she was supposed to act at these things. At least she had a Christmas gift for Mack,
but they would exchange gifts privately. Wouldn’t they? She would ask him the next
time they talked. At least his gift was taken care of.

When Nick called soon afterward, this time it was a happy message, as he had found
out that her great-great-grandmother’s necklace was among Mathew’'s estate. So
Doreen asked to have that sent to her, so that she would have that as a Christmas
surprise for Nan.

Did she need to buy gifts for other people? With Richie, Doreen could get some of
those special chocolates he readly liked but never seemed to get enough of. She
immediately headed out to pick up that and various items for other people, like
Wendy. By the time Doreen was done, she had made quite a few purchases.
However, back at home again, she groaned. She didn’'t have paper to wrap anything
with.

Nan called around that time, and Doreen smiled. “Hey, Nan. | think I’ve managed to
buy Christmas gifts, but | don’t have any wrapping paper. | didn’t even think of that
when | was out shopping.”



“You can certainly come down here and use mine,” Nan offered.

“1 probably have too many for that to make sense. I'll go back out and grab some.”

“Y ou can always stop by here afterward,” Nan added. “It would be nice to see you.”

A wistfulness filled her tone that Doreen wasn't used to hearing. “I planned to come
help with whatever is still on your party to-do list. I'll pick up wrapping paper on the
way. | wonder if Wendy has any.”

Nan asked, “Wendy? Consignment store, Wendy?’

“Y eah, she sells all kinds of interesting things there.”

“l see.” Then Nan added in a very gentle tone, “Y ou do know you have money now,
right?’

“Meaning?’

“l just don't want you to be deliberately not spending money or pinching pennies
because you still have that | don’t have money mentality.”

“Nan, it'snot asif | really have money yet,” she clarified. “I know that some money
Is coming, and | know I’ve got a bunch more coming my way, but | haven't figured
out what |I'm supposed to do with it yet,” she shared carefully. “So | don’t want to
spend it foolishly, not until | know | have a nest egg set aside for the rest of my life
and yours.”

“Right,” Nan muttered.

Doreen noted an odd tone in Nan's voice. “Y ou sound asif |’ ve disappointed you.”



“Never, child, never,” she replied warmly. “If anything, you are very true to form.
Anyway, go get your wrapping paper, and, if you want, you can come help me wrap
my gifts, then do some party stuff afterward. I’ll be right here.”

“Sure, | can do that, but,... if you want your gifts to look very good, you might need
todoit yourself.”

Nan burst into peals of laughter. “It’ sjust gifts for friends and family.”

“1 know, but, Nan, | don’t think I’ ve ever wrapped a gift before.”

“Oh, good Lord,” she said in astonishment. “Get your wrapping paper and get
yourself down here. We'll have to fix that right away.”

Wincing at that, Doreen quickly loaded up the animals, took them down to the corner
store, which was more of a housewares store, not quite a dollar store but
similar—maybe a couple-of-dollars store, if there was such a thing. By the time she
had wrapping paper in hand, pretty Christmassy stuff, she was starting to feel awhole
lot better.

She headed down to Nan's, and she walked inside her grandmother’ s apartment, Nan
giving her and her animals some hugs. Then she took one look at the paper and
smiled in delight.

“Oh, good choice. | was afraid you would come back with happy birthday paper.”
Doreen frowned at her grandmother. “Am | that bad?’

Nan winced, “ Sometimes,... yes.”

“Oh, good Lord,” Doreen muttered. “In that case | won't give you any of these.”



With that threat, she dangled her second attempt at shortbreads in front of her
grandmother.

Nan looked at them and nodded. “How many times have you tried to make them so
far?’

“Twice.”

“Hmm .”

“Why? Are you thinking they’ re not worth sharing yet?’ she asked warily.

“In your case you might need a third or fourth time.” Doreen glared at her, but Nan
cheerfully swiped the bag from her hand and laughed. “No need to be fussy. We'll

get Richieto try them. He eats anything.”

“They can't be that bad,” she wailed. “I was thinking | would give Mack some
cookies for Christmas.”

“Sure, but you should buy them.”

At that, Doreen stopped to glare at Nan, only to find her chortling with laughter at
having delivered such a comeuppance. “You'll make me feel as if | can’t cook
anything.”

“l won't say you can, and | certainly won't say you can’'t because, of course,... itisa
learned thing. So, as long as you keep practicing, you'll probably end up doing just

fine.”

“It’ sthe probably that gets me every time you open your mouth.”



“It ends up getting me a little bit sometimes too,” Nan admitted, with a smile.
“Anyway, let’s not fight over your cookies. I’m sure they’re fine.”

Doreen looked at the bag dolefully, but then they started wrapping gifts. It didn’t take
her long to get the hang of it. Thankfully her animals were all napping and on their
best behavior. She worked through the bulk of her own gifts that she had brought,
after leaving the ones for Nan and Mack at home. She was just about done when
Richie popped his head through the open door.

He frowned at her. “Oh, | thought | smelled cookies.”

Nan laughed. “You did, indeed. | also texted you that there were cookies.”

Herolled hiseyes. “| wastrying to be discreet. So where are they?’ he asked, looking
around. “Y our grandmother doesn’t think you can make anything decent, so I’'m here

to taste them.’

“ Great ,” Doreen muttered under her breath, glaring at their grinning faces. “Y ou two
don’t do very much for my self-confidence.”

“No,” he agreed, “but then you're not doing a whole lot for ours either.” With a
delightful expression on his face, he took a big bite. He tilted his head to one side and
then the other, finally nodding. “They’re not bad, Doreen.”

“But they're not good,” she muttered, her shouldersfalling in defeat.

“It’s not that,” he countered, “not at al. | would say,... you need a light hand with
shortbread. Y ou know that, right? They can get really tough if you don’t.”

“How does a cookie get tough?’ she asked, staring at the d§a vu moment, since
Mack had given her the same review.



“Y ou overkneaded it. Shortbreads are delicate.”

“Delicate,” she repeated. She stared at him, then at her grandmother. “You really did
bring him over to check and see if they were edible, didn’t you?”’

Nan picked up one, took a bite, considered it, and agreed, “You just need to learn to
handleit lighter.”

“Lighter? | barely touched them.”

“Did you use my recipe?’ Nan asked.

“No, | didn’'t use your recipe. | used one off the internet.”

“Then | would say that’s also part of the problem,” Nan noted. “I have the most melt-
In-your-mouth recipe ever.”

“ Sure,” Doreen uttered, followed by a heavy sigh.

“I mean it,” Nan declared.

“Fine,” Doreen conceded. “1’ll look for it when | get home.”

Nan shook her head, whipped out her phone, and quickly emailed her the recipe. “Try
using that, definitely before you give them to Mack.”

“They’'re that bad?’ she asked, her shoulders sagging again.

“No, not at al,” Richie said. “We just want to see more samples before you feed it to
your man.” And, with agrin, Richie snagged up yet another one and scarfed it down.



By now Doreen wasn't sure if any of these reviews were for real or not. “ Fine,” she
muttered, as she looked at them. “I’ll try again.”

“Good. I'm aways here for you,” Richie vowed, a hand over his heart. “Honestly,
we' [l make sure that you get these cookies right by the time you're done.”

“ Right .” She glared at him. “1t’ || probably take me six batches.”

“Oh, it could,” he agreed, nodding vigorously. “It absolutely could. You should
probably go home and get started.”

She sighed, not sure if he was joking again or whether she was the butt of a serious
joke. Still, she knew something was definitely amiss, and she should go home and
work on her baking skills. “Fine. | did buy enough ingredients to try another batch.”
“Good,” Nan said, patting her on the shoulder. “Time for you to leave then.”

Doreen eyed her, surprised. “1 thought you wanted help with the party preparations.”

“Oh, no, child. They're al done now. The party is the day after tomorrow.” Then she
faced her, frowning, and added, “Do you have something special to wear?’

Her jaw dropped. “Y ou mean | have to dress up too?’

“Of course you do.” Nan’'s tone suggested how naive she thought her granddaughter
was. “It's a Christmas party, child.”

“Right,” Doreen said dolefully. “In that case, I'm not sure.”

“Find something nice to wear. That's your job for the next twenty-four hours,” Nan
ordered.



“And bake cookies,” Richie reminded her in a hopeful tone.

“ Fine , play dress-up and bake cookies. Just what | need. On that note,” she said,
standing now, “1’ll take my leave and go home.”

“Good idea,” Richie agreed, chortling.

She looked at him and glared. “Y ou’ re having way-too-much fun over this.”

“lI am, indeed,” he confirmed, with a smile. “Sometimes that’ s just what it’'s all about,
enjoying life and having fun.”

“If you say so,” Doreen muttered. “It feels asif it's not always a whole lot of fun on
my side.”

“But it will be,” Richie stated, with a wave of his hand. “It absolutely will. You just
have yet to get there.” And, on that note, he took off for his apartment.

Doreen looked over at Nan. “Really? Y ou' re sure the cookies are that bad?’

“They’re not that bad, child, but, in a world where shortbread should melt in your
mouth and should be absolutely delicious,” she explained, “this batch would probably
be about a six or seven out of ten.”

“Oh,... okay, got it.”

“Don’'t be hurt. It's for your own good. Anyone who can make a serious batch of
shortbread can have any man she wants.”

“Goodness.” She turned to face her grandmother. “Why on earth would | care?’



Her grandmother shook her head. “ Child, you are a challenge sometimes.”

“I know you want to get me married off,” Doreen noted, “but I’'m really, really
enjoying being single.”

“1 know that,” Nan replied, “but you're also coming at it from a much younger space
than | am.”

“Maybe, and maybe that’s a good space to be coming from,” she pointed out. “It’'s
not as if you were married for long and chose to never remarry, even though | know
you were proposed to more than once.”

“No, | never remarried,” she confirmed, “but neither was | aone all the time either.”

Not a whole lot Doreen could say about that. Besides, when it came to arguments
with Nan, Doreen always lost anyway. She turned around to see where Goliath was,
only to find him on the table, knocking cookies onto the floor, where Mugs scarfed
them up, two at atime. “Wait, wait, wait,” she cried out.

Goliath sat down, reached for the last cookie with his paw, waited until she almost
got there, and knocked it onto the floor. Mugs didn’t wait long for anything and had it
in his mouth, and it was gone instantly.

She turned and glared at Nan, who was laughing uproariously, holding her sides. “I’'m
glad you think it’s so funny.”

“Of course it is. It's absolutely awesome,” Nan crowed. “Think of it. Mugs seems to
love your baking.”

Her defeat must have shown because her grandmother came over and hugged her.
“We're doing this for your benefit, child.”



“Sure, you are,” Doreen said, topped off with an eyeroll. “Somehow it doesn’t feel as
if thisisfor my benefit. Thisfeels very much likeit’sfor your entertainment.”

“Of course not.” Nan chuckled. “We love you.”

“Right.” And on that note she headed out to her car, with her animals, Mugs waddling
now, alittle heavier than when he arrived. She glared down at him. “That is not what
was supposed to happen to those cookies,” she muttered. He looked up at her with the
most innocent of 1ooks and woofed several times. “Right, asif you care.”

He woofed again, and she groaned because he didn’t care. It was a cookie after all.
And, for that matter, Mack probably wouldn’t have cared either. But now she felt as
if she had to go home and do better. Y et, how does one do better? That didn’t make a
whole lot of senseto her. Asfar as she was concerned, she really had tried.

“Lighter,” she repeated. “It has to be lighter.” But what she probably really needed to
do was check Nan's recipe. At least if she used that one, and she showed them how it
could or could not turn out, then maybe it would pass their inspection quite nicely.
She wasn't even sure what that meant, but she was all about giving it one more try.

“But only one more time,” she stated. Mugs looked at her and woofed. “No, not for
you,” she declared. “Y ou’ ve had your shot. Y ou’ ve had enough for everyone.”

He woofed several more times, and she shook her head, “I know more of your tricks
now. Not happening, buddy.”
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B ack home, Doreen unloaded the car and the rest of the wrapping paper that hadn’t
been used, stowed away her wrapped gifts in a closet with the door securely shut, so
that nobody could get into it, and brought out her recipe from Nan. It didn’t ook to
be any harder or any more difficult, but there was a word of warning about a gentle
hand making all the difference. “ Fine,” she muttered.

She quickly whipped up a batch, making sure that she was extremely gentle with it. It
was darn hard to mix anything if you had to be gentle though. She was beyond
frustrated by the time she got it into the oven, basically holding her breath the whole
time to confirm it would not fall or do something silly. She knew shortbread cookies
weren’'t supposed to fall, but, in her case, where life happened for reasons completely
unknown to her, things fell.

She stood by the stove, watching intently as they cooked. By the time she had read
the instructions on how long to cook them and how long to keep them on a cooling
rack, she realized that it was already time to pull out the first pan. She took them out
ever-so-carefully, and she put in a second cookie sheet. By the time those were done
and the third and final batch werein, shefelt alittle calmer.

As she took them off the cooling racks, she turned to see a stranger standing in her
kitchen. She frowned at him. “Good Lord,” she said in shock. “How did you get in?’

She looked down at Mugs, but his attention was on the cookies. He turned, looked at
the newcomer, woofed several times, then focused again on the cookies. “ Serioudly,

Mugs, what kind of awatchdog are you?’

The stranger snorted. “Seriously? That's a watchdog? Looks like one big cookie-



eating monster to me.”

“l know.” She glared down at the dog. “How did you get in?’ she asked the stranger
again.

“What do you mean, how did | get in?’ He frowned at her. “I opened the door.”
“Did you ring the doorbel | ?’

“Did you hear a doorbell ?”

“No, | didn’'t hear adoorbell,” she snapped, glaring at him.

“Then | guess| didn’'t ring adoorbell, did 1? Good Lord,” he muttered. “What kind of
guestion is that?’

She laughed at him. “Good Lord, what a...”

He froze and glared at her.

She could see al sense of good humor falling away. “You' re the one who came into
my house without permission,” she explained. “So you don’t get to be upset because

I’m laughing at you.”

“ Sure,” he snapped, his tone harsh, as he stared at her. “And you’ re the one who has
filesthat I'm looking for.”

She nodded. “Oh, so you're Pengo.”

He continued to glare at her.



Doreen added, “If you'd just asked, we could have started this conversation more
amicably.”

“1 would have, if you' d answered the door.”

She frowned at that. “And | would have, if you would have knocked.”

Hejust rolled hiseyes. “| really need to see what he had in the files.”

“Why?’ she asked, her gaze on the clock.

Finally he got irritated at her and asked, “What are you doing staring at the clock all
the time? If you' re looking for some rescue, it’'s not happening.”

She turned and faced him, one eyebrow up. “Why do | need a rescue? And, for your
information, I’ m watching the cookies' timer.”

“What cookies?’ And then he sniffed the air and smiled. “ Shortbread.”

“Y eah, apparently they’re an iconic Christmas thing.”

“Of coursethey are,” he declared. “ Everybody has shortbreads at Christmas.”

“How can that beif | didn’t get shortbreads at Christmas?’

“Oh, sorry,” he quipped in a mocking tone. “My heart bleeds, and | feel so bad for

you.

“Yeah, bad is right,” she said. “This is now the third time making them, and | want
them to turn out perfect.”



“It depends if you overkneaded them.”

“l did not overknead them,” she snapped, glaring at this person who'd just walked
into her house and already appeared to know more about shortbreads than she did. “Is
everybody a bloody expert on shortbreads?”’

“Yeah, pretty well,” he stated, with a nod. “You would have to be if you want to
make them right.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she snapped, glaring at him. “And | don’t have any files.”

“You told me you had files from Brandon Phelps.”

“1 have the box of stuff that | got from him, sure,” she clarified, “but, as it turns out,
it's adud. It ended up being mostly garbage and then some information on that court
case. Not much, just that he wastrying to clear his name.”

“Interesting,” he muttered. “So whereisit?’

“Why?" she asked, turning to look at him. “It’s not yours. It's mine.”

He raised his eyebrows. “ Except that you said my name was in there.”

“Yes, so what? That's how | found you, so | could let you know that Brandon was
gone. Now that he's gone, it shouldn’t matter what nameisin thefile.”

“Maybe. But you never know when some crazy do-gooders around this place might
decide something needs to be done to clear his name, even though he's dead and
gone. You know that this crazy animal lady is in town here, and she gets into all
kinds of trouble with old cases and all.”



Doreen flushed, wondering if he would make the connection or not.

When he stopped and added, “ She’s got all these animals, something about a dog—so
| would almost think it was you—except there’ s no bird.”

At that exact moment, Thaddeus poked his head out from under her long hair.
“Thaddeus is here. Thaddeus is here.” As Pengo fell back in surprise, Thaddeus lifted
his wings and squawked at him several times.

“Good God,” he muttered, “it isyou.”

“1 don’t think Thaddeus takes kindly to you, talking about me like that,” she replied
in her primmest tone.

“Really? Asif | care.” She glared at him, and he nodded. “I mean it, asif | care. Now,
where's that file?” She slammed her foot down, and he laughed. “Better not do that.
The shortbreads will fall.” Immediately she opened the oven to check her baking
cookies, and he burst out laughing. “Good God, you really don’'t know the first things
about cooking.”

“That’s not fair,” she protested. “I’ve been learning.”

“Seems you’' ve got along way to go.” He shook his head. “I pity any guy who hooks
up with you. Y ou couldn’t even put a decent meal on the table.”

And that, for some reason, stung. “I’m getting much better,” she declared, glaring at
him. “And it’s none of your businessif | can put a meal on the table or not.”

“No, it redly isn’'t because | really don’t care. Now whereis that file?’

She walked past him, pulled out the envelope she had at the ready, and handed it to



him. “There. That's all that’ s relevant. | chucked the rest of the box of stuff because it
was nothing related. He had duplicates, but | don’t know what his intentions were. |
guess he would mail it off to somebody or something.”

“Y eah, he would do something stupid like that,” Pengo noted in disgust.

She turned and immediately checked on the shortbread again.

“You can't keep opening the oven door like that,” he shared in disgust. “You're
letting all the heat out.”

She closed the oven door, then turned back to him. “I can’t tell if you're having fun at
my expense or if you' re serious.”

He frowned at her, and then shook his head. “I can't even believe I’'m having this
conversation with you.”

“Neither can I,” she snapped. “Now that you’ ve got what you wanted, why don’t you
just take a hike?’

“Yeah, I'm happy to,” he said, shaking his head. “Have fun with your
shortbreads—or not.” And, with that, he was gone.

She groaned and looked down at Mugs. “I’'m not sure you should have any more
treats. You didn’t care even that he was in here or not.” Mugs just stared at her. She
amost heard him thinking, Yeah, but he was harmless, so who cares? Then he
jumped up on his back legs and sniffed the counter where the cookies were cooling.
“Oh no you don't,” she declared. “That is not happening.”

Mack walked in just then, sniffed the room, and asked, “Good God, what are you
making?’



Her shoulders sank. “You didn’'t say that in the tone of Oh my goodness, that smells
absolutely wonderful .” She shook her head at him. “ So that means it smellsterrible.”

“No,” he said gently, as he walked over, wrapped her up in a hug, and added, “It
means that | don’t recognize the smell.”

“Serioudly? | thought these are supposed to beiconic.”

His gaze landed on the cookies on the counter, and his face lit up. “Shortbread.
Again.”

“How come everybody knows what shortbread |ooks like?”
“Because we al grew up with them.” Still holding her, he walked her backward
several steps, so he'd get close enough to snag one. When he popped it into his

mouth, he closed his eyes, and alook of sheer delight filled his face.

She fidgeted nervously, watching him for a long moment. When he didn't say
anything, her shoulders sagged.

He looked down at her, a quizzical expression on his face. “What kind of reaction is
that?’

“Maybe that’s a better question for you,” she muttered. “I was hoping for some asign
that it was decent.”

“Good Lord, of course they’re decent. They’'re better than decent.” He took another
bite and then another. “Oh my,” he muttered, “these are so addictive.” He reached

behind her again and snagged two more.

She watched them each go down the hatch in what appeared to be a single swallow



each. He looked back at the cookies, then at her. She shook her head. “Oh no you
don’t. That's my third batch. 1’ve been trying so hard to make a decent shortbread,
and now | don’t even know whether | did it or not.”

He stopped, stunned. “Who told you that you didn’t make a decent shortbread?’

“Nan and Richie.”

An odd look crossed hisface. “Oh,” he said, with a smirk.

“Why? What does that mean?’

He chuckled and then his chuckles went into huge guffaws. “Because | was just down
there, and the two of them were apparently selling... care to guess what?’

“ Shortbread .” Doreen gasped. “ They wouldn’t?’
“Yep, they would. | told them that the cookies looked really good, but Nan said that |
wasn't allowed any. In fact, she told me that | would have to come to you and to get

some myself.” He started to laugh at the ook on her face.

She stared at him. “Are you serious? Are you telling me that my own grandmother
did that to me?’

He couldn’t stop laughing, and he was now howling.
She snatched up her phone and called her grandmother. When Nan answered, Doreen
asked, “Did you tell me that my cookies weren't good and that | had to come home

and make more so that you could sell them of f?’

Silence came from the other end. Then Nan started to chuckle. “I was bloody serious,



child. Y ou could have made better ones.”

“lI might have made better ones, but, if you think you're getting any after you've
pulled that stunt,” Doreen declared, “forget it.” She ended the call without another
word, still staring down at the phone in ire. She looked over at Mack, who'd already
pilfered another couple cookies, so she glared at him now. “If you eat al those
cookies, you' re making the next batch.”

He nodded agreeably. “I can do that.”

“I spent all day making cookies, and Nan told me that they were too tough and that |
worked the dough too much.”

He stopped. “Oh.”

“What do you mean, Oh 7’

“It isaproblem,” he said. “No doubt about it. You can overdo the dough, and a light
hand is definitely the best. Still, I highly suspect she was either making more out of it

than you imagine or shejust really wanted to tease you.”

“Tease me?’ Doreen repeated. “1 thought they were horrible cookies. | wanted to
make you cookies for Christmas, and she seemed to think that they were terrible.”

Still trying to smother his laughter, he walked over, snagged her into hisarms, twirled
her around, and gave her a shortbread-tasting kiss. “Don’'t ever change.” Just then
Mugs gave awoof , and Mack bent down and gave him a piece of cookie.

“Oh no, he doesn’t get any more cookies,” she ordered. “He didn’t do hisjob today.”

Mack and Mugs shared a glance, then both turned to look at her. “What do you mean,



he didn’t do hisjob? Mack asked.

She winced. “Nothing. It was just a comment.”

“Oh, no, no, no, no.” Mack straightened up and glared at her. “What did you mean?”’

“1 didn’t mean anything,” she replied in exasperation. “I’'m just upset at everybody
having fun with my cookies.”

“Fun with your cookies, which they’re busy selling to raise money?’

“But what are they raising money for?’

“1 have no clue,” he admitted, with a headshake. “I just know | wasn't allowed to take
part, and they wouldn’t accept my money for whatever it is they were hoarding the
money for.”

“Oh, dear.” Doreen sighed. “ That woman will be the death of me.”

He looked over at her and, with a chuckle, added, “I know the sentiment.”

She glared. “I haven’t done anything like that.”

“No, but you're also trying very hard to avoid telling me what the heck is going on
and why Mugs didn’'t do hisjob.”

Mugs barked at that.
Doreen replied, patting Mugs now, “I know. | know. You thought he wasn't

dangerous, so you didn't have to do anything. | get that, and maybe you're right.
Maybeit' sjust me.”



Mack stared at her. “Out with it now!” She remained silent, but Mack shook his head,
planting his hands on his hips. “No, no, no. You’re not getting out of explaining this

one.
“It’ s nothing,” shefinally said.

“1f it was nothing, you wouldn’t be sitting there, arguing with Mugs.”

“Yes, | would,” she stated. “He s really easy to argue with.”

“Heaven help me,” he muttered.

“Yeah, you should be so lucky,” she muttered, as she sat down at the table where the
cookies were cooling, checked them over. She saw one that might be soft and fluffy
and picked it up and took a bite.

“Now,” Mack shared, “the test of shortbread is... will it melt in your mouth?’

And, in fact, al that buttery goodness was melting all over her taste buds, and she
almost moaned in joy.

He nodded. “See? That’s the sign of a good cookie.” She stared at him around the
mouthful, and it was gone in seconds. He chuckled. “Y ou’ll become a shortbread nut
just like the rest of us.”

She sighed. “How come | didn’t know there was such a thing as shortbreads?’

“Mathew readlly didn’t let you have any Christmas baking?’

“No. It would have made me fat, remember?’



His face darkened at that, and he pushed the whole platter of cookiesin front of her,
and said, “Eat to your heart’s content.”

She laughed. “The thing is, it's different when you can have it. I’'m not necessarily
even hungry. But these are really good.” She finished the one in her hand and
muttered, “I should have had it with coffee.”

“That’s okay. Now you can have coffee with a second one.” She rolled her eyes at
that. “But you're still not getting out of the issue at hand.” She glared at him, and he
nodded. “Oh, | know. I’ ve gotten wind of most of your tricks by now. Every oncein a
while, you still avoid answering my questions on something. | don’t get how | missed
whatever it was that you were trying to hide from me, and you still do it afair bit but
not this time. So, what was Mugs supposed to do and yet didn’t?’

“l won’'t get Mugs into trouble,” she said. “ That would be tattling.”

He looked at her and grimaced. “Y ou aready tattled.”

“Oh.” She frowned and looked over at Mugs. “ Sorry, buddy.”

He woofed, asif to say, That's okay. A cookiewould fix it .

She glared at him. “No, no more cookies.”

“Doreen,” Mack said in that urging tone of voice.

“Fine, fine, fine,” she muttered, with a wave of her hand. “It’'s just that... somebody
came by today. He didn’t knock, or, if he did, | didn’'t hear it. | turned around, and he

was in the kitchen aready.”

He frowned at her. “Who was it?”



“Pengo, the guy Brandon Phelps was trying to say was responsible for that B& E case
he wanted the Freedom Project to get written off his records.”

Mack sat down hard on the chair beside her. “He came here?’

“Yeah, not necessarily a good thing. Plus, I'm not exactly sure how he knew how to
find me, outside of the fact that, according to Richard, it’s hard not to find me.”

“Good God.” Mack stared at her. “Did you have a conversation with him?’

“Sure. What else could | do? He started off by telling me that my shortbreads were
probably too tough.” Mack’ s lips twitched at that. “Don’t you start that again either.”

“Did hetry one?’ he asked.

“No, | didn’'t let him try one. They were just coming out of the oven, but, when |
banged my foot on the floor, he told me the cookies would fall.” At that, Mack started
to laugh again. “And then | got really mad.”

“Y eah, of course you would. And why did you get mad?’

“Because | didn’t know whether he was telling the truth or not,” she wailed in such a
forlorn tone that Mack sighed, snagged her into his arms, and sat her on his lap.

“Did they look really high?’ he asked.

“No.” She turned to face him. “Does that mean they fell?’

“No,” he replied, trying hard for calm and not an uproarious laughter. “It means that
they wouldn’t fall in the first place.”



“Oh.” She settled against his shoulder. “I guess people really do think I'm an idiot,
don’t they?’

“No, | think they find you incredibly endearing and lovely, and they aren’t sure what
they’ re supposed to do with you. Then, when they do find something, like the idea
that you don’t know about falling cookies,” he clarified, his lips twitching once again,
“1 think it’s instinctive for them to make fun of you.”

“Maybe so,” she muttered, “but it’s not nice.”

“No, it’s not necessarily very nice,” he said gently, “but you are learning every day.”

“Sure, | might be learning, but that doesn’t mean it’s happening quick enough. | was
thinking about taking cooking classes.”

He shrugged. “If you would find that fun, then do it.”

“1I"m hoping that maybe it would be more than just fun, but it would also be useful.”

“It would be useful,” he said. “As long as you enjoy it, it would be useful. But you
really don’t need to do something you don’t enjoy.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” she replied, throwing back her head, “because even if | don’t
enjoy it, that doesn’t mean that | don’t need to learn more basics. It is quite troubling
that | can’t do some of the most basic things.”

“You just made shortbreads,” he pointed out. “Y ou made fabulous shortbreads, soit’s
not that you can’t do some of the basic things. It's just like the shortbreads though, it
might take you a time or two to learn it properly. And I've got to tell you how
fabulous these are.”



“But | wonder”—she turned to him, frowning—*“if you would say that if they weren’t
mine.”

“Meaning that | only like them because you made them?’ he asked. “I must admit
that they’re extra special because | know you made them. Plus, | know how hard it
has been for you to make a lot of these things, but you keep trying. So nothing nicer
or better than seeing somebody who's down but keeps picking themselves up again
and again in order to learn something new. | am really proud of you.”
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| t had taken a little bit to calm Mack down last night. After he'd gotten over the
laughter, and she told him about what she’d done, he was angry. But the fact that
she'd alowed Pengo to come and go without any issues made Mack look at her
sideways. She shrugged. “1 wasn't trying to cause him any trouble.”

“But neither were you trying to do him any favors,” he pointed out.

“1I"m not sure that it has to be both,” she pointed out. “I mean, obvioudy if something
Isgoing on, and this other poor guy did thetime...”

“But he also did time for his own crimes, and so, while it’s not necessarily something
that we want to happen, I'm sure it’s not unusual for somebody to get a B&E rolled
into their other charges, even though they say that they didn’t do it.”

“Right,” she agreed, “and | get that. Once you start protesting, nobody will listen to
you anymore.”

“Exactly,” Mack confirmed. “So, sure, it's possible Brandon may not have done this
one crime, but it'll be pretty hard to proveit.”

“It's just the injustice of it all.” He rolled his eyes. “1 know what you will say,” she
interrupted, waving her hand at him. “If he hadn’t done any of the crimes, it would be
adifferent story.”

“Yes, and | agree injustices make us mad and angry, and we don’t like them, but they
do happen,” he pointed out.



She nodded. “And, of course, it wasn't in your jurisdiction,” she reminded him, “so
it'snot asif you're responsible.”

“1 know 1I’'m not responsible,” he said, with a shrug, as he studied her. “That doesn’t
mean | want to see this go down in any jurisdiction. We do the best we can, but none
of us are perfect.”

“And | understand that too,” she added.

And now here it was, the next morning, with the party tonight, but Doreen was trying
to figure out just what she was supposed to do with the Pengo information. When her
phone rang, she didn’t recognize the number, but it looked somewhat familiar, so she
answered hesitantly.

“There wasn’'t anything in here that mattered,” Pengo stated in frustration.

“What were you expecting?’ she asked, puzzled. “I said nothing much was there. It
was just a file that Brandon was trying to get somebody to look at. Didn’t | tell you
al that before? Something about one of the charges that he had been charged with
and | guess convicted of,” she said, looking for the language she wanted, “but he
didn’'t do that one crime, and it bothered him, and he was looking for the guy who did

do it to be charged.”

Then came an ugly silence. “Is that what you're trying to do?’ he snapped. “Get me
charged for something | didn’t do?’

“1f you didn’t do it, then you won'’t get charged,” she stated. “Why would you?’

“Brandon didn’t do it, and he not only got charged, but he served time for it.”

“Right,” she agreed, “whichis hardly fair.”



“Wait, hang on aminute. What are you talking about?’

“1 mean, he did the time, as you pointed out, and he shouldn’t have.”

“He also got off for good behavior, soit’snot asif hereally did all thetime.”

She frowned at that. “ That’s not the point. Somebody ,” she said, with emphasis, “got
away with acrime.”

“ Great . Lady, do you know how many people in this town get away with crimes on
aregular basis?’

“l really don't like to think about that,” she replied carefully. “I was told this was a
lovely town.”

“Sure, it is alovely town. Honestly, it's a great town,” he admitted grudgingly. “But,
if you're thinking that crimes have gone unnoticed and unsolved, you wouldn’t be
wrong.”

“1I"m sure there have been,” she conceded, “and I’'m doing my best to clean up what |

can.
Another moment of silence passed, then he asked, “Is that what you're trying to do
with me?’ Then his tone turned ugly. “Are you thinking you' Il stick me with some of

these crimes that Brandon did?”

“I’m not saying that at all,” she replied, “because, if you didn’t have anything to do
with it, then it’s got nothing to do with you at all.”

Pengo paused again. “1 don’'t think | like this.”



“Okay, so you don't likeit,” she said, “and | get that. | get that alot actually. Though
I’m really not sure why people get upset with me.”

“Maybe because you keep interfering in their lives,” he snapped.

She thought about that, even while he was ranting and raving. “I guessiit is kind of
interfering, isn't it?” she noted and then shrugged. “ Oh, well.”

“What do you mean, Oh, well ?’ he asked. “Brandon died. Isn’t that enough?’

“Thethingis,... did he haveto die? | don't think so.”

“What do you mean, haveto die 7’ he asked in exasperation. “I mean, he served time,
and he died, sorry. Too bad, so sad, right?’

She almost wanted to laugh at his rhyme, but it was obvious that he was angry at her
for even bringing up such a suggestion. “It's not as if | expect you to confess or
anything. A guy like you won’t do that anyway.”

“What do you mean, a guy like me 7 he asked in a sharp tone. “There you go,
already judging me, asif I’ve committed some horrific crime, and | haven’t.”

“Good,” she declared, satisfaction in her tone. “Then you've got nothing to worry
about.”

“Look, lady. If you'll start interfering in my life, I'm warning you now.... Just stay
out of it. Stay out of my life, stay out of my world, and stay away from me. | don’t
want anything to do with you at all.”

“ You caled me,” she retorted, “and you came to my house, uninvited . So obviously
it's you who wants something to do with me.”



“You can absolutely take me out of your mind right now. | don’t want anything more
to do with you, not now, not ever.” And, with that, he ended the call.

If she was alittle more thin-skinned, she would take offense at the way some of these
guys talked to her. However, since she understood that they were more afraid than
anything else, she was able to let them off the hook for their attitude and behavior.

When he phoned back a little bit |ater, he added, “1 mean it. Stay out of my life.” And
he ended the call again.

She stared down at the phone and shook her head. He's still the one who called her,
so it’snot as if she had to report it to Mack or anything. But when she got atext from
Pengo next, which repeated, | mean it , she responded with a text. You're the one
initiating all conversations with me,... three times now. So obviously something is
going on here.

He phoned her back thistime. “ Get out of my life or else.”

“Isthat athreat?’ she asked, with interest.

His tone turned ugly. “It wasn't, but, if you continue this harassment, it could be.”
And, with that, he ended the call again.

She wasn't even sure how she was harassing him because it felt as if he was the one
harassing her. But she hadn’t ever been in this position before and was pretty sure
Mack wouldn’t be happy with her. But then, that went along with everything else in
her life these days. Just when she was trying to help people, everybody tended to take
things the wrong way.

Shrugging, she put that out of her mind. Then she heard Nan in her head, nagging at
her to wear a nice outfit for the Christmas party. Doreen sighed. Nan had been right.



Doreen needed something specia to wear to the party, and that was about to become
an issue she would have to resolve fast. She still had some of Nan’s clothes here, but
was there something that she could wear?

She pondered that as she headed upstairs. This would be better than going shopping,
or so she thought. She didn’t know when she’d become somebody who hated to
shop—maybe when she realized that her pocketbook money didn’t reach the level of
her previous credit cards anymore. Her husband had aways insisted that she be
dressed properly , and he always made the final call as to what properly meant. But
here she was, trying to figure out something on her own, and it was exhausting to say
the |east.

She went through Nan's closet and found a black dress. Black might be okay but not
for a Christmas party. It shouldn’t be something with a funeral vibe, or at least that’s
what she thought Nan would say. The trouble with shopping in Nan's closet was that
Nan liked bright colors, bold and dramatic. Y et not one red was among them or even
a Christmassy-looking print. There was, however, areally deep forest-green dress.

She pulled that out and pondered it. Maybe if she had something to go with it, like a
cream-colored jacket and matching heels, or she could even do red—~but that might
just make her look too much like a Christmas tree. She went through her closet and
with delight pulled out a few of things she had saved from when she'd originaly
moved in. Sure enough, she found what she thought would be areally nice outfit.

Putting it on, she twirled around and smiled, then quickly took a selfie and sent it to
Nan. Nan phoned her back, and she seemed alittle choked up.

“Oh, my dear, you look absolutely lovely.”

Doreen smiled and thanked the Lord because it had been one maddening task, and
she was dreading the thought of having to do it all over again. “I was afraid you



would tell me that it wasn’t Christmassy enough.”

“No, | think that’ll be just lovely. | bought that dress so many years ago.”

“Isit too old-looking, do you think?’

“No, that style has come back around, to be honest,” Nan noted. “It's one of those
timeless pieces you can just wear and never have to worry,” she murmured. “A little
bit of jewelry wouldn’t hurt though.”

“Ill take alook,” she promised. “One more thing, Nan.”

“Yes, dear?’

“I never found any mistletoe for the party.”

“Oh, that’s fine, child. Aslong as you are there, that’s all | want.” And, with that, she
ended the call.

When a knock came on her door, she ran downstairs, and it was the courier with her
grandmother’ s necklace.

Now Doreen wanted to wear it for the Christmas party, but, if she did, she couldn’t
surprise Nan with it for her Christmas gift, so that was out. But it did bring back
memories of a couple other pieces she may have saved. They weren't expensive.
They were just nice little pieces with more special memories than anything. One was
a gold chain, made up of five strands together. She put that on and smiled. This
would do just fine.

She quickly changed, put away her great-grandmother’s necklace to wrap up later,
headed downstairs, hearing another noise at the front door. Expecting it to be another



parcel delivery, she walked over and opened the door without any warning. And there
was Pengo.

He stood there, glaring.

She shook her head. “You're in danger of becoming a real bore. | get that you keep
telling me that I’'m the one who's bothering you, but the truth of the matter is that
you' re the one bothering me.”

“l am not,” he snapped.

“Hate to break it to you, but here you are on my doorstep yet again.”

“] want you to leave it alone.”

She frowned. “I’'m not pushing it to begin with. | just wanted you to know that your
friend was dead and look what trouble that got me.”

“Hewasn't my friend.”

She stared at him and nodded. “That’ s obvious from the way you’ ve been acting.”

He flushed and added, “Look, lady. | don't want anything to do with this. | didn’t
have anything to do with the original crime, and | don’'t want anything to do with it

now.

“Interesting,” she muttered, studying him, but, the trouble was, she believed him. She
sighed. “Okay, if you say you didn’t, you didn’t.”

“So that’sit?’ he asked.



“Sure, I'm not pursuing this anyway. It obviously won't go anywhere” she
explained, with a shrug. “However, if you do know something, it’s definitely to your
benefit to tell me.”

“No way,” he replied in a more relaxed tone. “You're just the type to pick it up and
go cause trouble for somebody else.”

“Somebody else who may have gotten away with murder?’ she asked.

“Murder?’ he gasped, and his eyebrows shot up. “Hey, who said anything about
murder? That was arobbery, way back when.”

“Yeah, it sure was,” she conceded, “but your friend Brandon may have been
murdered over it.”
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P engo shook his head several times. “I had nothing to do with that.”

“Y ou keep saying that, and yet here you are on my doorstep again.” He glared at her.
“1 know. | know. According to you, I’m just apain in the butt.”

“Yeah, you're not kidding,” he snapped. “Why are you trying to cause trouble?’
“1I"m not trying to cause any trouble, but it’s been trouble for somebody else.”
“But that person is dead, so it shouldn’t matter.”

She sighed. “Maybe, maybe not, but again, if you know something...”

“I’m not telling the cops nothing,” he snapped. “They haven't done anything for me.
I’m not doing anything for them.”

“Fine, in that case, you can be on your way.” She pointed to her front steps. “Don’t
fall. | haven't got any deicer yet.”

He stared at her for along moment. “I should fall and then sue you,” he muttered, as
he walked down the steps. He turned, looked back at her, and asked, “You'll lay off,
right?’

“Will you lay off?’ she asked him. “Because | only see one person continuing to
make contact with me on this one matter, and it hasn’t been me contacting you. I'm
just getting ready for a Christmas party.”



“Right,” he muttered. “There' sthat big do at the retirement hall. My sister’ s going.”

“It seems that half the town has been invited,” she noted, with awry shrug.

“l didn’t get an invite,” he mumbled.

She looked at him and smiled. “Do you want to go?’

“Heck no,” he muttered. “The last thing | want to do is be locked up in aroom with a
bunch of old people.”

“Yeah, I’'m sure you don’t,” she muttered, “but, honest to goodness, they probably
have more fun in their day than you do.”

He took one last look at her and stormed away.

She laughed at that, knowing it was probably quite true. But his visit brought up
something else completely unrelated, and that worried her. Unrelated and worried
meant bad news somewhere along the line for somebody. She thought about it for a
long moment and then looked back at Mugs. “What will we do about it, Mugs?’

He woofed several times and then lay down.

“You think we should just let it go, don’t you?”

He woofed again.

“You're probably right. Plus, Mack would get pretty upset. Then, if we're late for the
party, you know Nan would be very upset,” And Doreen would do a lot to avoid

breaking Nan's heart. And that's exactly what would happen if Doreen showed up
late tonight. She groaned. “Fine, we'll get dressed and head down. | don’'t know if



we' re supposed to be early or what.”

Nan would have a conniption fit if she thought Doreen would do something the
wrong way. If it meant being early, you were supposed to be early. However, if
you' re supposed to be late, then you must be late. She sent Nan a text, asking if she
was supposed to arrive early or late.

Nan phoned her back. “That’s a silly question. It’s a party.”

“l know it's a party. That's why I’'m asking you. | don’t want you to be embarrassed
because | don’t know which way to go on this one.”

“You would never embarrass me, child,” she replied gently. “You can come anytime
you want. | do know Mack will likely be alittle bit late though.”

“Fine,” she muttered. “I’ll be alittle bit late too, so I’ m not out of sync with Mack.”

“Oh, that’s good,” Nan said, laughter in her tone. “It’ s nice to see the two of you so in
Wnc.”

Doreen did end up a little late getting to Rosemoor, just because the animals seemed
way too excited. She was worried about taking them since there would be a massive
crush of people. However, it aso felt wrong not to bring her animals, when her
animals deserved to be thanked too, as it wasn't just about Doreen. So she had to
bring them. They were a team after all, and she was determined that they should be
allowed to have fun and to steal the spotlight.

With a bow tie on Mugs, she made an attempt to pin alittle Christmas ribbon bow on
the back of Goliath’s collar, and not to be outdone, Thaddeus was also sporting a
little bow. She slowly started to walk down, wondering if she should have driven in
this cold, and quickly realized it was way too cold to walk there. Heading back home,



she moved everybody over to her car, and now finally loaded up, she drove to
Rosemoor, only to discover it was amost impossible to find any parking. She
groaned as she drove around, realizing she would still be a few blocks away, but that
was the best she could do about it.

She hopped out, leashed up both Mugs and Goliath, then put Thaddeus carefully onto
her shoulder, worried that he was already eyeing her shiny gold necklace a little too
closely. He might end up embarrassing everybody if he decided it was something he
should have. As she walked toward the front entrance, the doors opened immediately,
as she was greeted with cries of well-wishes and Merry Christmas. She laughed as
she saw both staff and seniors waiting for her. As she arrived, the cheers went up all
around.

She shook her head, “ Jeez, you guys. Come on. It's not asif you haven't seen me this
week.”

“Ah, but all thisisfor you,” one of them declared, beaming.

“That’swhy | brought the animals. | truly hope it’s okay.”

“Of courseit’'sokay. You and the animals are aways welcome,” the manager replied.

Doreen laughed. “1I’'m really glad you agree because | was worried about it.”

“No, you and the animals are a package deal,” the manager pointed out, “and we
knew it. It's all good.”

As Doreen walked in, she was surprised to see a couple standing in her way, hesitant,
as if reluctant to approach any farther, unsure if they would even be welcome.
Obviously they were welcome since they were here. With a closer 1ook, Doreen noted
It was Pengo and his sister, Miriam. She looked at him in surprise. “Look at that. Y ou



decided to come after al.”

He turned and glared at her, but his sister shushed him. “Yes,” she replied, looking
over at Doreen, one eyebrow up. “1 didn’t think any animals were invited though.”

“Ah, well, in that case, you would be wrong,” Doreen stated cheerfully. “The animals
go wherel go. We're ateam.”

Miriam looked at her. “ So, you' re Doreen? The one that all this fussis about, huh 7’

“Yes, I'm Doreen,” she confirmed, with a nod.

“1 thought there was something familiar about you, but couldn’t quite figure it out.
What did you want my brother for?’

“To talk to him, but he seems to have gotten the wrong idea on the whole issue. | just
wanted to tell him about Brandon. Now he's the one who keeps bugging me,” she
explained, turning to look at him.

“Hardly.” He groaned, as he glared at her. “She's crazy,” he added for his sister.

Miriam stopped, her eyes widening.

Doreen knew that look all too well by now. “Yeah, that’s me,” she noted cheerfully.
“I’m the crazy lady who getsinvolved in al these cold cases.”

“S0 you are trying to solve that case,” Pengo stated, turning to face her.

“Except that you told me how you weren’'t involved. So, if you weren’t involved, you
weren't involved,” she declared, with a shrug. “ So, nothing else to say about it.”



“Right, and | meant it.”

“Of course. And | believe you.”

“You do?’ he asked, turning to look at her.

“Yes”

“Oh.” He didn't seem to know what to say to that.

She laughed, then patted him on the shoulder and added, “It’s all right, you know?
Some people will believe you. Now go get some punch and relax, so you can enjoy
the party.” She motioned over to the side, where the refreshments and some snacks

were.

“l haven't eaten all day,” he muttered, warming up to the idea. He asked his sister,
“Can | get you some punch?’

“Sure. | want to talk to Doreen for a minute.”

He nodded and walked over to the refreshments table and quickly lost himself in the
table of food.

Doreen watched him pick up food with both hands, and she laughed. “He redlly is
hungry, isn’'t he?” She turned back to smile at the sister. “How are you doing?’

“I'm fine,” Miriam replied, but her gaze was narrow and hard. “I’m just wondering
why you'’ re bothering my brother. Y ou didn’t tell me that you were looking at him as

asuspect for a case. Had | known, | never would have pointed you in his direction.”

Doreen shrugged. “I didn’t know whether he had anything to do with it or not,” she



stated. “l was just asking questions. He says he didn't, so whatever. Besides, |
contacted him to let him know about Brandon’s passing.”

“And that’sit? You'll just believe him?’

“Yes, I'll just believe him,” she repeated. She didn’'t elaborate about the fact that, as
far as she was concerned, her inner guidance was pretty solid, and Doreen was a
decent judge of character. Although Pengo was giving off all kinds of good vibes on
the matter, Miriam wasn’'t. Doreen eyed Pengo’ s sister and asked, “Don’t you believe
him?’

She shook her head. “Of course | do. He's my brother.”

“That’s not an excuse though,” she pointed out. “An awful lot of brothers out there
are still criminals.”

“Sure, but he's my brother, and | know him very well.”

“Did you aso know Brandon?’

She nodded. “I did. | have to admit that, back then, he didn’t appear to be quite such a
bad guy. It was really a surprise when he went down for all those crimes.”

“And may only have been guilty of some of them. He admits he got into a bad way
and had some bad friends who guided him in the wrong direction, but he left quite a
few detailed notes,” Doreen added cheerfully. “I haven't had a chance to get through
them all.”

“Notes?” Miriam asked faintly.

“Y eah, notes,” Doreen confirmed. “He wanted to clear his name of at |east one of the



things he didn’t do. He fessed up and pled guilty to the ones that he did, but he was
adamant that he was innocent of one of them.”

“Really?” Miriam asked, staring at Doreen.

“Yeah, really,” she agreed cheerfully. “And then he died before he had a chance to do
anything about it.”

“So why would anybody care now?’ Miriam asked, with a shrug. “I mean, he's
dead.”

“Sure, he' s dead, and maybe a lot of people don't care, but | do.”

“Of course you do.” Miriam groaned. “It’s that whole busybody part of your system,
isn'tit?’

“1 don’t even know what that means,” Doreen admitted, looking at her. “However, |
can tell you that, if there' s an easy answer to this, | will try and find it.”

“Why? Brandon doesn’t care anymore.”

“Maybe he doesn’t care, but an injustice was done.”

“Right, a busybody,” she muttered. “Anyway, it’s got nothing to do with me.”

As she went to step away, Doreen stared at her and asked, “ Are you sure?’
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D oreen watched as Miriam froze in front of her, then slowly, oh-so-slowly turned to
look at her.

“What are you talking about?” Miriam asked, her tone harsh.

Just as she spoke, the crowd noise had fallen into a sudden lull, so her words came
across as unnaturally loud.

Doreen eyed Miriam in surprise, as people turned to look over at Doreen and the
woman she was talking to.

Mirian flushed and glared at her. “Why would you even say that?’ she asked in a
hoarse whisper.

“l just wondered, since you seem to know Brandon so well.” Doreen stared at
Miriam. “I mean, you’'ve got to think about what you do know and what you don’t
know. | would just assume that, if you aready knew Brandon, you probably knew
more than you expected to know.”

Miriam shook her head. “ That makes no sense.”

“Lots of what | do doesn’t make sense,” Doreen admitted. “It just happens to be the
way my brain works, which obviously isin avery discombobulated way.”

“You're not kidding.” Miriam stared at Doreen and added, “I don’t want you saying
anything that’ Il get mein trouble.”



“Of course not.” Doreen smiled. “That’s not the intent.”

“Areyou sure?’ Miriam asked. “It seemsto me asif you're fishing.”

“If I am fishing, what difference does it make?’ Doreen asked. “Y ou said you knew
Brandon, and you knew him back before all this happened.”

“Sure, but | didn’t know him , know him.”

“But you did,” Pengo argued, as he ambled over, his mouth half full of food. “Y ou
guys even dated for awhile there.”

She stared at him. “ Sure, but not for very long.”

“It was over ayear, if not longer than that,” he pointed out to Miriam, frowning at her
now. “You didn’'t even tell me about it. | had to find out from everybody else. It's like
you kept it hidden,” he said in an aggrieved tone.

She groaned. “It doesn’'t matter whether | told you or not.”

“Except you just said you didn’t know him.”

“Then the question redlly is,” Doreen interjected, “did you ever have anything to do
with one of Brandon'’s shady business dealings?’

“Of course not,” Miriam snapped.

“Yes, you did,” Pengo countered, looking at her. “I mean, obvioudly it's been along
time, and you don’t have anything to do with it now, but you did back then.”

“No, | did not,” Miriam snapped.



“Yes, you did. You used to fence some of his things, and that’s how you got the
money to start your fancy restaurant.”

Doreen just watched in amusement as the sister tried to shut down her brother, who
obviously had no issue with talking. Not to mention the fact that it appeared he had
poured back a couple glasses of wine really fast, and aready red spots were popping
out on his cheeks. Doreen asked, “ Enjoying the wine, Pengo?’

“l sure did,” he said. “Thisisn’t such a bad place to tank up. | fed asif | haven't had
adecent meal in awhile.”

Doreen smiled at him. “And your sister? How has she been doing lately?’

“Oh, she’'s been making money hand over fist in that place of hers next to the food
court. It’s always been a good location.”

“1 was making money hand over fist,” she clarified, “but things have been a lot
tougher recently.”

“You mentioned that before,” he said, nodding, “but then you went and bought that
house. | don't have a house,” he muttered, glaring at her. “Heck, | don’'t even have a
decent place to stay.” He watched her ruefully, as if she were responsible for al the
illsin hisworld.

Miriam groaned. “If you hadn’'t spent all your money left, right, and center, you
might still have some to spend on aplaceto live.”

“If you hadn’t been given alot of money from Brandon before he died, | would have
had some money.”

Another heavy silence fell around Miriam, as everybody gathered closer.



Doreen wasn't sure what was going on, but it was interesting. “Why would Brandon
give her money?’ she asked Pengo curiousdly.

“She gave birth to his son.”

“Oh, so child support then?” Doreen asked.

“Y eah, child support,” Pengo replied, “but | don’t think it was his kid.”

At that, his sister turned and snapped at him. “Y ou just shut up.”

He laughed. “I mean, it was a good con, as far as cons go. A great con redly. It's
brought you all kinds of money over the years,” he noted, with a smile. “I wish | was
female, and | could pull a stunt like that. So many men end up paying for kids who
aren’'t even theirs, and it doesn’'t even matter. They’ve got nothing to say about it.”
He laughed. “But, no,” he added, talking directly to Doreen again, “Miriam’s pretty
smart when it comes to that.”

“Is she now?’ Doreen asked, trying hard to keep her smile off her face, as Pengo
blabbed all of his sister’s secrets. “I wonder if Brandon found out about it?" Doreen
asked.

“Ah, maybe so,” Pengo replied. “ She told me how they had one huge fight.”

“Interesting,” Doreen murmured, as she turned and looked at the sister. “When did
you see Brandon last?’

“None of your business.” Her tone raised eyebrows all around them.

“She saw him the day he died,” Pengo replied. “I know they were talking on the
phone about meeting up in person. Brandon had a trip to do, and he needed to get on



it.”

“Interesting,” Doreen noted. “ That’ s fascinating.” She turned to face Miriam.

“Yeah, he handed her a check for a bunch of money, but she wanted more. He told
her how he didn’t have any more. Y et he was going into business and was hoping that
maybe it would be enough to pay his bills. How it was hard getting a day job when he
had a record, which of course had started him off again on all the wrong thingsin his
world.”

“Of course,” Doreen replied, willing Pengo to keep talking. “Plus, if he's paying
child support and that’ s not even his child, that would hurt Brandon financially, not to
mention the betrayal of it all. Especially since he’'d already had betrayal on his mind,

since he had to pay for a crime he didn’t do.”

“Exactly,” Pengo agreed. “But that wasn't me, so don’t you go putting that on me,”
he said in alarm. “| already told you about that.”

“1 know.” She nodded at him, smiling.

Meanwhile, his sister was inching toward the main door. Doreen looked around to see
how she could bring this to an end or at least get the answers that she was pretty sure
were ssimmering just under the surface. Then she caught sight of Mack glaring at her,
standing with his arms akimbo, blocking the exit. She gave him a beaming smile.
Miriam turned to look behind her and asked Doreen, “Who are you smiling at?’

“Oh, that’s Mack, avery good friend of mine,” Doreen replied, with a smirk.

Miriam hissed. “Y ou have friends?’ she asked, then gave an eyerall.



“Yep, | suredo,” Doreen declared. “It surprises me too.”

“Yeah, you're not kidding,” Miriam muttered.

Doreen glanced at Mack, just shaking his head at the way the conversation was going.
But Doreen wasn't quite done. She turned back to the brother. “Any idea if Miriam
ownsagun?’

Pengo raised his eyebrows. “1 have no idea.” Then he stopped and frowned. “But,
now that you mention it, Brandon did.”

“As an ex-con, he had a weapon?’ Doreen asked.

“Yeah, | told him it was a bad deal, and he knew it wasn't great, but prison had also
taught him to be very wary. So Brandon felt better having it, though he didn’t really
know how to use it.” Pengo laughed. “ That was the thing about him. He was one of
those guys who was aways al-in, and it didn’t matter if it made sense or not. So,
when he got the call to do some of these jobs back then, he jumped.” Pengo turned
his sister. “Remember that job he did with the jewelry store? Brandon should never
have gotten involved in that one at all.” Pengo shook his head and laughed.

“Yeah, your sister arranged that one, didn’t she?” Doreen asked Pengo.

“Y eah, she suredid.”

“I did not,” Miriam roared.

By now, everybody surrounded them, and Nan had her little book out and a pencil in
her hand. Doreen shook her head. Her grandmother was probably taking bets on the

outcome. Doreen groaned, not really expecting to have made quite this much of a
scene at the party. Doreen mentioned to the group, “I’'m sure it’'s something that



someone would like to talk to Miriam about.”

“l ain’'t talking to nobody,” Miriam snapped.

“1 still have a question.” Doreen took a moment to stare down Miriam, then asked,
“Do you still have the gun?’

“No, | don’t have the gun, and | never did. And it was Brandon’s gun,” she pointed
out. “I never used it.”

“Yeah, you did,” her brother declared, looking at her with his eyebrows up. “1 taught
you how to shoot myself.”

“Did you now?’ Doreen asked, with a nod. “You didn’t happen to use it on the last
day of Brandon's life, did you, Miriam?’ Doreen asked, turning to look at Miriam
with an eyebrow raised. “I mean, enquiring minds want to know and all.”

Miriam stared at her. “Do you think I’'m an idiot?’

“Nope, not necessarily,” Doreen replied, “but | do think you probably popped
Brandon on that last day. He likely found out about your child support con, possibly
from your brother here. All that money Brandon had handed over to you was money
he needed now in order to survive himself. All that money paid for a child who

wasn't even his.”

“Maybe,” she muttered, “on the child part, but | sure didn’t kill him. He died in an
accident.”

“Oh, there we go,” Pengo snapped. “ You lied.”

“1 did not,” she snapped right back at her brother. “Y ou just shut up.”



“You called mein apanic that day,” he declared. Then his mouth gaped open and his
gaze narrowed, asif it just hit him. “Did you shoot Brandon?’

“He died in atrucking accident, remember? Y ou’re such an idiot.”

“Yes, he did,” Doreen noted, “but he was shot first. | don't know whether you shot
him while he was in the vehicle, or if you shot him and he hopped into the truck to
get away, and in his panic, caused the accident. Regardless it was your hand on the
trigger.”

“You don’t know anything,” Miriam spat. “You can’'t prove that gun was in my hand.
No way.”

“It’s at home though, if anybody wants to go check on it,” Pengo shared, still staring
at her. “Did you kill Brandon? Don't tell me that you did such a thing. That would be
too awful to even consider.”

His sister turned and stared at him. “Shut up,” Miriam cried out. “Why can’t you just
keep your mouth shut?’

“Because, even for Pengo, murder would be a step too far,” Doreen stated, staring at
Miriam.

“Yes, it is bad, so bad, Miriam. You don’'t even have a kid, and you were cheating
Brandon out of money. Everything you do is a con,” Pengo wailed, raising his hands
in frustration. “You're the one responsible for that B&E that got Brandon into so
much trouble. He went to jail for you, for Christ’s sake.”

“Did you tell Brandon that Miriam did the B&E?’ Doreen asked, turning to look at
him.



“No, | didn’'t. She'smy sister, after all.”

“Right.” Doreen nodded. Her gaze caught Mack’s expression, as he stared at the
couple in fascination. “But murder? That’ s alittle too much to ignore.”

“Yeah, murder is awhole lot too much to ignore,” Pengo stated, turning to look at his
sister. “I mean, you stole his money, but, jeez, you didn’t have to steal his life.” He

glared at her. “ Serioudy?”’

“He wanted to turn me in. He would make sure | paid,” Miriam cried out, staring
back at her brother asif willing him to understand. “No way | would do that.”

“S0, you just killed him then?” Doreen asked.

At that, she turned and glared at Doreen. “I ain’t saying nothing.”

“You aready said more than enough,” Doreen noted.

“Too darn bad because you can’t prove anything.” Miriam turned, looking for an exit,
only to find Mack standing there at the door, his arms crossed as he stared at her. She
turned back to Doreen.

Doreen shrugged and added, “ Thisis Mack. He' s a detective on Brandon’'s case.”

Miriam gasped and paled, as her brother burst out laughing. “Good Lord,” Pengo
shouted. “ After al this time you might have to pay for your crimes.”

She turned on him. “What about your crimes?’

“Nothing I've ever done is anywhere near as bad as this,” he declared, his smile
falling away resentfully. “Y ou had no business conning him out of child support for a



child you didn’'t even have.”

“He was the fool who paid up.” Miriam sneered. “And that’s got nothing to do with

youl.

“Yet it does, and you' ve always been like that.”

“You'rejust angry that | didn’t share.”

He shook his head. “No. | wouldn’t have wanted anything to do with that deal.” He
shrugged, as if shaking the bad mojo off him. “That’s just wrong on so many levels.”

“Oh, give me a break,” Miriam snapped. “It has nothing to do with you, and you
really don’t care. You never did.”

“Brandon was areally nice guy, Mir,” he pointed out, obviously using her nickname,
and hisvoice broke. “You didn’t have to kill him.”

“1 did have to kill him to keep him from coming after me and opening up all these
dratted cases,” she snapped. “Even if I'd tried to pay him off instead, he would have
known for sure it was me.”

“It was you, so you should have just told him that and fessed up. You know your
regular deal. Say you're sorry, pay him off, then sleep with him again.” Pengo glared
at her. “That's the normal trick you would pull anyway.”

“1 do not,” Miriam snapped.

Pengo rolled his eyes at that.

Mack then took one step forward, and Miriam muttered, “Oh no, | didn’t come here



for this.”

She started to back away, only to get tangled up in Mugs's leash. As she tried to step
out of it, Mugs saw Mack through the crowd and raced forward, literally pulling
Miriam’s feet out from under her. She hit the ground with a hard cry and was dragged
right up to Mack’ s feet, already hog-tied, rather like she was gift-wrapped, except she
was missing the bow.

Doreen looked over at Mack and, with asmile, added, “Merry Christmas!”

He glared at her, but the place erupted with laughter. Unable to keep it in, Doreen
exploded in a fit of giggles herself. “Merry Christmas, indeed,” Mack muttered,
glaring down at his suspect, neatly tied up in a dog leash at his feet. “Good grief,

Doreen. Y ou do know we were just supposed to come and enjoy a party.”

“Yeah, | know, and | am sorry about that.” She turned and looked at her grandmother.
“| am so sorry, Nan.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” her grandmother declared, looking absolutely thrilled. Then she
turned to Mack and asked, “But you won't have to leave now, will you?’

At that, Darren popped up and offered, “I’ll handle this. Don’t worry.”

Mack frowned at him. “Y ou sure?’

“Sure, I'll get her booked at the station.” Then he lowered his voice, though several
people could still hear him, including Doreen. “Y ou just look after my grandfather.”

At that, Doreen turned to see Richie, a bottle of wine in each hand, dancing all by
himself out on the dance floor. She started to giggle. “It'sadeal, Darren. Thank you.”



With that, Darren picked Miriam off the floor, quickly untangling her. “Yeah, I'm
definitely okay to take in thisone.” He grinned.

Mack added, “I owe you one.” Then he frowned, pointed to Richie, trying to snake
dance now, waving the wine bottles. “Maybe you owe me.”

Nan looked over at Richie and nodded. “Y ou make a good point, Mack.”

Looking alarmed, Mack looked back at Darren. “Nothing is ever ssmple when
Doreen’saround.”

Darren laughed. “No, it isn't. Besides, you got something else you need to do here
tonight. Right?’

Mack shot Darren alook but helped him escort the suspect out to the car.

When he stepped back inside, Doreen smiled up at him. When she saw the look on
his face, she frowned. “ Uh-oh , am | in trouble again? | shouldn’'t be in trouble. |
didn’t do anything.”

“You didn’t do anything?’ he asked, his eyebrows shooting up high.

“Not redlly. | just talked her into confessing.”

He thought about that and nodded. “I guessthat’strue, isn't it?”’

“1t absolutely istrue,” Nan stated, beaming. “ She’' sreally good at it.”

“1 know, but your timing could have been better.” He looked over at her, with asigh.
“Fine, | won't get too upset at you thistime.”



Doreen nodded, then added, “See? | didn’'t get hurt this time. Nobody confronted me
at home—well, except for Pengo, but he’'s harmless. So | did good this time, solving
it in front of you, right?’

Mack rolled his eyes, grimacing at her.

“Besides, Mack, don’t you have something you’ re supposed to do?’ Nan asked, abig
grin on her face.

“No.” Heglared at her. “I don’'t.”

Richie danced over, wrapped an arm around Mack’s shoulders and added, “Yes, you
do. Yes, you do.” Then he was pulled away by somebody to dance with them.

Doreen frowned at Mack. “What isit you needed to do?’

“Nothing.” Now he glared at her. “Y ou definitely killed the mood.”

“The mood?’ she repeated, looking at him worriedly. “ Are you okay, Mack? Are you
not feeling well?’

“I’'m feeling fine,” he grumbled.

As Doreen took a step toward Mack, Mugs raced ahead and sat at his heels.

“What's the matter, Mugs?’ Mack asked. Mugs gave several woofs at Mack, who
looked down at him and asked, “What do you want now, buddy?’ Nobody could
figure out what Mugs was woofing about, and finally Mack turned to her and

suggested, “Y ou might have to take him out of here.”

No sooner had the words escaped his mouth, when Mugs jumped up and hit him in



the back of the legs, dropping Mack to his knees. Everybody laughed, and Mack
glared as he straightened, but Mugs was having none of it. He raced around Mack,
and Goliath, not to be outdone, quickly chased Mugs, now wrapping Mack up in two
leashes, who then dropped to the floor again, on his knees.

Mack stared up at Doreen and asked, “Did you put them up to this?’

“No, | didn’'t do anything,” she said. “I’m so sorry.” She raced over and tried to help
untie him, but it ended up with the two of them on their knees on the floor, facing
each other, with her giggling and laughing out loud.

He wrapped her up in his arms, trying to contain his laughter, at the same time trying

not to get fully knocked to the floor. “Nothing with you will ever be normal, will it?’
Mack asked her.

She sighed. “I really hope you don’t mind, but the answer would be no.”

“Right.” He shook his head and looked over at Nan.

Doreen got to her feet and tried to help him back up, but he said, “I might as well just
stay here.” He reached into his pocket, lifted up one knee, and asked, “Doreen
Montgomery, will you marry me?’

She looked at him in shock, as the place fell completely silent. Mugs looked at her
and woofed. Goliath howled. Even Thaddeus poked his head out from underneath her

long hair and cooed, “Thaddeusis here. Thaddeusis here.”

Mack looked at him and nodded. “I know, buddy, but we need her to answer my
question.”

Doreen looked at him, as tears started to run down her cheeks, and Mack seemed



worried. She opened her mouth to say something, but the words just wouldn’t come.,

“You need to say something, dear,” Nan suggested, with a smile on her face.
“Otherwise Thaddeus will say it for you.”

Immediately Thaddeus flung open his wings, smacking Doreen in the face, as he
cried out, “ Thaddeus loves Mack. Thaddeus loves Mack.”

Everybody hooted and hollered, and Mack, still chuckling, finally said, “That’s nice.
I’m really happy you love me, buddy, but | really need her to have the same feeling.”

Thaddeus looked at him, cocked his head from one side to the other side, then looked
at Doreen and added, “ He, he, he . Doreen loves Mack. Doreen loves Mack.”

At that, Doreen unfroze and threw herself into Mack’s arms, landing on the floor
beside him. He didn’t even get a chance to stand back up, as she just clung to him.

He managed awkwardly to get himself up on his feet and to pick her up, with the
animals completely entwined around them, and Doreen cried out, “Yes, yes, yes.”

The place erupted in a madhouse of cheers, and he leaned over and kissed her.

Mack was everything she had always hoped would be part of her future but hadn’t
really realized that her future was beginning right here in front of her.
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W hen Doreen woke the next morning, she had a beaming smile on her face. As
parties went, it had been something else. Even Nan had called her late last night and
exclaimed there would never be another party like it. And she congratulated Doreen
severa times, then thanked her for making Nan the best party-maker ever.

Doreen had barely even figured out what she was talking about, but apparently
everyone enjoyed such a slam dunk of a time that it would go down as one of the
greatest events the town had ever seen. And the fact that Doreen had somehow
managed to solve an unknown cold case during al that madness had made it that
much better.

She rolled over and grinned to see the animals all tucked up in bed with her, all the
excitement of last night having completely worn the whole lot of them out. In the dim
recesses of her mind, she heard her phone ringing.

She picked it up and saw it was Nan.

“Are you awake, my dear?’

“1 am now, but the good newsis, | woke up afew minutes ago.”

“Oh, good. | think that was an absolutely fantastic party, don’'t you? Shall we have
another for New Year’s Eve?”’

“Oh, goodness.” Doreen moaned. “It’ll have to be a plain Jane party, without solving
acold casg, if that'swhat you' re talking about. I’ m not going through that again.”



“Are you sure?’ Nan asked, disappointment weaving through her words. “It was such

fun.

“Maybe, but | couldn’t even begin to repeat that.”

“Oh, we don’'t want to redo it at all,” Nan explained, “but everybody voted this
morning, and they were absolutely thrilled. Of course, there was also a betting pool
set up for whether you would get a confession out of Miriam, and I'm happy to say
Richie won that one. Then we had a really big Christmas pool as to whether Mack
would finally get around to pulling the pin on that proposal, but the winner was
Thaddeus, and we're all still really confused about that.”

“How did that happen?’ Doreen asked.

“We did alow for a couple people to come in from outside Rosemoor to put in bets
for other people that they cared about. Thus the name on the winning card... is
Thaddeus.”

After Doreen ended the call with her grandmother, she was revved up and happy
inside, as she eyed the huge twinkling ring on her finger. Mack explained that he had
it made from stones found among the cache of jewels they’d discovered at Mack’s
mother’ s place.

When his mom phoned alittle bit later, Doreen was so thrilled and full of joy that she
could barely contain it.

“Since the garden has not needed any work lately, I’ve been missing you terribly,”
Millicent shared. “1 was so hoping to come up with an excuse to have you come visit,

and yet | just couldn’t come up with anything.”

“How about you just tell me that you would like avisit?’ Doreen suggested.



“But you are always so busy. Plus, you were hurt there for awhile.”

“I"m fine now, so how about | come over alittle bit later today?’

“That sounds lovely,” she cried out in joy.

After hanging up from that call, Nick phoned her and congratul ated her.

“Did you know ahead of time?’ she asked suspiciously.

He laughed. “1 knew it was on Mack’s mind. Apparently that was the real purpose for
the party, so everybody could show up. And | know you won't believe it because you
didn’t see me there, but | was there too.”

“No way. Were you?’

“1 was, and Mom was too. We saw the whole thing but had to stay hidden or you
might have figured it out beforehand. Y et Mom felt a bit under the weather, so | had
to take her home early. Still, a part of me is incredibly jealous of the chaotic and
overwhelmingly joyful life Mack will have with you. But another part of me thinks
there’salot to be said for peace and quiet.”

She laughed. “And yet some of that stuff is completely overrated.”

“Itis, indeed.”

When he ended the call, she got up, made coffee, then glanced outside and winced
because it looked so cold. Only a few more days until the Christmas season was truly
over, and then it would be a whole new year. She smiled as she thought about it. So
much had happened, so many good things over this year, and she could never have
imagined her life ayear ago, ending up like this.



When she heard her front door open, and warm hands wrapped around her and tugged
her up close, she leaned back and smiled. “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” Mack said, as he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. His
cheek was cold, and she laughed. “1 gather it’s chilly out there. | was looking to see if

| wanted to step outside.”

He chuckled. “No, | don’'t think you do. It's definitely on the chilly side this
morning.”

She nodded. “I can see that.” She turned, wrapped her arms around him, and gave
him abig hug. “ There' s fresh coffee.”

“Now that is what I’'m talking about,” he said, as he let her go and walked over and
poured a cup.

“I hope we don't have to make wedding plans anytime soon,” she muttered
worriedly.

“No. Not at all. No pressure.”

“Are you kidding?’ she asked. “Y our mom and your brother have already called me
this morning.”

He grinned. “Y eah, they’re both pretty excited.”

“You're not kidding, and honestly, soam 1.”

He looked up, a broad smile on his face as he nodded. “Now that’s good to hear.”

“You won't stop me from trying to solve these cases, right?’



“No, | won't stop you from trying to do anything,” he replied, with a headshake.
“That’ s not the businessI’min.”

She smiled and nodded. “ So, do you have another case?’

“No,” he stated, turning, his gaze narrowed at her. “| don’t have another case.”

“Okay,... | guess| can live with that.”

“And you can live with it,” he pointed out. “How about a deal? No new cases until
the new year, okay? We'll have anice, quiet Christmas.”

“Sounds good to me,” she muttered.
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End of December ...

“I twasn't my fault,” Doreen stated, as she glared at Mack. “Y ou said we would wait
until the new year, and | agreed to wait until the new year. It's not my fault that
somebody just called and asked me to come over and look at his garden bed.”

“What garden bed?’ he asked in frustration. “And why do you want to go look at it?’
“Because he thinks a murder was committed on it.”

He closed his eyes and whispered, “Dear Lord.”

“1 know. | know, but | didn’t call him, Mack. | didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“You don’t have to anymore,” he noted, with a sigh. “They just seem to come out of
the woodwork now.”

“1 know,” she exclaimed, beaming so brightly. “Isn’t it great?’

“And what do you mean, somebody was murdered in the greenhouse?’ he asked.
“Shouldn’t he be calling the police?’

“Apparently it was a while ago, like along while ago,” she noted, nudging him, “so
that should make it acold case.”

“Not if it’s still on the books, it’s not,” he countered.



“1 was hoping you could be more... considerate about that. | did call you, thinking
you might want to come along.”

“Yes, | definitely want to come,” hereplied, glaring at her. “I don’t know why people
aways think they can go straight to you instead of the police.” She didn't say
anything to that, and he sighed. “Y ou definitely get better publicity than we do.”

She burst out laughing. “I do, and I’'m sorry about that because I'm really not trying
to make you guys look as if you don’t do anything.”

“That's exactly what it looks like,” he declared. “Anyway, who on earth does he
think was killed in his greenhouse?’

“He doesn’'t know. Supposedly—back then, a long time ago, when the murder
supposedly happened—he found an awful lot of blood on this one garden bed. He
says he took alot of pictures, and he phoned the police right then. However, he hasn’t
been able to use his zucchini patch ever since then because he's been afraid it would
destroy evidence. And well, | guessit just felt wrong.”

“But he did contact the police?’

“He said he did, but it was along time ago though.”

“So, we don’t know if a human body was there. We don’t know who was killed there.
We don’t know who he contacted at the department. Meaning, we don’t really know

anything. Great . Another case bound to damage our reputation.”

“But those were the old days,” she noted, with a bright smile. “Not the new ones. Are
you ready?’

“Ready for what?’ he asked.



She smiled. “To start the new year, and to start a new year with... are you ready?’ He
nodded, yet with a sad smile. * Zonked in the Zucchinis,” she declared and burst out
laughing.

After afew moments, it tugged a grin from him too.
She added, “Come on. Let's go. | can't wait to start a new year with you... and

another round of cold cases.” And, with their arms linked, they headed out to check
out this case.



