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Maggie Porter returns to her childhood home in the Ozark Mountains 
determined to reopen the family dog business. From the start, though,  
she’s plagued by a string of woes that grow serious when the Waterside 
Kennels’ gossip-loving receptionist turns up dead.  

The verdict is accidental drowning. Maggie suspects something more 
sinister, however, when she discovers the dead girl had an heirloom 
locket belonging to Maggie’s mother, who left Eagle Cove twenty years 
ago. What possible connection could there be between a minimum-
wage worker and a wealthy, nationally recognized artist?   

The land around Eagle Cove has been owned by the same families for 
generations, and ties run deep in a place where grudges can linger for 
a lifetime. When Maggie starts asking questions she finds herself the 
target of anonymous threats and mysterious break-ins. And when a 
security crisis puts everything she loves at risk, she realizes somebody 
doesn’t want Waterside Kennels back in business.

As the region sizzles in record heat and drought, a “Treasures of the 
Ozarks” advertising campaign disrupts her quest for answers even as 
it breathes new life into old tales and brings out tourists and treasure 
hunters alike. With her loyal dogs at her side—a champion Labrador 
Retriever, an aging Cocker Spaniel, and a Beagle retired from federal 
service—Maggie must dig for the truth.  Along the way she learns that 
everyone has something to hide. 

And some secrets are worth killing for.
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Praise for Deadly Ties

“This latest book is not only the first novel of  a new mystery series, 
it’s a first class piece of  storytelling.  Excellently paced and plotted, it’s 
filled with characters who, like real people, can give you a sudden jolt 
by revealing an unsuspected side.  The Ozark mountain setting  is vivid 
both as a realistic background and a place haunted by legends.  Holmes 
creates a compelling puzzle in which old wrongs and rumors reach out 
from a past that is anything but dead—but nonetheless deadly indeed.” 

—Bethany Campbell, nationally bestselling author of  
Whose Little Girl Are You? and See How They Run

“Perfectly captures the culture and beauty of  my home state,  present-
ing an intriguing, masterful mystery along the way … a thrilling read!” 

– Jack R. Cotner, author of  Mystery Of  The Death Hearth and 
Storytellin’: True And Fictional Short Stories Of  Arkansas

“Holmes’ first mystery brings the reader to northwest Arkansas and 
into the world of  Waterside Kennels. She uses historical fact and fable 
along with her knowledge of  the region, dogs, and human nature to 
develop setting, characters, and most of  all, intrigue. Well-paced and 
solidly woven together, one read of  Deadly Ties leaves the reader eagerly 
awaiting the next book in the series.” 

—Barbara Alexander, retired librarian, writing professor, 
and avid mystery reader

“I was hooked from the start. Terrific setting, a clever story line, and 
plenty of  plot twists to keep you guessing right to the end. Wonderful 
characters and the dogs are awesome … a sure winner!” 

– Maureen Kidd, Therapy Dog Coordinator at 
The Glen Retirement System, Shreveport, LA
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The idea for this story began with a news article about a cold case 
murder investigation of  an unknown female in a rural Arkansas 
county. Initially logged in as Jane Doe #3 for the year, detec-
tives now refer to her as Bone Woman. What kind of  person, I 
wondered, could commit murder, burn the body, and stack the 
charred remains neatly beneath a tree? Was the killer a stranger 
or someone known to the victim—perhaps a family member 
or close friend? How did they meet, and why did she die? The 
questions lingered, and I tinkered with the idea of  bringing Bone 
Woman into a novel. 

About that same time, I met noted historian and folklorist 
Phillip W. Steele and was captivated by Ozark tales of  buried trea-
sure. As Mr. Steele notes in the introduction of  his Lost Treasure of  
the Ozarks “considerable amounts of  treasure still may be waiting 
to be discovered under Ozark soil.” 

Anyone wishing to learn more about Ozark legends might en-
joy reading Mr. Steele’s Lost Treasure publication or his Ozark Tales 
and Superstitions. I would also suggest the work of  W. C. Jameson. 
His book Buried Treasure of  the Ozarks provided hours of  fun and 
was a source of  inspiration for the plot.

As Mr. Steele and I discussed regional folklore, it occurred 
to me that a treasure hunt would be an intriguing backdrop to 
a murder mystery set in the Ozarks and thus Deadly Ties began. 
Recently, television shows have inspired many to take to the hills 
and fields in search of  treasure, much to the chagrin of  land-
owners. Consequently, I’ve taken creative liberties with locales in 
this book, inventing, reshaping, or fictionalizing many locations. 
While Beaver Lake and Eureka Springs are quite real, Barton 
County and Hogan County exist only in my imagination and 
within the pages of  this series. I’ve done the same with organiza-
tions, events, and elected officials throughout the region. 

Author’s Note



A great many people helped in the research for this novel. 
The Benton County, Arkansas, Search & Rescue team let me 
tag along on training runs and answered endless questions, as 
did kennel owners, veterinarians, dog groomers, and pet own-
ers. Patricia Amason created the dogs’ American Kennel Club 
registration names. Maureen Kidd generously provided expert 
information about dog training as well as search and rescue 
strategies. I used AKC regulations and language for technical 
details as well as presentation of  specific breed names, such 
as Cocker Spaniel or Labrador Retriever. In addition, I used 
the textbook Scent: Training to Track, Search, and Rescue by Milo 
Pearsall and Hugo Verbruggen, M.D. and Susan Bulanda’s 
Ready! The Training of  the Search and Rescue Dog.

Jerome Rose provided expert information and research 
support regarding the technical side of  death and drowning. 
Jeff  Sprott helped me work out fire patterns and evacuation 
logistics. Arkansas native and fellow writer Jack Cotner was 
my guide through the hills of  the Ozarks and deep into caves. 
My thanks to beta readers Barbara Alexander, Maureen Kidd, 
and Jack Cotner for their keen eyes and excellent suggestions. 
My gratitude to Sally McCluskey for her enthusiastic support. 
Thanks also to everyone who helped nurture the cover design 
and interior layout from concept to creation. I’m grateful to 
all for their enthusiastic support and encouragement. Any mis-
takes are mine alone. 

And finally, a note of  gratitude for a life well lived with my 
own beloved Alix, found in these pages as Sweet Pea. 



For Jack, who always believed.



Prologue

Doreen Crowley wasn’t the smart type. She’d known that 
since the fourth grade, which she repeated three times. 

Doreen’s teachers pronounced her hopeless. She left school at 
fifteen and pushed a broom through her uncle’s grocery store 
for eight years, and then she drifted from one job to the next, 
waiting for Lady Luck to deliver a Prince Charming who would 
declare her beautiful and smart. Somebody who wanted her for 
more than one night, more than a casual good time.

And now that she’d found one, she meant for him to stay.
Doreen paced nervously about the room, the necklace dan-

gling from her hand as she considered her options. She’d bro-
ken her own rule, the one about not taking anything expensive, 
or something that might be missed right away. 

To keep it would be stealing, and she wasn’t a thief. Souvenirs, 
that’s what she took, something she could pull out when she 
needed to lose herself  in memories.

This was no souvenir.
She could put it back, pretend she hadn’t seen it, didn’t know 

whose it was, but she wouldn’t forget. Defiant, she shoved the 
jewelry in the small front pocket of  her jeans. When the time 
was right she’d confront him, demand an explanation. And an 
apology. Let him say the woman means nothing to him.

And if  she won’t back off, Doreen thought, she’d have to get 
in her face. This was her man, her future, and nobody’s going 
to say different.

She’d die before she let him go.
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The unmistakable sound of  trouble brewing sent Maggie 
Porter sprinting into the kennel office to discover two 

Schnauzers off  leash and hell-bent on having a cat for breakfast. 
The dogs snarled and growled and fell over each other in their ef-
forts to capture a tabby that crouched, hissing, within the fragile 
protection of  a cardboard carrier. Maggie waded into the fracas, 
snatched the carrier out of  harm’s way, and pressed the intercom 
button. “All staff  to the office, please.”

The employment agency had promised to have someone at 
the kennel by eight that morning but the only person in sight was 
Mrs. Gruber, who appeared oblivious to the uproar her dogs had 
started. No newcomer appeared in response to the summons, but 
Maggie was relieved to see Bev Donaldson, the kennel’s master 
groomer, hurrying to help. Handing over the cat carrier with a 
grateful smile, Maggie turned and collared the Schnauzers with 
a practiced hand. She wished she could hand the dogs to Bev as 
well, but Mrs. Gruber had been adamant when she’d called. “Dr. 
Sheppard assured me you would personally care for my darlings.”

Angus Sheppard’s decision to close his clinic for remodeling 
had generated welcome business at Waterside when the kennel 
first opened, although Maggie fervently hoped the vet hadn’t 
made similar promises to all his clients—especially if  they all had 
pets like these. She leashed the Schnauzers and held on to her 
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temper while Mrs. Gruber fussed over each dog before signing 
the contract authorizing boarding, grooming, and emergency 
veterinary services. Departing in a flurry of  tearful farewells, 
the woman left the door open behind her.

One of  the Schnauzers strained forward but was thwarted 
by Maggie’s firm grip on the leash. The other stared at her an-
kles. “Don’t even think about it,” she warned him.

“Tabby’s just fine,” Bev reported calmly as she returned. 
“Whose cat is that? I didn’t see a name on the carrier.”

“Haven’t a clue. How did they get in? The door was locked.”
“Guess they dropped him off  while I was setting up in the 

back, and I didn’t hear them. No harm done.” A single mother 
of  two young daughters and sole caretaker for aging parents, 
Bev had an endless supply of  patience and tended to dismiss 
routine irritations with a shrug.

When she’d first returned to Eagle Cove, Maggie looked 
for a groomer to clip her aging Cocker Spaniel, Sweet Pea, and 
found Bev working in a cramped, smoke-filled room at Paradise 
Pets. The woman handled Sweet Pea with ease (“The trick is 
to work fast, before she falls asleep,” she’d said). Maggie had 
been pleased when Bev accepted her offer to work at the newly 
renovated Waterside Kennels.

Her other full-time employee didn’t have much kennel ex-
perience but he was turning out to be a great asset to the small 
team. Garrett Johnson had the right temperament for the job, 
was willing to lend a hand to any project, and he handled the 
dogs like a pro. Customers liked him. She counted it a bonus 
he could pick up a Saint Bernard with ease. Maggie was grateful 
she’d found two such dedicated, intelligent workers. Without 
them, the new Waterside would still be a dream.

The only other person currently on the payroll was Jake 
Turner, a part-time worker long past his prime. Thinking about 
her staffing situation, she sighed. Record unemployment all 
over the region and she still couldn’t get decent help, Maggie 
thought irritably. At this point, she’d even give Doreen Crowley 
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another chance if  she waltzed in and asked for her reception-
ist job back. Okay, so the girl’s social skills were on par with 
Mrs. Gruber’s Schnauzers, but she had been good with the ani-
mals—at least until she’d quit without notice and left Maggie 
scrambling for a replacement.

Glancing up at the sound of  a vehicle, Maggie saw Garrett 
pull into the large gravel lot that served as general parking 
for staff  and customers. He strode whistling into the office, 
sidestepping quickly to avoid the Schnauzers lunging in his 
direction.

“Morning. Who do we have here?”
“Meet Fritz and Hauser—Mrs. Gruber’s darlings,” Maggie 

said dryly. “Booked in while she’s off  on a cruise. Can you 
manage?”

“Sure. Hey, there’s a dog outside. Not one of  ours.”
“I’ll take a look.” As Garrett led the Schnauzers out to the 

double run reserved for them, Maggie filled a bowl with kibble 
and set it outside with a bowl of  water in plain view of  the dog 
she saw huddled beneath one of  the cars parked in the lot.

Head low, tail tucked tight against his thin body, the dog 
whimpered at the sight of  food and edged forward. He snatched 
a few pieces of  kibble from the bowl and retreated to gulp his 
prize.

Maggie was still watching him when Garrett returned to the 
office. “No collar, no tags. I should call Animal Control.”

“The no-kill shelter is full. They’ll have to send him over to 
the county, and you know what that means.”

“Well, we’ve got plenty of  room here for now. Find a spot 
for him and I’ll ask Dr. Sheppard to check him over.”

With his clinic shut, Angus Sheppard had offered to drop 
by the kennel on an as-needed basis. “Save you from driving all 
the way down to Huntsville,” he’d said. “Keep me from being 
bored. Nothing on my calendar except catching up on some 
reading—love that Jack Reacher character—and a fishing trip 
or two.”
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If  Angus had chosen that week to go in search of  striper 
bass or catfish, she’d have to juggle her schedule to make time 
for the hour-long trip through the mountains. “Don’t put him 
near the boarders until the vet clears him.”

At the desk, Bev was skimming through the paperwork and 
glanced at the dog Garrett carried in. “Better let me give him a 
bath first.”

“He sure needs one,” Maggie agreed. “Hey, did you figure 
out whose cat that was?”

“He must be Oscar, he’s the only tabby on the list. Lisa 
Jarrett’s the owner, but I don’t see her boarding contract.”

Maggie groaned. “Filing is not my strong suit.”
“It wasn’t Doreen’s either.”
“Darn it, why did that wretched girl quit on me?”
“Maybe she thought the job was too much for her.”
Maggie sighed. “Well, until I find somebody else, I’ll have to 

do a better job managing this paperwork.”
“And when are you planning to do that? You never take a 

day off  as it is. You need more help around here.”
Garrett returned for coffee in time to hear Bev’s com-

ment. “She’s right. And we’ll probably get busier after the open 
house.”

“I must have been crazy, scheduling that so soon.”
“It’s good PR,” Bev said cheerfully. “You haven’t been here 

long. Folks can come out, see the place, get to know you. You 
can meet the owners of  the hotels and the B&Bs—most don’t 
accept pets, so they could send a lot of  business your way.”

“There are still a dozen things I need to do here. I want it 
absolutely perfect for the open house, that’s all.”

“Sure, we can do perfect. We’ll get right on that, boss,” 
Garrett said, straight-faced.

Maggie laughed. “So maybe I’m obsessing a little.”
“Everything will be fine,” Bev assured her. “Great timing, 

too. Who wouldn’t want to be part of  the ‘Treasures of  the 
Ozarks’ fun? Pretty clever idea.”

SUSAN HOLMES
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“With the Chamber of  Commerce and the Merchants 
League kicking in money for our open house as part of  that 
advertising campaign, I’d be foolish to say no,” Maggie said, 
thinking about the precarious state of  her bank account. “Now 
if  I could just hire more staff, we’d be in good shape. I’m so 
desperate, I’d even welcome Doreen back.”

“Why don’t you try that new employment agency in Rogers? 
Maybe they’ll have better luck finding somebody who’s willing 
to drive out from town.”

“Hey, my brother’s got some time. He’s taking a summer 
class at the community college, but if  you can be flexible about 
his hours, he could probably help out,” Garrett suggested. He 
refilled his coffee cup and stood. “I have to go exercise the 
boarders.”

“Jake’s supposed to handle that chore,” Maggie objected. 
“Where is he?”

Garrett shrugged. “Anybody’s guess.”
“I heard he’s digging for some relic hunters in the caverns 

around Rocky Branch,” Bev offered.
Jake Turner had been employed at the kennel in various ca-

pacities for years, ever since Maggie’s grandfather had owned 
Waterside. After her grandfather’s death, Jake had stayed on as 
a caretaker when Maggie’s father accepted a partnership in a 
veterinary practice in Florida and moved the remaining family 
to Tampa.

When she’d inherited Waterside from her grandmother, 
Maggie couldn’t afford to keep Jake on in his former role, but 
she had been reluctant to dismiss him outright. Once the ken-
nel reopened she’d offered him part-time work, worried the 
rigors of  the job might be too much for a graying man whose 
leanness bordered on frail. Now, imagining Jake climbing rocks 
and clambering around caves, she realized he must be stronger 
than he looked.

“Well, I hope he strikes it rich, because he won’t stay on my 
payroll if  he doesn’t show up soon,” Maggie said tartly. “Okay, 

DEADLY TIES
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hiring just went to priority one. I’ll call the agency in Rogers 
and see what they can offer. Garrett, if  you think your brother 
would be a good addition to the team, I’d like to meet him.”

“I’ll bring him by this weekend.”

Tuesday began wiTh a short rush as customers dropped off  
pets for boarding or grooming. Garrett handled the boarders 
while Bev greeted the grooming clients, many of  whom had 
followed her from her previous job at Paradise Pets. Maggie 
filled in wherever she was needed, grateful she didn’t have to fit 
any pick-ups into the schedule. Even though the offer of  pick-
up and delivery had generated much-needed revenue, she was 
still learning her way around, and Garrett’s father, the Hogan 
County sheriff, had warned her about relying on GPS.

“Our Search and Rescue teams spend a lot of  time finding 
tourists who think choosing ‘shortest route’ will get them where 
they want to go,” Lucas Johnson had told her. “Unfortunately, 
the shortest route around here can send you down a logging 
road, up a mountainside, and into places where cell phone ser-
vice is spotty at best.” He’d handed her a map of  the county. 
“Get a compass,” he advised, “and keep it with this map in your 
vehicle. I don’t want to have to send Search and Rescue after 
you.”

Grateful she wasn’t driving miles this morning, Maggie en-
joyed her time helping customers. Once the rush subsided, she 
filed client records, prepared billing statements, and updated 
the kennel’s expense ledger. She answered emails and reviewed 
online reservations requests before checking for phone mes-
sages. In addition to the typical mix of  customers, suppliers, 
and telemarketers, there were a few hang-ups and one heavy 
breather. She shrugged. Wrong number, maybe, or just your 
garden-variety jerk.

She took a break to play with her own dogs before turn-
ing them loose in the grassy meadow serving as the boarders’ 
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exercise area. Hickory, oak, and mountain cedars provided wel-
come shade and a cool place to retreat as the day warmed. Her 
Labrador Retriever, Sam, bounded happily about, no doubt on 
the trail of  the rabbits and other wildlife that crossed the mead-
ow when the dogs were in their runs. Sweet Pea, her elderly 
Cocker Spaniel,  dozed off  while Mr. B, the Beagle Maggie had 
recently adopted, settled quietly beneath a cedar, showing little 
interest in his surroundings.

Leaving the dogs in the exercise area, Maggie returned to her 
chores. By early afternoon, she’d filed much of  the paperwork 
and updated the computer entries. After a quick sandwich at 
the house, she was ready to get back to work. She was wrestling 
with the dead bolt key in the front door lock when she heard a 
vehicle approaching, moving slowly up the steep hill and twist-
ing lane that led past her house to the kennel and continued 
eastward. Recognizing the veterinarian’s truck, she waved.

By the time Maggie reached the kennel, the vet was already 
working. Angus Sheppard was a meat-and-potato-sized man, 
with a waistline that suggested a preference for his own home-
brewed beer. He enjoyed creating exotic brews, but his latest ex-
periment—apricot beer—had been a disappointment. “Tasted 
like shampoo,” he admitted ruefully when she asked.

After a thorough exam of  the stray, he declared, “Nothing a 
month of  decent food won’t fix. Anybody else you want me to 
check out while I’m here?”

With his Ford F-250 four-wheel drive pick-up truck packed 
full of  veterinary equipment and supplies, he was the only vet 
Maggie knew who made house calls. Maggie found it hard to 
believe the man was her father’s age. The difference, she de-
cided, was attitude. Unlike her father, Angus Sheppard was a 
perpetual optimist. 

Angus patted the stray, packed away his gear, and stretched 
to his full six feet. “I keep meaning to tell you, I like the way you 
worked around the old barn. Gave me some ideas for renovat-
ing my own place.”
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“I’m glad. Want to walk through and see the modular pens 
we installed? They cost more than traditional versions but you 
get more flexibility to manage your space.”

“Lead the way.”
It had been a challenge to find an architect and a general 

contractor who understood her vision for the kennel, and who 
could be trusted to stay on schedule while Maggie remained 
in Florida settling her grandmother’s estate. The first architect 
she’d interviewed had dismissed her renovation ideas, agreeing 
only with the decision to gut the building. When she’d finally 
found the right team, she kept in regular contact by phone, 
email, and video chats. As the work progressed, she shuttled 
back and forth between Tampa and Eagle Cove to watch over 
the work with equal parts anxiety and anticipation.

Knowing that boarding can be a stressful experience, Maggie 
had designed a facility intended to pamper both owners and 
their pets. Anticipating that customers might enjoy a place to 
relax and visit with other pet owners, she’d added a customer 
lounge, installing comfortable sofas and armchairs in front of  
wide windows that framed a stunning view of  Beaver Lake and 
the bald eagles nesting there. One wall held an oak sideboard, 
well-stocked with packaged snacks, hot beverages, and copies 
of  the Pet Owners’ Bill of  Rights A refrigerator to one side 
held soft drinks and water. An old map of  Hogan County hung 
above the sideboard.

On the low counter separating the office and lounge, Maggie 
had placed treats and toys to smooth pets’ entry into the ken-
nel. Hanging above the counter were the boarding kennel’s ac-
creditation certificate and the industry’s code of  ethics. Other 
documents attested to Maggie’s certification as a professional 
dog trainer specializing in obedience, utility, and agility work. 
She was also certified as a handler and trainer in tracking and 
retriever work.

Another wall featured framed photographs, articles, and 
awards that chronicled the career of  Maggie’s grandfather, who 
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trained champion retrievers in field work for thirty-one years. 
Maggie had grown up hearing stories about him from Gran, 
who had taken many of  the photographs while accompanying 
her husband to the annual retriever championship trials.

The kennel Maggie vaguely remembered from childhood 
was up there, too, captured in grainy black and white. Only the 
outer walls of  that structure remained. In addition to the office 
and customer lounge, she’d built grooming rooms, a compact 
kitchen, storage rooms, and a cattery. The rest of  the interior 
was dedicated to training space and dog runs, with a small space 
for the on-site manager Maggie hoped to eventually hire.

As they walked along, a sleek black cat crossed the training 
arena, heading for the dog runs. “Is that a boarder?” Angus 
asked.

“No, that’s Momma Cat. She came with the house,” Maggie 
explained. “She has the run of  the place. She doesn’t have much 
use for people, but she likes being out here with the dogs.”

They followed the cat into the open arena used for training 
sessions and foul-weather exercise. Collars, leashes, retrieving 
dummies, tracking harnesses, and portable jumps were shelved 
along the east wall of  the arena. Another storage area held pan-
els for additional kennel runs.

Maggie had chosen modular units for the indoor-outdoor 
runs along the west and south side of  the barn. Doors at the end 
of  each row led to the fenced exercise area. They stepped out-
side where Garrett was surrounded by a dozen dogs, prompting 
Angus to ask, “Do you let them all out at once?”

“It depends. If  they’re sociable, and their owners approve, 
they can have joint play time. Otherwise, they don’t come out 
until the other dogs are back in their runs. And nobody’s ever 
out here alone, unsupervised. My own dogs spend a lot of  time 
here, too.” She paused and then added dryly, “Those Schnauzers 
you sent me didn’t pass the play test, by the way.”

Angus shuddered. “They’re a menace! Watch your ankles,” 
he said darkly. “They’ve bitten my entire staff.”
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“I’m not sure if  Edith Gruber’s Schnauzers are a blessing or 
a curse,” Maggie teased him. “But I am grateful. Without your 
help, I’d still be struggling to attract customers.”

“You have a first-class operation here. Your grandfather 
would be proud of  you.”

“I wish I remembered him.”
“Miles Raeburn was a hard man, but fair. And he was bril-

liant with dogs. Best I’ve ever seen.”
Maggie smiled. “Gran used to say he could turn any dog 

into a champion.”
“What do you think he would have said about this fellow?” 

Angus stopped in the shade of  a pin oak where Maggie’s Beagle 
sat quietly, watching the other dogs in the yard.

“I wish I knew. I don’t seem to be making much progress.”
Angus ran his hands expertly, gently, along the dog’s body. 

The Beagle sat patiently, unmoving except to lift a paw when 
prompted. The vet patted the dog gently. “Physically, he’s okay. 
But his other wounds are going to be a long time healing.”

The Beagle had been part of  a K-9 unit of  a federal agency, 
sniffing out drug smugglers. Retired from active duty after be-
ing seriously wounded in the ambush that had killed four offi-
cers, including his handler, and without a family willing to take 
him in, the Beagle’s future had been grim until Maggie adopted 
him.

Her decision had irritated her father. “He’s never been any-
body’s pet. You’re wasting your time.”

Now, as Maggie looked at the Beagle, she wondered if  he 
was right. “My father thinks Mr. B is a lost cause,” she confided.

“Look at it from the dog’s point of  view—he’s lost every-
thing he’s ever known. That can haunt you for a long time.”

“I know what you mean.” 
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By Friday morning, Maggie was relying on a steady infu-
sion of  caffeine to stay alert. What sleep she did manage 

was broken by a string of  haunting dreams that left her sweat-
soaked and awake long before dawn. Although she’d been 
plagued by nightmares as a child, they faded over the years but 
returned when she reopened Waterside. 

Well, they can just go away again, she thought crossly as she 
yanked on jeans and grabbed her work boots. She had a kennel 
to run and with more training sessions booked, she needed a 
clear head for the job. Better cut back on the coffee or switch 
to decaf  for a while, she decided.

The employment agency had yet to find anyone willing to 
take the job. “I had two lined up,” the counselor reported. “The 
first guy turned it down because you board cats—he’s allergic. 
The other one, very nice, would love to work out there, but he’s 
the only family member with a driver’s license, so he’s respon-
sible for driving everybody to work. Too bad you can’t hire the 
whole family—great work ethic.”

Jake appeared Tuesday afternoon and completed his chores 
but was gone again by the time Maggie went looking for him. 
Thank heavens Garrett’s younger brother Rob had accepted 
her offer of  part-time work, she thought. Starting next week, 
he could handle the morning pick-ups and deliveries.
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As she drove back to the kennel after her morning run, she 
conceded she needed to offer perks like a flexible schedule or 
better pay. She made a mental note to update her “now hiring” 
message on the Merchants League’s online job board.

Back at the kennel, she unloaded a young Dalmatian and 
two Yorkshire Terriers. Hearing the phone ring, Maggie hurried 
into the office and found Garrett’s father, Lucas Johnson, on 
the line. The tone of  his voice warned her this wasn’t a social 
call.

“What can I do for you, Sheriff ?”
“My boys were talking about your kennel last night, and 

Garrett told us about your receptionist who quit a while back. 
Mind telling me when you last saw her?”

Maggie wondered what Doreen had done to draw the sher-
iff ’s attention. “About six weeks ago.”

“And she hasn’t been in contact with you since then?”
“No. But unless you tell me she’s committed some awful 

crime and is sitting in your jail right now, I’m going to swallow 
my pride and give her a call, see if  she wants her job back.”

Lucas sighed. “Might be another reason you haven’t heard 
from her. I was going over ACIC reports—”

“ACIC?”
“Sorry, that’s the Arkansas Crime Information Center. It’s a 

statewide data system for law enforcement.”
“And you’re telling me this because …”
“Because Barton County had a Jane Doe turn up at the end 

of  March. She didn’t match anybody on their lists or mine, but 
I got to thinking about what Garret said. If  you haven’t seen or 
heard from her since then, it’s possible the body could be—”

Maggie sat down abruptly. “Wait. Just wait. Are you saying 
Doreen’s dead?”

“They’ll need a positive ID to be sure. The Barton County 
folks can fill you in on the details, assuming it is her.” When 
Maggie didn’t respond, he sighed. “I shouldn’t have dropped 
this on you. Never mind, I’ll get somebody else to do this.”
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Maggie forced herself  to breathe deeply. When she thought 
she could trust her voice, she said quietly, “It’s all right, Sheriff. 
Where and when do I need to go?”

sheriff dan Malone pushed a box of  tissues toward the 
young woman who sat across the desk from him. He hated this 
part of  the job. Sometimes he wished he’d listened to his father 
and gone into the roofing business.

The young woman before him was more controlled than 
most, though, considering what he’d asked her to view. She 
identified the body without fainting or even losing her break-
fast, although her few words had been spoken so softly he near-
ly missed them.

Now, as she accepted coffee and tissues with quiet thanks, 
he wondered what she was thinking. He cleared his throat. “I 
do appreciate how difficult this is for you, Miss Porter.”

“Call me Maggie, please. What happened to her?”
The sheriff  checked the file open on the desk in front of  

him. “Fishermen found the body near Lost Bridge back on 
the 23rd of  March. The autopsy ruled accidental drowning by 
exclusion.”

Maggie frowned. “How do you exclude a cause of  death?”
“A lot depends on the circumstances,” the sheriff  explained 

patiently. “Sometimes it’s what’s not present that helps the most. 
Drugs, skull fractures, bullets, stab wounds, the obvious things.” 
He glanced at the file. “Her blood alcohol was point oh-nine, 
and there was water in both lungs. Stomach, too.

“We see a lot of  boating and swimming accidents around 
here,” he continued. “Folks get to drinking, forget to wear their 
life vests. Doesn’t take much more than that and it’s death by 
stupidity, as one of  my deputies is fond of  saying.

“As to when it happened, well, factoring in the warmer-than-
usual spring weather and judging from the condition of  the 
body—skin, nails, blisters, et cetera, et cetera—all we can say 
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for sure is that she hadn’t been in the water very long. Maybe 
three days, no more than that.”

“She was at work during spring break, or at least part of  it.”
Sheriff  Malone flipped through his calendar and checked 

dates against the report. “That fits.”
“That’s when she died?”
“It’s possible.”
“And nobody knew who she was,” Maggie said softly.
“We checked at the time she was brought in, of  course. She 

didn’t match anyone listed on the missing persons bulletin in 
the region. We checked ACIC and submitted our own Jane Doe 
report. Beyond that, not much else we could do.” He shrugged. 
“We’re stretched pretty thin, what with four of  my deputies 
gone with their National Guard units.”

“I didn’t mean to sound critical.”
The sheriff  reached for the coffee pot and offered a refill. 

When she declined, he topped off  his own cup. “There are some 
points I’d like to clear up for the report.” When Maggie hesi-
tated he added, “Call it curiosity. My staff  say I’m detail-crazy.”

“What can I tell you?”
“There was a large faded bruise on her right thigh. Do you 

recall seeing that?”
“Maybe.” She shrugged apologetically. “Doreen was always 

bumping into things at the kennel. She bruised easily.”
The sheriff  checked off  an item on the report before him. 

“Okay. Would you happen to remember a lot of  smaller bruis-
es, above her ankles? These looked more recent.”

“I don’t remember anything like that, but I’ll ask my staff  if  
they noticed anything.”

“I appreciate that.” He added a short note to the report, 
then glanced up. “Did the Crowley girl have anything that be-
longs to you? I can make a note for the next of  kin.”

“Two keys—one for the office, another for the gates. I’d 
left messages asking her to return them. It doesn’t matter now, 
though. I had the locks changed.”
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“We didn’t find any keys.”
“She had a big key ring, with a purple unicorn on it.”
“I’ll check the evidence bag.” He strode out.
Minutes later, he returned with a brown paper bag. Cutting 

through the tape sealing the bag, the sheriff  emptied the con-
tents onto the desk. There wasn’t much: grubby sneakers, jeans,  
a long-sleeved shirt, and a denim jacket.

“No keys. No purse, no wallet, no driver’s license. That’s 
why she came in as the county’s Jane Doe number seven.”

“Oh,” Maggie said faintly.
“Hey, now.” He placed a steadying hand on Maggie’s shoul-

der as she swayed in her seat. “Deep breaths,” he advised. 
“That’s it, just relax. Take your time.”

Her hand trembled as she pointed to a locket protruding 
from the small front pocket of  the jeans.

The sheriff  picked it up carefully. “Fancy piece of  jewelry. 
Don’t think I’ve ever seen another like it.”

“There are two of  them, actually,” she whispered.
“The Crowley girl told you that?”
“No.” She slipped shaking hands beneath her shirt collar 

unfastened a delicate chain, and held up a locket. It was identi-
cal to the one he held. “They were made for Sarah McCullen 
and her daughter in 1820, and have been passed down through 
the women in my family ever since. I inherited this one from 
my grandmother.”

They stared at one another. “And our victim had the other,” 
the sheriff  said slowly. “She some kind of  kin to you?”

“No.”
“If  your grandmother had the locket you’re wearing, who 

was supposed to have this one?”
“My mother. Margaret Raeburn.”
“The artist? I didn’t realize—we have one of  her litho-

graphs. My wife loves her work.” When Maggie didn’t respond, 
he laid the locket on the desk and picked up his pen, shifting 
back to business.
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“So, your mother gave a family heirloom to somebody who 
worked in your kennel. Is that typical behavior for her?” When 
Maggie didn’t respond, the sheriff  persisted. “Why would she 
do something like that?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t talked to my mother in twenty 
years.”



Sheriff  Malone had clearly hoped for more information. 
That makes two of  us, thought Maggie wearily as she drove 

back to Eagle Cove in a tangle of  emotions.
The McCullen lockets had been in the family for nearly 

two hundred years, one generation’s gift to the next. Trust her 
mother to break the tradition, Maggie thought bitterly. But why 
give it to Doreen? 

Back at Waterside, Maggie filled Bev and Garrett in on the 
sad details of  her trip to Barton County and dutifully repeat-
ed Sheriff  Malone’s questions. “Did Doreen complain about 
falling down or anything like that, back around spring break? 
Apparently she had marks—bruises, he said—on her legs, 
around the ankles.”

Bev frowned. “I don’t remember anything like that.”
“She was always complaining about something,” Garrett 

said. “Unloading supplies, hauling training equipment, you 
name it. To be honest, I tuned her out most of  the time.”

Maggie hesitated, then pulled her locket from beneath her 
shirt. “Did you ever see Doreen wearing a locket like this?” 
When the other two shook their heads, she sighed. “Just one 
more thing I can’t explain.”

“It was an accident, wasn’t it?” Bev asked.
“That’s the official verdict, yes.”

3
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“You don’t sound convinced.”
“I can’t explain it, but I’m missing something important.”
“Well, stop worrying about it. Whatever it is, it’ll come back 

once you’ve had some time to rest,” Bev said kindly.
Garrett looked troubled. “We were talking about the kennel 

last night, and I told my family about how Doreen quit on you, 
right in the middle of  spring break when we were so busy. But 
she didn’t quit, did she?”

“It’s possible that’s about the time she drowned.”
“I suppose we’ll never know,” Bev murmured.
Maggie snapped her fingers. “Hang on.” Leaning over the 

computer, she logged into her online commercial bank ac-
count and scrolled through the entries. “Doreen said she didn’t 
have a bank account, so I didn’t use direct deposit for her pay.” 
She looked up. “And guess what? She never cashed her last 
paycheck.”

The others fell silent as they considered the implications of  
that. “I’ll pass this information along to the sheriff, just in case 
it might help,” she said, rubbing her temples. She could feel a 
headache building.

“Do you have an address for her family?” Bev asked.
“I checked her file; nobody listed. Doreen never mentioned 

family. Either she was alone or she didn’t want to claim any kin. 
Happens to the best of  us,” Maggie said quietly. But if  there 
is any family, Sheriff  Malone—and I suppose your dad, too, 
Garrett—will trace them.”

“Dad will find out.” Garrett shifted the conversation back 
to business. “I have some chores to finish. Oh, and I meant to 
tell you yesterday—we’re low on kibble. I called the feed store, 
and they can deliver this afternoon, save you another trip back 
into town. I asked them to send the usual order. Is that okay?”

“Best news I’ve heard all day.” 
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laTer, while unloading the week’s supplies from the whole-
saler’s delivery van, Maggie found herself  replaying the scene in 
Sheriff  Malone’s office. As she carried in a sack of  kibble, she 
exclaimed, “Her clothes!”

“Whose clothes?” Bev asked curiously.
“Doreen. She was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved shirt and 

a jacket. Remember how hot it was during spring break? Why 
was she wearing such heavy clothes?”

“Who knows? Maybe she’d gone on one of  those cave 
tours—it’s always cooler underground.”

“So how did she end up in the lake?”
Garrett took the bag of  kibble from Maggie and thrust it 

onto the shelf. “Most likely she went out in a boat.”
“If  she’d been out on the lake by herself  and fell overboard, 

where’s the boat?” Maggie’s uneasiness grew into a full-fledged 
knot of  anxiety. “And if  she wasn’t alone, who was she with? 
And why didn’t they report the accident?”

“Ask my dad,” Garrett suggested. “He gets the police and 
marine reports for the whole region.”

“Good idea.” Maggie hurried into the office and punched in 
the number of  the sheriff ’s office. When Lucas Johnson came 
on the line, she repeated her questions. “It just doesn’t make 
sense,” she concluded. “Why was she wearing those clothes?”

“Who knows? Maybe she hadn’t planned on swimming.” 
Lucas sighed, but his voice was gentle. “Dan Malone called me 
about the locket you saw. Is that what’s bothering you?”

Maggie slumped in the chair. “Nothing makes sense about 
this. Her clothes, the locket. It’s obvious now she knew my 
mother, but she never mentioned her, or the locket. I wear my 
own every day; she must have seen it.”

“If  it will make you feel better, ask your mother about it, 
but I don’t see a big mystery here. Those folks on the Barton 
County team are professionals. If  they say the death was an ac-
cident, that’s good enough for me.”
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Jake Turner showed up for work Saturday morning just as 
Maggie began morning chores at the kennel. He came on 

foot, as usual, appearing at the top of  the trail that led south-
east over the hills to Buck Mountain and Hawk Hollow. His 
chin was covered in gray stubble, his jeans and shirt dusty, his 
boots caked in dirt. He had an old backpack slung over his 
shoulder and carried a pickaxe with an ease that belied his frail 
appearance.

He made no effort to explain where he’d been for the better 
part of  the past week. He stood scowling at the ground while 
Maggie reminded him of  his responsibilities.

“I need to know I can count on you,” she said finally. “If  
you need to cut back on your hours, or if  the job’s getting to be 
too much—”

Jake jerked his head up. “No,” he said hoarsely.
Maggie sighed. “Start by getting the boarders out. Then you 

can hose down the runs.”
He was good with the dogs, she mused as he led the board-

ers out to the shady exercise yard moments later. Patient, too; 
she watched him hold the gate open for Mr. B, who plodded 
slowly up the path and into the yard. Leaving him to his work, 
she checked on her feline boarders before turning her attention 
to her household chores. 
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She cleaned out the spacious dog run behind the house and 
refilled the water buckets. She was amused to see Momma Cat 
stroll past her to join the dogs in the shade. Chuckling, Maggie 
latched the gate and went indoors.

Hiring a crew to handle all the house repairs would have 
been faster, but she’d already strained her personal budget with 
the plumbing and electrical work required to bring the house up 
to code. And money aside, she wanted to do the work herself, 
to put her own mark on the rambling place that had sheltered 
her family for generations.

When she wasn’t in the kennel, she worked on the house. 
One of  her first tasks had been to haul out the junk left behind 
by the last tenant and scrub away the grime that had accumu-
lated over the years. She’d picked up a book about basic home 
repairs at the hardware store and learned how to replace broken 
window panes and patch holes in the drywall. She chose warm, 
rich paint colors for the walls to compliment the original wood-
work. She ripped out the stained carpets and cracked linoleum, 
uncovering the original hardwood floors that gleamed like new 
after waxing. Returning her grandmother’s prized Persian car-
pet to its place in the living room, Maggie had added a sofa and 
deep armchairs she found at auction to the tables and lamps 
she’d brought with her from Tampa. Shelves built under the 
stairs housed some of  her grandmother’s favorite books as well 
as her own collection of  search-and-rescue, tracking, and train-
ing books.

A wide hallway led from the living room to the kitchen, a 
room that always reminded her of  her grandmother. Tall win-
dows flooded the space with light. Dominating one end of  
the kitchen was a fireplace with a fieldstone hearth. In front 
of  the fireplace were two rocking chairs and the large braided 
rug Gran’s mother had made when she’d been a new bride. An 
eight-foot-long trestle table stood on the far side of  the room, 
surrounded by an unmatched collection of  chairs. New appli-
ances, added after the wiring was updated, gleamed against the 
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warmth of  the old maple cabinets. A plank door in the far cor-
ner opened onto a steep flight of  stairs leading to the basement. 
Maggie had been down there just once since her return, when 
the electrician and plumber inspected the property. The place 
had always given her a bad feeling. She was glad they’d been 
engrossed in discussing code compliance so she didn’t have to 
explain her hasty retreat to the kitchen above.

She considered the work still needed around the house. The 
only rooms she’d tackled upstairs were her bedroom and the 
bath. No rush, she decided. She wasn’t expecting company.

Her work was interrupted by the repeated ringing of  the 
kennel phone, which was connected to both the office and 
the house. When Maggie answered, she heard nothing but 
heavy breathing. “Jerk,” she muttered after the fourth call, and 
switched the telephone to voice mail.

At lunchtime, she made a plate of  sandwiches and carried it 
with a jug of  iced tea over to the kennel. Jake was in the exercise 
yard with Mrs. Gruber’s Schnauzers for company. Watching 
him gulp down the food, she found herself  wondering about 
him. Local gossip had Jake living in an old cabin somewhere 
near Hawk Hollow and hiring out as a backwoods guide to any-
one interested in exploring the region and searching for Civil 
War relics. 

He’d probably found himself  on the wrong side of  the law 
at some point, judging from his reaction when he saw the sher-
iff ’s car in the parking lot one day. She also suspected a good 
portion of  whatever money he made went to whiskey instead 
of  food. As long as he was sober on the job, she didn’t care. 

“There’s more food in the staff  kitchen,” she said casually. 
“Help yourself  whenever you want.”

“Don’t need no charity,” he muttered. He swallowed the last 
of  the tea. “Gotta get back to work.”

“You’re welcome.” Picking up the empty plate, she headed 
back to the house, her mood lifting as she admired the neatly 
landscaped grounds around the kennel. Some might question 
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her decision to hire a landscape company for a business like 
hers—God knows her father would rail at the expense if  he 
knew—but Maggie was confident she’d made the right choice. 
Rural didn’t have to mean rough, and she’d included the ex-
pense in her renovation budget. She reminded herself  to send a 
note of  thanks when she paid the bill.
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Sylvia Bridger was a tall gray-haired woman with a wiry frame 
clad in jeans and a tee-shirt that showed off  lean muscles 

developed by years of  hard labor in her landscaping business. 
Stepping out of  her truck at Waterside Kennels Saturday af-
ternoon, she knocked dust from her boots and surveyed the 
grounds with an expert’s eye.

She’d taken a personal interest in this project when Maggie 
hired her company to landscape the kennel grounds, in part 
because her own property was just east of  the kennel. Her fam-
ily and the Raeburns had been the largest landowners in Eagle 
Cove since the Civil War, and the families had been close until 
the kennel closed and the property left to the haphazard care 
of  Jake Turner. It was good to see the place regaining its old 
beauty, she thought.

There was professional pride, too, in having her hard work 
and design skills appreciated. The publicity from a job like this 
could draw more customers to her garden center on the out-
skirts of  Eureka Springs. And in these lean economic times, she 
needed all the business she could get. She’d cut back on staff  
last year as profits dwindled. She put in increasingly long hours, 
hoping to generate more revenue—after all, she had a hefty 
mortgage, inventory to buy, payroll to meet, and taxes due. If  
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she could land a couple more jobs as big as this one, she just 
might hold on until the economy turned around.

Much depended on the local reaction to Waterside. Maggie 
had only recently opened the renovated kennel, and her loca-
tion had so far shielded her from intense scrutiny. Her return to 
Eagle Cove, however, had not gone unnoticed, reminding more 
than one person of  things best forgotten. Would they let the 
girl make a fresh start, see the place as something new and in-
nocent? Or would they rake up, yet again, the scandals and lies 
and ghosts that still lingered in all too many memories?

Sylvia genuinely liked the girl, and she was grateful for the 
work Maggie sent her way. She wanted to believe the girl’s un-
canny resemblance to her mother was no more than skin deep. 
Otherwise … well, she’d find out soon enough, she thought.

With an effort, Sylvia dragged her attention firmly back to 
the present as she saw Maggie climbing the sloping hill between 
the dock and the kennel, carrying a dripping collection of  re-
triever dummies. Her retriever trotted happily alongside. “Don’t 
you ever take a day off?” Sylvia called out.

“I was about to ask you the same thing. And if  you don’t 
count morning kennel chores, this is—technically—a day off  
for me. I’ve spent most of  my time working in the house. Oh, 
and I took some digital photographs for my insurance agent. He 
says he’s transferring everything from paper to the computer.”

“I did the same thing last week. My agent told me she’d need 
a photographic record or a video if  I ever file a catastrophic 
loss claim. A lesson from the Joplin tornado, I suppose, and the 
Colorado wildfires. Better safe than sorry.”

“Agreed. Let me put this equipment away, and we’ll go to the 
house for some iced tea.”

While she waited, Sylvia looked around her, evaluating the 
work in progress. The rocky hillside was being transformed 
into a symphony of  color. Beside the kennel stood a cluster of  
dogwood and redbud trees, new companions to the huge oaks 
and hickory giants that had graced these hills for generations. 
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Maggie’s grandmother had planted masses of  daffodils and 
irises decades ago. Their colors had brightened the early spring 
landscape and the warm weather had teased other flowering 
plants open early. Daylilies provided a bright orange splash 
against the green background of  holly that served as a natural 
fence on the eastern side of  the kennel. Trumpet vines were 
already twisting green leaves across a trellis at one corner, and 
drought-resistant grasses had been planted beside the split rail 
fence that edged the parking area. Window boxes, hanging pots, 
and large ceramic vases filled with a variety of  flowering plants 
added still more color to the landscape.

Maggie stepped out of  the office, locking the door carefully 
behind her. “This place looks better every day. I didn’t expect 
so much color so soon.”

Sylvia chuckled. “Weather in the Ozarks is notoriously un-
predictable. This time last year, I was wearing flannel shirts 
and running heaters in my greenhouses. This year we’re set for 
record-breaking heat. The lake’s dropped another eight feet in 
the last month. We need rain or the only color we’re going to 
see is dead brown.”

“The plants you chose seem to like this weather.”
“Make sure you keep watering anything in pots, and those 

young trees, too. Hard to say how long anything will survive in 
this drought.”

“Good thing my great-grandparents dug those water wells. 
I’d hate to imagine how high my bill would be if  I were on the 
county water system.”

“I’ll get my crew back out here in the next few days to check 
all the planting and fill the gaps in the edging. Then they’ll start 
clearing out that deadwood along the lane. Ice storms did some 
serious damage over the past couple of  years. You’d need an 
army to clear it all, but we’ll make a start before fire season 
hits. Oh, and I took some pictures of  the new sign we installed 
for you.” The old Waterside Kennels sign had long ago fallen 
into the weeds. “I supervised it myself  to make sure they did 
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the job right. I didn’t want them trampling the Echinacea and 
Rudbeckia beds.” 

At the younger woman’s blank look, Sylvia grinned. “That’s 
purple coneflower and black-eyed susan to you non-gardening 
types. You’ll get nice contrast in color, although they won’t 
bloom in time for your open house.” She studied Maggie’s face. 
“Something worrying you?” 

“If  you have some time, I could use a friendly ear.”
“Two of  them, at your service. Oh, almost forgot—I picked 

up your mail on my way in. It’s in my truck.”
They walked into the kitchen, where Sweet Pea was lying 

on a cushion beside the hearth. “Does that animal ever do any-
thing besides sleep?” 

“Not much. But if  napping were an Olympic sport, Sweet 
Pea could win a gold medal.”

Adding the mail she carried in to the stack already on the 
kitchen table, Sylvia listened in dismay as Maggie related her 
visit to the Barton County sheriff ’s office. “The only accident 
I’ve heard about recently was that drunk idiot who fell off  the 
dam. And surely a drowning would have made the local news.”

“I guess they’re waiting to notify her next of  kin.” Maggie 
frowned. “I did try to reach Doreen when she didn’t show up 
for work, but when she didn’t return my calls, I just assumed 
she didn’t want to work here anymore.”

“I probably would have thought the same thing. The girl 
bounced from job to job, you know. She even worked for me at 
the garden center last summer. I’m not sure why she wanted to 
in the first place, unless it was to hook up with the college boys 
I hire for seasonal help. She didn’t last long, anyway.”

“Why not?”
“Couldn’t stay focused on anything but gossip,” Sylvia said 

shortly. “And the stories she’d tell! You could never be sure 
what was truth and what wasn’t with that one.”

“Gran would have said Doreen liked minding other people’s 
business. She certainly seemed interested in mine—I caught her 
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poking around in the house one day, not long after I hired her. I 
kept the doors locked after that. Then I had to fuss at her when 
I found her playing around on the office computer.”

“How did she come to work here, anyway?”
“Dr. Sheppard mentioned she needed a job, and I was des-

perate for office staff. And my dogs liked her.”
Sylvia looked over at Sweet Pea, who’d gone back to sleep. 

“I’m not sure how much faith I’d put in Rip Van Winkle there. 
And that retriever of  yours loves everybody.”

“You just haven’t seen him riled up,” Maggie retorted. “He 
can be downright intimidating when he doesn’t like somebody.”

“I’ll take your word for it. But what on earth was Lucas 
Johnson thinking when he asked you to identify her body? 
Plenty of  us around here could have done that.”

“But I bet not many of  you would have identified this.” 
Tugging her locket from beneath her shirt, she held it out. 
“Look familiar?”

“Your grandmother’s locket, of  course. Leah always wore it, 
as I recall. What’s that have to do with Doreen?”

“She had the matching locket, the one that belongs to my 
mother. Sheriff  Malone showed it to me.”

“Are you absolutely certain? I mean, you’d just identified a 
body, for heaven’s sake. Isn’t it possible you simply saw a locket 
that just looks like Margaret’s?”

“The two lockets are identical,” Maggie said flatly. “I wear 
Gran’s every day. Doreen must have seen it, but she never said a 
word about having the matching locket. Why did she keep that 
a secret from me?”

“I don’t know.”
“Maybe that’s not the only secret she was keeping. Maybe 

she did know my mother, knew she wanted to come back here 
to Eagle Cove. Maybe that’s why Doreen wanted to work here, 
so she could be on the inside, tell my—”

“Stop right there,” Sylvia commanded. “God knows you 
have every right to be upset, but thinking Doreen was working 
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for Margaret, or that Margaret wants to come back to Waterside? 
No, that’s just … well, that’s just not possible.”

“Why not?” Maggie argued. “By rights, my mother should 
have inherited everything.”

“Your grandmother knew exactly what she was doing when 
she passed Waterside to you. If  Margaret really wanted this 
place, she would have found a way to get it a long time ago. 
She was good at getting anything she wanted,” Sylvia said tartly. 
“She’s made it plain she doesn’t want to be here. She didn’t even 
come back for her own mother’s funeral, for heaven’s sake.”

“But—”
“Look, I wasn’t going to mention this, but there was some-

thing in the Times yesterday. Seems Crystal Bridges museum—
you know, the one built with all that Wal-Mart money—wants 
Margaret’s work for their permanent collection. Which just 
goes to prove that your mother has bigger fish to fry than any-
thing we’ve got out here in these hills.”

Sylvia laughed softly, the sound diluting the tension that had 
gripped them just moments before. “Definitely bigger fish. And 
whatever price they pay, I bet it’s a heck of  a lot more money 
than she got way back when. I can remember when she made 
her first sale for a hundred dollars! A lake scene, on a canvas 
she’d picked up at a yard sale and painted over. Neither of  us 
could afford to buy new canvas or frames back then.”

Maggie was surprised. “I didn’t know you painted.”
“I could never compete with the likes of  her. No, I gave up 

that foolishness a long time ago. And all that’s best left in the 
past, where it belongs.” She shook her head. “Now,” she said 
briskly, “let’s talk about more pleasant things. Sounds like you 
have a full house over there.”

“Almost,” Maggie agreed, grateful for the change of  subject. 
“I think Dr. Sheppard sent every one of  his customers here. I 
just hope he doesn’t come to regret recommending Waterside.”

“Don’t worry about Angus. He’s downright fussy when it 
comes to sending his customers anywhere. That’s why he hasn’t 
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renovated his own place before—hasn’t been a kennel within 
fifty miles that met his standards. Not until you came along, 
anyhow.”

“I wanted to have a full staff  before the open house, but 
that doesn’t seem likely now. I’ve tried every temp agency in 
two counties. I reposted all the ads, and I’m going to ask the 
high school counselors if  they know any teenagers looking for 
a summer job.”

“Well, if  that doesn’t work out, Howard could lend a hand. 
Since the economy tanked there’s not much call for his custom 
cabinets around here. He does great work, but takes forever to 
get anything done. He still works with one or two local build-
ers, but mostly folks just go on down to the Home Depot in 
Harrison and buy ready-made. He hasn’t had a big order in 
months, and he’s flat-out bored. And when he gets bored, he 
gets stupid. He spends hours tinkering with the boat or wander-
ing around with that fancy metal detector he bought last year. 
Thinks he’s going to strike it rich any day now. A grown man, 
believing in treasure stories—absolutely ridiculous.”

Maggie grinned. “Lots of  retirees use metal detectors on the 
beach. Seems like fun. And you do hear stories about sunken 
treasure now and then.”

“Not a lot of  shipwrecks around here, in case that’s escaped 
your notice,” Sylvia said sarcastically. “But the doctor did say 
any exercise was good for his heart. If  he’s helping out at the 
kennel he won’t land himself  into trouble. I nearly had a heart 
attack myself  when he came home all busted up last week.”

“What happened?”
“Said he took a fall following some old map with a buddy 

of  his. He looked like he’d been in one heck of  a bar fight. Old 
fool’s going to kill himself  if  he carries on this way. So you’d be 
doing me a favor if  you just let him give you a hand around the 
kennel. And he always did love working with dogs.”

Seeing Maggie’s confusion, she explained. “You don’t re-
member? Howard was the kennel manager here for years. Of  
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course, you weren’t much more than a toddler then. You used 
to follow him around, just like the puppies. No children of  our 
own, of  course. I like to think he missed you more than any-
thing else when he lost his job.”

“You mean when we moved away?”
“No, it was before that. Howard and your grandfather had a 

falling out, a big one, and Miles decided to bring in a new man-
ager. He never did hire anybody else, though. Just tried to do it 
all himself  until his heart gave out.”

“What did they argue about?”
She shrugged. “Same old thing, I expect. It would have been 

about the dogs, because Miles had only two passions in life—
dogs and family.

“And all that was a long time ago, too.” Sylvia glanced at the 
clock, then at the unopened mail on the table. “Why don’t you 
get a start on that stack and I’ll fix some iced tea?”

Maggie sighed as she opened the top envelope. “More bills 
from the plumber, I suppose. Did I tell you? He claimed Sweet 
Pea tried to bite him when he installed the new water heater.”

Sylvia looked at the snoring spaniel and laughed. “Oh, right. 
Definitely one vicious canine.”

“Gran would have set that plumber straight …” Maggie’s 
voice faded as she stared at the page before her.

“Leah had a quick tongue. Just don’t let him bully you into 
paying more than the estimate without a darned good reason. 
Stand your ground, and you’ll be fine.”

“I think somebody is hoping otherwise.” Maggie handed the 
letter to Sylvia. Letters and words had been cut from magazines 
and roughly pasted into the shape of  a threat.

YOUR A DIRTY THEF
GO BACK HOME

OR
YOULL B SORRY
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“Nasty.”
“First crank calls, now this. Not exactly the Welcome Wagon, 

is it?”
“What kind of  crank calls?”
“Just somebody breathing into the line. Kids with nothing 

better to do, I expect.”
“Are you going to tell the sheriff ?”
Maggie crumpled the letter and tossed it into the trash can. 

“I’m not going to waste his time on a heavy breather and some 
cut-and-paste idiot who can’t spell. Now where’s that tea?”

Jack R. Cotner
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Maggie Porter returns to her childhood home in the Ozark Mountains 
determined to reopen the family dog business. From the start, though,  
she’s plagued by a string of woes that grow serious when the Waterside 
Kennels’ gossip-loving receptionist turns up dead.  

The verdict is accidental drowning. Maggie suspects something more 
sinister, however, when she discovers the dead girl had an heirloom 
locket belonging to Maggie’s mother, who left Eagle Cove twenty years 
ago. What possible connection could there be between a minimum-
wage worker and a wealthy, nationally recognized artist?   

The land around Eagle Cove has been owned by the same families for 
generations, and ties run deep in a place where grudges can linger for 
a lifetime. When Maggie starts asking questions she finds herself the 
target of anonymous threats and mysterious break-ins. And when a 
security crisis puts everything she loves at risk, she realizes somebody 
doesn’t want Waterside Kennels back in business.

As the region sizzles in record heat and drought, a “Treasures of the 
Ozarks” advertising campaign disrupts her quest for answers even as 
it breathes new life into old tales and brings out tourists and treasure 
hunters alike. With her loyal dogs at her side—a champion Labrador 
Retriever, an aging Cocker Spaniel, and a Beagle retired from federal 
service—Maggie must dig for the truth.  Along the way she learns that 
everyone has something to hide. 

And some secrets are worth killing for.
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