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	It’s been months and the memories won’t leave my head. They cause my head to throb with the pounding of my heart. I rubbed my forehead and poured myself a drink. I did that every time I thought of her. The whiskey burned my throat and settled like a pool of fire in my stomach but I felt calmer. It grounded me in reality. I was real. I was breathing. I was here. But why? Why was I still here? What is there here for me anymore? There’s nothing to keep going. Every day feels the same. Outside the rain began to fall making a pleasant tapping sound on his living room window. The sounds grounded me even more. I glanced down at my empty glass and for a moment forgot why I even poured it. (What would Rebekah think?) A clap of thunder caused me to jump sloshing my drink. Droplets of whiskey dotted my shirt dressing me as a calico cat. Great. I sat down in my armchair and stared out the window. The sky is crying. I raised my glass as a toast. 	Comment by charlotte broyles: dude check that past and present tenses
“To misery.” I murmured, taking a long sip. The rain thudded against my window in sullen reply. I set my empty glass down. I’m only on my fourth or maybe it’s my fifth? If I had anymore I’d get wasted and have a thudding hangover in the morning. That wasn’t worth it. Besides, I needed to cut back on the drinking. I wasn’t an alcoholic. I was either dry or plastered drunk. I never drank for fun; I drank to ground myself or to forget. In truth I didn't even enjoy the taste. The pungent smell that reminded me of paint, the taste that made my eyes water and my throat clench up. Alcohol was my toxic friend. It disgusted me but when I needed it got the job done.(Like when I thought of her) Lord knows I needed a break. Ding! Another SMS from Kate. Kate(who is Kate...oh right) my girlfriend (Gosh, how drunk am I?) I sighed in annoyance and opened my flipphone.	Comment by charlotte broyles: again	Comment by charlotte broyles: do people do this?
Kate: Still on 4 dinner tonight baby?
I groaned, rubbing my temples. I hated that nickname. I could almost hear the cooing babyish tone of hers. (What would Rebekah think?) Suddenly another drink didn’t sound so bad.
Peter: No sorry. I came down with a cold. 
I didn’t even have to wait five seconds before she replied.
Kate: Oh no! I’m so sorry honey! Want me to come over and make you some soup?
Damnit. If only she knew how unattached I was. I felt awful about doing this but it’s for her own good. Kate was too good for me. She was overly considerate and only three years younger than me but had the energy of a twenty year old. She always had a blushing big smile and wore vibrant sundresses. I always thought she looked like the human embodiment of easter grass. In short we were polar opposites. I also felt extremely guilty about doing anything in a relationship since (Rebekah). I refuse to get too close to her or to anyone. I agreed to ‘date’ Kate mostly because my psychiatrist was worried about me being alone and also to fill the gaping hole in my life. I loved being alone and they allegedly understood that but they didn’t trust me to be alone. I never understood why. I am doing everything my psychiatrist told me to do. So what if I had a rough time months ago? I’m much better now, I'm sure of it. In fact I feel better when I’m alone. Away from people, away from questions, away from the memories. I take my medications twice a day, drink water(in the form of coffee), wake up before noon (most days) and still that isn't enough for them. They have no idea what I am going through. I mean how do you win a battle when your whole body is fighting against you? These last five months had been a kind of hell they could never understand. I am doing the best I could. Ding! Another message. Ding! Again. Ding! 	Comment by charlotte broyles: also is ding the sound that would make or beep

Kate: Baby? You there?

Kate: I’ll be on my way if you don’t reply 

Kate: Peteeyyy are you okay?

Peter: I don’t want you to get sick too. You should distance yourself

Kate: I can risk it for you honeybunches! I have healing powers! The power of love!

Peter: Haha. It’s okay Kate. I am very tired so I’m going to sleep now. ILY

Kate: Oh. Ok sweetie. TTYL. Rest well and make sure to drink water! I love ya! XOXO

I snapped it shut, rubbing my temples. Oh sweet, innocent, Kate. I felt awful about lying but I couldn’t handle her right now. Not after remembering (Ding Ding Ding) about that other girl. My eyes fell back on the empty glass, my fingers subconsciously reaching for it. My eyes twitched as I could practically hear the message's tone ringing in my head.(Ding Ding Ding) Over and Over and Over and (How could you Peter?) I folded myself in half making my body an origami of anxiety. I sat like that for a while before pushing myself up. I was shaking like a leaf but barely noticed and stumbled towards my room opening my bottle of Buspar. I swallowed them dry, savoring the bitter sour taste of the pills on my tongue. After fifteen milligrams were in my system. I walked back into his sitting room. 
“This better work fast.” I murmured to myself. If my body had a voice it would have laughed at that. In fact I swore I heard it laughing at me.(Ding Ding Ding) Nothing I did ever helped. My past wouldn’t leave me alone. It never left my side. It was with me now it’s gnarled hands grasping onto my shoulders whispering in a cruel mockery of her voice. How dare it use her against me. It’s been five months. (Five months? It’ll make you suffer for the rest of your life) As I poured myself another glass I had the feeling. Something that made my stomach coil and tie itself in knots. My intuition (Ding Ding Ding) was nearly always right and that only made me feel worse. I shivered and drank my drink. I will forget all about that feeling tomorrow. I drank until my vision blurred pleasantly. Until my legs couldn’t hold me up steadily. Until I forgot the name of that girl (Was it a Rachel or a Ruby?) Until I temporarily forgot that night. That night on the beach many months ago.
			******
I woke up to my skull splitting in two. Not literally of course, although sometimes that idea sounds not so bad. My back ached and for far too long I didn’t remember where I was. I sat up slowly noticing the shattered glass on the ground. Um I don’t remember doing that. I stood up carefully tiptoeing around the glass and walking to grab Ibuprofon before going right back to sleep. Four hours later I sat up groggily in my bed and grimaced wrinkling my nose. It was noon and I still reeked of alcohol. Taking a shower seemed like too much effort so I went downstairs and poured myself a glass of straight… water and I downed it in a few gulps. See, I am healthy. I grabbed a slice of white bread and chewed it while I opened my front door to flip through my mail. The bread tasted stale. Fantastic. I probably deserved that after my stunt last night. Let’s see… The Oregonian, bills, an ad for something I will never use, and an envelope? An old looking envelope with no sender name, no stamp, not even an address. I kicked my door shut, bread still in my mouth, and tore open the envelope. Inside was a newspaper clipping from The Mapletown Papers that read the following:
	Comment by charlotte broyles: i want to joke to be he could be going to grab a broom
MAPLETOWN OCTOBER MAPLE FESTIVAL
 Are you in the mood for the best maple syrup this side of Oregon? Do you want maple brown sugar sticky buns that will blow your brains? Do you want as much pie as your heart can take? Come down to Mapletown for our annual October Maple festival. Visitors are completely welcome here!

I flipped the newspaper clipping over looking for any other information but nothing. Just an advertisement for a festival in a town I’d never heard of. Interesting. What I learned from my years of detective work is that anonymous mail never shows up for wholesome reasons. But you know what, maybe a break from everybody wouldn't be so bad. Besides, I do love a good pie. It honestly sounds like a great getaway and heaven knows I need one. Maybe a change of scenery would help me clear my mind. It would surely keep me preoccupied at least. I despise any form of change and always have for years. Nothing can stay the same forever I suppose. Well at least people would be relieved that I’m getting out of my house so in a way I’m helping others not just myself. Leaning back in my desk chair I read over the article for anything that might lead to this secretly being someone’s cry for help but found nothing. I shouldn’t have even looked. I mean I’m retired from that life right? Good thing I haven’t gotten another job yet so I don’t have to worry about missing work. I’ve got nothing better to do then.
I trudged back upstairs to pack a suitcase. Sweaters, trenchcoats, long button down shirts, ties. I slid in two bottles of my favorite whiskey. Who knows if this place has good bars. Let’s all say our prayers. Before I snapped my suitcase close I had an uncomfortable thought. I should bring my detective kit. As I shook my head in disbelief that I even considered it I was packing it in my suitcase almost by muscle memory. My humble detective kit consisted of my journal, magnifying glass, favorite pen, a pocket knife, a flashlight, lemon juice, clear vials, and gloves. Old habits never die. Still extremely hungover I dressed for the trip in a white button down and thick trenchcoat. Realizing I put my shirt on inside out I took it off and rebuttoned it. I stared at the coat for a long moment then decided to wear it anyway. It is October after all so I try to stay warm. With suitcase in hand and an uneasy feeling in my stomach that could just be nausea I stepped out into the brisk October air. I breathed it in, closing my eyes slowly. I wished they would stay closed forever. God I’m so melodramatic when I’m hungover. I opened my eyes and called for a taxi. 	Comment by charlotte broyles: not sure how this works in the city
“Where can I take you sir?” Anywhere but here.	Comment by charlotte broyles: he's country
“Yes, do you know of this town uh Mapletown?” The driver nodded.
“‘Bout an hour's or two’s drive. Small little town, you have family there or something?” I nodded. Easier than explaining I’m going there for a festival of all things maple. Easier than saying I’m escaping my sorry excuse for a life that I’m spending everyday trying to stay alive. “Alright but I will warn ya I get paid by the hour.” I just curtly nodded again and leaned against the window. The drive took about three hours down winding roads and through forests I didn’t even know Oregon had. It seems the more time I spent in the back of that taxi the further we got from civilization. Maybe I’ve been pranked or scammed by someone I got put behind bars. Maybe (maybe it’s her). The hairs on my arms stood taut at the thought until I pushed it down. Finally I saw the sign Mapletown Population three hundred and thirteen. No wonder I haven’t heard of this place. It must be hardly even visible on a map with a population that small. “Well here you are, sir, have a nice stay.” The taxi driver chuckled as I got out. I heard the rumble of the cab leaving me standing there. My eyes followed the dirt road that cut in between two sets of thick trees. No turning back now. My instinct however wanted me to turn back and sprint all the way back to my cozy house and cozy bed. I started down the road, my shoes crunching leaves as I walked. For a while I thought there was no town even here and I’d been tricked into going on a hiking trip but then I saw the first house. The house had beige siding and a wood shake roof. The porch was complete with thick cedar posts and a brick staircase. The dirt road continued past the house but who knows how long until I reached the actual town so I did the humbling thing. I knocked on the door. Within moments the door was flung open and I was greeted by an older looking man who was sporting a brown leather jacket, plaid shirt, and jeans.
“Well hello there are you lost son?” I smiled politely and shook my head.	Comment by charlotte broyles: ..yeah he's also country oopsies
“I’m in town for the festival sir. Would you mind showing me to the town from here? I took a cab and I’m not sure how far it is to walk.” The man chuckled heartedly flashing me a toothy smile.
“A visitor for the festival huh? Did you hear that, Mariam? A visitor!” He leaned his head back to catch the other person’s response and he chuckled. “That’s my wife, Mariam, I mean. Well it’s rare to get visitors around here. Do you have family here? No matter. Any visitor is a friend of mine, I'll take your suitcase and let’s take my truck downtown.” I thanked him and followed him around back to an old red chevy truck where he put my suitcase in the backseat and opened the door for me. I was hit by the smell of weathered vinyl seats and faint cigarette smoke.
“Nice truck, what model is this?” The man beamed clearly loving this question.
“This beauty is a 1966 Chevrolet C10, my friend. Isn’t it just incredible? Check out this mahogany steering wheel.” He ran his hands over it like it was the first time he’s ever seen it relishing the feel. “Pardon my manners I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Trevor Adams.” He held out his hand to shake and I took it.	Comment by charlotte broyles: fact check if that could have been in a 1966 truck
“You’re the sheriff, I take it?” Trevor’s eyebrows flew into his hairline.
“I am sir but uh how did you know that?” I stared blankly at the shiny sheriff’s badge attached to his jacket.
“Lucky guess.” Trevor shook his head in disbelief and started his truck down the dirt road. As my eyes set my sights on this town I felt transported into another world. The dirt road became smooth wet pavement spotted with leaves. Out my window I saw a poorly lit diner, a bookstore, and what appeared to be a clothing store called “Clara’s Collections”. My head hit the roof of his truck a couple times as we drove. It must have just stopped raining because everything in eyesight was delicately covered in rainfall. The truck pulled up to a brick and white building that had rusty lettering informing us it’s the “Mapletown Hall’ like there would be any other use for a building that looked fresh out of the 1800s. As the door opened I would hit with my favorite aroma that was so strong I would have bottled it and sold it by the gallon. Fresh rainfall. I was suddenly transported back to me as a kid out in the pouring rain mixing weeds, dirt, and fake vegetables into a plastic cauldron to make soup for my imaginary ragtag group of friends living in boxcars. 
“And so he needs a place to lodge.” I blinked back to reality realizing Trevor and a lady had been conversing for a solid five minutes. The lady seemed to be checking me out but then again I could be delusional.
“Are you here with anyone Mr..?”
“Torrence, Ma’am. And no, I can take a one bedroom.” She tutted.
“Shame a dashing man like you.” I shuffled my feet uncomfortably(You could have had someone). “Well you’re in luck the only place we have open is a one bedroom cabin we don’t get visitors often as I am sure sheriff Adams has already told you so generally we only have two guest houses. I’ll take you there if you’d like.” I smiled tightly.
“That would be great, thank you.” She motioned for me to follow her.
“I suspect I’ll be seeing you around quite a bit, kid. I’ll see you.” Trevor called with a hand on his hip and he gave me a mock salute. I followed the women who led me to a cabin.
“Well this will be your place, it's quite cozy like everything here. Here is the key to it. Get settled in and by the way I’m Amanda. I'll be here whenever you need any help.” I smiled standing near the oak door.
“Thank you Amanda. Actually there is one question.” Amanda perked up.
“Of course.”
“Do you all have a bar around here by chance?” Amanda stepped back mortified, her face contorted.
“Oh goodness no we do all our drinking privately I wouldn’t go around asking that if I were you.”
“My apologies. Thank you and sorry again.” She smiled.
	“Apology accepted. Farewell.” Stepping inside my cabin I saw wood. Quite literally that’s all there is to see. The walls are wood, the ceiling is wood, even the fucking furniture is wooden. The dedication was remarkable. I was half suspecting to turn the corner and see Pinocchio and his entire family tree. The only thing in my line of vision not wooden is a gray leather couch and a patterned armchair. I checked the wooden clock. 5:42 pm.  After I unpacked I flopped down onto my mattress wincing as the firmness smacked my back. What am I doing here? What am I doing with my life anymore? I couldn’t find an answer but I could find how many grains were in the wooden fan blades. I sat up and grabbed my whiskey bottle and popped the cork. Down the hatch immediately. I decided to take a stroll through this town and maybe find out about this festival. The main street was called Robertson Drive and from there you could honestly go anywhere in town. In the middle of town was the gazebo. It once was white but now looked a peeling gray color. The houses you could see were cousins to woodsheds in design but cozy nonetheless. The yards were filled with maple leaves strewn about in lazily raked piles. The walk to the diner was down a cobblestone street covered in leaves. The rain refreshingly pitter pattered on my face. I didn’t want to eat anything but I supposed it was the principle. Ding dong rang overhead as I crossed the threshold of the diner and walked up to the lady behind the counter.	Comment by charlotte broyles: i want to make a five o clock somewhere reference sometime	Comment by charlotte broyles: yeah work on that
“Hey, can I grab a table?” She looked surprised but nodded.
“Of course make yourself at home! I’m thrilled to have a visitor.” I took a seat at a booth alone. Everyone turned to stare at me. Great, now I feel right at home. The woman rushed over to hand me a laminated menu. “Here’s our full menu sir. I’m Katrina and I will be serving you today. Have you ever been here before? I suppose I shouldn’t have asked clearly you’re from out of town, not like in a bad way. It's just a small town we know everybody here heh heh…um I’ll be back when you’re ready.” Katrina stammered and hurried away. I scanned the menu. Make a menu and insert it here.
Katrina came back barely five minutes later.
“I’ll have a slice of cinnamon pie and coffee please.”	Comment by charlotte broyles: count how many times we go here
“Great choices trust me we won’t disappoint.” She ran off to the kitchen. When she returned with my pie it seemed the eyes of every person in the diner were on me as I put a piece on my fork. Let’s pray I don’t make a face then I thought. I took a bite. Everything melted away. It was here. Heaven. Heaven was real and it resided in this diner. 
“Oh Martha, Mary, and Joseph.” I exclaimed aloud. I took another bite, the sensations flooding my senses so much my mouth tingled.
“You like it?” Katrina asked expectantly. I looked up at her and I don’t know what she saw in my face but she blushed prettily. 
“Love it.” I replied mid mouthful. I had the false hope that once she left my table I could eat my pie and coffee in peace and quiet. A woman with long blonde hair rapped her maroon nails on my table as if she was knocking.
“May I sit?” I wasn’t granted time to respond. She slid into the booth across from me. “You’re new in town. I’m Abigail Adams.” She held out her hand to shake, reminiscent of her father. I took it and noticed she held on longer than necessary. 
“I met your father.” She ran her fingers through her hair.
“I figured. Hope he didn’t scare you, though I doubt that’s possible.” Abigail winked twirling her hair. 
“So you know this town well I assume?” I asked, ignoring her sorry attempt at flirtation. She pursued her lips.
“Like the back of my hand.” I nodded in thought. She’s interested in me so I could utilize this. I leaned forward.
	“Then you’d know where I could buy a fine lady a drink?” Bingo. She perked up immediately.
“Oh definitely there’s a speakeasy joint town down a little hidden space I’ll take you.” I gave her a self satisfied smile.
“Great.”

***

The speakeasy was warm. The color scheme was warm, the lights were warm, and the whiskey was especially warm. It seemed to be run by a brother duo named ‘The Billard Brothers’ and they have kept this place running since the 1970s. That is a little late for a speakeasy to be built but Abigail let me know it’s the only way to have a bar in this town. “Anyone past fifty goes crazy at the mere thought of drinking around here so we have to do it in secret.” Abigail proceeded to go on about Mapletown. 
Mapletown, according to Abigail, was incorporated back in 1835, a good 165 years from today. The town got its name from the lumberjacks who discovered the surrounding forests were filled with maple trees. “It’s really as simple as the name sounds.” After discovering all the foods they could make with Maple syrups and saps they started the Mapletown festival in 1850. The chapel has somehow never been rebuilt, which is ‘god’s protection’ , people said. There’s an infamous house called Krout House that no one goes into because it’s ‘haunted’. I didn’t feel like asking why it was haunted at the moment. Abigail then decided to go on about how wild her and her friends were in high school. I pretended to listen as I ran up a tab. It wasn’t her fault I just (couldn’t let myself get attached to anybody ever again) wasn’t ready for a relationship. I winced as that thought hit me between the temples. My brain truly is my worst enemy. Always has been and unfortunately I think it always will be. Good thing alcohol is my friend. Abigail talked to me throughout the rest of my night and then offered to walk me to my place because I think she could tell I had drank a little too much. As guilty as I felt for persuading her to take me out to drink and getting wasted I accepted her offer. I bid her a polite goodbye and stumbled back into my cabin. I didn’t even look at the clock and went straight to my bedroom. I felt dizzy in the head, my room spinning. And yet I could hear the nagging voice in my head. Your fault. Your fault. I collapsed onto the firm mattress. Not tonight. I don’t need to be depressed on my vacation. So to beat the demons in my head I passed out. The next morning I awoke with another hangover cause apparently I’m keeping up my streak. After dressing I went straight to the diner and ordered myself coffee and cinnamon pie. While I ate I looked over at others eating. Couples sharing food, friends drinking coffee, teens with frappuccinos so sweet my teeth ached just watching. Everything here seemed just a little off but nothing I could prove. Too cheery. Stop it Peter. My detective instincts were on fire right now. I ate some more pie to calm my nerves. Everything will be fine.
“HELP!” we all whipped our heads and I just realized I spoke too soon. A girl who looked about eighteen came running to the diner screaming over and over inaudibly. Her eyeliner was streaming down her face and she collapsed into sobs. The sheriff was nursing a cappuccino and he walked over to her. “My sister is dead!” she sobbed tears running down her chin. Now that was audible.The sheriff held out his hands to everyone in apology and helped the teenager up. She grabbed onto him repeating the same phrase over and over until he ran off to follow her. The town erupted in whispers, some criticizing the dramatic fanciful girl and some genuinely worried. I waited a beat then excused myself and followed after them. The house wasn’t far from the diner and the sheriff was easy to spot so I slipped in behind him. I couldn’t find them until I walked upstairs.The sheriff and the teenage girl were standing over a floral bedspread where a body lay. The body of a once young woman. Dead and from the looks of it it wasn’t a clean death. The girl’s head was bludgeoned in and bloody. The blood mixed with the red curls of her hair. I stared up at the sheriff who was white as a sheet.	Comment by charlotte broyles: we can expand on the scene later this is just a rough draft to progress the story plotline
“Who was this?” I croaked out. Trevor shook his head.
“Rue Coarline. I..I.. have no idea what happened we will take her body down to the nurses oh god how did this happen…” He muttered mostly to himself.
“Mr. Adams, we need to move the body now.” He nodded shaky and slowly stepped into the bedroom with me. 
“Yeah alright.” He started to move. I stopped him.
“No, we need gloves and a stretcher. Neither of you have touched the body right?” Silence. My gaze hardened. “Right?”The girl broke down in sobs again as the sheriff, ashamed, shook his head.
“I checked for a pulse and checked for injury. And well Jay here hugged her sister.” Great well no use waiting now.I helped Trevor take the body out of the house and then he ran to go grab the town doctors. I looked down at the body again. I need my detective kit now. I practically sprinted to go fetch it. Who knows how long this body will stay in this condition. Dead body. Dead bodies won’t leave me alone. It’s like seeing her all over again. I arrived back at my place and was greeted by a newspaper at my door. I blinked twice. That wasn’t there when I left. The hairs on my neck stood up and I stared down at it. Who would have delivered the news in the hour I’d been gone? I slowly picked it up and stared blankly at the only legible words. The headline.
WHO KILLED RUE COARLINE
I looked at the name at the top of the paper. The Maple Papers. My stomach sank as I reread the headline and my mind went back to body.

I don’t think I was invited here for a maple festival.
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                     “But small towns have long memories and pass those horrors down ceremonially from generation to generation.”
                   —Stephen King, Salem’s Lot


What type of town has no police? Honestly I didn’t even think that was legal but apparently here it was. When I returned with my kit and a sense of overflowing dread the body was already moved somewhere. As I moved to find the doctor’s office and hopefully get a better look at the body before they completely mishandled it I realized that I was in over my head here. I was alone in a strange town with a dead body and somebody who wanted me there. I needed backup. I sighed, opening my phone and closing it again. I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t call. I’ve neglected everybody in my life for months. I can't just call them up when I need help. Classic Peter. Go ahead, use people when it’s convenient for you. Yet my fingers were already dialing her number. Maybe she won’t even pick up. Let’s hope she doesn’t answer this. RIIING RIING. She answered before the third ring.
“Hello?” I hung up. My stomach clenched and that did it. What am I doing?! The buildings around me seemed to spin. I slumped down against the nearest wall of a building while my body broke out into a cold sweat. The THUD THUD THUD of my heart rang in my ears. Thorny pains squeezed my ribcage. No no no no no no no. Not now, not here please. My stomach twisted into knots. Tremors racked my legs uncontrollably. Where is my pepto bismol? I dug my nails into  my skin. I’m going to die. This is it, I'm dead. I’m completely dead. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I can’t do it. Of course I couldn't. I'm an absolute failure. Failure. I doubled over against a building. The world seemed to narrow blackness seeping into my sight. My elbows hit the pavement hard. Sourness rose up into my throat. I’m going to die. I felt vibrations in my pocket as I performed a lovely combination of dry heaving and sobbing. Did I get so drunk I forgot to take my meds? No. No, I always take them. I’d have to check when I got back. The buzzing came again. I could practically feel it in my bones. But what was it? It’s her. She was calling me back. Pepto bismol. I vomited up my breakfast onto the sidewalk then watched the lights on my phone flash green then red then green then red. I broke into sobs that racked my chest. I couldn't lay down. I needed to move now. I stood and just started walking aimlessly. I’m going to die. I walked as far as I could. I just couldn’t sit anymore; it made my stomach worse. I need pepto bismol now. I flung open the door to the cabin and without shutting it behind me went straight to my suitcase and fumbled for a pink box. Bingo. I ripped it practically in half and then struggled blearily trying to rip open the plastic encasing. I’m going to die. Still crying I finally gave up and grabbed my pocket knife, slicing it open. I shoved two into my mouth, chewing aggressively. Bubblegum and mint. Chalk coating my mouth. For good measure I took one more. I downed a glass of water. I inhaled through my nose. Okay I can breathe. I scooped a large cup of ice and chewed on it as I took a seat on my bed. My phone rang again. I watched it ring trying to focus on my unstable breathing. After a good minute I opened my phone and pulled out the antenna.
“Torrence, is that really you?” I took a deep breath in.
“Hey Wyn, I was wondering if you’re free this week?” A pause. Too long. Then–
“You’re in luck I just wrapped up the case I’m working on. I’m free till I get assigned a new case.” Of course she was still working.
“You know, never mind–”
“No, no please don’t do that. I'm serious Peter, what's wrong?” Crying again. Real mature Peter. More hot tears ran down my chin and I cleared my throat speaking as level as I could and set my phone down because my hands were shaking.
“I need your help.” I held my breath as I waited for her response.
“Where are you?” I hated that was the first question she had to ask.
“I’m fine. I’m in Mapletown for their…Don’t laugh…But it’s for a maple festival. At least–”
“Are you in danger?” I furrowed my brow to ponder that.
“No, I mean not currently. A woman just got murdered and there’s no police here. Not that I’m mad about the police part but I am not as strong of a detective as I have been and I didn’t feel like taking cases again since…” I trailed off, unable to continue so thankfully she did for me.
“Hmm I see. I’ve never heard of that town.”
“I hadn’t either because it’s so small. The population is 313. It's very off the map, like a three hour drive–”
“I’ll take a cab and meet you there by late afternoon.” She interjected curtly.
“You really don’t have to but I appreciate–” Click! She hung up. I snapped my phone shut rhythmically pushing the antenna back down. I deserved that I suppose. I wiped my mouth with my hand and then stood up. I take so many pepto bismol you could say I’m an addict. I don’t like to take them. It's just desperation and the only thing that helps. Oh. Now that I think about it, that does seem like an addiction. I feel like I eat more pepto bismol than food some days. Well time to go look at a corpse. I grabbed a ‘map of Mapletown’ and went to find the doctors. 
The doctors office was an eerie looking white building and if I didn’t know better I’d say it was abandoned. The waiting room chairs were oddly red colored and accented with what looked like hand drawn posters. I walked inside the sterile waiting room and went to the back following people’s raised voices.
“You don’t think it’s a coincidence he shows up and then someone gets murdered?!”
“We can’t confirm it was murder.”
“What do you think? A terminal brain injury then doc? One where a patient's head just caves in?” I paused a few paces away to listen in.
“She could have accidentally knocked something over that fell onto her head.”
“Doc, the sheriff didn’t see any other bloody objects at the scene.”
“Well look harder!” I stepped closer and accidentally pushed the door open. Everyone went silent. I took a breath and walked into view.
“Hey. Can I have a look at the body?” A stern older woman glared at me.
“On what terms?” 
“I was an eyewitness when we found the body.” Trevor motioned me inside but the doctor stopped me.
“No. This is for professionals only.” I sighed not wanting to do what I was about to do. One more try.
“Sheriff, you need an extra set of eyes.” Trevor gave me a sad look and shook his head. Well here we go muscle memory. I pulled out my badge that I still put on when I left the cabin.
“Miss, I am the head detective of the OCPD. You will let me see this body or I will legally have you arrested.” Bluffing a bit but it’s a white lie. The doctor frowned but waved me inside. Trevor stared at me wide eyed.
“Why didn’t you mention this beforehand?” I shrugged casually.
“Wasn’t important.” I approached the body. Cuts on her fingers: tiny but visible. Her knuckles were bruised along with her jaw. The chest area near her armpit was bruised as well. Hmm. The right side of her head was cleaner now so I could see bruising and abraded skin on her head but the big wound was her forehead and left side. I noted down the different wounds on each side. Seeing a dead body brought it all back to me. I felt my body tensing up as an instinctive response.	Comment by charlotte broyles: um fact check that
“Blunt force trauma.” I stated. “Will you be running an autopsy on the body?” The doctor nodded uneasily. Trevor, who had been watching me examine the body, spoke up.
“There’s a fax machine in your cabin. We'll fax the results over when the autopsy is complete. I'll make sure of it.” I nodded curtly.
“Good. Trevor, can you come with me?” He followed me out of the room and we took two itchy waiting room chairs. “I need you to tell me everything you know about Rue.”
“Of course. Anything to help. Rue was nineteen years old, an orphan, her parents were killed in the aftermath of a house fire. She is survived by her freshly eighteen year old sister who you saw named Jay. Rue went to Pilque High like everyone else here. She was a cheerleader. Now she does hairstyling work. Or she did I guess.” he broke off. “Honestly I’m appalled. I have never seen something like this happen. I feel like an absolute failure of a sheriff. I feel even worse for you detective that you had to witness this when all you wanted was a Halloween festival.”
“Tragedy follows me everywhere.” I snarked. Trevor put his hand on my knee.
“Oh I’m so sorry. If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”
“Relax. I kid.” I patted his shoulder. “I’m going to go and grab coffee. Fax me the reports when you’re done.” Trevor saluted me as I walked out. I needed to question more people.
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I sipped my third cup of coffee(this one with some brandy) as I waited on the autopsy results. Knock. Knock. Knock. I wheeled my chair around to check the time. Three twenty. Late afternoon as she promised. I opened the door. Winnifred Spencer looked the same as she did the last time I saw her. I would be an idiot if I didn’t acknowledge her beauty. Her ginger hair was the same length and she still dressed like a female Sherlock Holmes. The corners of her lips were always tinted with coffee stains, her dimples when you got a real smile could kill a grown man. Her canines made her look a little bit like a vampire which I adored. It was a relief to see her again even if she appeared angry. She still came to see me.	Comment by charlotte broyles: This may be toooo cliche
“Torrence.” I noticed her suitcase in hand.
	“Is that an overnight bag or..?” I asked cautiously. She narrowed her eyes dangerously.
“You asked me what I was doing this week. Plus I figured I’d stay for this festival as well.” I coughed nervously.
“Well I don’t think the festival will happen anymore. Right anyways. Can I take your bag?” She brushed me off walking inside. I followed. “So did they give you the other cabin to room in?” Winnifred stopped walking, causing me to nearly ram into her.
“No, it was taken. I’m staying with you. I hope that’s not a problem since I am helping you after all.” I felt my body break out into a cold sweat. Staying here with me?! (Like Rebekah used to.) 
“Yeah uh great. I can take this couch.” She turned to face me, the edges of her lips quirked.
“What? Are you scared to share a bed with me? I promise I don’t have cooties.” I felt blood rush to my face.
“I didn’t mean–I just thought you should have the bed, that's all we can share the bed if you want.” She shook her head.
“I’m just joking with you. You’re really out of it. I’ll take the bed.” I blew out a sigh of relief.
“I’ll move my stuff then.” Winnifred stepped closer to me; her eyes seemed to be roaming all over me. I raised an eyebrow a breath away from flirting when she spoke.
“You look worse than I thought.” Squashed that dream. I scoffed, stepping back.
“Oh thank you. Glad you thought I would have been looking bad.” I replied drily. “I may look bad on the outside but I’m doing fine, really.” LIAR LIAR LIAR. Her jaw fell open a little and I saw her eyes twitch. Oh no.
“Peter Gray Torrence. You cut everyone off for months, quit the agency, ignore my calls, my messages, my LETTERS even. Staying shut up in your house. You’ve been clearly nursing the bottle, who knows how heavily not caring about any other people in your life and you have the nerve to give me sass when I drive three hours to help your sorry ass solve a murder case?” I winced, rubbing my neck ashamed.
“Come off it Wyn I wasn’t hurting anyone.” I really needed to stop talking. SLAP. I held the side of my face. It was raw but she purposely didn’t hit me hard. I know she could have knocked me out cold if she wanted to.
“Are you serious? Wasn’t hurting anyone you say? What about your sister who has been calling me in hopes that I know anything about you? What about the whole agency who lost their best detective out of nowhere? What about me?” Her voice broke at the last part.
“I’m not all cut off. I have seen people.” I objected. Winnifred sneered at me.
“Oh yeah Kate right? The person who you’re only seeing to fill the void in your life? Funny how you’re only talking to complete strangers now. Plus you haven’t seen Kate in person in two months. And those gents Thomas and Martin who are your drinking buddies? Yeah they’re as shallow as you are.” I gasped.
“Have you been stalking me?”
“I’m a detective, Torrence. Our agency’s best detective now that you're gone.” I blinked slowly.
“You got promoted?” Winnifred rolled her eyes.
“Yes. So I guess you’ve done one thing for me.” Don’t cry in front of her. 
“I’ve been going through a lot.” I mumbled.
“Ok? You don’t think I know that? You don’t think we want to help you? We wanted to help you before things got worse but you didn’t let us. You clearly don’t want to get better. On top of that no one even knows what really happened.” She looked at me expectantly like I would just spill my guts for her then and there.
“I can’t tell you that.” Winnifred exasperated and began to pace. “Look Wyn–”
“Stop. You haven’t earned that nickname yet.” I stopped and restarted my sentence.
“Winnifred, I am very sorry for my behavior. Through your eyes I can see how I may have been selfish and inconsiderate." Her eyes flared.
“May have been?” I hesitated then sighed.
“Ok I was selfish and inconsiderate. In my defense my mental health has been on a steady decline for the past five months. I didn't have the capacity to see or talk to anyone. Because I can’t explain myself and I know I couldn’t. I couldn’t take any judgement from others and I couldn't handle any questions. And I know you’ll say you would have just wanted to help and I appreciate that but I didn’t trust anyone. I still don’t. And as for Kate she broke up with me late last night and I was so drunk I just replied ‘ok see ya’. So yes you win. You’re right I am a terrible person and I am reaping the consequences everyday. It doesn’t help that you are completely right and are here to lecture me about what I’ve done wrong. I know I’m a mess.” We stared at each other for a long moment.
“How much have you been drinking?” I shrugged looking down at the floor like a scolded child.
“I don’t keep track.” Winnifred didn’t reply to that. She never warrants lies with an answer. She knows I’m not an idiot.
“I forgive you.” My head shot up and I looked at her in shock. “I forgive you.” she repeated firmly. Some part of me wanted her to leave. I didn’t want her forgiveness. I didn't deserve it after the way treated her.
“Oh.” was all I could manage.
“Torrence, I'm just glad you’re still alive.” My blood ran cold. Shit.
“Were you genuinely worried I would…” I let the implication hang.
“Yes.”
“You know I could never do that.” I looked at her closer and saw her eyes were watery.
“No I don’t.” she whispered. I strode across the room and flung my arms around her and embraced her like I was drowning and she was a buoy. Winnifred stiffened in surprise but eventually seeing as I wouldn’t let go she hugged me back.
“I’ve been an ass.” She gave me the first real laugh I’d heard from anyone in five months.
“Yeah definitely. I really missed you.” I inhaled her sweet smell of vanilla and brown sugar somehow.
“I missed you so bad. I just thought you’d hate me if you knew anything.” (That’s why I still can’t tell you the truth.)
“I could never hate you.” I let a tear fall and pulled back.
“Thank you. But you should sometimes think I'm an idiot.” She shrugged.
“You are but I don’t hate you for it..”
“I’ll clean my room now.” Winnifred followed me into my bedroom and chose politely to not comment on the state of it. The sheets were stained from sweat and liquor, my clothes were strewn amongst the floor in my search for pepto bismol. A mess and I’d been there barely a full twenty four hours. Sums up my life.
“I think there’s new sheets you can grab from the linen closet.” Winnifred snagged the sheets. I held one half of the sheet and she held the other side.“So anything new since the last five months?” She hummed in thought, lifting the mattress to secure the corner.
“Not really, I mean the promotion has been good. Oh!” She broke off and ran out of the room. I stared after her confused as the front door opened and shut. A minute later she came back in with some sort of pet carrier and a bag of food. She beamed.
“I got a kitten!” She set the cat carrier down and coaxed the kitten out. Wow. The kitten was beautiful, orange and white striped with huge ears and huge eyes. Winnifred cradled him with one arm as she set up his litter box in the corner of the room. “His name is Cinnamon. He’s around thirty weeks old and I love him more than anything ever.”
“Cinnamon as a boy’s name?”
“Torrence, I have a gun.” I choked in surprise.
“Sorry I’ll tape my mouth shut.” She huffed a laugh.
“That would be advised.” We worked in silence for a bit  as she set up Cinnamon’s corner of the room. “I am sorry you’ve been having such a rough time.” My eyebrows raised.
“Changing your tune?” Winnifred shook her head.
“I meant everything I said and you know it but also I have compassion and empathy. The reason I’m upset is because I didn’t get the chance to be there for you when you were going through it. Also I know you’re stubborn and won’t listen unless I really make you feel bad.” she gave me a half smile as I felt my body rush with anxiety again.
“Fair point. I’m sorry I didn’t let you in my life, Winnifred. I physically couldn’t consider how anyone else was feeling.” 
“Like a five month long panic attack.” I winced and nodded.“Sounds like hell.”
	“It still is.” Her shoulders dropped a little and she gave me a weak smile.
“Yes but at least the full on panic is lessened now.”
“Barely.” I responded flatly, wanting to drop the topic. She got the hint.
	“So tell me about this murder.”
“How about we talk over some pie?”
“You just got broken up with and are already asking me on a date?” She grinned with a wink and I blushed despite myself running my hand through my hair.
“Knock it off, the pie is really to die for.” She smiled warmly at me.
“Ok then let’s go. I’m glad you’re excited about something.” She did a spritz of perfume that nearly made my knees go weak. I could get drunk on her perfume. I could get drunk on her. Beep Boop Beeeeeepppp. Winnifred followed me out to the fax machine. I picked up the papers and held them in on top of one hand. I turned to her with a weak smirk.
“Can I interest you in some autopsy results to go ma’am?”
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“You were not lying about this pie.” She exclaimed, closing her eyes in bliss. I made a sound of agreement, my mouth full with the taste of sweet dreams and hopeful tomorrows.
“Do I ever lie?” I quipped.
	“You lied a minimum of five times earlier.” I met her gaze but she wasn’t angry (I thank the pie for that) but she raised an eyebrow in amusement. I laughed softly.
“I see you still got it.” She cocked her head.
“Of course. My skills are improving daily while my mental health declines.” My eyes widened in concern.
“Are you still on your medications?” She blinked, seemingly surprised I remembered or surprised I cared. I don’t know which I’d rather.
“Yes I am. I had to up my dosage though.” The look in her eyes said it was your fault. I agreed with that. “Stop doing that.” I frowned.
“What?”
“Acting like a kicked puppy because you’re wallowing in self pity.” I choked on my coffee sputtering.
“Damn. Why can’t you pick up lying?” She shrugged and sipped her iced chai latte.
“I pride myself on honesty.” I scowled at her.
“It’s called cruelty.” She laughed softly. A beautiful sound like twinkling bells that I would love to make a chime of and hang over my bed while I sleep.
“If you think that’s cruelty I don’t want to know how you’d handle me if I really spoke my mind. Now let me see the autopsy results.” I rolled my eyes at her and opened the packet. 
“That’s interesting. The time of death seems to be about nine hours before she was found.” I thought aloud. Winnifred leaned across the table and grabbed the packet. My heart began to race as her shoulder brushed mine. I felt heat rise to my cheeks. Maybe I should cut back on the coffee.
“Appears she was in some altercation. No proof of that but those injuries aren’t easy to self inflict.” Winnifred added. Our diagram showed exactly what I picked up at the doctor’s office. Rue had bruising on her collarbone, knuckles, cuts on her fingers, obvious head trauma, and jaw bruising. A big head wound on her forehead and left side of her head and then a sharp cut on her right side. She looked up at me with a frown. “Also where do we have toxicology results and who is this doctor that claimed this could have been self-inflicted?”
“That is strange because they should always run a toxicology report on the body in case Rue was drugged. As for this doctor she’s an underqualified doctor. She seemed very adamant about this death not being a homicide. I'm assuming it’s because they don’t want a scandal in a small town.”
	“Or because the doctor killed her.” I nodded.
“I know but why? We don’t have any motives. We need to interview some suspects.” She snickered.
	“Yeah no shit, Sherlock.” My lips quirked.
	“Fuck off, Watson.” Winnifred smirked at me and for the first time in five months things felt normal. Nothing ever stays normal for long. I pulled out my maroon leather notebook. “Let’s take note of what we do know. Rue Angeline Coarline became an orphan at six years old when her parents died in a fire, she was popular at highschool,” Winnifred raised an eyebrow so I explained. “She was the head cheerleader. Anyways she has a sister and …that’s literally all I know.” She snagged a bite of my pie.
“Great research detective.”
“Cut me some slack, she died this morning.”
“And you’ve done what? Drink three cups of coffee and a glass of whiskey?” I gaped at her.
“How did you–and don’t quip ‘oh I’m a detective’ shut up with that. What’s my tell?” She laughed.
“You’re tell is the stain in the corner of your lips and your hands twitch. Whenever you get stressed, three cups of coffee is your minimum.” I tilted my head in acknowledgement.
“Fair. Ok now let’s focus. So–” She interrupted me.
	“According to the autopsy report she’s an aquarius, she was a hairstylist intern, she got in an altercation before death so we can get DNA samples off that,” I pulled a face. “Oh no no don't tell me..” I rubbed my neck.
“Yeah so multiple people touched the body before we moved it to the morgue.” She smacked her head.
“Is this genuinely people’s first day on earth?”
“Yes.” She groaned, running her hands through her hair.
“Okay, fantastic I see why you needed my help down here. We also know that she was on lexapro medication I assume for anxiety. Do they have a town psychiatrist?"
“Ninety percent sure it’s also Emily.” She sighed, shaking her head.
“Well then let’s go talk to this ‘doctor’.” 
		***
The pair of us walked up to the front desk of the doctor’s office. Trevor was in deep discussion with Emily about something and glanced up.
“Peter! I’m sure we faxed those autopsy results over already. Did you need something from us? Oh, another visitor! And who’s this? Your secretary or auditor?” I would start counting your days Trevor. Winnifred whipped out her police badge.
“Excuse me? Mr. Adams, I don’t know what assumption you just made but I am the head detective of the OCPD and you will respect me as such.” I covered my mouth to cover a laugh. Trevor blinked in shock.
“I’m so sorry. Peter told me he was head detective so I just assumed.” Oh yeah. My cheeks flushed as Winnifred slowly turned her head my way and I quickly raised my hands in defense.
“I meant to say I was an assistant detective. I was the head detective here because there were no other detectives with me till you got here.” Winnifred turned back towards the sheriff.
“He stretched the truth I’m afraid. I’m the head detective and he’s… he’s my assistant.” Trevor frowned.
“Head female detective you mean ma’am?” Her eyes twitched which is one of the scariest things to ever see.
“No. I meant overall head detective and I’d like to ask you a few questions, sir.” she added the term mockingly. Trevor turned red, angry, embarrassed or both. That wasn’t our plan.
“Yes, ask anything you want.” 
“Great. Follow me.” Trevor frowned but I motioned for him to follow quickly as I followed her. Winnifred took us into an abandoned patient’s room and sat Mr. Adams down on the patient bed. Winnifred snapped her fingers at me and I raised my eyebrows comically.	Comment by charlotte broyles: um idk how names work
“Really?” She fought a smirk.
“Don’t talk back, assistant.” 
“Yes ma’am.” I purred and got rewarded with a faint blush. I pulled out my notebook to take notes.
“How did you know the Coarlines?” Trevor furrowed his brows.
“Am I a suspect?” She towered over him.
“Should you be?” he shook his head adamantly.
“Of course not.” Winnifred smiled tightly.
“Then you should have no problem answering my questions. Let’s try again. How did you know the Coarlines?” 
“Well I’m the sheriff so it’s part of my responsibility to know everyone in this town. The fire of her parents was so tragic.” Something flashed on his face that was unreadable. Winnifred took a seat in one of those spinning desk chairs.
“Talk to me about this fire, what happened?” Trevor shrugged.
“No one truly knows. After investigation it appeared someone left the stove unattended. Their parents Ruth and uh I don’t remember the dad’s name Tim I think anyways they were asleep napping inside while their daughters were at their friends house that Sunday. The mother had left something on the stove and they didn’t realize it until it was too late.” He put his hat against his chest. “It was the worst thing to happen in this town besides this. Can’t say I knew much about the parents I mean clearly. As for the girls, Coarline was always a good kid. She did well in school and caused no trouble. Extremely tragic.” I cracked my knuckles and continued writing. Winnifred nodded slowly.
“Does anybody have a bad record in this town?” He paused to think then shook his head.
“Petty insults are the worst I get ma’am.”
“No physical altercations?” He shook his head again.
“We pride ourselves on being a peaceful town ma’am.”
“Where were you last night?”
“Last night? I was asleep in bed by nine thirty ma’am. You can double check with my children and my wife.” I hummed and Winnifred nodded.
“What’s your relationship with the doctor?” He shrugged.
“Not to sound cocky but me and Mrs. Garben are the two most important individuals in this town so we just treat each other as such.”
“She’s more important than your wife?” I stifled a chuckle. Damn, Winnifred was good.
“No of course not never. No one is more important. How dare you ask me that?”
“Just doing my job. Thank you for your time. I’ll be speaking to Mrs. Garben now.” He nodded stiffly and walked out of the room. I met her gaze and we had a silent conversation as Emily walked in.
“I don’t have much time for this.” she stated immediately.
“We’ll be quick then. How did you know Rue Coarline?”
“As every doctor knows their patients. I treated her for chronic anxiety.” She looked at the ground uncomfortably.
“Did you notice any changes in her mental health before she died?” Emily sighed.
“Unfortunately yes I did. Her panic attacks were increasing and she seemed to be constantly on edge.” I can relate to that. Winnifred seemed to as well.
“I see. Any idea why this may have occurred?”
“No.” Silence.
“Do you have any of her medical records or DNA or anything?” Emily rolled her eyes.
“No. All I know is in the autopsy report files.” I stood up.
	“What about toxicology reports? Did you run a DNA scan on the inside of the body?” Emily scowled.
	“No. She was bludgeoned in the head. What would be there to scan?” I ran my hands through my hair.
“You understand that if you are withholding information against the police is a crime correct?” She glared at me.
“Yes. Do you understand how suspicious it is that a random guy shows up and then someone is found dead?” I scoffed.
“Why would I come here and kill someone I don’t know and have never met?” 
“I don’t know you’re the murderer, not me.”
“If I killed someone I’d be clever.” Silence again. Winnifred was staring at me so I stared back.
“Where were you last night Mrs. Garben?”
“At home taking a bath after a long day.”
“Thank you for your time.” Emily hurriedly walked out and Winnifred shut the door behind her.
“So…you didn’t kill this girl right?” I gaped at her.
“No!” She threw her hands up.
“It’s okay if you did.”
“I didn’t though.” She hummed.
“I feel like we should talk to her sister.” 
“She’s probably overcome with grief right now, who knows if she’ll be any help.”
“It’s worth a shot.”
“Let’s give her a day or two.” I clarified. Winnifred sighed impatiently but caved.
“You’re right, shockingly. Okay we think Rue was popular so we should have friends to talk to right?
“Yes. Thoughts on hitting up the diner? I know someone who can help us.”
“Someone. You’ve barely been here twenty four hours, who do you know?”
“The sheriff’s daughter.” Her eyes lit up.
“More pie it is then.”

Abigail sat down beside Winnifred at my request.
“Hey gorgeous. Aw Peter, is this your girlfriend?” She pouted. I shook my head.
“Uh no this is Winnifred she’s a detective. Say when did you graduate high school? Must have been four years ago?” She gasped.
“Yes! Exactly you, fox. But why do you ask? I am old enough for you if that’s the worry.” Winnifred choked on her drink.	Comment by charlotte broyles: graduation year on ring
“Did you know Rue by chance?”
“Who didn’t know her is the real question.”
“I assume she was popular like you, so I take it.” I winked over the top. She giggled putting her hand on my shoulder.
“Thanks sweetheart I’m glad you think so. Yeah we both were popular but we ran different circles. When I was in school she was a freshman. She also did my hair. I’m going to miss her for that. She did the best hair in Mapletown.” She sniffled. I covered her hand with my own.
“So sorry. I hate to bother you with questions but do you know anything about her social life? Was she seeing anyone or did she have best friends? Any other relatives" Abigail beamed thrilled at my contact.
“No other relatives here. As for friends, well she was always with this one girl named Jenna who seemed the polar opposite of her so it was always weird. But if you want to find anything out I’d talk to her and of course her boyfriend.” 
“Who was her boyfriend?” Winnifred asked, causing Abigail to frown and squint her eyes. I silently shook my head at Winnifred.
“Sorry Katrina.” I rubbed her hand soothingly. “She didn’t mean to overstep. Who was her boyfriend?” Katrina sighed leaning across the table. 
“Everyone knows. Collin Tucker. They’ve been together for two years. His family has been a founder of this town and now they own the bank. He works as a bankteller so you’ll probably find him there if he’s not wallowing in grief. He really loved her.” Abigail wiped a tear from her eye.
“There, there. It’ll all be ok.” I murmured. Winnifred mimed gagging and I shot her a look. “When does the bank close, maybe you could take me?” 
“Closes at four pm so everyone’s at home right now.”
“Alright well we’ll take two to go boxes for pie as sweet as you are and I’ll be back tomorrow morning. Thank you so much for your help.” She smiled.
“Anytime let me know if you need anything else.” Abigail got up and went to grab to-go boxes. Winnifred shook her head at me. I gave her an innocent smile.
“What?”
“Flirting for information. Low blow.” I smirked at her leaning my elbows on the table.
“Jealous, Spencer?” She huffed and got up.
“In your dreams. Are you coming?” I chuckled as Abigail handed me to-go boxes and then Abigail kissed me on the cheek. My face warmed in surprise.
“If your bed gets cold you know where to find me.” She giggled and walked away leaving me a little stunned. I packaged our pieces.
“Can you take any longer?” Winnifred grumbled, seeming more bitter than when our chat started. I bit back a retort and followed Winnifred out. The sun was setting outside even for it barely being six o clock. She looked at me. “We’re not actually going back to our cabin are we?” I shook my head.
“Let’s visit her sister.” Winnnifred gave me a puzzled look but together we started for the neighborhood of houses.
“You want to search her room?” I nodded in agreement. We walked, eating pie until we came upon Coarline’s house. I approached the door and knocked. Jay’s eyes were coated in black eyeshadow making her look like a raccoon and to match she had a black tank top on and a black miniskirt topped off with chunky heels. She looked messy but in a glamorous way as her flaming orange hair was tied loosely in two braids. Her hand was wrapped tightly around the neck of a bottle of… was that beer?
“What.” she said dryly. She looked way too put together for someone whose sister just died.
“Hi. I’m detective Torrence. I’m so sorry about what happened but I need-” She shut the door in my face. I stared blankly at the door then turned to look at Winnifred.
“What just happened?” She rolled her eyes at me and walked up and knocked. Jay swung the door open.
“Look mister I’m not interested in–”
“Your sister was murdered. We want to avenge her and hurt whoever hurt her.” Blunt. Jay narrowed her eyes at Winnifred as I mentally slapped her. The kid was grieving. Why would she bring that up? Yet to my surprise Jay stepped aside.
“Come in.” My jaw fell open as Winnifred stepped inside and smugly motioned for me to follow. No way that worked. Jay shut the door. She glanced at us suspiciously.
“You’re not working for the sheriff are you?” Winnifred and I exchanged a glance and she shook her head.
“No.” Jay seemed to relax and took a swig of beer
“Good. I don’t trust him or that whole family.”
“Aren’t you eighteen?” Jay glared at me.
“Yes and?” I glanced at the cheap bottle and Jay pulled it to her lips.“My entire family is dead dude.” I took a step back cautiously.
“I understand, just be responsible.”
“You’re not my dad.” Jay flipped me off and walked upstairs. “Come up.” Winnifred and I followed her upstairs. She pushed open the door to Rue’s bedroom and we carefully followed. Wow. I didn’t notice it much earlier. I was more focused on the dead body but her room looked straight out of a fairytale. Her bed had a sheer pink canopy draped over the floral bedsheets now stained with blood. Two stuffed rabbits sat on her bed, bows in hair. Her walls were white but everything else in that room was a shade of pink. Even her desk was covered in pearls, bows, and flowers. On said desk was a pink lacey notebook. The room’s closet which I thumbed through was filled with three colors: cream, every shade of pink, and white. Her white dresser stood stark in the room cutting edges and sharp corners.
“Feel free to look around at anything. I figured she was murdered despite the whole object falling on her head theory. And Mr. I don’t know why but I think she knew you were coming. She said something yesterday about talking to you first thing tomorrow morning.” I felt my blood run cold.
“What?” I croaked. Jay looked hesitant to explain but Winnifred interrupted.
“You said you got a newspaper sent to you about this town? A newspaper that convinced you to visit here right?” I turned around slowly. 
“Yes, why?” Winnifred held up a notebook.
“Cause I think I found who made it.”
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	Her diary was locked making it probably impossible to crack for smalltowners yet great thing we were detectives. A1Z26 cipher system. 183 was her code which if you did the alphabet it could be AHC or if you figured it out how she wanted it would be 18=R and 3=C. RC. This notebook is basically a diary of Rue’s thoughts. All the names and places were written in codewords we couldn’t understand. Most pages were a couple sentences or poems decorated with stickers. She seemed very sad as a lot of her entries consist of soliloquies of woe. I could tell Jay’s never seen this diary before as silent tears streamed down her face. 
	“So she planned for a detective. The question is why?” I pondered.
	“The better question is yesterday she knew you were in town so why didn’t she talk to you?” Jay countered.
	“She wrote that if it all goes well she wouldn’t need a detective. I imagine she thought she could handle it alone and had you as backup.” Winnifred murmured.
	“Handle what though?” Jay asked sourly. 
	“Wait, if she was sending the Maple Papers, how did I get one postmortem?” They both stared at me with scarily identical expressions.
	“I’m sorry what?” Jay spoke dangerously. 
	“I got a newspaper from The Maple Papers that read ‘Who Killed Rue Coarline?’ It was at my house after I saw her body.” Jay’s eyes watered and she excused herself downstairs. Winnifred watched Jay go before turning back to me.
	“So either Rue knew she would be killed or the more likely option was that she was working with someone in hopes of getting you here. Also how did she know you’d come?” I shook my head.
	“That baffles me too. What were the chances I’d follow the newspaper here? Dumb luck? Desperation?” 
	“But why would she want a detective here? Was she being stalked? Threatened?” The stairs creaked as Jay appeared with another beer. Winnifred and I exchanged a glance debating on reprimanding her for underage drinking but decided against it. I had half a mind to offer her some better alcohol than cheap beer.
	“Miss Coarline, did your sister ever mention any feeling of being in danger?” Jay snorted into her beer.
	“Are you kidding? She wasn’t afraid of shit. Matter of fact most people loved her. She played the sorry orphan card more than me so there’s that.” Come on Jay give us anything.
	“Jay, why would she want a detective?” Jay glared daggers at me.
	“I don’t know. Why would I know that?” I inhaled, shutting my eyes. 
	“Do you know anything useful?” I snapped, forgetting that she was clearly grieving. Her eyes lit up with fire as Winnifred looked between us.
	“Don’t I know anything? I knew my sister as much as she let me know her. If I had to guess maybe, gee I don’t know, the death of our parents? That could be why she wanted a detective but what do I know?” Jay shot back sarcastically. I moved my back to her looking at Winnifred now.
	“Her parent’s death must’ve never been investigated. Maybe she learned something that made her think it wasn’t an accident.” Winnifred listened attentively.
	“A decent theory but–”
	“You think my parents were murdered?” I froze and looked at Winnifred in a full blown panic. Winnifred stepped around me.
	“No, of course not, we have no evidence. Maybe your sister while doing some digging found something she wasn’t supposed to.” Jay furrowed her brow taking an obnoxious swig of her bottle. Alright you’re a rebel kid we get it.
	“I’d check that son of a bitch she was dating.”
	“You’re not a fan of him?” Jay shook her head.
	“I don’t have proof but sometimes Rue would come home from a date with him and seem eerily quiet or she’d look like she’d been crying.” Jay leaned against the wall, suddenly looking pale. “Thinking about her…I can’t deal with any of this tonight. Can you both leave my house?”
	“I’m sorry. Yes, come by if you need anything again we’re sorry for your loss.” Winnifred consoled and we followed Jay back downstairs.
	“Jay, aren’t you worried whoever killed your sister may be after you? Do you want the sheriff to stand guard or to stay with your friends?” Winnifred elbowed me hard in the side. “What? It’s a reasonable thought!” Jay just laughed ushering us out.
	“Detective, at this point I hope they kill me.” she let that hang in the air as Winnifred and I stared at her worriedly. She flashed a fake smile.“Okay now bye bye might see you tomorrow or I might be in my grave. Praying for the latter!” she slammed the door in our faces. Winnifred shook her head at me.
	“I would be concerned about her but I stole alcohol at her age and look how I turned out.”
“Yeah and I drink myself to sleep most nights and look how good I’m doing.” I said dryly and she swatted at me.
	“Oh yeah you fit in here with these people.” She teased and I rolled my eyes.
	“Puh-lease. I’m not weird or eccentric.” Winnifred glanced at her watch.
	“You unironically listen to–.” I immediately cut in.
	“Shut up.” I groaned and began to speedwalk. She ran to catch up to me laughing as I fought a smile. 
	“Hey you said that you love that song–” Her boot caught the cobblestone and she tripped. I quickly caught her wrapping my hand around her waist. I looked down at her.
	“Falling for me already?” I smirked down at her flustered form. She scoffed, pushing herself up but not moving away.
	“Very original.” I held my heart mockingly wounded.
	“No thank yous? I just saved your life!” I chuckled warmly as she rolled her eyes.
	“My apologies, my savior. I’m so glad I had you to save me.” she giggled and my vision tunneled. Save me. (Couldn’t save Rebekah now could you?) The memories. I let go of Winnifred (Like you let go of Rebekah’s hand) and pushed her back. She stumbled and looked up at me with a concerned expression. Slowly she reached out for me. “Peter, I thought we were joking around.” My first name on her lips again surprised me and I flinched, causing her to immediately drop her arms looking hurt.
	“You’re right. We were joking. I'm sorry…it’s not you it’s me.” Winnifred slowly looked down.
	“It always has been that way hasn’t it.” I gave her a sorrowful look.
“No Winnifred I really value–” she waved her hand dismissively. 
“No, I overstepped. Sorry Torrence. I’m tired from the trip down. I need sleep.” Last names again. Shit.
	“Spencer, that wasn’t your fault–”She cut me off immediately.
	“Torrence, I’m done talking about this.” And that was that.
			
***
I lay down on the rough couch trying to get comfortable. Why did I have to make it weird? Why can’t I let myself enjoy anything in life? Why can’t I do anything right? I shifted to my right side. Not any better. I thought about Jay. Damn. I’m over here sulking because of one person while she’s lost her entire family and is able to talk to strangers while nursing beer. How will she keep going? How will I keep going? Should I go talk to Winnifred? No, why would she want to see me after that? We have nothing between us so why am I so awkward? I made it weird again. Maybe I’m overreacting. My phone buzzed and my heart leapt hoping it was Winnifred messaging me from the other room. But it wasn’t her, in fact it wasn’t anyone I knew.
Unknown: Go home detective.
Peter: Who is this?
Unknown: Leave tonight or you’ll meet the same fate as her.
I broke out in a cold sweat sitting upright. I heard footsteps and instinctively turned whipping out my gun and cocking it. The figure approached me slowly.
“Torrence, drop the gun. I have better aim than you. If you want a shootout you’ll lose.” I lowered my gun, easing it back into its hiding place.
“Sorry I was spooked. I forgot you’re here too.” Winnifred, in white pajamas with red hearts making her look way less intimidating than she sounded, strode across the room.
“You wouldn’t have also happened to get a message would you?” I nodded gravely.
“Unknown number?” I asked.
“Yes. Guess this means we’ll have to catch the killer before they catch us.”
	“I’m going to sleep with my gun on me.”
	“Don’t you always?” I gave her a weak smile.
“I haven’t in five months. If someone tried to kill me I would have let them.” Winnifred clicked on the lamp beside the couch and sat down across from me.
“And you wonder why I was so worried about you.” I heaved a sigh.
“I know.” We sat in silence. “Spencer?” She cocked her head at me. “I’m sorry for pushing you away earlier metaphorically and physically. I’m still unable to be normal. I’m sorry I’m failing at healing but I just can’t.”
“Ok.” She replied drily. I winced at that. So I wasn’t overthinking. She is mad.
“Can you please tell me what’s bothering you?” Winnifred scoffed.
“Don’t talk to me like a child.” I clenched my jaw.
“Don’t act like one.” Her eyebrows shot up and her eyes twitched. I braced for impact but to my surprise she relaxed.
“Bold of you to talk but I suppose you’re right. Being passive aggressive has never gotten me anywhere. I just wish you wouldn’t guard yourself. I want to be here for you but I physically can’t if you won’t let me and instead just throw pity parties for yourself.” I stood up as every bone in my body yelled at me to sit back down. Inhaling and exhaling slowly I sat beside her on the couch. Winnifred was visibly shocked as much as I was, her eyes growing wide.
“For you Spencer, because you’re an idiot who keeps giving me chances I will try my best. I’ll try not to be a failure. I’ll try not to throw myself a daily pity party.” Even though it was shaking I held out my hand to her. I hadn’t held anyone’s hand since that day. Winnifred looked at it. She knew physical touch was not any of my love languages. She also knew I only ever felt comfortable with (Rebekah.) My mind froze as I thought about (Rebekah) and I started retracting my hand but stopped myself. Winnifred noticed of course and although she thought she concealed it I saw a flicker of sadness in her eyes.
“Peter you don’t have to.” she whispered.
“I want to. I want to show you that I’m trying. I will try for you.” I pushed my hand back forward. Winnifred inhaled and took my hand. The feeling of her hand was like no other physical touch I’d ever experienced. I didn’t feel repulsed, I didn’t shiver, I felt okay, calm even. I clasped her hand tighter. Even with Rebekah it took me weeks to feel comfortable holding her hand. This was almost perfect. If it weren’t for the death threats hanging over our heads.	Comment by charlotte broyles: idk if this is weird
“Okay.” she whispered. I met her eyes.
“Okay.” I repeated. It was quiet again for a while.
“Wyn.” I blinked at her confused.
“What?” Winnifred laughed softly.
“Wyn you can call me that now. You’ve earned it.” I grinned sheepishly.
“What about Winnie?” She gave me a look.
“You know it’s Wyn or Wendy only and you’ve never called me Wendy.” I chuckled slowly letting go of her hand I was still holding.
“Wyn it is.” The moment was peaceful.
“So back on topic, are we taking this threat seriously or not?” She asked. 
“I can’t tell. Could be a bluff but I sleep with one eye open just in case.” Winnifred nodded.
“I’ll have my door locked and barricaded just in case so just scream if anything happens.” I chuckled.
“Alright. Goodnight Wyn.” She smiled.
“Night Peter.” I went back to my couch and rolled over again. Somehow this time this couch felt cozy and I drifted to sleep.
		*****
“Peter, are you alive?” I stirred groggily. (Rebekah?) No. No. I sat up rubbing my eyes. Winnifred was already dressed and holding Cinnamon who was purring aggressively. He sounded like a box fan with how loud he was. I squinted in the sunlight and threw my blanket over my head. “And you called me a child..” I huffed at her and pulled the blanket down, sticking my tongue out and she chuckled. I ran my hand through my hair and realized I fell asleep in my day clothes. She handed me something. A mug? I stared up at her blankly. “Man you are useless in the morning. It’s coffee. Did you hear anything I’ve been saying to you for the past five minutes?” I slowly shook my head. Cinnamon hopped down from her arms and jumped onto my chest.
“Ah hey lil buddy.” Cinnamon stared down at me and hit me. I scrunched my face up. “Hey!” He pawed my face again. “Hey stop that!” He licked my nose, his breath smelling like tuna. I scowled and sat up. “Did you train him to do this?” I asked Winnifred who was laughing at us.
	“No, he just doesn’t like late sleepers. He does that to me too.” I held the menace of a cat and stood up.
“He’s a bully just like his mom.” Winnifred took Cinnamon from me and hugged him.	Comment by charlotte broyles: is this too corny? I would talk like this
“Aww he's not a bully he’s just a baby!” I rolled my eyes at her. 
“I’m going to change clothes then can we go get breakfast?”
“You mean can you eat more cinnamon pie?” she replied, shaking her head at my enthusiastic nod. “Fine let’s go.”
Rain began to fall as we made the trek down to the diner.
“Let’s make a bank stop after this. I want to pay Collin Tucker a friendly visit.” She snorted.
“Yeah, friendly. I was also thinking that since I’m actually head detective we can tell everyone you’re my assistant detective and leave out the part where you quit.” 
“Wyn, to be mentioned alongside you at all is the greatest honor.” She gently shoved me.
“Oh shut up.”
“I’m dead serious.” Winnifred looked away a little bashful.
“Whatever.” she murmured. A knock sounded on our door.
“Peter, Wyn?” I frowned in confusion and Winnifred answered the door.
“Oh hello Jay.” Jay was here that didn’t sound good. I sat up rubbing my eyes.
“Hey. My sister’s funeral is today and I know you’re just visiting and we just met but I would like you to come. For detective purposes.” Winnifred smiled.
“Of course we will be there. At what time?”
“One pm sharp.” Winnifred nodded.
“Peter and I will be there.” Jay looked over Winnifred’s shoulder for me and I ducked under my covers.
“I’ll see you then.” I listened to the sound of her footsteps walking away and then the door shut.
“Hiding from a teenager?” I popped my head up.
“You know I can’t talk to anyone in the morning.” She chuckled.
“Go get dressed and we will get you some coffee.”
			***
It started to rain harder while we walked into the diner. Soft jazz music was playing and it smelled of coffee and fresh bread. Katrina met us at the counter.
“Hello, what can I do for you?”
“I’ll have a slice of cinnamon pie and a brown sugar maple iced latte.” Katrina nodded pleasantly.
“And for you?” Winnifred made a face at me.
“Too early for pie. Let me try some of those maple waffles with fresh maple syrup. And maybe a black coffee. I'm undecided on my drink yet.” Katrina walked away and I gaped at Winnifred.
“Black coffee? Are you trying to embarrass me?” 
“Yes.” I narrowed my eyes.
“Oh you’re serious.” I was never ashamed of getting sugary iced drinks even when I used to get judged by all my coworkers. (Rebekah loved that about you) I winced and tried to focus back on Winnifred.
“Yes. I hate black coffee. You’re buying me an iced pumpkin maple latte with extra pumpkin.” I laughed heartily. It felt good to laugh.
“Yes ma’am.” Minutes later Katrina gave us our food. Winnifred closed her eyes in relish.
“Oh man. The waffles are to die for. Taste.” I smirked at her as she held out a fork of waffle for me to grab but instead I leaned and took the bite straight off her fork.
“Wow, that is delicious.” She shook her head in amusement at me and then went back to her waffles. Stop that Peter. That voice in my head screamed in me in annoyance. I knew it was right. I should stop. I can’t let anyone get that close to me again. I stopped talking and I ate my pie. It tasted as good as it did the first time I tried it. I could forget all my problems for a sweet cinnamon moment.
After ordering Winnifred her iced coffee to go we arrived at Tucker Bank. It didn’t look like any bank I’d ever seen nowadays. It had an old fashioned marble roof and wooden walls. It smelled of money from the gold nameplates, to the chandeliers on the ceiling.We walked around inside until Winnifred spotted a name plate that read Collin Tucker in gold lettering. Collin Tucker was a total jock. His suit seemed like it could rip open at any moment and I suspect he got that size on purpose to look buff. His hair was dark and wavy which paired well with his fair skin tone. He looked down at us.	Comment by charlotte broyles: fact check that
“Can I help you?” He asked bored.
“Hi Mr. Tucker I’m assistant detective Torrence and this is our head detective Winnifred Spencer. We’d like to ask you a few questions.” Collin gave no reaction.
“About?” Winnifred did her favorite thing and pulled out her police badge.
“About the death of Rue Coarline.” He stared at it and then looked down at his desk.
“I’m working.” He stated. I glanced around at the empty bank.
“It won’t take long.” He heaved a sigh, his eyes watering.
“Look, this has taken a toll on me. I can’t talk about it. Rue was my everything.”
“I’m very sorry for your loss. This is just a necessity. Where were you on the night of October 22nd?” Winnifred asked slowly. Collin pushed his chair back.
“My girlfriend just died and you have the balls to come into my workplace and accuse me of murder?” His voice raised as he talked.
“Not accusing you of anything. Just asking questions. If you don’t have anything to hide this will be easy.” Winnifred responded calmly. Collin wiped a stray tear and sat down. He took a deep breath.
“I was watching a movie with my dad and then I went to bed.” I noted that.
“What was your relationship like with Rue?” He hissed through his teeth.
“Rue was not only my girlfriend but my entire world. It was a great relationship. We had a great relationship and I hope to ask her to marry me soon. I don’t know who did this but I’ll make them pay. I could never have hurt her. Ever.” He emphasized the last word. I hated to ask the next question but it was important.
“What were your sexual relations with Rue?” He turned red.
“How dare you ask me that? We never did anything! Her boundaries were strict about that.” he sounded a tad bitter. Winnifred nodded slowly.
“Okay. Okay. Last question. Do you know anyone who would have it out for her?” He drummed his fingers on his knees.
“Stephaine. Her so-called best friend. Please. She was completely jealous. Probably killed her so she could climb the social hierarchy. Also that idiotic sister of hers. She probably did it as some emo angst ritual.” He scoffed and then met our gaze. His eyes were bloodshot and red so at least if he was guilty he’d felt bad about it. “Anything else or can you see where the door is and exit?” Winnifred clenched her fist.
“Thank you for your time.” She grit out and I followed her through the obnoxiously big doors. “Do we think he’s actually grieving or just a dick?” Winnifred asked sardonically. I chuckled.
“Could be both, he definitely has been sad whatever the case.” We continued walking slowly in the rain.
“I want to go through Rue’s diary thoroughly this time. We didn’t get to look at it fully last night.” Winnifred murmured.
“Let’s go back to the Coarline’s house.” A couple more minutes and we were there. Jay swung the door open dressed in a black top with lace sleeves and ruffles making her sort of look like an ancient vampire.
“Funeral’s not for another…” she trailed off and looked at us. “Ah come on in.” We walked straight upstairs into Rue’s room. I didn’t mention it but I could tell Jay’s been in here the sheets were bleached and clean, there was a slight dip in the mattress and the rabbits were swapped from when I saw them the day before. Winnifred grabbed the notebook and headed for the bed but stopped. She then looked to Jay.
“Do you mind if we sit?” Jay bristled but nodded.
“It’s okay just take your shoes off.” She did and I followed suit. Jay plopped down beside us on the bed. “Did you come from the bank?” Winnifred and I turned our heads in unison.
“What?” Jay raised an eyebrow.
“The bank. Did you come from the bank?” She repeated.
“Yes we did. How can you tell?” I asked. She snorted.
“You’re not the only detective. You have that bank smell. Old money and sawdust. I know it well from Rue and I going to visit the Tuckers.” I blinked.
“Impressive.” She rolled her eyes but I swore I saw a ghost of a smile. Winnifred opened the diary. We flipped through the first couple ones about Collin and then school gossip until we got to the ones that were out of place. While the other entries had dates and times these had none and no names of anyone only ‘them’.



	Dear diary,	
Tommorow and tommorow and tommorow creeps in this petty pace from day to day. I fear Shakespeare was right about that. He’s right about most things. I went to their house last night and I had the strangest feeling I wasn’t supposed to make it out. I pretended to eat my food and then lied about stommach problems so I could go home. 



“She can’t spell.” I murmured out of habit forgetting I was reading a dead person’s diary. We flipped to the next page.

Dear Diary,
I thought I saw them outside my window last night. I need more sleep I think. My Mind seems to be playing tricks on me.

You could have cut the tension we felt with a knife.

Dear Diary,
I was given coffee today but I think it was poisoned. I’ve told no one because I can’t risk them endangering anyone else. I’ve tried to throw it all up the second I felt weird. As we know I have practice throwing up on command. I hated that I had to do it again. It brought back terrible memories.


	Dear Diary,
I won’t die. I won’t die without getting protection for birdie. I’ve cocreated a newspaper which I’ll show on the next page. I’m hoping to send it off asap and get it to him. He can stop it right? Someome tried to kill me last night. I felt the cold tip of the knife and I screamed so loud I woke half the neighborhood. The first time I’ve been grateful for paperthin walls. They ran away. Birdie flew upstairs to comfort me and I told them I was having a mightmare that I died and she had no one left. She reassured me that would never happen. Fuck. I just sobbed.


	Dear diary,
The plan worked. He’s here. I can’t believe he’s here. I will tell him everything tomorrow but I plan to confront them tonight. Calmly and peacefully hoping they won’t freak out on me I know it’s a lot I’m throwing but it’s all true. I pray they understand.



And then it was blank. That was it. Sometime while reading Jay had started crying silently. 
	“I remember that night. I went up and she cried into my shoulder for hours. I believed it was a nightmare I had no idea.” She whispered hoarsely. “She called you down here for me. For my safety. Yet she couldn’t care about her own.” Jay choked down a sob and ran out of the room without another word. I turned to Winnifred and I checked my watch :11:45.
	“What are the chances Jay lets us take the diary back to our place as evidence?” Winnifred hummed.
	“Little to none but worth a shot.” Cautiously I went and knocked on the door of Jay’s room. She opened the door, wiping her eyes.
	“Sorry for freaking out guys. I’m still in shock. I know what you’re going to ask. Yes you can take it for evidence.” My shoulders dropped down in relief.
	“Thank you Jay I mean it. We’ll give you some space before the funeral.”  She glanced out the window in the hallway.
	“The rain is picking up. Even the angels are crying.” I stared at her, having a strange sense of deja vu overcome me.
	“I’ll see you at the funeral.” She nodded absently and Winnifred followed me out into the rain.
				***
	“Ready to go…” I trailed off as Winnifred came into the room. God, she was beautiful. By wearing black her eyes stood out like stars in the midst of a galaxy. Her long auburn hair took my breath away as it did every time I saw her. She pulled on an overcoat and picked up an umbrella.
	“I’m ready.” I nodded mutely and grabbed an umbrella of my own. The funeral was held inside of the old chapel. It was remarkable that this town had stained glass windows but it did and it was a marvelous sight. It portrayed pictures of saints shining in holy light or holding infant children. Looking around it appeared half the town showed up and we spotted Jay who was having a heated discussion with Emily. 
	“I will not have you go up and lie about my sister!” she hissed and Emily stood taller noticing us.
	“I’m so sorry detective. Jay’s a little worked up.”
	“Yeah it’s like her sister just got murdered or something.” I replied coolly. Emily turned red as Jay moved to stand beside me.
	“I’m going to sit now.” She motioned for us to accompany her and we did. The three of us sat down on a dusty church pew.
	“What was that all about?” Winnifred murmured. Jay, who was sitting in between us, folded her arms.
	“Mrs. Garben wants to call her death a tragic accident.” She spat. “A tragic accident! Can you believe that? Is this it now we all just move on just like everyone did with my parents?”
	“We won’t let everyone brush this under the rug. I promise Jay.” I stated firmly and she met my gaze, a stray tear sliding down her cheek. A middle aged woman with honey blonde hair approached us.
“You must be the visitors! Hi, I'm Sheriff Adams' wife. It’s lovely to see you.” She looked at Jay. “Honey, I'm so sorry for your loss. I made you a box of homemade tea that is supposed to calm you down. If you need anything at all let us know.” She then walked away and was replaced by a blonde girl about Jay’s age who stumbled up to her leaning way over the pew in front of us. Her breath reeked of alcohol and Jay wrinkled her nose.
	“Jay. I want to talk. I have things you need to know.”
	“Go away Stephanie.” Jay muttered not even looking at her.
	“It’s important.” Stephanie stressed.
	“I said go away.” Jay snapped. Stephanie stopped back looking hurt but then she slunk away. The sheriff stood on the podium and cleared his throat. Everyone quieted down.
	“Death is a horrible thing. It grabs you and suddenly you’re gone. In a blink of an eye they’re dead. We gather here today to mourn the unexpected passing of Rue Coarline. I know how hard it must be for some of you to be here today. Rue was loved by all her friends, sister, boyfriend, and dare I say the whole town. A tragedy to lose her so young. Such forces of nature.” Jay softly scoffed at that. “But today we all come here to remember the person she was and the person her spirit will be in the afterlife. Now we’ll start with a eulogy from her boyfriend, Collin.” Collin took to the stage his eyes red and puffy.
	“I never thought I’d be here in this position. But here I am. I never thought I’d be without her. Yet here I stand. My heart aches painfully every day as I miss her presence. Her face, her scent… Oh Rue..”He broke off and exited the podium crying. His dad, I assume, wrapped his arm around Collin and he sobbed into his shirt. The sheriff went up again awkwardly as we all felt and coughed.
	“Well thank you Mr.Tucker. Now some regards from Mrs. Garben who was one of Rue’s closest companions so close she was Emily’s intern.” Emily stepped onto the stage.
	“Thank you for those thoughts Mr.Tucker. It’s such a shame Rue has left us. They lived with us, laughed with us, and smiled with us. Her death is awful. Such a small moment that creates so much pain. Her death was truly a tragic accident, a simple mistake and I wish there’s more we all could have done. A true fault of nature. A cruel twist of fate.”
	“That’s bullshit!” Shouted Jay who had stood up and was pointing at Emily. Everyone’s eyes were on her now and unfortunately they were also on us.
	“Jay please” Emily started but Jay interjected.
	“No! My sister didn’t get murdered for the bullshit speech!” She snapped her face turning red with rage. “Yeah I said it. Murder. She was murdered by someone in her own town.” Murmurs and hushed voices filled the room as Emily looked at Trevor and had a silent conversation. Jay sat back down and glanced at us. “You didn’t feel like stopping me?” She questioned her tone. I shook my head.
	“It’s your sister.” Jay nodded adamantly.
	“I want to leave.” Winnifred and I stood in unison.
	“We’ll leave.” Winnifred responded firmly.
				***
After Jay’s outburst they cancelled the rest of the funeral due to her only living family leaving. But they all put the gravestone in and buried the body, us among them making sure no one tried anything. Rue Coarline’s body lay six feet under a gravestone which read: Rue Coarline, a sister. Jay lay arms around the stone for a good half hour before she was ready to go home. We asked her if she wanted us gone but she told us she appreciated an outsider’s company. Eventually she tearfully decided to go home and “Cry myself to sleep.” even though it was only three o clock. Winnifred and I were now alone again. 
“We need to investigate more people. You said she worked as a hairstylist right?” I rubbed my temples, confused.
“That’s what Abigail said so why would she be Emily’s intern? I don’t know. Are you thinking we should go to the hairstylist and ask?” Winnifred slowly nodded.
“I think that would give us some much needed insight. You know how hairstylists are, they know all the gossip.” Minutes later we were standing inside Harper’s Hair and Barbershop. 
“Hi yall I’m Belle Harper. I run this joint. What can we do for you?” the blonde beamed at us. 
“Nothing, I’m afraid. We’re here to ask you questions about Rue Coarline.” Belle’s face fell in disappointment.
“Oh. Well I’ll only give out information if you get a hair treatment.” I looked at Winnifred who gave me a half shoulder shrug.
“Fine.” Belle clapped her hands in excitement.
“Oh that’s so sweet! Come here darlin’ I just love your hair we’re going to make it gorgeous you won’t even recognize yourself!” She took Winnifred’s hand and she gave me a ‘help me’ look as she was tugged out of my sight. Another woman came up to me and shook her head.
“So glad you’ve come in you’ve been needing a trim haven’t ya? I’ll fix you right up, let's go.” She pulled me into a salon chair.
“So how did Rue end up getting a job here if she was an intern with Mrs.Garben?” Winnifred asked as Belle snipped off dead ends. Snip, Snip, Snip.
“Oh that? With Emily?” she chuckled. “Yeah Rue really wanted to be a doctor but Emily wouldn’t let her become a fulltime assistant doctor so she could only intern when Emily would let her. She worked with us when she wasn’t interning. In my opinion she was a way better hairstylist than she could have ever been as a doctor let me tell ya. Not that I think she’d be a bad doctor but she was a great hairstylist.” I tilted my head back as my girl, Georgia, combed through my hair.
“Did you notice anything suspicious in the days leading up to Rue’s death?” She laughed.
“Everything in this town is suspicious, doll. I’m so serious. I hear much of everything around here so the day before she uh bit the dust Rue was in a big fuss. Not in a good mood at all. I don’t know for sure what she found out but she was crankier than my cat without food.” Belle was not cutting layers into Winnifred’s hair.
“DId Rue ever seem on edge?” Belle hummed.
“Come to think of it I’d say about the last month she was here she seemed more jumpy than usual. Whenever someone came through that door she’d whip her head up and turn it so fast I was shocked her head stayed on her neck. It was like she was watching for someone but I don’t think they ever came in the shop though which means it’s probably one of those old men or older women who need a trim desperately but never come in do they darlin?” I blew a piece of my hair off my face.
“Did Rue ever mention anything about her parents death? Or that she was investigating it?” Georgia brushed my hair out of my eyes.
“Well not exactly but I do happen to know she was busy with some senior research project on the town for school. It might have been the death of her parents that makes a lot of sense. She probably got her hair skills from Ruth, her mother. Her hair was great. Anyways Rue was probably stressed about school that’s why she was so on edge. It wasn’t good for business. We'd say ‘Rue doll you’re going to have to cut the coffee or cut the crap.’” WInnifred’s hair was now getting curled.
“Do you know of anybody who may have had it out for Rue?” Belle grinned.
“I mean who wouldn’t have she’s beautiful and smart, popular with the guys. Anybody in particular… I'd say anybody at the silly school could have it was her or Stephanie…I don’t think Stephanie had it out for her no I’m just listing who ran the school. It was her, Stephanie, and Rue’s sister Jay oh she’s such a peach I love doing Jay’s hair cause it’s so beautiful. Anyone who wasn't one of those three could have had it out for her.” I let Georgia blow dry my hair.
“Did you ever do Emily's hair?” Georgia outright cackled.
“Emily? Oh you’re funny. Do you think her hair looks like we would have done it? No she never came in, that woman probably snips her hair with rusty kitchen scissors. Besides I heard enough about her from Rue and Emily doesn’t like anybody much. I don’t think she had it out for Rue but I know they disagreed a lot which is unfortunate cause it’s the only doctor spot Rue could have.” After all our conversations we ended up leaving. Winnifred had a stunning blowout making her look like a Hollywood star and I had shorter hair that looked less scruffy.
“She really did fix you up.” Winnifred admired brushing a lock of my hair causing my heart to skip a bit.
“Sure. Same to you, not that you needed any fixing.” What is happening to me? I felt blood rush to my face. Maybe I’m eating too much pie. Yeah that’s it. Winnifred breathed a laugh and did a twirl.
“Thanks. I kind of like it, it's fun.” I glanced at my watch.
“Did you learn anything interesting from Belle?”
“She thinks anybody at Rue’s school could be behind it. She also said she thinks Rue felt like she was being watched from someone who never came in the store. So either a student who didn’t get their hair done or an older man or woman.”
“Georgia also said Rue seemed on edge towards her death. Also Emily apparently doesn’t like most people and her and Rue disagreed alot.”
“Lines up with what Belle said to me.”
“Oh my god it’s seven pm.” Winnifred checked her own watch and laughed.
“Woah time flies when you get your hair done I suppose.”
“Dinner?”
“Yes. I’m starving.” She agreed and we made the walk to the diner.
			***
Back at the cabin I poured myself and Winnifred two glasses of whiskey.
“Cheers to our first case together in five months.” Winnifred spoke. We clinked our glasses and took long sips. The burn of whiskey was always refreshing.
“So Wyn why…” I trailed off noticing something out of the corner of my eye. Winnifred furrowed her brow.
“Why what?” I focused my eyes on the window over her shoulder. A shadowy figure was standing outside.
“Someone’s watching us. I whispered hoarsely. She stilled and slowly turned her head. The figure stood there unmoving and then it raised one hand and mimicked a stabbing motion. I cocked my gun and walked towards the door Winnifred on my tail. I unlocked the door and thrust it open. Nobody was there. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. Still gone. We went back inside and shut the door, locking it. We looked at each other. Then Winnifred took off to her room and I followed. She blew out a sigh of relief now holding her kitten.
“Oh Cinnamon. Cinnamon I was so worried about you.” A slight smile graced my lips as I watched her fuss over her kitten.
“What’s our plan for tonight?” I finally asked and she looked up at me.
“Go to sleep and lock every entryway I guess.” I nodded and then proceeded to lock every window,door, and any way someone could possibly get inside. 
“Goodnight Wyn!” I called from my couch.
“Night Peter!” She called back and I was out.
				***
Next morning as always we grabbed breakfast at the diner and then began our walk through town. It was less rainy today but fog coated my glasses and I eventually just took them off and hoped Winnifred wouldn’t let me trip.
“Where should we go now?” She asked.
“After all that happened yesterday, I want to talk to that doctor about the absence of toxicology reports. We need to run some.”
“And there’s no way they have no dna records. If that is the case we can take DNA evidence and run some ourselves damnit. Someone is hiding something.” She spat. I offered her my arm. Winnifred looked at it amused and took it.
“To the doctor we go.” We walked together.
“This feels almost normal again. Which is odd to feel normal doing murder cases.” I commented. 
“When have we ever been normal?” 
“That’s fair.” A man with a lanyard that read Professor Baker was walking nose deep in a book and he bumped into us.
“Oh dear I’m sorry.” I frowned doing a double take.
“No problem, professor. This might sound random but did you ever teach Rue?” He stiffened. 
“I teach everyone. So naturally yes. She was doing the school report on the death of her parents.” Winnifred looked at me then looked back at him.
“Can we get you some tea sir?” He rubbed his face.
“That would be lovely.” The three of us went back to our cabin and Winnifred started a tea kettle. The guest cabin was stocked with town grown teas: chai, chamomile, maple cinnamon, black currant, ginger, cider, oolong creme, pumpkin spice and sencha. I had chai and Winnifred made black currant. Professor Baker decided on ginger tea. Professor Baker had a graying ginger beard to match his ginger hair. His look was complete with dark brown glasses and however old he was he looked very attractive.
“Tell me about the project.” Winnifred started holding her teacup to her lips. Professor Baker ran a hand through his mane.
“It seemed like a good idea in theory. I wanted the students to do history projects on a part of the history of our town. I guess I forgot how much darkness is in our history.”
“As in what?” Professor Baker cracked his knuckles.
“Too many stories, some true, some maybe tall tales.” I leaned across the table.
“Will you share some?” I asked.
“Well there’s the Tory bunch. They were twins and they mysteriously went missing back in 82’.  Then there were the  Harrisons they reported seeing ghosts in their house and then soon after they were all found dead.” Winnifred stared at him in horror and fascination. “Then I will in confidence admit that Rue’ had some weird circumstances surrounding  the death so I was open to her investigating it at first. Then she seemed to be growing more bitter and cut off most people in town.” I pondered all of this.
“Do you think anyone was responsible for the death of Rue and Jay’s parents?” he looked down.
“I shouldn’t say. But I will say that two people ‘committed sucuide’ for unrelated reasons the day after.” That was new.
“Who did?” Winnifred interrogated. Professor Baker took a long sip of his tea.
“Mary and Todd Glyson. They both overdosed on medications that neither of them were known to be on.” He then smirked a little.“But what do I know? I'm just a history professor.” He set his teacup down with a thud. 
“Any idea who would have done it?” I asked. He shook his head.
“Unfortunately no. There’s loads of options but I’d guess whoever got Rue was in the same group after her parents.” I jotted this down in my notebook. “Now if you excuse me I have homework I need to get started grading but the tea was enjoyable. I hope you got what you needed." With that he stood up and bid us farewell and left.
“He seems relatively normal.” Winnifred murmured, still looking off in the direction he led. I narrowed my eyes at her.
“You’re just saying that because you think he’s attractive don’t you?” You think he’s charming.” Winnifred blushed. She actually blushed.
“No. No it’s just I’m thinking about all that he said that’s all. Though he did have a nice voice.” I scowled.
“I think he’s guilty.” I spat and busied myself with my notes. Winnifred chuckled softly.
“What?” I snapped bitterly. She looked down at me.
“Nothing, you're just cute when you’re jealous.” Now I blushed in irritation.
“I’m not jealous.”
“Whatever you say.” I huffed, annoyed at her smug expression.
“Let’s just go see Emily.” She smirked slyly as I stood and followed me out the door.
		***
We walked into the waiting room which was sterilely empty again.
“Hello? Emily?” Winnifred called. No response
“Maybe she’s off work today?” I walked around. Winnifred knocked on the door to her office.
“Emily, did you ever run those reports? It’s Winnifred.” Silence. She turned to me.“I don’t want to break and enter. Emily, if you're in there now’s your final chance!” I stifled a laugh.
“Wyn, just do it.” She flashed me a perfect smile and stepped back.
“This door opened inwardly?” I nodded and Winnifred moved quickly in a flash. It was part of her job she prided herself on the most. Her boot hit right by the doorknob and the door swung open.
“You’re such a badass!” I whooped and followed her inside but my elation died quickly. We stopped to a screeching halt. On the floor crumpled in a heap was Emily.
“Shit!” Winnifred kneeled down beside Emily. I got flashbacks to when I kneeled over Rue’s body. I scoured the room quickly and found a box.
“There’s plastic gloves here.” I tossed her a pair and together we turned Emily’s body over. A syringe was stuck deep in her arm and I felt around for a pulse. None. Her fist was clenched tightly and I slowly opened it up. A wrinkled corner of paper was in her palm. The rest of this paper was completely missing.
TOXIOLOGY REPORT
DNA ANALYSIS OF THE DNA FOUND INSIDE RUE ANGELINE COARLINE WAS A COMPLETE MATC—-
That’s all it read. The rest had been taken or thrown away somewhere.
“I think Emily found out something she wasn’t supposed to.”
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Winnifred ran her hand through her hair.
“What does the paper say in her hand?” I handed it to her. Her expression turned stormy. “Well at least now we know a man is involved.” she snarled and I nodded solemnly. 
“Bad news is we should get this body examined by forensics and run an autopsy but the person who would do that is now dead.” My eyes scanned her body looking for any other details.
“I know how to run a DNA test at least so we can see who was last near the body.” Winnifred replied quietly. I furrowed my brow. 
“Hey what’s on your mind Wyn?” She looked at me.
“We’re going to have to tell Jay that her sister had DNA inside her implying the worst but we don’t have proof.” I put my hand on her shoulder.
“I know. We should call the sheriff right now.” Winnifred shook her head.
“Let me run this DNA sample first and then we can call him.”
“Deal.” Winnifred rummaged through the cabinets gathering supplies. She took a pair of scissors and snipped off a piece of Emily’s clothing near her neck. She took this scrap and began to pour some clear solution onto it. “So no offense in asking this but what are you doing?” Winnifred rolled her eyes at me.
“If you ever paid attention to morticians you would know. This is called a lysis buffer and it’s going to–”
“Buff the DNA.” She sighed, grabbing a new container.
“Essentially yes. Unluckily for us that’s only step one but if I move fast I should get results in four hours.”
“You’re amazing Wyn.” I gushed as I took a seat on the ground beside the dead body. I read over the toxicology report corner again. “I'm going to go through her files and find every DNA record of this town.” I walked through the doctor’s office to the back. I opened a door and it showed me into a room filled with all sorts of cabinets and drawers. Sliding on a new set of gloves and started to sort through the files. Birth certificates…death certificates… injury reports… ah ha! DNA/RNA files. I opened the first one. 	Comment by charlotte broyles: fact check this entire scene
Brenda Abbison:
DNA sequence:TACGGCTAATTAGCCATTACGATGC
Birthday:7/12/89

	Locus       PI
	Allele Sizes

	D1928      2.02
vWIA       2.89
D09734     0.83
CSIFPO    0.78
TROX       3.45
D8S1179   0.22
D21S11     1.23
D18551     0.899
D2S441     2.034
0198433     5.06
THO1         098.4
FGA           4.55
D22S1045   0.34
DSS818      0.19
D138317    1.25
D7S820      7.58
SE33           0.89
D10S1248  3.99
DIS1656     7.05
D251338     9.0675
Amelogenin
	16
14            19
9          15
8           3
11         9
3           14
6           8
12         11
23         17
9           22
13
34          18
29           5
56          48
               65
45           16
37           41
7             62
12           25
74
X



“Wyn! I’m so glad I have you here cause I can’t read any of these numbers!” I called over my shoulder. I heard a chuckle in response.
“Bring the whole stack of case files then I’ll handle numbers you handle letters.”
“It’s T’s with A’s and C’s with G’s right?” 
“Yes!” I walked back carrying a heavy stack of manilla folders. 
“Looks like I have everybody’s DNA in town A-Z.” She put her sample into an Illumina sequencer and we listened to the soft buzzing of it as I laid out the files. Suddenly Sheriff Adams barged in. He saw us and froze then nearly fell over in relief.
“Oh thank goodness you all are here. I was running all over town looking for you.” Winnifred and I exchanged a glance.
“Were you now?” She asked suspiciously. He nodded aggressively.
“Yes! I came in this morning to ask Emily a question I had on the autopsy reports and I saw her dead.” He teared up. Touching.
“Sheriff, what time did you arrive here?” I asked. Trevor scrunched his brow in thought.
“Around eight am this morning.”
“And you thought to just leave the body here?” Winnnifred crossed her arms. 
“I was stressed! Two dead bodies is more than we’ve ever had here!” He snapped. “I don’t know how to handle dead bodies and neither did Emily or anyone else in this town! You detectives probably think we’re stupid or lazy or ignorant or all suspicious and all suspects but you’ll deal with this, pardon my french, this shit all the time and we’ve never had anything close! So excuse me detectives if I didn’t react perfectly when one of my colleagues and my closest friends is dead!” His voice broke off. 
“Mr. Adams–” I interjected but he continued.
“Not only that but I’m the sheriff my entire job is to keep this town safe and clearly I’m failing at that. Might as well fire me and have someone take my place. And two visitors keep running into dead bodies, even better!” He scoffed as I slid the corner of the paper into my coat pocket.
“I understand that Mr. Adams but we have to be considerate because your DNA could be on the body.”
	“Your DNA was on Rue's body.” I stared incredulously at him.
“Yes but you watched me interact with the body she was already dead!”
“You could have been covering up for the fact that your DNA was on it before you ‘arrived’.” I gaped at him then turned to Winnifred. She half shrugged.
“No no he’s got a point. Not a very good point but one nonetheless. If we ran a report on Rue’s body well Peter your DNA would also be on it.” I stiffened in annoyance.
“Fine. Fine. We will discuss this later. I need some air.” I stated plainly and walked out. Winnifred appeared beside me.
“Damnit we should have looked at Rue’s DNA records.” she muttered. I slowed my walking. I thumbed through every file of every single name and I didn’t see her or Jay’s. No Coarlines. Not even their parents.
“Winnifred, I don't think her records were there at all. I looked through all the names and didn’t see any Coarlines. I remember other C names, Charmens, Cases, Cloves, etc. But not hers.” She snapped her fingers.
“I remember that too because I looked through one half A-D trying to find a good match and nothing.”
	“Someone must have removed those.” I pondered.
“And toxicology reports. Maybe the same person?” We walked in silence.
“Where are we headed?” She stopped walking.
“I thought we could go pay Stephaine a visit. She said she knew something important.”
“She was wasted.”
“True but she was close with Rue.”
“Jay should know where to find her since she was Rue’s best friend." 
	“We need to tell her about the DNA findings. Plus unfortunately we should question Jay while we’re at it. I didn’t want to yesterday since the wound was still fresh.”
“Do you actually think Jay could kill her sister?”
“I don’t know. Let’s go find out.” We went back to the Coarline’s house and I knocked. Silence. After a minute I knocked again. Finally Jay swung open the door. Today she sported a black tank top with silver rings that formed the shape of a star and black baggy jeans. Her hair was casually messy along with her eyeliner.
“Hello? Oh perfect we were just about to call you over. There’s information you need to know immediately.” Jay exclaimed. I furrowed my brow.
“We…?” I questioned. A girl with a blonde bob that was decked with sunglasses as a makeshift headband appeared around the corner. Her style was similar to Jay’s with a black miniskirt, star tights, and black halter. They looked like they just got back from clubbing even though it was barely ten o'clock and I started to get the impression that somehow they always looked like that. It was Stephanie the girl from the funeral.
“Are these the detectives Jaybird?” Jay looked back at her and responded drily.
“In the flesh.” The blonde wrapped her arm around Jay’s neck casually and leaned on her.
“Don’t go grumpy on me now Jaybird. Hi detectives, I'm Stephanie Robin.” She held her other arm out to shake our hands. Jay folded her arms but she didn’t shove Stephanie off. I noticed Stephanie had a bump under her eye clearly concealed but looked like almost a black eye. 
“Isn’t this ironic we were just looking for you Stephanie.” Winnifred responded. “May we come inside?” Jay motioned us in and shut the door. Stephanie flopped down on the couch like she owned the place. I motioned to her eye.
“Black eye?” Stephanie blinked then laughed.
“Oh that crazy night out, honestly no idea how I got it. I think I had way too many cosmopolitans. Collin makes a mean one.” Jay rolled her eyes.
“Can you focus?” She huffed and began.
“So as you know Rue was a huge part of our lives. We were super close friends,” Jay sat down in an armchair  until Stephanie whacked the spot beside her on the couch and Jay reluctantly joined her. “I mean Jaybird and I are close but Rue was like a sister to me. We did the newspaper bit together.” 
“So you sent me the newspaper post mortem.” I declared and she nodded.
“Yes it’s what Rue would have wanted. I never thought anything would happen to her. But I know why someone might have killed her. See Rue was investigating her parents’ deaths because she had a suspicion there was more to it. She told me not to tell a soul unless something drastic happened. So I swore not to. Our English professor Mr. Baker told us to do a research project on an event in our town so naturally Rue did her parents’ fire. I’m doing the Torty twins they went missing a couple years ago anyways. Going through the facts Rue noticed some discrepancies. Her mother never ever left anything on since she was always worried about saving electricity, her parents had an emergency escape plan, and how did they get both Rue and Jay successfully out of the house and then die inside the house?” Jay looked at her shoes and Stephanie wrapped her arm around Jay’s waist. Jay leaned her head on her shoulder as Stephanie continued. “Rue decided she wanted to investigate but knew she couldn’t do it on her own. I mean a nineteen year old girl doesn't get taken very seriously,” Winnifred made a sound of agreement. “That’s where you come in. We needed someone who didn’t know the town and that was close enough to stop by. We may have done a bit of stalking you and we found from your instagram you loved pies and you loved fall so we gambled on setting our newspaper article around that. Then low and behold there you are.” Stephanie waved her hand at me.
“It’s shocking that your gamble worked on me and truly an absurd coincidence.” I responded, shaking my head.
“When you arrived here I told Rue immediately and she was over the moon. She told me she’d have a talk with her boyfriend that night and then the next day she’d immediately come talk to you and get down to business. Unfortunately that day never came.” Stephanie wiped a stray tear from her eye. My mind was whirring.
“Wait, you mean to tell me that Collin met with Rue the night of her death?” Winnifred asked. Stephanie nodded.
“Yes, that was her plan, there's a chance they didn’t go through with it.” Winnifred looked at Jay, her eyes sorrowful.
“I think they went through some of it.” Jay’s eyes narrowed.
“Meaning?” Jay whispered. I pulled the paper out of my pocket and handed it to Jay. She read it and showed it to Stephanie.
“No no no no no…” Stephanie spoke, her voice rising. Jay started crying and buried her face in Stephanie’s shoulder. “The DNA must be Collin’s you assume?” she croaked.
“That would be the assumption yes because it was pulled from inside of her unless she was seeing someone else.” Jay and Stephanie both sat up.
“No, that doesn’t matter, she would not have sex before marriage. With anyone. That was her rule. Her safe space.” Stephanie stated firmly.
“Which means she was taken advantage of.” Jay added her voice breaking.
“Most likely yes unless she changed her rules and didn’t tell anyone.” Winnifred affirmed. “I’m so sorry.” She clasped her hands together tightly. Jay broke into sobs soaking Stephanie’s shirt.
“We need to go talk to Collin.” I stood and the other three stood up with me. 
“We’re coming.” Jay snipped. I knew there was no talking her out of it. The four of us barged into that bank like we were about to yell ‘everybody get on the ground!’. Collin looked up at us with complete annoyance until he saw Stephanie and his expression shifted to one of suspicion.
“What is this?” He stood from his desk. 
“Mr. Tucker, why would your DNA be found inside Rue’s body?” I spat. If we’re wrong this could get us kicked out of town. But it looked like we hit a nerve as he turned red.
“Excuse me?” He snarled. 
“Also you claimed you were with your dad the night of Rue’s death but Stephanie says you had plans of meeting up with Rue.” Winifred stepped up beside me. Collin crossed his arms.
“I was with my dad the rest of the night. We met up earlier in the day.”
“Wasn’t it earlier that you told us you never did anything intimate with Rue? Why did you lie?” I added. Collin scowled.
“Because this was a one time thing. She just suddenly told me she felt the time was now to do it and we did it.” Jay jumped for him and Winnifred grabbed her.
“You fucking liar! She would never ever do that!” She howled. Everyone in the bank stopped what they were doing and I felt eyes on us. Collin sneered at her.
“How much do you know little Jaybird? You don’t know how sensual your sister was.” She lunged for him again.
“Don’t call me that! You absolute creep!” She screamed tears streaming down her face. “You rapist!” Collin stilled and slowly got right up in her face.
“See here’s the funny thing even if I was you’ve got absolutely no proof. I mean your sister was practically gagging for it with those push up bras she was wearing dressing like a complete hooker.” A sob broke through Jay’s chest as Collin stepped back. Winnifred handed Jay over to Stephanie who embraced her.
“Collin you sick sick fucker!” Stephanie snapped at Collin who just smirked smugly.
“I’ve done nothing wrong. Take me to court ladies. You have no grounds for anything. Plus now you know I didn’t kill her, how could I when the sex was that good.” I wanted to punch this guy in the face. Worse still was that he was right. We had no evidence and technically we didn’t even have the DNA evidence we just guilted him into confessing it. Not only that but he could be telling the truth about Rue’s consent. Ninety nine percent sure he’s not but it’s extremely hard to prove. I clenched my fists and turned my back to him.
“We need to get those two out of here.” I whispered. Winnifred nodded.
“And ourselves.” Together we pulled them out of the bank ignoring all of Collin’s taunts. As soon as we stepped outside Jay screamed and ran out into the rain while the rest of us stayed under the bank awning pulling out our umbrellas. Stephanie followed Jay out into the rain and pressed her forehead against hers. I rubbed my forehead and turned to Winnifred.
“Wyn, he has to have done it right?” She blinked.
“Which part? The assault or the killing?”
“I meant the killing.” 
“The terrible part is until we get the rest of that toxicology report that confirms the time stamp of DNA and the name we don’t have any proof of assault. And as for the murder, based on what Stephanie said it does line up.”
“Why would Rue have stayed with him? He seems like such a horrible guy.” Winnifred drew her mouth into a tight line.
“People often stay with manipulative assholes because they're not being manipulated. It’s freaky. They get completely brainwashed and isolated. It makes sense that no one knew who was after her because Collin would have told her to only trust him,” her eyes looked off somewhere in the distance. “You can have a best friend one day and the next it’s as if she’d been replaced. Completely cut you off and disappeared.” I reached out to place my hand on her shoulder and she jolted back to reality. “Sorry I was thinking of someone.” I studied her then continued my train of thought.
“Back on to Collin, would he have also killed Emily and he’s so young too? How could he be connected to the death of Rue’s parents he’s her age?”  Winnifred paused.
"That's not a bad point.”
“We need to look into Rue’s research.”
“Back to the Coarline house again!” Winnifred snickered. Stephanie and Jay were still standing in the rain together awfully close and we called them both over.
“What are you going to do now?” I asked them cautiously.
“Kill Collin.” Jay answered immediately.
“Jay.” I warned and she spat on the ground.
“Fine. I don't know, maybe Stephanie and I will go get our hair done to cool off. Why do you ask?”
“We want to search Rue’s belongings.” Winnifred requested and Jay shrugged.
“Go on ahead. Stephanie, stay with me, we'll go talk to Belle.” Stephanie nodded
“See you two detectives later.” The pair of girls walked off in the pouring rain down the road. No umbrellas. No raincoats.I popped out my umbrella and Winnifred followed suit.
			***
We took a pit stop back at the doctor’s office to match the DNA scan. As figured there was Emily’s own DNA and then a match with Trevor Adams. Annoyingly it lined up with his story but his story could be made up. Still it was of noted that his DNA was on the body.
Back in Rue’s room we began our search at her desk. We grabbed anything that looked like she could use it for school. Notebooks,binders,folders, and laid them all out on her bed.  Her notebooks held her outlines for her essays.

I’m doing my town research project on the fire of 87’ that killed both my parents. I chose this because I’ve always been  and I want more than anything to bring my parents lives to justice. Insert body paragraph here. 
Firsty back in…
Secondly…
Lastly…
 The basic English formatting. Here binder was full of research on the town which wasn’t directly related to her fire but was very interesting. There appeared to be a lot of research being done on the bank. And I mean a lot. The folder held interviews with suspects and subjects. The first interview was between Sheriff Adams. 

Sheriff Adams: Is this all on the record.
Me: yes
Sheriff Adams: Uh alright. So what questions did you have?
	Me: Talk to me about the old bank with my family involved.
Sheriff Adams shifts in his seat.
Sheriff Adams: Right. Well it used to be Coarline Tucker Bank. They were partners. It wasn’t their best idea.
Me: In what way.
A pause.
Sheriff Adams: They argued a lot.
Silence.
Me: About what?
Sheriff Adams: I’m not sure just money, treasuries, and whatnot.
Me: Did they fight before my parents death?
Silence again.
Sheriff Adams: I don’t know. No idea at all.
Me: The Tuckers took over the bank after my parents passed, correct?
Sheriff Adams: Yes. 
Me: Interesting. And the Tuckers are pretty well off wouldn't you say?”
Sheriff Adams(raising voice): What are you implying?
Me: Sorry sir, just doing my research.
Sheriff Adams: The fire was an accident.
Me: Ok.
Sheriff Adams: I’m done doing this.
The interview concluded.

The Tuckers are pretty well off wouldn't you say?
 “Of course. The Tuckers ran the bank with the Coarlines. Coarlines must have found out the Tuckers were in shady business stealing money and the Tuckers snapped.” I murmured. We flipped to the next interview.

Mr. Tucker: Hi darlin’ what can I do for you?
Me: Did you run the old bank with my parents?
Mr. Tucker: Of course may they rest in peace they were great partners.
Me: I see. Did you all get along?
Mr. Tucker: Every partnership has disagreements but I’d say we did alright. They were goodie two shoes, some like yourself sweetheart but we worked it out.
Me: I see. Did my parents do anything strange before they died?
Mr.Tucker: Not around us anyway. It took us by complete surprise. Heck, we called the sheriff the second we saw the fire.
MeDid you know?
Mr.Tucker: Of course! I loved your dad. He was the best bank partner.
Me: Thank you for your time.
Mr.Tucker: Anytime

Winnifred’s gears were turning.
“We know Collin was at Rue’s house the day of her death. What if the Tuckers killed the Coralines back in the fire and sent Collin to finish the job? It would all make sense and he killed Emily to hide the toxicology reports that would place him at the scene of the crime.” I clapped my hands together.
“It all makes sense. Let’s go confront Collin.” Winnifred shook her head slowly.
“His DNA wasn’t on Emily’s body. We know that for a fact. Do you think he wore gloves? I don’t think he’s that clever.” 
“We will wait on that part later. I do think he killed Rue though. Let’s start there.” And she agreed to that.
			***
Minutes later we were standing back at the bank with handcuffs in Sheriff Adams' hands who was now with us with a disappointed frown on his face. I began.
“Collin we know you killed Rue to finish the job and we know you raped her.” Collin shook his head adamantly.
“No! Okay some of that is true but not all! Look, me and Rue had a big fight, yes. Yes it got physical and yes it was about her accusing my parents of the murder of her parents but I didn’t kill her! She hit her head against the corner of the dresser and was out cold. Not dead. She was bleeding a bit so I took her to bed. She was still partially conscious. I mean she didn’t wake up and stop me so yeah then I bedded her literally. But then I left. I swear I left and she wasn’t dead.” I threw up in my mouth a little at that response.
“Take him into custody for now.” I snapped. Guilty of murder or not, what he did to her in my books was worse. Winnifred silently snatched the sheriff’s handcuffs and cuffed a protesting Collin.
“Come on, it's just sex what’s even the big deal? She would have been fine with it!” He whined pathetically.
“One more word and I’ll shoot you and say you were asking for it.” Winnifred grit out and Collin finally shut up.
“Where’s the murder weapon?” I asked. Collin snarled.
“I don’t know because I didn’t kill her! I didn't even commit a crime.” He added under his breath. They took him away to the town jail and I just sat down. Dresser. I ran back to the Coarline house and up the stairs into Rue’s room. I looked at the left corner. It was completely fine, undamaged but the right corner was not. I was able to see tiny flakes of skin and pieces of scalp. He was telling the truth about that. The right side of her head hit the dresser yet that didn’t kill her. Whatever hit the left side of her skull killed her. I slumped down on the floor, head in my hands. Who do I believe? Plus Collin’s DNA was not on the body of Emily. So either he wore gloves or there’s another smart killer and Collin is not smart enough to think that far ahead to grab gloves. I mean he left his semen at the crime scene for Christ's sake. But why doesn’t it all line up? My head began to throb and I leaned it against the wall. Why won’t it line up? My vision began to swim. No no no no no please no. It was too late. A cold sweat broke out all over me. I could feel the rush move through my chest. It’s worse than adrenaline and worse than any nerves. I’m going to die. My breath picked up gasping for air. I sucked in short breaths trying to calm down but only making it worse.The bones in my body shook violently and I doubled over. Then I went back to that place. I could practically taste the salt. I heard the crash of the waves. There she was–
“Peter?” I jumped, whipping my gun out. A woman, (Rebekah?) Winnifred sat down beside me. I was breathing hard sweat on my brow. “Peter it’s been two hours since the funeral…I think you’ve been out of it.” I wiped my forehead and sat up.
“I…no I havent’t…what?” I looked around and saw the sun was setting. Winnifred looked at me concerned.
“You were convulsing on the floor when I came in.” I  blew out a long breath.
“Well fuck.” I swore. Winnifred put her hands on my shoulders. I felt warmth spread from the tips of her fingers throughout my body.
“You’re okay. Whatever happened happened. And now that moment has passed, that's why it’s in the past.” She nudged me softly and I breathed a dry laugh.
“I know it just sometimes I guess I still spiral. I thought I had it all figured out. Collin was the killer but look.” I showed Winnifred the edge of the dresser.
“He could have lied.”
“I know that. But it’s too simple. And what about Emily?” Winnifred sighed.
“That wasn’t Collin. Did you see how quick he was to admit to our accusations about tha sexual assault? He wouldn’t have killed her to keep that covered up if he didn't want to commit to hiding it.” I was still reeling from my panic attack so I nodded weakly. She frowned. “Let’s go get you some water.” I grabbed a stack of Rue’s notebooks and folders and then followed Winnifred to the kitchen. I sat down as she fixed me a glass of water and watched me like a hawk to make sure I drank it all. I closed my eyes. 
“We need to find the true murder weapon. That will clear up everything.” I didn’t need to open my eyes to know Winnifred was looking at me. If I was a murder weapon where would I be? Probably somewhere no one would ever want to look. Or somewhere no one would ever find me. What’s that one place Abigail mentioned? A haunted house?
“Krout House. We need to check the Krout House.” I opened my eyes and looked at Winnifred.
“Alright.” I laughed hoarsely.
“You’re not going to ask what that place is?” Winnifred chuckled.
“I trust you. But I'll humor you. What is Krout House?”
“Apparently it’s haunted. I don’t know why but no one ever goes in because no one ever comes out.” Winnifred’s eyes sparkled with her childhood dreams of being a ghostbuster. That’s one of the facts I’ve always remembered about her.
“A haunted house?” I smiled watching her.
“Rumoured to be.”
“Oh we have to go find out the story behind this house now. Who should we ask?”
“You’re going to hate me but Abigail was the one who told me about it and I’m sure she knows the backstory of it.” Winnifred didn’t change her expression.
“It’s a haunted house. I don't care who tells us about it. Where does she work?”
			***
Through Katrina we found out that Abigail works down at the town bookstore so that was our next stop. As I stepped inside the aroma of book pages floated into my nostrils. This shop was floor to ceiling covered in books. Fairy lights decked the shelves and warm lamps were scattered around the place. Most books were used or well loved but they were mixed with a fair selection of new ones making the shop look like a carousel of time periods. There were a couple small tables with coffee stains and worn armchairs. There was one window where you could watch the leaves float off trees outside. We found Abigail and she took a fifteen minute break and sat down with us.
“Miss me?” She asked with a wink and I chuckled.
“That and I was curious about the history of Krout House. You said it was haunted.” Abigail looked around quickly and shushed me.
“Yes. But keep it down. We don't like people bringing it up. I’ll tell you the story but don’t go around shouting it, we try to keep it on the down low.” She leaned forward in her chair.“So a long time ago around 1945 a man named Keith Krout demanded we stop cutting down trees to build houses and if we didn’t stop the tree spirits would take revenge. Sounds crazy right? Well he did become crazy and killed the leader of the deforestation project with his own axe and then killed the two other witnesses to the crime. He went on hiding in the woods and killing anybody who was part of the deforestation project with an axe. The sheriff at the time eventually got him after he killed seven people and had to shoot him in self defense so Keith died. They buried him out by the woods and then later to spite him they built Krout house over his grave. A terrible decision because not so after the family The Popperons moved in and strange things started happening. They reported hearing thuds in the attic and when they checked they found nothing. They then told everybody they saw their shadows move at night. The power would go out frequently and they swore they heard howling. Then,” she paused for dramatic effect. “The whole family disappeared without a trace, no bodies or anything. The next idiotic family who decided to move in the Hutchins also  disappeared without any traces. After that people stopped moving in here and it’s rumoured people have seen Keith standing around the house with his axe.” Winnifred and I had matching open mouthed expressions as we listened.
“So very haunted.” I affirmed in disbelief. I could tell that Winnifred was invested now and I silently realized I was going to go into a haunted house. Cool. The things you do for love friendship.
“Can you tell us where it is?” Winnifred asked. 
“You can’t miss it. Walk back past all the other townhouses and it’s right near the woods. It's a big graying wooden house. If you see the man with an axe, that's the one.” she added partially as a joke but I didn’t like how serious she looked. We thanked her and then I bought a copy of The Haunting on Hill House which made Winnifred roll her eyes.
“So you think our murder weapon is hidden in the house?” she asked as we walked back to the diner for a late dinner. I told her there’s no chance I’m going inside that haunted house with her at night so we agreed on tomorrow morning.
“Why wouldn’t it be? It’s the perfect cover story if anyone even dares to go inside and they find something they can blame it on the haunting.”
“And someone could just dress up as the ghost to scare people off.” We went inside the diner and ordered. I took a sip of my beef stew. Man everything in this town is spectacular tasting.
“You don’t really think it’s haunted do you?” I asked slowly.
“I definitely think it’s haunted. This is so exciting!” I took another spoonful of stew rolling my eyes at her.
“Wyn, we’re definitely getting killed.” She laughed while eating her sandwich.
“No way. I’ll protect you.” I snorted.
“Traditionally I’m supposed to be protecting you but I will accept. You’d make a great knight.” She tossed her hair.
“Of course I would. You’d make a great damoiseau in distress all whimpering and crying for help.” I blushed and scoffed at her.
“Imagine that a lot do you?” She smirked.
“Maybe.” I felt my cheeks flame and I hid my face in my stew. Stop flirting, Peter. Think of Rebekah. Think of what your feelings cost you. For once I decided to shove that voice down. For the time being anyway.
“I’m flattered. I can be a damoiseau if you want me to.” She took a big bite of her sandwich and I waited in amusement for her to be done chewing to quip back.
“You already are.” She laughed and I tossed a napkin at her.
			***
The whole night I barely slept I felt wide awake thinking of all the details running them over and over in my mind. I must be missing something. I read through Rue’s diary again before bed which was in hindsight not a great idea because I kept thinking I saw someone out my window. So I woke up bright and early, made myself coffee and grabbed garlic, salt, and made a cross out of twigs outside and put it with me as well. Winnifred was up early to She had on a tan blazer and matching skirt with a  rich brown top underneath and brown boots to match. She looked like a Chanel version of a ghostbuster. Together we started down the road through the neighborhood of town. Back far far into the back of the forest where we finally saw it. Abigail was right in that there was no mistaking it. It was a wide decaying wooden home that looked like a place you’d hide in during an apocalypse. The windows were coated in cobwebs and dust and I saw someone staring at me. I blinked and they were gone. I felt my stomach churn in anxiety as we approached it cautiously.
“No man with an axe outside we should be good.” Winnifred joked but I did not find that funny.
“You’re going inside first.” She laughed.
“Okay damoiseau. Stay behind me.” She cocked her gun and I followed suit as we got up to the front door. Winnifred kicked it open and it creaked loudly.  We carefully walked in and the door slammed shut behind us.I whipped around and no one was there and it was now pitch black inside. I whipped out my phone and opened it so I could have two feet of light.
“Wyn! Someone locked us in.” I whispered moving up close to her.
“That was just the wind. Calm down.” I huffed and followed her farther in.
“Lightswitch.” The lights slowly flickered on the electricity making a crackling noise. With the lights on it did not look any better. In fact now that I could see what was inside I covered my mouth to hide a scream. Blood spattered the walls and I swore some of it was fresh. Immediately I turned right around and Winnifred grabbed my sleeve. “Peter.” She hissed and I froze.
“Wyn.” She groaned irritatedly.
“What?” I grabbed her and turned her shoulder towards me. There hidden in a cubby looked like a bloody lampshade. Using my boot I nudged it out. It was a bloody lampshade that was bent inwards and connected to a pink flowery base.
“That’s the weapon.”























[bookmark: _40cgaosvv3gb]	Chapter Six



Immediately we ran out of the house to go grab a DNA kit and gloves from Emily’s office.
“I can’t believe we found the weapon.” Winnifred exclaimed and I clapped her on the back.
“A few DNA samples will solve everything.” We walked back inside into the dark and the door closed behind us again. The lamp was gone.
“NO!” I shouted kicking the cubby sending dust flying. 
“How is that possible? We just left.” Winnifred asked in shock. I kicked the cubby again this time so hard it snapped and wood fell only causing more dust to go straight down my throat. I wanted to scream and cry my eyes out. It always just slips away. (Like her hand did) I walked deeper into the house now just out of pure rage. Ignoring the dusty flickering lights.
“Show yourself!” I shouted. Silence. Great, I was so mad I’m talking to ghosts. “The killer saw us leave, came in and stole the weapon. Damnit!” I looked around for something else to throw. An old pot was on the ground and I threw it. It shattered everywhere and dust twirled out of it like a spirit. I’ve just cursed myself for eternity haven’t I? 
“Throwing stuff won’t help anybody.” Winnifred snapped at me and I turned to her, hands on hips. I was aware I was pouting like a child but we were so close. The weapon was in our grasp and we blew it.
“Anybody could have seen us leave this damn house anyway so there’s no way to narrow it down.” I needed a drink badly and I was sick of this house. Absolutely sick of it.  “There’s nothing else I can see here. How about you?” Winnifred shook her head.
“Let’s search for twenty minutes and then we can wrap it up and go.” So we did. I opened a blocked off closet and gasped.
“Winnifred, these people literally have skeletons in their closet.” I wish I was exaggerating. Four skeletons who I assume were the bodies of the families previous were lodged in the back of a web mothball-eaten closet. Keith’s ghost was a great interior decorator; it really added to the haunted creepy vibe.Winnifred shuddered in horror.
“Jesus. They did not disappear with a trace.” I shut the closet door back, unable to keep staring at those corpses. Or unable to get them to stop staring at me. Twenty minutes dragged by like waiting for the bell on the last day of school. Mostly all I could find was broken furniture and old kitchen supplies. Finally I was able to leave this house which now I was completely convinced it was haunted.
“Let’s go tell the sheriff about this.” Winnifred side eyed me.
“Do you still trust him?” I lifted a shoulder.
“I don’t know he’s the closest thing we have to police in this town.”
“Do you trust the police?” She raised her eyebrows.
“Well no. No but they normally have backups and guns that come in clutch when we need them.” “Do you still think it’s suspicious that his DNA was on Emily’s body?”
“Yes! Obviously!” I chuckled.
“Great, can we go back to the cabin? Now I need about five drinks.” Winnifred furrowed her brow.
“Peter.” she said in disappointment
“Fine, maybe just two drinks.” I lamented and she nodded.
“On a serious note I don’t want you to drink your life away.” That got to me. I slowly turned to face her again.
“I don’t.” I replied calmly but defensively.
“Yes you do.” She retorted.
“Fine, I'll have only one drink! Happy?” Winnifred stalked out past me.
“Thrilled. Now let’s go asshole.” I scowled at that name.
“Winnifred, you have to understand that drinking is sometimes the only way my life feels manageable." I jogged to catch up to her. 
“I understand you went through hell and went through tough times. Doesn't excuse cutting everyone off and becoming extremely unhealthy. You could have wanted to get better, you know?” I inhaled through my nose sharply.
“I do.”
“Do you though?” A pit settled in my stomach. I realized that she was right. I didn’t try to get better, in fact I let myself ruminate and get worse. I’m never going to get better.
“No, I guess I don’t want to get better. You win.” I immediately hated myself for making it sound like her fault for trying to look out for me. “Sorry Wyn. I didn’t mean anything. I know you just want to look out for me.” 
“Just stop.” I listened and stopped talking. We walked the rest of the way in silence. I got back to the cabin and poured a tall glass of whiskey. It was only ten am but it’s five o'clock somewhere right? I downed it as Winnifred scrutinized me closely making sure I only had one drink like I promised. My phone buzzed and I opened it.

UNKNOW NUMBER: Hello Peter.
UNKNOWN NUMBER:Have a fun time in Krout House today?
UNKNOWN NUMBER: Next time you won’t make it out alive. XOXO

I showed the phone to Winnifred who paled.
“How did they find your number?” I furrowed my brow.
“Phone book I guess.” I felt sour bile rise in my throat. My screen went black and we stared at it. It buzzed again and we both jumped.

 UNKNOWN  NUMBER: You should really pay more attention to your surroundings.

Winnifred grabbed my arm tightly like I could protect her.

PETER: Who is this?
	UNKNOWN NUMBER: You’ll see soon, Peter.

We waited in tense silence for a couple of minutes but nothing else came through. Okay.
“Maybe they’re bluffing.” I spoke trying to force my voice to be even.
“Maybe.” Winnifred murmured. Funnily enough we sounded unconvinced. I took a deep breath in and out.
“Okay.” Winnifred cocked her head at me.
“Sorry, okay?” I shoved my phone into my pocket.
“Yes. It has to be okay. We can’t let this psychopath derail us because then we lose.” Winnifred stared at me.
“The things that give you anxiety versus what doesn’t amaze me.” I laughed. She had a point.
“It’s morning so it’s less scary than at night so maybe that’s it?”
“If we're being threatened that means that we’re on to them. That means we are a threat.” Winnifred affirmed.
“Great point. Maybe they should be scared of us.”
“Yes, we are so intimidating.” She snorted.
“Totally.” We sat awkwardly in silence before I cleared my throat.
“So how about waffles?” Winnifred hopped up.
“Oh thank god I was hoping you’d say that.” I stood and held my hand out to her and she took it. We sat across from each other in the diner munching on maple waffles with cinnamon butter. Which I could go on about for hours. I tapped my foot and the rhythm helped me think.
“If Collin didn’t kill Emily, why would someone else kill her? There’s no DNA evidence on the body that would be useful and everything else seems pretty black and white.” Winnifred had some butter on the corner of her lips and I leaned across the table to wipe it off with my thumb.
“No see, that's the thing. Something had to be there that the person was afraid of. Think Peter. What would someone be afraid of that a doctor has?” I rubbed my forehead fighting a migraine. I ordered a coffee hoping the caffeine would help.
“Normally I’d say evidence. Or DNA or toxicology results. But as far as we know none of those are applicable here.” She shook her head. Looking at me just like someone else used to.
“Well, don't think normally.” I closed my eyes and scanned the room in my head. I thought back to everything I looked through when we went through Emily’s office.
“The DNA records of the Coarlines. All the records were gone.” Winnifred snapped her fingers.
“Bingo! Somebody doesn’t want us to find something in those DNA records. We’ll triple check all files today but if they’re still not there we will run a DNA test on Jay.” I waved Katrina over.
“Can we take these to go?” 
			***
As we promised we both tripled checked every file and folder in Emily’s office. Nothing, no records of Rue or Jay and even their parents. Everyone else appeared to be in place. So far. But why?
“Do we think maybe they were adopted?” Winnifred asked me and I shrugged.
“Possibly or kidnapped. Or someone had an affair in the town.” Winnifred’s eyes widened in an ‘aha!’ moment.
“That’s a great motive for murder. Emily discovered through the DNA that it didn't match their parents DNA and so the affairer had to kill Emily.”
“It’s a great theory and probably true. We have to go ask Jay for a DNA test.” I grabbed an empty vial and we headed out. At the Coarline’s house we knocked. No answer. I knocked again. 
“Jay?” Winnifred called out. No answer. 
“Jay, it's us!” I shouted. Still no answer. Winnifred kicked the door open and we went inside. There was Jay, splayed out halfway on her couch. Jay looked dead. I quickly went up and I checked her pulse.
“She’s alive.” Winnifred breathed a sigh of relief. I put my hand on her forehead. It felt like touching hot concrete.
“She’s burning up.” I sat down on the ground beside her. A coffee cup was tipped over on the coffee table. I swore and  examined it. I pulled a spare vial out of my coat pocket, DNA test forgotten. Then I grabbed a spoon from the kitchen. Spoonful by spoonful I carefully spooned the spilled coffee into the vial. Winnifred shook her head at it.
“Someone must have poisoned her. Jesus, she cannot catch a break.” Winnifred sat beside Jay. “I’m going to stay here, can you go see what kind of poison that is and grab an antidote?” I gave her a curt nod and practically sprinted back to the doctor’s office. I doubled over to catch my breath and then began my search. I snagged an Immunoassay test strip. After concocting the mixture I dipped the strip into the sample for ten seconds and then placed the device down flat. Now we wait. I tapped my foot impatiently. Someone tried to kill Jay. Someone’s trying to finish the family line off. And worse, it wasn’t Collin since we know he was in custody. Finally the results were readable.There was one line only at C. Shit. It’s a positive drug test, I put the sample in a liquid chromatography Mass spectrometry machine. After tense minutes it read: AAs4O6. Or more commonly known as Arsenic trioxide. Well it’s a miracle Jay is still breathing. I need Dimercaprol now. I threw things off shelves scrambling around like I got stung by a bee trying to find this medicine. Thank the stars I found it. I grabbed three bottles of it and then stumbled to grab a needle and ran back to the house. I barged in panting and locked the door behind me. I can’t take any chances. Jay was now weakly pushed up onto her elbows coughing up what I assume was any poison remnants in her body. 
“JAY!” I shouted. Her eyes slowly opened and she blearily looked at me as I loaded the shot up with Dimercaprol. I gently held the shot in my hand. “This shouldn’t hurt.” Jay groaned and I injected the shot into the side of her hip. She made a sound of pain but stayed still as I pulled it out. “Hopefully that will kick in around 30 minutes to an hour.” I breathed out a sigh of relief.
“Jay what happened to you?” Jay closed her eyes and lay down.
“I make my afternoon black coffee the same way at the same time every day. When I made it today I was drinking it and started to feel dizzy, my head throbs and I felt like I was running out of air and next thing I knew I was passed out.”
“Someone poisoned your coffee with arsenic.
“But how I made it for myself. On top of that I use coffee grounds. It would have had to have been  in the grounds somehow.” Winnifred whistled.
“Someone soaked her coffee grounds with arsenic.” I nodded in somber agreement.
“You're lucky to be alive, Jay.” She leaned her head on her shoulder.
“I suppose so.” Winnifred sat down beside me so close I could smell her vanilla perfume.
Thank you for figuring all that out. You’re amazing.” I shrugged modestly.
“It wasn’t that hard, just some Immunoassay work.” Winifred just smiled at me in amusement. 
“You always sell yourself short, you know?” She teased and I chuckled drily and chose not to reply to that.I fixed Jay a glass of ice water with a straw that I held beside her so she could drink without moving.
“We should throw out everything else in her fridge. Just in case.” I stated. Whoever was after her was sick and who knows what else they poisoned. 
“No food?” Jay mumbled and Winnifred brushed her hair off Jay’s forehead.
“Don’t worry we’ll get you covered.” Jay stared at us then fell asleep. Winnifred and I then began to take out the rest of her food and dump it. It felt wasteful to throw away food but Jay had little food anyway and it was the only way to make sure she was safe. 
	“I can go grab some soup for her from the diner if you want.” I offered.  She smiled at me.
“That would be great.” For an odd moment it felt like we were married. I blushed at the idea and went back to the pantry. Jay tossed and turned in sleep. She was still worn down by arsenic. She moved like a rotisserie chicken right, then middle, then left. We switched tv channels and then we heard this.
“If I was pumpkin pie you’d be pumpkins.” She smiled at us. 
“True.” I replied stifling a laugh. Jay would smile and then fall back asleep.
“Should we be more concerned about her?” Winnifred asked me.
“And think we’re as concerned as anyone would be.” The TV was playing You’ve Got Mail and the noise was soothing. I sat up.
“I’ll go grab us some soup. Jay?” I shook her gently and she opened one eye.“What soup sounds good to eat?”
“Broccoli cheddar.” She croaked hoarsely.
“Okay I’ll return.” I left the house and walked to the diner. “Hello, Katrina. Can I have one broccoli cheddar soup, and two sourdough grilled cheeses with two bowls of tomato soup to go please?” She took the order and moments later I arrived back with three soups and two sandwiches. Winnifred helped Jay to sit up and spoonfed her the first couple of bites before Jay insisted she could feed herself. A knock at the door. I whipped my gun out. “I’l get the door. Guard Jay.”
“I know.” I slowly approached the door and squinted through the window.
“Jaybirdie? It’s Stephanie.” On the couch Jay mumbled something to Winnifred.
“She says let Stephanie in.” Winnifred called out to me. I opened the door. Stephanie raised her eyebrows and smiled at me.
“Oh detective! Is Jay here?” I nodded gravely. Stephanie's smile dropped instantly. “What happened?”
“She’s been poisoned.” Stephanie’s blue eyes went stormy grey.
“She’s been what?” Stephanie shoved past me into the room. She ran up to the couch. “Jaylene! Who did this to you?” Jay smiled weakly.
“I wish I knew. I got my coffee with a side of arsenic.”
“People really despise mornings in this town.” I murmured to Winnifred. Stephanie set Jay’s soup down and gave her a hug. They stayed like that for a while. I cleared my throat.
“Jaylene?” Jay blushed.
“Oh yeah. It’s my birth name. Rue’s name was Prudence. She dropped the name after our parents died and I followed suit. It just stuck that way.” Steph gently handed Jay her soup back.
“I didn’t mean to call you that, I just...” Jay waved her off and Stephanie stopped explaining. Stepahnie turned to us. “We need to find out who did this.” I nodded in agreement.
“I agree of course but we need to be cautious especially you two. Someone is trying to take out Jay and you’re close to her.” I let that hang in the air. “We need to keep this on the down low. I mean don’t speak a word about it. Don’t even breathe wrong. Any of us could be in danger. We know now that Collin is not our murderer. At least not of Jay. Someone else is out there.” I began to pace around the room. Why does someone want to kill Jay? The DNA. If we find anything from those results that shock could hurt Jay severely. I didn’t want to risk it but it appears we didn’t have better choices. Not after that.
“Jay. Would you be comfortable with us running a DNA test? There’s something in your DNA that we think someone doesn’t want us to find out.” Jay swallowed.
“Like a parental test?” She asked meekily. I looked at Winnifred unsure how to break this to her.
“Yes Jay.” Winnifred replied calmly. Jay looked between us.
“Ok I trust you two know what you’re doing.” Winnifred snipped a small bit of Jay’s hair and put it in a ziploc bag.
“Steph, stay here, we'll be back in about six hours.” I told them. Winnifred and I began the work immediately. Okay, more like Winnifred got to work and observed her. She shook her head in disappointment.
“This’ll take about seven hours.”
“One of us needs to stay here so we don’t have a murder weapon situation all over again.” 
“Do you want to keep watch first?” I shrugged.
“Sure. I’ll take charlotte doesnt remeber what time it is.” She nodded slowly.
“Great ill take a nap and then ill take whatever time it is and then you can meet me to view them together.” With that I pulled up a chair and sat down prepared to keep watch for the next four hours. Now I was left alone. Left alone in the silence. Immediately I remembered why I hated silence. The sound of nothingness swallowed me whole and I couldn’t think. I felt trapped in a cage with bars made of quiet. Every muscle in my body was tense as a wind up toy. The only way to escape silence was to disassociate which was never a good idea for me anyway. My thoughts began to spiral as my mind began to drift far far away and suddenly my eyes felt very heavy.
“Sleeping on the job. Can’t you do anything right?” I blinked up at…myself? No… only half of myself. He is every negative thought that I’ve ever had. He’s the demon that possesses my mind.
“Go away.” I replied drily. He snorted.
“You’ve been neglecting me Peter.” I glared at myself.
“For good reason.” He tutted.
“The reason being her? How well did that turn out last time?” I flinched. No one can hurt me better than myself.
“I don’t need this right now.”
“Yes because without me you’re doing so well.” He responded sarcastically.
“I’m trying my best.”
“Do you hear how pathetic you sound? ‘I’m trying my best’ you’re clearly not trying enough. Face it Peter you’ll never be able to fix yourself.” This is who I’ve been stuck with for five months.
“I can still try. I have help now.” He snickered at that.
“What are you doing Peter?” He asked sardonically and he sat down straddling the chair backwards. “Do you think you have a chance with Wendy after what you did?” I winced and looked down.
“It wasn’t my fault.” I murmured the first time I’ve ever had that conscious thought. I felt almost in a state of shock realizing I am having different thoughts now that I’m not overtaken by perfect Peter. I looked up at him who was sneering at me.
“Wasn't it your fault? You’re such a pusher. You pushed her. If you hadn’t–”
“Enough!” I cried my heart racing now. “Enough. I know what happened okay? I was there.” The perfect Peter laughed.
“Oh you were all right. If you weren’t there none of it would have happened would it?” My eyes stung.
“I don’t know!”
	“You do know. You ruined the last real friendship you ever had. You’ll lose Wendy too. You’ll lose everybody.” Those words cut me deep.
“You think I shouldn’t be here.” Peter looked at me with his deadly eyes.
“You know what I think. I’m you.” I could do it. I don’t plan on dying anytime soon but I could fall on my own sword right now. I could take a hundred pills right now. What would that be like? I don’t plan to hurt myself but what if I did? What would happen to everybody else? I don’t have a lot of people who would care. Not anymore. I pushed them all away. What about Winnifred? You can’t do this to her.
“I can’t leave Wyn.” I croaked. Peter cocked his head.
“You think she would care about you? Are you that naive?” I felt a hot tear run down my cheek.
“Maybe I am naive. You know, call me naive. But I have a sister who’s been calling about me–” He interjected warningly.
“Peter–”
“And I have an eighteen year old who’s relying on me to solve her sister’s death. And I have an amazing detective partner who has already done too much for me. What have you done for me? Nothing, you only tear me down day after day after day and frankly I’m sick of it! I’m not comfortable living with you anymore. I don;t want to stay with you. Now be gone or however I get rid of you.” I waved my hands wildly. He sighed.
“That’ll do.” He faded out of my vision. I jolted awake sweating. I blinked and it looked like someone was standing on the other side of the door. No it didn’t just look like it.  Someone was jiggling the door handle. I stared at the door. BOOM BOOM BOOM. A shadowy figure was slamming themselves against the door repeatedly. I armed myself and held my gun out in front of me. 
“Who goes there?” I asked cautiously. The figure froze and suddenly it was gone. I stayed in position for a good couple minutes before I sat back down. I thought back to my dream. That is why I don’t sleep in silence. That dream did unlock some clarity for me. I opened my flipphone and dialed. I watched it ring and got answered immediately.
“Pete?” I felt a warm rush of relief wash over me.
“Hey Sylvia." I heard a gasp over the phone.
“Oh my gosh Peter it’s really you. Wow I can’t believe I’m hearing your voice.” I smiled weakly.
“I’m so sorry for not reaching out.”
“I’m just glad you’re okay. I've been asking Wyn about you for ages but she had no idea until she finally texted me a couple days ago that you called her up. Your first good decision in a while.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes! Though I’m a little offended she got hit up first instead of your own sister but hey I’m glad you have somebody. In your corner Pete.” I relaxed in my seat.
“Thanks Sylvie. I mean it. I’m sorry I’ve been a complete deadbeat lately. I shouldn’t have abandoned you for five months and I never ever can be forgiven for skipping your eighteenth birthday because I was too busy rotting away.” She chuckled.
“Yeah you still owe me presents. But seriously don’t stress it okay? It’s normal. Remember that time I was in love with that Brazilian bodyguard and I completely ghosted everybody for like two months?” I laughed heartily. It felt good to laugh.
“Classic Sylvia. Thinking you're in love when you’re only eighteen." If we were in person she would have socked me in the arm and I could practically feel it happen over the phone. The bodyguard part didn’t faze me. Nothing she said did anymore.
“Yes, classic me. But things happen to everyone. Even me. And even you mr. ‘I have to be perfect or so help me.’” I snorted.
“Thanks for that.”
“That’s how you sound, big bro.”
“Right. Well I was actually just calling to let you know I love you.” There was a heavy pause so I added. “Don’t worry I meant it in the way that you’re one of my reasons. My reasons to stay. Man, I’m bad at sappy stuff.” My cheeks burned and I nearly hung up.
“No wait. Thank you. I appreciate that I love you too Pete. You know I do.” I leaned my phone against my shoulder.
“Thanks lil sis.” 
“Goodbye big bro.” I swore I could hear her smile over the phone
“Goodbye Sylvia." I snapped my phone shut. Reaching out to my sister again was such a pleasant feeling. My parents and I don’t see each other unless it’s a holiday so they don’t even know anything is wrong with me. Yet my sister has always been her crazy self and she’s always been there for me. The spoiled youngest child but she has a good heart. A heart that’s mostly for fashion but a caring heart nonetheless. I checked my watch. An hour until Winnifred takes over. I’d rather talk to my toxic self then sit back in silence. I would call a friend but I don’t have any friends to call. Before I knew it I was dialing Winnifred up. 
“Peter what’s wrong?” 
“Something has to be wrong for me to call you up?” I was amused.
“No but you are guarding DNA samples so I just assumed.”
“Well then you’ll make an ass out of you and me.” I heard her stifle a laugh over the phone.
“Be serious. Why’d you call?” I steadied myself.
“I hate silence. I can’t stand it. I get incredibly anxious and I always have.” I waited anxiously.
“Peter, you should have told me that. You are an idiot. I’ll be right there.” 
“Bring cards.” She hung up. Moments later we were sitting on the floor playing double solitaire. We played a couple rounds and then Winnifred checked on our DNA samples.
“Still a solid three hours.” I nodded and then spoke up.
“I called Slyvia earlier.” Her eyebrows shot up into her hairline.
“Really?”
“Yeah I just had a good feeling.” She beamed at me.
“Peter, I'm so proud of you, that's fantastic!” I shrugged casually then stopped. She’s right. I deserve to be proud of making improvements.
“Thank you.” I replied. Winnifred grinned.
“Is she still out there being the most talked about girl in Manhattan?”
“Oh most definitely. I’m so glad I ditched that life.” We both shared a silent laugh together. “Alright, I’m going to rest now. I fell asleep here earlier so that’s how you know I’m really tired. Are you okay by yourself for the next shift?” Winnifred nodded.
“I napped while you were here so I’m good.” I bid her farewell. Three hours later I sat up in bed rubbing my eyes. I made my way back over to Emily’s office. I rapped on the door praying Winnifred was still there.
“It’s Peter.” I called. She approached the door peering at me through the muddled glass.
“What’s the name of my last ex?” 
“Chase.” I respond too quickly for my liking. How could I forget him? She opened the door.
“After what happened for you earlier we can’t be too sure.” I walked inside.
“How close are the results?”
“Thirty minutes.” So now we wait. Time seemed to wade in molasses. I tapped my foot to a rhythm in my head. A five, six, seven, eight. After thirty minutes of tense small talk we heard the beeeeeeeep of the machine printing results. We both huddled around it watching line by line. The lines looked oddly familiar even to me. I furrowed my brow in thought as Winnifred was already moving to grab a file. She pulled it out and we stared at them next to each other. It was a direct match to Sheriff Adams. Oh shit.












		

[bookmark: _347923kwz72h]	Chapter Seven

Trevor Adams the biological father of Jaylene Coarline and possibly her sister.
“This is going to crush Jay. Can we even tell her about it?” Winnifred murmured. I didn’t know what to say.
“He definitely killed Emily to keep this quiet huh?” I remarked. 
“It seems to be the most logical explanation. He was probably Rue’s father too. Would he kill his own daughter?”
“Let’s find out. Two versus one.” I stood taller now ready to take him down.
“Should we not tell Jay first?” I shook my head.
“Not until we get the full story of what happened it’s no use trying to give her the explanation she deserves. Plus since she’s still recovering from that poison we don’t need to shock her too much.”
“Okay. Let’s go.” We asked around town for the sheriff and got reports he was back at his house on our way to Winnifred’s car Professor Baker stopped us. His face seemed grim.
“Whatever you’re doing I know it’s urgent but talk to me when you get back I have news and it’s not good.” He kissed Winnifred’s hand and walked off. She stared after him and then avoided my gaze as she started her car. We drove in tense silence up the hill to the sheriff’s house. I clutched the DNA results tightly in my hand. We parked in the grass outside. I always hated confrontations with suspects while Winnifred on the other hand loved them so I let her lead. She knocked on the door three times. Rap. Rap. Rap. The door swung open by the sheriff’s wife. 
“Hello Mrs. Adams, we'd like to talk to your husband if you don’t mind.” She beckoned us in.
“Of course, come in. Is something wrong?” I hid the DNA records up against my chest.
“No, not at all, just some town matters.” I grimaced at how suspicious I sounded. Winnifred mouthed at me ‘town matters?’ I ignored her. She led us upstairs and to an office room where she knocked on the door.
“Come on in sweet pea.” She opened the door and when the sheriff’s eyes landed on us his smile dropped instantaneously.
“Ah. You two. What’s up? Not still on Emily I hope and I pray you’ve found the killer.”
“Not exactly. We’ll be sitting.” Winnifred responded coolly. We both sat across from him in the office. Mrs.Adams looked between all of us with concern. She couldn’t hear this right now.
“Miss, may you excuse us.”
“Yes, no problem.” With one last concerned glance she left and shut the door behind her. I pushed the DNA records across the desk.
“Care to explain this?” Trevor looked down at them and his cheeks flamed.
“I have no idea what this is.” We stared blankly at him.
“Mr. Adams.” I said. “Now is not the time to play dumb with me.” Trevor sighed, rubbing his neck.
“Gosh I had no idea it was confirmed. That I was actually their father. I mean Ruth and I figured that but we never knew for sure.” The way he gushed like it was an accomplishment made my lips form a tight line.
“You admit to having an affair with Ruth then?” I inquired. He looked down ashamed.
“We may have yes. But only for four years.” Winnifred and I matched jawdropped expressions.
“Excuse me only?” Winnifred repeated in shock. He shrugged.
“It wasn’t a huge deal we were on and off when she had Rue who was my kid and Jay also my kid but really they were Ruth and Marvin’s kids.” He looked at us like he just said ‘I had a bagel for breakfast this morning’ and not ‘I had a four year affair resulting in two children.’ He looked between us.
“Look, no one else knows about this. Not Jay, not Abigail, not even my wife. And she cannot know. I can’t do that to her.”
“Then you shouldn’t have cheated.” Winnifred replied coldly. Trevor sighed, his shoulders drooping.
“We were in love.”
“Then divorce your partners and get together!” Winnifred exclaimed, her voice sharp.
“It’s not that simple when you’re the sheriff.”
“The sheriff of Mapletown. Big social status.” Winnifred deadpanned. Trevor did not pick up on the sarcasm and nodded enthusiastically.
“Yes! That’s why I couldn’t and that’s why no one else can know about it.”
“That’s why Emily had to die.” I added slyly.
“Yes wait -no no! You’re tricky but wrong.”
“Ifyourethekillersaywhat!” I mumbled
“What?” he asked, furrowing his brow.
“Got him!” Winnifred high-fived me and for a second it felt like the same nervous recruit I’d cracked that joke too on her first day two years ago. Trevor dragged me back into the unfortunate present.
“Listen. I didn’t kill Emily, I really liked her.”
“Did you have an affair with her too?” I choked in surprise as Winnifred deadpanned that. Trevor’s cheeks burned.
“No! I would never! Ruth and I meant something.”
“Yet Emily must have found something there correct?”  Winnifred continued as I sat back letting her take the reins. Trevor threw his arms up.
“I don’t know!”
“You don’t know? That’s interesting so then why were things missing? Why was Emily found dead?”
“I don’t know why all the Coarlines’ records were gone.” He repeated more annoyedly now.  She got him now. I clasped my hands together and watched her winning hit unfold.
“Which part don’t you know?” He slammed his fists on the desk.
“Will you stop this madness? I didn’t kill her.”
“Then how’d you know the Coarlines records were missing?”
“Because you asked me!”
“Did I?” Trevor sputtered then he slowed down. His mouth opened a bit. I smiled fakely at him. 
“She told you things were missing.” Trevor seemed to regain himself.
“You asked me about DNA so I just assumed.” 
“It seems we have plenty of proof Mr. Adams.” I replied coolly. “Your DNA was on the body, you have motive, and you have no alibi .” 
“That’s not enough proof. I tried to rescue her.”
“Why won’t you talk to your wife about your affair hm? It’s been so long now, about fourteen years?” I asked now just pushing for information.
	“Because why would I bring that up?”
“Okay this is pointless to keep discussing this. Mr Adams you’re under arrest for the murder of Emily Garben and we will be taking you into custody.” Winnifred snapped getting up. “Put your hands behind your back, you have the right to remain silent.” Trevor hung his head and put his hands behind his back. Mariam had a million questions as we tugged her husband out of the house in handcuffs. 
	“What did he do? He wouldn’t kill anybody! I know him! What’s wrong? How did this happen?” Over and over again. Winnifred and I did our best to calm her down but to no avail. Winnifred drove him halfway meeting the OCPD who took him the rest of the way to the station with Collin in Oregon City. This gave me the awful job of spilling the results to Jay. Before I did though (I’m a procrastinator) I searched Trevor’s office. The office contained a chair, a desk, bookshelves, a fax machine, a printer, and walls filled with old newspaper’s, framed rewards, and trophies. The desk was extremely cluttered with stationary, paper’s, grants, deeds, and Oregon City news. Most drawers were junk drawers full of dead pens,crumpled receipts, and grandma candies. Then some drawers are full of books about the town's history. There was one locked drawer which I easily lockpicked. The drawer contained the missing files. This is when I pretend to be shocked. I analyzed Trevor’s file that we brought and it was also a direct match to Rue’s DNA. He really should have had a better hiding spot for those files. I snagged them and took them with me as I walked as slow as I possibly could back to the house. Stopping starting and stopping again. Finally I opened the door and stepped inside. Oh man, I should have knocked. Stephanie and Jay were on top of each other making out and they pulled away fast turning fuschia.	Comment by charlotte broyles: yeaaaaahhhh i need to add that the ocpd r in on this
“Do you knock?! We have a knocker!” Jay gasped at me. Stephanie giggled.
“Yeah you got two of ‘em.” Jay swatted her.
“STEPH!” She cried, her cheeks getting progressively redder. Even my cheeks were pink now in embarrassment.
	“I'm so sorry Jay.” I apologized profusely. Jay waved her hands
“No, I understand it’s urgent. Jesus.”
“I saw nothing.” She rolled her eyes, her initial embarrassment fading.
	“Whatever. Let’s get to the results. Are they exactly what I thought? I’m obviously my mom’s kid.” Jay looked at my face and her grin faltered.
	“You’re definitely your mom’s kid.”  Jay swallowed hard.
	“And my dad?” I inhaled.
“Sheriff Adams.” All color drained from her face.
“No…” Her head lolled back and slammed into Stephanie's lap. Stephanie felt her pulse making sure she was still breathing. She was. Thank god. Stephanie ran her hands through Jay’s hair.
“Mr.Adams her real father?” Stephanie asked quietly. I nodded grimly.
“Rue is his child too, we confirmed it. His affair went on for about four years.” Stephanie rubbed her forehead.
“Does Abigail know?” I shook my head. “His wife?” I shook my head again. Jay slowly sat up whipping her head back and forth.
“The sheriff is my dad?”
“And Rue’s dad.” I affirmed Jay looked a sickly shade of green.
“Fuck!”  She punched the cushion of the couch. “My whole life I’ve grown up with this man and he was my father and he knew! He knew and said nothing! Nothing when my parents died and Rue and I were left alone. Nothing when Rue died. Shit, he probably killed her too along with Emily. I have a dead dad and a deadbeat dad!” She snarled Stephanie and reached for her but Jay pulled away. “I can’t right now Steph. My world had been flipped on its axis.” Jay whipped her head at me. “Leave. I don’t want to deal with you right now or her, in fact both of you leave!” I stepped back.
	“Okay. I’m sorry I’ll talk to you later. I promise we’ll get through this.” I backed out of the house listening to the muffled sounds of an argument between the two girls as I walked down the street,
Winnifred arrived back to me three hours after she left.
“Well.” She said as she approached me.
“Well we got our two suspects locked up.” I responded in turn.
“We did.” Winnifred cocked her head at me. “Do you feel like celebrating?” 
“If you’re asking me if I could drink, the answer is always yes.”
“Good because I almost felt I was being insensitive. How did Jay take the news?” She asked and I winced.
“Terribly but can you blame her? Who would have taken that well? She kicked me and Stephanie out. I also accidentally walked in on them making out.” Winnifred gasped, clapping her hands.
“Oh my goodness I knew it! I knew it! Now that's a reason to celebrate.” She went to her bedroom and brought out a bottle of bourbon which she fixed and poured over the rocks for us. We cheered and drank.
“I feel bad for Jay. She’s been through so much and now her dad wasn’t even her real dad. It’s insane. Her sister got poisoned, and found out the sheriff is her dad all in less than a week.” I said relishing the burn of bourbon down my throat. My phone buzzed and I froze glass in hand. I carefully set my glass down and Winnifred leaned on my shoulder as I opened my phone.
UNKNOWN NUMBER: One murderer down one to go be on the prowl or become six feet below.

I stared at the message in horror and Winnifred matched my expression.
“They won’t give up. The murderer is still out there.”
“And Jay’s all alone now.” We looked at each other and bolted to Coarline house. I barged in finding Jay alive and well laying on the same couch staring up at the ceiling in contemplation. She turned her head at us, her eyes tearstained and puffy.
“What.”
“You need protection, the killer is still somewhere and still after you Jay.” Jay crossed her arms and said nothing. “Jay I know this news is upsetting but it’s not our fault.” Winnifred pleaded. She stared coldly at us.
	“Just let me die.” That sense of dismay sounded all too familiar to me.
“Wyn, let me.” Winnifred gave me a look but stepped back to give us some privacy. I sat on the floor beside her.
“I know how it feels to not care if you live or die.” No response so I kept going. “I know how it feels to think your life is in dismay and nothing can ever get better.” Jay still didn’t respond to me. “I know how it feels to have your view of the entire world wrecked.”
“No you don’t.” A response. Progress. I knew that the only way to get through to Jay was to tell her the truth. Tell her the story I’ve never told anyone. “I had someone once. Someone so close to me I thought I could never lose her.” There was more silence and I almost spoke into it again before she did.
“What happened to them?” Cold air hurt my lungs as I inhaled saying the fact I hated to say.
“Died.” She shifted her position to face me.
“Oh.”
“Oh.” I repeated slowly. My head throbbed painfully, my eyes watering. I can’t bring it up. Not now. Not here. Not with her. “Let’s just say I know how you feel. Now I don't know what it’s like to have a parental DNA test revelation but I know how having multiple shocking events can take a toll on you.” She looked at me closer.
“What happened to her?” I shook my head and I saw her expression turn stony. I couldn’t bring that up. Not yet. The wound hurts too much.
“I’ll tell you something though. I wished I could die with her.” I saw a flicker of something change in her face. Acceptance.
“Do you want to stay over tonight then?” She murmured and my shoulders dropped in relief. So maybe she doesn’t feel better but I won her over enough to stay.
“Yes.” She gave me a curt nod.
“You can sleep somewhere, it’ll have to be on an armchair or blankets on the floor.” I stood up and got Winnifred. Both of us built cots on the floor with spare quilts, blankets, pillows, and chair cushions. Jay flicked the lights off and the three of us lay in silence for a while.
“Which of you is the better storyteller?” Jay's voice asked into the dark.
“I would say I am?” I responded unsure.
“He is.” Winnifred yawned.
“Can you tell me a story? Rue always did when I was in a rut.” I blinked in surprise. It was surprising to hear Jay ask for something like that but due to what’s all been going on I obliged her.
“Sure, any specifics or do you just want a Grimm tale? I have most of those memorized.”
“A Grimm tale would be nice, just add a happy ending.” I chuckled deeply.
“Okay. How scary can you take?” I heard a soft watery laugh.
“Make it medium level spooky.” I smiled to myself.
“I’ll tell you one of my favorite stories of all time. Once upon a time there was a boy and his father. 	Comment by charlotte broyles: im trying to foreshadow through fairy tale
‘I’m going to make something for your mother.’ the father said to the boy.
’what are you going to make her?’ the boy asked. 
‘A wonderful pudding. It will taste like a whole raft of lemons. It will taste like a night on the sea.’he says. He beat the pudding and held it up in satisfaction. ‘Just right’ he whipped the egg whites together and the pudding looked softer and lighter than air. ‘Now I’m going to nap, you stay and guard the pudding make sure you leave it alone!’father said and the boy agreed to this. The boy looked at the pudding with the top looking waves of the sea. ‘I wonder how it tastes’ he thought to himself. ‘Just one taste couldn’t hurt, it's such a large pudding.’ So he stole a taste and it tasted like a whole raft of lemons and like a night floating out at sea. Of course it never stops there and he took another taste and another. Till eventually the pudding looked like craters in the moon. The boy tried to smooth it over with a spoon then ashamed he ran and hid. The mother came home and the father led her to the kitchen proudly. ‘I have something for you, it's a wonderful pudding.’ But alas the pudding was nearly gone. ‘Son!’ he hollered and began to search for his curious child. The poor boy had only his under the bed sheets. ‘Son! What do you have to say for yourself?’
 ‘I went outside, came back and the pudding was gone!’
‘Then why were you hiding? I tell you one thing there’s going to be whipping and a beating here.’ the father snapped.” I heard Jay gasping and I smiled. “‘Go to the kitchen now!’ and the boy ran to the kitchen quickly. ‘See these eggs?’ tearfully the boy nodded and his father cracked the eggs. ‘Now I want this to be a good beating!’ He handed the boy a beater. The boy looked at it and connected the dots.
‘Oh!’ he gasped and the boy beat the eggs as best he could. 
‘Now are you ready for your whipping?’ the boy trembled, afraid to answer. He set the beat eggs in front of the boy. ‘Here. I want these whipped and whipped well!’ the boy nodded eagerly. He added lemons and sugar.
‘Yes sir!’after a while the boy said. ‘My arm hurts.’
‘Too bad you’re whipping is not done.’ After minutes he said. ‘Let’s see that beater boy.’ The boy held the beater up and the father beamed. ‘Now that's some good beating and whipping! Congratulations, your whipping is done.’ After he added his finishing touches the father passed it to the mother.
‘A wonderful pudding. Would you like some son?’ I shook my head adamantly and she tasted it.’ Why, it tastes like a whole raft of lemons, it tastes like a night on the sea.’ The end.”
Jay breathed out softly.
“That was nice.”
“It’s one of my favorites.”
“Guys shhhh.” Winnifred whispered tiredly. I yawned and closed my eyes. I thought about how much I edited out of the original story but Jay didn’t need to know that one sister didn’t make it out of the old witch’s clutches alive.
			***
I woke up rubbing my eyes in the sunlight. I felt the cool of my gun I slept with still there. Winnifred was already up and brewing coffee because her habits are insufferable. Jay had a pillow over her face staying asleep which was an idea I could get behind. I glanced at my watch. It was only seven o'clock in the morning.
“Morning Peter!” Winnifred whispered. I stretched out my sore shoulder. My shoulders always get sore if I don’t sleep properly.
“Hey Wyn.” I responded sleepily. Winnifred beckoned me over to her. She was in white pajamas with cats over them. In the early hours of morning and the late hours of night Winnifred still was able to look as good as ever.
“Come get some coffee and then we should see what professor Baker needed to say yesterday. It could be a huge clue to who actually killed Rur because right now I don’t think it was Trevor or Collin that actually killed Rue. Trevor definitely killed Emily and Collin definitely assaulted her but neither actually killed Rue.” I nodded still half asleep.
	“Professor Baker right.” She ran her hands through her bedhead hair looking effortlessly gorgeous. Whereas I couldn’t look at myself in the morning. I sipped more coffee feeling the surge of caffeine flow through my blood up to my brain. I poured the rest of the coffee into a travel mug as Winnifred woke Jay up. She wasn’t thrilled but we couldn’t leave her alone even with our suspects locked up. She trudged along behind us still in her pajamas
“I could go for some of that magical pudding right now I’m starved.” Jay grumbled. 
“Don’t worry we’ll eat after this.” We approached the house where professor Baker lived as directed by passersby. 
“Professor Baker, it's Peter and Winnifred.” I called as we stood in front of the door. No response, I knocked and stumbled as the door gently opened. We all looked between each other and then walked inside. The place was stacked with books almost floor to ceiling. There were students' papers scattered on the floor skewed with pens and highlighters. Yet the professor was nowhere to be found. I started to get a sinking pit in my stomach. “Wyn I don’t like this.” I got closer to the bedroom. Winnifred knocked hard. No response.
“Maybe he’s not at home?” Jay asked hopefully. Winnifred kicked open the door. Shit. Professor Baker was lying deadly still. And a coffee mug was shattered on the floor beside him. Winnifred approached the body and pressed her fingers on his wrist. She looked up at us and her gray expression said it all. Professor Baker was dead. Dead as a door-nail. The three of us stared down at his body who only yesterday had told us he had something urgent to share. There’s no coincidence he was dead. But by who?
“I swear everybody in the town is dead by breakfast.” I muttered, shaking my head in disbelief and Winnifred inclined her head to agree. Jay and I stayed put searching the house as Winnifred brought back tools for DNA and drug swabs. His rooms were full of what you’d expect from a history teacher. Or at least what I would expect. Maps, textbooks, and books that looked so old I figured they were found in the remains of the library of Alexandria. There were clothes haphazardly shoved in closets and bins, clearly he didn’t care much about that part of life. Searching for anything that could be a clue I finally found a notebook. It looked just like all of his other notebooks but it was different. Page one he had written :
Krout House-something is there I know it is. A couple more scribbles and then a message followed:
It’s after the kid now too just like it went after her parents. I knew they were the same person I just knew.
I know who Rue’s kil
The sentence ended midword and Jay and I assumed it was going to be the word killer. Winnifred came back and quickly swabbed his throat and got samples of his clothes. I showed Winnifred the journal page.
“That takes Collin out of the picture as a murderer. As an asshole still the number one pick. The sheriff moves up to a prime suspect and I would have kept him there until this death happened.”
“I know. We need to expand our research and interview adults who would have been around the same time as Rue’s parents.” Jay glanced up from the history book she was skimming.
“We should go interview the Tuckers. They knew my–” she hesitated. “They knew the Coarlines well.” The silence in the room became so thick you could shop it up with a knife. I cleared my throat.
“Good idea Jay.” 
“Thanks.” The air felt colder .
“How about we go see the Tuckers and then we eat breakfast?” Winnifred  asked, attempting to ease the tension and Jay and I nodded our heads in unison. The Tuckers lived in a house bigger than most of the townspeople. Winnifred knocked on the door and a tall man with a thick brown beard answered.
“Aren’t ya’ll the detectives that locked up my boy?” His voice sounded like he smoked a pipe a day and complete with a deep southern drawl.
“Sir, that was the sheriff’s decision. He's with your son now and we’re still here aren’t we?” Winnifred added her own southern drawl to her voice. Technically she didn’t even lie which was an outrageous thing in itself. He stared down at us looking like bigfoot’s second cousin.
“What do you want?” Winnifred stood a little taller.
“We just want to ask you a few questions.” He glared at us.
“Cause now you want to accuse me too?”
“Should I have a reason to?” She countered and I didn’t blame her for that. It was one of the oldest tricks in the book. If you can make someone look guilty they’ll double down to prove their innocence.
“Fine. Five minutes.” He gestured us to an outside patio area and then seemed to notice Jay was with us. “Birdie, I’m sorry about your sister, she was an angel.” I could tell Jay had a spitting remark on her tongue but for our sake she just nodded.
“What’s your full name?” Mr.Tuker glowered in disgust.
“Mackintosh Marsh Tucker.” I took a question.
“What was your relationship with Professor Baker?” This caught him off guard and he made a noise like a gaping fish.
“Dylan? He’s one of my best guys. We’ve grown up together in this town and he was a great teacher to Collin. What I mean by that is he ‘helped’ Collin because Collin is a bit of a slacker sometimes so he rounded his grades up for my sake. He’s a great guy but why do you ask?”  I shrugged innocently..
“No particular reason. How close were you with Ruth and Marvin?” A shadow crossed over his face.
“Marvin was like a brother to me. I was horrified when the fire happened. I lost everything. My business partner, my friend, and…” He trailed off his cheeks shockingly turning a shade of pink. “My uh good friend.” My eyes practically bulged out of my skull. No way he’s not implying what I think he is right…
“How good of friends?” Winnifred asked. Mr. Tucker blushed, rubbing his neck.
“We made mistakes when we were younger. It’s all water under the bridge and it has been for years.” Never in a million years could I have seen this coming.
“Mr. Tucker, did you and Marvin have an affair of sorts?” Winnifred asked boldly and I choked on my coffee. Mr. Tucker turned bright red and he coughed nervously.
“No! Well okay I won’t lie to raise your suspicions. So yes technically a little. I mean maybe. It was casual. He loved Ruth…Anyways Collin was growing up and Rue was growing up so we couldn’t. Jay I’m so sorry you’re hearing this.” Jay stared at the straightest looking man she’d ever seen in her life.
“I hate my family.” I snorted into my drink and Mr. Tucker said nothing.
“Would you have been jealous of Ruth?” He swallowed hard.
“I didn’t kill them if that’s what you're implying. I could never. And Rue was fine; she didn’t look like Marvin hardly at all nor did Jay. The kids were kind and Rue was good to my boy so I would never kill them. I was shocked that he even had kids.” He added bitterly and the three of us shared glances.
“I hate my family.” Jay repeated her face numb with shock. I wanted to give Jay a hug and tell her everything will be alright but at the moment it didn’t feel that way. Jay stood up.
“I need to be excused.” Mr.Tucker ‘s eyes flashed with hurt.
“Jaybird–”
“I’m sorry Mac, I can’t.”
“I’m coming with you.” I stood and followed her.
“I don’t need a bodyguard.” she snapped and I ignored that. “Peter.” I smiled widely at her.
“I won’t let you die Jay.” She heaved a sigh and sat down on the sidewalk reminding me of when I slumped against a sidewalk days ago. Jay wrapped her arms around her knees and I sat beside her. 
“You know, most days I wished I died in that fire. Died like my mother and father. Died like my sister. I shouldn’t have survived that fire you know? I was five years old. My little leg got caught on a piece of burning wood and no one knew. I fainted inside the burning house and Rue carried me out. My parents probably died thinking I was dead. I have no idea how I didn’t burn down the house. Afterwards I had so much smoke in my lungs I couldn’t breathe right for months.” She rolled up her right pant leg. “I still have the scar. Always there to remind me that I survived while they all didn’t.” Jay sighed and pulled a cigarette pack out of her pocket. I frowned but said nothing. “And now Rue. So I suppose I’m either cursed or next on god’s hitlist.” It hurt to hear but I reminded myself I often had the same thoughts.
	“You want to know something? Most days I wished I drowned in that ocean.” She whipped her head up.
“What?” I felt salty tears  well behind my eyes.
“Remember that girl I mentioned who was like a sister to me?” Jay nodded scooting closer to me. I wiped at a stray tear that fell down my cheek.
“Long story short I survived, she didn’t. For months I wished it had been me instead of her. Worse, I felt it’s my fault and if you heard the full story you will probably agree that it is. I’ve been there Jay and I’m still there. Since something…” I looked over my shoulder at Winnifred who was still holding a conversation with a murder suspect. “Since something changed within me every day has been one inch closer to getting out of myself. If I can do it I know you can and I know I’ve only lost one person and you’ve lost three. I'm not trying to compare myself to you but I want you to know that I’m here for you. Because there are times I wished I died too.”
	“I’m glad you didn’t.” I looked up at her. “You’re the closest thing to a father I’ve ever had.” I wiped another tear from my eye.
“I do what I can.” Jay cracked a smile
“Can I hug you?” I smiled back.
“You never have to ask.” And me, whose worst form of love language is physical touch, hugged this child like she was my own. Winnifred now approached us. She glanced at me in surprise but smiled.
“Feeling any better Jay?” Jay nodded, pulling back.
“Yeah but I’d feel better if we grabbed that breakfast you promised.”
“Good we’ll need it, we have a lot to discuss. Let’s say Mr. Tucker has dirt on everyone and I just got the town gossip.” Immediately we were on our feet and following her retreating form. After ordering our body weight in bacon, eggs, toast, waffles, and of course some pie,Winnifred began to tell us everything she was told while we were gone, which was longer than I’d thought. It appears Jay and I get carried away with tales of our pasts. Winnifred cracked her knuckles.
“Okay so some of this could be evidence and some is pure gossip but I will tell all of what he said to me so that we get the full story in case some things are important. Get ready, auditors." I mimed starting an engine and she laughed. “The Robins don’t parent Stephanie or her twin brother at all and show them no affection which is why they act out.” She looked to Jay for confirmation who nodded.
“So true.” Winnifred continued.
“The Carols are going through a messy divorce, Marty Stole had a wife who went missing two years ago, Brandon and Betsy are feared by most people in the town because they eavesdrop on everyone's secrets, Sarah is cheating on her husband with Jack um Jack Cloves I think he said, the Mallows have moved in and out of Mapletown five times, the Dews are closely related to the Krouts, and then he said the two people who committed suicide after the fire were seen leaving the fire after it happened. Don’t know what this tells us but that’s all I got.” We took a moment to absorb all that information and I kept circling back to that old couple.
“Do you think Brandon and Betsy would know something? If they eavesdrop on everybody they would know secrets that we may need.” Winnifred looked at me and the look in her eyes made me feel weird inside. I felt uncomfortable with the fizziness building in my heart like I had an insane acid reflex. Odd.
“That’s a great idea Peter.” She said tilting her head in acknowledgment. I didn't even think it was a good idea but the fact that she said it increased the buzzing in my chest. I hit my fist against my chest a couple of times trying to get it to stop. 
“I just thought it would help our investigation. Also I had the thought to review any evidence pieces we have which we’ve made quite the collection.” She hummed in agreement as Jay looked between us with a slight smirk on her lips. “What?” I inquired furrowing my brow.
“Just the way you two work is cute.” I blushed and Winnifred did as well.
“Cute pfft. Pal this is serious detective work I can’t believe you’d say it’s ‘cute’.” I scoffed in amusement. Jay gave me a look.
“Uh huh.” I ignored her and looked back at Winnifred who was staring pointedly at her scrambled eggs. She broke her bacon apart into tiny pieces and scattered it across her eggs.
“What are you doing?” I asked. WInnifred blinked up at me.
“Bacon birds.” When Jay and I gave confused expressions she gasped in surprise.
“You guys don’t do bacon birdies on your eggs? Oh. My great grandma taught me that when I was a kid. It’s like the eggs are fluffy clouds and the bacon bits are your birds.” She blushed deeply. “I sound silly.” I shook my head quickly.
“No you’re so sweet it’s adorable." I blurted. Adoreable?! Great, now I’m turning red. I looked down and shoved my face with a waffle as the table was silent. I couldn’t let myself do this again. Remember how it worked the last time I fell for someone. Remember where they ended up? I remembered. Six feet under. I get incredibly stupid when I like someone and I refuse to let it happen. I won’t lose her. I won't lose the girl who melted my heart the second I saw her walk into the agency two years ago. I won’t lose the girl that I fell…
Jay finally broke the silence with a giggle.
“Okay well now we have a plan at least.” She murmured trying not to laugh. I shot her a look of annoyance and Winnifred ate her eggs pretending not to notice. An hour later when our plates were covered in crumbs and sticky spots of syrup we left the diner headed back to the Tuckers to ask where Betsy and Brandon lived. From his expression I could tell that Winnifred’s conversation had ended on excellent terms and I admired her for it. Even with her hatred for everything Collin did she was still able to keep it together with his dad. Maybe he was a pervert too. We didn’t know.
“You really want to talk to them?” Was his first question once Winnifred approached. Mr.Tucker shook his head in amusement. “I’ll warn you most of what they say is nonsense.”
“Especially things about Mackintosh and Marvin right?” I gaped as Winnifred joked with him and instead of breaking her jaw the lumberjack build of a man laughed in amusement.
“You’re funny. The Harrisons live near a bustling vegetable garden. You can’t miss it. It’s down the road from our house. Good luck and I hope you hear what you’re looking for.” We bid him farewell and started down the path.
“How on earth did you manage that?” I asked Winnifred in shock. Winnifred gave me a sly smirk.
“Always the tone of surprise.” I felt my cheeks heat and I busied myself with searching for a vegetable garden. Found it. And what a garden it was. The tomatoes were growing on tall vines juicy, red, and so big they look like apples. There were stalks of sugar snap peas, and gourds and squashes of every variety. Rows of bell peppers of every color looked like chimes swaying colorfully in the wind. There were roses of kale, lettuces, and giant bunches of cauliflower. I just know they’d make a fantastic cornucopia. They had a grand porch with a wooden swing that would be perfect for sitting on during a thunderstorm. Winnifred knocked on the door. A woman who looked around fifty answered her silvery hair pulled up on a messy bun. She wore a thick cable knit sweater and colorful scarf.
“Hello, can I help you?” I smiled at her.
“Yes ma’am, I was wondering if you’re free for a coffee and gossip. I’m new in town and struggling to get the lay of the land.” The woman, Betsy, smiled at me.
“Little did you know that’s my speciality. Come on in, fine gentlemen and young ladies.” Betsy beckoned us inside her house and we followed her. Her house was incredibly cozy. The ceiling had fabrics draped down and wrapped around. Fairy lights decorated the walls and lamps coated every surface. It smelled like brown sugar, oranges, and antique perfumes. She caught me staring at an orange lamp on a table. “I collect antique and weird lamps. I like their different colors.” A male voice entered the air. 
“Betsy dear, who is it?” A man, assuming Brandon, rounded the corner of the room. He had a warm smile on his face and eyes that had seen wonders of the world.
“Two people new in town here. Oh and Jaybird.” Jay smiled, waving shyly. I wondered how odd it must be to have everyone know your name.
“Have a seat please.”
 Betsy motioned us to a long table with cushions on the floor for us to sit. Betsy poured five cups of coffee as Brandon came to join her. “Now the one thing you should know about a small town is that everybody has secrets and everybody knows everyone else’s.” Winnifred sipped her coffee.
“Word travels fast I’d wager?” Brandon laughed.
“Well of course we know you two poppets are detectives blown in just in time for Rue’s death. Coincidence? We think not.” I raised my eyebrows comically realizing we had wise people on our hands. Betsy seemed to be always moving and she finally sat down across from up and grabbed her mug not by the handle but by the cup. She took a long sip.
“Yes, two strapping young detectives scouring this town. I’m honestly surprised you didn’t pay us a visit sooner.” She tutted at us like we were disappointing children.
“We didn't know about you till this morning.” I explained and Brandon shook his gray head.
“Then you’ve been asking questions to the wrong people, son. Everybody knows us.” His voice was rich and thick like honey. “Please feel free to ask us questions. We adore polite gossip.” Betsy’s eyes twinkled and I guessed she also liked gossip of the impolite.
“Let’s start with the town in general. You said everyone has secrets. What’s the overall dynamic of people here?” Betsy rubbed her chin.
“Depends on who you ask. Us older folk will tell you it’s the loveliest place to live yet the newer generations will say they can’t wait to leave.” Her timbre was annoyed. “No offense Jay but most of the young kids are fools.” She took another sip of her coffee. “But yes this town harbors lots of secrets. Why do you ask?” I glanced at Winnifred. Okay these were exactly who we needed to talk to or they were the most dramatic people in town. I decided to start the segway into what we needed answers to.
	“How about the people everyone knows?” I drummed my fingers on the table and Betsy copied me.
“Now that’s a much better question now isn’t it?” Brandon responded. 
“Well I suppose we should start with the patriarchs, the Adams family.” My heart skipped a beat. Jackpot.
“The Adams?” Winnifred repeated smoothly. Oddly enough I swore Betsy and Brandon could read our expressions too because they grinned wolfishly. 
“Oh yes their family goes back generations Noah Adams was one of the original founders of Mapletown. They’ve always been sheriffs. Trevor’s grandfather was sheriff, then his father, then Trevor and eventually it was planned to have Collin as sheriff.” My stomach twisted in disgust at that idea. Jay who had said nothing the entire time spoke up.
“Generational control.” Betsy’s eyes flickered with a fire that was actively being fed.
“Generational law enforcement but yes control as well.” Jay crossed her arms satisfied. Brandon chuckled at her.
“Don’t misunderstand Betsy now. Trevor is a fine sheriff; he gets stuff done and people respect him or fear him. Normally both.” I hummed curiously.
“Was he always that way?” Betsy smiled a twinge of somberness creeping into her jolly face.
“No he was…different.” Winnifred leaned forward in her seat.
“Different how?” She shrugged that comment off.
“Happy maybe? Sort of an in love look probably because of Mariam.” I frowned.
“Did something happen then?” Betsy and Brandon shared a look.
“Life happened.” He said. That answer seemed too vague. Lucky for me Winnifred never backed down from speaking her truth.
“Did Ruth Coarline happen?” Betsy froze her eyes widening like a toad's throat. Brandon shook his head in amusement and gave Jay a sympathetic look. Jay stared back at them, her poker face unmoveable.
“I suppose we’re skipping the small talk now.” I copied Winnifred leaning towards the edge of my cushion.
“We need to be efficient if a killer is still on the loose.” I replied. Brandon cocked his head.
“You two aren’t just here for gossip are you?” I chuckled.
“Gossip is just evidence without a police report.” Winnifred quipped. Betsy laughed, sounding like a choppy vinyl record.
“Oh you’re fiery, I like you.” She pointed at Winnifred who smiled. Betsy leaned back from the table and avoided a direct answer by taking a long sip.
“Ruth was a complicated girl, your mother.” She added to Jay who didn’t change her expression. “She was clever. I used to love having her over for tea because she always noticed things about people. You think someone so well versed in knowing people’s tells, flaws, and issues she would have known how to not get noticed.” I raised an eyebrow.
“She was noticed?” Brandon and Betsy exchanged glances and Brandon got up.
“I’ll let Betsy tell these stories she’s better than I am. Good luck dear, I'm going to draw a bath.” He kissed her on the cheek and walked out. Betsy turned back to face us.
“She was noticed by Trevor Adams. Trevor had newly wedded Mariam and Ruth was still single. This was years and years ago. Then he started spending too much time with her. We all could see it. I remember overhearing Mariam and Trevor fight a lot back then she often was crying. Yet then they had Abigail and Ruth and Marvin got married. Things took a break then for a couple years. When I noticed them spending more time together again was around a year ago before Rue was born. Abigail was around four or five years old. That’s when they started going on together again. Poor Mariam. I think she turned a blind eye because she refused to believe he would do this again.”
“So she didn’t know?” Betsy nodded.
“She did not.” She confirmed.
“Who did know?” I asked cautiously. She gave us a sly smile.
“Now that’s the real question isn’t it? Who knows?” Betsy went quiet for a moment.
 “For years Ruth came around often.” I lit up.
“So you knew her well then?” Betsy caught on to this and she nodded.
“Yes, she often talked to me about the men in her life. She was normally upset and confused about what she was doing and about Rue and maybe having another kid. I felt sorry for her but she could end it with Trevor whenever she wanted but she didn’t. So it was conflicting listening to her talk.” There was a hesitation and Betsy took a long pause. “Closer to her death Ruth thought she was being hunted by someone.” The silence crackled in the air as Winnifred, Jay, and I felt we’d heard this one before. “She didn’t know who. But there were a good amount of near death experiences she had before the fire. I remember there was someone who came in her sleep, there was a bear trap set where she always walked and then there was–”
“Poison.” The three of us finished. Betsy blinked in surprise.
“Yes she was poisoned but she hated the taste and spit it all out, She got very sick but didn’t die. It was a rough couple of months. The craziest part is she told Trevor and he kept a close eye out for her yet he wasn’t able to save her.” I pondered all of this and let Winnifred take the next question.
“Who else would have known about the affair?” Betsy hummed.
“Three people come to mind besides Brandon and I. Margaret Robin was one of Ruth’s best friends so she knew. Professor Baker accidentally stumbled upon them twice so he knew. And…” She trailed off looking at Jay. Jay twitched in her seat.
“And?” She questioned. Betsy blew out a breath.
“Your mother told me to only bring this up if she was gone and this conversation needed to happen.” Jay tried to keep her face still but she was scared.
“What?” She whispered hoarsely. Betsy inhaled.
“Your mother does have one living relative. She has a cousin's family out in Prashville which is about a two hour drive  in the deep woodlands. They stay far away from most people; they're family outcasts. Their name is Daphne Rose. You need to talk to her.” The atmosphere has completely shifted now.
“You’re lying.” Jay murmured her voice quiet now. Betsy shook her head.
“It’s true you have family outside of here. They’re all you have. Don’t be angry though your mother was the one who told Daphne to never come near you unless you found her first. Your mother disapproved of her cousin’s lifestyle.” Jay didn’t have anything left to stay so instead she looked at us with her pale face ashen.
“I guess we’re making a day trip.” I said putting a hand on her shoulder and squeezing. Jay relaxed only a little.
“I hate my family.” She muttered and I gave her a knowing look. Nobody spoke for a little while after that. I thanked Betsy for her time and Winnifred and I escorted Jay out. We walked together, flanking her like bodyguards. Jay sighed.
“I can’t believe this. My whole life I thought it was just me. Rue didn’t even know.”
“Your sister or mother, they never mentioned Daphne?” Jay laughed roughly, shaking her head.
“No. I mean I doubt Rue knew and mother never mentioned her even once. It’s felt very clear my whole life. It's just Rue and I and that was it.” Her voice became sharp and she continued her voice raising. “And what’s this whole doesn’t approve of Daphne’s lifestyle bullshit? What’s her lifestyle, a serial killer or something?” She raged, kicking a pebble on the road. We listened trying to comfort her.
“Your family is very complicated.” Winnifred said.
“Nice way of calling it shitty.” Jay countered by kicking another stone. “Everyone keeps telling me that ‘your mother was complicated’ ‘your family is difficult’ just sugarcoating everything for whose sake? Not for my sake. I know how bad it is. I am living in it.” We walked realizing we didn’t know where we were going yet no one stopped moving. 
“Well before we do this dramatic family reunion we need to try to plan at least a little bit.” I suggested. “Who knows how Daphne is? If your mother didn’t approve of it it could be something bad. Or just something normal and your mom was mean.” Winnifred elbowed him.
“Peter! That is her mom!” Jay laughed.
“Tell it like it is Peter.” She responded goodnaturedly.
“Daphne is somewhere out in the woods with who knows who and your mother instructed her not to talk to you and now we’re just going to show up?” Winnifred asked. Jay shrugged.
“The time is now. And who knows if I even want to meet this woman she could be awful.” I nudged her.
“Probably but it could help solve your mother’s death. And if it all goes right you could have family on your side Jay. Imagine that.” Jay appeared to take a moment to imagine it. “Plus you don’t have to forgive anyone just because they share your last name.” Jay half smiled.
“I know. I don’t know if I’ve forgiven either of my parents at the moment.” That thought simmered in the air.
“That’s completely valid. This week has been so many secrets dumped on you. And you’re so young.” Jay scowled.
“I’m eighteen.” I laughed.
“My younger sister is freshly eighteen and she is definitely still young.” Jay raised her eyebrows in surprise.
“You have a sister?” I nodded.
	“She is living the life my parents always wanted me to live.” Jay’s face seemed to ask for more information so I obliged her. “My parents are the Torrence Law firm.” Jay and Winnifred simultaneously gasped. Oh. I guess I never talked to Winnifred about my family either. 
“Peter. The hundred million dollar law firm? One of the most recognized across the nation? That’s your parents?!” I shrugged casually.
“Uh yeah. Anyways my mom is a high aristocrat in big city life. They wanted a girl who loved high society city life just as much as they did. Instead they got me. I played the part in my overly shined Louboutins and dress clothes but I hated it and moved out on my allowance when I was eighteen. When my darling sister was born my parents got the child they always wanted.” I paused, taking in their stunned faces. “I don’t mean to sound bitter. I love my sister and I love that she is the most well known teenager in Manhattan but that's never been for me.” Winnifred shook her head in pure disbelief. 
“I can’t believe I didn’t know this! You don’t seem like the type.” I didn’t have to ask what she meant by that because I grew up around enough of them to know the type. 
“Anyways.” I drew the word out trying to get us back on track. “If we’re going to leave the town with an active killer and go find Daphne we should leave now. It’s two hours away and we'll take a drive.” Winnifred dangled her car keys. 
	“Let’s go.” Winnifred insisted on driving since it was her car and although I felt bad about it I was fine to enjoy the scenic drive. Eventually we found this Prashville. It was a bigger town than Mapletown with a population of  817 people. We parked on the outskirts of town and walked to their townhall. It was much bigger and more architecturally advanced than Mapletown’s. A crone of an old lady greeted us.
“Hello travelers, welcome to Prashville don’t worry though it’s not rashville and certainly not Nashville.” She laughed and we fake chuckled along. Clearly she says this to everyone.
“Hello yes we are looking for Daphne Rose?” Winnifred asked. The woman beamed.
“Oh lovely Daphne, yes you’ll find her in house 235 on Oakland Drive. I  thought you looked familiar.” She directed the last comment at Jay whose eyes went wide in terror. We thanked the woman and then set off through the town. Prashville looked like a holiday card. Snow white fences, boxes of roses outside every house, dogs and cats running around, families sipping cider on porches.  We walked through the neighborhood skimming every mailbox for 235. House by House but nothing yet.
“I don’t like this. Everything seems suspiciously cheerful.” Winnifred muttered and I glanced amused at her.
“You think anyone being cheerful is suspicious.” She rolled her eyes and Jay who hadn’t said a word since we entered town huffed a quiet laugh. I looked down at Jay.
“Are you doing okay?” She hadn’t talked at all on the ride down either.
“No.” I figured and honestly I’m unsure why I asked. It's just something you do like telling someone it's raining when you both can see it clearly out the window.
“I’m sorry.” I winced and Jay scrunched her face up. We both knew those words did nothing to help anyone. “Just ignore me.” I finally said rubbing my temples to fight a migraine. 210, 215, 220, 225, 230, then. There it was 235. Something about it drew you to that house. Marigolds were in their planters outside and some vines wrapped on their porch.
“This is it.” Winnifred breathed out. Silence met her in response. She turned to Jay. “Jay?” Jay took two steps back.
“I don’t think I can do this.” Winnifred’s eyes softened.
“I know. I’ve felt that way a lot in my life. Trust me. You can do this and you can be scared, you can hate it, you can want to run all the way home but you can do this." She emphasized the last words. I felt impacted by those words and realized I really should have reached out to Winnifred sooner. Jay shifted on her feet.
“What if it goes all wrong?” she whispered. Winnifred leaned down to Jay’s eyelevel.
“Ah but what if it all goes right?” Jay and I had the same brow furrowing expression at those words. What if it goes right? I repeated in my head. I don’t think that way. I’ve never thought that way before. Ever. Jay took a big breath and steeled her nerves.
“Okay. Let’s go.” The three of us approached the house together. Winnifred did the honors and knocked. Nothing. Then suddenly footsteps. Then the door swung open. It looked like Jay in twenty years. This woman had a pixie cut of deep auburn hair, eyebrow piercings, a nose stud, chipped black paint on her nails, and a streak of pink in her hair. She dressed like an ex fleetwood mac member. She looked between Winnifred and me then her eyes fell on Jay and the color drained from her face.
“Oh shit.” She rubbed her eyes and refocused them on Jay who seemed to shrink into herself. “Well I’ll be damned. Come on inside, niece.” That struck all of us. Niece? Jay repeated the question aloud in a squeaky voice.
“Neice?” The woman cocked her head at Jay.
“Oh man. She actually told you I was her cousin. What a dick.” She shook her head, her earrings dangling like wind chimes. “I’m Daphne, your aunt.”
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“My aunt?” Jay squeaked again in shock. Daphne smiled sadly. 
“In the flesh, kid. But where are my manners? Come on inside please meet your other aunt.” We followed her inside as Daphne called out.
“Dora, Jaylene’s here!” A glorious looking woman with hazelnut curly hair tied in a loose braid walked downstairs followed by a spunky little girl. She looked around seven years old.
“Jaylene! I never thought I’d get to meet you! I’m Pandora. It's lovely to see you.” She smiled warmly. Jay looked incredibly overwhelmed. 
“Pandora is my wife and your aunt.” Daphne unnecessarily explained giving Pandora a kiss on the cheek. “Guess what? Ruth told Jaylene I was her cousin. Can you believe this shit I thought that threat was a joke! Man she was petty till the day she died.” So at least she knew her sister was dead. Maybe they weren’t as cut off as it first appeared. Jay didn’t know how to react to all of this; she just kept looking between them back and forth and back and forth. Daphne hugged the child and kissed her forehead as she looked at Jay nervously. “This is Sophia. Your cousin.” Jay just stares at the child in shock.
“Y..y..you have a child…I have a cousin…” She stuttered in shock. Daphne and Pandora exchanged a glance.
“Okay let’s sit you down before you pass out on us Jaylene.” Daphne led Jay to a cozy gray couch with cushions that let you sink into them.
“It’s Jay.” She whispered. “I dropped Jaylene when my mother passed.” Silence.
“Alright Jay it is then.” Daphne turned to us. “And who might you two be?” Winnifred extended her hand.
“Winnifred Spencer, head detective of the OCPD.” I followed suit.
“Peter Torrence, assistant detective of the OCPD.” technically I wasn’t still but it was easier to say.” Daphne scrunched her nose up.
“Detectives..?”
“My sister is dead.” Jay whispered. Pandora nearly dropped her tea she was holding and Daphne covered her mouth in shock.  Pandora mumbled something about taking Sophia outside and they exited Sophia babbling questions.
“Prudence?” Daphne gasped her eyes welling with tears. “She was so young.”
“Nineteen.” Jay confirmed. I could tell it pained her to say.
“God, I hadn't seen Prudence since she was one year old.” Jay drew in a sharp breath.
“You saw her?” Daphne nodded sadly.
“I was at her birth. And yours too sweet pea. I was her sister after all.”
“What changed?” Winnifred asked and Daphne looked at Pandora. 
“My family’s always been concerned with reputations, appearances, with how we’re viewed. I was raised that way and so was Ruth. The only difference was I grew out of it with years of therapy and psychiatrists at my aid. Ruth never did. When they found out I was dating a girl she and my parents flipped their lids. So I became an exile from the family about fifteen years ago. I wouldn’t trade Pandora for any of their approval.” She smiled wistfully then frowned. “Your mother hated that. I found her hypocritical because you care so much about our reputation yet you’re the one having an affair!” Daphne shook her head in sadness. There was a sad silence that Winnifred decided to break because unfortunately we had to stay in detective mode.
“Prudence was murdered.” Daphne’s head snapped up.
“Murdered?” I nodded in confirmation.
“That’s partially why we’re here.” Daphne looked between us.
“Someone actually killed her?” The silence was enough of an answer. “Why?” she questioned hoarsely. 
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. We think it’s connected to the death of your sister.” Daphne nodded slowly.
“Have they tried to kill you too?” She asked Jay and Jay nodded. Daphne inhaled sharply. “What would you like to know? I don’t know much about my sister post Prudence’s fifth birthday but I can give you any information you need.”
“Why would someone have a vendetta against your family?” Winnifred asked.
“Cause they convince people they have no one else in their life.” Jay answered sharply. I grimaced. She had a point.
“Because they’re insanely good at putting others down and thinking they own the world.” Daphne added. Winnifred and I looked at each other. This is not getting us anywhere. Daphne suddenly stood and whispered something to Pandora. Then she went upstairs. Pandora gave us a sorry look.
“There’s something she needs to get.” Daphne came back with a wooden box.
“I got this sent to my doorstep two days after my sister was dead. She sent it hoping it would get here earlier but it was too late. I always wanted to give it to you and your sister when I met you.” She handed the box to Jay shakily, her eyes wet with future waterfalls. Jay held it in her lap, unable to move.
“What’s in here?” Daphne sighed a heavy year-long sigh.
“Everything your mother wanted us to have.” Jay just locked her eyes on the box, unable to open it. “It doesn’t bite. I promise.” Daphne whispered. With trembling hands Jay opened the box. Inside were torn pieces of paper, and letters. She unfolded the top piece of paper and read it. 

Dear Daph,                       6/12/87’
I’m going to die soon. I can't escape this death for much longer. I’ve tried but it’s shoved down my throat sometimes literally. I can’t leave my daughters alone but it looks like that’s only where I’m headed every day. When I die don’t reach out to my children. They need to grow alone. If they need you someday they will find you. But not until it’s time. Farewell.
Dear Daph,                        10/13/86’
Found out Marvin used to have an affair with Mackintosh Tucker. I was appalled and at first I wanted to bring it up and rage and be mad but I couldn’t. He told me in person. Not only that but he stopped the affair when Marvin married me. He changed for me. He owned up to me despite being years later. He changed for the girls. To be mad I’d be such a hypocrite. I’m in an ongoing affair for god’s sake. My friend Betsy recommended going to therapy. Maybe I will.
Dear Daph,                            2/16/86’
I know. I know you’re upset at me for what I did but you have to understand. I want my children to grow up around positive influences around godly people. It’s what our parents want too. I respect them. I’m sorry.
Dear Daph,                            3/21/85’
Mother told me that you’ve chosen sin over our family. Father says you won’t be part of our family until you repent. Don;t you see that? How hard is that to understand? Do it for us. Please we’ll gladly have you back.
Dear Daph,                         8/23/84’	Comment by charlotte broyles: continue this
I miss the way you were. I heard a terrible rumor that you were dating Andrea. A girl, Daphne. Tell me it isn’t true. I would still love you.  Our parents would never approve. I don’t approve either. If this is true please end it now for my sake. Please Daph.
Letters upon letters that Ruth never sent. Daphne scratched her hairline.
	“I don’t know why she gave me all this. To torment me even after her death? There’s one for you, Jay.” Jay cautiously unfolded the paper she’d been given.
To my girls,
If you’re reading then I'm dead and I’m sorry. I hope you’re both still alive but I messed up badly. Your father doesn’t know it but you’re not his. I had a bad affair and I was selfish. I’m sorry. I just hope I didn;t cause a generational torment.
Love,
Mother
By the time she finished reading it Jay was bawling her shoulders quaking.
	“H…how could she?” Jay croaked waterily. Tears coated her cheeks. The paper trembled in her hands and she handed it back to Daphne.
	“Jay I’m so sorry.” Daphne broke into a sob. “I should have found you anyway. I should have put aside my pettiness and found you anyway. I'm so sorry.” Jay sniffled, pushing her nose up with the palm of her hand.
	“Yeah I know.” Daphne wiped her eyes.
	“I’m so sorry.” She repeated hoarsely. Jay blew out all the air from her lungs.
	“I’m aware.” My gaze flicked between both of them like I was watching a tennis match. Jay folded herself up something I was so familiar with it physically hurt me to watch. Winnifred shuffled through the box to fill the silence. She pulled out a piece of paper and inhaled sharply.
	“There’s more.” No response. Winnifred flashed me a nervous look. I shrugged my shoulders so she spoke again. “There’s another letter.”
	“I don’t want there to be thanks.” Jay replied coldly. Winnifred and I looked at her then at Daphne. Daphne swallowed hard and picked it up. I knew Daphne had been waiting to read this one because it was still wax sealed.
	“It’s addressed to Marvin.” She whispered. Jay looked up through her lashes.
	“Just get it over with.” Daphne began to read:
	To My dearest Marvin,
You’ll never read this because I’m too much of a coward to give it to you. Yet you deserved honesty years ago. You manned up and quit when we got married. You told me the truth, you changed yourself for me. For the kids. Well I didn’t. I never changed. I watched in sadness as you loved kids who weren’t yours. I knew you’d never stop loving them but you'd stop loving me if you knew. I love your love but I also love his. I know it’s selfish but one day I hope you’ll forgive me.
The room felt deadly quiet.
“He never knew.” I marveled.
“He died thinking that they were his girls…” Winnifred added, shaking her head. Jay had wiped her eyes clean of tears and found her voice.
“Do we think Trevor hates me so much because of my mother that he tried to kill me and killed my sister?” 
“It’s a sound theory. He’s locked up now so hopefully you’ll be safe.” Winnifred tutted.
“Someone killed Professor Baker though.”
“We don’t know what time he died.” I reminded her.
“The DNA will shine a light on that. I still don’t think we’ve got our person.” I almost asked her why then was cruelly reminded of those text messages.
“Maybe not.” I replied softly.
“Why do we think the killer is connected to the affair? I bet loads of people hated my sister, she could be a real prick.” Daphne spoke finally and Jay chuckled drily at that.
“It’s the best lead we got if the affair or the bank business aren’t the motives then we are back at square one which gets us nowhere.” I explained. Winnifred groaned.
“I despise square one. It’s a blank page.”
“Then there’s more we can fill it with.” Daphne replied. Winnifred rolled her eyes at that.
“Any chance you’ve got a spare corkboard?” She asked sarcastically but Daphne perked up.
“Yes actually I’ll grab it and I have every color of yarn.” We all stared at her and I finally spoke.
“Red yarn thumbtacks and paper and pens please.”
			***
Minutes later we had the corkboard hung upon the wall and Daphne and Jay were sketching out people in Mapletown including themselves as I explained I had to put them on the board as victimes. I politely ushered the two of them out of the room and locked the door. I turned to Winnifred.
	“Let’s start with Ruth and Marvin.” We pinned the two drawings Daphne did of them to the top of the corkboard. “Somebody murdered them, is that a fact? No. But we are ninety percent sure that the fire wasn’t an accident.” I pinned two more photos next to Ruth and Marvin’s. “The Glysons. They suspiciously overdosed on medications they didn’t take a couple days after the fire. Are these events connected? I’m going to bet on yes.” Winnifred took a string and tied it between the two couples. She then grabbed photos of Mr. and Mrs. Tucker.
	“Marvin’s college and high school fling and the bank business partners. Plus also the people that raised Collin. Could they have had a vendetta against the Coarlines and sent their son to finish the job with Rue? Yes. But he didn’t poison Jay since he was in custody and I highly doubt he killed Rue but Mackintosh could have.” She tied a red string between the Coarlines and the Tuckers. I placed Rue on the board.
	“Years later Rue gets killed due to the fact she was searching too much. She got too close to the truth.” I stuck Mr.Adams on the board and tied a red string with him to Ruth and him to Rue. “We know this man can kill. He killed Emily. But did he kill Ruth and Marvin out of rage and jealousy? Did he kill Rue out of hatred or of fear because she got too close?” I stuck Collin’s drawing onto the board (In Jay’s drawing she made him look like a troll). I tied a string from Rue to Collin.
“Collin assaulted her. But as far as we know he didn’t kill her, frankly it’s because we don’t think he’s smart enough for that.” Winnifred snickered.
	“Way to tell it like it is.” I smirked.
	“I learned that from you.” She chuckled, tying Colin back to his parents. 
	“Whether he did kill anyone or not he’s in the running. Maybe he inherited someone’s grudge.” I reluctantly stuck Daphne to the board.
	“As much as I like her, she has a great motive. Her sister’s cut her off from her own family. She’s probably said awful things to her and won’t ever let her be in her niece's life. She could have killed them both out of anger.” I tied a harsh string to Ruth. “I can’t see her killing Rue but I never trust what I think.” I tied her to Rue as well. I stared at Jay’s self portrait in my hand and reluctantly stuck her on the board. “I don’t want to accuse her but she is the sister. Her motive is that she's jealous of Rue, resentful, or maybe she doesn’t want anybody in her life.” Winnifred frowned.
	“Then what about the poison?” I forgot about that.
	“Maybe someone learned she killed Rue and wanted revenge. Plus Jay could have also killed Emily although were almost positive Mr.Adams did it Jay was livid at the funeral with her.”
	“If the Glysons were murdered, why would someone murder them? How are they involved?” Winnifred questioned. I tapped my foot.
	“I’m not sure.” Jay pushed the door open with a half smile.
	“Hey Daphne wanted to know if you want banana bread she made some gluten free…” she trailed off her eyes glued to our board. I followed her gaze realizing she was staring at where the strings from her connected to Emily and Rue. I winced.
	“Jay, it's not what it looks like.” Jay’s face went void of all expression in her Jay way.
	“No, I understand. Everyone is a suspect.” Her voice was bland. “I’ll tell Daphne you’re too busy.” 
	“Jay…” But she already left slamming the door behind her. Winnifred sighed, shaking her head.
	“She’s right though everyone is a suspect.” I pinned Stephanie to the wall near Jay and Rue.
	“Jealousy as a motive or pettiness. I don’t know the extent of her and Rue’s friendship but she was extremely close with Rue and is very close with Jay. I don't know if she’d hurt Jay but it would be a great coverup.” I tied her string to the Coarline sisters. I pinned professor baker to the board. “He knew a lot. A lot more than he told us at first but he was going to tell us more before the killer got to him. He knew who the killer was but couldn’t escape them.” Winnifred tied a string from Rue to professor Baker.
	“Both researching both learning things and both know dead.” She tied a string to Emily. “Same with her.” I ran my hands through my hair.
	“I hate this.” Contraily Winnifred smiled.
	“I love this part. We get to connect the dots.” I paused and jotted down a name. Abigail. I tied her to Emily and Rue.
	“Think about it. Somehow Abigail finds out that her dad had an affair; she gets mad and jealous and kills Rue and goes after Jay. She rages at Emily for knowing all this time through DNA records and saying nothing so she silences her too.” Winnifred picked up a pen and scribbled down another name. Mariam.
	“She found out her husband was having an affair and freaked out and killed Rue. No reason to kill Emily except maybe the anger that she knew the DNA like you said and told no one.”
	“What about Baker? I guess he just knew too much.” Jay walked back in her eyes red and puffy but she was carrying two plates of banana bread.
	“I got you some anyway.” She mumbled handing them over. I studied her.
	“So you’re not mad then?” She gave a half shrug.
	“I am.” Winnifred leaned against the wall.
	“And?” Jay sighed.
	“As much as I forget it, you are detectives. I’d suspect me if I was in your shoes.” I looked down at the ground.
	“Look Jay it’s…” she interrupted me.
	“I don’t like seeing my face connected to my sister’s murder and I don’t forgive that. But…” She trailed off. Jay took a bite of my banana bread. “If you didn’t suspect me just because you know me I would doubt your determination in this case. So thank you for doubting me.” I looked at her with a sad smile unsure what else to say. Jay didn’t look at Winnifred or me but her lips twitched. “Well what did I miss?”
	“Only detectives are supposed to–”
	“Peter.” Winnifred gave me a ‘her sister is dead and her family is corrupt’ look so I dropped my tense shoulders and obliged her. I tossed her a marker.
	“Have at it.” Jay stared at the board for a long while then,
	“This town is fucked up.” Winnifred and I burst out laughing and Jay laughed with us. She was completely right. It was a mess. But life is a mess. I’m a mess. Jay’s family is a mess. “There’s so many mysteries for so many people. Too many deaths.” Jay’s eyes roamed the board ignoring her, Daphne and Stephanie’s photos. “I guess you just about covered it all hm.” I shrugged abashed.
	“Maybe. Maybe we’re missing someone.” None of us said anything else until I brought up the fact it was getting late and we should go back to our town. We said our goodbyes to Daphne and Pandora and Jay promised to return as soon as this was all solved. The three of us plus corkboard climbed back into Winnifred’s black van. The scenic drive was less beautiful at night. It feels dark and dreary. We drove through thick fog that looked like smoke from forest fire. The sun had set hours before we arrived back in Mapletown. The town at night was infested with the ghosts of lies and death. It felt like wading through an abandoned town in the middle of nowhere. Jay decided to bunk with us tonight just to take extra precautions so she ran home to grab her essentials as we pulled into our cabin. We unlocked the door and walked inside.
	“Cinnamon I’m home!” She called singsongy and skipped off to her room. I flopped down onto the couch and Winnifred came back out.
	“Where’s my cat?” She chuckled, glancing around under the couch and under chairs. She went to the kitchen calling for him . “Cinnamon! Cinnamon!” I shifted to call her.
	“He’s probably asleep somewhere.” Winnifred walked back to me now looking a little pale.
	“He always comes when I call.” Now I was sitting up and joining her search.
	“Cinnamon! Come on out!” Still nothing I looked in the cabinets and heard a scream.
	“PETER!” I bolted into the bedroom. Winnifred was sitting on the floor holding a bloody ball of fur. Cinnamon. She hugged him close to her chest, the blood seeping into her clothes.
“He’s still breathing barely. We need medical help fast.” She was sobbing now and with a trembling finger she pointed to spot on the floor beside us. There written in blood were the words: This is your final warning, detectives. I called Jay on the phone with one hand while comforting Winnifred with my other.
	“Jay? Hey, yes. Can you run by Emily’s and grab as much medical veterinarian stuff you can? We’re having a cat medical emergency. Yes it’s bad. Yes. Okay. Okay. Okay sounds good. Bye.” I hung up and focused my full attention on Winnifred who was using her jacket as gauze wrapping it around Cinnamon’s body. “Jay’s going to bring stuff. I promise she'll bring stuff and we’ll figure this out together. I won’t let him die. I swear it.” She sniffled and nodded. “It’s going to all be okay I promise.” I murmured reassuringly. Winnifred cradled her cat against her chest.
	“Do you know why I got this cat?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise, not expecting that. “It was during your hiatus. Do you remember my best friend Elenora?” I nodded, listening intently. “Elenora was everything to me. Our names were always mentioned in the same sentences, we were always at each other's houses, I hoped she'd be my maid of honor, there wasn’t a day that went by when I wasn’t at her side. She was like a second child in our family. I thought we’d grow old together gossiping about the same people and drinking sweet tea on her country farmhouse porch while our husbands went fishing. We owned an apartment together for christ’s sake. I would have died for her. It’s my own fault my loyalty runs deeper than love.” She glanced up at me unnerved for a second that she was pouring her heart out to me.
	“It’s a gift not a fault.” I assured her. Winnifred kissed Cinnamon’s forehead.
	“It’s never been a gift. Anyways Elenora started talking to this boy. I can’t even speak his name. He gave me eerie vibes ever since I saw him. He never talked to me and if he did it was with an air of disdain. It started around the time you left. It was like she became a zombie. She stopped talking to me and spending time with me or my entire family. It hurt and I tried to fix it. I told her she can date who she wants. I was just naturally concerned and protective of my friend. Then I thought I knew what bad was  but it got so much worse. I was completely cut off. I couldn’t reach out in any way shape or form and believe me I tried. I’m a detective so naturally I snooped into what on earth I did wrong. What was going on that I knew about? Elenora happened to get a new phone, a fancier one of course. Well she left her old one laying around our shared apartment. She didn’t wipe it and of course I knew how to get in, we were best friends, she’d never changed it. So I decided to scroll as far back as I could through her and his conversations.” She broke off as if still reliving the memory. “It was terrible Peter. He told her to stay away from me, that I was a bad influence, that I was a whore, that I was going to get run through, that I’d become a stripper, and so much more I can’t even repeat. He’d call me ‘little winnie’. They would discuss my clothes, my bras, and everything about my body.” She shuddered as I threw up in my mouth. Little Winnie. The fact that someone could even imagine those thoughts about Winnifred blew my mind. It was absolutely revolting and I was in shock that there was any more to this story. I shivered in horror at the idea of a guy saying those things about a woman. Winnifred nodded at my expression. “Here’s the worst part. She agreed with him. My own best friend was talking to her boyfriend about how much of a whore she thought I was for my outfit.” Her cheeks burned, eyes wet. “I haven’t worn any low cut tops since then out of fear. I hated my body for a while. Can you believe that? I let an insecure man and his girlfriend make me hate my own body.” I wiped a tear from my cheek.
	“Wyn…” I trailed off, unsure what to even say. She sighed, inclining her head towards me.
“That is how I felt too. So I called Elenora as one does when their entire world has been flipped upside down and left a voicemail sobbing that ‘I know everything and how could you.’ Well I had to get out of there and I drove to my parents house for the night. Come back the next day red eyed and brokenhearted and guess what?” A knot twisted in my stomach. I didn’t want to know.
“What?” I croaked.
“She was gone. Completely moved out. No contact with me, no contact with anyone in our circle. And he was gone too. Gone with her. My therapist told me to get a pet to cope so I did. That’s how Cinnamon arrived here with me.” Her voice cracked and she broke down hard, her shoulders shaking, her chest raking with sobs. “I can’t lose him too!” I grabbed her hand.
“We won’t lose him I promise. I promise you that.” She took short breaths repeatedly.
“And the worst part is this all happened three months ago and I still worry about her! I still miss her. I still care about her. I’d still forgive her even after everything that happened. It’s awful. I wish I didn’t care for people so deeply because I never get the same amount of care back.” My heart ached for her and at that moment I vowed to be the person that would give the same amount of care back.
“I’m sorry for everything you’ve been through. I wish I could take all your pain away.” I heard the sound of the front door opening. 
“I got the stuff! I came as fast as I could, I have everything!” Jay stumbled in her arms full of medical supplies and she dumped them on the floor. Winnifred wiped her eyes with the back of her palm, inhaled sharply and started moving. The sight of medical tools seemed to snap into action. Winnifred paid close attention in her forensic health classes in case of danger for humans but she would do the same procedures on a cat. With scissors she snipped the fur off his pelt around the wound and wiped any remaining blood off.
“When I find whoever did this they won’t see the light of day.” She growled furiously, flushing out the wound. Carefully she began stitching up the wound as precisely as a ballerina doing positions. Cinnamon cried out and Winnifred kept sewing her tears splashing his pelt but she had to keep going. He whimpered as a sobbing Winnifred finished sewing him up. She blew out a long breath of relief. She hugged him close to her chest. “Still alive oh he’s still ALIVE!” She kissed his face and rocked him gently. She wrapped a bandage snuggly around his wound. “Do we have any cones?” She asked us. Jay handed her the only one she had. “I wish you all had more than one doctor in this town.” She lamented as she slid the huge cone onto Cinnamon’s little head.
“Whoever this killer is absolutely sick.” Jay spat standing up. “I’ll clean this blood up.” Winnifred fed Cinnamon an antibiotic. 
“How dare someone do this to him.” Winnifred was livid.
“We’re going to find who did this.” I swore and I meant it. Jay had made her set up on the couch. I sighed, took my stuff and moved it back into the other bedroom. I felt better sleeping next to Winnifred anyways…because I wanted to make sure she was okay. Right. After brushing my teeth I sat down in bed beside her. Tonight she was in light pink shorts and a matching shirt ensemble. I always sported pajama pants and an oversized tee. Even in the summer I was not a fan of shorts. I couldn’t stand the feeling of my legs rubbing together. Just like I can never go to sleep in shorts I can sleep in long sleeve shirts or shirtless. It has to be just right. Winnifred was wide awake even though it was eleven pm. Cinnamon was draped across her lap breathing slowly as Winnifred fed him an animal sleeping pill. I held my hand out to pet Cinnamon and he rolled over towards me causing the first small smile from Winnifred.
	“He likes you.” She whispered softly and I shrugged.
	“He’s just tired.” Winnifred hummed.
	“Maybe.” I adjusted my position on the bed. Now felt like the time. She revealed so much to me. I inhaled shakily the voice in my head yelling at me to shut up.
	“I’ve been thinking a lot. And I think you opened up to me so much I think I need to return the favor. Are you up for listening to me right now?” She coughed in surprise.
	“Yes of course.” I looked up at the wooden ceiling.
	“I think it’s time I told someone what happened with Rebekah.”
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	      the beach, Oregon, May, 19th, 2000
       Five months prior
      Peter’s memory


“I can’t believe you roped me into this.” The girl with dark raven hair and olive skin said incredulously, although she grinned at me. I laughed while nudging her.
“It’ll be worth it come on Becca.” She sighed dramatically.
“I’m going to get soaked.” I smirked.
“Isn’t that inevitable with the ladies who meet me?” She roared her laugh, swatting me in the shoulder.
“Maybe you and Winnifred!” She teased and kissed me on the cheek. I snorted.
“In my dreams she’s still with that asshole.”I shook my head at her. “I came here to escape thinking about them okay? The last one is a rotten egg.” I jeered and hopped out of the jeep into the pouring rain. I threw my sandals off my toes sinking into the wet sand. Rebekah howled, kicking her sandals off. The winds were harsh and they made the rain whip us around. I ran towards the sea kicking sand up in my wake. Rebekah followed hot on my tail, her hair flowing in the wind. She grabbed my ankles, yanking me down face first and she jumped over me. I groaned and laughed jumping into the ocean tackling her. We chuckled and looked up at the sky letting the rain pour down on us. Rebekah closed her eyes and smiled like she was savoring the perfect dish. Thunder rolled overhead and a flash of lightning hit the ground a couple of miles away. She yelped, clutching onto me and I chuckled holding her against me. “Let’s go farther out!” I started swimming, holding her with one arm.
“Peterrrrr.” She giggled. “Be careful!” I kept swimming with her.
“What? It's completely safe, it's just the deep dark ocean in a big thunderstorm.” I teased her. I pretended to dunk her under and she squealed gleefully, splashing me. We got so deep that I couldn’t touch and we just treaded water there for a bit. It was peaceful. This wasn’t our first stunt together. After work we’d often dare each other to do something we’d never do. We’ve explored abandoned buildings, street raced each other, hiked at midnight, took obnoxious amounts of shots, and pranked the douchebags at work including Winnifred’s boyfriend. Another crack of thunder roared.
“I’m freezing.” Rebekah shivered in the cold rain.
“Dunk under the water you’ll feel warmer.” I took a breath and dunked under water. I savored the feeling of becoming encapsulated by the ocean. The deep dark water blocked out everything. I resurfaced blinking the water out of my eyes. “See doesn’t that feel better?” I turned and didn’t see her. Guess she’s still under water. Then I heard it.
“PETER!” I adjusted my vision and I saw her moving backwards towards the middle of the sea. The current. I dived swimming as hard as I could. No. I had to reach her.
“Swim sideways!” I shouted. Yet she couldn’t. She was too panicked to listen to me. She flailed around helplessly as I stretched with all my might. “Grab my hand!” I grasped her hand through the waves. Yet the current was too strong. Her hand slipped out of my grasp and she screamed as she got pulled under. She never resurfaced again. I waited for a long moment then I started to swim. I had to keep moving. If it wasn’t for sheer adrenaline I would have died. I swam sideways pushing through the ocean. I kicked my feet hard and pushed myself to shore. I collapsed onto the sand still in utter shock. The rest of the night is a blur. I passed out on the beach, woke up and hopped back in the Jeep. Somehow I managed to drive myself home, walk inside and shut the door. And that’s how I stayed for ninety percent of five months. I forced myself to go to a psychiatrist around four months into my rot. That’s when I got Kate in my life. Besides her I was all alone. Even with her I was still alone. I’ve believed it was all my fault. I pushed her too far. If it weren’t for me she would still be here. If it weren’t for me none of this would have happened.
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“At least that’s what I’d thought for half a year.” I finished and Winnifred gently took my hand in hers.
“Peter…” I looked down ashamed. She tilted my chin up. “Look at me. It’s not your fault.” I shook my head and my instinct to blame myself for everything that ever went wrong flared up. I was responsible for everyone else. I always have been. “Peter. It’s not your fault.” She repeated firmly.
“I know but–”
“It’s. Not. Your. Fault.” Winnifred affirmed, squeezing my hand tightly. I nodded slowly.
“Thanks for listening.” 
“I could listen to you for hours.” She replied with a sweet smile playing on her lips. I smiled back.
“You’re the greatest.” Winnifred shrugged.
“Thank you for saying so.”
“I mean it.” Our eyes locked and we sat there staring at each other. Her eyes were like a maze where I could easily get out but I didn't want to. I wanted to stay lost. She looked away first as a faint twinge of pink coloured her cheeks. I felt a ghost of a smirk on my face in satisfaction as I laid back down in the bed. Winnifred took Cinnamon, laying him down in his cat bed and whispering to him. I closed my eyes as I felt her get into bed next to me. “Goodnight Wyn.” I felt her turn onto her side.
“Goodnight Peter.” 
			***
Knock. Knock. Knock. I groaned tiredly, unmoving. I peeked an eye open and the first thing I saw was auburn hair. What? I blinked, scrunching my brow in the sunlight. Winnifred’s arms were wrapped around my waist, her head on my chest. I felt warm all over and realized there’s no way I could move now. I stayed still. Knock. Knock. Knock. That stirred Winnifred awake and she opened her eyes. I stared down at her and raised an eyebrow.
“Comfortable?” And oh the face she made was as red as her nails. She practically leapt away from me, nearly falling off the bed.
“I’m so sorry. I had no idea I was doing that er I was so out of it I…” she stammered holding her arms like they betrayed her. I chuckled.
“It’s okay I slept great.” Her eyes went wide and then the knocks came again.
“Can you two stop shagging in there? I have news.” Jay’s sarcastic voice rang through the room. Winnifred smacked herself on the forehead and then she went to tend to Cinnamon while I opened the door. Jay smirked at me. “Damn were you two actually?” I ran my hand over my face in embarrassment.
“No we weren’t. What do you want?” I hated the way I almost added 'No we weren’t unfortunately’. Jay looked incredibly too smug.
“Uh huh. Anyways I don’t really have news, I was just bored.” I glared at her.
“You’ve got to be kidding.” She laughed.
“Chill out Peter. My news is I think your poison results are ready cause I went over and checked this morning.” My eyes narrowed.
“You left the house alone while we were asleep?” Jay shrugged.
“I technically did that last night when I got Cinnamon’s stuff.” I sighed. Teenagers. 
“Let me change clothes and we’ll come down with you.” Minutes later we were all three in Emily’s office waiting on the results to load.
Poison type: Abrus precatorius
Amount:400 mg
“How does someone in this town have access to this many poisons?” I asked aloud.
“I don’t know but Abrus precatorius is those Rosary peas. They look like berries. I’ve seen it before.” She shuddered. “Of course it would seem like tea; they taste just like blackberries. Poor Baker.” We all stood there in silence. Poor indeed. 
“This confirms he was murdered and by someone with the smarts to know those peas are poisonous.” I said. Jay spoke up softly.
“You don’t think it could be Betsy and Brandon…They do have that huge garden.” I frowned in consideration.
“That’s a good idea but why didn’t they kill you when you were there drinking their coffee? They could have killed us all.”
“Someone could have stolen from their garden.” Winnifred suggested.
“So someone who did enough research.” I stated drumming my fingers. Jay kicked the desk in frustration.
“So basically anyone who can read.” A flash of lightning appeared right outside the window followed by a crack of thunder. Torrential rain began to pour down.
“That came out of nowhere.” I murmured while watching it through the window. Buzzz. Jay pulled out her phone and she smiled. I raised an eyebrow at her and she blushed.
“Steph wants to check on me to make sure I’m okay after yesterday.” She muttered sheepishly. Winnifred cocked her head.
“What’s going on there?” She asked and Jay rubbed her neck.
“We’re figuring things out.” I snickered.
“Uh huh.” I imitated her voice from this morning and she glowered at me.
“Aww well go see her then Jay. Meet us at the Diner for breakfast.” Winnifred teased with a grin and Jay blushed mumbling ‘yeah yeah I’ll see you at eleven.’ as she left us. I dropped my smile.
“Wyn this is bad. Three people in this town are dead and we can’t get who it is. It could be anyone here.”
“Someone who knows their herbs and would have a reason to want the Coarlines and Professor Baker dead.” There was something in my head, some memory but it faded. I couldn't hear it.
“There’s something said to Jay at the funeral I can’t remember it. I think it'll help. We should ask Jay when she gets to the diner.” Winnifred frowned at me. If I couldn’t remember it she definitely couldn’t. Our talents complemented each other and I got the photographic memory. We arrived at the diner in the pouring rain. We sat down ordering our food immediately. It was 10:30. By the time we got our food it was 10:45. We didn’t talk much because there was too much to say. My head throbbed from spinning everything in my head. I chewed as I thought and I could tell just by looking at her that Winnifred’s own gears were turning in her head. There’s something we’re so close to solving it. I glanced down at my watch. 11:02. Winnifred seemed to read my mind.
“Maybe her and Stephanie got a little carried away.” I snorted.
“Natural when you’re young and in love.” Our eyes locked and I felt myself sweat a little.
“What would you know about being young and in love?” She asked me. I looked into those warm eyes that made my heart skip a beat.
“I’d know everything about it.”







[bookmark: _grlvri9ekfsn]Chapter Eleven
			    10:34 am
         Jay


I walked back home to meet Stephanie. I didn’t mind not having an umbrella. I enjoyed the cold rain hitting my flushed skin. I was so unbelievably lucky. Stephanie is my dream girl. She’s perfect and she chose me? Me of all people. She could have anyone she wants. I mean Stephaine was the most popular girl in Pilque High statistically. Not only was she popular with the guys but the ladies too. And now I could almost call her my girlfriend. I felt a little skip in my step as I walked to meet her. I walked into my house and flopped on my couch. Stephanie was the only good thing to come out of this mess. I never made a move on her because she was close with my sister. Plus we were kind of in separate popularity groups. Not to say we owned the school but we owned the school. We owned the town for that matter. We flirted and talked enough at parties there was one time we got wasted and made out. Man I felt like a schoolgirl with a crush. Technically I still was. She’s the only thing getting me through these trying times. Stephanie is the only person who I feel truly gets me. She’s the girl I told everything to. The girl I hope I’m everything to. A knock on my door. I jumped up and practically slid towards the door. With her rain splattered clothes and black umbrella Stephanie still looked gorgeous. I melted. She looked great in anything. She flashed me her beautiful smile.
“Jaybirdie! How are you doing? How was your cousin? Tell me everything!” I beckoned her inside and she shut the door behind her. “I’m so ready to hear all about it.”
“I have so much to tell you. I’m so glad you’re here. I really need you in my corner.” I turned back to face her. A tear slid down my cheek. 
“I’m always in your corner Jaybirdie. You’re the best thing in my life. Come here.” Stephanie held her arms out and embraced me. I hugged her tightly, my tears seeping into her top. 
“I’m so grateful for you Steph.” It took me a moment to realize she was crying too.
“I know. I know.” I gasped out in pain as I felt something sharp stab into my arm. “That’s why I’m so sorry I have to do this to you.” My vision blurred and my eyelids felt heavy.
“Stephanie what no please don’t tell me you’re the killer!” Stephanie or now I see three Stephanies all shaking their heads looking like Cerberus.
 “No no no no no no nooooo.” The three Stephanies now four all hummed together, hissing.“I’m not. Don’t worry they promised they won’t kill you as long as the detectives stop searching. The detectives have gotten too close. I’m so sorry Jay I had to, they have something on me and it’s bad you don’t understand.” Their faces whirled together, my vision spinning like I was solo riding a merry go round.
“Who?” And then I blacked out.



























[bookmark: _j0v88tbmckwe]	Chapter Twelve



I felt utterly stuck. Somebody involved with the Coarlines who had access to herbs. Gardens. I stared down at the menu. Coffee or tea. Wait. Coffee or tea.  I made you a box of homemade tea. Homemade tea. I frowned looking up at Winnifred.
“What if Mariam did know about the affair?” She raised an eyebrow.
“What makes you bring that up?”
“Could be a stretch but Mariam makes homemade tea.” She matched my frown.
“Herbs. Plants. I see what you mean. Let’s go pay her a visit.” I nodded.
“We should have done that a while ago.”  I checked my watch. 11:15. “I wouldn't normally be cautious if someone’s fifteen minutes late but right now I think I’ll give her a call.”
“Good idea, I was getting worried myself.” Winnifred responded. I dialed Jay’s number. It picked up but there was silence.
“Hello Jay? Just checking in to make sure you’re okay.” A crackle then.
“I wouldn’t say she’s okay.” Replied a voice over the phone. I stilled and held it out so Winnifred could hear too.
“Who is this?” I asked the voice laughed.
“That’s who you just can’t figure out can you.”












I need Stephanie to betray Jay.



[bookmark: _ibzlpj5f883z]






Collin knocks rue out with dresser so mariam thinks she can blame him and kills rue
Mariam killed rue’s parents out of rage when she found trevor was cheating on her. Tuckers didnt kill them the two people who died were innocent neighbors who tried to save the coarlines from the fire and failed but mr adams thought they killed the coarlines because he saw them leaving the crime scene so he killed them.
















I held my head in my hands, salty tears falling down. I heard the soft sound of someone sitting beside me. I didn’t look up to see who it was.
	








“Do you happen to know where the Tucker family resides?” I asked Trevor who was laughing.
“Why? Looking for the big MM are ya?” Every other thought left my brain and I zeroed in on that name.
“What?” I croaked. 
“Big MM? Oh come on you know Mackintosh Marsh Tucker? We call him MM because he’s huge in a good way but he always introduces himself as Mackintosh Marsh Tucker full name.” He chortled as I felt Winnifred dig her nails into my arm.












And there was Stephanie in the middle of the dance floor doing a drunken version of the macarena with only one hand while the other was swinging around a solo cup. Jay sighed,running a hand through her hair.
	“Let me handle this.” She walked up to Steph who joyously talked in her direction as Jay tried to pull her out of the crowd. Then Stephanie kissed her. Jay’s eyes went wide and she turned bright red pulling back. The good thing was Stephanie clinged onto her as Jay walked back to us and we tried to pretend we didn’t see that. “She’s completely wasted which is normal but–” Stephanie fell over onto Jay who caught her. “Oh my god she passed out?” Winnifred picked up her cup and put her tongue on the bottom of the cup. She recoiled.
	“It’s been drugged.” She grimly handed me the cup and I cautiously looked at the bottom of it. It was sticky and had tiny clumps of powder.
	“Drugged poorly. We need to take this to the labs immediately.














image1.jpg
e mhes”, M # sqezifie, M
;{M/{{{e o ety kﬁ: M/lz Mkﬁf, &Plt D(J’US] W /{1?[()
Zp € POV | WWP}!SI M“{){C’/}O“M-(’{Meg

LM o Mg

P " IKE MAzLE Begs :

Die he oo iS WMJM and uwm n t0 Cate £ursiy

: ,‘R"‘”S % L‘%/Sfl'l/di d{'y,“ M 16400«1,,, {;u!"" (X//dlé o oo
P b ' Wk L, S ad 21 wiehde s g %\»Je{/fs ‘W‘I‘CO()JJ
{ (ﬁ‘\ 45/ ﬂ 4 7/77} b

Wit deet crlec £pflc

= tore on dPWY), b:;:"j ’
¥kl Shas Och 231 17 Niisg Fresse Saf o iy
—Tardin Taenct’s addness, O goo €ty ,Q&7SZE
Cordpherood Rd 2313, ‘\7 +j .

(/Hé on(c JHASSV]M WOQQ %B[F all 7ﬂe,s e | Wont

CVenneed adededive,

/M@ l./L‘—”/' cold M cn d7g MW





