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   ***
 
   Dead Man’s Diamonds (A Piece of Cake Mystery)
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Catching a killer is a piece of cake... Or is it?
 
   When Mindy Mansfield moves back to her hometown of Santa Verona, and finds herself fighting crime with her best friend, she soon finds herself on the receiving end of anonymous threats, and even worse, unpleasant encounters with her high school nemesis and former paramours.
 
   Will Mindy unmask the killer before it’s too late? And will her annoying high-school nemesis manage to beat Mindy at her own game?
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The morning glittered with promise.
 
   Santa Verona was in spectacular form, and the California fall weather lived up to the tourists’ expectations. The temperature hovered in the eighties, and the sky was a cloudless, azure blue.
 
   Beth and I were a few miles inland, but I could almost smell the ocean from where we stood, almost hear the chattering of the gulls and the laughter of families hanging out on the beach.
 
   The arch that was the entrance to the Santa Verona Police Department loomed above us. Like most of the buildings there, the police department was constructed in the Spanish architectural style, replete with a white-stucco and red-tiled exterior. The Spanish theme continued inside, with blue mosaic doorway arches, yellow-tinged walls and potted palms scattered everywhere.
 
   “I don’t know why I have to be here,” Beth said as we headed towards the entrance. “You’re the one who solved the case.”
 
   Beth was my best friend in the whole wide world, and the case she was talking about wouldn’t have been solved without her help. Beth was two years younger than me, two inches shorter than me, and had an IQ about two hundred times greater than mine.
 
   Her hazelnut eyes were kind, and her deep auburn hair was chopped into an easy-to-maintain bob. She wore a smidge more makeup than usual, which was how I knew that, despite her protests, she’d been looking forward to our trip. Probably more than me; I was just here in the hopes of being able to pay some bills.
 
   I gave her a quick squeeze across the shoulders. “Don’t worry, he’ll be here soon. And you look great.”
 
   Beth scowled, but a pinkish glow began to spread across her features. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she growled, refusing to meet my eyes.
 
   “Of course,” I said. “C’mon. It’s showtime.”
 
   Tourists hovered outside the police department, hanging out on the lawn in front, taking photos and waiting for the start of one of the guided tours of the adjacent historic building. Beth and I ignored them, climbing the short flight of stairs to the entrance. I nervously tucked my freshly straightened dirty-blond hair behind my ears, smoothed out the front of my conservative black-and-blue dress and headed left to the reception desk. Michelle was manning it today—a no-nonsense African-American woman with short-cropped hair, a wide frame, and warm eyes.
 
   “Michelle!” I gave her a friendly smile and slid a house-sized Tupperware container across the wooden desk. “Look what Beth made.”
 
   She shook her head in response and pursed her lips, half-disapproving, half-expectant. “Nuh-uh. You know I can’t have these. I’m supposed to be on a diet.” But she lifted the lid anyway and peeked. “Mmm.”
 
   I knew that the box would be like catnip to the hovering cops, and Jason Rodriguez, a twenty-something-year-old officer with faux-stern eyes, was the first on the scene.
 
   “Aw, c’mon, Mishy,” he said, wrenching the box out of her hands. “You know you’re on a diet.”
 
   “Hey!” Michelle stood up, hands on hips. “I’m the one who decides if I’m on a diet or not!”
 
   “I’ll grab one for you,” I promised her as Beth and I tagged after Jason, who was making a beeline for the bullpen, the open-space work area where most of the detectives had their desks.
 
   In all fairness, Beth’s desserts are like manna from the heavens. Beth claims that the best thing about baking is the applied chemistry, the perfect combination of ingredients and heat. I think that the best thing about baking is its aftermath—the speedy devouring of whatever emerges from her magical oven.
 
   The Tupperware container had been opened by the time we caught up with Jason.
 
   “I have to save one for Michelle,” I said, reaching in and grabbing a cupcake before they were all gone.
 
   Cops from the surrounding desks swarmed the box, claiming their share before the cupcakes were all gone. I handed Michelle’s cupcake to Beth, who snuck off to hand it to the receptionist and returned a few seconds later.
 
   There was a chorus of thanks, mostly from mouths half-full of the red velvety goodness that Beth had concocted.
 
   “So, what’re you up to these days?”
 
   I turned to face the voice. It was Kylie, a slim brunette who’d recently joined the force.
 
   “This and that.” I shrugged. “You know, crime-solving, investigating, that kinda stuff.”
 
   “Santa Verona must be very different from Hollywood.” Kylie had finished her cupcake and was watching me and Beth carefully.
 
   “Yeah. But that’s a good thing. Hey, do you know if Chief Morgan’s busy right now?”
 
   Kylie glanced at the police chief’s office door, which was shut. “I’m not sure,” she said. “But I’m sure she’ll be happy to chat with you. Especially since you’ve solved quite a few cases since moving back to Santa Verona.”
 
   I murmured self-deprecatingly. “We’re always happy to help.”
 
   Kylie looked at me skeptically. “Plus, I guess the chief thinks it’ll be good publicity. You know, celebrity screenwriter assisting the force.”
 
   The room had suddenly fallen quiet, and I could feel dozens of ears listening in on our conversation. The Tupperware had been emptied of its contents, and the detectives lingered nearby, empty cupcake liners in hand.
 
   I gulped. “Well, I’m not really a celebrity.” At least, I hadn’t been one in Hollywood, where writers were among the lowest on the totem pole. My Hollywood life had been grueling rather than glamorous, but nobody in Santa Verona knew that.
 
   “You’re definitely famous here,” Kylie said evenly. “Helping out with crime and all that.”
 
   Beth and I shared a glance. Sure, I’d played up my celebrity status a bit when I’d returned to my hometown of Santa Verona, but that had been out of necessity rather than hubris.
 
   When I’d moved home, I hadn’t expected life in Santa Verona to be so expensive, but things had certainly changed in the decade since I’d left the small town. It had burgeoned into a popular tourist resort, and Hollywood celebrities were buying up houses along the beach. Strict zoning controls meant that rent had gone up—and I’d found myself struggling to subsist on the meager royalties that trickled in from my previous screenwriting work.
 
   So when my reputation as a “celebrity investigator” had spread, I’d fanned the flames a little by allowing the local paper to interview me. It couldn’t hurt, I decided, especially if local fame resulted in more paying clients. For some reason, the Santa Veronians thought that since I’d written about fictional crimes for a TV show, I’d be good at solving real-life ones.
 
   It had started off with finding missing pets, tailing a few cheating spouses, and looking into a few cases of insurance fraud. But then Beth and I had stumbled across a murder, which we’d wound up solving. Soon after, a wealthy client had hired us to look into a cold case that the SVPD hadn’t solved, and then we’d been asked to investigate a homicide that the SVPD had claimed was an accident. And then there was another case, and another—and before we knew it, our trips to the SVPD offices had become regular occurrences, and Beth and I were on a first-name basis with most of the detectives.
 
   Of course, the more cases Beth and I solved, the more incompetent the SVPD looked. So we tried to keep the cops happy with regular bribes of Beth’s baking, and I hoped that the vague promise Chief Morgan had made to hire us as SVPD consultants would materialize. I didn’t know how long the locals would keep believing that a TV crime show screenwriter knew enough to solve real-life crimes, and a regular paycheck from the SVPD would be nice.
 
   Before I could say anything more, the clatter of footsteps resounded in the hallway. The cops around us dispersed, leaving the empty plastic container for us to take home. Beth and I turned to see what all the commotion was, and three men came down to the bullpen, where we were standing.
 
   “Hi, Beth.” Detective Matt Alvarez smiled at her, his eyes softening like molten chocolate.
 
   Next to me, Beth’s body language changed, and though I wasn’t looking at her, I knew that Beth was smiling back at the detective. I was certain that Detective Alvarez was the only reason Beth had agreed to accompany me on my crime-solving escapades, and I was grateful for her sudden good taste. Previously, Beth had dated deadbeats and losers almost exclusively.
 
   I, on the other hand, locked eyes with Matt’s partner, Ethan Powell, and glared. A muscle twitched in my jaw, and annoyance flickered in Ethan’s jet-black eyes. Ethan was taller than Matt by a few inches, and once upon a time a million years ago, I’d found Ethan’s square-jawed, dark-haired looks attractive.
 
   Before Ethan could say anything, the man standing between the two detectives smiled at Beth. “Imagine running into you here,” he said slowly.
 
   Beth shifted from one leg to another, and I glanced at the man. His posture was relaxed, his hair a dirty-blond shade similar to mine. But while my hair fell to mid-back, his was shaved short on the sides, and spikey along the middle. His eyes were dark green, matching the t-shirt he wore. A tribal tattoo poked out from under his left sleeve, his shoulders were broad, and his voice deep and lazy.
 
   Beth stuttered nervously. “Um, yeah. Hi. It’s good to see you again.”
 
   I looked at Beth curiously, and she smiled hesitantly.
 
   “Mike used to be in my homeroom,” she explained. “And you guys know he was on the football team.”
 
   “Hmm.” Ethan looked at Beth speculatively. “So you two were good friends.”
 
   “Not really,” Beth said. “Mike was too popular to hang out with a nerd like me.”
 
   “Aw, hey,” Mike protested. “You know that’s not true.”
 
   “No, it is true,” Beth said. “Unless one of you jocks or cheerleaders needed help with your science homework.”
 
   I stifled a laugh. Being super-smart hadn’t helped Beth’s social life in high school, nor had it helped that she didn’t have a deceptive bone in her body. She said what she thought, and she hadn’t liked being used as a homework helper.
 
   I was about to ask him what he was doing in the police station, but before I could say anything, Mike said, “I’ve seen your photos in the press—you know, now that you two are helping to fight crime in Santa Verona. Aren’t you going to be hired as a police consultant?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ethan sardonically. “Because writing about crime gives you the same qualifications as someone who’s actually gone to the police academy.”
 
   “I know a lot about crime,” I said, crossing my arms. “I did tons of research for the show I worked on.” Plus, I was a good observer, and Beth was good at chatting with suspects.
 
   “We’ve solved lots of cases as private investigators,” Beth piped up loyally. “Mindy’s good at this.”
 
   Ethan rolled his eyes. “Mindy’s been lucky so far, that’s all. She isn’t even a registered PI. And if the chief hadn’t been looking for some publicity, she’d never have considered making you two consultants.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow. “Isn’t it terrible if an ex-screenwriter can solve a case that the cops can’t? Good to see your police academy training being so useful.”
 
   “It’s good to see your Hollywood training being so useful,” Ethan retorted. “Aren’t we all lucky you’re back here to bother us again?”
 
   “They have solved cases,” Matt reminded him. “They might be helpful to the department.”
 
   Ethan and I glared at each other silently.
 
   “Have they hired you officially yet?” Matt asked.
 
   I softened my gaze and smiled at him. “Not yet. We’re here to see the chief about that today.” Especially because the consultant role was supposed to come with a regular paycheck. I like to make people happy, and the landlord would be pretty happy if I could pay my rent on time.
 
   Ethan made a dismissive, low-throated noise. “Good luck with that. I’m sure the chief doesn’t actually intend to hire you. We don’t need a screenwriter tagging along.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “Beth and I wouldn’t be ‘tagging along.’ We’d be helpful. We’ve done a good job so far, and we’d probably find out more than you.”
 
   Ethan’s mouth set in a grim line, his eyes unsmiling.
 
   “Even if they did get hired,” Matt reminded him, “they’d probably be assigned to a different team. Or maybe not.” He looked at Beth again and smiled.
 
   “Hey, since you two are going to be consultants,” Mike said, “maybe you can convince these guys that I’m innocent.”
 
   My attention focused on him instantly, and I remembered my previous curiosity as to what he was doing in the station. “What do you mean, innocent?”
 
   “This is police business,” Ethan said brusquely.
 
   Mike ignored him and said, “They think I killed my uncle, Timothy Broker.”
 
   I felt my eyebrows slide upwards, and Beth said, “You mean, Grumpy McGrumperson? No offense.”
 
   “None taken,” said Mike. “He really was a grumpy old man.”
 
   “And now he’s dead?”
 
   Ethan’s eyes darted behind me, and he said, “We should get going.”
 
   “But perhaps we can help,” I said hopefully. Working with Ethan would be a pain in the keister, but an SVPD-stamped paycheck would make up for that. “Maybe you guys overlooked something.”
 
   “Indeed,” said a steely voice from behind me. “And what makes you think that?”
 
   I swiveled around and looked into Chief Christina Morgan’s intense gaze. Chief Morgan was Santa Verona’s first African-American police chief, and only the second woman to hold the title. She was a good few inches taller than me and as slim as any Hollywood starlet. Her black hair was relaxed straight and cut into a short, no-nonsense bob that fell just above her shoulders, and she wore the same gray pantsuits to work every day. She wasn’t a woman who messed around, and her ruthless efficiency and loyalty to her officers had made her one of Santa Verona’s most respected police chiefs.
 
   “I don’t know all the details,” I admitted. “But Chief, you know Beth and I are good at uncovering things.”
 
   “They’ve been lucky so far, Chief,” said Ethan from behind me. “And with all due respect, I don’t think they’re right for the force.”
 
   “Times are changing,” Chief Morgan said slowly. “Criminals are getting smarter, and we need to take risks if we’re going to keep up with crime.”
 
   “Well, Beth here is good friends with the suspect,” Ethan said, a smug lilt to his voice. “They’re personally involved in the case.”
 
   “I’m not good friends,” Beth protested. “Mike and I were in homeroom together, that’s it.”
 
   Chief Morgan looked from Ethan to Beth, and then back at me.
 
   “It’s true, they weren’t good friends,” I said. “And you know we can help out on this case.”
 
   From behind me, Ethan said, “Can we really risk the department’s reputation like this, Chief?”
 
   Chief Morgan gave me a regretful look. “I’m afraid Detective Macaulay’s right. If we’re going to hire you two as consultants, we can’t have the very first case be controversial, especially if you’ve fraternized with suspects.”
 
   “It’s a small town, Chief,” I said. “Ethan, Beth and I all went to high school together. Which means Ethan knows Mike personally, too.”
 
   “I was two years above him, in the same year as Mindy,” Ethan said. He left out the bit about having been my high school sweetheart. “Mike and I were definitely not friends.”
 
   The chief nodded curtly. “I’m afraid Macaulay’s right about this. The SVPD hopes to hire you two as consultants in the future—but not this time. This case isn’t for you.”
 
   She walked off, and behind me, I could feel Ethan smirking with satisfaction.
 
   “See you around, Beth,” Matt said.
 
   Beth murmured her goodbyes, but I didn’t turn around. I couldn’t face Ethan’s smug grin, and I waited until the three men walked off and their footsteps had died away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Beth and I gave our statements about the Rodriguez case and headed out to the expansive lawn in front of the building, where we joined dozens of picnicking tourists. The lawn extended outwards like a football field, with the historic police station surrounding us on three sides.
 
   Beth and I half-lay on the grass and munched on the sandwiches we’d purchased at the station cafeteria.
 
   “Are you sure this’ll work?” Beth asked between bites.
 
   I shrugged. “I’d like to pay this month’s rent, and if Mike can help me do that, then we can take a risk on it. How well did you know Mike?”
 
   “Not at all,” Beth said. “I was telling the truth when I said he was too cool for me.” Her gaze drifted off. “He was such a dreamy quarterback. I always thought he’d grow up to be famous. He was so good-looking, and everyone had a crush on him.”
 
   “Including you.”
 
   Beth looked at me and frowned. “Why do you say it like that?”
 
   I smiled, and tried to be gentle. “Honey, you haven’t always been the best judge of character.”
 
   “I know, I know. But like I said—I didn’t even know Mike. He seemed like a nice guy.”
 
   “Because he was a popular quarterback?”
 
   “Maybe. Anyway, he was dating that airheaded cheerleader Veronica, until he found out she was cheating on him in sophomore year.”
 
   “And then, six months later, you left for college.”
 
   “Exactly.” Beth’s massive brain and incredible SAT scores meant she had gone off to college before the rest of her class. Of course, she’d dropped out of college after two years, just like I had. But while I’d headed off to Hollywood on a shoestring and a dream, Beth had worked for various well-remunerating biochemistry labs, and then come back to Santa Verona to “take a break” from the rat race. Which, for her, meant creating her own race—these days she ran her own online baked goods catering service, “A Piece of Cake,” and monitored her various stock market investments. “I never quite caught up with the high school crowd when I came back.”
 
   “Except me.”
 
   “Except you. The kids were horrible back then.”
 
   “We were an insecure bunch. And if you’d been popular, the two of us would never have become best friends.”
 
   “That’s true.” Beth sounded thoughtful as she munched on her tuna-rye. “How long are we gonna wait here?”
 
   “Until Mike’s lawyer bonds him out. Why?” I teased. “Got somewhere better to be?”
 
   Beth groaned. “I promised to deliver a chocolate mud cake to a client by eleven tonight. It’s her husband’s birthday and she wants to surprise him.”
 
   “Hmm.” This was serious business. “And you’ll bake two of these cakes, of course? Because we need one for taste-testing purposes.”
 
   “Of course. You know the drill.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “We’ve been waiting ages. Mike’s lawyer better hurry up. I don’t want to miss out on the chocolate mud cake—I mean, I don’t want your client to miss out.”
 
   Beth rolled her eyes skywards. “Weren’t you complaining that your jeans felt tighter the other day?”
 
   “Only because I don’t spend three hours at the gym.” Those kinds of fitness levels were de rigueur in Hollywood, yet another reason why I never quite fit in over there. That and the constant diet of soups and salads.
 
   “Well, maybe you could run along the beach in the morning,” Beth suggested. “It’s what I do. We can go together.”
 
   I murmured noncommittally, not particularly keen on the idea. “Tell me more about Mike. Are you sure he couldn’t have killed Grumpy McGrumperson?”
 
   Beth shook her head. “Grumpy knew lots of people who were mad at him. It was probably one of them. And Mike sounded innocent enough—why would he ask us to look into this if he’d really killed Grumpy himself? And he looked really relaxed, too. Really good.”
 
   Beth’s voice was drifting off, and I eyed her suspiciously. “You just want to spend some time with Mike, don’t you?”
 
   Beth shrugged. “It would be nice to see what he’s been up to. It’s been a while since I moved back to Santa Verona, and I’ve been so busy with my online bakery and my investments I haven’t had time to catch up with old friends.”
 
   “I thought you said Mike wasn’t a friend.”
 
   “He’s not,” Beth said, sounding defensive. “I mean, he’s never been a friend.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon now,” said a familiar drawl from behind us. “We can always change that.”
 
   Beth and I sat up straighter and swiveled around.
 
   “Mike!” I exclaimed. “We didn’t see you come out.” Beth and I had been so engrossed in our food and conversation that my potential meal ticket had almost wandered off.
 
   I glanced at the tall gray-haired man standing beside Mike. He was dressed in a dark suit and carried a leather attaché case.
 
   “This is my lawyer, Leo,” Mike said. “He got me all bonded out.”
 
   Beth and I stood up slowly, making sure our legs hadn’t gone to sleep and brushing grass off our behinds. Introductions were made all around, and Mike said, “How lucky am I, running into Santa Verona’s celebrity investigator like this? And Beth—I haven’t seen you for so long. You look great. Just like you did in high school.”
 
   My eyes narrowed involuntarily. Mike was far too slick for his own good, and beside me, Beth stammered. Chitchat had never been her forte, but she managed to stutter, “Th-thanks. You look great, too.”
 
   Mike smiled broadly, as though he knew that for a fact already. “Thanks. What’re you guys up to?” He glanced around at all the tourists lying on the grass and the half-eaten sandwiches in our hands. “Great day for a picnic.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Since we’re here anyway. How’d it go at the station?”
 
   Leo gave Mike a warning glance, but the ex-quarterback chose to ignore it. “Not great, you know. They think I did it. But I didn’t.”
 
   “Do you have proof of that?”
 
   “It was nice to meet you all, but it’s time to get going, Mike,” Leo said, trying to maintain a veneer of politeness. “You can’t talk about this.”
 
   “Hang on,” said Mike. “Mindy here’s a PI.”
 
   Leo looked at me questioningly, and I shrugged. “I’ve solved a few homicides,” I said, evading the question of whether or not I was registered.
 
   “And maybe they can help me.” Mike flashed Beth a dazzling smile. “Seeing as we had homeroom together.”
 
   Irritation bubbled up inside me, threatening to spill over. I was protective of Beth, and Mike was probably using her the way the high schoolers used to, trying to get her to do their homework. It would be nice to pay my bills on time, but not at the cost of pushing Beth into an emotional alphabet soup.
 
   “We don’t—”
 
   “Of course,” Beth interrupted me before I could say anything else. “We’d love to hear your story.”
 
   Leo and I exchanged a dubious look, and then the lawyer said, “You’d need to sign nondisclosure agreements, of course. And I’m not sure that everything you’ll find out could be used in court.”
 
   “The NDA isn’t a problem,” Beth said smoothly.
 
   “And, hey, we can trust them.” Mike continued with his charming façade. “Beth and I share a history, and now we can catch up on the present.” He winked at her insalubriously. “Of course, it would’ve been nice to have met when things were going better.”
 
   “Well, you had a chance,” I muttered, half under my breath. “Beth’s been back in Santa Verona for over a year now.”
 
   Mike looked at her with wide eyes. “Really? I thought you came back four months ago?”
 
   The guy wasn’t impressing me with his faux charm, but it certainly seemed to work on Beth, who shook her head no. “That’s Mindy. I’ve been back since…well, it’s actually almost two years now. I run an online bakery—A Piece of Cake. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”
 
   Mike shook his head. “Not really. But we can definitely catch up on everything now. Let’s head back to my apartment.”
 
   I pressed my lips together till they formed a thin, straight line.
 
   This was what I’d been hoping for, to get hired by Mike to help clear his name. But I didn’t like the turn of events. Mike wasn’t what I’d been expecting, and I wasn’t sure where this case would lead.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Leo insisted on accompanying us to Mike’s apartment, and I couldn’t say I blamed him. He was doing what any lawyer worth his salt would do, and it wasn’t entirely his fault that death rays of disapproval kept escaping his eyes.
 
   We drove over to Mike’s apartment, which was a couple of miles north of the city center, on a street bordered with ugly, boxy apartment buildings and older, dilapidated houses. Mike’s street, like every street in the city, had wide, grassy strips between the sidewalk and the road, lined with palms and big green deciduous trees.
 
   Once the four of us were inside, Leo whipped out some NDA contracts, which Beth and I signed.
 
   “Good luck with your investigation,” Leo said, glancing at the three of us critically before heading out to his next appointment.
 
   He didn’t sound particularly enthusiastic, and I wondered if he was cynical enough to believe that his client was a murderer.
 
   Mike’s studio apartment was cramped, with a sofa bed and two chairs arranged around a wall-hung plasma TV. A low coffee table did double duty as a dining table, and was covered with empty pizza boxes, which Mike hurried to move to the kitchenette on the other side of the room. The kitchenette stovetop and sink looked clean and hardly used. A door led off to the bathroom, and a large window over the kitchen sink let natural light flood in from the courtyard.
 
   Mike’s place looked like the quintessential bachelor pad, other than a small birdcage in one corner. A solitary green bird sat in the cage, watching us quietly.
 
   “Cozy,” I remarked, trying to be polite.
 
   Mike shrugged. “It’s just me now, so it’s been enough.”
 
   “Lived here a while?” I couldn’t help but wonder if his high school fame lived on, and if it helped him bring girls over to the place regularly.
 
   “A year now,” Mike said. Beth and I crowded onto the sofa bed, and Mike sat on one of the chairs. “I shared a place with three guys before this. Sure is a change from being married.”
 
   “You’re married?” Beth sounded shocked.
 
   Mike shook his head. “No, divorced.” A flicker of sadness washed over his handsome face for a second, and then he shook it off. “What’s meant to be, right?” He smiled and gave Beth a raised eyebrow, but his attempt at flirting felt forced and awkward.
 
   “Why’d you get divorced?” I asked, not bothering with social niceties. The man wanted to hire us to investigate a murder he might’ve committed. If he could flirt with Beth outrageously, I could be as forthright as I needed.
 
   Mike looked at me and gulped. “She was always complaining about me not doing enough around the house, not being an adult. She got a sommelier’s degree and moved out to Palo Alto with my daughter.”
 
   “You have a daughter?” Beth eyed at him warily. I could read her mind—she wasn’t thinking about having kids for a long, long time.
 
   “She’s three now,” said Mike. “I see her on holidays.”
 
   Beth said, “You must miss her.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “A bit. But it’s not like I can leave my life here and move to Palo Alto.”
 
   I said, “What do you do?”
 
   “I’m a barista. I’ve been working at my uncle’s café for the last few months, after I got laid off.”
 
   Clearly he couldn’t uproot his wonderful career to move to a different city. I wondered if it was too late to back out of working for Mike. “Do you know about our fee schedule?” I asked. “Beth and I don’t work for cheap.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “I guess I’m just going to have to find the money and try to exonerate myself. What’s the schedule?”
 
   I explained the costs to him, expecting him to back out, but he just listened carefully and nodded.
 
   “That’s fine,” he said at the end of it all. “As long as you also take Pixie with you.”
 
   “Who’s Pixie?”
 
   He pointed to the green bird, sitting in its cage. “She’s really good. And you can give her away if you don’t want to keep her.”
 
   I felt annoyance bristling up the back of my spine. “Why don’t you give her away?”
 
   “I don’t know how to,” he said. “And I don’t have time.”
 
   What he meant was, he was too wimpy to bite the bullet, post ads, and screen applicants. I said, “Because you’re so busy.” What with being currently unemployed and all.
 
   “Exactly. She comes with the cage, and there’s food as well. Here, I’ll take her out for you.”
 
   I wasn’t so sure about this. Pixie let Mike open the door and stepped onto his hand calmly.
 
   “She’s a Hahn’s macaw,” Mike went on. “They’re really smart. Really loyal.”
 
   “Then why don’t you keep her?”
 
   I watched Pixie out of the corner of my eye, and suddenly she flew onto my arm. I flinched, surprised. Pixie’s claws were pointy, and she walked slowly down my arm, licking my skin with her funny, sausage-shaped tongue. The sensation made me laugh, and I stroked her tiny head with two fingers. She was about two-thirds as long as my arm, and her head was half as long as my forefinger. Pixie tilted her head to one side and laid it against my arm.
 
   “See?” said Mike. “She likes you already.”
 
   I frowned, feeling like I was being played for a sucker. Pixie had closed her eyes, her tiny white eyelids squeezed together with joy as I stroked her head.
 
   “I don’t have time for pets,” I said. Beth coughed pointedly, so I glanced up at her. “What? I’m always out working.”
 
   “Then give her away,” said Mike drily. “You could probably even sell her for a hundred bucks on Craigslist.”
 
   I shuddered. “You mean, sell her to some pervert who probably wants to kill her?” I looked down at the tiny creature again. If I left her with Mike, he’d probably just dump her on a curb, cage and all. That seemed to be about his level of responsibility. “How do you put her back in her cage?”
 
   “Here.” Mike picked her up again and showed me how he placed her back in the cage. “She’s really well-trained. Comes out on command, and goes back in again. She’s happy to hang out on her play stand, too.”
 
   I sighed. I had just enough room in my one-bedroom place to keep her.
 
   “C’mon, Mindy,” said Beth. “You were just saying the other day how lucky I am to have Molly.”
 
   Molly was Beth’s three-year-old tabby, and I wished I could take back that statement.
 
   “Step up,” said Pixie from her cage. “Hellohello. Step up. Stepup.”
 
   Pixie had a baby girl’s voice, and she was eying me beseechingly. It was obvious that she’d already discovered I was an easy-to-manipulate loser.
 
   “She wants to come out again,” Mike said, looking at me. “She likes hanging out with you.”
 
   I groaned. What could I do? Mike took her out again, and once again, Pixie flew over to my arm. I scratched her tiny green head gently. I’d fallen for her birdbrained trap, and now she was mine. Or I was hers. Whichever way it worked with these birdy relationships.
 
   “Fine,” I said. “I’ll take her.”
 
   Mike wasted no time in signing our contract, and then Beth said, “Tell us about Grump—I mean, Timothy Broker. What was going on? Why’d they arrest you?”
 
   Mike took a deep breath. “After I lost my job at Starbucks, Uncle Tim hired me to work at his café. He wasn’t paying me very well. He didn’t pay any of his staff very well, actually, and he was the world’s worst boss. Always yelling at me, telling me off for no good reason.”
 
   “Wow,” I said drily. “You’re making a great case for being innocent.”
 
   “No, no.” Mike shook his head rapidly. “You’re getting it all wrong. Sure, I didn’t get along with Uncle Tim, but nobody did. Not even his wife.”
 
   “Then why’d the cops arrest you?”
 
   Mike shrugged. “Because it was easy? Uncle Tim willed the café over to me, which was a huge surprise.”
 
   “Hmm. But that can’t be enough reason.” Mike stayed suspiciously silent, so I prodded a bit more. “What else happened between you and Tim?”
 
   “Well,” said Mike hesitantly. “The day he was killed, we had a big fight. Uncle Tim said that he should just fire me, and leave me to my own devices. I said that it must be great being him, owning a popular café and all.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound so bad.”
 
   “I said, ‘Too bad you can’t take the café with you when you’re dead.’”
 
   “Ouch.” I winced, and Mike had the graciousness to look sheepish. “How many people heard you say that?”
 
   “About half the people in the place.”
 
   “Great. So now it sounds like you know he was going to leave you the place, and you didn’t want him to stay alive for long. Good going.”
 
   “Hey,” said Mike. “If I wasn’t in trouble, I wouldn’t have hired you guys.”
 
   I sighed and looked at Beth. She was eyeing Mike warily, as though she wasn’t sure what she’d ever seen in him in the first place.
 
   Beth said, “How’d he die?”
 
   “There’s security footage, hang on.” Mike found a laptop, fired it up, and copied something over to a flash drive, which he handed over to Beth. “It’s all on there.”
 
   I stopped giving Pixie scratches and looked at Mike carefully. Pixie yelped and poked the top of her beak against my fingers. “Sorry,” I said to her, scratching her head again. “I won’t slack off again.”
 
   I turned to Mike and said, “Why don’t you tell us exactly what happened?”
 
   “Well, Pixie used to stay in the café. Uncle Tim had her for a month—she’s four months old now. Anyway, he used to take her home after closing shop, but one night he left her behind by mistake, so he drove back to pick her up. He got there around ten, when all the nearby shops had closed up. Except, someone else had walked into the café just before him.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Some guy in a ski mask. Anyway, the security cam just shows the entrance. So you see the masked guy walk in, then Uncle Tim. Then the masked guy runs off.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “They found Uncle Tim lying on the floor between two café tables. Hit on the head with something heavy. The masked guy was carrying a sledgehammer.”
 
   “That’s odd,” I said. “Sounds like a burglary gone wrong.”
 
   “Yeah, well, we never kept much cash in the till. And you don’t need a sledgehammer to open it. The cops found a few broken chairs near Uncle Tim’s body, so the masked man had probably started vandalizing the place.”
 
   “Hmm.” Pixie looked up, clearly tired of my scratches, and raced up my arm to my shoulder, where she began nibbling my ear. I laughed and moved away, and peered down at her. She stared back at me, as if to say, “What? I need to preen your ear,” and then she began preening the feathers under her wing.
 
   Beth looked at Mike thoughtfully. “So the cops suspect you? You don’t have an alibi?”
 
   “Well, I was home without an alibi. But I wouldn’t kill the guy just because I didn’t like working for him. I had no idea he’d leave me the café.”
 
   “What else did he leave behind?” Beth asked.
 
   “Aunt Wendy—his wife—got a life insurance policy, and he left her some cash. That’s about it.”
 
   “And where was Wendy that night?”
 
   “Home,” said Mike. “No alibi, either. But do the cops blame her? Nooo.”
 
   I looked at Mike skeptically. “You’d throw your aunt under the bus like that?”
 
   “Hey, if she killed him, why should I take the rap?”
 
   “He’s got a point,” Beth said. “It’s all about who did it.”
 
   “Well, why would she kill him?” I asked. The more I talked to Mike, the less I liked him. Not only was he an absent father, he clearly wasn’t the world’s greatest nephew, either.
 
   “They never got along,” Mike said. “I wonder why they never got divorced. It’s not like they had kids to protect.”
 
   “You’re clearly a believer in love,” I said.
 
   “Oh, I believe in love,” Mike said. “But those two were definitely not in love. If anything, Aunt Wendy always made jabs about him being with other women. He’d had an affair once. The woman came over to his house, after he broke up with her, and ratted him out to Aunt Wendy.”
 
   “Are you still in touch with anyone from high school?” Beth asked, out of the blue, sounding slightly jealous. “Veronica? Or Trina?”
 
   “Um.” Mike glanced at me, looking rather shifty. “Yeah, a few people.”
 
   I wasn’t in the mood to hear about high school reunions, and how the “cool crowd” still hung out with each other, so I tried to steer the conversation back to Grumpy. “Was there someone else who might’ve wanted to hurt Uncle Tim?”
 
   Mike thought back. “Yeah, the chef who worked in the kitchen, Kandy. He wasn’t nice to her either, though he didn’t yell at her as much as he yelled at me. They had some argument or other, every now and then. And there’s his former girlfriend, the one who stopped by his house to yell at him. She came by the café a month ago and said that Uncle Tim had stolen her macaron recipe and he owed her.”
 
   I put Pixie back in her cage, the way Mike had shown me, and found some nuts to give her as treats. I didn’t want to admit it in public, but I thought Pixie and I would probably have a fun time together.
 
   “Was there anyone else who might’ve wanted to hurt Tim?” Beth asked.
 
   “There was his former business partner,” Mike said. “The guy was having money problems a few months back, so Uncle Tim bought out his share of the café for pennies on the dollar.”
 
   “Wow,” said Beth. “That doesn’t sound nice.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “Uncle Tim told us it was just business, that he didn’t owe anything to Rex, his partner. That he was doing what everyone tried to do.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Grab a bargain.”
 
   Beth said, “I’m sure Rex didn’t feel the same way.”
 
   Mike shook his head. “Rex stopped by the café a month or so ago, ranting and raving about how he helped Uncle Tim out when he was having money problems and Uncle Tim should’ve done the same for him.”
 
   “Hmm.” Beth looked at me thoughtfully. “What’s your take on this?”
 
   “Lots of people seem to really dislike Tim,” I said. “And that’s not even counting all the customers he was rude to.”
 
   “Customers thought it added to the café’s charm,” said Mike. “You know, the quaint old café run by the quaint grumpy old man.”
 
   I nodded. “That makes sense. But why would someone try to vandalize the place?”
 
   “They probably wanted to get back at Tim by destroying the café. The cops found two broken chairs near Uncle Tim’s body. The chairs were fine when we’d left, so they must’ve been broken by the masked man.”
 
   “Sounds like someone’s really angry at Tim. Although breaking chairs is a strange way to let off steam. Maybe it’s a macho thing I don’t understand.”
 
   “The chairs weren’t worth much,” Mike said, “and we had extras piled up in the back.”
 
   I looked at Mike skeptically. “I guess we should go check the place out.”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah. Uncle Tim kept a bag of Pixie’s pellets and a book on parrot care in the café, which you’ll need.”
 
   I glanced at Pixie, and she squawked at me softly. And then I looked back at Mike. Something about the story wasn’t adding up.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Crime scene tape stretched across the front of the café, but Mike, Beth and I stepped over it blithely.
 
   “It’s not a crime scene anymore,” Mike said. “But I keep the tape up in case someone wants to steal the chairs or the coffee machine. And I don’t want the place to get bad reviews on Yelp just because someone couldn’t have brunch here.”
 
   “Why don’t you reopen the place?” I said. “It’s yours, now.”
 
   The small shopping strip where Tim’s café was located was lined with shops, restaurants and cafés. The street wasn’t as popular as the main shopping zone on Main Street, but it was reasonably popular with Santa Verona locals who wanted to go someplace less crowded and touristy.
 
   Mike shook his head. “I want to sell it. Uncle Tim was trying to sell it, too. Before he died.”
 
   Beth said, “If he’d sold it, you wouldn’t have gotten the place. The cash would’ve gone to his wife.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “We don’t know that.”
 
   Beth and I exchanged a yeah, right glance. It was obvious to me that the cops had pretty good reason to suspect Mike.
 
   He unlocked the door and the three of us trooped inside. Once inside, I realized it was one of the larger cafés on this side of town, west of the pier. There was a large counter to the right of the entrance, which normally would’ve displayed fresh paninis, salads, cakes and muffins. A large automatic coffee machine sat on one side of the counter with a juice station on the other side.
 
   The café was ghostly quiet, and the empty tables and chairs mocked us through the doorway to the main seating area. The cops had obviously taken the two broken chairs in as evidence, and nothing really stood out in the place.
 
   Mike stepped out to take a call on his cell phone, and then he came back a minute later. “I gotta go,” he said. “Why don’t you guys finish looking around, and then take Pixie’s bag of pellets from the kitchen storage area. You can lock up, right?”
 
   I nodded, and Mike left us to our own devices.
 
   “This is creepy, right?” Beth said.
 
   “Yeah. Let’s go check out the kitchen, and then we’re leaving.”
 
   The small kitchen area behind the counter was just a bit larger than the one in Beth’s apartment. A huge grill station, sandwich presses, stovetops, sinks and ovens circled the room. Nothing jumped out at us, so we opened one of the cupboards to find a large parrot play stand, a book on parrot care, and a big bag of pellets. Beth and I wasted no time in grabbing the things and heading out.
 
   As Beth locked the door behind us, I looked around. The street was typical of Santa Verona shopping areas, with well-maintained palms lining the sidewalks and ample street parking. The charming weather had continued into the afternoon, and only a few passersby strolled down the street. I guessed the place would be busier on the weekends.
 
   I noticed a tall, scraggly man strolling down the street, and he smiled when our eyes met.
 
   “Hi there,” he said. “Are you ladies the new owners of this place?”
 
   I shook my head. “We’re just here getting some bird stuff.” I indicated the play stand and bag of pellets, intent on hiding our real purpose. “I’m Mindy.”
 
   “Simon,” he said, shaking my hand. “I’m thinking of buying the place. D’you know if Tim still wants to sell?”
 
   Beth and I exchanged a glance. “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news,” I said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Simon frowned. “What do you mean, Tim’s dead?”
 
   We filled him in on the murder. It had been in the press; hadn’t he read about it?
 
   “No,” he said, crossing the road with us and helping me carry the large play stand. “I didn’t. I can’t believe I missed this. Do the cops know who did it?”
 
   As Simon walked with us to the car, Beth and I exchanged a glance. “We’re not sure,” I said. That much was true. I wasn’t sure if Mike being identified as the prime suspect had hit the news yet, and I didn’t want to leak a story that wasn’t public.
 
   We packed the play stand into the trunk of Beth’s gray Mazda hatchback, and Simon stepped back, wide-eyed. “Hang on! I know you—you’re the celebrity investigator! You’re the one who solved all those cases after moving back from Hollywood. Are you working on Tim’s murder now?”
 
   I looked at Beth again, and she gave me a small shrug. It might come out anyway. Besides, this man might know something. “Yeah,” I admitted.
 
   “With the cops?”
 
   “Not quite. We’re working in a private capacity.”
 
   Simon frowned, looking confused, and then he nodded. “Right. Well. Good luck.”
 
   “So, you met Tim a few days ago?”
 
   Simon nodded again. “I wanted to take this place off his hands, but I thought he was asking far too much. I wanted some time to think things through, hopefully negotiate the price down. Who owns the place now?”
 
   “Tim’s nephew, Mike.”
 
   Simon peered at me hopefully. “Does he want to sell?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “I guess so.”
 
   “Maybe I’ve still got a shot.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Beth said, “Did you notice anything strange about Tim Broker when you spoke to him?”
 
   Simon looked off to one side thoughtfully, and then he shook his head. “He was a bit brusque, but I’ve been told that he’s a rather grumpy old man. I didn’t take it personally.”
 
   We asked him a few more questions—did he know if Tim had any enemies, had he seen or heard anything suspicious when he did his due diligence to buy the place—but Simon couldn’t tell us anything new. Tim had seemed normal; nothing suspicious had jumped out at him.
 
   Beth and I thanked him for his time, and I gave him one of my freshly printed business cards before we drove back to Mike’s apartment to give back the café keys and pick up Pixie.
 
   Mike opened the door a few seconds after we rang the doorbell, and when I stepped in, I took one look at the woman sitting on the sofa and blanched.
 
   “Hello, Mindy,” said Neve. “Fancy seeing you here.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   I narrowed my eyes and took a deep breath. This was a coincidence, nothing more, I told myself.
 
   Neve Henley had been my high school nemesis. You’d think she’d overlook a mousy, daydreaming nerd like me, considering that she was a popular cheerleader. But instead, I was the brunt of many of her unkind jokes. She and her posse had giggled about my uncool outfits, my lack of social life, and the way I liked to read thick literary tomes.
 
   Neve had always been beautiful, with gray-blue eyes and chemically enhanced blond hair. The nose job she had gotten for her eighteenth birthday had pushed her towards “movie star gorgeous,” something she’d need to achieve her dreams. In high school, she’d bragged about making it on the big screen, and her wealthy parents had supported her for a few years while she’d lived in LA and attended casting calls.
 
   Neve had moved back to Santa Verona at about the time I’d landed my first paying gig with a long-running TV crime show. As I celebrated my newfound career, Neve reconciled herself to being a receptionist at her dad’s friend’s law firm.
 
   I learned all this soon after I moved back to Santa Verona. Neve kept running into us, when Beth and I went out for drinks and dinner, and after the first newspaper article about our “celebrity investigations” appeared, Neve made a point of sending me a congratulatory basket of muffins. The note said, “Glad you were able to make something of your Hollywood failure.”
 
   I forced myself to smile politely at Neve. “What fun, running into you.”
 
   Beth was looking at Neve like she’d just seen a cockroach in her pudding. “How do you know Mike?” she asked, her voice cold as a winter’s night.
 
   Neve crossed one leg over the other and leaned back. Mike sat down on the other side of the sofa, and Beth and I took the chairs. “Mike and I go way back,” said Neve, her voice sultry and smooth.
 
   “Of course,” said Beth. I could tell that she was trying hard not to sound jealous, but Neve and Mike were smiling at each other like they enjoyed thinking about the past. “You were a cheerleader, and Mike was on the team.”
 
   Impatience suddenly came over me, and I stood up. “Here’s the key to the café,” I said, handing it over to Mike. I turned to Neve and said, “It was nice seeing you, but Beth and I need to get going. Back to the grind.”
 
   Beth followed my lead and stood up, but Neve said, “Oh, this isn’t a social visit. I’m here to help Mike with the investigation.”
 
   Her voice dripped with faux naivety, and I looked at her and glared. “What investigation?”
 
   “Oh, you know.” She tilted her head to one side, and her perfectly plumped lips formed a tiny smile. “The murder investigation of Timothy Broker. I’m here to help Mikey clear his name.”
 
   I turned my glare onto Mike. “What the hell is she talking about?”
 
   Mike threw his hands into the air. Don’t get mad at me, his expression said. Out loud, he said, “We were just discussing the possibility. Neve wants to help out.”
 
   Help out? With verbal barbs, constant put-downs, and an inability to stop flirting with every man she saw? Speaking of which, Neve brushed her hand lightly against Mike’s thigh. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Beth stiffen slightly.
 
   “I’m not working with Neve,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.
 
   “Oh, honey,” said Neve. “I’d never want to work with amateurs. You guys are amateurs, right? You don’t have a license?”
 
   “And you do?”
 
   “I’m a PI in training.” Neve flipped her hair. “I’m more qualified than you are. I’ll have my license within a few months.”
 
   I looked at her, incredulous. Was she doing this whole thing just to spite me?
 
   Beth said, “Doesn’t working as a receptionist keep you busy enough?”
 
   Neve threw her head back. Her tinkling laughter filled the air and set my nerves on edge.
 
   “Oh, that job’s really flexible. Dave’s a friend of Daddy’s, after all. And I reckon I’d be a good PI. My photo’ll look great in the Santa Verona Sun.”
 
   Beth and I stared at her in disbelief. I found my voice and managed to say, “You’re becoming a PI to get your photo in the papers?”
 
   “Oh, of course not.” Neve’s voice was saccharine sweet. “I’m doing all this to help people. People just like Mike.”
 
   She turned her sultry smile onto him, and I saw him fidget. “Thanks,” he said.
 
   “And how do you intend to help him?” I asked Neve.
 
   “By finding out who killed old Tim, of course.” She raised one shoulder in a half-shrug, as though nothing could be simpler.
 
   I looked at Mike steadily. “I’m not working if she is.”
 
   He looked at me pleadingly, and Neve laughed. She said, “Why, are you scared of being showed up as a faker?”
 
   She was the “faker,” I thought, narrowing my eyes to slits. Out loud, I said, “Too many cooks spoil the broth.”
 
   “She’ll stay out of your hair,” Mike said. “I know you two have a, um, history. But I need all the help I can get.”
 
   “So you’re going to pay for two PIs?”
 
   “You’re not really a PI,” Neve reminded me sweetly.
 
   “Neve says she’ll work for free,” Mike said.
 
   “And for old times’ sake,” Neve added, her voice laced with innuendo, her hand back on Mike’s thigh.
 
   I glanced at Beth, who was slowly turning pink.
 
   “And you signed a contract,” Mike reminded me. “Look, I do need help. Please. If you solve this case, the SVPD will be really eager to hire you as a consultant.”
 
   I looked from Mike to Neve thoughtfully. He did have a point. Plus, I was supposed to take Pixie with me, and I’d already gotten quite attached to her. I glanced at the bird, and she looked back at me and purred loudly, as if to remind me that I now belonged to her.
 
   When I looked at Beth questioningly, she shrugged. “I guess we should help Mike,” she said. “If we leave him to Neve, he’ll definitely go to jail for this.”
 
   Neve scoffed. “Yeah, sure. You’ve got no idea how good I am.”
 
   Beth said, “If your PI skills are as good as your math skills, I’m sure Mike’s got nothing to worry about.”
 
   For once, Neve looked less than smug. “Math’s overrated,” she said. “It never comes in useful in real life, everyone knows that.”
 
   “Right,” said Beth. “What you need in real life is to look pretty and stroke your high school ex-boyfriend’s legs.”
 
   Mike blushed and pushed Neve’s hand away. “She’s not my ex,” he said quickly.
 
   “Whatever,” Beth said. “We’re leaving. To do actual work.”
 
   Beth grabbed Pixie’s cage and walked out the door.
 
   As we left, Neve called out, “Thanks for saying I look pretty.”
 
   I made sure I didn’t slam the door of Mike’s apartment, no matter how furious I was. But I shut it as quickly as I could, all the better to shut out Neve’s annoyingly fake laugh.
 
   “I hate this,” I breathed, trying to calm down. “I hope we don’t run into her too often.”
 
   But that didn’t seem to be too likely, given that Neve would have the same list of suspects as us.
 
   Beth acknowledged the reality with a grim set to her mouth, and we sped off homewards.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Beth and I lived in the same apartment complex, down the hall from each other. The place was only a few paces away from the beach, which suited us both—Beth liked running along the shore in the early morning, and I liked lying on the sand and reading a book or two.
 
   Our apartment floor plans were mirror images of each other. Mine faced out onto the parking lot, and Beth’s faced the street in front. Both had one bedroom, one living room, one kitchen (mine: barely used; Beth’s: put to frequent good use) and one functional bathroom. All that a single gal in her late twenties needed.
 
   My apartment now also contained a little Hahn’s macaw, and the first thing I did when I got home was to find a spot for Pixie’s cage and her play stand. They both went into a corner of my living room, and once I’d set them up, I gave Pixie a nut and took her out for scratches. She settled down onto my shoulder a few minutes later, and I flipped through the book on parrot care. The book said that Pixie would need lots of toys to stay busy with, and a glance at the empty cage showed me that she’d need new perches, and at least a half dozen parrot toys.
 
   Beth was hanging out in my apartment, going through footage from the café security camera, and we watched images from the night Tim had been murdered. The daytime footage seemed mundane enough: mostly customers coming and going.
 
   Tim had locked up in the evening and left after all his staff. A few hours later, it was dark, and the streets had cleared out. The camera captured nighttime video of a man clad in jeans and a hoodie, disguised by a ski mask, entering the building wielding a sledgehammer, just like Mike had told us. Because the camera was focused on the entrance, we had no idea what the man did after he walked in.
 
   Tim walked in a few minutes after the man. After only moments, the man ran out, clutching his sledgehammer and swaying slightly under its weight.
 
   “This doesn’t make sense,” Beth said once we’d finished watching the video. “For all we know, it could even be a woman wearing a loose hoodie. The camera’s set at an angle, so you can’t even tell how tall or short this person is.”
 
   I agreed, and Beth and I continued on to watch footage from the other days. There was nothing revealing on the tape, and I was just about to complain about my need for food when my cell phone rang.
 
   “Mike,” I said coldly, putting the phone on speaker so that Beth could listen in. “What the hell are you doing with Neve?”
 
   “I’m really sorry. She called when I was in the café with you guys, and then she showed up saying she wanted to help me. I mean, I need all the help I can get, right?”
 
   I made a wordless, disgusted noise. Neve’s confidence was a little unnerving, and she’d hit a nerve when she’d told us she would find out more than we would. I was worried that she might latch onto something I’d missed. “What’d she ask about?”
 
   “Not much, really. To be honest, I think she might be in this for her own gain.”
 
   I looked at Beth and rolled my eyes, trying to imply what a d-bag I thought the man was. “You really think she wants you that badly?”
 
   “No, not like that. She wants the café.”
 
   I frowned. “She thinks you’ll give her the café?”
 
   “Not give her, sell her the place.”
 
   “Was she talking to Tim about it?”
 
   I could sense Mike nodding his head on the other end of the line. “She was one of three people interested in buying the place. And she still wants to. She wants to run a fancy vegan soup place there.”
 
   Beth stuck out her tongue, and I said, “That’s just what Santa Verona needs, a fancy vegan soup place.”
 
   “Hey, don’t blame me. Neve wants to help out so that she gets first dibs on the place when I sell it.”
 
   “So what did she ask? How’s her investigation going?” I tried to keep the snideness out of my voice, and I think it worked.
 
   “She asked about other people who might’ve wanted to hurt Uncle Tim. And she asked who the other potential buyers were, and their phone numbers, but I didn’t have their phone numbers.”
 
   It sounded harmless enough. Beth made a pouty face and flipped her hair, pretending to be Neve.
 
   I stifled my giggle and said, “And how’s Neve doing? Did you two catch up after the work chat?”
 
   “Not really,” he said. “She raced off, saying she needed to find the killer before you two did.”
 
   “Great,” I said, not bothering to hide my sarcasm this time. “I’m so happy to hear that.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Beth was complaining about the chocolate mud cakes she needed to bake and the fact that we didn’t have any dinner ready, so I solved both problems by convincing her to drive us over to my mom’s house.
 
   “This is a lovely surprise,” my mom said when she saw us. As I’d known she would.
 
   My mom dyes her graying hair light brown, and she looks youngish for her age. Over the last year, her looks have improved, especially since she retired from her job as a middle school teacher and the stress lines on her forehead started to fade. She ushered us through to the dining room, with its off-white drapes, dark wooden table and framed Van Gogh prints. She’d set the table as soon as she’d heard we were coming over, and the room smelled of delicious roast chicken.
 
   Aunt Kira sat on the other side of the table, reading something on her Kindle as she waited for us. She looked like a much older version of my mom, even though she was only older by ten years. The age gap was emphasized by her short, crisp gray hair, and the half-moon glasses she insisted on wearing.
 
   She peered at Beth and me over the glasses and sniffed disapprovingly. “I suppose you’re here on account of you didn’t have anything in your fridge,” she said. “You know you’re welcome to come over and break bread even if you’ve got bread in your fridge.”
 
   “You keep bread in the pantry, Aunt Kira,” I said. “Don’t you know that?”
 
   Aunt Kira rolled her eyes into the back of her head. “I was never down for that seventies business of women staying in the kitchen. Why should we? You girls are smarter than that, too.”
 
   I glanced at my mother, who was thankfully happy to spend time in the kitchen. And although Aunt Kira wouldn’t admit it, she enjoyed helping my mother whenever she cooked or baked, even though she never bothered to learn the recipes.
 
   We dug into the food and Beth said, “I like baking. It’s soothing.”
 
   “Well, you’re making money off it,” said Aunt Kira. “That’s different.”
 
   Aunt Kira and my mom had gone to college at a time when most women in Santa Verona had been happy to get married after high school. Mom had gone on to be a teacher and was happy to keep house for her family, while Aunt Kira had gotten a high-paying job in software and lived a life of personalized “feminist” values, which included never wearing makeup or cooking for a man.
 
   “And that lipstick,” Aunt Kira went on, peering at my lips. “What color is that? Why do you need to paint your face like this?”
 
   “It’s Ruby Red,” I said lightly. “And I don’t see you criticizing Beth’s lipstick.”
 
   Beth paused, chicken-laden fork hovering midair, and shot me a why involve me? glance.
 
   I replied with a half-shrug. Hey, I said telepathically, you are wearing lipstick.
 
   “I like Beth’s lipstick,” Aunt Kira declared. “It’s a nice shade of pink that suits her skin tone. You’re lucky to have a friend as smart as Beth. Why don’t you take her with you when you go shopping for makeup next time? Maybe she’ll give you some pointers.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Beth smugly, shooting me a serves you right for tattling on me glance. “Maybe I will.”
 
   I changed the topic and said, “What do you know about Mike Thornton? He used to be a quarterback back in high school.”
 
   Aunt Kira frowned and exchanged a glance with my mom. “That boy’s bad news,” she said slowly. “Why do you ask? Wasn’t his uncle killed recently?”
 
   I nodded. Aunt Kira kept up with the local gossip, and she knew just about everyone who lived locally. “We’re looking into it, but the cops think Mike did it.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know that he’s a killer,” Aunt Kira said. “But it’s sad how he and that lovely young Brianna got divorced.”
 
   “What happened there?”
 
   “He cheated on her,” said my mom shortly. “And then she left him.”
 
   “That’s not what he told us,” Beth said.
 
   “Of course not,” said Aunt Kira. “The boy’s smart enough to hide his crimes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Aunt Kira’s warning about Mike was still ringing in my ears as she helped Beth and me prepare the chocolate mud cake. She’d been happy enough to come over to Beth’s apartment and help out, and we chatted about the case as we worked.
 
   “I didn’t want to worry your mom over dinner,” Aunt Kira said. “But I’m not sure you girls should be mixed up in this one. I think the cops might have the right guy.”
 
   “I know, I know,” I said. “They’ve got lots of reasons to suspect him.”
 
   Beth said, “But why would he hire us if he wasn’t innocent?”
 
   “To cast reasonable doubt?” Aunt Kira suggested. “Anything to make a jury not convict him is good enough.”
 
   “Besides,” I added thoughtfully, “he even hired Neve to help out.”
 
   Aunt Kira said, “Isn’t she the one who was mean to you in high school?” I nodded, and she went on, “She got divorced a few years ago, but I don’t think she got much in the settlement.”
 
   My ears pricked up, but at the same time, I didn’t really want to talk about Neve. But I couldn’t help asking, “Do you think she’ll be any good as an investigator?”
 
   Aunt Kira looked at me kindly. “I don’t know. I’m sure you won’t see much of her anyway. Didn’t she say she’d start up that vegan soup store? Maybe she’ll get busy with that.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said. “And maybe Mike actually hired her to mess with our heads.”
 
   “I doubt that,” Beth said. “Mike’s a nice guy.”
 
   Aunt Kira looked at Beth sharply. “I wouldn’t say that,” she said slowly. “He cheated on his wife, and he didn’t follow her out to Palo Alto. I don’t trust a man who doesn’t try to be a good father.”
 
   Beth and I exchanged a wary glance. I’d get paid no matter what, and as long as I uncovered some new evidence that might help Mike, I’d have done my job. But I didn’t like the idea that I might be working for the murderer.
 
   “I’m not convinced Mike could’ve killed his uncle,” Beth said, echoing my thoughts. “What about his wife, Wendy?”
 
   Aunt Kira shrugged. “They say it’s always the spouse, and there were always rumors that those two had a strange marriage. It’s an open secret that Old Grumpy had an affair with that horrible woman, Elaine, and rumors are that he had wandering hands. So it’s fair to think that his wife might’ve been jealous.”
 
   “As long as we find something,” I said, more to myself than to anyone else. “Maybe we should hurry up and pay Wendy a visit.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   We rushed over to Wendy’s house as soon as we could finish up our chores. Chores which included waiting for the cake to bake; taste-testing the rich, chocolatey goodness; complaining that Beth only gave me a thin sliver for a slice; dropping Aunt Kira back home; and finally, dropping the cake off at Beth’s client’s house.
 
   It was quite late by the time we got to Wendy’s place, but she knew we were coming. Wendy lived on Degraves Street, a five-minute drive from Tim’s café. The house was a modest Victorian, painted gray with white trim, with a neat postage-stamp-sized lawn out front. The inside was just as tidy, and the furniture was comfy yet stylish.
 
   “It’s about time,” Wendy said as we settled down onto brown leather couches that faced each other. Wendy had short, frizzy red hair and wore a thick gray housecoat that made her look frumpy. “The other girl was here hours ago.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes and sat up straighter. “You mean Neve?”
 
   Wendy nodded. “That’s her name—the pretty blonde who used to go to high school with Mike.”
 
   “I went to high school with Mike,” said Beth.
 
   Wendy peered at her. “I don’t remember seeing you at any of the games.”
 
   “I wasn’t a cheerleader.”
 
   “Of course,” said Wendy, nodding as though that explained Beth’s invisibility. “Anyway, Neve’s studying to be a private investigator, and it seems like so far, she’s doing better than the ‘celebrity’ Mike hired.”
 
   I pursed my lips, and Beth said, “Did Neve say anything about us?”
 
   “Just that you’re not registered,” Wendy said. “And that you don’t know how to follow leads.”
 
   “I don’t have to be registered,” I explained. “I’m working in a private capacity, as a private citizen. Speaking of which, I don’t want to keep you up late. And I’m sorry for your loss.”
 
   “Don’t be,” said Wendy. There was a grim set to her mouth, and her eyes grew steely. “Tim was a no-good, cheating a-hole who chased anything in a skirt and complained about everything I cooked. We should’ve divorced years ago.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you?” Beth said.
 
   Wendy extended her hand and tilted it from side to side. The light caught on her diamond tennis bracelet, and her diamond-studded infinity ring. “Tim knew how to make it up to me. He’d take me out for romantic dinners, and he knew that diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”
 
   “Right,” Beth said. “But wasn’t there anything more than just the dinners and diamonds that kept you together?”
 
   Wendy looked into the distance and shrugged. After a pause, she said, “I guess you realize after a while that marriage isn’t just roses and honeymoons. He was always cranky, but I guess at the end of the day, we knew each other too well to walk away. At least, that was my reason—no matter how much I hated him.”
 
   “Why did you hate him?” said Beth.
 
   Wendy narrowed her eyes and glanced down at the bracelet. “Sometimes, I thought he got me stuff out of guilt. Have I mentioned that the man couldn’t get enough of the other ladies?”
 
   “You’ve said so,” I reminded her lightly.
 
   “Well. I suppose Mike’s already told you, but Tim recently had an affair with this awful lady named Elaine. Horrible curly brown hair, I swear she had a mustache. Anyway, Elaine walked in when we were having dinner a few months ago, ranting and raving about how Tim was a no-good cheater, and that I should leave him.”
 
   Beth said, “What did you do?”
 
   “Well, Tim showed her the door, got rid of her somehow. And then he told me that we were flying to Paris for a romantic vacation! I’ve always wanted to go to Paris, and who wants to go alone? I already knew he cheated on me.”
 
   “And what about Mike?” I said. “Where does he come into all this?”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “Mike had problems keeping a job. He kept getting fired from work, and then his wife left him, and he was unemployed for a bit. Tim felt sorry for the boy, and when his barista left, he hired Mike to go work at the café. But was Mike grateful for that help? Nooo. Look what he’s gone and done.”
 
   I said, “You really think Mike killed your husband?”
 
   Wendy sighed. “I don’t know what to think. Honestly, Mike was a pretty impulsive boy, and I can’t imagine him planning out a crime, only because he lacks the necessary attention span. Look how he jumped around from one woman to another—takes after his uncle that way.”
 
   Beth’s eyes narrowed a little. “Maybe he’s changed.”
 
   “People don’t change,” said Wendy simply. “Some people grow up, some people never do.”
 
   I wondered if she was talking about her husband or her nephew. Either way, we were getting a little off-topic.
 
   “It’s a lovely house,” I said, trying to come up with something pleasant to say. “I love what you’ve done with it.”
 
   “Thank you, dear. I work from home one day a week, so it counts as a business, partly.”
 
   “What do you do?” I asked.
 
   “I’m an accountant over at Weber, Weber and Wychowski.”
 
   “I see. And—I don’t mean to be insensitive—but where were you the night Tim died?”
 
   “I was home. Tim came home, realized he’d left the bird in the café, had his dinner, and went back to get her.”
 
   I frowned. “Speaking of. How come you didn’t take Pixie after Tim died?”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “Mike got the café, I figured he could take the bird it came with. Maybe having a pet’ll teach him to grow up a bit.”
 
   Beth and I exchanged a glance, and I said, “Mike made me take the bird. He said that otherwise he’d give it away on Craigslist.”
 
   Wendy’s eyes lit up with an angry fire. “What did I tell you about that boy? I hope you’re an animal lover.”
 
   “I am,” I said. “And I’m happy to have Pixie. She’s adorable.”
 
   Wendy nodded. “I’d keep her, of course. But birds need some company, and I’m at work all day. I bring work home, as well, so I wouldn’t have time to play with her.”
 
   “I don’t mind,” I assured her. “We get along.”
 
   Wendy nodded. “Did you want to ask anything else about Tim?”
 
   Beth and I exchanged a glance, and I said, “Do you know who else might want to hurt Tim?”
 
   Wendy smiled. “That’s exactly what Neve asked. That, and the list of people who were interested in buying the café.”
 
   “Did you give her the list?” I asked.
 
   “I didn’t have a list. Tim didn’t exactly keep records of interested people. He said he’d decide a month later, once he’d gotten the bookkeeper to finish her work.”
 
   “Right, well, Neve was one of the people interested.”
 
   Wendy nodded. “She told me that. Good luck to Mike, selling that place and keeping the cash.”
 
   She sounded slightly bitter about it, and I said, “Didn’t Tim leave you a large insurance policy?”
 
   She nodded again. “Yes, he was thoughtful that way; it’s not that much insurance money, but I’ve got a job, so I can support myself. And when I went through his things, I found a diamond locket stashed away in his underwear drawer. He was probably waiting to give it to me after I found out about his latest girlfriend.” She laughed bitterly, and Beth and I smiled at her awkwardly.
 
   “So, back to people who might’ve wanted to hurt Tim,” I said gently. “You mentioned Elaine, his ex-girlfriend. Do you have a number for her?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, I wrote down her number when she came by that night, just in case.” Wendy found her phone and reeled off the numbers to me. “I’m not sure if it’s still the same,” she said.
 
   “Well, it’s worth a try. And anyone other than Elaine? What about his former business partner, Rex?”
 
   Wendy frowned. “I’m not sure. I mean, sure, Tim bought his share of the café for cheap. But Rex’s business has been going really well recently. I don’t think he’s holding a grudge against Tim. And he always seemed like such a nice guy.”
 
   “Mike said he and Tim argued recently.”
 
   Wendy raised one eyebrow. “That’s news to me.”
 
   “You don’t happen to have Rex’s number as well, do you?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, we’re not really in touch.”
 
   “No problemo,” Beth piped up. “We’ll grab it from Mike. I’m sure he’s got it.”
 
   “And what about the café staff?” I asked. “Mike said he might’ve been having troubles with his chef?”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “I couldn’t be sure. Tim never talked much about his work.”
 
   “Right. And was there anyone else who…?”
 
   Wendy shook her head. “Look, I know Tim was a grumpy ba—man. And he slept with far too many women for me to care. But sometimes, the simplest explanation is the one that makes the most sense. And right now, that seems to be Mike.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Beth and I drove home feeling rather uneasy.
 
   “She wasn’t very helpful,” Beth said.
 
   “No. And she was far too impressed by Neve.”
 
   “How did Neve even get there so fast? Didn’t she watch the tapes?”
 
   “Maybe she played them superfast, like increasing the speed till it was six times the normal speed. And maybe she doesn’t eat lunch or dinner.”
 
   “That seems likely,” Beth said. “I’m sure she didn’t stop to bake a cake and eat it.”
 
   “You promised me we’d have mud cake for breakfast tomorrow,” I reminded Beth. “And besides, no matter how little Neve eats, we’ll still find the killer before her.”
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, the day was just as pleasant as the previous—yet another reason why Santa Verona was so popular with the tourists and the Hollywood types alike. Beth made good on her promise of letting me eat chocolate mud cake for breakfast. By the time we got to the café chef’s apartment, Beth and I we were both high on life, endorphins, and too much coffee and cake.
 
   Kandy, Tim’s former chef, lived in a large old-fashioned apartment building that was only two blocks away from the beach. Maybe it was just my imagination, but I was pretty sure that I could hear the crash of the waves as we stepped out of Beth’s car. I could definitely smell the salt in the air, and I promised myself that I’d join Beth the next morning when she went for her beachside run.
 
   Beth and I took the stairs up to Kandy’s floor, and when she opened her door, we stepped into a large living room that overlooked a leafy courtyard.
 
   “This place is beautiful,” Beth said, looking around the expansive, well-lit room with its brightly patterned Persian-style area rug and stylishly mismatched furniture.
 
   “Thanks,” said Kandy, tucking a strand of her hair behind one ear. Kandy had been born blonde, but she chose to die chunky streaks of that blond hair neon pink and blue. She had the open, unlined face of someone just out of her teens and was barefoot, in khaki shorts and a faded t-shirt. “Greg should be happy to hear that. He’s studying interior design.”
 
   “Well, he’s talented,” I said honestly as we all sat down. “It’s nice of you to meet us like this.”
 
   “It’s no problem,” Kandy said. “I already met that other girl last night.”
 
   My eyes narrowed, and Beth said, “Neve? She was already here?”
 
   Kandy shrugged. “Yeah. She just stayed for a few minutes, so it wasn’t a problem.”
 
   Curiosity got the better of me. “What did she ask about?”
 
   “What was Tim like, did we fight a lot, did he have any enemies?”
 
   “And what did you say?”
 
   Kandy ticked off the answers on her fingers. “Tim was irritable but ran an efficient café; we didn’t ‘fight,’ I just got used to ignoring his rants; and, no, he didn’t have many enemies that I knew about. Maybe just his wife, and that ex-girlfriend of his. Oh, but most importantly, his ex-business partner, Rex.”
 
   “Rex?” I exchanged a confused glance with Beth. “I thought he’d sorted out his issues with Tim, and that his business was doing well again.”
 
   “Nope,” said Kandy, crossing one leg over the other. “He stopped by a month ago and said he’d have his lawyers sue Tim over the café. That really pissed Tim off. He went on a crazy rant, talking about how Rex wouldn’t get one cent more from the café, not unless it was over his dead body.”
 
   And now he was dead.
 
   “Is Rex likely to extract anything from Mike?”
 
   Kandy shrugged. “I don’t see how. Of course, I’m not a lawyer. Hey, maybe the two conspired to kill him.”
 
   “And destroy his café,” Beth said. “Don’t forget that the guy was busy breaking up chairs when Tim walked in on him.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kandy said, “Whatever. But if I was the cops, I’d be looking into Rex.”
 
   “And you said all this to Neve?”
 
   “Yep,” said Kandy.
 
   We waited for her to say something else, and when she didn’t, I said, “Did you tell Neve anything else?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “And was there anything else you’d like to add to that for us?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Kandy swung one leg, watching us carefully, clearly waiting for us to leave. Beth and I exchanged a glance. We weren’t leaving so easily; this wasn’t a Neve-style drive-by visit.
 
   “Did Tim seem upset in the last few days?” I asked. “Anything bothering him?”
 
   Kandy shrugged, clearly bored of this conversation, and checked her wrist. She wasn’t wearing a watch. “Not really,” she said. And then she added, “Look, guys, I’m sorry I can’t be more help. I’ve already told you guys—both of you guys, and Neve as well, I mean—everything I know. Neve said she was in a hurry to talk to everyone. How come you guys aren’t in a hurry?”
 
   Beth said, “We like to take things slow.”
 
   I felt a nervousness tickle the base of my spine. What if, by rushing around, Neve found out every pertinent fact long before Beth and I did? I tried to push the anxiety out of my mind and searched around for some more questions we could ask before Kandy kicked us out.
 
   “How are you holding up?” I asked, finally. “You and Tim worked together a while.”
 
   “I’m all broken up,” Kandy said, trying to sound tough and sarcastic, but I caught a crack in the veneer. She meant those words.
 
   “How are you paying the bills?” Beth asked. “You haven’t worked in at least a week, have you?”
 
   Kandy shot her dagger eyes. “I’ve got some savings. And I’m looking for work. It’s really easy to get jobs, especially since my last boss got killed.”
 
   A strand of neon pink hair fell over her face, and she tucked it back. Her earrings glittered in the morning sunlight.
 
   “You’ve got great taste,” Beth said. “I really like your earrings.”
 
   “Thanks?” said Kandy.
 
   “Tell me,” she said, “how could you afford those massive diamonds?”
 
   Kandy’s hands flew up to touch the studs, as if checking to see what she was wearing. She gulped and said, “My parents got them for my eighteenth birthday, okay?”
 
   Beth shook her head. “I think Tim got them for you. Maybe to apologize after some fight you had.”
 
   Kandy crossed her arms over her chest and glared at us. “I don’t have to talk to you two.”
 
   “No?” said Beth. “Because we can talk to your roommates if you’d like. Or ask the cops to talk to you.”
 
   There was a moment of anxious silence, and then Kandy sighed. “What are you guys trying to say?”
 
   “Were you sleeping with Timothy Broker?”
 
   Kandy shrugged. “Once or twice. It’s not a crime, is it?”
 
   “No,” said Beth. “But it’s gross. Isn’t he, like, old enough to be your grandpa?”
 
   Kandy rolled her eyes. “You guys are so immature.”
 
   Beth said, “We’re the immature ones?”
 
   Kandy looked at me. “Hey, aren’t you that local celebrity investigator? The one who lived in Hollywood?”
 
   “You got me.”
 
   “Well, twenty-one-year-olds sleep with old dudes over there all the time.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow and gave Beth a she’s got a point shrug. “The twenty-one-year-olds are usually getting something in return. Something worth a bit more than just diamond studs.”
 
   Kandy rolled her eyes. “Well, this isn’t exactly Hollywood here, is it? And I was having fun. Who cares, if no one got hurt?”
 
   Beth said, “You ever think that maybe his wife got hurt?”
 
   “Please,” said Kandy, talking to us as if we were four-year-olds. “They were going to get a divorce. Tim told me that all the time.”
 
   Beth looked at me and rolled her eyes, and I made a faux-sympathetic gesture. Kandy was far too gullible to ever kill someone. I was about to say something polite, but there was a knock on the door and it was flung open.
 
   “Neve!” I said.
 
   Neve was wearing tan high-heeled boots that added a good six inches to her height and a low-cut, skintight pink top, and her hair was perfectly in place.
 
   “Oh, don’t bother to hide your disappointment,” she said, sending me a withering glance. “Kandy, why don’t you bother to lock your door?”
 
   Kandy shrugged. “I’m sitting right here.”
 
   “What’re you doing here, Neve?” said Beth.
 
   Neve smiled. “Oh, you mean because I’ve already finished talking to Kandy, way before you guys?”
 
   “Slow and steady,” I said.
 
   Neve gave me a pointed look. “Makes you fat and lazy. Haven’t you packed on a few pounds since you moved back here? It must be all of Beth’s cooking,” she added sweetly. “I heard about the fantastic online bakery. Maybe the two of you should just focus on that.”
 
   “Um, why are you here, Neve?” Kandy said timidly.
 
   “I forgot to ask you something yesterday. Do you have the phone number of the guy who wanted to buy the café?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Kandy. “I don’t think Tim stored people’s details.”
 
   “Hmmph.” Neve shot me and Beth a curious glance. “So long, slowpokes.”
 
   She turned and exited, pulling the door shut behind her. I almost expected to see a smoke bomb go off, leaving a frog in Neve’s place.
 
   “The race isn’t always to the swift,” Beth mumbled.
 
   I frowned and looked at Kandy. “You didn’t tell her about—you know—you and Tim, did you?”
 
   “Oh no,” said Kandy. “Should I have?”
 
   “Well,” I said slowly. “Neve isn’t working with us. She’s working in a hurry, so she doesn’t really need any extra details slowing her down.”
 
   “Right.” Kandy nodded, and I glanced at Beth, who shrugged.
 
   Okay, so if you wanted to get all technical about it, I was hindering Neve’s investigation. But it’s not like the investigation would go any better if Neve found out about Kandy’s love life. And there seemed to be no way that Kandy could be a killer.
 
   “Was there anything else you’d like to share with us?” Beth said. “You’ve already told us about your secret affair with Tim. You can tell us anything.”
 
   Kandy looked at her warily. Finally, she said, “There was something else. Actually, I told Neve this, but she laughed and said I must’ve imagined things. So I thought I wouldn’t tell you guys.”
 
   “We won’t laugh at you,” I promised seriously. “Neve has a problem with laughing too much.”
 
   Beth nodded in agreement. “Whatever it is, we’ll take you seriously.”
 
   “Well,” said Neve, looking from me to Beth. “The last couple of days—before Tim died—I felt like I was being followed.” She frowned as she tried to think back. “There was—it’s just a feeling I had. When I came into work in the morning, or when I left in the afternoon, I felt like maybe I was being watched.”
 
   Beth’s eyes were wary, and I thought things through slowly. Kandy was sweet and naïve, and it was very likely that she was mistaken. Maybe she’d seen a horror movie recently, and her imagination had started to get the better of her. I could see why Neve hadn’t taken her seriously.
 
   On the other hand, perhaps Kandy was right. Perhaps she was being followed.
 
   “Who would’ve been following you?” I said.
 
   Kandy shrugged. “I’m not sure. But I was worried, and I asked Tim about it. He didn’t believe me, either. Or maybe he knew about it and was trying to make me feel better. And I figured it was probably either his wife, or that ex-girlfriend, Elaine.”
 
   “Why would they be watching you?”
 
   “Maybe they knew I was with Tim? I wore these earrings in to work a couple of days. Tim’s wife would stop by in the afternoon sometimes, and she wore lots of jewelry. When Elaine stopped by to yell at Tim, she was wearing a diamond brooch and said Tim had given that to her, but he owed her much more.”
 
   “So you think they saw your earrings and guessed that you were with Tim?”
 
   “That’s what you guys did.”
 
   “We’re investigators,” said Beth.
 
   Kandy grew silent. I said, “Don’t take it the wrong way, I do believe you.”
 
   “It doesn’t seem like you do.”
 
   I looked at Beth and gave her a tiny shrug. Even if Kandy was right—that she was being followed—it might not have anything to do with Tim’s death.
 
   “Since Tim died, have you gone out? Maybe for dinner, drinks?” Kandy nodded, and I went on, “And did you feel like someone was following you then?”
 
   She shook her head no. “It was just at the café. Maybe whoever killed Tim wanted to make sure I wasn’t there.”
 
   I looked at Beth again, and this time it was her turn to shrug.
 
   “We’ll look into this,” Beth said. “We appreciate you telling us everything.”
 
   “Sure,” said Kandy.
 
   She didn’t seem to have anything else to say, so we thanked her and I gave her my business card. “Let us know if you think of anything else,” I told her. “Or if that annoying w—I mean, that nice lady, Neve, bothers you again.”
 
   It was hard to believe that Wendy would bother following Kandy; she would be at work all day. I made a mental note to check up at her accounting firm, just to make sure that she’d actually been going to work and not following Kandy around. Or maybe, like Kandy suggested, it had been Elaine who’d followed her.
 
   Beth and I debated between going to see Elaine or Rex first. In the end, we decided that Rex should be the next recipient of our presence, and after a quick call to Mike, I had both Rex’s and Elaine’s addresses. I spent a minute setting up appointments with them, and then Beth and I were on our way.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Rex’s office was in a building on the northeast side of town, about a half hour’s drive from Kandy’s apartment. He occupied part of the third floor and shared the space with a travel agency, a bookkeeping service, and a tax accountant. An industrial-gray carpet led us through frosted glass doors, over to a receptionist who looked comfortably ensconced in her revolving chair, and through to Rex’s small office.
 
   Rex was a rotund man—round, chubby cheeks with a hint of red, mild blue eyes, and a contentedly wide body. He was on the phone when we walked in and indicated for us to sit down while he finished the call.
 
   As he yammered away to whoever was on the line, Beth and I glanced around, trying to act discreetly. The room was small and windowless, with a filing cabinet stashed in one corner, a utilitarian desk and the chairs the three of us sat on. A framed diploma hung on one wall, and a large calendar hung on the other. This place was all business. Rex was clearly trying to keep the rent down by not occupying too much office space.
 
   I tried to pick up on a hint of cloyingly sweet perfume, or maybe blond hairs that had been shed on the floor—any indication of Neve’s visit—but I noticed no such thing. Maybe she hadn’t preceded us after all.
 
   When Rex hung up, Beth and I introduced ourselves, and he nodded. “Tim’s death. What a horrible thing.”
 
   “You sound surprised,” said Beth.
 
   “Well, nobody expected him to die like that. I mean, sure, I’d tell him every now and then that he ought to watch his words if he didn’t want to get whacked, but I was joking.”
 
   “Sounds like you two were good friends.”
 
   Rex smiled and laced his short, chubby fingers together. “I wouldn’t say that, but there was a time when we were. And, yes, I know what you want to ask me—all the same things the cops asked, right? Yes, I fought with Rex a month ago. I said he owed me more money from the café. I said I’d sic my lawyer on him. Yes, that’s all true.”
 
   “And?” There had to be something more to it.
 
   Rex shrugged. “And that’s it. I threatened legal action. I can’t do legal stuff if the man’s dead. Tim said it was business, not personal. Everyone quotes that line from The Godfather, right? Well, I’d show him business. It wasn’t personal for me either. Or for my lawyer.”
 
   “And what about Mike?” I said. “Can’t you get the money from him?”
 
   “It’s more complicated to do that,” Rex said. “In this case, I’d have to recover money from a dead man’s estate. And, yes, there would’ve been some satisfaction if I could’ve taken Tim to court and dressed him down there. No fun going after his estate.”
 
   Beth said, “When was the last time you went down to the café?”
 
   “About a month ago. Why?”
 
   “And how’s your work going?”
 
   Rex shrugged. “It’s not bad. I’m in talks with some big clothing retailers to supply them with shirts, and I’ve got a Chinese supplier all lined up. Lots of running around, convincing people. Looking for new clients, new suppliers. It’s not bad. People need clothes all the time, right?”
 
   He looked from me to Beth, and I nodded in agreement. “Sure, we need clothes.”
 
   “Nah.” He flicked a hand dismissively at me. “You don’t understand. You’ve just come back from Hollywood, right?” When I nodded, he went on, “I’m sure you shop at the fancy la-di-dah boutiques, with your kind of lifestyle.” Actually, that was wrong. I shopped online and at Target, and maybe Macy’s once in a while. A screenwriter’s salary isn’t that high. “But regular people,” Rex went on, “they need regular clothes. All sizes, all colors. And they need a lot of them.” He turned to Beth and said, “Do you shop a lot?”
 
   Beth shook her head. I knew her wardrobe. A couple pairs of skinny jeans, some black pencil skirts. A few slinky tanks, faux-silk blouses and cardigans. She’d once explained to me something about a “capsule wardrobe,” but all that really meant was that most days, she was dressed in skinny jeans and a silky top and cardigan. She didn’t like thinking about clothes—she’d rather think about the ingredients for her next cake. Which worked out well for me, since I got to “help” with her baking.
 
   “Anyway,” Rex went on, before either Beth or I could get a word in, “most people like to shop a lot. Someday, I’ll start my own online clothing store. Online’s the way to go now, isn’t it? Yeah. But in the meantime, if I can just snag a few big clients…I’m setting up the website, of course. Everyone needs a website, these days.”
 
   “And a Facebook page,” Beth interjected. “Everyone needs a Facebook page.” She turned to me. “Maybe you could set up a Facebook page for Pixie? It would be www.facebook.com/pixieparrot. Everyone likes looking at cute pet photos.”
 
   Rex frowned. “Who’s Pixie?”
 
   “She’s my new Hahn’s macaw,” I told him. “She’s adorable.”
 
   Rex nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Set up her page, and I’ll go visit it.”
 
   “You sound really busy with your work,” Beth said.
 
   Rex sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Well, that’s how it is. If you’re gonna do well in the business world, you gotta hustle.”
 
   Beth and I exchanged a telepathic glance. The man was clearly busy chasing up business contacts all day. There was no way he could be the one following Kandy to and from the café.
 
   “When do you get off work?” Beth asked.
 
   Rex shrugged. “Sometimes late, sometimes early. Some days I take a long lunch break, and then I work late. Why? Did you mean to ask me where I was when Tim was killed? Because I can answer that. I was at home, catching up on the new TV shows and enjoying an incredible pizza. No alibi, as the cops would say.”
 
   I bit my lip to keep from smiling. Rex was friendly and talkative. Which didn’t mean he couldn’t have killed Tim, but it did mean that it was easy to get information from him.
 
   Beth said, “Who do you think might’ve wanted Tim gone?”
 
   Rex shrugged. “They got the nephew, right? Because he was always arguing with Tim, and then he got the café, right before Tim could sell it off. So maybe he did it.”
 
   “And if he didn’t?”
 
   Rex twisted his mouth from one side to another. Finally he said, “Well, they say the spouse usually does it. So, I guess, Wendy?”
 
   “How well do you know Wendy?”
 
   He shrugged. “How well do you know anybody, really? She was Tim’s wife. Gosh darn it, if I knew how that grumpy fella got such a beautiful and intelligent wife—but he told me the secret was to make them feel spoiled, like princesses.”
 
   “You said ‘them’?”
 
   “Did I?” Rex looked from Beth to me, and then back at Beth. “Well, that’s how it is. You probably heard already, the man had wandering hands. Had some kind of strange charm or something that kept getting him the ladies. Don’t know how he did it, but good for him.”
 
   “Was there anyone else who might’ve wanted to hurt him?” I said.
 
   Rex shrugged. “Beats me. You know, it’s not like you go around thinking of these things.”
 
   “You don’t seem all that angry at Tim,” Beth said.
 
   “Why should I be? No point holding grudges, and the man’s dead now.”
 
   “Kandy suggested you’d be real angry.”
 
   “Kandy?” Rex laughed shortly. “Now that’s a hoot. Have you considered she might be out to save her own skin? The gal worked for Tim about two years now, lives in that massive apartment right near the beach—”
 
   “I think she shares the place with three other people,” Beth interrupted.
 
   “Share, shmare,” said Rex. “That girl seemed to be rolling in the dough. If you ask me, she was probably skimming from the till when Tim was looking the other way.”
 
   I cocked one eyebrow skeptically. “Kandy doesn’t seem the type.”
 
   “Not if you ask me,” Rex said. “She seems like one of those silly young people. Impulsive. Not thinking things through. Just doing whatever she feels like. Not like us oldies. We’ve seen things. We plan things through. We work things out.” There was an unexpected silence as Rex seemed, for once, to prefer to think about things rather than talk about them. Beth and I found ourselves immersed in thought as well.
 
   Weren’t all young people like that? I wondered. I’d been like that—dropping out of college, struggling until I got a screenwriting job, and then leaving Hollywood on an impulse, when I felt it was too much for me. Beth had done the same—she’d quit college, gotten some biochem work, and then dropped out of the race to run an online bakery. And when I’d asked her to help with my investigations, she’d impulsively said yes. Beth and I weren’t that young anymore, but the world was full of stories of people walking away from their former lives, doing things on a whim. Sometimes it worked out, sometimes it didn’t.
 
   Finally, Beth said, “I suppose we should look into Kandy a bit more. Who’d know about any cash-fingering?”
 
   Rex said, “Best person to talk to would be that bookkeeper Tim hired. Brenda. Tim never bothered to keep proper accounts, but if he was going to sell the place, he’d need them. Brenda was supposed to go through expenses and inflows and draw things up all proper. She’d know if there had been money missing from the till.”
 
   All this time, Beth and I had been going on the premise that if Mike hadn’t killed Tim, maybe the murder had had something to do with Tim’s love life. But the upcoming café sale, and the investigation of Tim’s accounts, might mean that the crime had a financial motive and not a romantic one.
 
   Rex told us that Mike would be able to give us Brenda’s number, and we thanked him and were getting ready to set out when Neve walked in.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   “We can’t get rid of her,” I muttered under my breath, but Neve ignored us and gave Rex a dazzling smile.
 
   He blinked slowly at her, confused.
 
   “I’m Neve,” she said, extending a hand out to him. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about Timothy Broker’s death.”
 
   Rex blinked again and shook his head. “But I just talked to these ladies here.”
 
   “I’m not with them.” Neve smiled sweetly. “I’m working as a registered private investigator—”
 
   “In training,” interrupted Beth loudly.
 
   Neve shot her a death stare and said, “You two have no training at all.”
 
   “I’m confused,” said Rex. He turned to us and said, “Should I talk to her or not?”
 
   “Oh, don’t ask them,” said Neve. “They don’t know how to run an investigation, which is why my client hired me. He doesn’t trust them to do a good job.”
 
   “I’ve just told these ladies everything once,” said Rex weakly. “Can’t you just hear it from them?”
 
   Beth and I smirked. Neve hadn’t bothered to make an appointment, and for once, we seemed to be on better footing.
 
   “We’d love to fill you in,” I said drily. It’s not like I would leave anything out when we chatted.
 
   Neve ignored me and placed one hand on Rex’s table. She leaned down, and her blouse drifted a bit lower. I saw Rex’s eyes follow the neckline of Neve’s pink top, and then he looked back into Neve’s blue eyes.
 
   “I’ll just take a minute of your time,” Neve said smoothly. “This won’t interrupt your day at all, and I’d really appreciate it. Don’t you want to bring the killer to justice?”
 
   “Sure, sure,” said Rex. I was pretty sure I could see beadlets of sweat forming on his brow. He gulped. “I guess a minute couldn’t hurt.”
 
   Neve turned and looked at me, her eyes gloating silently.
 
   I took a deep breath and willed myself not to say anything unkind. Neve’s assets had won her this round, and I couldn’t help but imagine a lifetime of having to deal with Neve flirting her way through every case I landed.
 
   ***
 
   Beth drove like a mad person till we got to Mike’s apartment, and then we raced up the stairs and banged on his door until he opened up. It was a matter of minutes until Neve found out about Rex’s suspicions that Kandy was dipping her fingers into the pot, and although I didn’t quite respect Neve’s intelligence, anyone with half a brain would make the connection between Tim’s financials being recorded properly and his death.
 
   We grabbed Brenda’s number from Mike, and I dialed it as fast as my eager fingers could. The call rang and rang and rang, and then finally, Brenda answered on the ninth ring.
 
   “This is Mindy,” I said, quickly introducing myself and explaining why I was calling. “Could we talk to you about Tim’s financials?”
 
   “Well, I don’t have them with me,” said Brenda.
 
   “That’s okay,” I said. “We can come over and talk to you about them.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand,” said Brenda. “I’m vacationing in Mexico.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I’ll be back in a few days,” Brenda said. “Why don’t we talk then?”
 
   “When are you back?”
 
   “Saturday night. We could meet up on Sunday, if you’d like.”
 
   That was five days from now, but it didn’t seem like I had a choice. We set up a time and place, and I hung up and looked at Mike. “You wouldn’t arrange for Beth and me to fly to Mexico, would you?”
 
   He shook his head. “Besides, don’t you have people to talk to over here?”
 
   “Yeah.” I leaned back, feeling bummed out. I looked at Beth, whose eyes were somber and dark. “D’you think Neve will fly out to Mexico?”
 
   She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what Neve does. She might think it’s a race, but it’s really not. And I’ve got clients I need to bake for; you’ve got Pixie. We can’t just up and go to Mexico.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, you’re right,” I grumbled.
 
   “Cheer up,” said Beth. “If we’ve got any spare time today, I’ll help you to set up Pixie’s Facebook page.”
 
   Thinking of Pixie did cheer me up a little. The bird had slept soundly last night, and this morning she’d snuggled on my shoulder as I’d quickly washed out her water bowl and replaced her pellets with new ones and a slice of orange. When we’d left her, she’d been happily chewing on the citrus treat.
 
   “Speaking of Pixie,” I said, turning to Mike. “Birds are expensive. Pixie needs new toys.”
 
   Mike frowned. “What’re you talking about? Uncle Tim had a whole stash of toys for her stored in the kitchen cabinets.”
 
   “We didn’t see any.”
 
   “Did you look in the cabinet in the top left side of the kitchen?”
 
   Beth and I shook our heads. The empty café had been spooky, and we’d left in a rush.
 
   “I guess we should go over,” I said. “I’d like to grab any parrot toys Tim might’ve gotten her.”
 
   Mike handed us a key. “You guys can get the stuff and lock up.”
 
   “You’re not coming?”
 
   “I’m going to watch the first season of Prison Break,” he said. “I need to learn how to survive in prison.”
 
   “You’re not going to prison,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. “We’ll find out something. Soon.”
 
   Beth and I headed over to the café, and I wondered if there was anything else in there, apart from Pixie’s toys, that we’d missed the first time around.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The empty café was like something out of a ghost town. I saw all the silent tables and chairs and imagined that this was what cafés looked like in those ancient cities that were covered with volcanic ash or sank underneath the sea. Of course, cafés were probably not around in those days, and they were probably more watering holes for the powerful senators and their companions, but I wasn’t too hung up on reality.
 
   “Maybe some music will help,” Beth said.
 
   “So we won’t hear if someone creeps in?” I looked around, as though I expected someone to slither out of the walls or slide through the large street-facing windows. “No, thanks.”
 
   “We can talk,” Beth said. “Or sing as we work.”
 
   “Like the seven dwarves,” I grumbled. “Let’s do this fast.”
 
   We started off in the kitchen, where the smells of Breakfasts Past lingered in the air: I could imagine sausages being grilled in here, eggs being fried. The visions were making me hungry.
 
   Beth and I rummaged through the cabinets and found knives, cooking utensils, a stand mixer, and lots of flatware.
 
   “I wonder if Mike’ll let me take this mixer,” Beth wondered out loud. “I’ve only got that six-year-old KitchenAid, and if it dies on me, I’ll be in trouble.”
 
   “We’ll ask him when we see him next,” I promised and stumbled upon a trove of parrot toys. There was slim black bird harness and at least a dozen plastic and leather chew toys. “This is great,” I said, looking through all the toys. “It’ll last Pixie at least a month.”
 
   I grabbed the box of Pixie’s things, and Beth and I headed over to the counter. The shelves behind the counter were empty, as was the cash register. There was nothing much in the drawers underneath—a few old receipts, and a book on new age philosophies.
 
   “I guess this was a bust,” Beth said. “Other than the parrot toys.”
 
   “And you might get a new mixer,” I reminded her. “And all that looking through the kitchen has made me hungry. Let’s grab an early lunch.”
 
   Beth agreed with me, and we headed to the steakhouse next door.
 
   Sara’s Steakhouse was popular with the locals, and even though it was early on a Tuesday, the place was half-full. The crowd was mostly office peons from the commercial district a few minutes north of there, and then I saw a familiar face.
 
   “Simon!” I smiled, heading over to him. “What a surprise.”
 
   He swallowed his mouthful, dabbed at his lips, and smiled at me and Beth. “Great seeing you. You girls work nearby?”
 
   I shook my head. “We came over to pick up some parrot toys.” I indicated the box we were holding. “What about you?”
 
   “It’s my day off.” There was a little bit of steak left on his plate, and a whole heap of untouched salad. Simon sawed at the steak as he spoke to us. “I really like this place. The meat’s delicious and the margaritas—mmm!”
 
   “Whereabouts do you work?” asked Beth.
 
   “In Yarraville,” said Simon, between bites. “For a construction company.”
 
   I nodded. Yarraville was up north, just over an hour’s drive from the Santa Verona beach. A lot of former Santa Verona locals were moving up there. Rents were cheaper, and the commute into town, where most of the jobs were, wasn’t too bad. It was a pleasant community of hard-working middle-class families. “Lots of construction going on there,” I said. “Lots of people wanting to live there.”
 
   Simon nodded. “Exactly. Live there myself. Hey, you know, I thought I had Mike’s number, but I guess I lost it. I’ve been meaning to call him, follow up on the sale. You wouldn’t happen to have it on you, wouldya?”
 
   “I do.” I rummaged through my handbag till I found my phone, and then I reeled off Mike’s number for him.
 
   “Thanks,” he said after he entered it into his phone. “I’ll make sure to give him a call. I might end up getting another place, but I figure I should have a chat with him first.”
 
   “Right,” I said. “So you’re thinking of moving out of the construction business and into cafés?”
 
   “Cafés seem like a good investment,” Simon said. “Everyone loves waffles.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “You know,” said Beth, “we can pass your number on to Mike as well. Just in case you can’t reach him.”
 
   “That’s real helpful of you,” Simon said. He rattled off a list of digits for us to take down and said, “My last name’s Macchio. Simon Macchio. Thanks for this.”
 
   “It’s not a problem,” I said. “By the way, you haven’t talked to a lady named Neve, have you?”
 
   Simon chewed his mouthful of steak thoughtfully. And then he said, “Yeah, she did call me. Why do you ask?”
 
   “What kind of stuff did she ask you?” said Beth. “Did she ask to meet you?”
 
   “Why would she ask to meet me?”
 
   Beth looked at me and cocked one eyebrow, as though to convey Neve’s ineptness. I said, “Well, usually it’s better to talk to people face to face during an investigation.”
 
   “Investigation? No, no.” Simon shook his head. “She called to see if I was still interested in the café. She wants to turn the place into a soup kitchen or something.”
 
   “Vegan soup bistro,” Beth said, smirking.
 
   “Oh, that makes more sense,” said Simon. “She was asking me whether I really thought a café would do well in a haunted site like that, where someone had just been murdered. Trying to keep me from buying the place.”
 
   Beth pinched her lips tight, and I shook my head disapprovingly. “What a way to discourage buyers. At this rate, she’ll be the only one making an offer to Mike.”
 
   “Yeah, well. Hauntings and ghosts don’t discourage me, and I think most people will forget about the murder after a while. I still think a café there’d do well.”
 
   “I know I’d prefer a café breakfast over vegan soup,” I said.
 
   Simon shrugged. “Well, I’m not sure anyone’ll be able to buy the place, really. Mike might not have time to sell if he’s busy with the trial and gets sent to prison.”
 
   “Oh, we don’t think he’s guilty,” I said lightly.
 
   “You don’t?” Simon sounded surprised. “You know, the day I went into the place to chat with Tim, he was having a huge argument with Mike. Mike was trying to convince him not to sell the place.”
 
   I looked at Beth and stifled a sigh. Just about everyone we talked to had some reason or the other to believe that Mike had killed his uncle, and I was beginning to wonder what else Mike hadn’t told us.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “I see you’ve met Simon,” said Whitney, the proprietor of Sara’s Steakhouse.
 
   Whitney was a mocha-skinned woman with big frizzy hair and a body a few sizes larger than the Hollywood norm. She’d opened the steakhouse while I was still in high school, and over the years the place had grown more and more popular. Whitney was outgoing and knew most of her regulars by name, which was just one of the reasons that people kept coming back to her place.
 
   Beth and I had just settled down with our steaks and extra chili fries, but it was always nice to have a chat with Whitney.
 
   “So he comes here a lot,” I said.
 
   Whitney nodded. “Yeah. It’s great to see people driving down from Yarraville for my meals. What’s in the box?”
 
   “Pixie’s toys.” I explained about adopting the little Hahn’s macaw, and Whitney nodded sympathetically.
 
   “Horrible stuff about Tim’s death,” she said. “I added extra cameras indoors after that.”
 
   She pointed out the round-cased corner-hung cameras, and Beth said, “That makes sense. Did you know Tim well?”
 
   “No, not really. But his café was doing well, especially after he bought the small shop next door and renovated a few years back, knocking out a wall and combining both places. It used to look rather old and dark.”
 
   I remembered what Kandy had told us about being followed, and said, “Have you noticed anyone hanging around the place, a few days before Tim’s death? Maybe watching the café?”
 
   Whitney shook her head. “No, I had a bad cold about that time and didn’t come in to the steakhouse every day. Even then, can’t say I remember anyone hanging around.”
 
   I handed her one of my business cards and said, “Let us know if you think of anything.”
 
   “Will do, sweetheart,” she said, pocketing the card. “And good luck to you. Although it does look bad for Mike now. Been reading all about it in the papers. Poor boy.”
 
   ***
 
   After a long lunch at the steakhouse, complete with crème brûlée for dessert, Beth and I headed east to Elaine’s house. She lived in a cream semi-detached house on a street where the houses had midsized lawns with lots of toys strewn about on them. The early-afternoon sun glinted off the discarded toys and cast short shadows around the palm trees.
 
   “It’s nice of you to see us,” I told her as we sat around in a stuffy living room. There were far too many club chairs and love seats for the space, and the drapes overshadowing the window were heavy and dark. An oil painting hung on one wall, depicting a mountainous landscape, and the place looked far too old-fashioned for someone like Elaine.
 
   Elaine looked to be in her mid-forties, with frizzy brown hair, the first signs of wrinkles, and wide-set brown eyes. As though in answer to my unasked question, she said, “I’m sharing this place with my aunt. It’s temporary. I’ll be moving out soon.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve got money problems,” said Beth.
 
   “Not at all,” said Elaine. “I’ve been downsizing. Used to live in a big place up in Yarraville, but prices there have been going up. Sold my place and a bunch of stuff. Now I’m looking for a tiny duplex near the beach. Quality over quantity.”
 
   I looked at her skeptically. “How long’ve you been living here?”
 
   She grinned. “Almost a month now. My aunt and I get along. She makes a mean nasi goreng.”
 
   I smiled back. “I’d live with someone if they made me nasi goreng.”
 
   “I make you cakes all the time,” said Beth.
 
   “Yeah. But you don’t let me eat them for lunch.”
 
   “I don’t want people saying I’m fattening you up.”
 
   “Nothing sadder than a fat old white woman,” Elaine chimed in. “Life’s sad for those of us who like to eat.”
 
   I liked her. She didn’t seem like a woman who’d kill her former lover, even though she clearly had bad taste in men.
 
   “I can’t believe you slept with Timothy Broker,” Beth said.
 
   “I can’t believe it either,” Elaine said lightly. “We met each other through a baking class, even though Tim doesn’t do the actual baking in his café, most of the time. Didn’t,” she corrected herself.
 
   “Then why did you?”
 
   She shrugged. “I’d heard he was married. But one day…well, I’d had a few too many drinks, and it just happened. I was impulsive, for once. And then later, he pursued me. Said he was getting divorced. I believed him for a little while, too.”
 
   “So that’s his line,” Beth said. “That he’s leaving his wife.”
 
   “Exactly.” Elaine nodded. “I know all married men say that, but I actually believed him. Of course, I saw through him after a few weeks, thank goodness, and then I moved on.”
 
   “I thought you turned up at his house to yell at him?”
 
   Elaine laughed. “God, how embarrassing. I went out one evening with some girlfriends, and they talked about how women deserve to know the truth about men. I had a few too many tequila shots, and it seemed like I’d be doing Wendy a favor by letting her know what a louse her husband was.” She laughed again. “Of course, Wendy already knew what a horrible cheater he was. I heard later that he took her to Paris that weekend.”
 
   “You heard right,” I said. “Then why did you show up at his café again?”
 
   “Can you believe, that moron stole my macaron recipe? What kind of man does that? I ranted and raved, I made those fluffy, delicious macarons and I didn’t want him stealing them. He doesn’t deserve to have my recipe.”
 
   “And what then?”
 
   “Well, after a while he agreed that he wouldn’t sell them in his store anymore. I was okay with that, because I want to do a macaron delivery service to the cafés near the pier. All the tourists want macarons.”
 
   “I want macarons,” I said. “What flavors do you make?”
 
   “Coffee, pistachio, vanilla, raspberry, champagne, Earl Grey…” Elaine rattled off a list of flavors, and I made a mental note to go down to the pier cafés as soon as possible. And then Elaine said, “Of course, I haven’t started doing the deliveries yet. I’ve got a list of interested clients, though.”
 
   “Oh.” I was going to ask for some samples, but then I realized I was getting sidetracked from the main topic. “Right, back to Tim. So you weren’t mad at him anymore?”
 
   “Nah. That guy did what he did, and then he agreed not to steal my recipe. More fool me for falling for his lines. But at least he got me some bling.”
 
   I looked at her with renewed interest. “You’ve got jewelry he gave you?”
 
   She shook her head no. “Not anymore. I sold it to raise money for my business.”
 
   “So you’re still in the ‘trying to raise funds’ stage?”
 
   Elaine shook her head again. “No, no. I actually won a cancer raffle drawing a few weeks ago. I got two hundred grand. Now I’m just trying to be careful so I don’t waste that money. I want to start this business off right.”
 
   “Well, it sounds like a great plan,” I said. “Good thing you’re not planning to blow the money on fast cars and loose women.”
 
   Beth said, “Do you know anyone else who might’ve wanted to hurt Tim?”
 
   “Not really. I’m afraid things don’t look good for Mike. And maybe some customer got really annoyed because he couldn’t get a table at the café on Sunday morning?” She shrugged. “Who knows?”
 
   Beth said, “And where were you, when Tim died?”
 
   Elaine smiled. “I was over at John’s Bistro, having a great steak with a nice red wine. I was there till late at night. You can ask anyone who works at the bistro.”
 
   “We’ll do that,” said Beth. “Not that we suspect you of anything. You’ve been really helpful.”
 
   I said, “You haven’t talked to a tall blonde woman named Neve, have you?”
 
   Elaine shook her head. “No, who’s that?”
 
   “It’s this…” I tried to think of a complimentary way to describe Neve.
 
   “It’s someone poking around about Tim’s death,” said Beth. “She’s not very experienced yet.”
 
   I wondered if we should say something to Elaine about not needing to let Neve know the whole picture, but I decided to let it go. I’d play fair with Neve, no matter how she went about things. “In any case,” I said out loud, “she’ll probably be bored with the investigator gig after a while. Maybe she’ll start her vegan soup bistro after all.”
 
   “Wow,” said Elaine. “I’m sure she’d love to sell some of my macarons at her bistro.”
 
   I smiled. “I suppose vegan soup-drinkers need desserts, too. Would you do me a favor, please, and let me know if Neve comes by to chat with you?”
 
   Elaine nodded, and I left my card with her as Beth and I headed out to see Mike again. It was time to return the key to the café and see if he could think of anything else that might be helpful to our investigation.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “You don’t mind if I take the stand mixer, do you?” asked Beth.
 
   “Be my guest.” Mike handed the key back to us. “Just make sure you don’t take anything else. I think buyers want the place with all the trimmings, so they can run the café. I’m going to talk to a real estate agent or two. They might be able to help me get a better price.”
 
   “So you’re really serious about selling the place,” I said. “What about Neve?”
 
   Mike shrugged. “I don’t owe Neve anything. She offered to help with the investigation. I’m not the one promising her the café. Unless she can pony up the cash.”
 
   I said, “But you’ve already had a few offers to buy the place.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Mike. “And with a bit of marketing, I’ll probably get a few more offers.”
 
   “Speaking of,” I said, “has Simon Macchio called you yet?”
 
   “Simon who?”
 
   “Macchio. He seemed pretty keen on buying the place.”
 
   “Nope. No calls from him, or anyone with that name.”
 
   “Well, he’s got your number, and he might give you a buzz.”
 
   “Sure,” said Mike. “The sooner I sell the place, the sooner I get the money.”
 
   “You never told us you had a fight with your uncle about not selling the place.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “It didn’t seem important.”
 
   “Well, everything’s important.” I tried to keep my annoyance in check. “Have you ever considered how bad it looks for you?”
 
   “Everything looks bad for me,” Mike mumbled.
 
   “Well, why’d you fight with him?”
 
   Mike shrugged. “I didn’t have an easy time getting jobs, okay? At least with my uncle, I knew that even if he yelled at me and he wasn’t paying me much, as long as I pulled a few espresso shots, my job was safe. But if he sold the place, the new owners might not keep me on.”
 
   “Nepotism for the win,” said Beth drily.
 
   “Look,” said Mike, rubbing his forehead, “I had no idea he was going to leave me the café. It’s not like I killed him to keep him from selling the place.”
 
   I sighed. “Well. Anyway. And how’s Neve doing? Have you talked to her since yesterday?”
 
   “Not really,” said Mike. “I assume she’s doing her job.”
 
   My cell phone buzzed, and I looked down to check the message. I looked at Beth and said, “Well, it seems like Neve is doing her job. Elaine just texted me that she talked to Neve.”
 
   Beth shrugged. “At least she’s not insisting that the three of us go together.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Small miracles.”
 
   “Speaking of,” Beth said. “We need to get going. I promised two separate women that I’d do cakes for their baby showers, and I need them done by tonight.”
 
   “What flavors?” I said.
 
   “Vanilla and carrot-walnut,” she said. “C’mon. Maybe some cake-tasting will help you think better. Maybe you can figure out who really killed Tim over a slice of carrot-walnut cake.”
 
   Beth was right about two things. One, I’d never say no to cake-tasting. And two, I really did need to think things through. There was no point talking to any more people until I pieced together all the information I’d learned so far. I thought I could see a shadow of who the killer might be, and I knew I was close to figuring it all out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I wanted to chat with Beth as she baked, but I also wanted to spend time with Pixie. I would’ve taken Pixie over to Beth’s apartment, but I was worried that Beth’s tabby, Molly, would show too great an interest in Pixie.
 
   So instead, Beth brought all her baking stuff over to my apartment, and we chatted as we worked. Well, mostly Beth worked and I watched. She whisked eggs, beat in sugar, added flour and worked her magic. She finished the vanilla cakes first, put them in the oven, and worked on the icing.
 
   Pixie watched as Beth worked. Occasionally, she made loud purring noises. I’d attached two of the toys I’d found in Tim’s café to her play stand, and she hung out there, chewing on the plastic beads and leather strings. Occasionally she flew into her cage for a sip of water and then back to her stand to finish her destruction of the toys. I’d bought a bag of almonds in their shells, and I gave her one; Pixie attacked it violently, splitting the almond shell in half with her beak.
 
   “So far,” I said, keeping an eye on the icing that Beth was mixing up, “the thing that really jumps out is that Tim was killed right before he could sell his café.”
 
   “Seems like the killer didn’t want him to sell.”
 
   “Plus, when Tim walked in, they were busy breaking up some chairs. They’d probably have moved on to the counter after that, and then the kitchen.”
 
   “So whoever wanted to buy it would be discouraged,” said Beth, busily stirring up her icing.
 
   “Exactly.” I felt a moment’s hesitation. “You don’t think it was Mike trying to vandalize the café, do you? After all, he seems to have had the most to lose if the café was sold. Maybe he wanted to vandalize it, and then his uncle walked in.”
 
   “But he wouldn’t have killed Tim. He’d just have run out.”
 
   “Maybe. Or maybe he panicked. There was no way out, unless he ran past Tim, and maybe Tim stopped him.”
 
   I could see that Beth didn’t want to believe the worst about Mike. She was still hung up on her high school crush as she remembered him—handsome, with a life full of promise ahead of him. But life hadn’t turned out the way any of us had expected in high school, and now Mike was a disillusioned divorcé with a child who lived in a different city. He had no job prospects and not much to look forward to.
 
   “Who else would’ve wanted Tim not to sell?” asked Beth.
 
   “There’s Neve,” I said, frowning. “But maybe I’m being unkind.”
 
   “Isn’t it suspicious that she’s trying to solve the murder just so she can buy the café? She’s even calling up other interested buyers and warning them off.”
 
   I didn’t want my emotions to get the better of me, but it did seem that Neve had her own ulterior motives for working the case. I was sure that one of her motivations was to show me up, but perhaps she was also motivated by the possibility of financial gain.
 
   “Maybe Neve killed Tim,” said Beth. “And she thought she could charm Mike into selling her the place.”
 
   “Nobody knew that Mike would get the café,” I said. “And can you imagine Neve swinging a sledgehammer? Nuh-uh. She’d be far too worried that she’d break a nail.”
 
   “Or get dirt on her perfect clothes.”
 
   “What about Simon?” I said. “He’s another buyer. Maybe he’s the one trying to discourage the others.” It was a stretch, and we both looked at each other doubtfully.
 
   “Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way,” Beth said. “Maybe selling the café had nothing to do with this whole thing.”
 
   “Or maybe Mike really did know that his uncle would leave him the café.”
 
   “In that case, maybe Neve knew, too.”
 
   “Okay, let’s put the café aside for a minute,” I said, grabbing a teaspoon and reaching over to try the icing. “Mmm. This is delicious.” I finished my spoonful of icing, but Beth wouldn’t let me taste any more, so I pouted for a few minutes.
 
   “Do you want Neve to be right?” Beth said. “She’s already teased you about your weight gain once.”
 
   “I’ll go running with you tomorrow,” I promised. “Let me have some more.”
 
   “No way. We’re having a slice of cake after this.”
 
   She had a point, so I went over to give Pixie some scratches while Beth mixed together the ingredients for the carrot-walnut cakes and poured the mixture into cake pans.
 
   “I’m really glad your online bakery’s taking off,” I told Beth.
 
   She came over to give Pixie a bit of walnut, and the parrot grabbed it gleefully and scratched her head as a sign of happiness. Pixie purred at Beth and began chewing her nut.
 
   “I got lucky,” Beth said. “Nobody needs a physical store anymore. It’s all about reviews and reputation.”
 
   I nodded. “Speaking of reputation. What about the fact that Tim was such a ladies’ man?”
 
   Beth went over to take the vanilla cakes out of the oven and slid in the carrot-walnut mixture. As she spread icing over the cakes and made blue icing roses on the larger cake intended for her client, she said, “You don’t think one of his three ladies killed him, do you?”
 
   “Or maybe they all ganged up to kill him, after they got sick of his lies.”
 
   We went over what Elaine, Kandy and Wendy had told us, but we couldn’t see any reason for any of them to kill Tim, let alone destroy the café.
 
   “Maybe Elaine was frustrated that her macaron business was taking so long to get off the ground,” Beth suggested as she cut into the smaller vanilla cake and served me a slice.
 
   “She was having dinner and drinks at John’s Bistro till late, remember? She couldn’t have killed him. Mmm, this is delicious.” I usually wasn’t too fond of vanilla cake, but this concoction was light and fluffy, and the icing complemented it perfectly.
 
   “We need to check her alibi,” Beth reminded me. “Maybe she wasn’t at John’s Bistro.”
 
   “Maybe Mike’s hiding something,” I said. “We should at least check him out online.”
 
   We finished up our thin slivers of cake and Googled Mike’s name to see if we could come up with anything about his life, but nothing much came up. He didn’t seem to be active on social networking sites, he didn’t have a resume up on the jobs and networking sites, and there weren’t any news articles about him.
 
   “Let’s do Neve now,” said Beth.
 
   I winced visibly. “I don’t think I can stand to read about her.”
 
   Thankfully, the oven timer went off just then, and Beth went to retrieve her carrot-walnut cakes. I waited impatiently as she spread icing on both of them and decorated the larger one meant for her client.
 
   She gave me a thin sliver of deliciousness to try out, and I nodded happily. “This is great,” I said. “Even better than the vanilla. No wonder people keep ordering from you.”
 
   Beth smiled happily as she ate her sliver of cake. “It’s all about word of mouth.”
 
   Beth made a quick dash to her apartment to retrieve her fancy DSLR camera, and she snapped a few artistic cake photos to put up on her website.
 
   “Let’s take some of Pixie,” she suggested once she was done with the cake photos. “For her Facebook page. That’ll be fun.”
 
   “It does sound like fun,” I agreed.
 
   Beth managed to shoot two candids of Pixie playing with toys before the parrot realized she was being photographed. Then Pixie stared into the camera and began cooing—and like a supermodel, she strutted down the stand and raised her wings up into the air, posing perfectly.
 
   “She’s good at this,” said Beth, and the photo session continued for a few more minutes, until Pixie finally got tired of the camera and lunged at the lens, trying to bite it.
 
   I laughed. “Yeah, she’s got diva blood all right.”
 
   “I guess the session’s a wrap.”
 
   Beth put the camera away, and Pixie headed into her cage to eat some pellets, when there was a knock on the door.
 
   “Aunt Kira!” I exclaimed, ushering her in. “What’re you doing here?”
 
   Aunt Kira was wearing a stylish silk blouse, gray slacks, and low-heeled black patent leather shoes. She looked more dressed up than normal, and I wondered what was going on.
 
   “I thought we could have some fun,” she said, looking from me to Beth and then noticing the cakes. “Those are gorgeous. Your clients will love them!”
 
   “Thanks!” said Beth. “We should actually head out to drop them off.”
 
   “Hello,” said Pixie from inside her cage. “Hello. Who’s that?”
 
   Aunt Kira turned around, noticing Pixie for the first time. “Who’s that?” Aunt Kira echoed.
 
   “It’s Pixie,” I said. “Remember? We told you guys about her over dinner.”
 
   “Oh, right.” Aunt Kira nodded and noticed the harness that was lying near Pixie’s cage. “What’s that?”
 
   “What’s that?” Pixie echoed.
 
   “It’s Pixie’s harness. I suppose she’s trained to step into it like a dog, and then we can take her out with us.”
 
   “That sounds like fun, but we can’t take her out tonight. I’m taking you girls out for drinks and dinner.”
 
   Beth and I groaned.
 
   “Why?” I said. “Why do we have to go out? We’re happy being slobs. We’ll order takeout and think about our case.”
 
   “Not tonight,” said Aunt Kira, pinning a stern gaze on me. “I know you haven’t had more than two first dates since you moved back here. What, are Santa Verona men not good enough for you?”
 
   “Urgh, not that again,” I moaned. “Aunt Kira, I’m just not ready to start dating. I want to get my caree—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Aunt Kira said, cutting me off. “Career, shmareer.”
 
   “You’re the one who’s always saying how important it is for a girl to have a career.”
 
   “It is,” she said. “But it’s also important to have some fun. Meet some people. I’m not saying you should run off to Vegas and get married tonight, but you need to have some fun. And you, Beth.” She turned her gaze to my best friend, who tried not to flinch. “I’ve heard all about you dating deadbeats. The last guy you dated was indicted for white-collar fraud. Let’s go trolling for hotties together.”
 
   I groaned again. I didn’t want to go “trolling for hotties” with my sixty-something-year-old aunt. No matter how cool she was.
 
   “I need wingmen,” Aunt Kira said. “I’ve watched all those dating shows, and I’ve read about ‘game.’ I’ve got game. C’mon, you two, go get dressed.”
 
   Beth and I protested, but she just wouldn’t leave us alone.
 
   “We’ll go to Maria’s,” Aunt Kira said. “There are all kinds of people there, and you might even learn something about your case.”
 
   Now that got my interest. Maria’s was a cop bar, and all kinds of people really did hang out there. Cops, lawyers, informants, and, of course, regular folk. And she was right about Beth needing to meet someone nice; someone who wouldn’t try to swindle her out of her rent.
 
   “That might be a good idea,” Beth admitted. “We might meet an inebriated cop who tells us a bit more about Mike. I mean, the case. We could learn something new tonight.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Beth and I drove up to the midsized parking lot in front of Maria’s. We both wore jeans and jackets over our cardigans, the better to ward off the evening chill, and had freshly applied lipstick. Beth’s clients had received their cakes gratefully, and now we stepped out of her Mazda and looked around.
 
   The parking lot was half-full, and I expected it to get more crowded as the night wore on. The temperatures had dropped sharply after the sun had gone down, and now the wind was cold and chapped my nose. The small neon sign that said “Maria’s” looked welcoming.
 
   “Parking lots give me the creeps,” said Beth. “Do you feel like someone’s watching us?”
 
   “I do,” I said. “But maybe we’re imagining things.”
 
   We hurried towards the entrance anyway, and we were about to step inside when three men walked out, and my heart stopped.
 
   I froze where I was, unwilling to take a step further.
 
   Beth said, “Hey, it’s Ethan and Matt. Let’s go say hi. And who’s that guy with them?”
 
   “Of all the bars,” I muttered, “we came to this one. We came to a cop bar. Why did we come to a cop bar?”
 
   “Why are you muttering to yourself?” Beth said. “Are you pretending to be senile?”
 
   I gave her a dirty look. The three men had seen us, and Matt waved, his face lighting up. “Hi, Beth,” he called out.
 
   Beth waved back, and we trudged forward. I gave Ethan a grumpy look, and he glanced back, amused. And then the third man said, “Hello, Mindy. Nice to see you again.”
 
   I glared at him. “Hey, Liam.”
 
   Ethan cocked one eyebrow and said, “You two know each other?”
 
   Liam smirked. He was as handsome as ever; if anything, age had made him look less boyish and more mature. His dark hair was cut fashionably short, and his greenish eyes still held their twinkling charm. He’d obviously—unlike me—kept up his gym regime.
 
   “We dated for a while,” Liam said. “Back when I was a law student.”
 
   Beth looked at me, wide-eyed. “Oh, this is Liam.”
 
   “I see you’ve told your friends about me,” Liam said smugly. “Nice things, I hope.”
 
   “I don’t have anything nice to say about you,” I told him honestly, but Liam laughed as though I’d make a hilarious joke.
 
   “You’re always so funny,” he said. “No wonder you became a big hit, writing for Hollywood. And you look as lovely as ever.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. He was a sociopath through and through—charm on the outside, ruthless manipulativeness on the inside. I regretted wasting a whole eighteen months of my life on him, and now I regretted coming to this bar.
 
   Ethan’s eyes had clouded over and he looked at me impersonally. “It’s always great to hear about your active dating life,” he said drily.
 
   “It was a short-lived casual thing,” I informed him. “Not that it’s any of your business.”
 
   “No, of course not,” Ethan said lightly. “You’re a free agent. You were free to do your own thing the moment we broke up and you left Santa Verona.”
 
   There was an awkward silence, and after a minute, I said stiffly, “I had to leave for college, you know that.” And then I turned to Liam, who looked like he was storing the entire conversation in his mental meanness bank for future reference. “What’re you doing in Santa Verona?”
 
   “Well, as you might know,” he said, running his hand through his hair, “after I graduated law school, I did fairly well for myself. I got a lot of promotions, rather quickly.” He spoke with mock-humility, but I knew that was just his way of bragging. “I decided to work for the public sector—putting criminals behind bars, making sure they don’t get off on technicalities, that kind of thing. Maybe you understand, since you write about it? Oh, wait, you wrote about it—you don’t anymore.”
 
   My face turned into one big chilly mask, and I stared at Liam, my old anger at him bubbling up. Liam had been the Big Man on Campus, and when we’d broken up, he’d managed to make my college life miserable without even trying. I could feel Beth’s hand on my elbow, and I knew she was holding me back from lunging at Liam’s throat and ripping his heart out.
 
   Beth said politely, “So, you’re working in Santa Verona now?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Liam said. “I just moved here. Got an incredible offer from the DA’s office—I’m really lucky, you know. I feel so blessed to do this work at such a young age.”
 
   “You’re over thirty,” I said bitterly. “You’ve got time left to have a midlife crisis.”
 
   Liam laughed again. “You really are as funny as ever. And now we’ll get to see each other more often. I’ve read about you in the Santa Verona Sun—you’re investigating crimes here? Won’t it be fun to work together?”
 
   I looked from him to Ethan. A smile was playing on the corners of Ethan’s mouth, and I realized he was enjoying this, now that it was apparent there weren’t any good vibes between Liam and me.
 
   “You look great,” Matt said to Beth in the ensuing silence. “Are you guys here to meet someone?”
 
   “Yeah,” Ethan said before Beth could answer. “Now that you’ve left your Hollywood hunks, are you finding it hard to meet nice guys here?”
 
   He smirked at his own joke, and I gave him a dirty look in response. Beth said, “Actually, we’re meeting Mindy’s aunt here.”
 
   “Taking a break from your investigation?” said Matt.
 
   Beth and I nodded, and Liam said, “What investigation?”
 
   Ethan said, “Mike hired these two to look into Timothy Broker’s death. The one we were just talking about.”
 
   Liam laughed. “That guy’s guilty as hell. I’m going to make sure we nail him in court.”
 
   Ethan and I exchanged a glance, and for once, I could see that we were both thinking the same thing. Liam was an overconfident jackass, and the DA’s office wasn’t going to be any better off for his help.
 
   “So you have to work with Liam now,” I said, raising one eyebrow at Ethan. “Fun for you.”
 
   Ethan shrugged. “Working closely with the DA’s office is one of the ways we ensure that justice gets served,” he said, his voice polite and neutral.
 
   “I just need to convince these guys to find some more evidence,” Liam said. “Putting bad guys away isn’t so hard if we just all pull our own weight.”
 
   The implication that Ethan and Matt weren’t pulling their weight hung heavy in the air, and the two detectives exchanged a sardonic glance but didn’t respond.
 
   Beth and I were about to say goodbye and head inside, when the sharp clicking of stilettos on concrete grew louder behind us, and we turned to see Neve sashaying her way over. She had changed from her morning outfit into a low-cut sweater, tight jeans, and black boots with stiletto heels.
 
   “This is perfect,” I muttered. “All of my favorite people.”
 
   “Be nice to her,” Beth reminded me as Neve did a little finger-wave towards our group.
 
   “Hello, guys,” she said, walking up to us. “What’re you all doing here? Not talking shop without me, I hope.”
 
   She gave Ethan a saccharine-sweet smile. Ethan hadn’t been a jock in high school, but because he’d always been pretty cute, he’d never been a complete loser in the eyes of the “cool kids.”
 
   Ethan nodded curtly at her in greeting, and she exchanged hellos with Matt, and then turned her attention to Liam. “Hello, there,” she said, batting her eyelashes and extending a hand. “I’m Neve.”
 
   “Liam.” He shook her hand, but didn’t seem overly impressed by the batting lashes or the low-cut sweater. “Are you working with Mindy?”
 
   “Mindy?” Neve raised her eyebrows and blinked slowly, as though she’d just been asked if she liked to eat cockroaches for dinner. “No. No, no, no.”
 
   “Oh, well.” Liam smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, then.”
 
   “And what do you do?”
 
   Neve’s voice was low and full of innuendo, and I looked at Ethan. He rolled his eyes skyward and threw me a give me a break look, and I smiled.
 
   Liam and Neve flirted like teenagers for a few more minutes, while I tried not to puke in my mouth. Finally, Ethan and Matt decided they’d had enough and headed off. Beth and I left Neve chatting with Liam outside and headed in to look for Aunt Kira.
 
   Maria’s was warm and cozy inside, with exposed brick walls and a long bar along one side, a couple of tables scattered around, and comfy booths along the far wall. We crossed the floor, heading towards the booths, and Beth said, “You have to admit, those two would make a great couple. Perfect for each other.”
 
   “I don’t think so. They’re both full of themselves. Liam always wanted someone who’d be his slave and make him look good. He told me he wants to run for office at some point.”
 
   “Neve would make great political arm candy.”
 
   “I don’t think she can think about anything other than herself for five minutes at a time,” I said. “And I don’t think she’d be too happy to be any man’s slave.”
 
   We saw Aunt Kira sitting in a booth at the far end, and we waved to her. I turned around one last time, looking out the window that faced the parking lot. From where we stood, I could see Neve getting into her black Hyundai sedan and driving off. Liam was standing by himself, talking to someone on his cell phone.
 
   I was suddenly overwhelmed by it all. Why did Liam have to move to Santa Verona and be one more person to make my life miserable? Aunt Kira was right; it was high time I did something fun.
 
   Beth and I slid into the booth opposite Aunt Kira, and I glanced at the drinks menu. An image of a ski-mask-clad man flickered before my eyes, and I wondered why someone would want to vandalize Tim’s café: had it been a cold-blooded crime, or a sudden act of passion?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Aunt Kira said she didn’t believe in a patriarchal society, and she definitely didn’t believe in one where women had to drop everything once they got married. She’d been married once, and divorced a year later, and since then, she’d been reluctant to settle down.
 
   However, she radiated charm and intelligence, and by the end of the night, she’d exchanged numbers with not one but two retirees who’d moved to Santa Verona recently.
 
   Beth and I met nobody.
 
   We drove home in Beth’s car, and then we trudged upstairs and over to my apartment, so that Beth could collect her baking things.
 
   I pushed my apartment door open, turned on the light, and said hello to Pixie. She’d been huddled in one corner of her cage, sleeping, and she blinked slowly when she saw us, and then yawned and stretched out her wings.
 
   “Did you have a good sleep?” I cooed to her. “You can go back to sleep in a few minutes. Aunt Beth’s going to get her things and leave.”
 
   Beth was ignoring Pixie and staring at a large envelope that was lying on the floor, just before my front door.
 
   “What’s this?” she said. “I don’t remember seeing this when we left.”
 
   “Maybe it’s a flyer,” I said, picking up the envelope. It was unmarked, and I opened it and slid out a piece of paper, expecting to see an ad for a garage sale, or a price list for Wong’s Noodle Bar, and then I frowned.
 
   Instead of a flyer, it was a letter-size piece of paper, with silver letters glued onto it. The letters spelled out, “Take a break. Leave Tim’s death alone.”
 
   I passed the paper over to Beth wordlessly. She read the words, and her lips settled into a thin, grim line.
 
   “This isn’t good,” she said.
 
   “Someone wants me to take a break,” I said, trying to sound glib. “Just like Aunt Kira says I should.”
 
   Beth shook her head. “You know that’s not what they meant.”
 
   I sighed. She was right. And even more worrying was the fact that whoever had sent me the note knew where I lived.
 
   “You don’t think it was Neve, do you?” I said, sounding slightly hopeful.
 
   Beth shook her head. “Neve wouldn’t go to the effort. And if she did, she’d probably say something unkind. Like, you’re too ugly to be an investigator.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   We shuffled our feet thoughtfully, wondering what it all meant.
 
   “Maybe I’m getting close,” I said, trying to look on the bright side of things. “Maybe whoever sent me the note is worried I’m near the truth.”
 
   “Maybe,” said Beth. She headed over to the kitchen and began gathering her things.
 
   “You know, Neve did leave Maria’s soon after we walked in,” I said.
 
   “Did she leave with Liam?”
 
   I shook my head no.
 
   Beth said, “You don’t think this could be from Liam? Maybe he doesn’t want anything that could jeopardize his case to show up.”
 
   I frowned. “Liam’s a self-centered narcissist, but I don’t think he’d be up for doing something like this. Not right now, anyway—he seems pretty sure he can get Mike convicted. Besides, I don’t think he even knows where I live, right now.”
 
   “D’you think Neve got a letter, too?”
 
   I looked at Beth thoughtfully. “Maybe we should check.”
 
   Beth called Mike’s number and got Neve’s details, and I gave Neve a call. When I explained who it was, Neve snorted. “What d’you want?”
 
   “Um. I don’t actually want anything. I was just wondering…”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Well, have you gotten any letters recently?”
 
   “Letters? You mean like, emails?”
 
   “No, letters. Physical letters mailed to you. Or slid under your door.”
 
   “Is this some kind of joke? Are you trying to make me leave the case somehow?”
 
   “No, no,” I said. “I mean, it’s not a joke. Never mind.”
 
   We hung up, and I looked at Beth and shrugged. “She didn’t get a letter.”
 
   “So our correspondent doesn’t know about Neve.”
 
   “Or doesn’t take her seriously.” I smirked, despite myself. “Even criminals don’t think she’s a good investigator.”
 
   Beth sighed. “Now what? You want to report this to the cops?”
 
   I looked at the letter again, and then I looked at Pixie. She’d started preening her tail feathers.
 
   “Pixie,” I said.
 
   She stopped preening and gave me a small squawk. I suppose that meant, “What?”
 
   I said, “Did you see something? Or hear anything when we got this letter?”
 
   I held the letter up for her to look at, and then she yawned.
 
   “The guy slid it under the door,” Beth said. “How would she see anything? Besides, she was sleeping.”
 
   “Hello,” said Pixie. “Hellohello.”
 
   I nodded. Pixie was cute, but she wasn’t much help in the sleuthing department.
 
   I looked at the letter again. “I know how the cops handle these things. They’ll just make a note of it and do nothing. They’ll say that a crime hasn’t been committed yet.”
 
   “You should still tell them about it. Maybe it shows that Mike didn’t kill Tim.”
 
   I wondered how Ethan would react to the sight of the letter. He might not take me seriously, but then again, he was a good cop. “Maybe tomorrow,” I said. “And I know the cops’ll say that Mike might’ve sent me this letter himself. Which he might have.”
 
   “You wanna sleep over at my place?”
 
   I looked at Pixie, wondering if it would be okay to leave her alone. Just to be safe, I opened the door of her cage so that she could fly out if she needed to, and she looked at me curiously.
 
   “I’ll grab my jammies,” I said to Beth, and I did.
 
   I was pretty sure that my apartment was safe, but it would be nice to sleep somewhere that the letter-sender didn’t know about. And tomorrow, I’d try to figure out who had sent it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   The next morning, Beth had gone for a run, come back, and showered by the time I got up. A quick check on Pixie revealed that she was up, and was busy attacking one of her toys. I showered, changed, and gave her some fresh water and pellets before heading back to Beth’s. The two of us strategized over a delicious breakfast of carrot-walnut cake and piping hot coffee.
 
   “Kandy seems like a girl with a secret,” Beth said. “I guess we should talk to her first. She might know something about the goings-on at the café which could’ve gotten Tim killed right before he sold the place.”
 
   I agreed with that, and I supposed that Neve might come to the same conclusion as us. It would be a good idea to talk to Kandy again before Neve got to her, so we headed over to Kandy’s apartment after breakfast.
 
   Her roommate Darren answered the door and told us that Kandy had stepped out to get milk for breakfast, but we were welcome to wait. Darren was a young twenty-something-year-old wearing red-checked shorts and a white t-shirt, and his brown hair crumpled over his eyebrows.
 
   While Beth and I sat in the living room, Darren fried up sausages, bacon and eggs, and chatted to us from the kitchen. He was studying physics at Santa Verona University, and we asked about his classes and how he liked the city.
 
   “It’s nice here,” Darren said. “Always real sunny and pleasant. And the kids at school are nice.”
 
   “And what about Kandy?” Beth asked. “You guys get along?”
 
   “Sure,” he said. “She’s late with her rent once in a while, and sometimes she finishes the milk or juice and forgets to get more. Like today. But she’s all right.”
 
   I’d shot Beth a surprised look when he’d mentioned Kandy’s rent arrears, and Beth said, “Why was she late with the rent?”
 
   “I think she’d just forget, honestly. It’s not like she was short on cash. She’d buy a new designer handbag every month.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like wages from Tim,” I said to Beth under my breath. “Tim was stingy with his employees.”
 
   “Maybe Kandy was special,” Beth said in a low voice.
 
   We went back to our conversation with Darren, until Kandy walked in with a carton of milk and looked surprised to see us in her living room.
 
   “What’re you doing here so early?” she asked us, and then she called out to Darren. “Sorry I’m late. They were out of skim milk, so I got one-percent.”
 
   “I made myself eggs,” he called back. “I’m heading to my bedroom to eat. You guys chat.”
 
   “Right.” Kandy looked at us again. “Did you guys eat?”
 
   “Yes,” said Beth. “It’s really not that early.”
 
   Kandy shrugged. “I guess I’ve gotten into the habit of sleeping in.” She poured herself a bowl of cereal, added some milk, and sat across from us, eating her cereal slowly. “Did you guys find out anything new?”
 
   “Not much,” said Beth. “Did Neve come by again?”
 
   Kandy shook her head. “Why, should she have?”
 
   Beth said, “No. But we wanted to ask you a bit more about working for Tim. Did you like it?”
 
   Kandy shrugged. “Look, it was okay. None of the kitchen or waitstaff suspected I was sleeping with Tim or I guess it could’ve been worse.”
 
   Beth made a concurring noise.
 
   Kandy said, “Now that I think back, I was probably being a little silly.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You know, sleeping with Tim. I didn’t really think things through.”
 
   Beth kept her gaze focused on Kandy. “Anything else?”
 
   Kandy glanced at me and looked away, gazing into her cereal bowl. She took a bit of cereal and shook her head. We waited for her to finish chewing and swallow her mouthful, and when she did, she said, “No, that was it.”
 
   There was a long minute of awkward silence, and then Beth said, “And how was the pay?”
 
   Kandy looked at us suspiciously, like she knew we were on to her, but she just shrugged. “It was okay, I guess.”
 
   “Mike told us his uncle was real stingy, that the other staff turned over really fast.”
 
   Kandy shrugged. “I guess.”
 
   “So what was it?” I said, trying not to let my impatience show. “Was the pay okay, or not that great?”
 
   Kandy took a moment to think and said, “Not that great, I suppose.”
 
   “And yet you worked there for a fairly long time.”
 
   Kandy shrugged and chewed her cereal wordlessly.
 
   I said, “Do you like fashion?”
 
   “How d’you mean?” asked Kandy, looking at us with a hint of interest.
 
   “You know,” I said. “Bags, shoes. I love bags. Do you have any Prada?”
 
   Kandy nodded. “Yep. Two slouchy ones, a tan wallet, one saffiano leather in pink, and another of those new red-lined saffianos in black. How ’bout you?”
 
   “See,” I said slowly, “I don’t actually own any Prada because I can’t afford them. The bags are over a grand each.”
 
   Kandy looked at me, and then at Beth. “Um, well,” she said. “I got them on sale.”
 
   “Prada never goes on sale.”
 
   Kandy ran her tongue over her lips nervously. “Tim bought them for me.”
 
   “Tim was into diamonds, not bags,” said Beth. “And you just said you bought the bags yourself.”
 
   Kandy pursed her lips and stood up to put her cereal bowl away. We watched her walk into the kitchen and then pace back slowly, arms crossed over her chest.
 
   She pouted for a long minute, looking at a spot in the far corner of the floor, and then finally she turned to us and said, “Why d’you care so much about my bags?”
 
   Aha! I tried not to do a visible fist-pump as I said, “It’s not the bags. It’s the money you used to pay for the bags.”
 
   “So?” Kandy sat down and crossed one leg over the other.
 
   “Tim didn’t pay you well.”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   Beth said, “Why don’t you tell us where you got the money from?”
 
   “It was a gift,” she said.
 
   Beth shook her head no. “Try again.”
 
   “I don’t have to talk to you,” said Kandy.
 
   “No,” I agreed. “But it would be better than talking to the cops. So let’s try this again. You were lifting cash from the café, weren’t you?”
 
   Kandy looked away, and then finally, she rolled her eyes and said, “So what if I was? Tim knew about it.”
 
   My eyes widened and I tried not to look too surprised. Beth said, “What do you mean, he knew about it?”
 
   Kandy shrugged. “He said I could take a few meals’ worth, as long as I didn’t give the customers a receipt, and then he could save money on tax. Or something like that.”
 
   “So a bookkeeper wouldn’t find out about it,” I said slowly, thinking that a chat with Brenda would’ve been a waste of time.
 
   “I guess,” said Kandy. “Anyway, he was okay with it. So, whatever, right?”
 
   “No,” said Beth, shaking her head. “That means you liked working at the café so much that you wouldn’t want Tim to sell it.”
 
   Kandy rolled her eyes again and looked at us like we were stupid. “If he sold the damn place, I might’ve gotten a job with the new owners. But now the thing’s closed and I don’t have any work. At all.”
 
   She had a point.
 
   Beth gave me a now what look, and I shrugged. “That still doesn’t mean you didn’t kill him,” I said. “Maybe you got mad at him.”
 
   “You’re talking to the wrong person,” Kandy said. “If you’re looking for people who were mad at him, you should talk to Elaine.”
 
   “We already did.”
 
   “Yeah, and she probably told you she’s over Tim, right? But she’s really mean. I think she did it. Or Whitney.”
 
   “Whitney?” I frowned. “Sara’s Steakhouse Whitney?”
 
   “Who else? She wanted to sell her place too, and she thought that Tim was stealing her sale. She said that Tim’s place was nicer, and nobody would buy her place even though it was right next door, and that Tim had timed his sale just to spite her.”
 
   “How are we just hearing about this?” Beth mused out loud.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said. “But I guess we need to have a chat with Whitney.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   It didn’t take too long to drive over to Sara’s Steakhouse, which was closed at this hour. But when we knocked, Whitney let us inside. The staff were setting up the tables and preparing the breads and salads, and Whitney said, “Don’t tell me ya’ll want a steak already?”
 
   “No,” I said, feeling a little awkward. “We wanted to have a chat about Tim’s café.”
 
   Whitney let us follow her out back to the kitchen, where a member of her staff was busy chopping up lettuce and tomatoes.
 
   She shook her head. “I already told you gals, I can’t really help on that one.”
 
   “Okay,” Beth said. I could tell that she was trying very hard not to be rude. “But what about your place? You’re looking to sell it, aren’t you?”
 
   Whitney eyed us suspiciously. “Ye-es.”
 
   “Well, apparently you were unhappy with the timing of Tim’s sale.”
 
   Whitney glanced away from us and watched the man who was chopping the tomatoes and lettuce. “It was a bit annoying,” she said finally. “But, look, I had nothing against the man, really.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you tell us you were trying to sell?”
 
   Whitney shrugged. “None of these places were officially on the market. Tim and I both had feelers out. It’s a small town, right? People know each other, and I was hoping that someone would come by without my having to hire an agent and deal with advertising and stuff. So was Tim—I mean, it’s no fun dealing with agents.”
 
   “We heard that you thought you’d have a hard time selling your place.”
 
   “Normally, it wouldn’t be a problem,” Whitney said, with a sigh. “But I only got two people who were interested, and they both preferred Tim’s. Tim’s place looked so much nicer—he renovated a few years ago, and I haven’t renovated since I bought this place twenty years ago. Both Miranda Campbell and Neve would rather have purchased Tim’s place.”
 
   “So Miranda’s the other buyer,” I mused out loud.
 
   “Yeah,” said Whitney, “But she ended up buying a bistro near the pier, instead. So it was really just Neve, and that girl had her heart set on Tim’s café. She wants to do some kind of vegan soup place.”
 
   “I don’t know who’d be interested in vegan soup here,” said Beth. “I mean, soup. It’s not even a real meal. It’s what you have before your meal.”
 
   Whitney laughed and nodded. “I hear ya. But that girl’s got a mind of her own.”
 
   I frowned. “You said you had two people interested in the place. What about Simon?”
 
   Whitney looked at me, confused. “Simon?”
 
   “You know, the man I was chatting with yesterday. You said he’s one of your regulars.”
 
   “He is.” Whitney nodded. “But he wasn’t interested in buying the place.”
 
   “But he was thinking about buying Tim’s place.”
 
   Whitney shrugged. “I guess you can chalk that up to one more person who’d rather buy Tim’s place than mine. Anyway, you want to know if I had anything to do with Tim’s death, but you know I didn’t. I’d closed up shop by that time, and I’d gone over to my sister’s house to say hello to her and her husband. It was my sister’s birthday the next day, and I wanted to drop off her gift.”
 
   I sighed and looked at Beth. “We’re sorry to have bothered you,” I told Whitney. “But you’ve been very helpful.”
 
   I glanced at Tim’s café as Beth and I headed back to our car. The entrance was still surrounded by crime scene tape, and the windows were dark and empty.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Beth and I headed over to John’s Bistro on the other side of town, where Elaine had claimed to be having dinner and drinks till ten. Like Sara’s Steakhouse, John’s Bistro was just getting set up for the lunch crowd, and Beth and I managed to have a quiet word with the owner.
 
   “Yeah, I was here that night,” John said. “Shame what happened to Tim.” He nodded when we showed him a photo of Elaine. “I remember her. She was here till seven. She had two margaritas and a panini, and then she left.”
 
   “You mean she was here till ten, right?”
 
   John shook his head. “No, I’m sure she left at seven. Because we had a booking for a table for six at seven fifteen, and she left in time for us to join her table with another one and make a table for six.”
 
   Beth and I looked at each other. This wasn’t good. Perhaps Kandy had a point—perhaps we had misjudged Elaine.
 
   We were back at Elaine’s house as soon as we could get there, and we rang the bell and waited ten minutes for Elaine to open it. “I was just taking a shower,” she told us. Her hair was wrapped up in a white towel, and she was wearing a pink bathrobe. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Can we come in?” said Beth. “We wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “It’s not the best time,” Elaine said. “I need to go out. But I can spare two minutes.”
 
   We sat around the overfurnished living room again, and Elaine began to apply moisturizer to her face.
 
   “Where are you going?” Beth asked.
 
   “Meeting up with some girlfriends for lunch at the pier.” Elaine finished moisturizing her face and poured a dollop of lotion onto her hands. She started rubbing the lotion onto her legs, and said, “Gorgeous day, isn’t it?”
 
   I murmured in agreement, and Beth said, “So, that night at John’s Bistro. How long did you say you were there?”
 
   Elaine stopped applying lotion, sat up straight, and looked at us. “Have you two gone and talked to John?”
 
   Beth nodded. “Why did you lie to us?”
 
   Elaine rolled her eyes. “Look, the cops never followed up on my story. I told them I’d been having dinner at John’s Bistro, and I didn’t mention times. I said I was there till late. But when you two showed up, I guess I panicked a little. I’m sick of talking about Tim’s death. Really, I haven’t seen him in ages, other than when he stole my macaron recipe. I wish I’d never met that man.”
 
   “But you’re still wearing the earrings he gave you,” Beth pointed out, glancing at Elaine’s ears.
 
   Her hands flew up to touch them. “Oh, these,” she said. “Diamonds don’t have a memory.”
 
   I said, “I thought you sold all the stuff he gave you to raise money for your business.”
 
   “I kept this one pair. A girl needs nice earrings.”
 
   Beth and I exchanged a glance, and I said, “But you know, you made up this thing about having an alibi. It looks really bad for you.”
 
   Elaine shook her head, poured out some more lotion, and began applying it to her arms. “Look, I know you need a scapegoat, but I had nothing to do with Tim’s death. Why aren’t you questioning Wendy and Rex?”
 
   “We have,” said Beth.
 
   Elaine said, “So you know that they’re dating?”
 
   I looked at Elaine for a few seconds and blinked. “Dating?” I repeated stupidly. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I went wine tasting the weekend before last, up in the Yarraz Valley, and saw them canoodling in one of the wineries.”
 
   “Weekend before last?” I did some quick math in my head.
 
   “That’s just before Tim died,” Beth said.
 
   “I know,” said Elaine. “And I’m pretty sure they’ve been together for a while.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   Elaine shrugged. “Wendy apparently didn’t care that her husband was cheating on her, which means she must’ve had her own way of coping with it. Rex and Wendy sure had lots of chances to meet up and get to know each other.”
 
   “I guess you’re right,” I said slowly. I thought back to the way Wendy had smiled when she’d talked about Rex, and the fact that Rex was fully aware of Tim’s philandering ways. Rex had called Wendy beautiful and intelligent and said that she was too good for Tim. I should’ve seen this coming. “But why would Wendy have an affair with Rex, of all people?”
 
   “Why do people ever do stuff?” said Elaine. “Wendy probably thought she was following her heart. Look, I’ve got nothing to gain from Tim’s death. But Wendy did. If Tim found out about the affair, he might’ve changed his will to give her less money, maybe changed the beneficiary of his life insurance. And with Tim out of the picture, Wendy’s got both his money and her lover.”
 
   She had a point. I turned to Beth and said, “I guess you’re doing a lot more driving today.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   We called Wendy, but she said she was at work and didn’t have time to talk until her lunch break. So we went over to her office on the north end of Main Street. The area was packed with insurance offices, financial advisory firms, and investment services. The accounting firm that Wendy worked at was near a salad bar, and Beth and I waited for her there. The salad bar was well-lit and airy, with white cafeteria-style tables and chairs. Most of the diners were female, and most of them seemed to work nearby.
 
   At five minutes past one, Wendy walked in, saw us, and grabbed a meal before sitting down opposite us.
 
   “You’re not eating?” Wendy asked as she dug into her chicken Waldorf salad.
 
   “Not a fan of salad,” said Beth, speaking for the both of us. “Thanks for meeting us.”
 
   “No prob,” said Wendy, digging into her food like she was ravenous. She was wearing a white blouse, a knee-length gray pencil skirt, and two-inch heels. Her hair was pulled back into a bun, and her makeup was muted and tasteful. “I don’t have much time, though. I’m supposed to finish up a report today.”
 
   “Then we’ll just ask you,” Beth said. “Tim’s former partner, Rex. Were you having an affair with him?”
 
   Wendy paused, her salad-laden fork hovering midair. And then she put the fork down, leaned back, and looked at us carefully. “How did you find out?”
 
   I was surprised that she didn’t bother to deny it, but then again, maybe she wasn’t too concerned about our knowledge.
 
   “We have our ways,” I said, not wanting to rat out Elaine. “We find out everything eventually.” I thought back to the rotund, talkative Rex and wondered what Elaine saw in him. “Why Rex?”
 
   Elaine shrugged. “He was a gentleman. Treated me well. Never interested in other women and looked at me like I was a princess. Like nobody else would compare. And in the sack—oh. Wow. Let’s just say he tried hard.”
 
   I tried not to smirk like an immature high schooler, and Beth said, “But what about all the stuff Tim got you? The trips overseas—and the jewelry. I thought you said ‘diamonds are a girl’s best friend.’”
 
   “Sure,” said Wendy, digging into her salad again. “They are a girl’s best friend. But they can’t keep you warm at night.”
 
   “And Tim knew?”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “I don’t think he cared. He might’ve suspected I was with someone, but he didn’t know it was Rex. And really, as long as I didn’t ask him who his current squeeze was, I think he was just happy I left him alone.”
 
   “But you never considered just leaving Tim and dating Rex?”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “I enjoyed being with Tim.”
 
   “All those diamond earrings and trips to Paris,” said Beth. “They’d go away if you got divorced.”
 
   Wendy narrowed her eyes and chewed her salad deliberately. “Yeah.”
 
   “Whereas, now that Tim’s dead,” said Beth, “you’ve got both Tim’s cash and Rex’s loving.”
 
   Wendy said, “You don’t really think I’d kill my husband just to avoid divorcing him? That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Both you and Rex hated Tim,” I pointed out.
 
   “And half the people of Santa Verona,” Wendy said. “But I don’t see you going around and insinuating that they killed him.”
 
   “You don’t think,” I said, trying to phrase my words delicately, “that perhaps Rex was just with you because he was trying to get back at Tim?”
 
   Wendy rolled her eyes. “Look, we’re both adults, okay? I don’t care how it started. But Rex was good to me. And that’s all that matters.”
 
   “So you’re still with him?”
 
   Wendy nodded. “We’ll keep it a secret for a little longer.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Beth. “Because if people found out, they might think that you killed Tim.”
 
   Wendy put her fork down and glared at us. “Yes, because people are gossipy and mean. And now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got work to finish.”
 
   She left her half-eaten salad on the table, stood up, and walked away.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Beth and I weren’t too thrilled with the way things had turned out with Wendy, and the sight of all those people chomping away on their lunches around us was making us hungry. So we stopped by my mom’s place to eat and regroup.
 
   “You guys really failed at meeting men last night,” Aunt Kira said when she saw us. “How is it that you got no phone numbers?”
 
   “There’s no one our age here,” said Beth. “Everyone’s either a college student or a retiree.”
 
   “That’s kind of true,” Aunt Kira admitted. “Maybe you could move.”
 
   Aunt Kira, Beth and I helped my mother set the table, and Mom groaned at Aunt Kira’s words. “Not again,” she said. “Mindy’s already moved. Twice. And that didn’t do her any good.”
 
   “That’s true,” said Aunt Kira. We served ourselves pasta marinara from the kitchen and settled in around the table. “You’ve lived in Hollywood, but you never met anyone there. All those handsome actors…”
 
   “They’re just full of themselves,” I told her. “The famous ones are too in love with themselves, and the ones who hadn’t become famous yet just tried to use me. They thought I could help them get on the show, which, of course, never worked.”
 
   “Well,” Aunt Kira said. There was a moment’s silence as we all dug into our food, and then Aunt Kira continued, “Maybe I can find some nice men to set you up with.”
 
   “No!” Beth and I chimed simultaneously.
 
   My mother gave us a disapproving look. “That might not be such a bad idea.”
 
   “You two need to live a little,” said Aunt Kira. “Do impulsive stuff. Have fun.”
 
   “We do have fun,” I told her. “And when was the last time you did something impulsive?”
 
   Aunt Kira shrugged. “I’m over sixty. You girls need to take more risks.”
 
   Beth and I looked at each other and smirked.
 
   “We work as investigators,” I reminded Aunt Kira. “That’s impulsive and risky enough.”
 
   “For now,” she said, not wanting to concede her point.
 
   I saw Aunt Kira and Mom exchange a glance, and I knew we wouldn’t evade their matchmaking schemes for long.
 
   ***
 
   We got home to find the light on my answering machine blinking. I pressed play, and there was no message—just a lot of heavy breathing. The message sent goosebumps running up my arms. I knew it was from the same person who’d sent me that letter, and though there were no words being spoken, the breathing was enough to be an ominous threat.
 
   I glanced at Pixie, who was happily preening her feathers, and gave her a nut. She chewed it thoughtfully, looking at me from time to time, and I decided to try the harness we’d found in Tim’s café. She stepped into it effortlessly, lifting her wings slightly so that I could fit the harness properly. The harness went under Pixie’s wings and across her chest, and I could hold the other end, just like a dog’s leash. The length of the “leash” part of the harness meant that I could take Pixie outside, and she could fly around without my worrying that she’d get lost.
 
   I sent Beth a text instead, inviting her over to my place, and showed her Pixie’s harness.
 
   I lifted the harness off Pixie after a while, and she went to play on her play stand, busily attacking one of her toys.
 
   “Let’s watch the recordings from Tim’s café’s surveillance camera,” I told Beth. I didn’t feel like hanging out in my apartment alone, but I didn’t want to tell her about the creepy answering machine message. “We might pick up something we missed the first time around.”
 
   “We should also talk to Rex,” Beth reminded me. “It was really suspicious, the way Wendy just stalked out of the café. Maybe she and Rex did something together.”
 
   We debated between going to see Rex first and watching the surveillance footage. But when we called Rex to make an appointment, he said he wasn’t free till the evening. So we set a time to see him and settled in to view the recordings.
 
   The surveillance camera above the entrance to Tim’s café was pretty useless, more of a deterrent to potential thieves than an actual security device. It captured images of people entering the café but was set at an angle that also monitored a part of the sidewalk.
 
   Beth and I set the speed to three times the usual and sat through interminable hours of footage of people coming and going. I was about to zone out when I noticed something unusual.
 
   “Hang on,” I said. “Isn’t that Simon?”
 
   We went back to a few minutes prior and set the speed to normal. Sure enough, it was Simon. He paced back and forth in front of the café for a while, and then he seemed to pause and look inside. We expected him to go inside, but instead, he turned around and left.
 
   “That was odd,” Beth said. “But it doesn’t mean anything. Maybe he just wanted to have a look at the place he wanted to buy.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said. “But…this is a bit odd. I can’t explain it, but…we seem to keep running into him. Something’s off.”
 
   “And on top of that,” Beth added, “he never talked to Whitney about maybe buying her steakhouse. All the other buyers asked Whitney for a price so they could compare the two.”
 
   “Perhaps Simon was only interested in buying Tim’s place?”
 
   “If you’re a businessman,” Beth said, “you’d only be interested in your return. So Whitney’s place might not be as profitable, but you’d still be interested if it cost less money to buy.”
 
   “It doesn’t make sense,” I agreed. “All the other buyers were more businesslike. Maybe Simon had some other reason for wanting to buy Tim’s place?”
 
   “Or maybe,” said Beth, “he never intended to buy any place? Maybe he was just looking for an excuse to get to know Tim better, maybe learn something about him and his café? We should try to find out what’s he up to, right?”
 
   I nodded, and Beth fired up my laptop and did a quick Google search for “Simon Macchio,” but nothing came up.
 
   “Maybe he’s got a record,” Beth suggested. “Maybe someone at the station can help us.”
 
   It was worth a shot, and Beth and I headed over to the Santa Verona Police Department, hoping to meet a kind soul.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   The kind soul turned out to be Detective Matt Alvarez, whose face lit up when he saw Beth.
 
   “How’s the investigation going?” he asked us. “You two find anything interesting?”
 
   “Maybe,” Beth said, smiling back at him. “Where’s Ethan?”
 
   “Off interviewing a suspect on another case,” said Matt. “Did you want to talk to him?”
 
   “No, no,” I said quickly. “We’re just here to see you.”
 
   We told him our suspicions about Simon, and he promised to run a check. “But even if there is something,” Matt said, “it’s probably not related to anything.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said. “But why does he keep popping up?”
 
   Matt shrugged. “He likes eating at Sara’s, and he wants to buy Tim’s café. Makes sense to me.”
 
   There was a few minutes’ silence as he typed in Simon’s name, and then he frowned. “It says here that he’s got a record,” said Matt slowly. “Quite a long one, too.”
 
   “What’s the latest thing?” Beth asked.
 
   “Convicted two years ago for aggravated assault on a police officer.” Matt clicked a few more buttons and read through the report. “The short version is, he was at a bar, drinking. Got into a fight, and an undercover police officer tried to break it up. Simon punched him in the face, then pulled a gun on him. He went to prison for two years. Released last month.”
 
   A chill ran through my bones, and I looked at Beth. She looked as worried as I felt.
 
   I said, “How can a man who’s just been released from prison afford to buy a popular café?”
 
   “Maybe he had some savings,” Beth said, but her voice was pinched and worried.
 
   Matt was watching the two of us closely. We sat in silence for a few seconds, and then Matt said, “The rest of his record’s not too bad. A bunch of arrests, but no recent convictions, other than the aggravated assault. Oh wait, there’s one more conviction.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Eight years ago, Simon was convicted for burglary. He and a partner stole a flat-screen TV, two DVD players, and some petty cash from a house on Moonlake Street. Simon was released after eight months for good behavior.”
 
   “What’s on his arrest record?” I asked, wondering if I was better off not knowing.
 
   “A couple of assaults,” said Matt. “Disorderly conduct, one carjacking. But in each case, there wasn’t enough evidence to make a conviction.”
 
   “But apparently the good behavior didn’t last long,” Beth quipped.
 
   Mike smiled wanly. “Just because he was arrested so often doesn’t mean that he committed all the crimes.”
 
   “But there’s a chance that he did,” said Beth. “With all those arrests, it might only mean that there wasn’t enough evidence to get him sentenced.”
 
   “He’s clearly got a temper,” I added, thinking of the broken café chairs, wondering what they meant. “And for his latest crime, he beat up a cop.”
 
   Matt shook his head. “The cop was undercover. Your man had no way of knowing. And he was inebriated.”
 
   I took a deep breath and looked at Beth. “Simon’s got a hot temper, he works for a building company, and he could easily get access to a sledgehammer.”
 
   Beth nodded. “It sounds possible, but there’s no motive there. Besides, Simon has a conviction for burglary. Whoever broke into the café didn’t touch the cash in the till.”
 
   “It is more like a crime of passion,” I agreed. “Ignoring the cash in the registers and breaking chairs instead.”
 
   We said goodbye to Matt somberly, thanking him for his help. Although Simon had a record, he didn’t seem to be interested in killing people, nor did he benefit from Tim’s death. On the other hand, Tim’s death meant that Wendy and Rex were both better off now.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Rex glanced up from typing away on his computer when we walked in. “I’ll be ready to talk in a minute,” he said, and then he went on typing for a good twenty minutes.
 
   “Now,” he said, finally having run out of things to type, “how can I help you?”
 
   He leaned back in his swivel chair and eyed us coldly, crossing his arms across his chest. He didn’t look half as friendly as he had the day before, and Beth said, “We know about you and Wendy.”
 
   Rex shrugged. “So?”
 
   His eyes were cold, and he wasn’t his usual talkative self. Beth looked at me and gave me a help! look, so I said gently, “We don’t mean to be rude. But Wendy told us about you two.”
 
   “I heard,” said Rex, narrowing his eyes at me. “I told her to keep it quiet, but she had to go around telling everyone.”
 
   “She didn’t quite go around telling everyone. Just us two.”
 
   Rex snorted. “Women. You can never count on them. They never stop talking.”
 
   I tried not to look too bemused, and thankfully, Beth didn’t make any remarks about pots calling kettles black. But now Rex had gotten on a roll, and he said, “I told Wendy to keep it quiet. I thought I could trust her. I mean, she didn’t want her husband to find out, and I didn’t want Tim knowing anything about us. But boohoo. Can she keep her word? No.” He seethed silently for a while.
 
   I gave him a few seconds to calm down, and then I said, “Did anyone else know?”
 
   Rex shook his head vehemently. “Not even my best friends. And man, I wanted to tell the whole world that this gorgeous woman was sleeping with me, you know? She’s beautiful, she’s smart, she’s got a good job. She could have any man, and she picked me. Me.” He gestured to himself. “I’ve never gotten so lucky before. And yeah, it was great to stick it to that old bugger, Tim. After he went and tried to swindle me out of my share of his café, good for him, right? He got what he deserved. I got his woman, and he died. He deserved to die.”
 
   Rex shut his mouth suddenly, as though he’d said too much, and I peered at him closely.
 
   Beth said, “Why do you think he deserved to die?”
 
   Rex shook his head. “I didn’t mean that. I got a bit carried away. Sorry.”
 
   “But why did you say that?”
 
   Rex thought for a second and then shrugged. “Look, I was never actually that fond of Tim, especially after he took my share of the café and paid me peanuts. And can I help it if he’s a fool who doesn’t treat women like they should be treated? He can have all the floozies in the world. If a woman like Wendy agreed to marry me, I’d never look at another woman again. Not even if Cindy Crawford walked in here buck naked.”
 
   I couldn’t help smiling at his enthusiasm. “So you want to marry Wendy?”
 
   He grew wary again. “It’s possible now, isn’t it? You think she’ll say yes?”
 
   Beth and I looked at each other, and then Beth said, “Anything’s possible. Unless she was just using you to get Tim killed.”
 
   Rex laughed. “You really think I had something to do with that loser’s death?” He shook his head. “No, no. The man got what was coming to him, but I had nothing to do with it.”
 
   I said, “But I’m sure you knew that it’d work out well for you if Tim died. After all, you’d get to be with Wendy. And you must’ve expected that Tim would leave the café to Wendy. Which’d mean, you’d get both Wendy and the café. Really sticking it to Tim.”
 
   Rex laughed. “That’s creative. But I know the guy was bludgeoned with a sledgehammer, and I try not to do too much heavy lifting. It’s not good for my back. So no, I didn’t kill Tim to get his woman and his café.”
 
   I believed him. If nothing else, the man in the surveillance tapes wasn’t half as wide as Rex was.
 
   Beth said, “And what about Wendy? You think she killed him?”
 
   Rex’s eyes grew wary again. “Women, right? You just can’t trust them. If I were Wendy, I would’ve killed Tim. She really hated him.” He thought for a few seconds and then he shook his head. “But she wouldn’t go and try to mess up the café. It doesn’t make sense.” He glanced at his watch and stood up. “I hate to be rude, but I’ve got an appointment to get to. I’m late already.”
 
   Beth and I reluctantly stood up and said our goodbyes. Once we were in the car, Beth said, “You know, his life really is so much better now that Tim’s dead. He can ask Wendy to marry him. He can brag about her to all his friends.” Her eyes grew a little dreamy. “How sweet is it that he wants to brag about her so much?”
 
   “It is sweet,” I agreed. Sitting in the parking lot, Beth and I watched the sky slowly turn red. “Wendy seems to have done well. But I’m not entirely sure—”
 
   I stopped midsentence as we saw Rex getting into a car. “I wonder where he’s going in such a rush,” I mused.
 
   “Let’s find out,” Beth said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   We tailed Rex all the way to Mike’s apartment building, surprised by his choice of venue.
 
   “I had no idea the two were friends,” Beth said, switching off the engine. “Should we wait? Or walk in on them?”
 
   “Let’s wait,” I said. “This might be interesting.”
 
   Mike was gone for what felt like forever. The streetlights came on as the sun set, and slowly, the night’s darkness surrounded us. Somehow, the nighttime seemed more serious than the day—quieter, colder. Full of secrets.
 
   As we waited, Beth said, “D’you think the two of them worked together to kill Tim?”
 
   I shrugged. “They’ve both benefited from his death. Who knows?”
 
   We waited for a few more minutes and were just about to give up, when Rex emerged from the building. He glanced to either side, and Beth and I slunk low in our seats, hoping that he wouldn’t see us. Once again, I was glad that Beth’s car was one that was common in Santa Verona and seemed to always blend in with the background of palm trees and bright blue skies.
 
   Rex set off again, with Beth and me following him. Once again, his choice of venue surprised us. This time, he’d chosen to visit Tim’s café.
 
   We parked on the other side of the street and waited nervously.
 
   “What if he’s trying to hide some evidence?” Beth said.
 
   I shook my head. “We searched the place thoroughly. There’s nothing left to hide.”
 
   “Maybe we should walk in.”
 
   “The place is creepy,” I said.
 
   “But there are people around now,” Beth reminded me. “It’s not so bad.”
 
   I relented. “We can peer through the windows,” I suggested. “That way, we can see what Rex is up to without having to go inside.”
 
   Beth nodded her agreement, and we crossed the street, just as Rex emerged from the building.
 
   “You two!” he said when he saw us. “What’re you doing here?”
 
   “We could ask you the same thing,” I said, glancing at him suspiciously. He didn’t seem to be holding any bags, and he didn’t seem to have brought anything out of the building.
 
   “I’m thinking of buying the place,” Rex said. “Now that Tim’s gone, and Mike wants to sell, I thought maybe I could go back to being the owner. I know how to run it and what kinds of stuff the customers like. I’ll get rid of Kandy, of course. Mike tells me she was lazy and Tim only kept her around because he was sleeping with her. What do you girls think? It’s a good investment, right? I’m trying to get Mike to give me the murder discount. Who wants to eat at a place where someone got killed?”
 
   He went on for a few minutes, not quite noticing the surprise in Beth and my eyes. If he bought it for a discount, he’d really get back at Tim for paying him less for his share, Rex said. And this place was popular. And what did we think? Were pancakes better or waffles—no, he’d have both on the menu.
 
   By the time fifteen minutes had rolled by, Beth and I had gotten tired of standing on the sidewalk listening to Rex. I rolled my eyes at Beth, wondering briefly if Rex’s talkativeness was an act, designed to bore us into leaving him alone. But I decided against it.
 
   “Well, look at me, standing here and keeping you. And I’ve got a date tonight, too! Don’t want to keep her waiting.” He gave us a wink. “I’ve got to hurry back to Mike’s place to give him back the keys.”
 
   “Why don’t we do that?” I volunteered. “We have to go see Mike, anyway.”
 
   “Would you do that?” Rex said. “That’d be great. This way I can just go straight home and change.”
 
   “It’s not a problem,” Beth said, taking the café key from Rex. “We’ll see you around.”
 
   Once we were back in the car, Beth turned to me and said, “What did you want to talk to Mike about?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But at least we can check out Rex’s story.”
 
   Beth nodded, and as we headed over to Mike’s apartment again, I thought back to that creepy message on my answering machine. Anyone we’d talked to could’ve left it, and I decided to be safe and stay over at Beth’s apartment again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   I knocked on Mike’s door, and it was opened within seconds.
 
   He seemed to be surprised to see me and Beth, and blinked at us like a goldfish.
 
   “Cat got your tongue?” Beth said, smiling.
 
   Mike shook his head. “I was expecting Rex.”
 
   “Well, can we come in?”
 
   He ushered us inside, but when I stepped in, I wished we’d never asked for the invite.
 
   Neve was sitting on the sofa, her bare legs crossed over each other. She was wearing a sleeveless light blue polka-dotted dress that highlighted her blue eyes, and her blond hair looked perfectly in place.
 
   “Hello, girls,” she said. Her voice held a trace of amusement. “How’s your investigation going?”
 
   “Good.” I looked at her suspiciously. Beth and I sat down on the chairs opposite the sofa, and Mike sat next to Neve. “How ’bout you?”
 
   “That’s why I’m here,” she said. “I found out who did it.”
 
   I tried to hide my impatience, but her gloating was getting on my nerves. “Who?”
 
   “Whitney from Sara’s Steakhouse next door!” Neve said triumphantly. “She hated Tim for selling his place just when she wanted to sell hers. And of course, nobody wanted her place because it was dark and smoky, and Tim’s was light and modern.”
 
   I shook my head. “Whitney had an alibi for that night.”
 
   “She was with her sister?” said Neve. “Well, I talked to her sister. She said the two of them stepped out to take a walk along the pier. They drove separately and Whitney joined her fifteen minutes later. All the time she needed to kill Tim.”
 
   I glanced at Mike, and he looked as skeptical as I felt. “I don’t think this’ll hold up in court,” he said.
 
   “On top of all that,” continued Neve, “I had a nice, long chat with Liam. He turned out to be really sweet.” She glanced at me, and I tried not to flinch. Sure, Liam seemed sweet at first. But if Neve really did spend some time getting to know him, she’d soon discover that Liam was anything but. And it was just like Liam to start messing up my life again. “Liam told me that the cops found a stud earring belonging to Whitney in the café. When she was interviewed she claimed it must’ve fallen off at some point when she was having breakfast in the café a few days ago. But now it seems pretty obvious that it must’ve fallen off when she was busy waving that sledgehammer about.”
 
   “It’s still nothing conclusive,” Beth said flatly.
 
   “I can’t prove Whitney did it,” Neve said. “But it’s enough to cast a reasonable doubt. Whitney’s got motive, and there’s evidence that possibly puts her at the scene during the murder.” She looked at us smugly, and I felt the silence settle in for one long moment.
 
   “So you agree?” Mike asked, breaking the silence and looking from me to Beth.
 
   “It should work in a trial,” Beth admitted. “It’s not foolproof, but it’s something.”
 
   “It’s better than nothing,” Mike said. “Which was what I had in the beginning. When I hired you guys, I was sure I’d be going to jail.” His body sagged with relief, and he leaned back.
 
   Neve looked at him and smiled sweetly. “It’s much better than nothing,” she assured him. She reached out and began to massage the back of his neck. “You’re so tense,” she said. “I can make that better. In fact, I have made it better. I’ve found out what you needed.” She looked at Beth and me, and her eyes glittered with pride. She’d gotten what Mike needed, and now she’d have Mike and the café to herself.
 
   “And how are you two feeling?” Neve continued, her voice laced with saccharine sweetness. She stopped massaging Mike’s neck for a minute to flip her blond hair over to the other side. “You know, the papers were full of that murder you solved when you came back here. ‘Hollywood Celebrity Screenwriter Solves Murder.’” She laughed. “I’m sure they’d love to hear how a PI in training beat you two out to solve this case.”
 
   “It’s not solved,” Beth reminded her, sounding unhappy about the way things had unfolded. “There’s no proof. It’s just reasonable doubt.”
 
   “Very reasonable indeed,” said Neve. “Whitney walked in to vandalize Tim’s café, and then when he walked in, she got furious and killed him, losing an earring during the scuffle.”
 
   “And what about the sledgehammer?” I said. “Where did that appear from? It doesn’t sound like enough time to me.”
 
   Neve shrugged. “Maybe she told her sister she planned to be a bit late? Who knows, who cares?”
 
   I shook my head. The story wasn’t adding up. “There’s more to it.”
 
   “Sure, honey,” said Neve. “Keep telling yourself that. In the meantime, I’ve worked this case for free, and Mike’s wasted money hiring you two. What a shame.” She looked at Mike and gave him a fake sympathetic smile.
 
   Mike glanced from Neve to me. “So if the case is wrapped up,” he said slowly, “I have to pay you two now?”
 
   “Ironic, isn’t it?” Neve said snidely.
 
   “Beth and I aren’t finished,” I assured Mike, but I could hear the doubt in my own voice. If Whitney’s alibi had such massive holes in it, then Whitney had both motive and opportunity. It would probably be enough for a jury to acquit Mike. And given the dead ends that kept turning up throughout the investigation, this was probably the best that Mike could hope for.
 
   “Well,” Mike said, “at least can you return the stand mixer that you took from the kitchen? If Rex buys the place, he’ll want the stand mixer, and if Neve doesn’t want a mixer, I can sell it online for a few hundred.”
 
   I looked at the floor and pursed my lips.
 
   Beth nodded. “Sure, no problem.”
 
   “I’m waiting for Rex to come and return the key,” Mike said. “He went to have a look at the place today before making an offer.”
 
   I’d almost forgotten. “Actually, we ran into him at the café. I’ve got the key on me.”
 
   “Great,” said Mike. His voice was flat, his disappointment in us apparent. “Then you can just leave the stand mixer in there tonight.”
 
   Beth and I looked at him and nodded. There didn’t seem to be anything more to say.
 
   “How sad, that you two couldn’t find this out before me,” Neve said. “I guess I’m just better at this than you two are.” She laughed, an annoying, trilling laugh. Beth and I shared a just kill me now glance, and then I turned to Neve.
 
   I forced a smile onto my face, and said, “Congratulations on finding out about Whitney before us.”
 
   “Why, thank you,” Neve said, pretending to tip an imaginary hat. “How kind of you, a famous Hollywooder, to acknowledge that.”
 
   I glanced at Mike, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.
 
   “See you later,” I mumbled and headed out with Beth.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   “I’m really sorry,” Beth said once we were back in my apartment. Pixie was watching us closely from her cage, and every now and then she preened the feathers under her wings.
 
   “Why’re you sorry?” I said. We were both miserable, and we were indulging in carrot-walnut cake from the day before. “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “No.” Beth sighed. “Maybe we wasted time making these cakes.”
 
   “Time spent baking cakes is never a waste,” I said staunchly. “I’m the one who insisted on watching those surveillance tapes and chatting with Kandy.”
 
   We ate in silence for a bit, and then we took Pixie out and played with her. We put her in her harness and tried to get her to fly around, but she preferred to snuggle on my shoulder.
 
   “Let’s go put that mixer back,” Beth suggested.
 
   I made a face. I didn’t feel like heading back to the café—not with this humiliation fresh in our minds. In the end, we ordered Thai food and tried to find something we’d missed out on earlier over pad thai and Massaman curry.
 
   “This is useless,” Beth said finally. “The best we can do is to tell Mike that Rex and Wendy were having an affair, and they might’ve had something to do with the death, too. Wendy gets some money and Rex can marry her.”
 
   I nodded reluctantly. “Yeah. Then at least we’ll have contributed about as much as Neve.”
 
   It wasn’t a very satisfying end to things, but at least we would’ve added something to the case that might help Mike. We could even waive the rest of our fee for Mike, but then I wouldn’t be able to buy all those new toys that I’d planned to get for Pixie.
 
   “It sucks,” said Beth. “But Neve just rushed through everything and figured it out before us.”
 
   We put the takeout containers in the trash and decided we couldn’t put off returning the mixer any longer.
 
   “Let’s take Pixie with us,” Beth suggested. “Now that she’s got a harness and all. It could be an adventure.”
 
   “Sure,” I said, trying to sound more enthusiastic than I felt. “Let’s go, Pixie.”
 
   We headed out, trying to bolster each other’s spirits. Pixie purred softly in my ear and seemed to be the only one genuinely interested in our outing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   By the time Beth and I got to Tim’s café, the lights in Sara’s Steakhouse had gone out, and the shops along the street had closed up for the night.
 
   We crossed the street and headed over to the café. Beth said, “This is even creepier than it was during the day. I’m glad we brought Pixie along.”
 
   We glanced at the parrot, who was busy sitting on my shoulder and preening. She was the furthest thing from a guard dog, but her presence was comforting. We stood just beyond the café door and glanced around. The street was empty of passersby, and even the luminosity of the streetlights seemed rather ghostly.
 
   “Is that a light inside the café?”
 
   The two of us pressed our noses against a window and tried to see inside. A dim glow did seem to be emanating from inside the café, but it was hard to tell for sure.
 
   “Maybe Rex turned one of the lights on and forgot to turn it off,” I said. Or maybe it was Tim’s ghost, come to haunt us for borrowing his stand mixer. I pushed that thought out of my mind, stepped over the crime scene tape, and turned the key in the lock.
 
   When we pushed open the door, the sound assaulted us immediately. Thud! And then a pause. Thud! And then another pause.
 
   “What’s that?” Beth whispered.
 
   We took a few brave steps forward, and even Pixie seemed to be frozen with fear as she huddled against my shoulder.
 
   A cell phone had been placed on one of the café tables, its screen emanating the ghastly light and acting as a dim flashlight. A man, dressed entirely in black and wearing a ski mask, stood opposite the wall on the other side and banged into it with a sledgehammer. Thud! There it was again.
 
   A few broken chairs scattered the area around where he stood. My heart leaped into my throat, pounding away as loudly as the noise made by the sledgehammer. I was surprised that the man in black didn’t hear my crazy loud heartbeat and turn around.
 
   The man lowered his sledgehammer for a moment, and as though sensing our presence—or maybe he’d heard our footsteps—he turned around.
 
   For one long moment, the man stared at Beth and me in silence.
 
   I gulped and managed to find my voice. “Hi,” I said weakly. “Um. What…?”
 
   My voice trailed off and the man shook his head, as though woken from a trance. “I can’t believe this,” he said in a deep voice. “Not again.”
 
   “Hellooo,” cooed Pixie from my shoulder. “Hello.”
 
   The man squinted and stared at Pixie. “What’s that?”
 
   “It’s my friend’s parrot,” said Beth. I could tell that she was trying to be brave, but her voice shook a little. “It’s Pixie.”
 
   “Hello,” said Pixie again. “Hello. Pixie. Hellopixie.”
 
   The man shook his head in disbelief. “Who brings a parrot to a murder scene?”
 
   “We needed company,” I said, crossing my arms across my chest defensively. “Besides, Pixie doesn’t know it’s a murder scene. Pixie thinks we’re having fun.”
 
   The man narrowed his eyes. “I’m not here to have fun.”
 
   “Then why are you here?” I said. I took one step backward, and Beth followed my lead. “Why’re you breaking things?”
 
   “Because it’s fun,” the man snarled. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”
 
   Beth and I shook our heads rapidly. From my shoulder, Pixie said, “Pixie.”
 
   The man glanced at Pixie and shook his head in disbelief once again. “Fine,” he said. “I’m Pixie. Now run along. Leave me alone.”
 
   He stood there, waiting for us to leave, and I remembered Neve, sitting on Mike’s couch and smiling, waiting for us to leave.
 
   I couldn’t give up. I wouldn’t leave without finding out what was going on.
 
   “This is about Tim’s murder, isn’t it?” I said. I glanced around rapidly, trying to find something that we might use as a weapon, even as Beth and I took another step backward. But there was nothing, other than the heavy stand mixer that Beth held in her hands.
 
   The man threw his head back in exasperation, and when we didn’t leave, he said, “Look, I had to kill Tim, and that time I ran away. Now I know this place isn’t alarmed. I know nobody’s going to come get me. I’m going to finish up my work here—alone.”
 
   “Maybe we can watch,” I said, trying to sound brave and curious. “Or maybe we can help.”
 
   The man lifted up his sledgehammer and took a step towards us. “You can get out. Or you can die, like Tim did.” He glanced at Pixie. “Not sure what to do about the bird. Maybe I can take her home with me. She seems smart.”
 
   Pixie clearly didn’t understand what was being said and thought that the humans were having a fun late-night picnic. She purred loudly in my ear and said, “Pixie. Good girl Pixie.”
 
   The man watched her, fascinated, and I twisted my head to look at my unfaithful pet. “Why’re you being nice to him, Pixie?” I said. “He’s not a nice man.”
 
   “Sure I am,” the man leered. “I can be very nice.”
 
   Completely misreading the situation, Pixie flew over to the man. I gasped and accidentally let go of the leash. Pixie landed on the man’s shoulder, and I screamed, “No! Pixie! Come back!”
 
   Pixie ignored me completely. She leaned close to the ski mask, decided that it smelled bad, and lunged at it, biting into the man’s skin.
 
   “Stop!” the man yelped, more surprised than hurt. He dropped his sledgehammer, and Pixie bit down hard. The ski mask clearly offended her, and she gave the mask as much pressure as she would give an almond shell. The man screamed, this time clearly in pain, and tried to grab hold of Pixie.
 
   Pixie flew off, just in time, and Beth and I rushed forward. I grabbed the fallen sledgehammer, and Beth thrust the heavy stand mixer into the man’s stomach. There was a loud oof as the air rushed out of his mouth, and he collapsed, winded, onto his knees and fell forward, clutching his stomach.
 
   I used the sledgehammer to press on his back carefully. “Stay on the ground,” I said. “I don’t want to hurt you. Hands behind your back.”
 
   Pixie cawed loudly and she flew around the café, and Beth pressed one foot against the man’s back, making sure that he couldn’t move.
 
   Pixie chose that moment to fly back to me, and she settled onto my shoulder and screamed loudly in my ear.
 
   “Yes,” I told her. “You did a good thing. Good girl, Pixie.”
 
   “Good girl Pixie,” Pixie repeated, and then she purred loudly as Beth found her cell phone and dialed 911.
 
   “Stop,” the man said. “Don’t call the cops.”
 
   I looked at him. He wasn’t moving or trying to escape, and Beth and I seemed safe. “Why shouldn’t we call them?”
 
   “You’ll want to hear this first,” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   I looked at Beth and she shrugged.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Tell us why we shouldn’t call the cops.”
 
   “You girls could be rich. This dead man, Tim. He owned all these diamonds. And now they’re mine. Ours.”
 
   I frowned. “The diamonds he gave to his ladies?”
 
   “Not those,” said the man. “These ones he didn’t know he had.”
 
   I glanced at the wall which he’d been banging a hole into. “Let me guess. They’re hidden away in that wall.”
 
   “Exactly,” said the man. “Except Tim didn’t know.”
 
   “Then how’d they get into the wall?”
 
   “I worked on the renovation. I had some hot ice that I needed to hide, and I came by one night, put it in the drywall, and built up around it.”
 
   “Hang on,” I said. Things were starting to fall into place. “You worked on the renovation, which means you work for a construction company. Simon?”
 
   “Bingo,” he said. “I’m surprised you didn’t recognize my voice.”
 
   I shrugged. “I was nervous. Is that why you killed Tim?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to kill Tim,” said Simon.
 
   “Just like you didn’t mean to punch the cop.”
 
   He went silent for a few seconds and said, “You went through my record. Wow.”
 
   “No stone unturned,” I said lightly. “What was that about?”
 
   “It was an accident after I’d had a few drinks,” he said. “And when Tim walked in—well, I panicked. I didn’t want him calling the cops on me, or putting in extra security in this place.”
 
   “So you weren’t really interested in buying the place,” said Beth. “You just wanted to take a good look around, and make sure you got your stuff before the new owner thought to remodel.”
 
   “Exactly,” said Simon. “Don’t tell the cops about this, and half the ice is yours.”
 
   I shook my head no. I didn’t trust the man, and anyway, I’m no expert at fencing diamonds. “It’s too late,” I told him. “Even if it was an accident, you killed a man. And the wrong man could’ve gone to prison for it.”
 
   ***
 
   It was a long night for Beth and me. After Simon was arrested, we had to go to the station and give our statements, and then we stopped by Mike’s apartment and woke him up.
 
   “I guess it was worth working slowly,” I told him, and explained how we’d run into Simon. The man was refusing to talk until his lawyer got there, but he’d already confessed to us, so there was strong evidence against him. And there was enough evidence for the police to drop the charges against Mike.
 
   “I’m sorry I ever doubted you guys,” said Mike. “And I’m sorry about Neve. I know she was trying to interview everyone quickly, and maybe the two of you talking to the same people messed things up a little.”
 
   “It’s not a big deal,” I said. I had a sneaky feeling that I’d have to get used to Neve’s meddling.
 
   “Well,” said Beth, “if Neve hadn’t kept rushing around, maybe we’d have spent more time looking into Simon. The man used to work at a company that renovated houses, and there was a burglary in one of the houses that they renovated. Police always suspected an inside job. The diamonds in the drywall were stolen from that house.”
 
   I sighed. “If we’d found a big gaping hole the next day, we’d probably have started to piece things together anyway. We were already suspicious about Simon.”
 
   “Unlike Neve,” said Mike. “She kept telling me that Whitney was the best lead.”
 
   We chatted a bit about the case, and then Beth said, “So, what’re you going to do now? Is Neve going to buy the café?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Mike said. “Apparently her dad doesn’t want to loan her the money. But I’ll find someone else. The plan is to sell the café and move to Palo Alto. I need to be with my daughter.”
 
   I looked at Mike and smiled. “What brought that on?”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess, watching all those Prison Break episodes made me rethink my life. I could’ve gone to prison. I wouldn’t have ever seen my daughter, then. I need to make the most of my life. I guess my ex-wife is right, I need to stop being so impulsive and step up.”
 
   Beth and I nodded, and once we’d collected a check for the rest of our work, we said our goodbyes. On the drive home, Beth said, “Mike wasn’t the kind of guy I thought he’d be. But I guess he’s trying to be better. I guess people do change.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Beth and I went to the station the next day to answer a few more questions, and when we walked towards the bullpen, we ran into Neve.
 
   She was wearing a pretty floral-print dress, sky-high stilettos, and dangly pink earrings.
 
   “You look nice,” Neve said when she saw us. “Great job with the undereye concealer.”
 
   Beth gulped, and I said, “We’ve got dark circles because we were up half the night helping the cops nab the person who actually killed Timothy Broker.” I looked at her pointedly. “Instead of just pretending we’d done our job.”
 
   Neve snorted. “Hmmph. Well, I turned up some things, too.”
 
   “Of course,” I said politely. “But isn’t being a private investigator a lot more difficult than you thought it would be?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me. “I’m going to be qualified soon. And then, believe me, you’re going to see a lot more of me around.” She tossed her hair and stalked off.
 
   Beth and I looked at each other. The woman might be annoying, but I trusted her when she said she’d keep showing up in our lives.
 
   We headed over to Matt’s desk. His partner, Ethan, was sitting next to him, both of them looking at something on the computer screen. I caught a glimpse of a YouTube cat video before the two quickly closed the window and turned us.
 
   Matt smiled at Beth. “It’s good to see you again,” he said.
 
   Beth smiled and murmured something polite in response.
 
   “So, you and Mike. Were you, like—friends or something?” Matt asked.
 
   Beth shook her head. “I barely knew him.”
 
   “I thought you seemed happy to see him,” said Matt.
 
   Beth shrugged. “It was a blast from the past. But the case is over now, and I won’t be seeing Mike again.”
 
   Matt smiled and stood up. “You must be tired from answering all those questions. Why don’t we go to the break room and grab some coffee?”
 
   I watched the two walk away, and then Ethan and I locked eyes. “I’d ask you to stay,” said Ethan. “But I’m really busy.”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, those ninja cats sure are sneaky.”
 
   The muscles in Ethan’s face relaxed, and he laughed, looking much younger than his years. “You wanna watch the rest of it?”
 
   He fired up the screen and I pulled up a chair next to him. As the video ended, realization struck. “I’m your Neve,” I said.
 
   Ethan looked at me. “You’re not my anything. That ended when you left for college.”
 
   I blushed. “I didn’t mean it that way.”
 
   Ethan watched me closely, his dark eyes revealing nothing. “Then what did you mean?”
 
   “I keep turning up in your life, even though you want to avoid me,” I said slowly. “We’re older now, and it’s not high school. But I’m not doing this to annoy you. I really am a good investigator, and I need the paycheck.”
 
   Ethan shook his head, still smiling. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll leave soon, anyway. It’s not like you ever stick to anything.”
 
   I looked at him, shocked. “Is this because I left Santa Verona after high school? I wanted to go to college—”
 
   “We’ve got a good college here.”
 
   “And I wanted to be a screenwriter.”
 
   “And you were, and you got bored of it. Like you get bored of everything.”
 
   I watched Ethan silently. He’d closed the windows on his screen, all the better for me to not see any sensitive information, and was now checking the messages on his phone.
 
   “I don’t get bored of everything,” I said. “I just wanted to come back home.”
 
   “And here you are,” said Ethan, putting his phone away. “Voilà.”
 
   I shifted in my seat awkwardly. “Well, I’m sorry I irritate you, but this is my job now. And we do try to make it up to you by bringing you cakes.”
 
   “Beth makes it up to me. She’s the one who makes the cakes.”
 
   “Well, I help.”
 
   “Sure you do,” said Ethan. “But if I were to turn up at your apartment one night, would you be able to bake me a cake?”
 
   “Why would you turn up at my apartment one night? It’s not like I’d let you in.”
 
   Ethan threw his head back and laughed. “Okay, then,” he said finally. “How about you make it up to me some other way, then?”
 
   “Something that doesn’t involve you coming up to my apartment.”
 
   Ethan grinned and nodded. “Exactly.”
 
   I thought about it. Ethan’s eyes were dark and glittering, and the smile reminded me too much of good times in the past. “Okay,” I said warily. “If that means getting you off my back. What do you want?”
 
   “Have dinner with me.”
 
   Our eyes held and locked. I tried to fight the blush that I could feel spreading across my cheeks. “Like a date?”
 
   “Of course not,” said Ethan. “A date would mean the potential of coming up to see your new apartment. And we know that’s not going to happen.”
 
   I nodded, wondering why my cheeks felt so hot. “Exactly.”
 
   “Just an apology dinner. Nothing else.”
 
   One dinner to apologize for being such an annoying, good-at-her-job investigator, and then we’d move on. That’s all it was. There was no need to get that fluttering, butterflies-in-my-stomach feeling.
 
   Plus, I needed to stop grinning like an idiot.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “One dinner. Nothing else. And it’s not a date.”
 
   “Of course not,” said Ethan. “It’s definitely not a date.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Join the A.R. Winters Newsletter
 
   Find out about the latest releases by AR Winters, and get access to exclusive free copies of her books:
 
   CLICK HERE TO JOIN
 
   
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   [image: ]If you enjoyed this first book in the Piece of Cake mystery series, make sure you check out book two, Wacky Walnuts…
 
   Wacky Walnuts: A Piece of Cake Mystery
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