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    Catching a killer is a piece of cake... Or is it? 
 
    When socialite Celeste Rocheford is murdered, Mindy’s best friend Beth Miller finds herself the prime suspect. 
 
    Mindy must clear Beth’s name and find the real killer – while dealing with her meddling high-school nemesis, Neve, and her former flame, Ethan Macaulay.  
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, you haven’t texted him again?” said Beth. 
 
    We were sitting around in Beth’s apartment, waiting for her chocolate lava cakes to be done. It was a lovely Sunday afternoon in Santa Verona. The sunny California fall weather was perfect for a nice lazy stroll along the beach, but Beth and I chose to stay indoors. We had an important baking task at hand. 
 
    Beth lives down the hall from me, in a one-bedroom apartment that’s identical to mine. Except that hers looks out on the road in front, and mine looks out on the parking lot behind our building. 
 
    Beth’s been living in this building for almost two years now, and her place is comfy and welcoming. There’s a fluffy shag rug on her living room floor, and vintage posters advertising whiskeys on her walls. Her tabby cat Molly was asleep on the cat bed in one corner of the room, and I sat curled up on one of the comfy sofas upholstered in a bright, stripy print. Beth sat on the love seat adjacent to the sofa, and a tub-style armchair and two hard-backed seats occupied the rest of the room. 
 
    Beth is my best friend in the whole wide world. We’d gone to high school together, and although she was two years younger than me, her much greater IQ meant that she took many of the same classes I did. Beth had kind, hazelnut-hued eyes and short, deep auburn hair, and right now, she was looking at me like I’d committed a major faux pas. 
 
    “I told him I’d had fun,” I said. “And then he sent me a winky smiley. I don’t know how to respond to that.” 
 
    Part of me felt like I was back in high school, recounting my date with my boyfriend Ethan. Except, Ethan wasn’t my boyfriend anymore. We’d broken up when I’d left Santa Verona for college, and he’d gone on to become a detective in the Santa Verona Police Department. And Ethan and I hadn’t really gone on a date; it was just a dinner, as an apology for being a private detective who got in his way sometimes. 
 
    “I’m not sure how the dinner is an apology,” Beth said, then in a singsong voice added, “I think he likes you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes heavenward and was about to make a scathing comment. Ethan and I were over. Kaput. He wasn’t my boyfriend, not since we’d graduated high school and I’d left for college. It hadn’t been a date. It had just been dinner. 
 
    But before I could say any of those things, there was a knock on the door. 
 
    Beth opened it, and Neve stepped inside, glancing around before settling down elegantly on the armchair opposite me. 
 
    I froze, my mouth half-open in an expression of horror. And then I looked at Beth, who was watching Neve warily as she sat down on the love seat again. 
 
    “Hello, ladies,” said Neve sweetly, crossing one leg over the other. “It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    Neve was lying. She wasn’t pleased to see us, and I had no idea why she’d even bother with the pretense. 
 
    Beth said, “What’re you doing here, Neve? How do you even know where I live?” 
 
    Neve smiled at her. “I looked you up. Actually, I looked Mindy here up, and then I knocked on her door, but she wasn’t home.” Neve turned to me. “Your next-door neighbor—Joshua—saw me knocking and said you might be here.” 
 
    I made a mental note to visit each of my neighbors personally, show them Neve’s photo, and warn them never to talk to her or take candy from her. Neve was the devil. 
 
    Okay, so maybe she wasn’t the actual devil, but she was pretty close. She was my nemesis, and she had been ever since high school. While Beth and I had been quiet, nerdy kids, Neve had been one of the most popular cheerleaders around. She knew everyone, and had been especially friendly with most of the football team. 
 
    Neve had spent half her time in high school picking on me, mocking my uncool outfits and non-trendy habit of reading thick books instead of glossy fashion magazines. After high school, she had gotten a nose job that made her look like a modern-day Marilyn, and headed off to Tinseltown to pursue her dreams. 
 
    Neve’s wealthy parents had supported her for a few years, but in the end, she’d wound up moving back to our hometown of Santa Verona. She got a job as a receptionist at her daddy’s friend’s law firm, just as I landed my first paying gig as a screenwriter at one of the most popular TV crime shows. 
 
    Neve’s always hated me, but when I moved back to Santa Verona a few months ago and parlayed my knowledge of fictional crime into actual crime-solving for real-life, paying clients, she blew a fuse. She registered to train as a private investigator and has been trying to make my life miserable ever since. 
 
    She “accidentally” ran into my suspects when I was last investigating a murder, and recently, I’ve seen her hanging out with Liam, a new recruit at the DA’s office. 
 
    So when Neve told me that it was nice to see me, I didn’t exactly believe her. 
 
    “Neve,” I said, trying to sound as smooth as she did, “what’re you really doing here?” 
 
    “Catching up with my friends,” she said, smiling at Beth and me. “I thought we should stay in touch, now that we work in the same profession. Fancy that, you and I.” 
 
    She laughed, as though she couldn’t believe that she, Queen Neve of the Homecoming, and Beth and I, Nerds Supreme, were working together. Clearly, she believed that she should’ve had a vastly superior position in life already. 
 
    “We’re not really working in the same profession,” I reminded her gently. I’d already solved quite a few homicides since moving back to Santa Verona and had vaguely been promised by the chief of the Santa Verona Police Department that I might get hired as a police consultant sometime in the near future. 
 
    Neve, on the other hand, had just started training to be a private investigator. And I couldn’t help wondering if she was just trying to become a PI in order to mess with my head. 
 
    “No,” Neve replied smoothly. “You’re not really registered as a PI, are you? You’re just a private citizen with no real background in criminology.” 
 
    “And you’ve got a degree in that stuff?” Beth said. 
 
    Neve turned to her smoothly. “No. But I do more than just run an online bakery called A Piece of Cake.” 
 
    Beth’s cheeks turned a little bit pink. 
 
    Neve said, “I hear you even do catering these days, not just cakes.” 
 
    “We do all kinds of things,” I said, annoyed at Neve’s uncalled-for attack on Beth. “Like solve cases.” 
 
    “Based on your knowledge of fictional crimes?” Neve raised one eyebrow at me. 
 
    I said, “Sure, if you want to think of it that way.” 
 
    Neve laughed. “Oh, don’t get so defensive. I’m just joking.” 
 
    I watched her carefully. “I’m not sure I find your jokes funny.” 
 
    “Then I’m sorry you don’t have a good sense of humor,” Neve said. “I was just trying to be friendly.” 
 
    I looked at Beth, who didn’t seem to find Neve’s “jokes” that funny, either. 
 
    Beth said, “I need to get to work on my cakes. What do you want, Neve?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want anything,” Neve said. “Just thought the three of us could hang out sometime. You know, sisters in crime. Friendly find-outers. Girlfriends who—” 
 
    “Gravitate to killers,” I said sharply. “Got it.” 
 
    “So?” Neve smiled at me ingratiatingly. “What do you think? We can exchange tips, share makeup advice, trade clients if we ever get too busy—that kind of thing.” 
 
    Beth was staring at Neve, mouth wide open, as if she couldn’t believe the nerve of that woman. After making our lives miserable in high school and insulting our abilities and choice of careers, Neve wanted us to help her out. 
 
    “You’re asking for a favor,” I said slowly. “You want us to help you out with your new PI gig.” 
 
    Neve tossed back her perfect shoulder-length blond hair. “Oh, it’s not a favor. If anything, I’m doing you a favor, since I’m a registered PI and you’re—” 
 
    “Not,” I said. “Got it. You’re doing us a favor.” 
 
    Neve tilted her head to one side. “I’m happy to.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance and stood up simultaneously. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said dryly. “But we don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Appreciate it, though,” said Beth. 
 
    Neve looked from Beth to me, as though she couldn’t believe that we were turning down her offer. Finally, she stood up, her eyes narrowing in annoyance. 
 
    “You’ll regret this,” she said before stomping off and slamming the door to Beth’s apartment behind herself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “That was odd,” I said. 
 
    “The gall of that woman,” said Beth, taking the two lava cakes out of the oven. “Insulting us and then asking for our help.” 
 
    “It worked for her in high school,” I reminded Beth. “I just wish she didn’t keep running into us when we’re investigating something.” 
 
    “Maybe she’ll get tired of being a PI,” said Beth optimistically. “Maybe she’ll marry some rich guy.” 
 
    “Who lives in New York,” I added. “Far away from our California town.” 
 
    Beth cut two slices of chocolate lava cake—one for herself, and one for me—and we dug in, savoring the rich, cakey moistness and the warm, gooey chocolate sauce. 
 
    “Tell me about last night’s dinner,” I said. “Celeste Rocheford, huh? I thought she’d left you a bad review last time.” 
 
    “She apologized for that,” said Beth. “Said I was great.” 
 
    “Which you are,” I added. Nobody could beat Beth’s cooking. 
 
    “And she said she’d take down the bad review and replace it with a good one. Which means a lot to me.” 
 
    I nodded. Beth ran an online bakery—which now also did catering—and reviews were very important to her. “So you did desserts for this event? Doesn’t the woman have a full-time chef?” 
 
    “The chef quit two days ago,” said Beth. “And Celeste couldn’t find anyone to replace her. Celeste’s housekeeper could cook the dinner, but she didn’t know how to make desserts. So Celeste asked me to make the desserts.” 
 
    “Yum,” I said. Desserts were my favorite part of any meal. “What desserts did you do?” 
 
    “Apple pie,” said Beth. “And a carrot-walnut cake. But no walnuts, since Celeste’s got a nut allergy.” 
 
    I made a face. “Carrot-walnut cake without walnuts?” 
 
    Beth shrugged. “It’s just carrot cake, really. I don’t think it turned out too bad.” 
 
    “Well, how’d Celeste like it?” I said, finishing up my lava cake. “Has she left you a good review yet?” 
 
    Beth shook her head no. “Not yet. But I hope she puts one up soon. I mean, a review from Celeste. That would really mean something.” 
 
    “She might even recommend you to all her country club friends,” I said. “Maybe even at the next meeting of the Verona Art Gallery board.” 
 
    “I didn’t know she was a board member there,” said Beth. 
 
    “She’s a board member everywhere. Wasn’t her step-daughter Sharon in your high school math class?” 
 
    “In freshman year,” said Beth. “But Sharon was pretty nice. We kept in touch through high school, but I haven’t seen her since I moved back here.” 
 
    Like me, Beth had moved away from Santa Verona after high school. But while I had gone to Berkeley and dropped out after two years to pursue my dream as a writer, Beth had dropped out after two years at an Ivy League to work in a high-paying role at a biochem lab. After a few years of earning ridiculous amounts of money, Beth decided to quit her job, move back to Santa Verona, and indulge in a life of baking and beach-bumming. Until I moved in down the hallway and begged her to be my partner in crime. Well, partner in crime-solving, at least. 
 
    “I didn’t think you had any friends from that crowd,” I said. 
 
    Beth said, “Sharon wasn’t the typical rich kid. She actually thought before she spoke.” 
 
    Santa Verona had almost no middle class. When Beth and I were in high school, half the students came from money, and the other half came from families who worked for the moneyed. 
 
    “What was their house like?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me. “Did you go inside?” 
 
    Beth shook her head. “It’s one house back from the beach, on the east side. And there’s a long circular driveway. It seemed like the kind of place with a pool out back. Maybe even a tennis court. Massive. White, Spanish-style like everything else here, of course.” 
 
    I nodded and was about to say something else, when there was a knock on the door. 
 
    Beth opened the door, and my eyes widened when I saw who it was. 
 
    “Ethan,” I said, smiling. It was good to see him again. 
 
    But his eyes weren’t smiling, and he looked from me to Beth seriously. 
 
    “I wish these were better circumstances, Beth,” he said. “I’m afraid you’re under arrest.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” said Beth. “Is this some kind of joke? And where’s Matt?” 
 
    She was referring to Ethan’s partner, Detective Matt Alvarez, with whom she’d always had a great rapport. I was surprised that Beth and Matt weren’t dating yet, but I supposed Matt was the kind of person who liked to take things slow. 
 
    “Matt’s on vacation, visiting his family in Phoenix,” said Ethan, stepping inside the apartment. He was followed by two deputies and a short, dark-haired detective, who stood behind him. “And no, I’m not joking. I believe you supplied some food to a party last night?” 
 
    Beth nodded. “Yes. Celeste Rocheford. She was having a party.” 
 
    “She was found today, in the early hours of the morning. Dead in her bathtub.” 
 
    Beth and I gasped simultaneously. 
 
    “How—?” said Beth. “What?” 
 
    “She died of anaphylactic shock,” said Ethan. “She had a plate next to the bathtub, with a big slice of half eaten carrot-walnut cake. You did know that she’s allergic to walnuts?” 
 
    Beth nodded. “I made sure not to make the cake with walnuts. It was just carrot cake.” 
 
    Ethan glanced briefly at me, and then looked back at Beth. “I’m afraid the cake definitely had walnuts in it. And it was the cause of her death.” 
 
    “But I didn’t put walnuts in it,” said Beth, looking like she was in shock. “I never make mistakes like that.” 
 
    “Did anyone see you making the cake?” asked Ethan. 
 
    Beth shook her head. “Mindy was spending the day helping her mom and aunt do some spring cleaning.” 
 
    The dark-haired detective who’d been standing behind Ethan cleared his throat. “Ms. Miller,” he said. “I understand that mistakes do happen. But under the circumstances, it seems that we’ll have to take you into the station for questioning. You are the prime suspect in the murder of Mrs. Celeste Rocheford, and as such, you are under arrest. I will now read you your Miranda rights. You have the right to remain silent…” 
 
    The man began to rattle off the Miranda statement, and I got to my feet. As soon as he’d finished his spiel, I said, “Beth, I’m sure it’s all a mistake. I’m coming to the station, and I’ll get in touch with a lawyer to bond you out. Don’t worry about it. Mistakes do happen,” I said, echoing the dark-haired detective and shooting him an angry look. 
 
    The detective and both deputies walked away with Beth. I was about to follow them, when Ethan grabbed my wrist lightly. “Wait,” he said. 
 
    I wrenched my hand away from him and turned to look into his jet-black eyes. He was a head and a half taller than me, and we were standing close enough that I needed to tilt my head up to look at him properly. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I said coldly. 
 
    “I don’t really think Beth has anything to do with this,” Ethan said lightly. “But it’s not my case. I just asked to come along.” 
 
    “Well, thanks,” I said uncertainly. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    Ethan smiled, tight-lipped. “I was hoping my presence would be reassuring.” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t,” I snapped. “Why Beth?” 
 
    “That was Detective Archie Buchanan,” Ethan said. “He’s new to the department, and he doesn’t really know better. He thinks Beth has motive, means and opportunity.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I eyed Ethan warily. The SVPD wasn’t stupid, and while I wanted to unleash my fury upon Ethan, I also wanted to understand what was happening. 
 
    “What I already told you. Celeste Rocheford was found dead from anaphylactic shock, after eating that carrot-walnut cake. Beth hated Celeste for leaving her a bad review. Beth baked her the cake, knowing full well that Celeste would eat it.” 
 
    “Beth didn’t bake that cake.” 
 
    “People make mistakes.” 
 
    “Not Beth. Beth’s a genius. You know that.” 
 
    “Even geniuses make mistakes. Maybe more so than regular folks.” 
 
    I shook my head no. “Beth wouldn’t make this kind of mistake. She was just telling me how she made the desserts especially for Celeste. She made a carrot cake instead of carrot-walnut.” 
 
    “Maybe she forgot?” 
 
    “No way. Beth doesn’t make mistakes with baking.” 
 
    Ethan and I stared at each other. 
 
    I said, “And Beth had no motive to kill her, either. She was hoping Celeste would be impressed by this new batch of food and talk her up to her buddies. If Celeste was dead, that wouldn’t happen.” 
 
    Ethan ran one hand through his thick, dark hair. “Look. I know as well as you do that Beth’s not a killer. But perhaps it wasn’t intentional.” 
 
    “Perhaps it was someone else.” 
 
    “We’ve already talked to the guests and the family. The guests remember eating the cake with walnuts in it, and the family doesn’t have much to suggest.” 
 
    “Everyone hated Celeste,” I argued. “She was a pushy, obnoxious woman. Anybody would’ve wanted to kill her.” 
 
    Ethan eyed me warily. Finally, he said, “I’m sure they’ll keep investigating.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do, when the SVPD finds a prime suspect, they stop investigations. Where’d this new detective come from, anyway?” 
 
    “He transferred down from Palo Alto. I guess he doesn’t believe anyone’s above reproach.” 
 
    “And you told him that Beth and I actually solve crimes, not commit them?” 
 
    “He knows that. Said something about maybe that’s why Beth thought she could get away with it.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together until they formed a thin, narrow line, and glared off at a corner of the room. Beth’s tabby, Molly, had slept through the whole thing, and I watched her for a few seconds before heading off into Beth’s bathroom, where I found a big bag of dry cat food. I poured some into Molly’s bowl, and Molly woke up slowly and stretched before heading over to the food bowl. 
 
    I rinsed out and refilled her water bowl in silence, as Ethan watched, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    Finally, I was done with taking care of Molly. I knew that my own pet, a small Hahn’s macaw parrot named Pixie, was safe and sound in my apartment, with her own bowls of food and water, and a sufficient supply of toys to play with. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, turning to Ethan. “Let’s get to the station.” 
 
    “I can recommend a lawyer,” Ethan said. 
 
    “Why would you do that? Aren’t defense lawyers your worst nightmare or something?” 
 
    Ethan shrugged. “Just trying to be helpful.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “You never replied to my text,” said Ethan steadily. “A guy might think you didn’t know how to text.” 
 
    I scowled. “I’m not sure what to say in response to a winky smiley.” 
 
    “You winky smiley back. Or you send an angel smiley, or a tongue-out smiley.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do any of those things.” 
 
    “Fine. Then you say, how about another dinner sometime soon?” 
 
    I looked at Ethan and smiled, despite myself. It wasn’t really his fault that Beth had gotten arrested, and I was starting to remember why I’d liked him so much in high school. It had broken my heart to move away from him, but I’d done my best to pretend that I was being a grown-up and moving on. 
 
    Still. “Beth’s in jail right now,” I said. “I’ll consider replying to your text once she’s out.” 
 
    “On bail?” 
 
    “Out forever. No longer a suspect.” 
 
    Ethan narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you? Like meddle with a police investigation?” 
 
    “I’m going to do what I have to,” I said. “Now are we going to the station or not?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The Santa Verona Police Department is housed in a large, Spanish-style mansion replete with white stucco, red-tiled roof, and interior arches decorated with blue mosaic. Half the building houses the Santa Verona Courthouse, all the better for efficient processing of criminals. The other half houses the law enforcement officers and their offices. 
 
    I called the lawyer Ethan had recommended, went to the station, and helped to process Beth out. She was interviewed for what felt like a very long time, and by the time we got back, it was late at night. Beth looked stressed and miserable, and although I told her it must’ve been one big mistake, Beth shook her head and didn’t look too convinced. 
 
    “I wish it wasn’t that Detective Buchanan working this case,” she said. “Maybe I’d have a better shot of convincing someone else that I’m innocent. But he seems pretty convinced.” 
 
    “He’s an idiot,” I said shortly. “Celeste had a million and one enemies, and it could’ve been any of them.” 
 
    “It could’ve been,” said Beth, “But all the trails lead to me. Apparently, it was an open secret that Celeste liked to indulge in the desserts after a party. But how would I know she’d go for the cake? And I saw the photos of the cake. It wasn’t the one I made.” 
 
    “How would a cake you didn’t make wind up in the dinner?” I said, frowning. 
 
    And then I shook my head. Beth looked exhausted, it was late, and I was pretty sure she hadn’t eaten anything. 
 
    “Forget about the case,” I told her. “Go take a shower, and I’ll reheat this lasagna I found in your fridge. We can eat, then you can get some sleep, and tomorrow we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    After Beth emerged from her shower and had a few bites of the lasagna, she said, “You’re not going to look into this case, are you?” 
 
    She was looking much better now, much more relaxed than she’d been just an hour ago. 
 
    I said, “Like I told Ethan. I’m going to do what I need to. You’re my best friend, and I’m going to be there for you.” 
 
    Beth said, “That Detective Buchanan guy said that we shouldn’t try to investigate this. He said he’s been told that we’re investigators, and that we think we can solve cases.” 
 
    “We don’t just think it,” I reminded her. “We do solve cases. Remember the last one we solved? The dead man and all those diamonds.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Beth. “But Detective Buchanan was pretty adamant about it. He said he didn’t want us interfering in a police matter.” 
 
    “Wasn’t Celeste’s stepdaughter, Sharon, your friend in high school? What’s wrong with catching up with an old high school friend?” 
 
    Beth smiled and shook her head. “I’m not sure they’ll see it that way.” 
 
    “I don’t care how they see it,” I told Beth. “You didn’t kill Celeste Rocheford. Someone else did, and we’re going to find this person before they have a chance to even gloat about your arrest.” 
 
    “And how are we going to do that?” 
 
    “Never mind about that now,” I told Beth. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow morning, we’ll make our plans. And we’ll find out who really killed Celeste.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Beth goes running along the beach every morning, and though she invites me to join her, I’m more of a sleep-in kinda gal. So by the time Beth had gotten up, had a run, taken a shower and gotten dressed, I’d barely managed to wake up, brush my teeth and drag myself over to Pixie’s cage. 
 
    Pixie used to belong to a man who had gotten himself killed, and she’d been willed over to the man’s nephew, who’d refused to keep her. Now she belonged to me. 
 
    She was a small green bird, almost the size of my forearm, with white patches around her eyes and a smattering of red feathers under her wings. Although she was only four months old, she was smart as a whip and could manipulate me into doing her bidding. Most of the time, her bidding consisted of demanding to be scratched on her head, or asking for a bit of whatever I was eating. 
 
    This morning, I gave her a slice of apple, refilled her water bowl and pellets, and had just changed into my jeans and a clean blue blouse when Beth knocked on the door. 
 
    “I’ve got breakfast,” called Beth. 
 
    I let her in, and Pixie screeched gleefully. 
 
    “Pixie,” I said reproachfully. “Use your words.” 
 
    As though she’d understood what I’d said, Pixie nodded her head rapidly and said, “Yum yum!” 
 
    Beth laughed. “It’s almost as though she knows I’ve brought some of that chocolate cake over.” 
 
    “You’re a little bird,” I reminded Pixie. “You can’t have chocolate cake. Here, have a nut.” 
 
    Pixie eyed me skeptically, and then she grabbed the nut. I made some steaming hot coffee, and Beth and I settled down with our breakfasts. 
 
    We ate in silence for a few minutes. One of the things I love about living near Beth is the frequent meals of cake. Beth usually makes one cake to deliver to her clients, and a smaller version of the same cake for us to taste and make sure that it turned out okay. Cake and coffee is the best kind of breakfast, and it’s even better when it’s shared with your best friend. 
 
    Once we’d finished our food and I’d put the plates away, Beth said, “So, what’s the plan today?” 
 
    “I’m not going to waste any time,” I told her. “I know that the cops think they’re still investigating, but I don’t believe them. We’re going to open our own case, and we’ll treat it just like any other case.” 
 
    “You mean, other than the fact that we won’t get paid for this one.” 
 
    “You can pay me back with a lifetime supply of cakes,” I told Beth. “And you have to drive me everywhere for the rest of my life, since I haven’t bought a car since I moved back to Santa Verona.” 
 
    Beth laughed. “You mean, you didn’t get a car because you thought you’d take the bus everywhere, and maybe ride a bike once in a while.” 
 
    “I don’t like waiting at bus stops,” I grumbled. “And I couldn’t find a bike I liked. So you’re stuck with me.” 
 
    “I guess it’s a deal,” said Beth. “Now where do we start this investigation?” 
 
    I frowned. “I guess we should start out by trying to learn everything we can about Celeste. What do you know about her?” 
 
    “I only know she left me a bad review for a gluten-free orange-poppy seed cake I’d made her once,” said Beth. “She said it was too moist.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that,” I said, shaking my head. “How can anyone not like a moist cake?” 
 
    Beth shrugged. “I guess she’s a very particular person. Anyway, I remember that first time she’d ordered a cake. She found my Facebook page, and then my website. She placed an order online. I made the cake, and then I delivered it to her house. The massive mansion. That was the first time I’d ever been there.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to go there today,” I said slowly. “We’ll need to figure out a way to get in. But in the meantime, what do you remember about the day you dropped off the gluten-free cake?” 
 
    “It was a month ago,” said Beth. “I rang the bell, a woman wearing skinny jeans and a blue t-shirt opened the door. Dark, curly hair that fell just past her shoulders. Dark eyes, tan skin.” 
 
    “Who was she?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Beth. “I’d never met Celeste, but I’d already seen photos of her in the papers, so I knew it wasn’t her. And it wasn’t Sharon. I thought it might’ve been a housekeeper or maybe some family member.” 
 
    “I didn’t think Sharon had any brothers or sisters,” I said. “It must’ve been the housekeeper. What’d she tell you?” 
 
    “Nothing much,” said Beth. “I didn’t think about it too much. I just said, ‘Here’s the cake you ordered,’ and she said, ‘Thanks.’ And then she took the cake from me and closed the door.” 
 
    “Isn’t that kind of rude?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Beth. “Some clients like to chat, some don’t.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So the next thing you know, Celeste left a one-star review on your Facebook page.” 
 
    Beth nodded. “Exactly. I sent her a private message asking what was wrong, and we went back and forth a bit. She was a bit snippy, but I guess if you’re as rich and powerful as she is, you can be as snippy as you like.” 
 
    “What’d she tell you?” 
 
    “Just that my cakes weren’t that great. I explained that most people like their cakes to be moist, and if she’d just explain what she wanted, I’d make the cakes that way. I didn’t think she’d order from me again, but then she placed an order a few days ago for those desserts.” 
 
    “So you made them, and then you delivered them to her house.” 
 
    Beth nodded again. “Exactly. I took the apple pie, and put that and the cake in white paper boxes like you’d get from a bakery. And then I drove up, rang the bell—the same woman answered. I gave her the boxes, she thanked me, and then I drove off. I didn’t think of it again.” 
 
    We sat quietly for a few minutes. And then I said, “But you definitely didn’t put walnuts in the cake?” 
 
    “No way,” said Beth. “And they showed me photos of the cake in the station. It was nothing like the cake I baked. Mine was quite plain. White frosting, and then a kind of wavy line around the edges, and a trio of white sugar roses in the middle. The photo they showed me had the white swirly line around the edges, but there were smaller white sugar rosettes on the edge of the cake, and one big white sugar rose in the middle. It’s nothing like the one I made.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I made a mental note of it and decided to come back to it later. “Back to Celeste, though. I guess we need to line up a list of possible enemies.” 
 
    “We need to start with the family,” said Beth. “Everyone says to start there. And they say that it’s always the spouse. We should look into Celeste’s husband.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I fired up my laptop and did one Google search after another, delving into the archives of Internet history, as well as the historical issues of the Santa Verona Sun which were stored online. 
 
    “We should start with the publicly available information,” I told Beth. “No point annoying people by asking them stuff that everyone knows.” 
 
    We started with Celeste. 
 
    There were numerous photos and articles about her—she was a tall, willowy blonde with the air of someone who watched polo matches. She tended to wear subtle diamond jewelry, and she was on the boards of numerous charities and the Santa Verona Art Gallery. She was a member of Santa Verona’s exclusive tennis club, as well as the Santa Verona Country Club. The newspaper articles spoke glowingly of her charity work, and she looked very pretty in the photos. But I’d heard my mother and Aunt Kira gossiping about her and the rich socialites every once in a while, and half the people who’d ever met Celeste despised her. 
 
    Beth had said Celeste was snippy with her, and I knew that Celeste was obnoxious and rude to most of the people she met. My mother taught at the local high school, and I’d overheard her telling my Aunt Kira that Celeste had been a meddling school board member. My aunt had responded by describing the time she’d heard Celeste giving a speech at a charity event, after which the socialite had snapped at the charity’s director for not doing her job properly. 
 
    “Nobody likes her,” my aunt had said. “But they can’t do anything about it because she’s so rich and powerful.” 
 
    We Googled Celeste’s husband, Howard Rocheford, next. Howard owned some commercial real estate in and around Santa Verona, and he’d married Celeste two years after the death of his first wife, Leona. The two seemed to be happily married from all accounts. 
 
    Sharon Rocheford was Howard’s daughter from his first marriage. 
 
    “She was always rather nice,” Beth told me. “She’s tall and skinny and has long dark hair.” 
 
    When we looked her up, it turned out that she was working as a personal trainer in Santa Verona and was engaged to be married. Her fiancé, Fred Hughes, was described as being a proprietor of small businesses in Santa Verona. 
 
    “We could start with Sharon,” Beth suggested. “I don’t know about Howard Rocheford, but he might turn out to be a crotchety old man. At least I know that Sharon used to be nice.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point,” I told Beth, and then I dialed the number for Sharon’s personal training service. “Hi, Sharon! It’s me, Mindy Mansfield. I don’t know if you remember me—we went to high school together? Anyway, my friend and I wanted to do some personal training.” 
 
    There was a pause, and then Sharon’s voice floated across the line. “Yeah, you were two years ahead of me?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Well, I offer new clients a free half-hour introductory class. Would you like to try that?” 
 
    “Sure! That sounds great.” 
 
    “We can meet at eleven on the beach. Opposite Susan’s Sundaes. Do you know the spot?” 
 
    “I do,” I said enthusiastically. “We’ll see you there!” 
 
    “At least that’s a start,” said Beth admiringly. “But how’s she going to react when she sees that I’m your ‘friend’? She knows I’ve been arrested for her stepmom’s murder. Not that she ever liked Celeste, of course. She always told me in high school that she hated her.” 
 
    “Well, maybe she won’t care that you’ve been arrested.” 
 
    “Maybe she won’t,” said Beth, trying to sound optimistic. “But we’ll find out when she sees us.” 
 
    I nodded. Hopefully, Sharon would know something useful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “There’s still a couple of hours till eleven,” said Beth. “Let’s spend this time looking for cake photos.” 
 
    “You mean, photos for your online bakery?” 
 
    Beth shook her head. “No, I want to know who made that carrot-walnut cake that killed Celeste.” 
 
    “It could’ve been anyone,” I said. “They wouldn’t just put photos of the killer cake online.” 
 
    “No,” said Beth. “But maybe the killer didn’t actually bake the cake. Maybe they just purchased it from a bakery and dropped it off at Celeste’s house.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility,” I admitted. “But how do we find out which bakery?” 
 
    “I know all the bakeries here in Santa Verona,” said Beth. “Technically, even though I sell cakes online only, those bakeries are my competitors. So I know all the names.” 
 
    “That’s a good start,” I said. “We can visit everyone’s website. Maybe they’ll mention a list of cakes they make.” 
 
    “And the dinner was two nights ago, on Saturday,” said Beth. “So if the killer bought a cake, they did so on Saturday. We can just call the bakeries to check.” 
 
    We started off by Googling the names of the bakeries. The first one didn’t have a website, the second was a specialty wedding cake store. The third specialized in children’s birthday parties, and their website was full of photos of Barbie and Thomas the Tank Engine cakes. The fourth made all kinds of cakes, including carrot-walnut, but the photo of their carrot-walnut cake revealed that it had plain white frosting, no rosettes. 
 
    The fifth bakery was the one we struck pay dirt on. They made carrot-walnut cakes, and there was a photo of one of theirs: white frosting with white rosettes on the edges, just like Beth had described. 
 
    “That’s the one!” said Beth enthusiastically. “I know it! That’s the bakery the cake came from!” 
 
    We looked at the name of the bakery: Dave’s Desserts. It was located north of the city center, about a half hour’s drive from our apartment. 
 
    “Do you want to go there?” I asked Beth warily, trying not to get our hopes up. “Maybe we can start with them.” 
 
    Beth nodded enthusiastically, and the two of us drove over to Dave’s Desserts. It turned out to be a tiny neighborhood bakery, wedged in between a bodega and a dry cleaner’s. This part of Santa Verona was far removed from the glitzy homes near the beach, and while the streets were wide and tree-lined like the rest of the city, the houses were run-down or had been replaced by large, impersonal apartment buildings. 
 
    Dave’s was manned by a young girl who looked like she was still in her teens. When we asked her about the carrot-walnut cake, she pointed to one which was in the display. “That’s our carrot-walnut,” she said. “Would you like me to wrap it up for you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Actually, we’re trying to find out if someone purchased a carrot-walnut cake on Saturday.” 
 
    The girl manning the counter looked at us doubtfully, and then she said, “Perhaps Dave can help. I’ll go fetch him.” 
 
    She disappeared behind a small door, and when she emerged, she was followed by a bald, slightly overweight man wearing a green-and-white striped apron. He smiled genially when he saw us and said, “I’m Dave. Minnie here says you’re trying to find out who bought a carrot-walnut cake on Saturday?” 
 
    Beth and I nodded. “Do you have any records or something you can look up?” 
 
    Dave said, “Yeah, I could look up the records, but I actually remember Saturday. We sold two carrot-walnut cakes. One was picked up by a family on their way to some party up north in Yarraville. And another was a phone order, picked up by a man wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses.” 
 
    “What do you mean, phone order?” I said. 
 
    Dave said, “Most of our clients just walk in and buy a cake. But sometimes we run out. So once in a while, we’ll have someone call in and ask us to make sure we put a cake aside for them. That’s what this man did. He called in the morning, I answered the phone. He said, can you put a carrot-walnut cake aside for me? I’ll pick it up in a few hours. So I did.” 
 
    “And he did pick it up,” I said. 
 
    Dave nodded. “Yeah. He paid cash and walked out with the cake.” 
 
    “You don’t have any kind of video surveillance in this place, do you?” I asked. 
 
    Dave shook his head. “Why? Are you after this guy?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said. There didn’t seem to be any point being suspicious of a family who’d walked in and purchased a carrot-walnut cake to take with them. I couldn’t imagine a murderer pretending to make a family event of it. “You didn’t happen to recognize the man, did you? I mean, I know he was wearing a hat and sunglasses, but did he happen to have any visible tattoos or marks? Maybe anything that would make him stand out?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Dave. “He didn’t seem like much of a talker, either. I wouldn’t know him even if I saw him again.” 
 
    I nodded glumly, and Beth said, “How late is your bakery open till?” 
 
    “Saturdays we’re open till eight at night,” Dave said. “Why?” 
 
    “No reason,” said Beth, but we were both thinking the same thing. “Were you here till eight?” 
 
    “I was,” said Dave. “Saturdays, Minnie only works a few hours in the morning, and then I watch the store the rest of the day. I take Sundays and Tuesdays off.” 
 
    “Does anyone else make carrot-walnut cakes that look like these ones?” I asked. “They’re really pretty, with the rosettes all around.” 
 
    Dave shook his head. “I wouldn’t think so. I like to add the rosettes. I haven’t seen anyone else do that kind of thing around here.” 
 
    We thanked him, left a tip for Minnie, and purchased a vanilla bean cake just to be polite. When we got to the car, Beth’s eyes were shining with excitement. 
 
    “We’ve found something!” she said. “I’m sure this’ll prove that I couldn’t have killed Celeste.” 
 
    I agreed. “Let’s head to the station now,” I said. “I guess our investigating can stop here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Before we went to the station, Beth remembered to call her lawyer, Leo Stalezzo. When she hung up the phone, she turned to me glumly. 
 
    “Leo says not to go to the station,” she said. “He says he’ll meet us back at my apartment first.” 
 
    We drove to Beth’s apartment, and a half hour later, Leo turned up. 
 
    “I’ve got some bad news,” he said as soon as he walked into the apartment and settled down on a chair. “I went to see Detective Buchanan. I told him about Dave’s bakery and the man picking up the cake. Buchanan says he’ll look into it, but to be honest, I don’t think he’ll do much.” 
 
    “How can he not do much?” I said, anger boiling up inside me. “This just proves that Beth didn’t make the cake.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Leo, “it proves no such thing. Beth said she didn’t bake the cake, but that’s just her word. According to Detective Buchanan, all this new information proves is that other bakeries make carrot-walnut cakes, which we all knew already.” 
 
    “But what about the rosettes!” I said indignantly. “We know they make cakes with rosettes on them, and none of the other bakeries do that.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Leo calmly. “But that’s what the bakery owner claims. He can’t be sure of it—maybe the other bakeries do put rosettes on their icing, and Dave doesn’t know it. And there’s no way to prove that Beth didn’t put rosettes on the cake she made.” 
 
    “And the man who picked up the cake?” I stared at Leo in shock. “How can they ignore this? This man just bought the cake that killed Celeste.” 
 
    “The man bought a cake,” said Leo. “It doesn’t mean that the cake’s linked with Celeste’s death in any way.” 
 
    “But nobody else makes these cakes,” I protested. “How can he…” 
 
    I let my voice trail off. Leo was right; this new information didn’t actually prove anything. Anyone could bake cakes, and for all they knew, Beth was lying about not baking the cake that killed Celeste. 
 
    “And there’s evidence that Beth dropped off her cake in a white paper box,” said Leo. “The housekeeper put it on the kitchen counter, and then later, they served the cake to the guests.” 
 
    “Someone could’ve switched out the cakes,” I said, but my voice sounded hollow even to myself. “That’s all they’d need to do.” 
 
    “It’s a little far-fetched,” said Leo. “It won’t stand up in a court of law.” He looked at our glum faces and said, “I’m sorry. I know you were hoping this would prove Beth’s innocence, but it does nothing of that sort.” 
 
    “This blows,” I said. And then I looked at Beth. Her shoulders were slumped, the line of her mouth decidedly unhappy. 
 
    “Detective Buchanan’s made up his mind about me,” she said. 
 
    “I’m afraid the trail of the cake with rosettes doesn’t go anywhere,” said Leo. “But you tried.” 
 
    My eyes flashed with anger. “We didn’t try hard enough. We were just getting started, and we thought we’d gotten enough. Well, we were wrong. If Buchanan doesn’t think this is enough information, we’ll find enough information for him. We’ll find him so much information, he’ll drown in it.” 
 
    Leo was smiling. “Calm down,” he said. “You don’t need to drown a man in information.” 
 
    “No, I do,” I said. “If he won’t follow up on a lead, we’ll give him all the information he needs on a silver platter.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Leo slowly, “Buchanan told me to remind you girls—no messing around with this case. They don’t want you spooking witnesses or anything.” 
 
    “We won’t spook anyone,” I told Leo. “We’ll try not to.” 
 
    Leo shook his head and left, warning us not to do anything that might get us into trouble, and then I went over and gave Beth a quick hug. 
 
    “Don’t worry about Buchanan,” I told her. “We’ll figure this thing out. He won’t be able to ignore the next piece of information we give him.” 
 
    Beth laughed shortly and said, “Do you think he’s right? Do you think we should just stop poking our noses around?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Poking my nose around is what I do. And if it’ll clear you of these charges, then I’m going to be even more nosy than usual. And anyway, it’s time we got changed. We’ve got an appointment with a personal trainer that we just can’t miss.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Susan’s Sundaes was a small shop on the eastern side of the beach, just a few blocks away from the main pier where all the tourists liked to congregate. We saw Sharon waiting for us on the beach as we parked Beth’s gray Mazda hatchback and stepped out. I waved to her, and she started to wave back, until she noticed who my “friend” was. 
 
    Sharon was tall and slim, dressed in black bike shorts and a white tank top with “Sharon’s Training” printed on one corner. Her long brown hair was pulled into a low ponytail, and I noticed with dismay that she’d already set up three exercise mats, and there were quite a few heavy-looking kettlebells lying near the mats. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” she said to Beth when the two of us approached. 
 
    “I’m Mindy’s friend,” Beth said nervously. “Mindy made a personal training appointment for the both of us.” 
 
    Sharon turned to look at me coldly. “Is this your idea of a joke?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry for your loss. But we had to talk to you.” 
 
    Sharon snorted. “Don’t be sorry. That woman got what she deserved. Anyway, you’re here, so let’s do some warm-ups.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. I tried to communicate telepathically, Just obey the commands of this workout-crazed woman who really wants us to exercise. I think Beth got the message. We went and stood on the mats and followed Sharon’s motions as she rolled her wrists and ankles in circular motions. 
 
    “Start with some body-weight squats,” she said, showing us how to do the squats properly. 
 
    As I squatted, I said, “I guess you didn’t like your stepmom that much.” 
 
    “Nobody liked her,” said Sharon sharply. “Don’t lean forward. Back straight.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you like her?” 
 
    Sharon shrugged. “She was always making jabs about how my dad didn’t come from an ‘established’ family like hers. How she was worried I’d get fat, or I’d hang out with the wrong crowd. She didn’t like anything I did, and I got into the habit of avoiding her. Let’s move on to lunges now.” 
 
    Sharon showed us how to do the lunges, alternating the legs, and Beth and I tried our best to copy her. I was already starting to feel quite winded. Months of inactivity and too much cake were catching up with me. 
 
    “So you really think she deserved to die?” I said. 
 
    “Sure,” said Sharon. “Go as low as you can. Don’t stop. The last straw was her criticizing poor Fred.” 
 
    I’d read all about Sharon’s engagement online, but I didn’t want her thinking I was creepy, so I said, “Who’s Fred?” 
 
    “My fiancé,” said Sharon. “Fred doesn’t have that much money and he doesn’t come from that great a family. But we love each other and we’re going to get married. I wish Celeste could’ve just been nice to someone for once.” 
 
    “Who else didn’t she get along with?” I asked. 
 
    “Just about everyone in the world,” said Sharon. “Although I suppose some people took it out on her.” 
 
    She gave Beth a pointed look, and Beth said, “Look. I didn’t do it. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Sharon. “Let’s do some push-ups now. You can do them on your knees if you’d like.” She showed us how to do the push-ups, and we did a few of them dutifully. 
 
    In between reps, Beth said, “I didn’t make a carrot-walnut cake. I made a carrot cake. Someone switched it out for a different cake.” 
 
    Sharon said, “I’m not sure what I believe. But I didn’t think my stepmom’s killer would come over and talk to me about it. And I’ve read about how you two started an investigations business after you moved back to Santa Verona.” 
 
    “The police got the wrong gal.” I finally collapsed on my stomach, unable to do one more push-up. “We need your help to find the right person.” 
 
    Sharon said, “I guess I don’t really believe Beth killed her. I mean, we were always friends.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Beth. “You know I’m not a killer.” 
 
    “I didn’t like Celeste,” Sharon said to Beth. “But I like you. And if you didn’t do it, I don’t want you to get into trouble for it.” 
 
    Beth smiled broadly. “Thanks! That’s so nice of you. It really means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Sharon, smiling. “Like I said, she got what she deserved. But you don’t deserve to go away for it.” 
 
    “So can we stop doing these exercises now?” I said. “We came to talk to you, and we don’t need to exercise to do that.” 
 
    “I think everyone can do with some exercise,” said Sharon. “It’s important to be healthy. That was just the warm-up. Let’s move on to kettlebell swings.” 
 
    Beth and I groaned and got to our feet. We watched as Sharon showed us how to swing the heavy kettlebells, keeping our arms straight and raising them to above our waists. 
 
    “Do a minute of this,” said Sharon, “and I’ll try to answer your questions.” 
 
    I swung the kettlebells and huffed and puffed like the big bad wolf. In between swings, I managed to say, “Thanks.” Huff huff. “I appreciate you helping us.” Puff puff. 
 
    “Sure,” said Sharon, keeping a close eye on us to make sure we weren’t slacking off. “Like I said, I don’t want Beth getting into trouble.” 
 
    “So.” Huff. “You didn’t get along with Celeste?” Puff. 
 
    Sharon shrugged, and I wondered briefly if she could’ve killed Celeste herself. After all, the woman clearly had a mean streak, making Beth and me exercise like The Biggest Loser contestants. As sweat trickled down my brow, I wondered if her meanness extended to killing her stepmom. 
 
    “I loved her in my own way,” Sharon said. “Okay, enough of the swings. Let’s mix things up with a few ab crunches.” 
 
    Beth and I put the kettlebells aside with sighs of relief, and then we copied her ab-crunching motions. 
 
    “Celeste tried to be a mom,” Sharon said thoughtfully as Beth and I did the crunches. “I appreciate that. Though she wasn’t all that great at it. Of course, she did support me when I said I wouldn’t work for Daddy’s business, and that I wanted to be a personal trainer. So there’s that. Our relationship was messed up, but I loved her in a way. In between hating her and being angry with her. Okay, back to the kettlebell swings.” 
 
    Beth and I groaned. As I grabbed the kettlebell and swung it rhythmically, I decided that despite being a sadistic exercise fiend, there was no way Sharon could’ve killed Celeste. Only a cold-blooded, ego-maniacal person would be so helpful in a homicide investigation where she herself was the killer. 
 
    “Tell us about your stepmom’s enemies,” I said, huffing and puffing and wishing we could move on to some other exercise. “Who would want to kill Celeste?” 
 
    “Half the town,” replied Sharon. “But most of those women wouldn’t go to all the trouble.” 
 
    “And it had to be someone who knew she’d be serving carrot cake at the dinner,” added Beth. 
 
    “Did you tell anyone about the menu?” I asked Beth. 
 
    Beth shook her head. “I didn’t bother.” 
 
    “The housekeeper was told,” said Sharon. “She could’ve mentioned it to someone she knew.” 
 
    “Who else knew?” 
 
    “Just us family. Celeste announced it on Friday at lunchtime—that she’d ordered some desserts online for Saturday’s party. She said it was the modern thing, to order online. Me, my dad, and my fiancé were at the lunch with her on Friday. And the gardener was working outside in the garden—he might’ve overheard. Okay, we’ll move on to deadlifts now.” 
 
    I nodded, pleased to have been finished with the swings, and then I tried to copy Sharon’s motions, lifting up the kettlebell and then placing it down again. 
 
    “We’ll need to talk to all those people,” I told Sharon. “Do you think they’ll help out?” 
 
    “I’ll let them know,” said Sharon. “My dad’ll talk to you if I ask him, and I’m sure Helen, our housekeeper, and George, our gardener, won’t mind having a quick chat. Okay, now we’re going to be doing some overhead presses. You’re going to have to finish this workout before you talk to anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Beth and I managed to finish the workout, which went on for forty-five minutes instead of thirty, and then we went back to our apartments and got ready to head over to Celeste’s house. 
 
    “I’ve told Daddy and Helen to talk to you,” Sharon texted. “You can head over there now.” 
 
    Beth and I drove straight over and parked on the road before walking down the long circular driveway and ringing the bell. 
 
    As we waited for someone to answer, I looked around. The house was huge, and the garden out front was perfectly maintained. I could smell the ocean from where I stood, and I felt a brief pang of envy—this was just the kind of house I’d love to be able to afford. 
 
    The door was opened by a woman who looked to be in her early forties. She had tiny crow’s-feet around the corners of her dark eyes, and her skin was tan and her face framed by dark, curly hair that fell just below her shoulders. She wore skinny designer jeans that had artistic rips around the knees, and a light green t-shirt. 
 
    “Yes?” she said, looking from Beth to me with some distaste. She probably thought we were selling something door-to-door, and she had the busy, harried look of someone who was late. 
 
    “I’m Mindy, this is Beth,” I said. “Sharon said she’d warn you we’d try to chat with you.” 
 
    I smiled what I hoped was a charming smile, but the woman just looked at me coldly for a few long seconds. Finally, she sighed. 
 
    “Come in,” she said. “Let’s get this over with. I’m making a pie, so we can talk as I work.” 
 
    We followed the woman inside. The front door opened into a small entrance lobby, about half the size of my bedroom. To our right, I could see a formal living area, with three different seating areas, a piano in one corner, and a spiral staircase towards the far side of the room. Large windows looked out upon a narrow swimming pool, and a chandelier hung overhead. 
 
    Beth and I turned left, into a gleaming white kitchen. The floor was sparkling and looked clean enough to eat off. A gray-veined white marble counter ran along the middle of the room, and another counter ran along the wall. Large windows looked out upon some small fruit trees, and there was a dining area just beyond the kitchen. 
 
    “I don’t have much time,” the woman said. 
 
    I realized she hadn’t told us her name, so I said, “You must be Helen.” 
 
    She nodded and went to wash her hands before going over to a food processor. “Helen the housekeeper,” she said before turning the food processor on and filling the air with a loud whirring noise. When it stopped, she spooned out some white stuff into a bowl and turned to us. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We’ve got some questions about Celeste Rocheford,” I said. Beth and I sat down on two stools opposite the counter, and we watched as Helen opened the dishwasher and began unloading it, noisily putting away clean plates and bowls. 
 
    “The woman got what she deserved,” muttered Helen. “Always making my life miserable.” 
 
    “How’d she make your life miserable?” I asked. 
 
    But instead of answering the question, Helen gave Beth a sharp look and said, “The cops say you did it.” 
 
    Beth shook her head no. “There’s been a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Hunh,” said Helen. “That’s what Sharon told me.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I said, not wanting to get sidetracked. “How’d Celeste make your life miserable?” 
 
    “I’ve got some chores I’m supposed to do,” said Helen. “Laundry, making beds, spring cleaning, that kind of stuff. Celeste always has orders.” Helen pitched her voice higher and tilted her chin up, imitating her former boss. “‘Do this now. No, don’t bother. Helen, why are you doing it wrong?’ That kind of thing.” Helen looked at us to see if we understood, and I nodded. 
 
    “I get it,” I said. “Meddling.” 
 
    “Exactly. And never being pleased. She fired three chefs in the last month alone. Either she fired them, or they quit. Either way, half the month, I’ve also got to do the cooking.” 
 
    “So you did the cooking for Saturday’s party?” 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently my Thai food’s passable enough for guests. But Celeste didn’t trust me to make the desserts.” Helen laughed shortly. “And a lot of good that did her.” 
 
    “So you knew what desserts she was having delivered?” 
 
    Helen nodded and looked at Beth. “I remember you delivered them. In the boxes. I put them out on the countertop, and I was going to prepare them nicely before serving.” 
 
    “So the cake just lay out here till dinnertime?” I said. 
 
    Helen shrugged. “Yeah. I didn’t want to put it in the fridge and ruin the texture.” 
 
    “Who else had access to the cake?” 
 
    “Just me and the family,” said Helen. “And my niece, Norma, and her friend Fiona. The two girls came over just before dinner to help with serving the food and some cleaning up afterward.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to imagine someone having access to the cake. 
 
    “And it just lay here the entire time,” I repeated. 
 
    “Now that I think about it,” said Helen, “at some point, someone must’ve ripped off the lid and thrown it out. Because I remember the box was closed, but after a while it wasn’t.” 
 
    “When was this?” I asked Helen, my pulse quickening. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not sure, sorry. Probably sometime in the afternoon.” 
 
    “And Fiona and Norma were here then?” 
 
    She nodded. “They both helped to clean up the living area and set the table.” 
 
    “Do you know where I can get in touch with Fiona and Norma?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Helen. “They’re students at Santa Verona University. They live in an apartment building just west of the college. You should be able to find them at home after their classes, or maybe in the morning before classes.” 
 
    She gave me their phone numbers, and I saved them in my smartphone. 
 
    “Can you tell me anything else about Celeste?” I asked Helen. “Had she seemed any different recently?” 
 
    Helen shook her head. “Just the same old finicky woman. Never happy with her lot in life, even though she had everything. A lovely home, lovely red Porsche, lovely family.” 
 
    Helen waved one hand to indicate the massive house, and I nodded. Celeste certainly did live in the lap of luxury. If I had such a nice house, I wouldn’t go around being mean to everyone. At least, I hoped I wouldn’t. 
 
    “Celeste didn’t have any kids of her own, did she?” I asked. 
 
    Helen shook her head. “Said kids would mess up her social life and her figure. Can you imagine?” 
 
    “Do you have any kids?” I asked. 
 
    Helen smiled, a thin, unhappy smile. “I never met the right person,” she said softly. “I’m still hoping to. Maybe I’ll get married now, and have kids with the right man.” 
 
    I made a face, uncomfortable with facing my own biological clock. Helen was in her forties. Beth and I were in our late twenties. Every now and then, my mom would remind me that my “prime time” was running out. I needed to meet someone soon if I wanted kids. And I did want kids. I just didn’t feel like hurrying love. It was a dilemma, but one I hoped would get sorted out without too much stress. 
 
    “I don’t understand Celeste,” I said. “Children bring so much joy. I’ve only got a pet parrot, but I love Pixie so much. I can’t imagine someone saying no to love and joy.” 
 
    “Well, that’s Celeste for you,” said Helen drily. 
 
    “And her husband?” said Beth. “Didn’t he want kids?” 
 
    “He already had Sharon.” Helen looked off into the distance thoughtfully. “I guess he does want more kids, but he wouldn’t go against Celeste’s wishes.” 
 
    “I suppose he loved her a lot,” I said. 
 
    Helen snorted. “There was no love there.” 
 
    “How d’you mean? They were together a long time.” 
 
    “Howard is a good man,” said Helen slowly. “But Celeste—she wasn’t happy with anything. Not her money, not her man.” 
 
    “You mean, she was cheating on him.” 
 
    Helen nodded. “It was always one man or the other. She even slept with our last gardener, and then had him fired when he asked for a raise.” 
 
    I smiled despite myself. “He must’ve been heartbroken.” 
 
    Helen shrugged. “I’m not sure about that. But Celeste didn’t care. She just moved on to the next man.” 
 
    “And what about Howard?” I said. “Did he know about this?” 
 
    “I guess he did know. But I don’t think he cared. He didn’t love her, so why should he care?” 
 
    “How d’you know he didn’t love her? Was he also having affairs?” 
 
    Helen looked at us warily. “I’m not sure. Maybe. But he really didn’t seem to care much about her.” 
 
    I made a mental note about Howard. But it’s not like I could ask him directly, “Hey, I heard you didn’t really love your wife.” 
 
    “So who knew about her nut allergy?” Beth asked. “I mean, she told me when she placed her order, but I’d think not too many people knew?” 
 
    “Oh, Celeste always made a big deal of it,” said Helen. “I think half the world would’ve known by now. She was allergic to all kinds of nuts.” 
 
    “And,” I said, “she was a big fan of desserts.” 
 
    “She liked to eat them,” agreed Helen. “But I’m not sure if she kept them down.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. “Was that also common knowledge?” 
 
    Helen shook her head. “But that woman kept up appearances. She wouldn’t eat desserts in public, pretended to be dieting. But at night, she’d often have a bubble bath with a glass of wine and a slice of cake. Can’t say I blame her. I like ending my nights with wine and cake, too.” 
 
    “Except,” said Beth, “she died from the cake. How come nobody found her sooner?” 
 
    “Sharon and her fiancé, Fred, went off to a club after the dinner,” said Helen. “And Howard came down to the dining area.” Helen indicated the dining table just off from the kitchen. “He sat there, reading some book on Churchill, and I don’t think he got to bed till late.” 
 
    “Her body was discovered in the early morning,” I said. “Did he stay down here all night?” 
 
    Helen shrugged. “I guess so. I cleaned up till three in the morning, then I went up to my room.” 
 
    “Where’s your room?” 
 
    Helen gave me a funny glance. “I’ve got a bedroom, bathroom and living room above the garage,” she said. “You can enter from the outside, or you can take the stairs from the inside.” 
 
    “Do you like living here?” I said. 
 
    Helen shrugged. “I’ve been here three years now. It’s okay. It pays well.” 
 
    “It’s funny how everyone runs away from Celeste, but you’ve managed to stay.” 
 
    “I just tune her out,” said Helen. “I need this job. I’m not about to risk it by saying or doing something stupid.” 
 
    “Like killing Celeste,” I suggested. 
 
    Helen nodded. “Exactly. I don’t want to mess up my paycheck.” 
 
    “I guess you’re lucky Howard decided to keep you on.” 
 
    “I guess so,” she said vaguely. “I should get back to work now.” 
 
    I watched as Celeste began wiping down the counter, and I racked my brains, trying to come up with anything new to ask. 
 
    “I guess we should go chat with Howard Rocheford,” I said finally. I handed Helen one of my business cards. “Please call me if you think of anything else. You’ve been very helpful.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure if I believed the last sentence. Helen didn’t seem to be hiding anything, and she’d let us know a couple of new things. There did seem to be a trail, but I wasn’t sure where the trail was leading. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    We found Howard Rocheford in his home office, a bookshelf-lined room with a couch against one wall and a heavy mahogany table. Howard sat behind the table, leaning back in his plush leather chair, watching Beth and me, who were sitting opposite him. 
 
    “I appreciate you taking the time, Mr. Rocheford,” I said nervously. 
 
    “Please, call me Howard.” 
 
    “Howard,” I said. 
 
    Howard Rocheford was a short, chubby man with reddish-pink cheeks, barely-there brown hair, and intelligent brown eyes that seemed to miss nothing. He was wearing a green polo t-shirt, and I was sure he wasn’t the kind of man you messed with. 
 
    “Beth used to be in Sharon’s math class,” I told him. “It’s all a big misunderstanding.” 
 
    “So I keep hearing,” Howard said slowly. “And I’ll do whatever Sharon tells me. But if you ask me, I don’t really care about finding the killer. Celeste got what she deserved. She’d been too unkind to too many people.” 
 
    His words sent a chill down my spine, and I frowned. “You’re not worried people will take your words the wrong way? I mean, the cops always suspect the husband, first thing. And here you are, saying you don’t care if Celeste lived or died.” 
 
    Howard looked down at his desk, shuffled some papers around, and then turned to face us again. “You’re right that they suspect the husband,” he said. “But rich and powerful men don’t need to use wacky walnuts to kill their wives. I’m not sorry she’s dead, though. Makes my life easier.” 
 
    I frowned. Howard really was rich and powerful, and if he thought life was better off without Celeste… 
 
    Beth broke my thoughts by saying, “If you didn’t like Celeste, why’d you stay married to her for so long?” 
 
    “Celeste’s family was very powerful,” said Howard. “She knew all the right people. Marrying her meant my business did better. Marrying her meant I could run for office if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Do you want to?” I asked. 
 
    Howard shrugged. “I’m not sure. Maybe, maybe not. I haven’t decided yet. But politics seems like a way to help many people. I’d like other things, too. Happiness, a loving family.” 
 
    I nodded, watching him closely. “And you didn’t get any of those things from Celeste.” 
 
    Howard smiled thinly. “That doesn’t mean I killed her.” 
 
    “You just said you didn’t care—” 
 
    “Yes. But that doesn’t mean I killed her.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to think. Howard certainly could have killed Celeste if he’d wanted to. He knew she’d have a slice of the cake. And he made sure to stay downstairs so that he couldn’t be accused of ignoring her cries for help. Since Helen had been around Howard that night, she could vouch for his whereabouts. 
 
    On the other hand, if he’d really killed Celeste, he wouldn’t have bothered to help Beth and me with our investigation. It benefitted him for the cops to think that Beth had killed Celeste, and Howard didn’t seem particularly hostile towards us. 
 
    “Did you know Norma and Fiona?” I asked, trying a different tack. 
 
    Howard shook his head. “No. Who’re they?” 
 
    “Helen’s niece and her friend,” I said. “They came to help out during the dinner.” 
 
    Howard shrugged. “I don’t really bother with the arrangements. It’s up to Celeste.” 
 
    “And…” I tried to phrase this delicately. “How happy was your marriage with Celeste?” 
 
    Howard laughed shortly. “She cheated on me. Is that what you’re trying to ask? I mean, half the world knew it. I didn’t care. It didn’t look good for me, man can’t control wife. But it’s not like I had much choice. As long as it didn’t get out in public—not much, anyway.” 
 
    “You could’ve divorced her,” suggested Beth. 
 
    “No,” said Howard. “That would’ve ruined my reputation and then my business. Couldn’t have that happen.” 
 
    But now Celeste was dead, I thought. Howard was free. His reputation unscathed. 
 
    “If you knew she was cheating on you,” I said, “weren’t you ever tempted to do the same?” 
 
    Howard gulped. “I may have had one or two indiscretions,” he said slowly. “But Celeste made it clear that if she ever got proof of my unfaithfulness, she’d leave me. Things weren’t exactly fair in our marriage.” 
 
    “Would it really affect your reputation that much?” asked Beth. “I’m sure people would get over it.” 
 
    “Some of the people I work with are incredibly conservative,” said Howard. “They’d rather think of Celeste as some old-money angel, and if I left her, I’d be the devil to shun.” 
 
    “Speaking of money,” I said, “who did Celeste leave her estate to?” 
 
    “The world?” said Howard cynically. “She didn’t have much of an estate. She had her family background, but that was the last of her assets.” 
 
    I nodded, and Beth and I exchanged a glance. Whoever had killed Celeste wasn’t after money—they’d just really hated her. 
 
    “Was Celeste any different before she died?” I asked, trying to find one last clue. “Anything going on in her life?” 
 
    Howard shook his head. “No. She seemed pretty smug and happy, if anything.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, you’ve been very helpful.” 
 
    Howard shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t care if you girls killed her or not. But I don’t want to get any more publicity about this. And I’m not sure…” He glanced at Beth. “You seem like a nice enough person, and Sharon seems to like you. But you never know who might be a killer.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    After we left Howard’s office, we headed out to the garden. The backyard was rather large, and there was a man wearing shorts and a green t-shirt, working away on one of the garden beds. 
 
    “You must be George,” I said, approaching him. “I’m Mindy. This is Beth.” 
 
    George nodded at us. He was a tanned, broad-shouldered man with sun-bleached blond hair that flipped over his forehead. His eyes were gray-green, and he looked slightly distracted. “You’ll excuse me for not shaking hands.” He held up both his hands, which were clad in thick gardening gloves. “I need these to stay safe from bug bites and thorns.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I understand. Although I’m not really good at gardening.” 
 
    “People who aren’t good at gardening pay my bills,” said George, grinning at us. “What can I help you with?” 
 
    “We’re looking into Celeste’s death.” 
 
    George nodded. “I heard about that. Heard the woman who supplied the cakes poisoned her with a walnut.” 
 
    Beside me, Beth stiffened slightly. “I supplied the cakes,” she said. 
 
    “Oh?” George turned to look at her, a newfound respect in his eyes. “Well, good for you.” 
 
    Beth said, “I didn’t kill her!” 
 
    “Right.” George winked broadly. “But your cakes did.” 
 
    Beth shook her head. “No. That wasn’t my cake. Someone replaced the cake in the kitchen. The cake I made didn’t have walnuts in it.” 
 
    “Oh.” George looked at her, confused. “But I heard they arrested someone.” 
 
    “You heard wrong,” I said, interrupting Beth before she could explain how useless Detective Buchanan was. “We’re trying to find out who really killed Celeste.” 
 
    “Well,” said George slowly, “if someone replaced the cake, it was whoever replaced it.” 
 
    I looked at George closely. As we spoke, he pulled out green shoots from the ground, which I assumed were weeds. “Did you see anyone replace the cake?” 
 
    George shook his head. “You just told me they did.” 
 
    I sighed. He didn’t seem smart enough to kill Celeste, let alone help us find out who did it. “You knew they were going to have carrot cake for dessert, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure. Celeste was talking about it at lunch on Friday. I was working just outside the window, so I heard her talking all about it.” 
 
    “Did you like working for Celeste?” 
 
    “She yelled at me a couple of times for not making the roses bloom enough. Like that was my fault. But after that, I never saw her much,” said George. “I kept out of her way.” 
 
    “Really? She didn’t want to chat with you?” George was good-looking, in a manly, outdoorsy kind of way. Celeste might’ve been interested in a dalliance with yet another gardener. 
 
    “She was friendly at first,” said George. “But then I told her I was gay. I guess she didn’t like gay people much.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged an aha! glance, and I said, “No, she preferred her gardeners to be into women. Not that she was a homophobe,” I added quickly. “Just that she liked men she could sleep with.” 
 
    “Well,” said George, “doesn’t bother me. Like I said, I do my job, and then I move on.” 
 
    “How long’ve you been working here?” 
 
    “For this house? A month and a half now. Come to think of it, the housekeeper. Helen. She did warn me about Celeste. Said not to talk to her much. That the last gardener had gotten too friendly with her and gotten fired. I guess it makes sense now.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged another glance, and I wondered if his “dumb ol’ me” act really was just an act. 
 
    “Did you know much about Celeste?” Beth asked. “Did you know if anyone might’ve wanted to hurt her?” 
 
    “Nah,” said George. “I hear lots of people hated her.” 
 
    “What about Howard?” I asked. “What was he like?” 
 
    “He was all right.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Look,” said George, “I never really saw him much. I work out here. Sometimes, Howard works from home like he’s doing today, but he never bothers me. Not too interested in gardens. That’s fine by me. I get paid to do the gardens.” 
 
    “And what about his relationship with Celeste?” I said. “Did you ever see them arguing?” 
 
    “Sure,” said George. “All the time. Those two would fight, fight, fight. But it’s none of my business what a man says to his wife. Or what she says to him.” 
 
    “Did Howard ever threaten Celeste?” 
 
    “How d’you mean?” 
 
    “Like, saying he’d kill her or hurt her?” 
 
    “Nah.” George shook his head. “He wasn’t that kinda man. Sometimes I heard him say he’d leave her, but he never did, did he?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “He didn’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “Beth! Mindy!” It was Sharon’s voice, and we turned around to see her waving at us. “Come in, we can have lunch together.” 
 
    We smiled and nodded at Sharon, and then we said goodbye to George. 
 
    I handed him my card. “Let me know if you remember anything else,” I told him. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “I’m off to my next job in a few minutes anyhow. It was good talking to you.” 
 
    We met Sharon indoors. She was sitting at the dining table near the kitchen and said, “We’re having roast lamb, greens, and mashed potatoes. Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    I looked at all the food laid out on the table and suddenly I was very hungry indeed. 
 
    “Thanks for inviting us to stay for lunch,” I said. Beth and I settled down at the table, just as Howard walked into the room. 
 
    He froze for a second when he saw us. “I didn’t know you were staying for lunch.” 
 
    “I found them talking to George,” said Sharon. “I thought it’d be nice to have some company. There’s always so much food.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” said Howard, sitting down opposite his daughter. “This looks delicious.” 
 
    “Helen’s a really great chef,” said Sharon. “I don’t know why Celeste kept trying to bring in new chefs.” 
 
    “Helen’s got a lot of work on her plate,” said Howard. “But you’re right. We can keep her on to do the cooking. Maybe we’ll hire someone else to do the laundry and the cleaning.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” said Sharon. “We’re lucky Helen never left us, like all the other chefs did.” 
 
    “Where’s Helen now?” I asked. 
 
    “I suppose she’s doing the beds,” said Sharon. “She’s usually cleaning upstairs when we have our lunch.” 
 
    We all served ourselves and dug into the food. 
 
    In between bites, Sharon said, “Have you learned anything useful?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “I appreciate you asking us to eat all this yummy food. I don’t want to ruin the meal with awkward questions.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Sharon said. “Daddy doesn’t mind. Do you, Daddy?” 
 
    I glanced at Howard, whose eyes were focused on his plate. He muttered something incomprehensible and shook his head. For a man so rich and powerful, he sure was controlled by the women in his life. 
 
    I turned to Sharon and said, “Did it bother you, that your dad and Celeste didn’t seem to have such a great marriage?” 
 
    Sharon shrugged and glanced at her father. “It did, at first. But I just want Daddy to be happy. And he explained that he was happy with Celeste, even though it wasn’t a traditional marriage. It was an agreement. We were both better off. So I stayed out of it.” 
 
    “I heard Celeste’d had an affair with your previous gardener,” I said. 
 
    Sharon shrugged. “She slept with everyone. She’d sleep with a table lamp, if it called her beautiful.” 
 
    Howard smiled and snorted in agreement. 
 
    “Have you heard about this?” I asked him. “What about your current gardener, George?” 
 
    “I did hear about it,” said Howard. “I don’t care. If Celeste wanted to sleep with the gardener, she could. Whether it’s George or whomever.” 
 
    “I thought George was gay,” I said. 
 
    Howard shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought he was pretty friendly with Celeste sometimes.” 
 
    I frowned, wondering if George had lied about being gay, and made a mental note to verify it. 
 
    “And how about anyone else?” I said. “Was there anyone in particular you suspected?” 
 
    Howard shrugged again. “I try to stay busy with my work. Celeste could stay busy however she wanted to.” 
 
    “She’d seemed really smug recently,” said Sharon. “I wasn’t sure who it was, but I got the impression there was someone new. She was never so smug and snide unless she was with someone else.” 
 
    Beth turned to Howard and said, “I still don’t get why you didn’t just leave her.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” said Howard shortly. “You don’t have to deal with the kinds of people I do. And if I wanted a shot at a political career, I needed to stay with her.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I said. “But didn’t you ever think you were destroying a chance to be happy just for some money or politics?” 
 
    “It wasn’t just some money.” Howard looked at Sharon and smiled. “Everything I did, I did for my precious princess here. And honey, I don’t want you getting ideas that I was unhappy. I was happy enough with your stepmom, as happy as I should’ve been.” 
 
    “Of course, Daddy. But I hope Fred and I are happy together.” Sharon smiled beatifically. “I hope our marriage is normal.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he treats you right,” said Howard. 
 
    From the glint in his eye, I could tell that he meant it. 
 
    “Tell me about Fred,” I said to Sharon. “We haven’t had a chance to meet him yet.” 
 
    “Fred is amazing,” said Sharon. “He’s tall and handsome and charming, and he’s just so funny and intelligent.” I glanced at Howard, who was smiling indulgently. I could tell that he didn’t agree with Sharon and was just humoring her. I didn’t blame Howard—Sharon sounded like a woman blinded by love. 
 
    “What does he do?” asked Beth. “How’d you two meet?” 
 
    “He owns a bar over on State Street,” said Sharon. “I actually met him down at the bar. I used to go out with my girlfriends, and one night my friends didn’t show and Fred kept me company. The rest is history. We’re getting married next month.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. 
 
    Sharon didn’t need any prompting to go on. “It’s going to be the most fabulous wedding,” she gushed. 
 
    “No expense spared for my princess,” said Howard, watching her indulgently. 
 
    “We’re going to have it at the Four Seasons ballroom,” said Sharon. “I’ve got the wedding planner hired, and I know my theme. It’s going to be diamonds in the snow. All twinkly and white and shiny. But tasteful. White orchids, a wall of white roses.” 
 
    I nodded, and she went on a bit more, saying things about tableware and flowers and bridal bouquets. I could tell that Howard was as zoned out as I was, and at some point, Beth interrupted Sharon to say, “And what about Fred? Tell us more about him.” 
 
    “I’ll show you some photos,” said Sharon, whipping out her smartphone and pulling up some images. “This is him.” 
 
    She handed her phone to us, and we looked at the photo of Fred, standing at his bar and smiling. He certainly was handsome, I thought, in a rugged, masculine kind of way. Dark hair, dark eyes, square jawline. Stubble. Broad shoulders. 
 
    “You seem to be very happy,” I said, passing the phone back to her. “Fred must be excited.” 
 
    “Oh, you know men,” said Sharon. “They’re not into party planning.” She smiled at her father, who smiled back at her. 
 
    I turned to Howard. “And what do you think of Fred?” 
 
    “As long as he keeps my daughter happy,” said Howard steadily, “I’ve got nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Daddy’s going to make him a partner in his business,” said Sharon giddily. “He thinks Fred has a real head for business.” 
 
    Howard shrugged modestly. “Someone’s gotta look after the business. It’s not going to be Sharon. She’d rather teach people to stay skinny. So if I’m going to keep it in the family, it’ll have to be Fred.” 
 
    “And what about Celeste?” I said. “What did she think about Fred?” 
 
    A chill fell across the table. 
 
    After a few seconds, Sharon said, “Let me clear the table.” 
 
    “We’ll help,” said Beth, getting up with her. 
 
    The two of us helped Sharon clear the table rapidly, as Howard watched us thoughtfully. Sharon brought out a box of chocolates and made coffee for the four of us. 
 
    “This is nice,” she said as we all sipped on our coffees and nibbled on squares of dark chocolate. “It’s nice to have friends over sometimes. Daddy and I have been so busy, we hardly get a chance to do fun things.” 
 
    “And parties with Celeste were a pretty stuffy affair,” said Howard. “It was all about work, or people she needed to impress.” 
 
    I was a little surprised that the two were so cold about Celeste’s death, but clearly, this had been a family arrangement of convenience. I tried to shift the conversation back to Fred. 
 
    “How did Celeste react when you told her about Fred?” I asked Sharon gently. 
 
    She pursed her lips and glared at her coffee for a few seconds. Finally, she said, “You know Celeste. It’s always all about family. Who were your parents, who were your grandparents? And if they weren’t some important family, did you at least have millions of dollars in the bank? Would you be able to buy your way to the top, if you hadn’t already been born there?” 
 
    “I take it Fred didn’t have a very illustrious family background,” said Beth. 
 
    “No. His parents moved to New York from Russia when he was little. His dad worked as a janitor. His mom worked at a bodega. Not what you’d call blue blood.” 
 
    “And he wasn’t rich either?” 
 
    Sharon shook her head. “He did okay, with his bar. But a comfortable living wasn’t something that impressed Celeste.” 
 
    She paused and chewed her piece of chocolate thoughtfully. 
 
    “That must’ve been difficult for you and Fred,” I said. 
 
    Sharon nodded. “Celeste kept saying that the wedding wouldn’t happen. She said I didn’t really know who Fred was, and what he did. That I’d learn the truth and call off the wedding. She was wrong. I knew Fred. And I knew I wanted to marry him.” 
 
    “That’s harsh,” I said. “For her to say all those things.” 
 
    “It didn’t matter in the end,” said Sharon. “She kicked up a big fuss, saying that we couldn’t get married, that the truth would come out, but Daddy told her to back off.” 
 
    “She’s my only princess,” said Howard gruffly. “If this man makes her happy, then she’s going to marry him. It was none of Celeste’s business.” 
 
    “How’d she take that?” I asked. 
 
    Howard shrugged, and Sharon laughed shortly. 
 
    “Celeste said she wouldn’t come to my wedding,” said Sharon. “Said if she wasn’t there, Daddy’s clients and business contacts would talk. That Fred couldn’t ever do well with Daddy’s business.” 
 
    “That wasn’t going to happen,” Howard reassured Sharon. “I would’ve made sure she was at the wedding.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anyway,” said Sharon lightly. “We would’ve eloped if we’d needed to.” 
 
    “That’s quite romantic,” I said. “I can’t wait to meet this fiancé of yours.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d be happy to meet you,” said Sharon. “He was saying that he’d close his bar early on weekdays from now on.” 
 
    Santa Verona shops and restaurants tended to close up around nine o’clock. Bars sometimes stayed open till midnight, but I agreed with Fred’s decision to close shop early. The locals, and even the tourists, tended to head back indoors after ten o’clock. 
 
    “We’ll call him and make an appointment to have a chat,” I said. “Maybe he can help us out. Maybe he knows something about Celeste.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Beth and I were just finishing up our coffees and getting ready to say goodbye, when there was a knock on the door. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” said Sharon. 
 
    She disappeared for a minute, and when she reappeared, Neve was on her heels. 
 
    “Beth, Mindy,” said Sharon. “You remember Neve.” 
 
    From the look on Sharon’s face, I’d say that Sharon remembered Neve as well. 
 
    Neve was wearing a pastel-pink dress today, silver stilettos, and a pink Prada handbag. Golden earrings dangled from her lobes, and she smiled at Howard. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Rocheford,” she said. “It’s nice to see you again. We met at the club last month.” 
 
    “Likewise,” said Howard politely. But I could tell that he didn’t remember Neve at all, and he glanced at her curiously. 
 
    Sharon came and sat down at the dining table again, and Neve pulled out a chair and sat down opposite us. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you two again,” she said to us. 
 
    I smiled thinly and didn’t answer. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” said Sharon. She sounded wary, like she didn’t quite want to deal with Neve. 
 
    “I was hoping we could chat,” said Neve. 
 
    “There’s not much to chat about,” said Sharon. “Not after I caught you making out with my first boyfriend in high school.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Howard narrowing his eyes at Neve. A muscle worked in his jaw. He really meant it when he said that he didn’t want anyone to hurt Sharon. 
 
    I felt a sudden pang of nostalgia. My father had died when I was sixteen. He’d been a police officer and had died in the line of fire. He had been just as protective of me, and not a day went by that I didn’t miss him. 
 
    I gulped. And like I usually did when faced with unhappy thoughts, I quickly pushed it out of my mind. My father had been a wonderful dad when he’d been around. I was thankful that I’d gotten to share sixteen years of my life with him. But I was an adult now, and being jealous of someone else’s father wasn’t particularly mature. 
 
    Neve flicked her hair back and smiled sweetly. “Oh, Sharon,” she said. “I did you a favor.” 
 
    “And how’s that?” Sharon’s voice would’ve turned a lake to ice, but Neve didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “He was a cheating bastard,” said Neve smoothly. “Wouldn’t you rather find out sooner than later?” 
 
    Sharon glared at Neve icily, not conceding the point. 
 
    After a few seconds, Neve looked away and glanced at me and Beth. “What’re you two doing here?” 
 
    “Catching up with an old friend,” I said smoothly. “What’s it to you?” 
 
    “Looks to me like you’re interfering with a police investigation,” said Neve. “I’m sure Detective Buchanan would like to know about this.” 
 
    I slitted my eyes. “How do you know about Detective Buchanan?” 
 
    “I’m working with Liam at the DA’s office,” Neve said smugly. “Trying to help him line up testimonies and stuff.” 
 
    “You’re not even a registered PI,” I said through clenched teeth. “How can he hire you?” 
 
    “Technically, I’m an unpaid intern,” said Neve. “But I’m training as a PI. And Liam and I get along well.” 
 
    She smiled at me, her blue eyes full of innuendo. 
 
    If she thought I’d be jealous, she was wrong. Liam and I had dated when I was in college. Very briefly. Liam was a law student at that time, but he was an egomaniac, narcissistic sociopath, and I was happy to have broken up with him. If anything, I regretted not breaking up with him sooner. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” I told Neve, refusing to get caught up in her drama. 
 
    “Anyway,” Neve said, turning to Sharon again, “since I’m helping out with the DA’s case against Beth, I was hoping to get some help from you.” 
 
    “I don’t have to talk to you,” said Sharon smiling politely. “In fact, I was just about to step out.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to nail your stepmom’s killer?” said Neve. 
 
    Sharon stood up. “Not particularly. Why don’t I walk you to the door?” 
 
    Neve stood up uncertainly. Beth and I were unable to hide our smirks, and Neve glared at us. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” she said, her voice laced with barely contained anger. “You’re messing with the investigation.” 
 
    “We’re doing no such thing,” I said naively. “We’re just here to chat with an old friend. We’ve all just had lunch together. Too bad you’re not friends with us.” 
 
    Neve looked at us, as though she was trying to decide what to say. In the end, she turned around regally and looked at Sharon. “Thanks for your time,” she said haughtily. “I’ll see you around.” 
 
    Sharon walked her to the door, and when she came back, Howard said, “So that’s the girl who gave you such a hard time in high school.” 
 
    Sharon shrugged. “I don’t really care anymore. She was right—she proved that the guy was a cheater. But she was mean to everyone, and I don’t see why I need to help her get a job at the DA’s office.” 
 
    Howard nodded. “You did the right thing. Technically, she was badgering us during our private time at home.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and George walked in. “I left some shears in the garden,” he said, looking a little sheepish. “I’ll just grab them and get going. Sorry to bother you all.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said, standing up, “Beth and I need to get going too. Thank you so much for your hospitality.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Howard. “I hope you find out something useful.” 
 
    I looked at him thoughtfully. “I hope so too,” I said, an idea forming in my mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Beth and I headed over to her car, and then we waited until we saw George reappear with his shears. 
 
    “Are you sure this’ll prove anything?” Beth asked. 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted. “But it’s worth a shot. We know that whoever ordered the carrot-walnut cake was a man. So for now, all men are our enemies.” 
 
    George got into a battered old Honda Accord, looked around, and drove off. 
 
    Beth drove behind him, a few cars back, and followed him to a café in the north. George parked on the street, and we found a spot just a few cars behind his. 
 
    The café looked trendy, with tables outside. Through the large windows, we could see a bright, well-lit interior. As we watched, George approached a man sitting by himself at a table outside. 
 
    The two men hugged briefly, and then George sat down opposite him and smiled. They chatted about something, and then both of them laughed uproariously. 
 
    “I guess we’ve proved he’s almost definitely gay,” said Beth. “But that doesn’t mean he’s not a killer.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But he was telling the truth about something. He couldn’t have been having an affair with Celeste.” 
 
    “I don’t think he was,” Beth admitted. “But maybe he killed her for some other reason. Maybe he hated her.” 
 
    “He said she barely talked to him,” I said. “And I’d tend to believe that. Which means he had no reason to hate her.” 
 
    “You think it was Howard, don’t you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “He seems awful suspicious. He’s the one with the most to gain from Celeste’s death.” 
 
    “But how would you prove he did it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I’ll figure it out soon enough.” 
 
    We drove back to my apartment, and I gave Fred a quick call. 
 
    “Sure, I can chat with you,” he said, after I explained who I was. “I don’t mind helping out a friend of Sharon’s.” 
 
    I thanked him, and after I took down the address of his bar, I hung up and turned to Beth. “We’ve got some time,” I said. “How about we catch up on all the goss?” 
 
    Beth rolled her eyes, but she knew it was worth doing. So we packed some slices of chocolate cake and drove five minutes inland, until we were at my mom’s house. 
 
    “We bring cake,” I announced as Beth and I walked into the dining room, where Aunt Kira was sitting and reading. I glanced around the familiar room, with its off-white drapes, dark wooden table and framed Van Gogh prints. “Well. Mostly Beth brings cake.” 
 
    “It’s great to see you two,” said Aunt Kira, embracing Beth in a hug. She gave me a hug too, almost as an afterthought. “Beth, darling, I heard they arrested you.” 
 
    “It was all a big mistake,” I assured Aunt Kira. “We’re trying to find the real killer.” 
 
    “Celeste Rocheford,” said my mom, entering the room. Like Aunt Kira, she dished out the hugs when she saw us. It was as though Beth getting arrested had made the two women suddenly concerned about our safety. “Now, that’s a name you hear all the time.” 
 
    “What do you hear?” I said. 
 
    “All kinds of things,” said Mom. “But I’m sure we don’t need to tell you that most people here hated her.” 
 
    “She was horrible to everyone,” added Aunt Kira. “It’s too bad about her getting Beth into trouble.” 
 
    “Nobody seems that upset,” I said. “Not even her own husband.” 
 
    “You know that was just a marriage of convenience,” said Aunt Kira. “You’d hear all kinds of things about Celeste, in particular. That she slept with tennis pros, that she’d sleep with the gardener.” 
 
    “How did Howard deal with the rumors?” I asked. “He said he stayed with Celeste so that he was in the good books of the conservative crowd he did business with. You’d think those people wouldn’t be pleased to hear about Celeste’s philandering.” 
 
    “You and I might not have liked people like Celeste,” said my mom slowly. “But there’s still a very powerful group of people in this town who worship old money. Or old families, even if the money isn’t there anymore.” 
 
    “So you’re saying these people didn’t care about Celeste’s affairs?” 
 
    “I think they turned a blind eye,” said Mom. “They probably didn’t believe it. And even if they did, they cared more about appearances than about the actual thing. And the important thing was to create the appearance of a happy family life.” 
 
    “Why’d Celeste even get married?” asked Beth. “She didn’t want kids, and she didn’t seem to believe in monogamy.” 
 
    “She needed money,” said Aunt Kira bluntly. “Her family fortune had run out. Her brother went East and got a job in New York. Celeste didn’t have the skills to get a job of her own. The only thing she had was her old family name. And she leveraged that one asset to find a man who’d support her.” 
 
    “Maybe he got tired of supporting her,” I suggested. 
 
    “I doubt that,” said Aunt Kira. “Howard Rocheford is one of the most successful businessmen in this town. He would have no trouble supporting an army of Celestes.” 
 
    “Maybe he got sick of all her put-downs,” said Beth. 
 
    Mom shook her head no. “If he’d gotten sick of her, he’d have left her much sooner. It’s not like anything changed recently.” 
 
    “Sharon was getting married,” I said slowly. “That was a recent thing. Celeste didn’t approve and said she’d make Fred’s life miserable. She said she wouldn’t go to the wedding, and the old, conservative crowd wouldn’t accept Fred.” 
 
    Mom and Aunt Kira exchanged a glance. “I’m sure she wouldn’t have gone through with that,” my mom said finally. “She’d been a parent to Sharon for so long. In the end, she would’ve tried to make her child happy. I’m sure she wanted Sharon to be happy.” 
 
    “Or maybe she really didn’t care about anyone other than herself,” said Aunt Kira. “That’s the impression she always gave.” 
 
    “What about Howard?” I asked. “Celeste wasn’t faithful to him. But you would think that a man would be the one to have straying eyes.” 
 
    Aunt Kira shrugged. “Not all men are the same. But I get what you’re saying. Celeste never bothered to make him happy. And I’m sure he did look for happiness somewhere else.” 
 
    “But there weren’t any rumors about him?” 
 
    Beth said, “Howard told us that Celeste said would leave him if she got any proof of his infidelity.” 
 
    “Maybe she got some proof,” I suggested. “Maybe Howard decided to kill her before she could leave him.” 
 
    “That sounds a little far-fetched,” said my mom. “But you never know. Although, I’ve never really heard about anyone dating Howard. And you know how news spreads in this tiny place.” 
 
    “I know,” said Aunt Kira, nodding her head. “I’ve never heard anything about Howard’s infidelities. If he was unfaithful, he was certainly very careful about it.” 
 
    I nodded. “He does seem like a careful man. But if he did kill Celeste, he must’ve left tracks somewhere. And I’m going to find them, wherever they are.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Beth and I stayed at my mom’s house till long after dinner, chatting about life and TV shows and nothing in particular over coffee and chocolate cake. 
 
    Finally, at nine o’clock, we said our goodbyes, and Beth and I headed over to Fred’s bar. 
 
    Fred’s bar was creatively named Fred’s Bar. It was on the west side of town, a few blocks away from Santa Verona University. A neon sign of a cowgirl hung above the doorway, and the place was empty when we walked in. 
 
    Inside, the bar was dimly lit and smelled of cheap alcohol and cheap perfume, but it held the promise of an inexpensive good time. I hadn’t really pegged Sharon as the kind of girl who went partying with the college crowd, but people always surprised you. 
 
    There were tables scattered around the small place, with booths lining one wall. The bar was on the other end of the room, with shelves displaying all kinds of drinks, and wine glasses hanging upside down from racks. 
 
    Fred was manning the bar alone, wearing a black t-shirt and a serious expression. His face lit up in a smile when he saw us, and I knew instantly why Sharon had chosen to marry him. In person, he was even better looking than his photo. 
 
    “I was waiting for you ladies,” Fred said as we approached the counter and sat down on the high barstools. “Let me get you a drink. On the house.” 
 
    His eyes twinkled as though he was doing us a personal favor, and his charm was magnetic and almost irresistible. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “We’ll have two club sodas.” 
 
    Fred made a mock-disappointed face. “I can make decent drinks. Trust me. I won’t disappoint. How about some nice mojitos? Or are you more of a Long Island iced tea kind of person? Don’t tell me you want to do Red Bull and vodka shots, or I’ll be very disappointed.” 
 
    I laughed despite myself. “No, we trust you,” I said. “But we’ll stick to the club sodas.” 
 
    “Three club sodas,” said Fred, finding glasses and pouring out the sodas. “On the house.” He placed our drinks before us and took a sip of his own. “Now, I hear you’re looking into Celeste’s death.” 
 
    “We are,” I said. “And I was hoping you could help us.” 
 
    “Anything,” he said. “Fire away.” 
 
    “Well,” I said uncertainly, “how long’ve you known Celeste for?” 
 
    “Not very long,” he said. “Sharon and I’ve been dating for about seven months now. We got engaged last month, and I only met Celeste after we got engaged.” 
 
    “And you’re getting married in a month’s time?” Beth said, sounding impressed. “That’s really soon. I can’t believe Sharon found a venue so fast.” 
 
    “Sharon didn’t want a long engagement,” said Fred. “And I don’t mind, as long as we’re together.” 
 
    “That’s sweet,” I said, smiling. “You must love her a lot.” 
 
    “I do,” said Fred, nodding seriously. “I’m a lucky guy. I can’t believe she picked me. And I’m not about to mess it up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I joked. “Or Howard’ll come after you.” 
 
    Fred laughed. “Howard is a funny guy. But he loves Sharon, and I guess by default he loves me.” 
 
    “Unlike Celeste,” said Beth. 
 
    Silence fell. Fred sipped his drink, and then he said, “Celeste didn’t like very many people.” 
 
    “But she particularly didn’t like you. She basically threatened to try to ruin your wedding. And your marriage, and your future prospects at Howard’s business.” 
 
    Fred’s eyes darkened. “I don’t care about a nice wedding or a job with Howard. I care about Sharon. And I didn’t like that she was making Sharon so upset.” 
 
    Beth said, “So you decided to kill her.” 
 
    Fred blinked, shocked. “No, of course not. What a thing to say.” 
 
    “You just said you didn’t like her,” Beth pointed out. 
 
    “Me and half the town,” said Fred. “Just because I didn’t like her, that doesn’t mean…anyway, it’s not like I even disliked her that much. I was hoping to win her over before the wedding.” 
 
    “And how was that going?” I asked. 
 
    Fred shrugged. “Not that great. But I had time on my side.” 
 
    “Celeste said that Sharon wouldn’t want to marry you after she found out the truth about you. What was that about?” 
 
    Fred’s handsome face darkened. “She was just trying to be troublesome. She found out that I’ve got a son. Four years old, lives in Nevada with his mom, Paige.” 
 
    I tried not to look too surprised. “Wow. You’re a dad.” 
 
    “Well, not technically. Paige and I slept together once or twice. It was nothing serious, and she didn’t even like me that much. She got married to someone else six months into the pregnancy. I know he’s my son, but Paige doesn’t want me in his life. It’s fair enough, I guess.” 
 
    “And Celeste found this out, how?” 
 
    Fred took a deep breath. “I got drunk one time and admitted it to her. After that, she thought she had something to lord over me. More fool her: I told Sharon about my son a few weeks into our relationship. I don’t believe in secrets.” 
 
    “So you’re not in touch with Paige anymore?” I said. 
 
    Fred shook his head. “She’s got her own life. She wanted a family, and she didn’t want me messing her life up. I can respect that. Paige’s new husband’s a good father to my son, and I don’t want to make anyone unhappy.” 
 
    “What about Howard?” Beth said. “Did he know about this?” 
 
    “Yes. But he didn’t think it was a big deal, either. It was only Celeste who thought it was such a big deal.” 
 
    “So Celeste didn’t know that Howard and Sharon already knew about your son?” 
 
    Fred smiled wryly. “She kept making these snide comments to Sharon. I thought I’d let her be happy with that one.” 
 
    Beth said, “Why not just come out and tell Celeste that Sharon knew?” 
 
    “If she knew she didn’t have anything over me, she might’ve tried to create more trouble,” said Fred. “Who knows how? I just wanted to get married, and then I could work on impressing Celeste. Of course, Sharon didn’t seem to like her all that much anyway. She said it didn’t matter what Celeste thought of me.” 
 
    I nodded. “And Howard seemed to like you. Enough to want you to work for his business.” 
 
    Fred smiled modestly. “I think he just wanted to make Sharon happy. And so do I. If working for Howard will make Sharon happy, then I will.” 
 
    “It’ll also be great for your career,” Beth pointed out. “You own this one bar now. As opposed to the millions in commercial property that Howard owns.” 
 
    Fred’s expression froze for a split second, and then he relaxed again. “Careful, now,” he said with a charming smile. “Some folks might think that you’re trying to insult them.” 
 
    “But it is true,” Beth insisted. “This is a great career move for you.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in making a career out of marrying people,” Fred said lightly. “In case you didn’t know, I actually love Sharon. She’s beautiful. Kind. Intelligent. I want to be with her forever.” 
 
    “Even if that means working with Howard,” Beth said. 
 
    I saw a glimmer of annoyance in Fred’s eyes. “Yes,” he said. “I suppose there are people out there who want to marry into family, or money, or whatever. And I can’t prove that I’m not one of those people. I don’t need to. As long as Sharon trusts me, I’m happy.” 
 
    “But Celeste didn’t trust you,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Celeste—like I’ve mentioned before, she didn’t trust or like most people. There’s nothing I can do about that. Of course, she’s dead now. Otherwise, I’d hoped to win her over someday. I’ll just have to satisfy myself with winning over Helen.” 
 
    “Helen?” I looked at Fred, puzzled, and smiled. Perhaps he was making some kind of joke. “The housekeeper? Why would you need to win her over?” 
 
    Doubt crept into Fred’s eyes, and he glanced from me to Beth. “I guess you don’t know, huh?” 
 
    “Know what?” said Beth, mystified. 
 
    “Howard was having an affair with Helen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The stunned silence lasted for a moment. 
 
    I was the first to speak. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I said. “I’ve never heard about this.” 
 
    Fred shrugged, looking sheepish. “I wouldn’t want to get Howard into trouble. But now that Celeste’s gone, I guess the secret’s going to come out sometime soon.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I repeated. “Are you absolutely sure?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Fred. “I walked in on them kissing one day. Howard made me promise not to tell anybody. Said Celeste would ruin him. So, of course, I promised.” 
 
    “That does sound like Celeste,” Beth mused. “Did Sharon know?” 
 
    “No,” said Fred. “I’m pretty sure only I and maybe one or two of their closest friends knew about it.” 
 
    “Do you know how long they’ve been together?” I asked. 
 
    Fred shook his head. “But she’s been working there a long time, right? I’m guessing that they’ve been together awhile. And what’s more discreet than sleeping with somebody who’s already sleeping under your own roof?” 
 
    I nodded, shocked by the revelation. 
 
    After a few moments of silence, Fred said, “Is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    “Um.” I forced my brain to think hard. Right. The cake. “What time did you show up on Saturday?” 
 
    “I had lunch with the family,” said Fred. “After that, I hung out with Sharon in her room, and then I joined the guests for dinner. Sharon and I left afterward to go clubbing.” 
 
    I nodded. “Did you notice the cake that was served?” 
 
    Fred looked at us seriously. “You mean, the cake that killed Celeste? Sure. I even had a slice of it. It was delicious,” he said, turning to Beth. And then he remembered. “Oh, right. You say you didn’t make it.” 
 
    “I didn’t!” said Beth indignantly. “I’d never make a mistake like that.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Fred, nodding sympathetically. 
 
    “Helen said she put the desserts out on the countertop,” I said. “Do you remember seeing them?” 
 
    Fred shrugged. “I’m afraid I can’t really remember.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, handing him a business card. “Please let us know if you think of anything else.” 
 
    “I will.” Fred put the card in his wallet. He paused for a second, and then he said, “I hope you don’t tell anyone else what I’ve told you about Howard. I know he doesn’t want his relationship with Helen to be made public yet.” 
 
    “We’ll be discreet,” I said, smiling. “As discreet as Howard.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Neve and I had just finished our breakfast of leftover chocolate lava cake and steaming hot coffee, when there was a knock on the door. 
 
    I opened it to find Ethan standing there. 
 
    “Why, hello, kind sir,” I said, putting on my best Southern accent. “I do believe we’ve met before.” 
 
    Ethan smiled grimly and stepped inside. 
 
    “Hi, Beth,” he said, nodding at my friend. “Hope you’re doing okay?” 
 
    “I am,” she said, sounding as mystified as I felt. 
 
    “Hello,” screeched Pixie, suddenly very excited. “Hellohellohello.” And then she let out a loud screech. 
 
    This was the first time Ethan had come to my apartment, and the very first time Pixie was seeing him. 
 
    “Calm down, Pixie,” I said. “There’s no need to throw yourself at this man.” 
 
    Ignoring me completely, Pixie screeched again. It was amazing to think that the tiny creature had such a loud voice. 
 
    “Hello, sweetheart,” cooed Ethan, stepping towards Pixie. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Pixie,” said Pixie. “Hello. Pixie. Stepup.” 
 
    “That’s about her entire vocabulary for now,” I said. 
 
    Proving me wrong, Pixie said, “Mmm, yum yum. Cake.” 
 
    The three of us burst out laughing, and Ethan said, “It’s a good thing I already know your secret addiction.” 
 
    Pixie cooed at Ethan, and he said, “See? She likes me. She’s got good taste in men.” 
 
    I said, “She just thinks you’re a big nut.” 
 
    Ethan looked at me and smiled, his dark eyes glimmering. “What about you?” he said. “Do I seem like a nut to you?” 
 
    My chest squeezed tight, and I wondered how I’d ever been able to walk away from him. “Sometimes,” I said. 
 
    “As long as it’s sometimes,” he said, smiling again. “And someday you’ll learn how to reply to text messages.” 
 
    “What’re you doing in my apartment, anyway?” I said. “Last I checked, we were keeping our contact limited to texts.” 
 
    “I’d heard rumors of your magical bird,” Ethan said. “I thought I’d see for myself.” 
 
    As if she’d understood what Ethan had said, Pixie purred loudly. 
 
    I smiled. “You might fool Pixie, but you’re not fooling me. What’s going on, Detective?” 
 
    Ethan sighed, looking serious again. “We had a visit from a very annoyed young lady last night. Neve.” 
 
    I groaned. “Oh no.” 
 
    Ethan nodded. “Oh, yes. She’s insisting that you’re badgering our potential witnesses in the Celeste Rocheford murder investigation, Celeste’s daughter and her husband.” 
 
    I sighed. “We’re not badgering anyone.” 
 
    “But you were at their house, yes?” Ethan said, looking from me to Beth. 
 
    Beth nodded silently, and I said, “We were just there for lunch.” 
 
    “And how did you get invited for lunch?” Ethan had his cop-face back on, and I decided against making wisecracks. 
 
    “Sharon, Celeste’s stepdaughter, is Beth’s friend from high school.” I left out the part about the two not having been in touch till recently, or the part about telling her we were looking into the investigation. “Sharon thought it’d be nice for us all to catch up.” 
 
    “That’s not how Neve tells it,” said Ethan. “You know she’s interning or something at the DA’s office, right?” 
 
    I snorted. “More like doing some free work for Liam.” 
 
    “Your ex,” Ethan reminded me. 
 
    “I didn’t always have good taste.” I smiled despite myself. “But we weren’t badgering the Rochefords. They invited us.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” I nodded. “In fact, they told Neve she was bothering them. Neve walked in when we were having our dessert, and she tried to get them to talk to her. They weren’t pleased.” 
 
    “She’s not supposed to do that,” said Ethan. 
 
    “Well. You can ask Sharon and Howard what happened. And I think perhaps you should sort things out with the DA’s office. Like, what kinds of things can their intern actually do?” 
 
    Ethan sighed. “Neve never bothered us until you traipsed back into town.” 
 
    “I’m sorry my being here makes things so complicated,” I said, trying not sound bitter. 
 
    Ethan smiled wanly. “Well, stay safe. As long as you’re not actually interfering with the police investigation, you shouldn’t really be in any trouble.” 
 
    “We’re not,” I fibbed, while mentally planning out my day. I still needed to chat with Helen’s niece and her friends—the two girls who’d helped out at Saturday’s party. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Norma and her friend Fiona were roommates who lived in an apartment a few blocks from Santa Verona University. Norma was going to major in accounting, she told me, and Fiona was studying art history. 
 
    We were sitting in the girls’ living room—a cozy affair with a black-and-white print rug, two sofas, and lots of wooden armchairs. The place was set up for a crowd, and the girls seemed like the friendly type who threw lots of parties. Fiona was skinny, average height with mid-length brown hair; Norma was tall and slender, and her dark hair was styled into a short pixie cut. 
 
    “We’re lucky Aunt Helen asked us to work that night,” Norma said. “We’re trying to save up for a trip to Aspen in the winter.” 
 
    Fiona nodded. “We’ve never been skiing before. We’ll take lessons, drink hot chocolate by the fire—” 
 
    “Hopefully meet some cute skiers,” Norma said. 
 
    The two giggled, and Beth and I smiled. They seemed so young and hopeful. 
 
    “What was the party like?” I asked. 
 
    “Kind of stuffy,” said Norma. “We served drinks and hors d’oeuvres for two hours, and people sat around in the living room chatting with each other. And then the food was served buffet-style, and people helped themselves. We just had to run around and make sure everyone’s drinks were refilled. Everyone talked in really low voices and they didn’t seem to discuss anything interesting.” 
 
    “How was Celeste behaving?” 
 
    Norma shrugged. “She seemed just like the rest. They all behaved like polite robots, you know.” 
 
    Beth said, “Had you met Celeste before?” 
 
    “No.” The girls both shook their heads, and Fiona said, “I heard she was mean, so we made sure to stay out of her way.” 
 
    “And what about the walnut cake?” I asked. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “Aunt Helen took it out of the box and put it on a cake stand for us to take into the dining area,” Norma said. “I didn’t really pay much attention to it at the time.” 
 
    I exchanged a glance with Beth. So far, we hadn’t learned anything new. 
 
    I turned to Norma and said, “How was your relationship with your aunt?” 
 
    She shrugged. “She used to live out in Arizona when I was younger. I think she moved here for this job. I saw her once in a while, and she’s nice, but it’s not like we were that close.” 
 
    “What about your parents?” 
 
    “They live up in Palo Alto. I guess they chat with Aunt Helen over the phone sometimes? We see her at family do’s once in a while.” 
 
    I said, “Does she have a boyfriend?” 
 
    Norma looked puzzled. “I’m not sure. I’ve never really seen her with a man. I guess she must’ve dated at some point, but I can’t really remember.” 
 
    “So—you’re not sure if she’s got a boyfriend at the moment?” 
 
    “No. I guess she might have a man, but if she does, she likes to keep it private. It’s not like we pry into each other’s lives.” 
 
    I nodded, and Beth said, “When you got to the house, what did the kitchen look like?” 
 
    The girls looked at each other, puzzled, and then Fiona said, “How d’you mean? Like, it was white marble and big.” 
 
    Beth shook her head. “No. I mean, was it messy? Did it look like someone had been baking?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Fiona. “It was clean as a whistle. No pots and pans or anything. No signs of baking.” 
 
    So that meant that the walnut cake definitely hadn’t been baked in the house. Unless Helen had baked it, and then washed up the baking pans before the girls arrived. 
 
    We asked the girls a few more questions, and then finally, I thanked them, left my card, and headed out with Beth. We were going to the Rochefords’ house again, and I’d do my best to find out whether Helen and Howard really were having an affair. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Helen led us into the kitchen, but she didn’t look all that pleased to see us. “I’m making a dip,” she explained. “Guacamole, cream cheese, tamarind, sesame seed.” 
 
    “It sounds complicated,” I said, watching her move around, arranging ingredients. “Where are the Rochefords?” 
 
    “Sharon drove down to LA to work with some clients there, and Howard’s in his home office, dealing with some files. Why don’t you come back later, if you’d like to talk to them?” 
 
    “Actually,” I said, watching her carefully, “we’re here to talk with you.” 
 
    “Oh?” She glanced at us, disinterested, and then went back to work. “I don’t know that I can help you much.” 
 
    “It’s about Howard.” I kept an eye on her, but her expression didn’t change. “You mentioned he was probably having an affair with someone.” 
 
    Helen shrugged. “I don’t remember saying that.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Or maybe it was someone else. They said Howard was having an affair with some secretary at his office.” 
 
    A flicker of surprise crossed her face. “I’ve never heard that,” she said. 
 
    “Really?” I tilted my head, waiting for her to say something. But when she didn’t, I said, “What have you heard?” 
 
    “I’ve heard nothing,” she said. 
 
    Beth and I looked at each other. This was like squeezing water out of a stone. And then it struck me—if they really were having an affair, she probably had a few messages from Howard on her phone. 
 
    “My phone’s not working,” I said. “And Beth left hers at home. Could I use yours?” 
 
    She glanced at me and shook her head. “My battery’s dead. You can use the phone in the hallway.” 
 
    She indicated down the end of the hall, and I thanked her and made my way over. There was a semicircular glass hall table towards the end, next to a large potted palm tree. A handset lay on the table. I picked it up and pretended to talk. As I muttered to myself, I paced down the hall, past two doors. I stopped when I heard Howard’s voice drifting through a closed door. 
 
    I was standing in front of his home office, I realized. 
 
    I stood quietly, and tried to hear what he was saying. His voice was muffled, but a few seconds later I was able to make out a few words. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Yes… Mm-hmm... Look, I know... She liked to spend… I’ll pay all her debts… Don’t bother fighting it… Yeah…” A short laugh, and then, “Well, she’s dead, so why bother… Don’t fight the charges… I just want to pay it and move on with my life.” 
 
    There was radio silence for a few seconds, and then I heard footsteps approaching. I quickly ducked behind the large potted palm, and Howard didn’t notice me. He headed towards the kitchen, and I knew that Beth could keep him busy for a few seconds. Perhaps he was going to get a glass of water. 
 
    Either way, I had at least a minute. I ducked into his home office and closed the door behind me. 
 
    The room looked the same as it had the last time Beth and I had been in here. Bookshelves lining the walls, a small leather couch. Big mahogany desk on the far side of the room, near the large window. 
 
    I stepped quickly toward the table. Howard’s cell phone lay on it, still warm from his phone call. And it was unlocked. 
 
    I hurriedly found the messages icon, and then I scrolled through to find what I was looking for. Bingo! 
 
    Text messages to and from Helen. 
 
    There were quite a few steamy messages, complete with heart emojis and unmistakable intentions to perform loving acts. I put the phone down quickly, unwilling to read any further. I’d found out what I needed to. 
 
    I headed towards the door and was about to open it, when I heard footsteps getting closer. I froze, wondering what to do. 
 
    The door opened, and Howard Rocheford peered down at me, not looking too happy to see me. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” he said. “You’re not supposed to be in here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    “I—I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I was making a phone call and then I needed to use the bathroom and I thought this was the bathroom.” I realized I was babbling, but hopefully I looked too clueless to be considered a threat. “I’m really sorry,” I said. “I was just leaving.” 
 
    Howard looked like he didn’t believe me. “The bathroom’s at the other end of the hall.” 
 
    “Well, thanks,” I said. “No one told me that. I just assumed—anyway. I’m really sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said. 
 
    He stepped aside for me to leave the room, and then I hesitated. 
 
    “Actually,” I said. “I did have one question for you.” 
 
    He blinked. “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s about Helen.” 
 
    His face didn’t change expression, but I thought that perhaps his spine stiffened. Either way, he didn’t say a word. 
 
    I let a few seconds go by, and then I said, “I know you were having an affair with her.” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    I tried again. “I’ve got proof. You were having an affair with her, weren’t you?” 
 
    A few more seconds went by, and then finally Howard said, “What do you want?” 
 
    “I don’t want anything,” I said. “I just want to know what happened.” 
 
    “Everyone wants something. Are you trying to blackmail me?” 
 
    I shook my head rapidly. “No, not at all. I’m not interested in you and Helen.” 
 
    “Then why bring it up? You know I can’t let this thing get out in public.” 
 
    I looked at him in surprise. “Not even now that Celeste’s dead?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter much. The people I need to deal with won’t be too happy to hear I’m having an affair with the housekeeper. That kind of thing doesn’t fly with them.” 
 
    “Wow.” I looked at him, trying to keep the surprise out of my voice. And here I was, thinking that with Celeste out of the way, Howard and Helen could finally have a normal relationship. I should probably give Fred the message that he didn’t have to bother trying to impress Helen, after all. “So what happens now? With you two?” 
 
    Howard shrugged. “Same as always, I guess. I’ve gotten used to keeping it a secret. Perhaps I’ll be a lifelong bachelor.” 
 
    “You don’t think you’ll remarry?” 
 
    Howard cracked a wry smile. “My wife died just a few days ago. We might not have had the best relationship, but still. It just happened. Her Porsche is still parked in the garage. I’m trying to get my head around this.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. All this time, I’d been convinced that it had been Howard who’d ordered the cake. But the more I considered it, the more likely it seemed that the killer was someone other than Howard. I was forced to consider the fact that someone else could’ve ordered the cake. It could’ve been any other man, or it could even have been a woman with a deep voice, or a woman pretending to be a man. Anyone could wear a loose shirt, a fake mustache and sunglasses and a cap to seem like an anonymous man when they picked up a cake. The bakery owner probably never even gave the person a second glance. 
 
    “So,” said Howard, “is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    I looked at him thoughtfully. “What time did you get to the party on Saturday night?” 
 
    “I was out all day golfing,” he said. “And then I had a few beers with my buddies. I got home about an hour before the party was supposed to start, just in time to shower and change. Why?” 
 
    I frowned thoughtfully. “So you couldn’t have seen someone coming into the house with a bakery box.” 
 
    Howard shrugged. “Well, I wasn’t home. So I’m not sure what I was supposed to have seen.” 
 
    I sighed. “Well, thanks for your help.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem. And, our secret is safe?” 
 
    I made the motion of zipping my lips and throwing away the key. “No one knows apart from you and Helen.” 
 
    When I got to the kitchen, Beth was sitting on a stool, looking bored. Helen was working silently, putting some kind of filling onto puff pastries and folding the pastry sheets into triangles. 
 
    “Where’ve you been?” Beth hissed at me softly as I sat down next to her. “I’ve been bored to death.” 
 
    “I was just chatting with Howard,” I said out loud, watching Helen. She was standing at a right angle to us, but her ears seemed to perk up at the mention of Howard’s name. “We had a pretty interesting talk.” 
 
    Helen didn’t respond, so I said, “Helen. How long have you two been together?” 
 
    That got her attention. 
 
    She turned around to face me, her eyes betraying nothing. “What’re you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about you and Howard, of course. He was just telling me about your secret. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone else.” 
 
    She gulped and glanced at Beth. 
 
    Beth said, “I won’t tell anyone either.” 
 
    “So,” I said. “How long’ve you two been together? It must’ve been convenient, living in the same house.” 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes. “Sure. You could call it that. Nobody found out.” 
 
    “Not even Celeste?” 
 
    “Not even Celeste. Or Sharon. Howard and I got together just a month after I started working here. There was no way I’d have tolerated Celeste’s outbursts otherwise. That woman just never was happy. Not even with everything she had.” 
 
    I nodded. “And now she’s not here.” 
 
    Helen shrugged. “Yeah, well. Like I said the first day, she got what she deserved.” 
 
    “And you didn’t see anyone bringing in the cake, did you?” 
 
    Helen eyed Beth warily. “You’re the one who gave me the cake.” 
 
    “The cake was switched out.” 
 
    “I was too busy to do anything like that. When would I bake?” Helen said. 
 
    “Whoever switched out the cake didn’t bake,” Beth said. “They bought it from Dave’s Desserts.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of the place,” said Helen. “And I wouldn’t have time to leave the house to pick up anything. Celeste insisted I do a bunch of laundry. Tableware for the guests, and then clean out the whole house in case anyone wanted a tour of the place.” 
 
    I half-believed her. Sure, she must’ve been busy. But she could also have found time to stop by the bakery and pick up a nice cake with which to poison her boss. 
 
    “Who else was around the house after Beth stopped by?” I said. “I know Howard was out all day.” 
 
    “Sharon and Fred came by for lunch, and then afterward, Sharon said she wanted to watch a movie, so they disappeared into her room.” 
 
    “Were they both in her room the entire time?” I said, trying to keep the disappointment out of my voice. 
 
    Helen shook her head. “I was running around, so I don’t know exactly. But Fred went out to the driveway a couple of times to have a smoke. And I know Sharon came down to the kitchen to grab some fruit. Fred came to the kitchen to get some juice. And then Fred and Sharon both went to the living room with Celeste to look at the decorations for the party.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully and exchanged a glance with Beth. Fred and Sharon had both been downstairs once in a while, and Fred had even gone outside a couple of times. One of them might’ve seen the cakes being switched out. At the least, they might’ve noticed Helen getting a paper box from a man. 
 
    Beth said, “Do you know when Sharon gets back from LA?” 
 
    “Not till after dinner,” said Helen. “She likes to make a day of it when she has to work in LA. It’s a pretty long drive, after all.” 
 
    I nodded. “And what about Fred?” 
 
    “This time of day? I reckon he’d be at home.” 
 
    Sharon could give me his address, I decided. We really needed to check if Fred might’ve seen Helen doing anything suspicious. 
 
    “Are you guys done here?” asked Helen. For a housekeeper, she wasn’t particularly welcoming. 
 
    I wondered suddenly if Howard might’ve killed Celeste after all. I hadn’t checked his alibi yet, and he might’ve come home in between his golf game and hanging out with his buddies in the bar. He could’ve switched out the cakes. 
 
    If Fred had seen Helen and Howard kissing, perhaps someone else had seen them, too. Perhaps that someone had been Celeste, and perhaps she’d told Howard that she intended to divorce him and destroy his business and political aspirations. 
 
    “Did anyone else know about your relationship with Howard?” I said. “Perhaps Celeste had found out about your affair.” 
 
    Helen shook her head. “When Howard got home from his golf game, I overheard Celeste accosting him, asking him where he’d been. She said that if she discovered he was having an affair with anyone else, she’d divorce him immediately.” 
 
    “So she had no plans to leave him,” I mused. 
 
    “No,” said Helen. “She had absolutely no idea about us.” 
 
    I said, “Have you talked to Howard about your relationship since Celeste’s death?” 
 
    Helen shook her head. “I didn’t want to seem insensitive.” 
 
    “Good idea. But now that Celeste’s not here, were you thinking of making your relationship public?” 
 
    Her cheeks reddened a little, and she smiled shyly. “A woman can dream, right? Not that I’m clingy or anything. But maybe we can go public when it seems decent.” 
 
    “You could even get married,” Beth suggested. “Maybe have kids with him.” 
 
    Helen shrugged, trying to act cool. “Maybe,” she said. But her eyes sparkled and I could see her face shining with hope. 
 
    She was in for a rude awakening. But I decided to keep that information to myself—for now. If she’d arranged for Celeste’s death in the hopes that she could have a real relationship with Howard, she’d been mistaken. 
 
    In the meantime, I just had to prove that she was the one who’d switched the cakes. I couldn’t wait to talk to Fred and hear all about what he might’ve seen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    After three attempts, I’d managed to get a hold of Sharon and grabbed Fred’s address from her. By the time Beth and I drove up to Fred’s apartment, it was almost noon, and the sun was high overhead. The skies were a bright blue, and the warm weather would’ve been perfect for a stroll along the beach. 
 
    Instead, Beth and I parked on a side street a half hour north of the beach. The north side of the town was slightly more impoverished; there were more faceless apartment complexes here than stylish Spanish bungalows. The streets were still well-tended, with ample parking spaces and leafy green trees, but the houses had a derelict, uncared-for air about them. 
 
    We walked up the flight of stairs to Fred’s apartment and knocked. There was no answer, and after yet another round of knocking, Beth and I were still standing in the hallway, waiting. 
 
    A door from across the hallway opened, and a man stepped out. He was medium-height and lanky, and he nodded when he saw Beth and me. 
 
    “You’re here to see Fred?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, but I guess we missed him. I think I’ll have to give him a call.” 
 
    “I saw him leave a few minutes ago to get the paper and some milk, I think he said. He should turn up if you wait another couple of minutes.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said, smiling. “It would be a shame to drive all this distance and not see him. I’m Mindy, this here’s Beth.” 
 
    “Darren. You guys don’t live in Santa Verona?” 
 
    I don’t know why I felt the urge to fib. Perhaps it was a fear of being ratted out to Detective Buchanan as being the people who interfered in an investigation. So I said, “We’re Fred’s cousins. We came up from LA to see him.” 
 
    “Oh.” Darren raised one eyebrow. “So that lady who visits Fred must be your mom? Or is she another aunt?” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Fred’s aunt visits him a couple of times a week, sometimes every day. I’m looking for work right now,” he explained. “So I’m home most days. I see her driving up in a nice red Porsche. I’d like to own one of those someday.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. She might be my Aunt Tilda. Aunt Tilda drives a Porsche.” Actually, now that I thought about it, Celeste drove a red Porsche. “What’s this woman look like? Blonde, skinny?” Darren nodded, and I said, “Yep. That’s Aunt Tilda all right. We’re off to see her right after this.” 
 
    “Family reunion. Sounds fun,” said Darren before disappearing inside. 
 
    Beth and I waited a few nervous minutes before Fred showed up. 
 
    “Why do you think Celeste was coming over here?” Beth asked as we waited. 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but there was only one reason a woman like Celeste would be driving up to the north side of town to see a handsome young man. 
 
    “This is a nice surprise,” Fred said when he showed up a minute and a half later. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” 
 
    He unlocked the door, and we stepped inside. The front door opened onto a large studio apartment. On the far end of the room, there was a queen-sized bed. The front area housed a flat-screen TV, a sofa, and a kitchenette. A door led off to the bathroom, and there was a large wardrobe near the bed. 
 
    “This is cozy,” I said as Beth and I settled down onto the couch. 
 
    Fred put his milk and newspaper away, and then he joined us, sitting on a wooden chair adjacent to the sofa. A brown leather jacket lay draped over the back of the chair. “It’s small,” he said. “But it’s all I need. I was saving up to buy a condo near the beach after I got married.” 
 
    “I’m sure Howard and Celeste would’ve chipped in for that,” Beth said. “They’ve got so much money.” 
 
    Fred shrugged. “I didn’t want to go to them.” 
 
    “So,” I said, “you really love Sharon, huh?” 
 
    He half-smiled, half-frowned at me. “Of course.” 
 
    I said, “Then why were you sleeping with Celeste?” 
 
    He froze, staring at me with that same half-smile. And then, a second later, he recovered, laughing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I had a chat with a PI I know,” I lied. “He said he took photos of you and Celeste together.” 
 
    Fred paled. 
 
    “So,” I said, “what was going on?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    Beth said, “You haven’t told us anything else. Maybe we’d understand if you explained.” 
 
    Fred gulped and looked from me to Beth. “It’s not like that,” he said. “It’s not like I wanted to sleep with her.” 
 
    “Oh?” I said. “Was someone forcing you at gunpoint?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “But she might as well have been.” 
 
    “Start from the beginning,” I said. “What was going on?” 
 
    Fred took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. He exhaled loudly and said, “Celeste never liked me, okay? When no one was around, she’d say it was a shame I was so handsome but so poor. She was meaner when no one else was around. She told Sharon not to marry me.” 
 
    “We know that,” Beth said. “Celeste hated everyone.” 
 
    “She came over to my bar one night, after I’d closed up. She said we needed to talk. So we came back here. I had a few drinks. Next thing I know, I’m waking up next to her.” 
 
    I stared at him in disbelief. “Let me guess. She hated you so much, she wanted to sleep with you.” 
 
    Fred shrugged. “She said it was a mistake, and we agreed not to tell Sharon. It was a one-time thing. But then she kept showing up. Said we were just having fun, what’s wrong with that? As long as Sharon didn’t know, she wouldn’t get hurt.” He glanced at me and Beth, his expression pleading. 
 
    I nodded, trying to hide my disapproval. “Ignorance is bliss.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Fred sounded relieved that I understood. “Anyway, the wedding was coming up. I told Celeste we should end it, but she said she’d tell Sharon. That she had photos. What could I do?” 
 
    “End it?” suggested Beth. 
 
    Fred looked at her wildly. “Don’t you understand? If I ended it, she’d tell Sharon. And then, I went to their house once and I overheard Celeste telling Sharon that I was no good. That Sharon would find out soon enough the kind of things I was up to. I knew Celeste meant to tell Sharon.” 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds, and then Fred said, “Don’t you see? I really loved Sharon. I couldn’t let her go.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. We were both thinking the same thing: Fred must’ve been the one who’d exchanged the cakes.  
 
    He’d had enough time to make the switch. Fred could’ve brought the cake with him when he came over, left it in the car, and made the switch when he came downstairs later for a smoke. If Dave saw Fred, and heard his voice, he’d probably be able to identify him. 
 
    Beth said, “So you’re the one who bought the cake from Dave’s Desserts. You even live nearby.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure that she’d eat the cake,” Fred said slowly. “I knew she always had some dessert after a party.” 
 
    “And you knew Howard wouldn’t be there to save her,” I added. “You knew he’d be away with Helen.” 
 
    Fred looked at me. “You said you had some photos of me and Celeste?” 
 
    I nodded. “But I’m not sure that’s relevant now. I mean, you did kill her, after all. Why don’t we just go down the police station and sort this out?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t do that. I’m going to marry Sharon Rocheford. I’m going to be a Rocheford. It’ll be a big deal. A huge wedding. And a career changer.” He grinned maniacally. 
 
    “I thought marriage was about love,” said Beth. 
 
    “Sure.” Fred nodded. “It can be about both. Love and a great career.” 
 
    I looked at Beth, and she shrugged. We couldn’t force Fred to go to the police station, but we could go there ourselves. Detective Buchanan might not be too thrilled about our meddling, but I was sure he’d check out the story and connect the dots himself. 
 
    I said, “We should get going.” 
 
    “Where are the photos?” said Fred. 
 
    “I lied about that,” I admitted. “I just wanted to hear about you and Celeste.” 
 
    “I don’t believe this.” Fred ran a hand through his hair. “I could’ve just lied and said I didn’t know her.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. “But we know now.” 
 
    Fred shook his head. “I can’t believe this. You’re going to tell everyone, aren’t you? I sleep with one crazy woman, and my life gets ruined.” 
 
    “You did kill her, too,” I reminded him. 
 
    Fred got up and walked over to his kitchenette area. He opened a drawer and pulled out a gun. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” I said, standing up quickly. 
 
    Fred turned the gun over in his hand slowly. “This is only a week old,” he said. “After Celeste started threating to tell Sharon about us, I knew she had to go. The walnut idea was a brainwave. I thought I’d have to shoot her. But I guess I can shoot someone else now.” 
 
    He pointed the gun at me, and then at Beth. “Who do I start with?” 
 
    “Don’t shoot us,” I begged. “Please don’t shoot.” 
 
    “Why not?” Fred smiled. “I’d like to sort everything out before I get married. It’ll be the wedding of the year.” 
 
    I forced myself to think fast. “You don’t want to get blood on your carpet. It’ll be a hassle. And your neighbor’s going to hear the shot and call the cops. You don’t want all that trouble.” 
 
    Fred continued pointing the gun at us, but he looked thoughtful. “You’ve got a point,” he said finally. “Maybe we can go down to the beach. It’s quieter once you go further west, and I can just leave your bodies there. Maybe even a note, like a suicide.” 
 
    My stomach felt all queasy, like I’d eaten a bad enchilada, and I noticed that Beth looked like she was about to throw up. But I forced myself to nod enthusiastically. “That’s a great idea,” I said. “Suicide. Brilliant. Why don’t we go down there now?” 
 
    Fred nodded, and said, “Go to the door and face it. Don’t even think about running away, or I’ll shoot you in the hallway.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said. Beth and I stood near the door, facing it. 
 
    I could hear Fred shuffling around, and then he said, “Okay, now open the door.” 
 
    I looked back at Fred. He’d grabbed his leather jacket and slung it over his right hand. I knew the jacket was hiding the gun from view. 
 
    As if he’d read my mind, Fred said, “The gun’s right here. I’ll shoot if you don’t do what I say.” 
 
    I nodded to indicate that I understood, and then I opened the door. Beth and I trooped out and down the hallway, past the closed doors of Fred’s neighbors. I wished someone would come out, maybe talk to Fred and distract him. That would give us a chance to dash for the car and race off. 
 
    But nobody came out. 
 
    We were on the street, near Beth’s car. 
 
    “Where’d you park?” said Fred. “We’ll take your car. It’ll look more realistic.” 
 
    A few cars drove past us, not giving us a second glance. 
 
    I said, “It’s the gray Mazda.” 
 
    We walked over to it. 
 
    Fred said, “Keys.” 
 
    He was standing a few paces behind us, and Beth and I turned to face him. We were on the sidewalk, and Beth’s hatchback hid us from the view of anyone driving down the street. 
 
    Fred said, “I’ll drive.” 
 
    Beth reached into her purse and fumbled for a bit. 
 
    “Hurry up,” said Fred hoarsely. “We don’t have all day.” 
 
    Beth found the keys finally and pulled them out. She reached her hand out to give them to Fred. Her fingers were trembling, and Fred reached his left arm forward to grab the keys. 
 
    At that moment, I leaned forward and grabbed his right arm, forcing it upwards. 
 
    “Hey,” said Fred, dropping the keys. “Stop it.” 
 
    Beth realized what I was doing, and she took the opportunity to raise her leg up into a high Rockette kick. Her foot made contact with Fred’s crown jewels, and he groaned, doubling over from the waist. 
 
    Beth managed to pull the leather jacket off Fred’s hand, and in the melee, he fired the gun. I’d angled his hand away from us, and the bullets whizzed away, over my head. 
 
    I kept hold of his hand, making sure the gun was angled away, and Beth grabbed his other arm, twisting it and preventing him from getting away. Everything happened in slow motion. Fred fired, again and again, until there were no more shots, and we knew he was out of bullets. That’s when I let go of his arm, and Beth gave him a sharp kick on the shin. When he bent over, I rammed my forearm against the back of his neck, forcing him to fall down. 
 
    “Stay on the ground,” said Beth, pulling her phone out of her bag and placing one foot on his back, making sure he couldn’t get up. “I’m calling 911.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “You go home,” I said to Beth. “I, uh, left something behind in the room.” 
 
    We’d just spent all afternoon at the Santa Verona Police Department, giving our statements and filling out forms. Fred had given a full written confession, and Beth no longer needed to worry about trials and lawyers. 
 
    Detective Buchanan had given us dirty looks and muttered something about “meddling women,” but in the end, no one really seemed too distressed about our meddling. 
 
    It was high time the two of us went home, had some more cake, and then maybe had some dinner and a good night’s sleep. 
 
    Beth followed my glance. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “You’ve clearly left something behind.” 
 
    She smiled, and I tried not to blush. Once she’d left the building, I headed over to the bullpen, where Ethan was sitting, working on something on his computer. 
 
    “I see you’re done giving your statement,” he said, closing down whatever he was working on and focusing on me. 
 
    I sat down on the other side of his desk and smiled. “I am.” 
 
    “Interfering with police business,” Ethan said, his eyes smiling at me. “You know Buchanan’s not thrilled.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m thrilled. Beth is thrilled.” 
 
    Ethan’s eyes softened, and he lowered his voice a notch. “You almost got yourself killed.” 
 
    I tried to fight the heat that was rising up my chest, threatening to turn my cheeks red. “Aww,” I said, trying to sound flippant. “You sound like you care about me.” 
 
    “I care about paperwork,” said Ethan gruffly. “Dead bodies mean more paperwork.” 
 
    I smiled, and Ethan stared at a pen lying on his desk. 
 
    “Well, I’ve saved you some paperwork, then.” 
 
    “And I saved you a conversation with Neve.” Ethan looked into my eyes and smiled. “She came around the station again, and Buchanan told her off for annoying possible witnesses. He told her she had no right to visit them at their home, let alone try to interview them.” 
 
    I grinned broadly. “Wish I could’ve seen that.” 
 
    “It was worth it.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “now she’s got even more reason to be mad at me.” 
 
    “So do I,” said Ethan. “How come I don’t get some sympathy?” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Okay. You’ve got my sympathy. Why exactly am I feeling sorry for you?” 
 
    “Because I have to deal with you all the time. I’m supposed to be a detective. I’m not supposed to worry about some nosy girls running around.” 
 
    “Worrywart,” I said. “I’m sorry you worry about me.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Ethan replied, “I’m just concerned about the paperwork.” 
 
    I smiled. “Does this mean we need to go out for another apology dinner?” 
 
    Ethan frowned and looked off into the distance, pretending to think about it. “Okay,” he said finally. “If you insist.” 
 
    I laughed and stood up. “Text me,” I said. “No winky smilies this time.” 
 
    “Only if you promise to stop trying to solve mysteries.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I promise to stop trying to solve mysteries, as long as there’s no more mysteries to be solved. Dinner soon. See you.” 
 
    I walked out of the station, unable to stop smiling. 
 
    Dinner soon. No more mysteries. 
 
    Or more likely, dinner soon. And another mystery, soon. 
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