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    Catching a killer is a piece of cake... Or is it? 
 
    A jazz bar … a poisoned waitress. 
 
    When Mindy and Beth stumble upon what seems to be a cover-up, they race against time to discover who tried to kill Vanessa. 
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    Prelude 
 
      
 
    The shadowy figure eyed the ceviche. 
 
    It looked so harmless, sitting there by itself. 
 
    But a few drops of the toxic powder, and the ceviche would turn deadly. Whoever ate it would feel the effects. 
 
    It was too bad, really. It wasn’t like anybody deserved what was about to happen—they would just be collateral damage. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Mmm, this is delicious. It’s the perfect amount of deep chocolatey.” I savored the last bite of the dark chocolate cake, chewing slowly and closing my eyes briefly. When the cake was gone, I looked down at my plate, disappointed. “How about we have another slice?” 
 
    Beth shook her head disapprovingly. “Aren’t you trying to watch your weight?” 
 
    I looked at her and sighed. “What’s one more slice?” 
 
    “Another three or four hundred calories,” Beth said sternly. 
 
    Beth is my best friend in the whole wide world. She has hazelnut eyes, short brown hair, and an IQ that’s far too high. That high IQ meant that she knew exactly how many calories worth of cake I’d eaten already, and she was going to stick to her threat of putting me on a cake diet. 
 
    Which was difficult, given that Beth runs an online bakery called A Piece of Cake. Every time Beth makes a cake for a client, she uses the same ingredients to make a smaller cake for tasting purposes. And I do love to help her out with the tasting. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re making so many cakes these days,” I told her. “Each one’s better than the last.” 
 
    “Business took off after I was arrested for the Celeste Rocheford poisoning,” said Beth. “Everyone wants cakes from me now.” 
 
    “Wrongly arrested,” I corrected her. 
 
    I put my plate away, smoothed down my long dirty-blond hair, and glanced down at the dark jeans and white knit top I was wearing. “I’m going to wear my black cardigan with this,” I told Beth. “It’s appropriate for a jazz restaurant, right? Not too casual?” 
 
    Beth said, “Maybe a little. But we’re not there to party. We’re going to meet a new client. What did he tell you about the case?” 
 
    “Not much, just that he thinks his girlfriend was poisoned. He thinks a murderer’s out there, on the loose.” 
 
    Beth nodded. “Cakes and killers, that’s my life now.” 
 
    I smiled. “I don’t mind the cake part. Are you ready to go?” 
 
    Beth carefully put the larger dark chocolate cake into a paper box and said, “We can set out in about ten minutes. That’s enough time for me to freshen up my lipstick, and maybe play with Pixie a little.” 
 
    At the mention of her name, my little Hahn’s macaw parrot dropped the toy she was chewing. She was outside her cage, hanging out on her play stand, and she gave Beth an inquisitive look. “Hello?” she said. 
 
    Pixie was almost five months old, and though she was precocious for her age, her vocabulary was limited to just a few phrases. Mostly things she’d heard me say, such as, “Hello,” “Pixie,” and “Mmm! Cake!” 
 
    Although she’d been mine for just a few weeks, I couldn’t imagine life without her. Her large play stand and cage took up a fair bit of space in my one-bedroom apartment, and her constant need for new parrot toys and pellets put a dent in my monthly budget. My place has always been a little bit messy, and now Pixie added to the mess by throwing around bits of broken plastic and leather parrot toys. 
 
    “Hello,” Pixie repeated to Beth. “Step up.” 
 
    “Step up” is the command we use to ask Pixie to step onto our hands. Of course, these days, Pixie is the one giving us the commands, so I dutifully went and picked her up. 
 
    “Thanks for coming over with the cakes,” I said to Beth as Pixie ran up to my shoulder and began nibbling my ear. “Pixie loves getting a chance to hang out with you.” 
 
    “And yet, I notice it’s your ear she’s nibbling,” Beth said. She reached out her hand for Pixie to step on and stroked the bird’s tiny head gently. Pixie’s feathers fluffed up, indicating that she loved the attention. 
 
    Just then, there was a knock on the door. Pixie stood up tall and alert, her feathers slicked back, and Beth and I both turned to face the door. 
 
    “You’re not expecting anyone, are you?” said Beth. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I’ve got no idea who that might be.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Hello, ladies,” said Neve. She smiled at me brightly from the hallway. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” 
 
    I glanced back at Beth, who stood frozen where she was. Pixie was standing on her wrist, watching our guest with bright, observant eyes. 
 
    I looked at Neve and forced myself to smile. “Come in,” I said. “But I should warn you, Beth and I are heading out in a few minutes.” 
 
    Neve wandered inside. Her artfully styled golden-blond hair fell to mid-back, and she was dressed in an expensive-looking black dress and black stiletto heels. Her makeup, as usual, was perfect and sophisticated. I caught her glancing judgmentally at my messy kitchenette and living room, and then she wandered over to my love seat and perched on the arm. 
 
    “So,” she said, still smiling as though we were friends, “how’ve you been?” 
 
    “Great,” I deadpanned. “Ever since you got told off for messing with our murder investigation and we managed to prove that Beth wasn’t a killer.” 
 
    Neve colored slightly. “I always knew Beth was innocent,” she said. “It’s not my fault if the DA’s office wanted me to investigate the prime suspect.” 
 
    “The DA’s office wanted nothing of the sort,” I told her. “Aren’t you sick of messing with our lives?” 
 
    “I’m not messing with your lives,” Neve protested. “I’m just doing my job.” 
 
    That was a blatant lie. Neve has been trying to ruin my life ever since we were in high school. I had been the quiet nerd who liked to have her nose in a thick tome, and Neve had been the pretty cheerleader who liked to make fun of the quiet nerd who had her nose in a thick tome. 
 
    Neve had always dreamed of becoming a Hollywood superstar, and her wealthy parents had supported that dream for a few years. Unfortunately, things didn’t work out for Neve, and she returned to our hometown of Santa Verona just as I got my first serious screenwriting job, working for a TV crime show. Neve took it as a personal affront that a nerd like me had “succeeded” in Hollywood, while a glamorous beauty like herself had been forced to throw in the towel. 
 
    Never mind that I, too, had decided to leave Hollywood and move back to Santa Verona for good. 
 
    Santa Verona is just a few hours’ drive up the coast from Los Angeles. In the years since I’d left, the houses along the beach had been bought up by Hollywood stars. A constant influx of tourists and tight housing controls meant that the cost of living in Santa Verona had gone up. Instead of being able to rely on my screenwriting royalties, I was forced to get a job. 
 
    That job turned out to be “former Hollywood crime writer turned investigator.” It had started off with finding missing pets, tailing a few cheating spouses, and looking into a few cases of insurance fraud. But then Beth and I had stumbled across a murder, which we’d wound up solving. And then there was another homicide case, and another—and before we knew it, our trips to the Santa Verona Police Department had become regular occurrences, and Beth and I were on a first-name basis with most of the detectives. 
 
    Along the way, Neve decided that it would be nice if she became a crime solver, too. So she registered to become a private investigator and started popping up whenever Beth and I were investigating a case. The latest instance of her crime solving had involved her getting cozy with the DA’s assistant—and my former boyfriend—Liam, and obtaining an internship at the DA’s office. 
 
    “How’s the internship going?” I asked Neve. 
 
    She looked away. “Actually, I kind of got fired.” 
 
    “They don’t like people badgering potential witnesses?” asked Beth sweetly. 
 
    Neve shrugged. “Liam told me they didn’t need an intern anymore.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t trust anything Liam says,” I said lightly. My relationship with Liam had been short, but not short enough. 
 
    Neve rolled her eyes. “He told me you’d say nasty things about him. He said you were bitter and selfish.” 
 
    “I’m sure he said a lot more than that,” I said. “I was just trying to warn you.” 
 
    “I don’t need your warnings.” Neve smiled, a thin, tight-lipped smile. “He’s good-looking, intelligent and ambitious.” 
 
    “Did he tell you all that himself?” I said. “Did he forget to mention he’s also God’s gift to women?” 
 
    Beth broke into a suspicious coughing fit, and Neve said, “I’m not here to talk about Liam.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “But when you catch Liam doing the deed with a senator’s daughter, don’t come crying to me.” 
 
    Neve looked uncertain for a moment. She might have been temporarily blinded by Liam’s charm, but I knew she’d noticed his egomaniacal, selfish tendencies. But then she recovered and said, “I was wondering how your investigation work was going.” 
 
    Right at that moment, Pixie decided she’d had enough of being ignored. She let out a loud screech and flew towards Neve’s shoulder. 
 
    Neve let out a shriek that rivaled Pixie’s and ducked. Poor Pixie flew around in a circle and finally landed on my shoulder. 
 
    “What is that thing?” said Neve, straightening up and glaring at the parrot. 
 
    Pixie said, “Hello. Pixie. HelloPixie.” 
 
    I tilted my head towards Pixie. “Like she said, her name’s Pixie. She was just trying to be friendly.” 
 
    Neve rolled her eyes. “She was going to ruin my dress. No wonder you don’t wear expensive clothes—you’re worried your parrot’s going to rip them up.” 
 
    I blinked slowly and tilted my chin up the way I imagined a fashionista would. “Pixie only rips up last season’s clothes.” 
 
    “Or t-shirts with logos on them,” said Beth. “Pixie’s very particular.” 
 
    Neve glared at us. “Very funny. And my dress is from this season.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” I said. “But Pixie knows best. She’s a keen judge of fashion.” 
 
    Neve took a deep breath, as though we were trying her patience. “Whatever. How’s the investigative business going?” 
 
    “Good,” I said warily. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well.” Neve flipped her long hair behind her shoulder and glanced from me to Beth. “I was thinking we could team up.” 
 
    “No,” chimed Beth and I together. 
 
    Neve had done enough to meddle with our investigations; we didn’t need to invite her in. 
 
    “We work alone,” I told Neve firmly. “And you’re not even an accredited private investigator.” 
 
    “Neither are you,” said Neve. “We’re all investigating as private citizens. We’re so similar.” 
 
    “Not really,” said Beth. “Mindy and I solve cases. You solve nothing. And you get in the way.” 
 
    Neve scowled. “It’s not like I try to get in the way. And if we were working together—” 
 
    “It’s not going to happen,” I told her flatly. 
 
    “My family knows a lot of powerful people,” said Neve. “I could help us get a lot of cases.” 
 
    “We don’t need your help,” I told her. “You can keep those cases. And now, if you’ll excuse us, Beth and I need to get going if we don’t want to be late.” 
 
    “Late for what?” said Neve. “Are you meeting with a client?” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business,” I said, “but Beth needs to drop a cake off at a client’s.” 
 
    All three of us glanced at the paper box containing Beth’s cake. 
 
    “And then what?” said Neve. “I can’t believe you two aren’t working on some other case. You’re always working some case. Are you going to talk to suspects afterward? I can help, you know.” 
 
    “No offense, Neve,” I said, “but I don’t think we need your help. What with you trying to steal our clients in the past, and trying to prove that Beth was a murderer.” 
 
    “Why do you even want to work with us?” said Beth. “If your family knows all these powerful people who could be clients, why don’t you just take the cases?” 
 
    Neve shrugged and mumbled something we couldn’t hear. I gave Beth a what’d she say? look, and she shrugged in response. 
 
    “Neve,” said Beth. “We need to go. Thanks for the offer—not that we don’t appreciate it, but the two of us are set. And now, I need to get this cake to my client. The cake’s not going to eat itself.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Beth and I dropped off the dark chocolate cake and headed over to the jazz restaurant. As we drove, I said, “Can you believe the nerve of Neve?” 
 
    Beth smiled wryly. “She doesn’t let up. She doesn’t think the three of us will ever be friends, does she? Or actually work together?” 
 
    “She’s probably still hoping to steal clients,” I said, unable to forget Neve’s past behavior. “I don’t know why she expected us to say yes.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s just spying on us,” Beth suggested. 
 
    Beth parked the car, and we stepped out into the parking lot. I glanced around, half-expecting to see Neve popping up from around the corner, giving some validity to Beth’s suggestion that she was spying on us, but there was no Neve to be seen. 
 
    The sun had just set, and the streetlights were on. While Santa Verona was warm and sunny during the day, the evenings and nights were always chilly. The sharp wind raced through my thin cardigan, and I crossed my arms. “Well, it’s time to meet the client.” 
 
    “He didn’t tell you anything over the phone?” asked Beth as we headed towards the entrance of the jazz restaurant. 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t really ask. It’s always easier to talk to people in person.” 
 
    The jazz restaurant was located just east of the main Santa Verona tourist district. It was a few blocks away from the beach, and the location didn’t seem all that fancy; there was a bodega a few houses away, and a dry cleaner’s three doors down. 
 
    From the outside, the restaurant looked like a big block of granite. No windows, and only one door. There was a small neon sign above the door that said “Black Cat Jazz Restaurant,” but apart from that, there didn’t seem to be any other signage. It all looked rather drab and unimpressive. 
 
    Inside, however, was a different story. 
 
    Beth and I stepped in to dim lighting, smooth music, and the smell of something mouthwatering. Steak, I guessed, and probably fries. The jazz restaurant was one big room, with the stage on the far end and the restaurant seating area towards our left. Tables were scattered around the floor, and VIP booths lined the wall to our right. A jazz ensemble played on the stage, and the audience ate and chatted softly, occasionally breaking out into applause when a song ended. 
 
    “This is really nice,” said Beth, sounding surprised. “I can’t believe we haven’t been here before.” 
 
    “I guess it’s new,” I said. “All kinds of new places popping up in Santa Verona. Do you think most of the people here are tourists or locals?” 
 
    We glanced around and both came to the same conclusion. Like most of the nicer places in Santa Verona, the clientele comprised a mix: perhaps sixty to seventy percent tourists, and the rest locals. 
 
    A man sitting at a table away from the stage waved at us, and I smiled and headed over. 
 
    “You must be Bill Jeffries,” I said, extending my hand. “I’m Mindy. This is Beth.” 
 
    Introductions were made all around, and Beth and I sat down opposite Bill. I noticed he was sipping on a glass of red wine, and after the waitress came by, Beth and I ordered two club sodas. It was our drink of choice whenever we were out working a case. 
 
    “Thanks for meeting me here,” said Bill. “I know it’s a bit louder than a normal coffee shop, but I thought it was appropriate, since Vanessa worked here.” 
 
    I nodded and glanced around. The tables were far enough apart from each other that it was possible to have a private conversation, unless someone at the next table was intent on listening in. And given that it was a jazz restaurant, and most people wanted to listen to the music, I assumed that it would be okay to talk about the case. 
 
    “Tell me what’s going on,” I said. “You mentioned that Vanessa was poisoned?” 
 
    Bill nodded. “Vanessa worked here as a singer. I mean, she could sing pretty well. This is a twenty-four-hour place, so they needed lots of people to play music and sing.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s the new thing. Tourists need somewhere to go at all hours of the day.” 
 
    Our drinks arrived, and Bill nodded. “Well, Vanessa was hired to be a singer. I mean, during the day, she sang for a few hours when the breakfast crowd was here and it got busy. Then, after a few hours, she went off stage, had a break, and worked as a waitress. You can’t sing for more than two or three hours without getting hoarse, and Vanessa needed work.” 
 
    “That’s an unusual arrangement,” said Beth. 
 
    Bill nodded. “I’ll tell you about the arrangement later. But anyway, yesterday at lunch, Vanessa ate the prawn ceviche here. And she got really, really sick. She was taken to the hospital with the worst case of food poisoning they’ve seen in years. She started getting internal hemorrhaging and brain swelling, so they put her into an induced coma.” 
 
    Bill pinched his mouth tight and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    I nodded sympathetically. I knew that an induced coma was only ever used in cases of extreme illness. “Did she get sick at work?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Bill. “She felt a little sick, so she left her shift after lunch and went to her apartment. I went to see her after work, around six in the evening. She hadn’t eaten anything since lunch, but a while after I got there, she threw up and then she lost consciousness. I called an ambulance right away—the doctors told me that if I’d waited a little longer, she might not have made it.” 
 
    A muscle worked in his jaw, and he stared angrily at a point just off the table. 
 
    I said, “How’s Vanessa doing now?” 
 
    Bill took a deep breath. “Not too bad, considering. The hospital says they’ll bring her out of the coma in a few days’ time, and then after that, she should be able to recover and get back to her regular life.” He smiled, but his eyes retained their sad, worried look. “Hopefully she’ll be okay soon.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about this,” I said gently. “It must really suck.” 
 
    “It does,” said Bill. “But I’m going to do what I have to.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a look. 
 
    Beth said, “Food poisoning does happen sometimes. I know it seems really bad, but people can actually die of food poisoning, especially seafood poisoning. I’m sorry this happened to Vanessa, but it doesn’t mean there was foul play.” 
 
    Bill shook his head. “No. There was definitely foul play.” 
 
    I said, “What makes you say that?” 
 
    Bill glanced at the stage. The song ended, and the audience broke into soft applause. When the applause was over, Bill looked at me again. “Vanessa complained about a lot of things here. She said it might be haunted. There was a fire in the kitchen a few weeks ago, and the rumor was that the ghost had done it.” 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. I’m undecided as to the existence of ghosts, but I didn’t think that a kitchen fire was indicative of someone trying to kill Vanessa. Or that a ghost would bother to set a kitchen on fire. I’d always thought that being a ghost consisted mostly of floating through walls and saying, “Whoooo!” 
 
    Beth said, “The fire might not have anything to do with the food poisoning.” 
 
    “Well, no one else got food poisoning,” Bill said. “And at least four other people ate the seafood ceviche that day. I spoke to the chef, and she said that nobody else got even a tiny bit sick from it.” 
 
    I looked at him doubtfully. “Now, that’s a little suspicious.” 
 
    “And on top of that,” Bill went on, “Vanessa complained about having a stalker. She said that some guy kept leaving her a single red rose at her apartment door, and sometimes they’d have creepy notes with them. It had to be someone from this restaurant, because the notes would sometimes say things about how great a singer she was.” 
 
    “That’s another odd thing,” I admitted. “But it still doesn’t mean Vanessa was poisoned.” 
 
    Bill ran a hand through his hair. “You don’t believe me. Even though no one else got sick.” 
 
    I looked at Beth, who shrugged slightly. 
 
    “It doesn’t really prove anything,” I said. “Our fees aren’t low, and we might be looking around for no good reason.” 
 
    “I can afford the fees,” Bill said. “I just want to hire someone good.” 
 
    “Well.” I hesitated. The money would be nice, especially now that I had a choosy, new-toy-loving parrot to cater to. “But you have to accept that we might not uncover anything useful.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Bill. “All I ask is that you look into it.” 
 
    I couldn’t really ask for anything more from a client, so Beth and I told him that we’d be happy to take the case. I found a copy of my investigative contract in my bag, and Bill signed it and handed it back. 
 
    “We’ll need to hear more about what was going on,” I told him. “Let’s start with Vanessa. How long have you two been dating?” 
 
    “Just over five months now,” said Bill. “I met her at a friend’s party. She’s beautiful and smart and kind, and I love her more than anything. I’m going to spend the rest of my life with her—that is, if she agrees to marry me. I haven’t asked her yet. That’s a secret, till I figure out how to ask her.” 
 
    “What do you do?” asked Beth. 
 
    “I’m a lawyer,” said Bill. “I work in estate law. It’s not very exciting, but it pays the bills. Anyway, I read about you guys in the Santa Verona Sun. Aren’t you going to join the SVPD as consultants?” 
 
    “That’s what the police chief told us,” I said. “But the time’s not right yet.” 
 
    Bill nodded. “Anyway, I met Vanessa at a party, and we’ve been together since.” 
 
    “Tell me more about Vanessa.” 
 
    “Well, like I said, she’s beautiful and smart. But I guess you want to know some other stuff.” Bill frowned thoughtfully and pursed his lips. After a minute, he said, “Well, Vanessa grew up in Michigan. She came here on vacation once and fell in love with the place.” 
 
    I could understand that. Santa Verona, with its pristine beaches, Spanish architecture, and year-round sunny weather, is easy to fall in love with. It’s not so easy to live here, though. “She didn’t have a hard time getting a job?” 
 
    Bill shook his head. “No, she used to be a waitress in Michigan, and she got a job in a café a few days after she moved here. She got that studio apartment near the beach, and she’s been living here for almost two years now.” 
 
    “What about you?” I said. “How long’ve you been here?” 
 
    “Almost three years,” said Bill. “I used to work in LA, but they wanted to expand the Santa Verona office. So they made me an offer I couldn’t refuse, and here I am. Living and working here.” 
 
    I nodded. “So you and Beth are both recent transplants.” 
 
    “I guess you could say that,” said Bill. 
 
    Beth said, “How did Vanessa like working here?” 
 
    Bill looked around. “She liked it at first. She thought it was nice to get paid for singing, which used to just be her hobby. But then she heard the rumors that the place was haunted. Apparently, a few years ago, the place used to be a popular bistro. Until one of the regulars became obsessed with a waitress who worked here, and murdered her. They say the waitress’s ghost haunts the place. Some of the other girls who work here say that the ghost’s out to get the people who work here.” 
 
    “Why would a ghost do that?” Beth said. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Bill admitted. “It does sound kooky, but a lot of the waitresses got freaked out.” 
 
    “Including Vanessa?” 
 
    Bill shrugged. “At first, Vanessa wasn’t worried. She wasn’t a big believer in ghosts. But a few of the other girls were talking about quitting, and then the fire happened… and that’s when Vanessa got worried about the place being haunted.” 
 
    “When was the place sold?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure when the original bistro—the one where the waitress got killed—closed down,” said Bill. “But the jazz restaurant’s pretty new. It’s only been around three months.” 
 
    I nodded. “And how did the kitchen fire happen?” 
 
    “As far as I remember,” said Bill, “it was at three in the morning, when there weren’t many people around. The place was evacuated and the fire department got everything under control easily. The place was only closed two days for repairs before they were up and running again.” 
 
    I frowned, not sure how the fire fit into Vanessa’s poisoning—if she’d been poisoned at all. Of course, now that we’d agreed to investigate the case, I’d have to act on the assumption that Vanessa had indeed been poisoned. But where did the fire fit in? 
 
    Beth said, “Did the fire department say what caused the fire?” 
 
    “Just faulty wiring somewhere,” said Bill. “But everyone thinks it was the ghost.” 
 
    “So maybe the ghost poisoned Vanessa,” said Beth flippantly. 
 
    “No,” said Bill. “This was someone else. The hospital told me she got botulism.” 
 
    “What’s botulism?” I asked, looking at Beth. 
 
    Beth had majored in biochemistry and spent a few years working in a lab, before she’d moved back to Santa Verona and started A Piece of Cake. If anyone understood poisons, it would be Beth. 
 
    “Botulism poisoning is what you get if you consume the toxin botulinum,” Beth explained. “It’s a rare kind of toxin, but it happens naturally in seafood that hasn’t been prepared properly.” 
 
    “Like a prawn ceviche,” I suggested. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Beth. 
 
    “But you could add this toxin—botulinum—to food separately, too?” I asked. 
 
    Beth nodded. “Yep. Botulinum is sold in powder and liquid form. It’s used to create Botox, and we all know how popular Botox is.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t you have to go to a doctor to get Botox?” I asked. “And hang on—so you’re saying Botox is basically a kind of poison?” 
 
    “It is,” said Beth. “But in small doses, when it’s used as a beauty product, it’s not too harmful. But if you take the powder and add it to food, and then you eat that food—well, then you’d get botulism.” 
 
    “Which is deadly?” I asked. 
 
    “It can be,” said Beth. She glanced at Bill, who was listening seriously, even though I was sure he’d already heard about this from the doctors. “If you take too much of it. Or if you don’t see a doctor right away.” 
 
    “That’s what the doctors told me,” said Bill. “That if I hadn’t acted quickly, it would’ve been too late.” 
 
    “But she didn’t eat anything after lunchtime,” I said. “And she threw up in the evening. That’s a long time to get sick.” 
 
    “Botulinum is slow-acting that way,” said Beth. “You don’t feel the effects for four to six hours. And then—bam! You’re sick, and the poison’s taking over.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “I can’t believe people put this stuff in their faces.” 
 
    Beth shrugged. “Beauty’s got a price.” 
 
    “Where would you even buy botulinum?” I said. “I can’t believe you can get something so potent over the counter.” 
 
    Bill shrugged. “Online, maybe? You can get just about anything online.” 
 
    “There are online pharmacies and places,” said Beth. “There are some women who want to get Botox, but they want to do it in the privacy of their homes. So these online stores cater to them—you can buy botulinum, mix it up, and inject it into your forehead. Super private.” 
 
    “Unless you use it to poison someone,” said Bill, his lips twisted downwards. “I can’t believe someone did that to Vanessa.” 
 
    I thought back to the stalker and wondered if this could be the handiwork of an obsessed man. “Did Vanessa file a police report on the stalker?” 
 
    Bill shook his head. “No. She wasn’t sure what was going on, but she didn’t take it too seriously. She didn’t get the roses every day—just every now and then. And the notes with the roses were pretty harmless. They’d just say things like, she was a good singer. Or she was pretty. Nothing really worrying.” 
 
    I frowned and looked at Beth, who shrugged. While the behavior seemed innocuous, I couldn’t overlook it now that Vanessa had been poisoned. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like threatening behavior,” I admitted. “But since you think Vanessa was poisoned, we’ll have to consider that this mysterious stalker might be a suspect. Was there anyone else who might’ve wanted to hurt Vanessa?” 
 
    Bill shook his head. “No, not that I can think of. Vanessa hung out with the waitresses from the restaurant, and she seemed to get along with everyone.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said a familiar-sounding voice from behind us. “I couldn’t help but overhear.” 
 
    Beth and I turned around and glared at Neve. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “What’re you doing here?” said Beth, not bothering to hide her annoyance. “Have you been following us?” 
 
    Neve smiled sweetly. She’d been sitting at the table behind us, and now she dragged her chair over to our table. 
 
    “Just practicing my surveillance skills,” she said innocently. “Can’t let them get rusty.” She extended one perfectly manicured hand to Bill. “Hi, I’m Neve. I’m training to be a private investigator.” 
 
    “Bill.” He shook her hand, looking slightly mystified, and then he turned to me. “Are you guys working together?” 
 
    “No,” Beth and I chimed together. 
 
    “We know Neve,” I said quickly. “But she’s definitely not working with us.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Neve, smiling at me like we were the closest of friends. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said. “What are you doing, following us around? Are you trying to get work like this?” 
 
    I wanted to throw a fit about entitled, clueless women who tried to steal our clients, but I decided that it would be best to act professional in front of a new client. 
 
    Neve tilted her head to one side. “Like I said, I was just doing some surveillance.” She turned to Bill. “I couldn’t help but overhear about Vanessa and the stalker. I’m so sorry about all this. You must be going through hell.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been easy,” Bill admitted warily. 
 
    “I can help,” Neve said. “I’m happy to work for free while I build up my private investigations business.” 
 
    Bill looked at us questioningly, and I shook my head. “No. Even if she works for free, Beth and I can’t do it. Too many cooks, you know.” 
 
    “We can talk to more suspects together,” said Neve. “Set up sting operations if we have to.” 
 
    “I don’t want you meddling with our case,” I said. “I don’t want you tipping off suspects and messing up evidence.” I turned to Bill. “We can’t have her ruining our hard work.” 
 
    Bill nodded and turned to Neve. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but if the two investigators I hired don’t want you around, I’m going to have to respect their wishes.” 
 
    “I understand that,” said Neve smoothly. “But if I happen to uncover anything new, would you reconsider your stance?” 
 
    Bill looked at her doubtfully, clearly unsure of how to respond. “I suppose so,” he said finally. “As long as Mindy and Beth can do their job.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” said Neve, looking pleased with herself. “Now you’ve got Neve on your team. It was lovely meeting you, Bill.” 
 
    She turned to Beth and me, gave us a little finger wave, and stalked off. 
 
    I shook my head. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    Bill said, “What was all that about? Will she really help with the investigation?” 
 
    I looked at him and smiled. “As long as she doesn’t interfere with the actual investigation, she can do whatever she wants. Just don’t expect much from her.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good luck. I hope you find whoever tried to poison Vanessa.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe the nerve of that woman?” I asked my mother. 
 
    Beth, my mother, Aunt Kira, and I were all seated around the dining table. My mom’s house was a ten-minute drive up from the beach, and she and Aunt Kira shared the place. The house had last been renovated twenty years ago, which meant that the bathrooms and kitchen were functional but not stylish. 
 
    The dining room had heavy white drapes and Van Gogh prints on the walls. Aunt Kira kept talking about replacing the heavy wood dining table with something more modern and stylish, but she never got around to doing it. She hated shopping, and she spent most of her time doing freelance coding work for well-paying clients. 
 
    “She just wants some work,” said my mom. “Have some more salad. I made it with that new dressing.” 
 
    I dutifully helped myself to some more salad. Beth had already moved on to the pasta, and in between shoveling food into my mouth, I said, “I wish Neve would get some other work. Why does she even want to be a PI?” 
 
    “She thinks it’ll be glamorous,” said Aunt Kira. “She’s always wanted to do something glamorous. Like being a movie star. Her parents even got her a nose job for her eighteenth birthday. Way to support your little girl—help her get plastic surgery.” 
 
    “She does look good, though,” said Beth. “She looks like a movie star.” 
 
    “Who’s forced to work as a receptionist at her daddy’s friend’s law firm,” I added unkindly. 
 
    “You’re almost thirty,” said my mom. “I’m sure Neve doesn’t want to think that her life’s going to be drab and boring. She sees you and Beth appearing in articles in the Santa Verona Sun, and she wants people to write about her, too.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I wish she’d do something else to get written up about. Maybe something that’s actually exciting, instead of tailing me and Beth around and trying to get a cut of our glory. If we solve this case, that is.” 
 
    “Why don’t you girls do something exciting?” said Aunt Kira. “Now that you’re back in Santa Verona, you could try out some of the new places that’ve opened. There’s a zip-lining place up in the mountains.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I get all my excitement from the cakes Beth bakes.” 
 
    Aunt Kira smiled. “Well, how about finding someone nice? You need to start dating before you get too old. Or too fat from those cakes.” 
 
    I helped myself to some pasta. “You’re older than me and you still date.” 
 
    “That’s different,” said Aunt Kira. “After I got divorced, I decided I was over men. I’m not looking to get married. But you could.” 
 
    “There are lots of nice men in Santa Verona these days,” said my mom. “I could set you up with someone. My hairdresser said that her friend’s son is moving back to Santa Verona. He’s going to work in an engineering firm.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I said politely. “But I can find my own men.” 
 
    “Like who?” said Aunt Kira. “Don’t tell me you’re going to get back with one of your old flames?” 
 
    My mother sat up straighter. “You mean like Liam? I heard he’s working for the DA’s office now.” 
 
    I shook my head. Liam and I had dated briefly in college, and once had been enough for me. “No way. You don’t need to worry about my getting back with him.” 
 
    “What about Ethan Macaulay?” said Aunt Kira, watching me closely. “Your high school sweetheart.” 
 
    I shoveled a large forkful of pasta into my mouth and pretended to concentrate on my food. 
 
    Ethan was tall, square-jawed and handsome. It had been hard to break up with him and move away to college, but now that I was back in Santa Verona, I couldn’t help but remember all the good times we’d had. He was as handsome as ever. Except now he was also mature and grown-up. 
 
    “That was a horrible breakup,” Aunt Kira reminded me. “You don’t want to repeat all that, do you? The poor boy. I heard from my friend Sabrina that he was miserable, didn’t date anyone else for a year.” 
 
    “You do go to the police station a lot,” said my mom. 
 
    I finally swallowed my food and said, “We go to the police station for work. You don’t need to worry about me and Ethan.” Trying to change the topic, I quickly said, “What do you know about this new twenty-four-seven jazz restaurant? The Black Cat Jazz Bar.” 
 
    “Why?” said Aunt Kira, forgetting all about Ethan. Mission accomplished. 
 
    “We’re looking into it,” said Beth. “Well, actually we’re looking into a girl who worked there.” 
 
    “I’ve met the man who owns the place,” said Aunt Kira. “Owen Lidcolm. He’s a pretty successful businessman. He also owns a café down near the pier.” 
 
    “So he’s a restaurateur?” 
 
    “He does some real estate too,” said Aunt Kira. “In fact, he used to be pretty successful until this Yarraville venture.” 
 
    “What Yarraville venture?” I asked. Yarraville is an hour’s drive north from the city center, and it’s a burgeoning suburb for commuters who work in Santa Verona but can’t afford to pay the rent here. 
 
    “He did a development there, but the builder declared bankruptcy halfway through, leaving Owen to deal with the banks and all the other people involved.” 
 
    “Ouch,” said Beth. “That must’ve been expensive.” 
 
    Aunt Kira nodded. “He’s probably spent a lot of money on that. I think he’s managed to get another builder now, but it’s still expensive.” 
 
    I didn’t ask Aunt Kira how she knew all this. All the locals seem to know each other in Santa Verona, and I doubted her information was wrong. 
 
    “I guess we should start by talking to Owen,” I said. “He’d know Vanessa, and if anyone at the restaurant wanted to hurt her, he’d probably have an inkling about it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Beth and I met Owen at the Fat Cat Café, an all-day brunch place near the pier. Beth had called him the previous night and arranged our appointment, so he already knew why we were there. 
 
    “You like cats, don’t you?” I asked Owen, once we’d exchanged pleasantries and sat down. 
 
    “I’ve got three of them,” Owen said. “Why?” 
 
    “Your café’s called the Fat Cat, and your restaurant’s called the Black Cat. I figured it wouldn’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    Owen smiled at us. He was a chubby, jovial man with curly brown hair. His dark eyes twinkled when he smiled, which was quite often, since he seemed to be in a perpetually cheerful mood. His light blue polo shirt had a hole near the collar, and he was digging into his poached eggs with gusto. 
 
    “I like my cats,” he said. “And as you can see, I like my breakfast. This place is doing well.” 
 
    I nodded and looked around. Even though it was a Tuesday morning, the café was packed with tourists. The light, Scandinavian-style interior was bustling with waitstaff and people laughing and chatting. 
 
    “It does seem to be doing well,” I agreed. 
 
    A waitress arrived with our breakfast orders—waffles for me, and an omelet for Beth—and I smiled. “I’m sure you deserve the success—the food looks delicious.” 
 
    “It is,” Owen said. “I know how important a restaurant’s reputation is. I opened the Black Cat to provide a fun place with great food. Locals and tourists both love it.” 
 
    “Really?” said Beth. “The Black Cat? When we went there last night, it seemed half-empty.” 
 
    “Potato, poh-tah-toe,” said Owen. “You see half-empty, I see half-full.” 
 
    “But it must be even emptier during the day,” Beth insisted. 
 
    Owen shook his head, looking at us seriously. “It gets very busy sometimes, and if it were a normal restaurant I’d be hugely profitable. Trouble is, I need to hire lots of staff—musicians, kitchen hands. And the rent’s not cheap. And I need to serve expensive food. The revenue’s already there, it’s just that the place is expensive to run. But I’ve got hope,” he added. “Things are just going to get better and better. The place’ll be really profitable. Really soon.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, trying to placate him. “We don’t even care how well it’s doing, really. We just wanted to ask about Vanessa. You know, the girl who got food poisoning?” 
 
    Owen nodded seriously, the last remnant of his smile draining away. “I can’t believe my luck with that jazz restaurant. It’s been one thing after another. First, there’s this rumor going around that the place is haunted. Thankfully, none of the customers seem to have heard about it. I had a reporter from the Sun come by, but she didn’t seem impressed, so I caught a break on that one. Otherwise, who’d want to have dinner and drinks at a haunted jazz restaurant?” 
 
    “Quite a few people,” I suggested. “It takes all kinds.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Owen nodded. “But I don’t think I could pull that off in this town. People come here for the easy, breezy living and the sunshine. They want happy, they want bright.” 
 
    “Like your café,” Beth suggested. 
 
    Owen nodded. “Everyone likes a Scandinavian theme these days.” 
 
    “And good waffles.” Mine were half-gone, and Owen smiled at me. 
 
    “I’m a huge fan of breakfast food myself,” he said. “But I really thought the restaurant would do well. I could’ve even worked around the rumors that it’s haunted. But the trouble is, the rumor’s that it’s a waitress who died, and that she’s targeting the living waitresses. So it’s been hard to hire any new staff. And I’m short a singer and a waitress now.” 
 
    “What happened to Vanessa?” I asked. “How do you think she got the food poisoning?” 
 
    “Look,” Owen said, “I know her boyfriend thinks someone’s trying to kill her. And I don’t know the girl well enough to know if she’s got a bunch of enemies or not. Maybe she does. Maybe something’s going on in her life.” 
 
    “But it was ceviche made in your restaurant,” Beth said. “It could just be regular food poisoning.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, at first. But I don’t want rumors going around that you can get food poisoning from the Black Cat.” 
 
    “Has anyone else gotten food poisoning from there?” 
 
    Owen shook his head no. “We run a clean kitchen. We’re careful. And my chef, Xenia, says she’s absolutely sure that she prepared the ceviche correctly. That there’s no way Vanessa could’ve gotten food poisoning from it.” 
 
    “She might be wrong,” said Beth. “All chefs think their cooking’s fantastic.” 
 
    “Four other people ate the ceviche that night,” said Owen. “None of them got sick.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ve just got stronger digestive systems,” I suggested. 
 
    Owen shook his head. “No. I know she didn’t get food poisoning from the ceviche.” 
 
    “Why was she eating at the Black Cat?” I asked. “Do all your staff eat at the restaurant?” 
 
    “If they want to,” said Owen. “They get a free meal for each five-hour shift. So that’s about a meal every time they come into work.” 
 
    I nodded. “But they can bring in food from outside, if they’d like to?” 
 
    Owen shook his head. “No. We don’t allow outside food on the premises. If someone wants to eat a meal from outside, they need to go outside to do that.” 
 
    “Perhaps she went outside and got something to eat from the bodega down the road,” suggested Beth. 
 
    Owen said, “You’ll have to check with my manager, Melissa. She’d know about Vanessa going outside. That might’ve happened.” 
 
    “Or any of the other waitresses might’ve noticed,” I said. 
 
    “Sure,” said Owen. “I’ll tell Melissa to tell the girls to talk to you if you need them to.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “You haven’t talked to a woman named Neve, have you?” 
 
    Owen looked at me, confused. “No. Why? Should I have?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “But let me know if she gets in touch with you.” 
 
    “Why would she get in touch with me?” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance, uncertain how to explain the situation. In the end, I said, “It’s complicated. She might ask a few questions about Vanessa, but you don’t have to answer them.” 
 
    “Is she working with you two?” 
 
    “No. She’s not meant to be working on this case, but she doesn’t always follow instructions.” 
 
    “Anyway,” said Beth. “Back to Vanessa. How long has she been working for you?” 
 
    Owen said, “It’s been almost two years, actually.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. “I thought the jazz restaurant had only been open about three months now.” 
 
    Owen smiled. “Yeah. But she was a waitress at the Fat Cat before that.” 
 
    I nodded. “It makes sense to take people you already know work well.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Owen finished up the last of his poached eggs before continuing. “Melissa used to be the manager of this place. She found out that Vanessa was a pretty good singer, and we convinced Vanessa to work at the Black Cat.” 
 
    “That’s why she sings for two hours, and waitresses for the rest of her shift.” Her work arrangements made sense now. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Owen. “We get a bit of a breakfast crowd, and that’s when Vanessa sings. Sang. I don’t know when she’ll be back at work.” 
 
    “Bill said they’d take her out of the coma in a few days.” 
 
    Owen twisted his lips from one side to the other. “Sure. But she won’t be well enough to work for a long time. And I don’t have a singer for the morning crowd. The rest of the day, we do ensemble music, so it’s okay. But it’s nice to have someone actually singing the blues when it gets busy.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, not sure about how best to run a jazz restaurant. “Maybe you can hire someone else temporarily.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Owen. “But it’s expensive to hire someone new. And with the rumor that the place is haunted, it’s even more difficult.” 
 
    “You had a fire in the kitchen a few weeks back, didn’t you?” asked Beth. 
 
    Owen nodded. “Yeah. Faulty wiring. It’s been one thing after the other.” He sighed deeply, and after a moment he smiled brightly again. “Yeah, it’s difficult. But if it was easy, everyone would do it.” 
 
    “You’re doing some developments up in Yarraville, too, aren’t you?” asked Beth. 
 
    Owen looked at her warily. “I am.” 
 
    She said, “How’s that going?” 
 
    Owen’s gaze shifted from Beth to me, and then back to Beth. “Not that great,” he admitted. “I’ve been having a bad run.” 
 
    “Luck comes and goes,” I said, trying to cheer him up. “I’m sure things will pick up soon.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve found a new builder, so that’s a start. Anyway, I should actually get over there now, see how things are going. I’ll send a message to Melissa, and she can help you chat with the people you need to.” 
 
    We watched as Owen said goodbye to the barista and headed off. 
 
    “That was interesting,” I said to Beth. “It’s funny how Vanessa’s hobby got her a new job.” 
 
    “It also almost got her killed,” Beth said. “I get the feeling we’ll learn a lot more from the staff at the Black Cat.” 
 
    “We might even learn something at the police station,” I said. “If Bill tried to file a report, the cops might know something about what happened.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Ethan Macaulay was sitting at his desk in the bullpen, and he looked up and smiled when he saw us. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised to see you two?” he said. 
 
    His right cheek dimpled when he smiled, and his dark eyes glittered. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too,” I said. “Where’s Matt?” 
 
    Matt Alvarez was Ethan’s partner. His desk was next to Ethan’s, and right now it was conspicuously empty. 
 
    “He’s off interviewing someone,” Ethan said. “I’ll let him know you two stopped by.” 
 
    Beside me, Beth tried not to look too disappointed. The last few times we’d stopped by the station, we hadn’t seen Matt. 
 
    The bullpen in the Santa Verona Police Department was crammed with at least twenty desks, and detectives and lieutenants typed away and dug up information. Phones rang, and busy voices filled the air. 
 
    The Santa Verona Police Department was housed in an old, historic Spanish-style building. Half the building consisted of the police station, and the other half contained the courthouse. Outside, the building was white stucco with a red-tiled roof. Inside, it was painted a cheery light yellow, and hallway arches were tiled with artistic blue mosaic. Potted palms dotted the space, and “Wanted” posters hung on the walls. It was a far cry from most of the bland offices that filled the rest of the country. 
 
    “We’re trying to find information about Vanessa Vail,” I said. 
 
    “Ah,” said Ethan, leaning back in his chair and smirking. “I knew this wasn’t a purely social visit.” 
 
    I smiled. “It’s too early in the morning for social visits.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Ethan. “Socializing is all about dimly lit restaurants and good food and wine.” 
 
    I fiddled with my hair and wondered if Ethan was trying to ask me out again. We’d gone out on two dinner dates so far, and I had been waiting for him to ask me again. Although I wouldn’t admit it to my mom or Aunt Kira, there was definitely something between us. I just wasn’t sure how real it was—or if it was just nostalgia for our high school days. 
 
    “Vanessa Vail had food poisoning,” Beth said, before I could say anything to Ethan. “Her boyfriend thinks she was poisoned intentionally.” 
 
    Ethan clicked a few buttons and scrolled through something on his screen. “I’ve got the report here. Unfortunately, serving bad seafood isn’t a crime.” 
 
    “No one else got sick from the ceviche,” I said. 
 
    Ethan raised one shoulder in a shrug. “Maybe there was just one bad batch. There’s really nothing to indicate it was a crime.” 
 
    “What about her stalker?” I said. 
 
    “Bill said she had a stalker,” Ethan said, “but Vanessa hadn’t reported it before. So we’re not really sure this was a crime. The police department’s got enough actual crime to deal with as is.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I know. That’s why they need to hire two new consultants.” 
 
    Ethan glanced down at his keyboard and smiled. “Maybe we’re not that swamped.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said. “In the meantime, the two future consultants need to find out if this girl was poisoned or not.” 
 
    “I think you’re wasting your time,” Ethan said. “Food poisoning happens.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It might not be a waste of time.” 
 
    “You know what really wouldn’t be a waste of time?” Ethan said. “Having dinner with me. Why don’t you stop by the station after your sleuthing today, and we can go somewhere for food?” 
 
    I smiled and tried not to blush. “That sounds fun,” I said. “Maybe I’ll even have found out who poisoned Vanessa by then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Beth and I drove straight to the Black Cat, and when we stepped inside, it was hard to tell that the sun was shining brightly outside. The place was dimly lit, and a jazz trio played onstage. There were only a few patrons at this hour, and Beth and I headed over to find Melissa. 
 
    Melissa turned out to be a tall, slender woman with long, curly red hair. 
 
    “I’m the manager here,” she told us. “I’ve been manager since the place opened.” She stood behind the bar and poured out a glass of red wine for the waitress to take over to a table. “I do double duty as the bartender during the day, when most people just want juice or soda. We have a barista in the morning, and another bartender comes in for the evenings, when I take off.” 
 
    I nodded, and then I noticed a motion out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Neve!” I said. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    Neve turned around and faced us. For once, she looked a little bit guilty. 
 
    “You said not to interfere,” she said, twirling a strand of her long blond hair. “I’m not interfering.” 
 
    “So you’re just following us around?” I said. 
 
    Neve shrugged. “I thought I’d hang out at the bar, see if I can learn anything useful. I’m not bothering anyone.” 
 
    “Don’t you have work?” Beth asked her. “Aren’t you working at that law firm as a receptionist?” 
 
    Neve shook her head. “I quit last week. It’s hard to do investigation work and keep a full-time job.” 
 
    I looked at Beth and rolled my eyes. 
 
    Neve said, “Anyway, you guys can go back to chatting. I’ll just hang out here by myself.” 
 
    She smiled at me, as though she’d found a spectacular loophole, and I shook my head. “No. You’re eavesdropping on our conversation. Why don’t you sit at a table like a regular patron?” 
 
    Neve gave me a dirty look and then shifted her glance onto Melissa. She opened her mouth to say something, decided against it, and then stalked off. 
 
    I turned to face Melissa again. “Now—where were we?” 
 
    Melissa smiled. “What was that all about?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    Beth and I settled down on barstools across from Melissa, and I turned around to make sure that Neve had settled down at a table where she couldn’t hear our conversation. I wondered why Neve was being so obstinate about wanting to work with us, but then I pushed the thought from my mind. 
 
    “We were wondering about Vanessa,” I said. “Her boyfriend’s convinced that she was poisoned.” 
 
    Melissa shook her head and leaned forward across the bar. “I’m not sure about that. I mean, he cares about her, and when she comes out of the coma, he’ll be able to tell her how much he tried to help. But poisoning? It seems a little far-fetched.” 
 
    Beth said, “Have you had any instances of food poisoning here before?” 
 
    Melissa tilted her head and looked off into the distance, trying to remember. “No,” she said finally. “Not that I can remember. Unless the people had food poisoning and never told us.” 
 
    “What about the chef?” I asked. “Who is she?” 
 
    “Xenia Alfero. Owen hired her personally, poached her from one of the most popular restaurants on Main Street, Brunetti’s.” 
 
    “I’m assuming she’s a good chef,” said Beth. 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “All chefs think they’re good.” She glanced over her shoulder, as if to make sure that no one else was listening to our conversation, and said, “We haven’t had any complaints about her cooking. But I heard there were a couple of food poisoning cases at Brunetti’s.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. “Really.” I made a note to ask Xenia about those food poisoning cases, but Melissa was right—no chef likes to think their food was bad. “And how long was Xenia working at Brunetti’s?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Melissa admitted. “But she must’ve been good. Owen wanted a really experienced, really good chef. He did the hiring himself.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the staff?” Beth asked. “Did he hire everyone himself?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “No, I hired the waitresses, and Xenia helped me hire the kitchen hands.” Just then, her phone buzzed, and she pulled it out of one pocket and frowned at it. “See?” she said. “I can see three words of this text but not the rest. It’s so weird.” 
 
    I looked at Beth and smiled. She reminded me of Aunt Kira whenever she got a new phone. 
 
    Beth said, “Is that phone new?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Melissa. “You don’t know why it’s only showing the first three words of the text, do you?” 
 
    Beth reached over and took the phone from Melissa. “See, you have to swipe this,” she said, “And then go here. That’s the whole text.” 
 
    Melissa leaned back and her eyes opened wide. She looked like she’d just discovered the meaning of life, and she said, “Oh, my.” 
 
    “Yep,” said Beth. “That’s all it is.” 
 
    “All these texts,” said Melissa, reaching forward and scrolling through her phone. “No wonder. Oh, wow.” 
 
    I smiled. “A lot of unread messages?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Melissa. “I really should’ve shown my phone to someone sooner. Who knew technology could be so difficult?” 
 
    “It can be,” I agreed. “You never know what they’ll come up with.” 
 
    “Why’d they even show the first three words anyway?” asked Melissa. “It just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    We waited for her to finish going through all of her unread texts, and then we complained about technology a bit more. 
 
    “You spend so much time learning how to do things,” said Melissa. “Isn’t it meant to be easy? Why make everything so complicated?” 
 
    “Who knows,” said Beth. “But I guess that’s why people like jazz—it’s smooth and easy to enjoy.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Melissa. “Jazz is making a comeback. I guess people revolt against technology by listening to nice music.” 
 
    “Does it get really busy here?” Beth asked. 
 
    “Sometimes,” said Melissa warily. “Why?” 
 
    “Owen gave us the impression the place was doing reasonably well,” I said. 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “I guess. For a place that’s only been open three months.” 
 
    “I heard there was a fire a few weeks ago?” 
 
    Melissa glanced off at the stage. The song ended, and she joined in with the audience to clap softly. When the next song started, Melissa looked at us and said, “Yeah, six weeks ago. The fire broke out in the kitchen—faulty wiring, apparently. Place got fixed up and back running ASAP.” 
 
    “So it was just an electrical problem? Was anyone blamed for it?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “It happened at around three in the morning. The place wasn’t too busy, so the kitchen hands had stepped out for a smoke, and Xenia had gone outside to make a phone call. The fire department came over right away.” 
 
    “And there was no harm done,” said Beth. 
 
    “No real harm,” said Melissa lightly. “No one got hurt or anything.” 
 
    “And what about the ghost?” I asked, watching Melissa closely. “There’s a rumor this place is haunted.” 
 
    Melissa smiled and rolled her eyes. “People say the darnedest things.” 
 
    “So you don’t think the place is haunted?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t want to jinx myself by saying that I don’t believe in ghosts. But… I don’t believe I’ve seen any ghosts here.” 
 
    “Owen said it was hard to hire staff because of the rumors. Has anyone you tried to hire asked you about the ghost?” 
 
    “Sure. I tell them I’ve never seen it. But you can’t stop rumors, right?” 
 
    I frowned and glanced at Beth. I could tell that she was thinking the same thing as me: the rumors had to have started somewhere. 
 
    Beth said, “Has anyone actually seen the ghost?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Melissa. “I try not to encourage that kind of talk here.” 
 
    Another song ended, and after another break in the conversation for applause, I said, “Did you know that Vanessa had a stalker?” 
 
    Melissa looked at me carefully. “You’re not serious?” 
 
    I nodded. “Her boyfriend told me. She didn’t say anything to you?” 
 
    Melissa pressed her lips together thoughtfully, and then she said, “No, I don’t think so. But I might have overheard Vanessa talking about it with Emma, who’s a waitress here. You should ask Emma about it. Why, do you think the stalker had something to do with the poisoning? If it really wasn’t food poisoning, that is.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Bill told me the stalker left Vanessa a single red rose at her doorstep. Sometimes he left her notes, complimenting her singing. But it was never anything creepy. You wouldn’t happen to know who might be here whenever Vanessa sang, would you?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head slowly. “I wish I did. But we don’t have security cameras in this place. And besides, the stalker might not have come in every day. Maybe he just watched her sing once or twice, and then started leaving her flowers.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “But you don’t recall seeing anyone particularly creepy hanging out here when Vanessa was singing?” 
 
    “No, not really. Vanessa sang from seven to nine in the mornings, and then from ten to four, she waitressed. She’d go home in the afternoons. So whoever saw her sing must’ve come in on a morning.” 
 
    “Do you have any regulars?” Beth asked. 
 
    “Sure,” said Melissa. “There’s a number of people who come in before work. We’re only a short drive from the offices on Leopold Street, so there’s a couple of office-goers who come in once or twice a week. Some couples do breakfast dates these days.” 
 
    “Anyone who comes in every day?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Melissa. “You really think this stalker might’ve had something to do with Vanessa’s poisoning?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not.” 
 
    Beth said, “What time did Vanessa eat the ceviche on Sunday?” 
 
    “Lunchtime,” said Melissa. “She ate at about two thirty and complained about feeling ill. She took off at about three o’clock, an hour before her shift ended.” 
 
    Beth said, “Why’d she have the ceviche? How are staff meals allocated?” 
 
    “Usually, they just pick something off the menu,” Melissa said. “Sometimes Xenia makes a bit too much of something. So, she might make too much salad one day, or too many roast vegetables. And the staff will be asked if they want to eat that for their lunch or dinner.” 
 
    Beth nodded and said, “And how did it work with the ceviche? Did Vanessa order it off the menu?” 
 
    “No,” said Melissa. “We don’t always do ceviche. Xenia had made a big batch of prawn ceviche that day, and we had a little left over. The lunch rush had died down, and Xenia said someone from the staff could finish it up if they wanted.” 
 
    “So Vanessa ate it at about two thirty,” I said, more to myself than to anyone in particular. “Perhaps it went bad over the extra hour that it stayed out.” 
 
    Melissa nodded. “Maybe.” 
 
    “But assuming she was poisoned,” said Beth, “did Vanessa have any enemies here? Anyone she didn’t get along with, who might’ve wanted to hurt her?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Melissa. “She got along pretty well with most of the girls here.” She frowned thoughtfully, and then she said, “But the other day—Friday—she had an argument with Emma. I didn’t hear what she said, but they definitely raised their voices.” 
 
    “Who’s Emma?” I asked. 
 
    Melissa nodded her head towards a petite, slightly chubby Asian girl, who was clearing a table some distance away. 
 
    “You can go chat with her and ask about the argument,” she said. “She might know if Vanessa had any other enemies. But I’m sure she didn’t,” she added. “Vanessa was lovely. I’m sorry she got so sick. Being in an induced coma, how horrible.” 
 
    Melissa sounded quite upset, so I said, “They’re going to take her out of the induced coma in a day or two. She should be back to normal soon.” 
 
    “I hope so,” said Melissa. “I’d hate to think that someone got so sick eating food prepared here.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “accidents do happen.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Beth. “Like the fire. Lucky Owen had all his insurance in place.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Melissa. “Lucky.” 
 
    She seemed to be annoyed about something, and I guessed it had to do with Owen. So I said, “What’s it like, working for Owen? How long’ve you been working for him?” 
 
    “About seven years now,” said Melissa. “I was at the café for all those years.” 
 
    “You must know each other really well,” said Beth. 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “I guess so. I mean, he’s an okay boss. He gets annoyed sometimes over little things, but everyone’s got their issues. The pay’s good, so I guess I can’t complain.” 
 
    She smiled, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. I wondered what she was hiding—perhaps it was a romantic issue? 
 
    As if reading my mind, Beth said, “Working all these long hours must make it tough to have a relationship.” 
 
    Melissa shook her head slightly. “My boyfriend doesn’t mind. We’ve been together almost ten years now, so it’s not too bad. What about you guys, are you single?” 
 
    “We are,” I said. “Both of us.” 
 
    “What about Owen?” Beth asked. “Is he single?” 
 
    “He’s seeing someone,” said Melissa. “He’s been with his latest partner for three years now. They seem pretty serious.” 
 
    I nodded, suddenly at a loss for questions. 
 
    “Thanks for your help,” I said. “I guess we should go chat with the chef now, see what was up with that ceviche.” 
 
    “Good luck,” said Melissa. “But people don’t admit their mistakes easily.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Xenia was sitting in one corner of the kitchen, reading something on her iPhone. She was an olive-skinned woman with frizzy brown curls, a wide frame, and doughy cheeks. She looked up when we walked in, surprised. And then, realization glimmered in her eyes. 
 
    “You must be Mindy and Beth,” she said. “Melissa said that you’d want to speak with us about Vanessa.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m Mindy, this is Beth.” 
 
    “Xenia,” she said, shaking our hands. “Good to meet you.” 
 
    I looked around the kitchen. It was all stainless steel and gleaming implements, but there was nobody here other than Xenia. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “They’re off,” said Xenia. “The kitchen hands work shifts. I work from seven till ten thirty, then I’ve got an hour’s break, then I work till two. I’m off after that. Ada does the night shift.” 
 
    “That sounds neat,” Beth said. “It must be hard staffing a twenty-four-hour place.” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Xenia. “But that’s not my problem. My problem’s serving up the breakfasts and lunches.” 
 
    “Do you like it here?” asked Beth. 
 
    Xenia shrugged. “I guess so. Owen offered me a pay raise to come here, and he promised me this place would be hot. So far, I’ve got the pay raise but the place isn’t hot. I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “What kind of food do you make?” asked Beth. 
 
    “All kinds. Depends on the produce available, really. Burgers, pastas, those are our staples. Eggs and waffles for breakfast. And then I do the seasonal stuff. Like that ceviche—that’s what you want to ask about, right?” 
 
    Beth and I both nodded, and Beth said, “You don’t believe it was food poisoning.” 
 
    “Not just that,” said Xenia. “I know for a fact that she didn’t get food poisoning. No way, no how.” 
 
    “What makes you so confident?” I said. 
 
    “Here’s the thing.” Xenia looked up at us seriously. “It’s actually very difficult to get food poisoning from ceviche. To make a ceviche, you have to denature the seafood in an acid solution, which I did. This solution removes all traces of botulinum and any other toxins. So there’s absolutely no way Vanessa could’ve gotten food poisoning from the ceviche.” 
 
    I looked at her carefully. Xenia seemed awfully sure of herself, and Melissa’s warning that people didn’t like to admit to their mistakes rang in my ears. 
 
    Beth said, “And you’re sure you denatured the prawns correctly?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Xenia. “There’s no way traces of botulinum could’ve remained in the prawns. If Vanessa did get food poisoning, she got it from somewhere else, not my ceviche.” 
 
    “Have there been any food poisoning cases here before?” 
 
    “None,” said Xenia vehemently. “I run a good kitchen, always have, always will. Even when I worked at Brunetti’s—there weren’t any food poisoning cases when I was on the job.” 
 
    I looked at Beth and raised one eyebrow silently. Melissa had mentioned food poisoning at Brunetti’s, but maybe that had happened after Xenia had left. 
 
    Beth said, “If Vanessa didn’t get sick from your ceviche, she must’ve gotten sick from something else. Did you see her going out to eat anything?” 
 
    Xenia shook her head. “No, as far as I know she was in here the whole time. Maybe she had something in her bag. Or maybe someone poisoned the ceviche.” 
 
    I frowned. Even though Xenia seemed awfully sure of herself, I had to agree that it seemed unlikely that bad prawns had put Vanessa into a coma. 
 
    “Who would’ve poisoned the ceviche?” said Beth. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Xenia flatly. “Maybe it was Alyssa?” 
 
    “Who’s Alyssa?” 
 
    Xenia cracked a smile. “She’s the ghost. The waitress who was killed in this building.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance, and I said, “You don’t really believe in that stuff, do you?” 
 
    Xenia shrugged. “I used to think ghosts weren’t real. But sometimes when I step out to make phone calls, I can hear banging in the kitchen. I come back and things are in different places from where I left them. Some of the girls say they see a white apparition late at night.” 
 
    I gulped, trying not to think about ghosts. 
 
    Beth said, “Let’s get back to the ceviche. How do you decide who eats what?” 
 
    “Well, the girls sometimes ask me to make them a burger or a sandwich. If there’s leftovers, I send a text asking if anyone wants it. I sent one about the ceviche, Vanessa said she’d have it, and then I texted everyone back saying the ceviche was taken, it was Vanessa’s.” 
 
    “What time was this?” I said. “What time did you send the text that said the ceviche was Vanessa’s?” 
 
    “A bit before two, I think,” said Xenia. 
 
    “So everyone knew that Vanessa would eat the ceviche,” said Beth. 
 
    There were a few seconds of silence, as we were each lost in our thoughts. 
 
    And then Xenia said, “No way was this food poisoning. Four people in the restaurant ate the ceviche, and none of them got sick.” 
 
    “It’s not possible for only one person to get sick from botulinum poisoning,” Beth said. “It’s not like normal food poisoning, where some people might have a strong immune system and not get sick. Botulinum poisoning affects everyone who ate the poisoned food. Everyone who ate the ceviche would’ve gotten sick. Maybe they just didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “Maybe,” admitted Xenia. “But you could get in touch with the diners and ask them.” 
 
    Beth nodded. “We might do that.” 
 
    “I can guarantee it,” said Xenia. “None of them got sick.” 
 
    “Could the ceviche have gone bad in that extra half hour before Vanessa ate it?” 
 
    Xenia shook her head. “Have you not heard me? I denatured it properly—there’s no way anyone could get sick from eating it.” 
 
    I hid my smile. Xenia was living up to Melissa’s depiction of the stereotypical chef who thought her food could never be bad. 
 
    Beth said, “So let’s say someone did poison Vanessa. Who could it be? Other than Alyssa, of course.” 
 
    Xenia shook her head. “I can’t help you there. It could be anyone. Staff can enter the kitchen through that door you just walked through, and someone could walk in through this door here that leads to the parking lot.” 
 
    “Could someone have walked in when you weren’t here?” I said. “Was there some time that day when no one was in the kitchen?” 
 
    “There’s usually someone or other in here,” said Xenia. 
 
    “But what about the day the fire broke out?” Beth said. “No one was in here at that time.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” said Xenia begrudgingly. “I guess sometimes people go out.” 
 
    “Well, can you think back to Sunday? When could the kitchen have been empty?” 
 
    “Well, I sent the kitchen hands home a half hour early, at one thirty. There wasn’t much of a crowd, so we were going to close the kitchen anyway, and I could handle any orders that came in after that. I usually go outside to call my boys at around one forty-five, just to make sure they’ve eaten and everything.” 
 
    “So the kitchen was empty at one forty-five,” Beth said. 
 
    “Sure,” said Xenia. “But just for a few minutes.” 
 
    “And you went to the parking lot to make the call?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Xenia. “But I was pacing around, not really watching the door. I guess someone could’ve walked in, now that I think about it.” 
 
    Beth nodded, and I said, “Thanks for your help. Here’s my card, let me know if you think of anything else.” 
 
    Xenia glanced at the card and put it away. “Sure,” she said. “I’ll call you.” 
 
    And then she went back to reading whatever it was she’d been reading before we came in. 
 
    I looked at Beth and shrugged, and we made our way out of the kitchen. Xenia had tried to be helpful, and I had no doubt she really believed she’d prepared the prawns correctly. I was tempted to believe her. And if everyone in the Black Cat knew that Vanessa would eat the prawns, that meant someone had tried to poison her specifically. 
 
    Anyone could’ve gone into the kitchen and added some botulinum to the prawns. Beth and I just had to find out who might’ve hated Vanessa enough to want to kill her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    We found Emma polishing glasses behind the bar and putting them away. 
 
    She gave us a shy smile when we introduced ourselves, and said, “I can talk while I work.” She turned to Melissa and said, “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    “No, go ahead,” said Melissa, who was standing at the bar by herself. 
 
    I looked around for Neve, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. I assumed she’d gotten tired of not being able to overhear anything interesting and had gone home. Maybe she’d give up her silly venture of being a private investigator who spent her days annoying innocent souls like Beth and me, and would go back to being a receptionist. 
 
    “The place seems a bit emptier now,” I said to Emma. 
 
    She shrugged. “This is the quiet time, between breakfast and lunch. There’s another lull between lunch and dinner.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “So you like working here?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess. The same as waitressing anywhere else, really.” 
 
    I watched Emma, trying to judge her age. She could’ve been anywhere between twenty and thirty-five. “So you and Vanessa were friends?” 
 
    “Kind of. I mean, we were friendly, but not particularly close, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “But I heard you guys had a big fight last week.” 
 
    Emma smiled. “No, I wouldn’t call it a big fight. A bit of an argument, maybe.” 
 
    “What was it about?” 
 
    Emma shrugged, looking shy again. “Vanessa would sometimes complain that some weirdo sent her roses because he liked her singing. She said it was kind of funny, but it was also getting creepy and that she’d quit singing if it didn’t stop. So, I told her that maybe I could sing instead of her sometimes.” 
 
    I looked at her, surprised. “You sing?” 
 
    Emma shrugged again. “Yeah, kind of,” she muttered. “But anyway, Vanessa said she’d keep singing. I guess the pay made up for it.” 
 
    “And now Vanessa’s gone,” I said. “You can do the singing for a few days.” 
 
    “I never actually asked if I could do the morning session,” she said. “I guess I should.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. “Why haven’t you asked?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Emma stopped rubbing the glass she was cleaning and looked at us thoughtfully. “It’s a little freaky, right? Vanessa complains about this stalker, and then she gets sick. I wouldn’t want that to be me. I think, maybe I shouldn’t sing.” 
 
    Emma looked so uncertain about the whole thing. I couldn’t imagine her trying to kill Vanessa just so that she could sing. Even if she did get Vanessa out of the way, there was no guarantee that Owen would ask her to take over the morning sessions. 
 
    “Who’s done the morning sessions these last few days?” Beth asked. 
 
    “You’d have to ask Melissa,” said Emma. “I don’t think anyone was actually singing, it was just ensemble music. But I’ve heard Owen’s trying to hire someone.” 
 
    I nodded and glanced at Melissa, who was standing a few feet behind us. I wondered if she’d heard any of the conversation, but she appeared not to have. Before I could ask her about this morning’s session, a waitress with cocoa-brown skin and close-cropped dark hair showed up and asked Melissa for something. Melissa began looking around for bottles, finding what she wanted and measuring out a shot of vodka. 
 
    “Do you know anyone who might’ve wanted to hurt Vanessa?” I said, focusing my attention on Emma again. 
 
    Emma shook her head. “No. But things here have been really weird. Apparently, the place is haunted.” 
 
    I tried not to look too worried. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I hear things,” said Emma. “People are scared to go into the parking lot alone past midnight. Some of the girls saw the ghost there.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Beth. “A white apparition.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s what ghosts look like,” said Emma. 
 
    “Have you ever seen this ghost?” I asked. 
 
    Emma shook her head. “No, but Jennifer said that she knew a girl who’d seen it. She said the ghost spoke to her friend.” 
 
    “Really? And what did the ghost say?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Emma. “You’ll have to ask Jennifer. Oh—and there’s also Sally.” 
 
    I looked at her, puzzled. “Sally?” 
 
    “You asked who might’ve wanted to hurt Vanessa,” said Emma. “Sally Smith. I overheard her talking to Vanessa. Something about a secret—that Vanessa needed to keep something a secret.” 
 
    My ears perked up. A secret sounded promising—and in my experience, people are willing to do whatever it takes to keep a dirty secret buried. 
 
    “Who’s Sally?” I said. 
 
    Emma looked around and then pointed her out to me. A short, skinny girl with mousy brown hair. She was wiping down a table at the far end of the restaurant. 
 
    “You should ask her what’s going on,” said Emma. “But Sally doesn’t really talk to any of us much. She’s really quiet.” 
 
    “I’ll have a word with her,” I said, handing Emma my card. “Thanks. Let me know if you think of anything else.” 
 
    Beth and I headed over to where Sally Smith was working, and I wondered what her secret could possibly be. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” I said cheerfully as we approached Sally. “You must be Sally Smith.” 
 
    Sally looked at us warily and put down the rag she’d been using to clean the table. Up close, I could see permanent frown lines between her eyebrows, and though she put on a polite smile, she didn’t seem all that pleased to see us. I guessed that despite the frown lines, she was in her late twenties or early thirties, and Beth and I introduced ourselves. 
 
    “I know who you are,” Sally said politely. “Melissa said you’d be coming around to talk to all of us.” 
 
    “And you can talk to us now?” 
 
    Sally shrugged. “I guess this is as good a time as any, given how it’s so quiet now.” 
 
    I nodded. “Is the place usually busier?” 
 
    “Around lunch and dinner, and then late at night sometimes,” said Sally. “It ebbs and flows.” 
 
    “And you like working here?” 
 
    Sally nodded, her eyes guarded. 
 
    I said, “Were you friends with Vanessa?” 
 
    Sally bit her lip and looked off into the distance, as though deciding how much to tell us. Finally, she said, “I knew her. We talked sometimes.” 
 
    I supposed that meant she didn’t consider Vanessa to be a friend. Or did it? I was confused. 
 
    I said, “Did Vanessa tell you much about her life?” 
 
    “This and that,” said Sally. “I know she loved her boyfriend. They seemed pretty serious. And I guess you know about her stalker?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, Bill told us she had one. What did Vanessa tell you about the guy?” 
 
    “Just that he’d leave her a single red rose sometimes. Sometimes there were notes with the roses, saying she was pretty or that she had a nice voice. But she thought it was funny, not scary.” 
 
    I nodded. That’s what we’d heard so far. “Do you have any idea who it might’ve been?” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “It could’ve been anyone.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I wondered how to broach the topic of her argument with Vanessa, but Beth beat me to it by saying, “Did you tell Vanessa some secret?” 
 
    Sally narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Beth said, “You were overheard telling Vanessa that she better not share your secret.” 
 
    Sally gulped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I said, “You don’t remember any secret? That you might’ve told Vanessa?” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “No.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a look: neither of us believed her. 
 
    Beth said, “You must’ve been arguing about something. People heard you.” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “It was just silly girl stuff. Nothing important.” 
 
    “So you did tell her a secret.” 
 
    “It wasn’t anything important, just something silly and embarrassing.” 
 
    “Maybe you could tell us. It might have something to do with Vanessa’s poisoning.” 
 
    Sally looked at us, concerned. But then she shook her head again. “No, it couldn’t have anything to do with that.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I said. “Why don’t you try us? We wouldn’t tell anyone else.” 
 
    Sally looked away, refusing to meet my eyes. “I can’t tell you. It’s not important anyway.” 
 
    “Well, what was the fight about? Why would she tell someone else your secret?” 
 
    “She was really close with her boyfriend.” Sally twirled a strand of her hair nervously. “She wanted to tell him, and I said no. I’d told her in confidence.” 
 
    “Do you know if she told her boyfriend?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Sally’s eyes were hooded, and she gazed off into the distance. “I’m sorry about Vanessa. But really, my secret’s just a silly, embarrassing thing. It’s got nothing to do with the poisoning.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can’t tell us?” 
 
    “No,” said Sally. “And if there’s nothing else you’d like to ask me—” 
 
    I could see she was about to make an excuse about work in an attempt to get rid of us, so I quickly said, “Actually, there is. Did Vanessa have any enemies? Anyone who might’ve wanted to hurt her?” 
 
    “No. She was nice. We all got along with her. I’m not sure anyone would want to hurt her. Not even the stalker—she thought he was really harmless.” 
 
    I nodded. “And she didn’t seem any different in the days before she died? Worried, maybe, or anxious about something?” 
 
    I noticed Melissa walking past us, on her way to one of the tables to get the used plates left behind, and I wondered if Sally needed to get back to work. 
 
    Sally said, “No. Vanessa seemed fine. If anything, that just adds to the rumors about this place.” 
 
    “What rumors?” I said. “Not the ghost again?” 
 
    Sally nodded. “People say it’s haunted. That’s why things are going wrong. Like the fire.” 
 
    Beth said, “You don’t really believe that, do you?” 
 
    Sally shrugged. “I’m more scared of people than ghosts.” She gave us a wry smile. “Have you dealt with a group of drunk customers at four in the morning? Most of the tourists are nice, but we’re getting more of a party crowd these days. They seem to think this is a nice place to relax after all that drinking.” 
 
    I smiled back politely. I couldn’t help but wonder what Sally’s secret was—and I didn’t believe for a second that it was something harmless as she claimed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    After thanking Sally for her time, we found Melissa manning the bar once again. 
 
    “Do you have a list of diners who ate the prawn ceviche on Sunday?” I asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. But there’s a pile of receipts here—you can go through them and find the tables who ordered the ceviche. There were four ceviche orders.” 
 
    We thanked her and settled down with the receipts at a quiet table. Other than the dim lighting, it was actually a rather pleasant place to work. The jazz music filled the room, and there were few other diners at that hour. 
 
    A half hour later, Beth and I had managed to find the receipts of the tables which had ordered the prawn ceviche. I took photos of the receipts with my smartphone, and then Beth and I returned the pile to Melissa. 
 
    “Did you find what you wanted?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. “Now we just have to follow the leads.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. So you really think Vanessa was poisoned on purpose?” 
 
    Beth said, “We don’t know for sure. But if we call the people who ate the ceviche and find out that none of them got sick, then it’s pretty likely that Vanessa didn’t get food poisoning from badly prepared ceviche.” 
 
    “How would you get in touch with whoever ate the ceviche?” Melissa said. “The receipts don’t have contact information for the diners.” 
 
    I gave her a wink. “We’ve got our ways.” 
 
    I didn’t want to reveal just how easy it was to uncover the identity of credit card users. The receipts from the bar would have the last four digits of the card used, and the users’ last names; running that information through my database would quickly bring up the card owners’ contact information. 
 
    Melissa looked thoughtful. “I see. I don’t know if I should be relieved if it turns out that Vanessa was poisoned. I mean, there are rumors about this place. But if she didn’t get poisoning from the badly prepared ceviche, that means Xenia did her job correctly. I don’t need to worry about hiring another chef.” 
 
    “Xenia seemed really confident,” I said. 
 
    Melissa nodded. “Of course. But in my experience, chefs are always confident. Anyway, if it turns out that the ceviche was prepared correctly, that means someone here is a killer. And that’s not a comforting thought.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    We called Bill and arranged to meet him for lunch. 
 
    There was a diner right near his office—“It serves delicious greasy food,” Bill said—and we agreed to meet there. 
 
    Tom’s Restaurant was busy when we walked in, and I knew we’d chosen to eat during the corporate lunch rush. Inside the restaurant, a mirrored wall reflected the view out the window back at us. White-and-chrome tables, and booths upholstered in some kind of red-brown material filled the space, and the scent of fries, pasta and chicken filled the air. 
 
    “I feel kind of sorry for Melissa,” I said as we sat in a booth near the back and waited for Bill. “It must be tough managing the place with all these things going on. Rumors about Alyssa the ghost, the kitchen catching on fire, and now Vanessa getting poisoned.” 
 
    “It must be harder for Owen,” said Beth. “Seeing how he actually owns the place.” 
 
    Just then, Bill slid into the seat opposite us. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. “A meeting ran over.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. We placed our orders when a waitress showed up—chicken salad for Bill, beef burger and fries for Beth, and lasagna for me. Once the waitress left, I said, “Did Vanessa ever talk about Sally? Another waitress at the Black Cat?” 
 
    Bill looked surprised. “Sure. I remember her mentioning something about Sally Smith. That she had a big secret.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “Just a few days ago.” 
 
    “Did Vanessa say what the secret was?” 
 
    Bill shook his head. “No. Vanessa just said Sally had a secret. A big one, that she wasn’t sure she could keep. She seemed worried about it and said that she wasn’t sure she should keep it.” 
 
    “And?” I said. 
 
    “And that was it,” Bill said. “She never said anything more about it. I forgot about it. I mean, friends have secrets, I suppose. Maybe it was a girl thing.” 
 
    “And you’ve got no idea—no idea at all—what the secret might’ve been.” 
 
    “No,” said Bill. “Sorry.” 
 
    “These roses and notes that the stalker left Vanessa,” said Beth thoughtfully. “Did she get any the day she got food poisoning?” 
 
    “No. I remember, because she said she thought that maybe the stalker was taking a break again. She said she hadn’t gotten anything for the last week.” 
 
    Beth glanced at me, and I raised one shoulder in a slight shrug. It all seemed to add up to something—I just wasn’t sure what that something was. Perhaps if we revisited the Black Cat, we’d find something that we’d overlooked the first time around. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Beth and I decided to stop by my apartment before we went back to the Black Cat, and while I searched through the online databases, Beth played with Pixie. Pixie was learning a few new tricks. Whenever Beth asked her to turn around, she’d turn around in a circle. 
 
    As I looked through the databases and gathered the phone numbers I needed, Pixie learned how to say, “Turn around,” and then Beth would turn around in a circle, and Pixie would cackle. 
 
    “She’s training you well,” I said when I’d gathered all the information I needed. “How does she do that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Beth. “I read that you can teach a parrot to turn around, and I was trying to do it. I didn’t realize Pixie wanted to be the trainer.” 
 
    We played with Pixie for a few more minutes, and then I called the first number on the list. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. “Is this Rowena Howser? Oh, hi, my name’s Mindy Mansfield and I’m looking into the health and safety conditions of the Black Cat Jazz Bar. I believe you or someone at your table ate the prawn ceviche? Oh, okay—and did you feel any kind of illness afterward? Right, I see. Well, thanks for your time today.” 
 
    I hung up and looked at Beth, who was scratching Pixie’s head gently. 
 
    “No-go?” she said. 
 
    “Nope. Rowena ate the ceviche herself. Said it was delicious, and she felt perfectly fine afterward.” 
 
    Beth’s expression was inscrutable. “Do you want me to make the next call?” she said. 
 
    “No, you keep Pixie busy, I’ll run through the list.” 
 
    By the time I’d finished talking to the three other people on my list, Beth had taught Pixie how to shake hands—or claws, in Pixie’s case. 
 
    “None of the other people who ate the ceviche got sick,” I said. 
 
    Beth said, “I guess Bill’s right. Someone really did poison Vanessa.” 
 
    “But who would want to hurt her? Everyone at the Black Cat seemed to like her.” 
 
    “Not everyone,” Beth reminded me. 
 
    I agreed. “I think we should head back there. I’ve got a feeling we’re about to learn something new.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon, and the Santa Verona weather was idyllic—blue skies and warm sun. But when we stepped inside the Black Cat, we were transported to another world: one which was dimly lit and reverberated with the soothing sound of smooth music. 
 
    I took a few steps forward, looking for a waitress we hadn’t talked to yet. I knew that different waitresses would have shifts at different times, and I was about to approach Melissa, who was manning the bar, when a familiar voice floated over to my ears. 
 
    “… And I’ll be filling in for Vanessa,” she was saying. “She’s unfortunately been taken ill. If you enjoyed her singing, I hope you’ll like mine.” 
 
    Beth followed my glance, and we both stared at the stage, narrow-eyed. I could feel my jaw clenching involuntarily: just what did Neve think she was doing? 
 
    As we watched, Neve ended her little spiel about taking over Vanessa’s role and began singing. I had to admit, her voice was enchanting; she’d clearly had some musical training. Dressed in a shimmery black dress, with her blond hair piled up high on her head and her makeup dark and smoky, Neve looked very much the part of a mesmerizing jazz vocalist. 
 
    “I can’t believe her,” Beth breathed softly. 
 
    “Me neither.” I pursed my lips, wondering how Neve had come up with this idea. 
 
    “We’ll need to talk to her,” Beth said, sounding as annoyed as I felt. “Whatever she’s up to.” 
 
    “She said she wouldn’t interfere in the investigation.” 
 
    “I guess she thinks this is a sneaky workaround.” 
 
    I sighed and decided to ignore Neve until we absolutely had to deal with her. 
 
    Melissa smiled at us when we approached the bar. “Would you ladies like a drink while you work?” 
 
    “No, thanks,” I said. “I’m not really in the mood for a club soda right now. But business seems to have picked up today.” 
 
    “It ebbs and flows,” Melissa said. “Owen’s trying to get some publicity for the place.” 
 
    “And what’s up with her?” I jerked my head towards Neve, who’d just finished a song and was smiling at all the applauding listeners. 
 
    A waitress approached the bar with a drink order, and we watched as Melissa procured glasses and mixed together different liquids. “She approached me and then Owen,” Melissa said as she worked. “Said she’s a good singer, she’s got training, and she’ll work for free till Vanessa can get back. Owen couldn’t resist the free offer.” 
 
    “So she just started working here? Just like that?” 
 
    “This is her trial,” Melissa said. “But she’s clearly incredible. I don’t think we can turn her down. It works out well for the restaurant.” 
 
    I sighed and glanced at Beth, who shrugged. Whatever Neve was up to, she seemed to have thought it out. 
 
    “Her trial’s going to be over in a half hour,” Melissa said. “You girls could chat with her then, if you wanted to.” 
 
    “We don’t want to,” I said glumly. “But we’re going to have to.” 
 
    Melissa smiled. “I’m guessing you’re going to want to chat with some of the waitstaff in the meantime.” 
 
    “That’s what we came here for,” I said, trying to muster up some enthusiasm. “Who haven’t we talked to yet?” 
 
    “There’s a couple of girls who work the evening shift,” Melissa said. She pointed out some of the girls and told us their names. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “We appreciate your help. I guess we’ll start with whoever’s standing closest to us right now.” 
 
    “Ilona,” said Beth. “Come on.” 
 
    We went over to the waitress whose name Melissa had told us was Ilona. Ilona was tall enough to be a model, and slender with olive skin and long dark curls. She looked at us warily when we approached her; she’d clearly seen us chatting with Melissa a few seconds ago. The suspicious glaze of her eyes disappeared once we explained who we were, and what we wanted to talk about. 
 
    Ilona nodded. “Sure,” she said. “I’d seen Vanessa around. But we never really talked much. I usually come in just after lunch and leave late at night; I only get to see Vanessa for a few hours.” 
 
    “Did you know of anyone who might’ve wanted to hurt her?” When Ilona shook her head, I said, “And what about anyone who might’ve had an argument with her recently?” 
 
    Ilona looked at us thoughtfully. “You know, a few days ago, she seemed to have an argument with Sally Smith, who works during the day. Have you talked to her?” 
 
    I nodded. “We did, but she didn’t tell us much about the argument. You don’t have any idea what it might have been about, do you?” 
 
    Ilona shook her head. “No. But I did hear Sally say it was really important. That it was a matter of life and death. She seemed really angry and upset.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. Sally had told us that it had been a silly argument about an embarrassing secret, but this didn’t seem like a silly argument at all. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” I said slowly. “Did you know Sally Smith well?” 
 
    Ilona shook her head. “No, Sally keeps to herself. She never really talks with the rest of us much.” 
 
    “And what about Vanessa’s stalker?” Beth said. “Had you heard about that?” 
 
    “I have now,” said Ilona wryly. “The girls here are worried about Vanessa, but I didn’t know about the stalker before this. It’s so creepy.” 
 
    “You’ve got no idea who it might be?” 
 
    Ilona shook her head. “It was someone who liked her singing, and Vanessa sang in the mornings. I don’t work mornings. You’ll have to talk to the girls who work the morning shift. It’s really horrible, though. We all thought it was just food poisoning. Now if someone’s actually trying to kill her…” 
 
    “But she didn’t die,” I said. “At least she’s still alive. And the doctors say she’ll be out of the coma in a day or two.” 
 
    “Still,” said Ilona. “How horrible.” 
 
    Neve finished her song, and I turned around to watch her as everyone applauded. “At least Owen’s found a replacement singer,” I muttered. “It would’ve been terrible for him if Vanessa had died.” 
 
    “Not really,” said Ilona, watching with us as Neve began to give a short speech thanking the audience and saying she’d be back tomorrow morning. “If Vanessa died, Owen would get the insurance money. He took out life insurance on Vanessa, just in case anything ever happened to her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    I turned to Ilona and watched her closely. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “The insurance?” She shrugged. “I might be wrong, but it’s a rumor that’s floating around; the girls were talking about it. Apparently Owen gets a multimillion-dollar payout if Vanessa dies.” 
 
    I relaxed slightly. “So it’s just a rumor.” 
 
    “I guess,” said Ilona. “And I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have insurance on anyone who’s not a singer. So I’m probably safe.” 
 
    Her tone was joking, and her lips had gone up in a forced smile, but I could tell she was worried. 
 
    “Don’t stress,” I told her. “You girls are definitely safe. Beth and I’ll find out who poisoned Vanessa, and you can all relax.” 
 
    Ilona nodded, and I handed her one of our cards. “Call if you think of anything else. You’ve been very helpful.” I could see Neve making a beeline for the bar, and Beth and I quickly said goodbye to Ilona and headed over. 
 
    We got to Neve just as she was taking a sip from the glass of water Melissa had handed her. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” I settled into the barstool on Neve’s right, and Beth sat down next to me. I was trying very hard not to glare at Neve, but her smug smile was making it difficult. 
 
    Neve reached up to smooth her blond hair. “I never wanted to be a professional singer, but it is quite fun.” 
 
    “Why?” I said, not wanting to waste time on Neve’s version of banter. 
 
    “Why sing here?” Neve looked at me, as though I was asking the dumbest of questions. “Why not? I thought it’d be fun to check out the joint, see if I pick up anything.” 
 
    “By singing?” 
 
    Neve smiled and shrugged. “I look good as a singer. And now that I’ve quit my job, I thought it would be fun to work in the same place as you guys. Besides, the audience loves me. As I knew they would. I’m always popular wherever I go.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You weren’t supposed to interfere.” 
 
    “I’m not interfering,” Neve said sweetly. “I’m just hanging out, seeing if I can pick up any clues. All while becoming a popular jazz singer. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a date with Liam to get to.” 
 
    Neve put her water glass down, slid off the barstool, and flounced out of the restaurant. 
 
    Beth and I turned our heads, watching her leave. 
 
    A few seconds later, Melissa materialized at our sides and placed two glasses on the bar. 
 
    “What’s this?” I said, looking at the glasses Melissa had given us. They were full of a transparent liquid and garnished with mint leaves. 
 
    “Mojitos,” said Melissa. “On the house. I know you don’t drink on the job, but I figure you’re about done for the day, right?” 
 
    I sighed. “Not quite. But I guess one drink can’t hurt.” 
 
    I took a sip of the minty liquid and watched as Melissa excused herself to go pour a pitcher of beer. When she returned, I said, “Did you know anything about Owen taking out life insurance on Vanessa?” 
 
    Melissa gulped and looked from me to Beth. “So you’ve heard?” 
 
    “How come you didn’t tell us?” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was important,” Melissa said quickly. “And it had kind of slipped my mind. I mean, Owen does so many different things and I’m not always up to date with what insurance policies he’s got. I mean, surely you don’t think—” 
 
    I ignored her question and said, “How did you find out about the insurance on Vanessa? Do you have access to Owen’s finances?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “No, Owen leaves the management of the place to me, but he’s got a bookkeeper and accountant who do the finances. I think he mentioned something about insurance a few months ago, but I forgot.” 
 
    “What made you remember?” 
 
    Melissa looked at me, her eyes serious and concerned. “After you two left yesterday, the girls began talking about Vanessa and what happened. It was a sad thing when she got food poisoning, but now people think it was intentional. Which is scary for everyone here.” 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t mean to make people worried.” 
 
    “I know,” said Melissa. “And if Vanessa really was poisoned… you’re sure she was actually poisoned? Maybe it was just food poisoning.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure,” I said. “But back to the insurance—what insurance does Owen have?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Melissa. “I mean, he’s probably got contents and building insurance. And maybe life insurance on himself.” 
 
    “And Vanessa,” I prompted. 
 
    Melissa nodded. “And Vanessa.” 
 
    “What made you remember that he had insurance on Vanessa?” said Beth. 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “One of the waitresses mentioned it. I don’t remember who, but when I heard it, I remembered Owen telling me he’d gotten it.” 
 
    “Isn’t it odd?” I said. “To get life insurance on a waitress?” 
 
    Melissa excused herself to mix up two cocktails, and when she returned, she said, “What were we talking about?” 
 
    “Isn’t it odd he got life insurance on Vanessa?” I repeated. 
 
    “I guess not,” said Melissa. “Vanessa was more than a waitress. She was important to the restaurant. It was a good idea—finding a waitress who had a singing hobby. She could sing, and do waitressing work. Owen could get a good, reliable singer without spending too much.” 
 
    “I’m sure there are lots of wannabe singers in Hollywood,” I said uncertainly. I didn’t know much about the music industry, but if it was anything like the acting business, hopefuls would be prepared to spend most of their days doing waitressing work. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Melissa. “But it would be difficult to find applicants and screen them and finally get everything set up. And Owen was thinking he’d promote Vanessa’s singing. He’d build up a following among locals, and tourists would come to see her singing. He hired her with an airtight contract.” 
 
    “And she was happy to sign it?” 
 
    “I don’t think Vanessa ever expected to be more than a waitress,” Melissa said. “Singing was just her hobby.” 
 
    “Does Owen have insurance on anyone else who works here?” I said. 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “I don’t think so. Just Vanessa. And on the building, of course.” 
 
    I thought back to the fire in the kitchen and nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “I know it’s rather unusual,” Melissa said. “But Owen’s not a bad guy. He’d never hurt someone else.” 
 
    “Unless he was desperate,” said Beth. 
 
    Melissa looked at her doubtfully. 
 
    “Desperate people can do strange things,” I said, agreeing with Beth. “You never really know what someone’s capable of.” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Melissa, still sounding uncertain. She disappeared for a few minutes to make another drink order. When she came back, she said, “Do you think you could come by another time to chat with the rest of the girls? We’re getting a lot of customers suddenly, and I’ll need everyone at work.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “We can stop by in a few hours’ time. Or tomorrow.” 
 
    Melissa nodded. “Thanks. The bartender called in sick today, so I’m going to have to manage drinks as well. Did you chat with Sally, the girl who’d argued with Vanessa?” 
 
    “I did,” I said thoughtfully. “How long has she been working here?” 
 
    “We hired her a few weeks after we opened,” said Melissa. “Why?” 
 
    “No reason,” I said. “But she seems to be hiding something. It’s time Beth and I looked into her secret.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    We said goodbye to Melissa and headed over to the police station. It was as busy as always, and for once, Detective Matt Alvarez was sitting at the desk next to Ethan’s. Ethan’s desk, on the other hand, was empty. 
 
    Matt’s dark eyes lit up when he saw Beth. “Hello,” he said. “I haven’t seen you in ages.” 
 
    “You’re always out,” Beth reminded him. “Or over in Phoenix.” 
 
    Matt grinned. “Well, I’m here now. We can catch up over some coffee, maybe. How do you feel about having some terrible police station coffee?” 
 
    “That sounds like fun,” said Beth. 
 
    She glanced at me, and just then, Ethan walked in. 
 
    “You two go have coffee,” I told Beth. “I’ve got some questions for Ethan.” 
 
    Ethan grinned as he sat down at his desk. “I guess you can’t get enough of me.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “More like, I can’t get enough of those records you’ve got access to.” 
 
    “We’re heading to the break room,” said Matt. He glanced at me and said, “I hope your chat with Ethan goes well.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, smiling at him. I turned to Beth and said, “You don’t need to wait for me, I’ll take the bus back home.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” said Beth. 
 
    I nodded. “You could even drive out and have a nice coffee somewhere with Matt. Not just break room coffee.” 
 
    Beth’s cheeks reddened slightly, and I knew that when I got home, she’d berate me for trying to send her out on a coffee date. “Break room coffee’s fine,” she said. “I’ll stop by when we’re—” 
 
    “You don’t need to stop by.” I glanced at Matt, who was smiling. “I’ll take the bus home. I don’t need you driving me around all the time.” 
 
    Beth was going to say something in protest, but she stopped herself in time and turned around to follow Matt over to the break room. I knew she’d be annoyed at me, but I couldn’t help feeling that I’d done a good thing. Perhaps I could pursue a career as a matchmaker, after all. 
 
    When I turned around, Ethan was typing out a message on his smartphone. 
 
    “So,” he said. “If you’re not here for a social visit, what did you want to discuss?” 
 
    Ethan’s eyes were dark and watchful, and I smiled. “It can’t always be social. You know I’m a working gal.” 
 
    Ethan smiled, his eyes melting like soft puddles of chocolate sauce. “I’m aware of that. And Beth?” 
 
    “She’s working too. But she needed a break.” 
 
    “From you meddling with her love life?” 
 
    I smirked. “I wouldn’t call it meddling. More like—helping.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Anyway.” I grew serious again and found the notebook where I’d jotted down some reminders on the drive over to the station. “I wonder if you could pull up the records of a Sally Smith?” 
 
    “Who’s that?” said Ethan, punching some keys on his keyboard. “Someone steal your lunch money?” 
 
    “She had a fight with Vanessa before the poisoning. I Googled her after I talked to her, but nothing came up online. She’s got no social media profiles, nothing. It’s like she’s a ghost.” 
 
    Ethan punched a few buttons, scrolled through a few screens, and then he shook his head. “Nothing in the system,” he said. “She’s never been arrested, no priors, no records. Not even a parking ticket. You’re right, the woman is a ghost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my watch, not having expected the files on Sally Smith to be near-nonexistent. “Well, at least I didn’t waste too much of your time,” I said nervously. 
 
    “Are you really going to take off before Beth gets back?” Ethan said. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I feel bad making her drive me everywhere.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s happy to,” Ethan said. “But I was just leaving. How ’bout I drive you home—or better, we go have dinner somewhere?” 
 
    I smiled. If the case wasn’t going anywhere, maybe Ethan and I could. “Okay. That works well.” 
 
    Ethan and I headed out, and I sent Beth a text saying that I’d gotten a lift from Ethan. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked Ethan. 
 
    “I know a nice place a few blocks north of the pier,” he said. “Just off Main Street.” 
 
    I nodded. Far away enough from the main tourist drag to be a tad less busy, but still close enough to the action to be popular. 
 
    Deco’s turned out to be a small diner with dark wood tables and exposed brick walls. It was early enough to get a table without a reservation, but quite a few of the tables had “Reserved” signs on them. The place was small and intimate without being stuffy, and after ordering our food (steak and red wine for me, and beer and mushroom risotto for Ethan) we started chatting about our lives. 
 
    “So Neve’s still bothering you?” said Ethan. “You know she’s gotten fired from her gig at the DA’s office.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. I wondered if I should say anything about Liam, my ex-boyfriend whom Neve was currently dating. However, I didn’t want to be one of those girls who babbled on about their exes, even if it was just to complain. I wondered briefly who Ethan had dated since I’d moved away from Santa Verona. But if I didn’t want to talk about my exes, surely Ethan didn’t want to talk about his. So instead, I said, “She’s trying to ‘help’ with my current investigation. She got herself hired—for free—as a singer at the Black Cat.” 
 
    “She’s got initiative,” said Ethan. 
 
    “I wish she had a little less of it.” My wine arrived and I took a sip of it. “I think she just enjoys needling me and showing off about how great a singer she is. But I don’t want to spend all night talking about Neve—what’re you working on these days?” 
 
    Ethan smiled. “The usual. Spate of home invasions. Should be cleared up within a few days. There’s a new gang in town, but we can shut them down.” 
 
    “And how about your family?” I asked tentatively. It had been a while since I’d seen them. In fact, the last time I’d seen them, I’d still been Ethan’s girlfriend. 
 
    “They’re okay,” said Ethan, grinning. “You know, they were heartbroken when you left Santa Verona. They liked you.” 
 
    I felt my face flushing red, and I stared at the dark wooden table. Finally, I said, “I liked them too. But I had to leave. I couldn’t just not go to college.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ethan lightly. “You had dreams. Not everyone just goes to the academy and becomes a cop.” 
 
    I looked at him and smiled gratefully. I remembered what Aunt Kira had said, that Ethan had been single for a long time after I’d moved away, and I wondered why tonight was turning out to be so particularly uncomfortable. I said, “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ethan, his tone not changing. “And you clearly loved college.” 
 
    I laughed. “I wanted to follow my dreams. You’re only young once.” 
 
    Ethan nodded, his expression serious. It reminded me that while I was young and carefree, pursuing my dreams of being a big screenwriting success, Ethan had been here in Santa Verona. Fighting the dark underbelly of the city, keeping citizens safe. I wrote about fake crimes, but Ethan dealt with the real thing. 
 
    “That worked out well for you,” said Ethan. 
 
    I shrugged. “Working on the TV show was fun for a while. But I got tired of it all after a while. The fakeness, the constant obsession with image. It’s so unreal.” 
 
    “And so you came back here?” Ethan smiled. “Because you love a place with warts.” 
 
    “I do love warts,” I said, smiling back. “It just felt like the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Until you want to run off again.” 
 
    I shook my head and was about to protest, when Aunt Kira materialized by our table. I froze mid-headshake. 
 
    Long earrings framed her face, and she wore a cream blouse and a dark, calf-length pencil skirt. I was pretty sure she was also wearing heels. 
 
    “Mindy,” said Aunt Kira, leaning over to give me a peck on the cheek. “What a surprise, seeing you here. And Ethan.” 
 
    Ethan kissed her cheek dutifully. “How are you, Aunt Kira?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, straightening up again. She gave me a sharp-eyed look and said, “What’re you two up to tonight?” 
 
    “We’re just catching up on a case,” I fibbed. “We both needed to eat and thought we’d talk and work.” 
 
    Aunt Kira nodded, her expression relaxing a little. “That’s good to hear. I thought maybe you two were dating again.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “We’re not.” 
 
    “And thank goodness for that,” said Aunt Kira. “You two dating again would be the worst idea ever. Remember how upset you were to have to leave Ethan for college? You moped and moped. And Ethan was single forever. Of course, he dated Patty Schumer and Livia Michaels afterward. Too bad those didn’t last. And you—” She turned to me again. “You’re used to dating the Hollywood celebrity types. All those actors we see in the movies.” 
 
    “I haven’t dated any actors, Aunt Kira. They’re not much fun.” 
 
    “Oh, pshaw.” She waved one hand dismissively. “I know you have to say that because of privacy issues. But we all know. You’ve dated those cute actors and now you don’t like any of the nice young men your mother and I are trying to introduce you to.” 
 
    I glanced at Ethan, and the corners of his mouth had gone up suspiciously. He took a long sip of his beer, hiding his expression. 
 
    “I’m not—” I said. “I don’t want to—I mean, I never have—never mind.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not seeing anyone, so why not meet someone new?” said Aunt Kira. “Unless this here’s a date. Though I don’t really get a date-like vibe from you two. This vibe here seems kind of awkward. And uncomfortable. You’re not seeing each other, are you?” 
 
    “We’re not,” I said. I glanced at Ethan. His face was unreadable, and he took a small bite of his risotto. 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” said Aunt Kira. “It would be pointless to go through that whole drama again. I mean, I love the both of you, but not together. And when Mindy gets tired and moves back to Hollywood, or to New York or the Antarctic or wherever she goes next time, there’s no need to have the same upsets.” 
 
    “I’m not moving anywhere, Aunt Kira.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” she said. “You say that now. And maybe you’ll stay here if you like one of those nice young men your mother’s trying to set you up with.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to be set up. The last man my mother introduced me to was buck-toothed and potbellied.” 
 
    “There you go, being superficial. What’s wrong with a bit of a belly?” 
 
    “He said he had three Big Macs for every meal.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aunt Kira admitted. “Maybe that one wasn’t right. But we’ll keep looking.” 
 
    “Yay,” I deadpanned. 
 
    “I should go now,” said Aunt Kira. “My date’s waiting. Good luck with your case.” 
 
    She disappeared behind a few tables, and I craned my neck, trying to see who her date was. But my view was blocked by the people at the tables between us, and I leaned back, unsatisfied. 
 
    “I’d love to show up at her dinner,” I grumbled. “And talk about how they’re all wrong for each other.” 
 
    Ethan smiled politely, his eyes unreadable, and chewed his risotto. I wondered if what I’d told Aunt Kira was right—that we weren’t together. Maybe we were just old friends being polite, now that we knew we might have to work together in the future. Burying the hatchet. 
 
    “She thinks you’ll take off again,” Ethan pointed out. 
 
    “Unless I settle down with a nice man. Preferably, a fat one who likes three fast-food burgers for every meal.” 
 
    “It’ll save you the cooking. And the cleaning up afterward.” 
 
    I smiled at Ethan. “Know anyone like that?” 
 
    “Nah. All my friends like their home-cooked meals.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I guess I prefer risotto to Happy Meals.” He glanced at his food and took another sip of beer, watching me. 
 
    I tried to joke about food, but an awkwardness hung in the air. Was it really such a bad idea to see each other again? Sure, the last time hadn’t ended well, but this time was different. Or was it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    After a dinner almost as awkward as any first date, Ethan dropped me home. 
 
    I texted Beth, who came over to play with Pixie and fill me in on her coffee with Matt. She was in such a good mood that she didn’t even berate me for running off without her. 
 
    “And how was your dinner with Ethan?” she said. 
 
    “I refuse to talk about it.” I sighed melodramatically. “Aunt Kira showed up.” 
 
    Beth looked aghast. “She didn’t join you, did she?” 
 
    “No. But she might as well have.” I told Beth all about the awkwardness, feeling like I’d regressed to being a teenager who giggled over boys, and not at all a fully grown woman who’d once been asked out by a D-list celebrity. “At least now I know that Sally Smith’s a model citizen. She doesn’t even have any parking tickets.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t get parking tickets?” said Beth. “Unless you’ve only been driving a few months.” 
 
    I stared at Beth, an idea forming in my mind. “Maybe that’s it,” I said slowly. “Maybe she’s only been driving for a few months.” 
 
    I flipped open my laptop and logged into my federal PI database. It contained names, histories, addresses—all kinds of details that I just needed to look up. I typed in Sally Smith’s name and brought up her address in Santa Verona. And then I brought up her residential history. Before this, she’d stayed in Phoenix, Arizona, for two weeks. I headed over to the database for Phoenix and looked up recent name changes. There it was—Sally Smith. She had requested a name change in Phoenix; before becoming Sally Smith, she’d been Patricia Soutre. 
 
    I looked up the address for Patricia, and it turned out that she used to live in Venus, Texas. She’d even copped a couple of speeding fines, and a black-and-white speed-camera photo revealed that Patricia Soutre was, indeed, Sally Smith. 
 
    Beth watched over my shoulder while I worked. When we’d gone through all the information, we looked at each and wondered what Sally was really up to. Why move to Phoenix, change her name, and then move to Santa Verona? 
 
    “Maybe she committed the perfect crime as Patricia,” said Beth. “Maybe she changed her name before she could get charged. She’s probably on the run from her past.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s probably a perfectly reasonable explanation for the name change. Maybe she just got sick of the name.” 
 
    We decided to call it a night, and the next morning, Beth and I headed over to the Black Cat for some breakfast and some answers. 
 
    Neve was onstage, singing her heart out, and I had to admire her performance. The place was quite packed; most of the customers seemed to be either locals on their way to work, or hard-playing tourists gearing up for a day on the beaches. 
 
    Melissa was busy behind the bar again, but there was a barista making coffees. This early in the morning, Melissa wasn’t the one making the drinks. 
 
    “Are you here to talk to Sally?” she asked when she saw us. 
 
    I nodded. “Is she here yet?” 
 
    “Should be here in an hour. Why don’t you have something to eat while you wait?” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan,” I said. “We left before we could have breakfast at home.” 
 
    Sally showed up before Beth and I could finish our eggs and coffee, and we watched her scurry around, taking orders and serving meals, before we approached her again. 
 
    She didn’t seem pleased to see us approaching. “I’m busy,” she said when I asked how she was. “I don’t really have time to talk.” 
 
    Melissa strolled past us just then, and she overheard Sally’s remark. “You can have a fifteen-minute break,” she told Sally. “I’ll have someone cover your tables.” 
 
    Sally looked at us, her mouth pressed into a thin line, and she followed us to the bar. “What do you want?” she said. 
 
    There were no patrons near the bar, so we grabbed a barstool each. I said, “We’re still looking into Vanessa’s poisoning. I thought she was your friend.” 
 
    “She was,” said Sally. “But I’m not sure how I can help.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us what you fought about?” I suggested. 
 
    Sally shook her head. “I told you, it doesn’t concern you. It wasn’t important.” 
 
    “Someone overheard you saying it was life and death,” I told her. “That sounds important to me.” 
 
    Sally rolled her eyes. “It was a figure of speech. Is there anything else you wanted to talk about? Otherwise, I’d rather just go back to work.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said, “there is. Your real name’s not Sally Smith, is it?” 
 
    She froze, not moving a muscle. And then she said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You changed your name. It used to be Patricia Soutre.” 
 
    The muscles on the back of her neck stiffened, and she sat up a tad straighter. “So what?” she said finally. “So what if it was?” 
 
    “That’s your secret, isn’t it?” I said. “That’s why you two argued.” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “Whatever.” 
 
    “So it is a secret?” 
 
    “That my name was Patricia Soutre? Sure. I guess it’s a secret. I don’t go around advertising the fact.” 
 
    “Why’d you change your name?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” said Sally. 
 
    “Perhaps it could be.” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “I don’t like talking about it.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Beth slowly, “you should tell us even if you don’t like talking about it. We can keep secrets really well.” 
 
    Sally laughed shortly. “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Maybe it had something to do with Vanessa’s poisoning,” Beth suggested. 
 
    “No,” said Sally. “It didn’t.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” I said. 
 
    “I just am,” said Sally. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, my break’s over. I need to get back to my tables.” 
 
    We watched her silently for a few minutes, as she hurried around, doing her job. Onstage, Neve finished her song, and there was a smattering of applause. 
 
    So far, no good. Neve was out there, watching us as we worked, and Sally wouldn’t cooperate. Behind us, Melissa moved around, putting clean glasses away. 
 
    “Did you learn anything new?” said Melissa. 
 
    “Not really,” I said, turning around to face her. “How well do you know Sally Smith?” 
 
    “Not that well,” said Melissa. “But I’m the manager. It’s not like the waitresses are going to make me their best friend.” 
 
    I was about to ask if she knew that Sally’s name used to be Patricia Soutre, but something made me stop myself. Perhaps Sally was harmless, and perhaps she didn’t want her former name, and any rumors that went with it, spreading around. 
 
    So I made small talk with Melissa and told her to let us know if she noticed anything unusual around the place, and we headed back home. We’d made an appointment to talk to Owen in a few hours’ time, and I hoped he’d tell us about the insurance he’d taken out—both on the building that had almost burned down, and on the girl who’d almost died. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Owen had asked us to meet him at a diner on the north side of town, about a forty-five-minute drive from our apartment. The north side of town was the less popular side, farther away from the beach. There were fewer Spanish Colonial-style mansions here and more bland, boxy apartment buildings. Rents were cheaper on this side of town, and many locals preferred the trade-off: lower housing costs; greater distance from the beach and tourist attractions. 
 
    The diner Owen had picked was sandwiched between a dry cleaner’s and a butcher’s. The diner’s windows were grimy, and the sign outside that advertised “Moe’s Diner” was missing the M. 
 
    Inside, the griminess continued. I supposed the owner didn’t want to hire the extra staff member who’d be in charge of wiping down the white-tiled floors: there seemed to be two waitresses, and some people talking loudly in the kitchen beyond the counter. 
 
    Owen was already sitting at one of the dozen-odd tables, waiting for us in the back. It was early for lunch, and there was no one else sitting next to us. 
 
    “I appreciate you driving up here,” he said. “I’m on my way up to Yarraville, and I didn’t want to waste travel time.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” I said politely, placing my laptop on the table between us. I had vague hopes of doing some work once the interview was over. “We know you’re a busy man.” 
 
    He sighed. “It would be nice if I weren’t so busy. Less problems, more free time—that’s what I want.” 
 
    “Your business isn’t doing well?” asked Beth. 
 
    Owen grimaced. “It’s not horrible, but it could be better.” 
 
    “Really?” said Beth. “I heard you’re doing a development in Yarraville and the builder just declared bankruptcy and quit. That must be hard.” 
 
    Owen looked at her steadily. “Where’d you hear that?” 
 
    Beth shrugged. “News travels. It’s a small town.” 
 
    Owen rolled his eyes and shrugged. “Okay. There’s no point denying it. I’m having some difficulties with the development.” 
 
    “That must suck,” Beth said. “And now the Black Cat’s not doing so well either, is it?” 
 
    Owen frowned. “I don’t know what you mean. New places take some time to warm up.” 
 
    I gave Beth a warning look. She tends to be outspoken sometimes, and I didn’t want her pushing Owen too far. 
 
    I said, “That’s true, new places do take some time. But I’m sure things will pick up. We were there last night and the place was very busy.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “It’s just a matter of time. This Yarraville development is just a glitch. We’ll fix it up soon.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” said Owen as a waitress appeared, “I’m hiring a new builder. And the banks have extended my financing, so I don’t need to stress.” 
 
    We all placed our orders—three burgers and fries—and then Owen said, “But I thought you ladies wanted to talk about Vanessa, not my business.” 
 
    “A bit of both, actually,” I said. “I was wondering if your insurance is all up to date.” 
 
    Owen frowned at me, puzzled. “Insurance?” 
 
    I said, “We heard you took out life insurance on Vanessa. Isn’t it a bit unusual for an employer to take out life insurance on a waitress?” 
 
    Owen leaned back in his chair and surveyed us with cold, judgmental eyes. “Yes,” he said finally. “But Vanessa wasn’t just any waitress. She was a singer. Singers can be expensive. Lining them up, arranging gigs. I needed someone always there—I knew mornings would be busy, with the work crowd and the business brunch crowd. So I wanted Vanessa to be a permanent fixture. She could build up a following.” 
 
    “Which she did,” Beth interjected. “She already had a stalker.” 
 
    “That wasn’t my intention,” Owen said. “I heard about that. But I had nothing to do with a stalker.” 
 
    “Well,” I said. “Either way, she must’ve been popular.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “She’d worked as a waitress in my café, so I knew she was reliable. But people have a habit of flaking out on you.” He grimaced, clearly thinking of the builder who’d decided to opt out of the development. “So I got an airtight contract. I was going to make her popular. So I got all types of insurance on her.” 
 
    “Like life insurance. That would pay you millions if she died.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Owen. “Six million, to be exact. I don’t believe in taking chances. And not just life insurance. I got disability insurance, too. So if she was still alive, but couldn’t sing for whatever reason, I’d get a payout.” 
 
    “Like if she was in a coma,” Beth suggested. 
 
    “Only if she couldn’t work for an extended period of time,” Owen said. “Why? You don’t think the insurance had anything to do with…” 
 
    He looked from Beth to me, and I shrugged. “It’s interesting that you also took out disability insurance on her.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Owen, his eyes narrowing in anger. “I wouldn’t hurt her to get insurance money, if that’s what you’re implying.” 
 
    “You needed the money,” said Beth. “Things went really badly wrong with your development.” 
 
    “I don’t need the money that badly,” said Owen. “I wouldn’t hurt someone to get it.” 
 
    “People have done crazier things,” I said. 
 
    Owen shook his head. “Vanessa was poisoned on Sunday, right? I didn’t even go to the restaurant that day. You can ask anyone.” 
 
    I looked at him doubtfully. He might’ve snuck into the kitchen from the parking lot entrance. Or maybe he’d paid one of the waitresses to add something to the ceviche. 
 
    “You don’t believe me,” Owen said, not missing my expression. “Fine. You can call the people I was with. I was out with six friends, hiking all day. You got your phone ready? I’ll text you their info, you can call them and ask about me.” 
 
    I waited till Owen had texted me all six of the numbers. He seemed pretty confident in his alibi, and I didn’t want Owen to get defensive and cover his tracks. But he certainly did have a strong motive. “I don’t want to accuse you of poisoning her,” I said. “But it seems to me like you’re the one who’d benefit the most from her death.” 
 
    Owen shook his head. “I don’t even need the insurance money.” 
 
    We fell silent for a few seconds as the waitress arrived with our orders, and then we dug into our burgers and fries. 
 
    After a few minutes, Owen said, “The Black Cat’s been getting some really good press in the business papers, and I’ve gotten all kinds of offers to buy it out. These people know how much a good business can bring in, and I could’ve just sold the Black Cat off if I was so desperate for cash. I don’t need to go around collecting insurance money.” 
 
    “And what about the fire in the kitchen?” said Beth between bites of her fries. “You might not have wanted to hurt Vanessa, but if the fire hadn’t been put out in time, you could’ve gotten some insurance money from that.” 
 
    Owen looked at us steadily. “I had nothing to do with the fire. The fire department said it was faulty wiring.” 
 
    “You could create a fault,” Beth argued. “Maybe a toaster didn’t go off. Or something like that.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with the fire,” said Owen. “And I hate that it happened. I’m having a tough time with the Black Cat. Tougher than I expected.” 
 
    “How so?” I said. “It looked busy last night.” 
 
    “I’m sure the popularity’ll go up,” said Owen. “But the staff—oh my God. It’s been difficult hiring them and keeping them on. First, there’s rumors about some waitress’s ghost in the place. Pure hogwash. Then the fire happens, and I hear people saying that maybe the ghost caused it. Have you ever heard anything more ridiculous?” He looked at us, but before we could answer, he went on, “The fire was terrible for morale. Half the staff wanted to quit, but I promised I’d raise their wages, so they didn’t. A ghost.” He snorted. “And now, there’s this Vanessa poisoning. If you two hadn’t come along, looking into who poisoned her, I’m pretty sure the girls would be saying that the ghost did it.” 
 
    I thought back to Xenia suggesting that maybe the ghost—what was her name, Alyssa?—might’ve had a hand in the poisoning. 
 
    “It is odd,” said Beth. “This ghost gets a lot of credit.” 
 
    “Well,” said Owen, “if you girls find out who poisoned Vanessa, I won’t have to worry about the ghost anymore.” 
 
    I nodded and bit into my half-finished burger, and Beth said, “So are you still thinking of selling the place? I know you need the money.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” said Owen. “The financing’s been rearranged, so I’m okay for now.” 
 
    “But you had lots of offers?” Beth said. 
 
    “Sure,” said Owen, nodding. “Lots. Really good ones.” 
 
    “Like—from who?” said Beth. 
 
    Owen looked off into the distance, trying to remember. “I can’t recall exactly, but some of the big names in business here. Matthew Norris and Howard Rocheford,” he said, naming two prominent Santa Verona businessmen. “And a few others I can’t remember.” 
 
    “We’ll have to chat with them to check your story,” Beth said. 
 
    Owen smiled. “Sure. If you can get an appointment with either of them. They’re quite busy people.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, “but at least they’re not ghosts.” 
 
    Owen laughed. “Yes, well, I’ll be happy when that rumor’s put to bed.” 
 
    “I guess that’s where we come in,” I said. 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Owen. “I’m happy to help in your investigation if it means the other waitresses don’t start believing that a ghost’s trying to kill them.” 
 
    I smiled, and the thought crossed my mind that Owen might be telling the truth. Despite his obvious financial benefit if he got an insurance payout from Vanessa’s death, he seemed to be really annoyed at the ghost. 
 
    “Speaking of real live people,” said Beth, “do you know a waitress named Sally Smith?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Owen. “Melissa hired her a few weeks after we opened the place. She ran the resume by me, and I sat in on the interview since I happened to be in that part of town. I remember her. The girl had moved out here from Texas, had no references, but was happy to work for free for two weeks, just to prove she could do the job. She seemed hardworking and enthusiastic.” 
 
    “So you hired her?” I said. “Even though she had no references?” 
 
    “I believe in giving people chances,” said Owen. “Everyone needs to start somewhere. The girl said she went to community college in Texas, then she dropped out for a few years to take care of her mother. She seemed like a good kid.” 
 
    I frowned and looked down at the remaining few morsels of my burger. Owen seemed like a nice enough person, and it was kind of him to give Sally a chance. Her story seemed pretty heart-wrenching, but I wasn’t sure if it was true. 
 
    “It was nice of you to hire her,” I said finally. “You didn’t try calling her family back home?” 
 
    “No,” said Owen. “I figured that if she could do the job, I didn’t need to ask nosy questions.” 
 
    “And what about Neve?” I said. “She’s singing for free.” 
 
    “Right.” Owen glanced at his watch. “I meant to send you a text; she’s happy to sing for free and it’s nice to save some money. She’s got references and it seems like I can’t go wrong with her. Not for a few days, at least.” 
 
    I didn’t have anything to say to that—I’d heard Neve sing, and she was certainly impressive. 
 
    “If that’s all you wanted to ask,” Owen said, “I really should get going. I need to meet some contractors at the Yarraville site. With any luck, we’ll be able to restart everything and get things running smoothly.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    I wondered if he’d been telling the truth about Sally Smith, but he didn’t seem to have any reason to lie. 
 
    As Owen paid his bill and walked off, I flipped open my laptop. 
 
    “Sally Smith’s still bothering me,” said Beth. “Are you sure you’ve looked up everything on her?” 
 
    “There’s something I didn’t look up yesterday,” I said. “I was so excited to see that she used to be Patricia Soutre that I forgot to check if she’s ever filed charges against anyone else.” 
 
    I scrolled through the database, entered some information—and then, there it was. Sally Smith’s secret. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Beth and I hurried back to the Black Cat as quickly as we could. 
 
    It was just after lunchtime, but when we rushed inside, it was strangely empty. A trio played soft music on the stage, and the dim lights created a nice ambiance, but there were only a few occupied tables. 
 
    We waved hello to Melissa, who was manning the bar, and speed-walked over to where Sally was sitting, reading something on her phone. 
 
    Beth and I sat down opposite her, and she looked up at us, annoyed. 
 
    “Are you on your break?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “But I should be getting back to work.” 
 
    “The place doesn’t seem busy at all,” Beth said. 
 
    Sally leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “There’s always work to do. Putting plates away, cleaning up the tables. When the place isn’t busy, we get ready for the next wave of customers.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “But this’ll only take a minute.” 
 
    I paused and thought back to what I’d just discovered. Sally Smith hadn’t just changed her name once. She’d changed her name twice. 
 
    Before becoming Sally Smith, she’d been Patricia Soutre, and before she’d become Patricia Soutre, her maiden name had been Patricia Smith. When I’d performed a search using her maiden name, I’d come up with a police report she’d filed before her marriage. 
 
    “Well?” said Sally, looking at me steadily. 
 
    “Patricia Smith,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Once filed a domestic dispute report against one William Soutre.” 
 
    Sally flinched and looked away. She narrowed her eyes, clenched her jaw, and looked back at me. 
 
    When she didn’t say anything, I went on softly, “The case was dismissed. You married William six months later. Changed your name.” 
 
    Sally stared at me, her eyes stony, her spine stiff. “It’s not a crime to get married.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about whatever happened,” I said. “None of it was your fault. You didn’t know how bad things would get.” 
 
    Sally pressed her lips into a thin, straight line. 
 
    “It must’ve been very difficult,” I went on. “Your husband was violent and abusive. But he was a cop, and his father was the sheriff. You couldn’t escape.” 
 
    Sally gulped and looked down, and her shoulders slumped. “What do you want?” she mumbled, not meeting my eyes. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I’m not going to tell anyone about this. I guess I’m just curious—you told Vanessa about all this?” 
 
    Sally nodded. “Yes. I didn’t know what to do. When I left—I ran away, I was scared. I don’t have parents or family. He must’ve picked me because I’m weak.” She blinked back tears and rubbed her nose. “At least no one else got hurt because of me. He wanted kids. I couldn’t let him hurt my kids.” 
 
    She looked up at me, her eyes watery and desperate. Instinctively, I reached out and squeezed her hand. “It wasn’t your fault,” I said. 
 
    Sally shook her head. “No. It was. I knew what he was, but he kept promising he’d change.” The words rushed out, as though she’d been dying to tell someone else. “He was so sweet. Like that rhyme, when he was good he was very, very good. But when he was bad…” 
 
    Her words trailed off. I said, “You did the right thing. Leaving him.” 
 
    “I couldn’t go to anyone for help.” She looked at me, her eyes frantic. “Nobody believed me, and even if they did believe me, they couldn’t do anything. So I ran.” 
 
    I nodded. “You were very brave.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I was a coward. But I did what I had to.” 
 
    “Where does Vanessa come into all this?” 
 
    “I told her, mainly because she seemed nice. I had to tell someone. And then Vanessa said her boyfriend was a lawyer. He could help me get legal help, get protection, get divorced. I do want to get divorced. I want to move on with my life and meet someone and get married and have kids and do the whole shebang, but not just now. I need time.” 
 
    “And Vanessa wouldn’t give you time?” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “No, in the end she understood. And I guess she didn’t tell her boyfriend, since he didn’t say anything to you two.” 
 
    She glanced at me and Beth questioningly and found the answer she was seeking. “I don’t care if he knows, I guess. I just need some time.” 
 
    “To get prepared,” Beth suggested. 
 
    Sally nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    I looked at Beth and gave her an inquisitive look. Beth smiled warily, and we both knew—Sally couldn’t have had anything to do with Vanessa’s death. She was on the run from violence herself and would never try to perpetuate it. Unless we were missing something. 
 
    I tried to phrase the next question as delicately as possible. “Do you think your secret might have had anything to do with Vanessa’s poisoning? Anything at all?” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “I really don’t think so. I wouldn’t hurt her, if that’s what you’re asking. Vanessa was my only friend here. It was nice to have a friend.” 
 
    I believed her. But I had to ask. “Is there a chance that William might have tracked you down? Maybe he had something to do with the poisoning.” 
 
    Sally laughed humorlessly. “If William tracked me down, I’d know. He wouldn’t waste time trying to hurt someone else.” 
 
    I looked at Beth seriously. Her expression was grim and reflected the way I felt. 
 
    Finally, I said, “Thanks for telling us the truth.” 
 
    Sally watched me closely. “You won’t tell anyone else?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “We won’t. We don’t think you had anything to do with Vanessa’s poisoning. But if you think of anything else, or if you ever need our help, let us know.” 
 
    We said goodbye to Sally and went to say hello to Melissa and grab a list of all the staff at the Black Cat. There were a few waitresses we still hadn’t talked to, and Beth and I were determined to spend the next few hours interviewing anyone who might’ve seen or heard anything to do with Vanessa’s poisoning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Beth and I got busy talking to everyone working at the Black Cat. In between chatting with the waitstaff, Beth and I called the six people whose numbers Owen had given us. All of them confirmed that Owen had been with them all day Sunday, and they’d all been busy hiking. 
 
    By dinnertime, Beth and I had talked to almost every single person who worked at the Black Cat, including a couple of waitresses we hadn’t talked to previously, the kitchen staff, and the bartender. Unfortunately, we didn’t get much in terms of results, other than hoarse voices and a realization that we were both sick of jazz music. 
 
    Vanessa hadn’t worked the evening shift, so most of the staff didn’t even know who she was. A few people told us they’d heard rumors that the ghost had poisoned a waitress and was maybe looking for its next victim. The general consensus was that nobody had any idea who might’ve wanted to hurt Vanessa. Nobody knew of any suspicious activity, and nobody could guess who Vanessa’s stalker might’ve been. As I’d seen this morning, breakfast time was quite busy, and there were a number of groups of office-going men eating and listening to music. 
 
    “This has been a waste,” I grumbled after we’d talked to just about everyone. “I’m starving, but I also don’t want to stay in this place a minute longer. It would be nice to get outdoors.” 
 
    “It’s dark now,” said Beth. “It’s not like you can go hang out at the beach.” 
 
    I grumbled some more, and then Beth came up with a brilliant idea. “Let’s go see your mom and Aunt Kira. We don’t have to cook dinner, and we can catch up on local gossip.” 
 
    A few minutes later, we found ourselves sitting at the dining room table at my mom’s house. The dining room was well-lit and pleasantly silent. The large wooden table seemed solid and reassuring, and the wall-hung prints were familiar and comforting. The place might not be as trendy as the Black Cat, but it was home. 
 
    “You caught me on a good day,” Aunt Kira said. “I don’t have a date tonight. I’m trying out a new Internet dating site, and it’s going well. But tonight’s a break from all that.” 
 
    “Which dating site?” Beth asked. 
 
    “Beautiful People—the Santa Verona subsite.” 
 
    Beth nodded. “It’s hard to meet people here. It’s all college kids and retirees.” 
 
    “I’ve met some nice people through the site,” said Aunt Kira. “If you girls want, I can set up profiles for you.” Just then, my mom walked in with a bowl of steaming pasta. “I keep telling your mom to get a profile, but she won’t.” 
 
    My mother put the bowl down in the center of the table and gave Aunt Kira a stern look. “Is this that Beautiful People thing again? I’ve already told you, I’m not ready.” 
 
    “It’s been years,” said Aunt Kira. “You need to move on.” 
 
    “No,” said my mom as we all helped ourselves to salad and sourdough bread and pasta. “I don’t.” 
 
    Aunt Kira shot me a look that said talk to her. But what would I say? It had been twelve years since Dad had passed away, and I thought about him all the time. I’m sure my mom felt the same way. 
 
    “What if you live till you’re a hundred?” Aunt Kira said. “You need someone to spend your days with.” 
 
    I looked at my mom, who was staring at the bread she was busy buttering. Aunt Kira had a point. I didn’t want my mom to be alone forever. On the other hand, I couldn’t really muster up any enthusiasm for her dating someone else. 
 
    My mother looked at me and said, “So. I hear you’re dating Ethan again.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and glanced at Aunt Kira. I knew Mom was just trying to change the subject, but I couldn’t help falling for the bait. “I told you, I’m not dating him.” 
 
    “It looked like a date to me,” said Aunt Kira. “I know a date when I see one.” 
 
    “We’re working on a case.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Aunt Kira. “But you’re also dating.” 
 
    I searched around for something to say. We’d gone out for dinner three times so far, which made it sound like we were dating. But I wasn’t really sure what was going on. 
 
    “Why are you doing this again?” said my mom softly. “If you move, you’ll just hurt the poor boy again.” 
 
    “I might not move,” I argued. “And we’re both adults.” 
 
    “Why not make a fresh start?” said Aunt Kira. “There are lots of nice young men if you’ll just look around.” 
 
    “I’m sure there are,” I said. But I didn’t want lots of nice young men. Surprisingly enough, I wanted Ethan. I could admit that to myself now. Even though he might not really want me. 
 
    Beth said, “We found this incredible lead today. A waitress at the restaurant, Sally Smith, is on the run from her abusive husband.” 
 
    I shot Beth a grateful look, and in response, she continued talking about Sally, drawing my mom and Aunt Kira into the intrigue. Could Sally have done something to Vanessa? Or maybe her husband had tried to poison Sally’s only new friend? 
 
    The conversation shifted away from Ethan and onto our investigation, and I let my thoughts drift as I chewed my pasta. Sally was trying to make a fresh start; I was doing the opposite. I was picking things up where I’d left off. Maybe things would be different between Ethan and me this time. 
 
    I heard Aunt Kira saying, “Insurance fraud is more common than you think,” and I knew the topic had shifted to Owen. I’d wanted to believe Owen when he’d said he had nothing to do with the poisoning, but the threat of bankruptcy might have caused him to do something out of character. I remembered him saying that Howard Rocheford had offered to buy the Black Cat, and I knew that tomorrow, we’d look into Owen’s claims. Beth and I had met Howard on a previous investigation, and I knew that Howard would be happy to spare a few minutes for us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Beth and I had an appointment to see Howard Rocheford just before lunch. We’d tried to make an appointment with the other businessman Owen had mentioned as being interested in buying the Black Cat—Matthew Norris—but as expected, Mr. Norris was too busy to see us. At least Howard remembered us from our previous case and was happy to spare some time to answer our questions. 
 
    Beth and I decided to pop into the Black Cat and have another look around while we waited for the appointment, and see if we could learn anything new. 
 
    We turned while Neve was busy singing onstage. Today, she was incorporating moody glances and arm motions to supplement her singing, and while I thought it all seemed rather pretentious, the audience loved it. She was wearing a tight pink dress and had her hair down in loose waves. I had to admit, she looked and sounded like a professional, and the large crowd of breakfasters seemed to like the performance. 
 
    We walked through the dimly lit seating area over to the bar and said hello to Melissa. 
 
    “Where’s the rest of your staff today?” asked Beth. “You seem a little understaffed for this big crowd.” 
 
    Melissa rolled her eyes. “They’re talking to Owen in the kitchen. Everyone’s in a panic.” 
 
    My pulse quickened. “Why are they panicking?” 
 
    Melissa smiled wryly, as though she couldn’t believe what she was about to tell us. “Someone left a rose on the doorstep of every girl who works here. I don’t know about the evening and night shift girls yet, but it seems like all the morning shift girls got one.” 
 
    I looked at her, finding the story almost impossible to believe. “All the girls got a rose? Am I hearing right?” 
 
    “You’d think it was a taping of The Bachelor,” said Melissa, rolling her eyes again. “It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Why would someone leave all the girls a rose? A stalker stalking one person, I can understand. But this?” I shook my head. “It’s nuts.” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “There’s a rumor that the ghost did it.” 
 
    Beth laughed, and then she stopped when she saw that Melissa was serious. She said, “People really believe a ghost left them a rose in the middle of the night? Where do ghosts even get roses?” 
 
    Melissa raised her eyebrows and smooshed her lips together, as though she couldn’t believe what was going on. “See for yourself,” she said. “Most everyone’s in the kitchen.” 
 
    Beth and I hurried over to the kitchen. 
 
    The small room was packed with waitresses, and a far cry from the sophisticated seating area outside. The kitchen was brightly lit, crowded and loud with the voices of unhappy waitresses. 
 
    “All of us!” someone was saying. “We’re all going to get killed!” 
 
    “She poisoned Vanessa,” said someone else. “And now she’s going to poison me.” 
 
    “Calm down, ladies,” Owen said, waving his hands to make his point. “I need you to listen.” Silence fell slowly, and when the only noise left in the room was a quiet murmuring, and the chop-chop-chop noise of Xenia chopping up chives, Owen said, “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. Number one, ghosts don’t exist.” A loud grumbling broke out, and Owen raised his voice to be heard. “Number two, even if they do exist, there’s none here. I had someone look into it—nobody died in this building. We don’t have ghosts. Not a single ghost.” 
 
    Owen’s glance caught mine, and I winced in sympathy. He looked thoroughly frustrated. 
 
    “Then how do you explain the roses?” said someone. 
 
    “It’s probably a prank,” said Owen. “I’ll find out who did this. Calm down, nobody’s going to get hurt. I’ll make sure of it. You’re all safe working here.” 
 
    He spoke with sincerity, and his words seemed to have their desired effect. A few of the waitresses left the kitchen, some of them talking to each other in low, hushed tones. A few of the girls lingered, and I noticed that Sally was one of them. She looked pale, as though she couldn’t believe that bad luck had followed her to Santa Verona. 
 
    A waitress—I think her name was Phoebe—went to Owen to talk to him, and I waited till she was done. 
 
    I overheard Owen explaining to her that, yes, he was sure nobody had died in this building, absolutely sure, and yes, he could hang some garlic in the kitchen just in case. 
 
    When Phoebe left, Owen turned to me and did an exasperated palms-up. “This is my day. This is the thing I have to deal with, first thing.” 
 
    The waitresses had all streamed out of the kitchen by now, and it was just Beth, Owen, Xenia, the kitchen hands, and me. 
 
    Beth said, “Xenia. Nobody gave you a rose?” 
 
    The woman stopped chopping and looked up at us. “I guess not,” she said. “I suppose I haven’t been chosen this time.” 
 
    Her words were sarcastic, but I caught a hint of relief in her tone. 
 
    “And none of you guys?” said Beth, looking at the kitchen hands, who were all men in their early twenties. 
 
    They shook their heads no. 
 
    “I guess someone was targeting the women,” I said softly. “Just the waitresses.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” said Owen, sounding annoyed. “It just makes my life difficult.” 
 
    I looked at him, surprised. “How does it make your life difficult? Other than the early-morning pep talks.” 
 
    Owen emitted a low, exasperated grunt. “Ever since I opened this place, it’s ghost this, ghost that. I don’t know what the deal is with these ghost rumors. All the girls keep wanting to quit. And now these roses…” 
 
    His voice trailed off, and I said, “What do you know about these roses?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said Owen. “I was going to have breakfast at the Black Cat, but Melissa called me and said all the girls were panicking because they’d gotten red roses last night.” 
 
    “How do they know it was at night?” 
 
    “Well, first thing this morning. They got up and found the roses.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. It sounded a lot like Vanessa’s stalker’s MO, but it was a bit silly for a stalker to think he could stalk a dozen-odd waitresses. 
 
    “So,” I said slowly, “each girl found one red rose on her doorstep.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hearing,” said Owen. 
 
    “No note? Nothing else?” 
 
    “Nothing else,” said Owen. “I’ll admit it’s spooky.” 
 
    “All these roses,” I said slowly. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.” 
 
    “Everyone’s spooked,” said Owen. “Maybe I’ve calmed them down for now, but there’ll be something else—another set of roses, or maybe orchids this time—and half my staff’s going to quit on me all at once. I can’t deal with this.” He looked at me, disheartened, and then his eyes sparked with an idea. “You’re an investigator! Why don’t I hire you to find out whoever’s sent everyone a rose?” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan,” I said slowly, “But I’ve already been hired to look into Vanessa’s poisoning. I’m sure the rose-sender will come up in the investigation.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Owen rubbed his chin. “I suppose you’re right. Either way, it’s a good thing Vanessa’s boyfriend hired you. I need to get to the bottom of all this. I can’t just have my staff be terrorized by this.” 
 
    “We’ll look into it,” I promised him as Beth and I headed out to talk to Sally. Perhaps she knew something more than the others about these mysterious roses. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    “I thought this place was safe,” said Sally softly. “I can’t believe what’s happening.” 
 
    Beth and I watched her closely. She had five minutes before she needed to go over to a table of men who’d just come in, and take their orders. The place was bustling, and everyone went about their work with smiles plastered on their faces. But their sense of unease was palpable. 
 
    “What happened, exactly?” I said. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Sally shook her head. “I live in a small apartment building, up north. I got up this morning, and when I opened the door to leave for work, I found the rose. Long-stemmed, red.” 
 
    “Expensive,” said Beth. “Some florist’s done good business.” 
 
    Sally nodded. “Well. I didn’t really think too much of it. I mean, of course I thought of Vanessa. But I thought it was a fluke. A onetime thing. Then I came into work, and everyone was talking about the roses they’d gotten.” 
 
    Onstage, Neve finished a song and received a smattering of applause. I paused to watch as she smiled gracefully and then began another song. 
 
    “Did the rose have a note with it?” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “No, just the rose.” 
 
    I frowned. “It’s not even that threatening, other than the fact that everyone—well, all the waitresses, at least—got one. That must’ve taken some time, dropping off the roses. How’d the guy even get everyone’s addresses?” 
 
    “You know,” said Beth, “all this time, we assumed that Vanessa had a stalker, who’d followed her home. But to know everyone’s address…” 
 
    Sally shuddered. “I hate what’s going on. Maybe I should move again.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” I said quickly. Of course, I couldn’t rule out the fact that she might be involved somehow, and I needed her to be easily accessible for any more questions. But I also thought that perhaps Owen was right—perhaps the roses weren’t as sinister as all the recipients thought they were. “Maybe it’s just a big prank.” 
 
    “Besides,” said Beth, “if you’re looking to rebuild your life, constantly moving around won’t help. Bad things happen everywhere.” 
 
    Sally sighed. “I guess you’re right. I’m just going to have to be careful.” 
 
    “Who could have access to everyone’s address?” I asked. 
 
    “Let me see,” said Sally. “I guess Melissa has a big file on everyone. Their addresses, phone numbers, all those details. Owen probably has access. I think she keeps a printout of it at the bar, so she can look up someone quickly if she needs to.” 
 
    I groaned. “So technically, anyone could swipe that copy and find all the information.” 
 
    “It would probably be someone who works here,” said Sally. “I can’t imagine a customer getting hold of it.” 
 
    “If Vanessa’s stalker is a regular,” said Beth, “he probably knows where things are kept. He might have snuck behind the bar when Melissa took a break, or went over to talk to someone. The bartender wasn’t here yesterday, so if Melissa stepped away, the bar would have been unattended.” 
 
    “I guess that could’ve happened,” said Sally doubtfully. 
 
    “Did you see anything like that happen?” I asked. 
 
    Sally shook her head. “No. I noticed Melissa stepped away a couple of times to make phone calls, but I didn’t notice any customers going behind the bar. But I was busy, so maybe I just didn’t notice. Whoever got the printout was sneaky.” 
 
    I nodded. “I suppose you’re right. I don’t want you to be too spooked about this, though. You don’t think it might be your husband, playing a cruel prank, do you?” 
 
    Sally shook her head. “Subtlety isn’t William’s forte. He hasn’t found me yet, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    I hoped, for her sake, that she was right. Beth and I smiled and nodded brightly, told her not to worry, and then turned to each other. 
 
    “This is serious,” said Beth as soon as Sally was out of earshot. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “And Owen seems really worried. Maybe he’s got nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “We can’t rule him out until we talk to Howard Rocheford,” Beth reminded me. “The insurance payout would’ve been a big incentive to Owen.” 
 
    “To kill Vanessa and set this place on fire. But not to play a silly prank on everyone who works here.” 
 
    “This is odd,” Beth agreed. “I guess we just have to talk to everyone who got a rose. Maybe one of the waitresses noticed something strange. Something that’ll lead us to this rose-sender.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Beth and I spent a few hours talking to everyone who was working at the Black Cat. Every female employee had received a rose, except for Xenia. 
 
    “I guess this is like one of those reality TV shows,” Melissa joked when we talked to her. “We’ve each been chosen for the next round.” 
 
    I smiled wryly. “I’m not sure how much fun the next round will be. Any idea how this guy got everyone’s address?” 
 
    Melissa looked at me somberly. “Short of approaching everyone and asking them?” She shook her head regretfully. “I’ve got an employee information file. I keep a printout nearby, in case I need to call anyone about their shifts. He must’ve gotten a hold of it.” 
 
    “Can we see this file?” I said. 
 
    Melissa opened a drawer under the counter and handed us a printout. Letter-sized papers, stapled together. Names, phone number, addresses, job description, general shifts. 
 
    I thumbed through the pages thoughtfully. “Who else knows you keep it in this drawer?” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “All the people who work here, I guess. One of the customers might’ve noticed.” 
 
    “Did you see anyone coming in and having a look at these papers yesterday?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head no. “I can’t help you there. John—our bartender—wasn’t working yesterday, so there were a couple of times when no one was here. I had to take a few phone calls. I didn’t notice if maybe someone slipped in at that time.” 
 
    I rifled through the papers, but nothing unusual struck me. It was just the usual employee information that many places had. 
 
    “Well, this case is getting weirder,” I said. “But I’m sure we’ll find out something.” 
 
    Midday was rolling around, and the place was starting to empty out. Neve’s set ended, and she strolled off the stage and headed toward the exit. 
 
    Beth and I said a hurried goodbye to Melissa and rushed after Neve. 
 
    “Neve, wait up!” I called as we neared. 
 
    Neve turned around and saw us, an expression of exasperation flooding her face. 
 
    She crossed her arms and said, “What?” 
 
    “We need to talk,” I said. “We might as well head towards your car.” 
 
    The parking lot was mostly devoid of human presence at this hour. Neve seemed to be in a rush to leave, so I said, “It’s about the roses.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” said Neve bitterly. “What else?” 
 
    I was a little bemused by her annoyance. “What happened? Did you not get asked to the prom?” 
 
    “I got asked twice,” she said. 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. “It was a symbolic question,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” said Neve. “I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “Then why’d you say—” 
 
    “I got two roses,” Neve said. 
 
    Beth and I paused for a second. 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Of course I’m serious,” said Neve. “Why else would I say that?” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell anyone else that?” I said. 
 
    Neve shook her head. “No. Everyone’s already annoyed at me because I’m subbing for Vanessa. They’re saying I reminded her stalker to get creepy, to keep doing crazy things.” 
 
    “Maybe you kind of did,” I said. “Maybe if you hadn’t taken over for Vanessa, the stalker would’ve moved on.” 
 
    “Whatever,” said Neve. “Now Owen’s all mad at me, and Melissa says maybe she shouldn’t have hired me. None of the other girls will talk to me.” 
 
    “So you really got two roses?” Beth said. 
 
    “I already said that, didn’t I?” said Neve. “Two roses—one dropped in the mailbox, and one left on my front door.” 
 
    I frowned. “That’s interesting. Why’d he leave you two roses instead of one?” 
 
    Neve lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “Probably because I’m so pretty? Just to show that he likes me best?” 
 
    “Then why leave everyone else a rose, too?” 
 
    “How should I know?” said Neve. “Maybe he wants to make a point.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Neve twirled a strand of her hair and looked off into the distance. “Maybe he’s trying to say that he likes me best. But if I’m not interested, there’s other fish in the sea. Maybe he’s trying to make me jealous, but show me that I’m special.” 
 
    None of it made sense, and I shook my head. 
 
    Beth said, “I guess you’re feeling pretty smug right now.” 
 
    Neve shuddered. “No, this is horrible. I wish I’d never gotten involved with this case.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Me too. But now you’re here.” 
 
    “I guess some psychopath’s after me.” Neve glanced over her shoulder, as though someone might be standing off in the distance, plotting to kill her. “I hate this.” 
 
    “You’ll have to get used to it,” Beth said unkindly. “If you want to be a PI.” 
 
    Neve shot her a dirty look and said, “I’m sure there are safer cases.” 
 
    “Not really,” I said. “Beth and I get threatened all the time. You need to toughen up.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” said Neve. “I’ll just figure out how to avoid the psychos.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” I said. “But back to the psycho you’ve got sending you roses. This guy must’ve heard you sing yesterday morning.” 
 
    Neve groaned. “If only I wasn’t such a good singer. And so pretty.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Of course. Your life is tragic.” Neve didn’t seem to find my sarcasm amusing, so I said, “Think back to yesterday, when you were singing. The guy who sent you the roses must’ve been in the crowd.” 
 
    Neve shook her head. “It was so crowded, and there were so many groups of people. How am I supposed to know who fell in love with me? Maybe they all did, and it’s just one guy who decided to send flowers.” 
 
    “Nobody fell in love with you,” I said. 
 
    Beth said slowly, “We don’t even know if this is the same guy who sent Vanessa the roses. It could be some other guy who liked your singing. Although it does seem like too much of a coincidence…” 
 
    Neve nodded. “I guess I’m just too irresistible.” 
 
    I said, “Even if it’s not the same guy, it’s someone who’s sending everyone roses and freaking out the staff. This isn’t funny.” 
 
    “I’m freaked out,” said Neve. “I should be doubly freaked out since I got two roses.” 
 
    I shook my head, exasperated. “Think back. Are you sure nobody stands out?” 
 
    “No,” said Neve. “Nobody. And even if I did think someone was suspicious, what would you do? It’s not like you can find out the details of the people who ate here and watched me sing. You can’t just track down everyone who had breakfast here yesterday.” 
 
    “I suppose I could,” I said slowly. “But that’d be a lot of surveillance. I think, instead of trying to find the stalker, we’ll have to let the stalker come to us.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Beth and I left a mystified and slightly worried Neve and rushed off to our appointment with Howard Rocheford. I didn’t bother to explain my plan to Neve, knowing that she’d manage somehow to bungle things if she knew what we were up to. 
 
    Howard’s office was on the north side of State Street, and he occupied the entire top floor of one of the commercial buildings. Of course, given that the building code in Santa Verona meant that a building couldn’t be higher than three stories, the view from Howard’s office wasn’t as great as the view from the top floor of an office in New York or Chicago. 
 
    Howard greeted us happily when we walked into his plush corner office. 
 
    “And what can I do for you ladies?” he said, shaking our hands and ushering us over to the small conference table in the corner of his room. 
 
    “We’ve got a few questions about a case,” I said. “How’s Stacey doing?” 
 
    Stacey was Howard’s daughter, and Beth’s former high school classmate. Beth and I had met Howard recently when we’d investigated the death of his wife, and though I’d uncovered some unpleasant facts about Howard, he’d been grateful that we’d helped out his daughter. 
 
    “She’s doing as well as you’d expect,” said Howard cryptically. “Busy with her work.” 
 
    Beth and I nodded, and I said, “We don’t want to waste your time. We’re here because of Owen Lidcolm.” 
 
    Howard blinked and shook his head. “I’m not sure who that is.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. “He owns the Black Cat Jazz Restaurant?” Still no reaction from Howard. “You apparently made an offer to buy it recently?” 
 
    Howard shook his head again. “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about. I haven’t offered to buy any restaurant at any time. I’m not in the business of buying up food places.” 
 
    I felt my heart sinking. I’d been so hopeful that Owen had nothing to do with Vanessa’s poisoning. The man had seemed so sincere in wanting to find out who’d been sending the roses. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure?” Beth asked. “You didn’t make any offers to buy this jazz restaurant?” 
 
    Howard shook his head. “No. The only purchase offer I made recently was for a large insurance company. Restaurants, bars, cafés—I don’t deal with them. They’re too much hassle for me.” 
 
    I sighed and exchanged a look with Beth. Things weren’t looking good for Owen at all. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate your time,” I said to Howard. “We know you’re a busy man.” 
 
    “Anything for you two ladies,” Howard said politely. “You’re both so good at digging up information.” 
 
    I thought I heard an undercurrent of fear or anxiousness—perhaps Howard worried that Beth and I would reveal the evidence we’d uncovered about him in our previous investigation. I wanted to say something to set his mind at ease—something like, “Your secret’s safe with me.” But that would just sound even more sinister. 
 
    So in the end, I settled for wishing him a polite goodbye, and Beth and I headed for the Black Cat once again. 
 
    We needed to uncover more information about Owen before we accused him of poisoning Vanessa. If Owen hadn’t been in the restaurant on Sunday, then he must have had someone else do his dirty work for him. We needed to find out who that was. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    If Melissa was surprised to see Beth and me again, she didn’t show it. 
 
    “How’s the investigation going?” she asked. 
 
    “Busy,” I said. “I guess we’ll have to eat as we work.” 
 
    Beth and I decided on club sandwiches, which we gobbled down quickly before ordering a slice of Toblerone cheesecake to share. It was easy to convince Beth that cake-eating would be research for her bakery, and we munched on the chocolate-layered cheesecake thoughtfully. It was an interesting flavor choice, and Beth said she’d definitely consider baking some layered cakes in the future. There were a few patrons at this hour—groups of loud, happy tourists who drank beers and cocktails with their meals, keeping Melissa busy mixing up drinks at the bar. 
 
    “So, do you like this place better than Owen’s café?” I asked Melissa after our slice of cake had dwindled down significantly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “This place is different. A lot more responsibility than the café. It’s a creative idea.” 
 
    “You don’t seem too happy about it,” said Beth. 
 
    I looked at Melissa closely. I’d picked up what seemed like an undercurrent of resentment as she’d talked about her work, and she laughed nervously. 
 
    “I don’t mean to sound bitter,” she said. “It’s just been tiring doing all this work. Girls leaving, people not wanting to work here because of that ghost.” 
 
    “Owen seems pretty convinced there’s no ghost,” I said. “What do you think?” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “I’m open to all possibilities.” 
 
    “And what about these roses? You really think the ghost delivered them?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Melissa. “Stranger things have happened.” 
 
    “Owen says no one died in this building.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Melissa. “I’m sure he’d say that to keep people from quitting. Personally, I think if someone’s really worried, they shouldn’t work here. I don’t want to force people to stay.” 
 
    “That’s big of you,” I said. “I take it you don’t agree with all of Owen’s ideas?” 
 
    Melissa made a face. “Not all his ideas are good ones. Look at that Yarraville development disaster. He’s not a good judge of character.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But sometimes it’s hard to judge people properly. Everyone has so many secrets.” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “Still. Owen messed up pretty badly with that one.” 
 
    “So you know he’s been in trouble with his finances?” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” said Melissa. “It’s all he can talk about sometimes. He used to say that he wished he could win the lottery and pay off all his debts. And then he tried to sell this place, but I don’t think anyone wanted to buy a place that was so new. Of course, it’s a good idea, but it’ll take some time to really catch on.” 
 
    “So he was desperate?” 
 
    Melissa nodded. “I’d say so. He needed money. Badly.” 
 
    “Have you noticed him behaving strangely?” I asked. “Maybe acting paranoid, or hanging around at odd times?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I have,” Melissa said. “He seems to be doing okay for someone whose business is doing so badly.” 
 
    I thought back to the fact that someone other than Owen must’ve poisoned the ceviche. His alibi had checked out, which meant that someone else must’ve done the actual poisoning on his behalf. 
 
    “Was Owen particularly close with anyone here?” I asked. 
 
    Melissa glanced off to the side thoughtfully. Finally, she said, “Clarissa. I saw him kissing her one day. I don’t know what was going on—it’s none of my business, so I never asked them. But it happened, at least once.” 
 
    “You’re definitely sure they were kissing?” 
 
    Melissa nodded. “Saw them with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I was at a winery up in the Yarraz Valley.” 
 
    “So you’d had a few drinks?” 
 
    She looked a little guilty and nodded. “Yeah. Maybe I saw wrong. But I guess—well, I thought that was who I saw.” 
 
    I nodded. At least it was a start. “Anyone else who might’ve been loyal to him?” 
 
    Melissa took another few seconds to think before saying, “There’s Janey. She wanted an advance on her pay a month ago, so I know she’s been having money problems. I’ve seen her chatting with Owen every now and then. I’m not sure if it means anything, though.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to ask,” I said. “And what about yourself? How was your relationship with Owen? You’ve known him a long time.” 
 
    “I guess I have,” said Melissa thoughtfully. “I guess I have known him. Well—in terms of relationships. He’s my boss. I suppose we get along.” 
 
    “When he wanted you to move from the café to this restaurant,” said Beth, “were you keen on the idea?” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “Why not? It was a good idea, or so I thought.” 
 
    I couldn’t help wondering if perhaps Melissa was the one who’d poisoned the ceviche on Owen’s behalf. She’d been quite helpful during the investigation, but she did have a lot of interactions with Owen, and she might be close with him after working for him all those years. 
 
    Beth and I had finished our sandwiches, and Melissa asked if we wanted any drinks to finish our meal. 
 
    “I guess not,” I said. “I think it’s time we went and talked to Clarissa and Janey.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    We found Clarissa manning the section of tables near the stage. She was a medium-height brunette with hair pulled back in a French braid, and she didn’t seem all that thrilled when we approached. 
 
    “I know you want to talk to all of us,” she said. “But I’m not on my break yet.” 
 
    “This will only take a minute,” I promised. “We just wanted to know about your relationship with Owen.” 
 
    She looked at us, uncomprehending. “Huh?” 
 
    “Your relationship.” 
 
    “He’s my boss,” she said. “I thought that was obvious.” 
 
    “Not that kind of relationship,” I said. “Were you with him?” 
 
    She frowned, surprised. “No. What kind of question is that?” 
 
    “Someone claims to have seen the two of you kissing.” 
 
    “Ew,” she said. “He’s really not my type. And I’ve got a boyfriend.” 
 
    “But you were seen with Owen in one of the Yarraz Valley wineries,” I said. 
 
    Clarissa shook her head. “Nope, I haven’t been to the wineries since I started working here. I don’t know who’s spreading these rumors, but Owen’s just my boss—nothing else.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. I was tempted to believe her: her incredulity and distaste for the “rumor” seemed genuine. Of course, she could be putting on an act, but I’d have to be stealthier to uncover if she was, indeed, lying. 
 
    So Beth and I apologized and said we must’ve gotten our facts wrong. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Clarissa begrudgingly. “I’m happy to try to help.” 
 
    I gave it one last shot. “You’re not particularly close with Owen, maybe? Good friends, perhaps?” 
 
    Clarissa shook her head. “I barely know him. I see him when he comes into this place, which isn’t all that often. I’m sorry if that isn’t much help.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” I said. “Thanks for your time.” 
 
    Janey was next. She was a petite, olive-skinned woman with short-cropped dark hair, and thankfully, she was on her break. 
 
    After commiserating with her about how creepy the rose-sender was, and telling her that, no, we hadn’t found out who it was yet, I finally said, “So, you’re not going to quit because of this rose business, are you?” 
 
    Janey shook her head. “Melissa told us all in private that she’d understand if we wanted to quit. She said she can’t force us to work somewhere we don’t want to. But Owen was pretty convincing about there being no ghost. I talked to him afterward, and he said he’d hire a PI like you guys to look into who’s playing this prank. So, yeah, I think I’ll stick around for a while longer.” 
 
    “And the pay here’s okay?” 
 
    “I guess so,” she said. “Things on the menu aren’t cheap, and the customers tip well. Why?” 
 
    “It’s just that we were talking to Melissa earlier,” I said. “And she told us that you asked for an advance on your wages one month.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” said Janey. “My brother got married. No warning. But I wanted to get him a nice gift, and I’d cut up my credit cards. So Melissa gave me an advance.” 
 
    I nodded. “But otherwise, it’s not like you’ve got money problems or anything.” 
 
    “No,” said Janey. “I mean, everyone complains about money and bills, but that’s just life, right? It’s not like I’m hurting for cash. The job pays the bills okay.” 
 
    I nodded. “How well do you know Owen?” 
 
    Janey looked at us with suspicious eyes. “Why? You don’t think he might have something to do with the rose prank himself?” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. “We’re looking into all possibilities,” I said. “I was just wondering—have you noticed anything odd about him lately?” 
 
    “I guess I don’t know him well enough to know what’s odd and what’s not. And he doesn’t come into the place all that often. But I’ve noticed he and Melissa seem less friendly than they used to be. Back at the café.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “So you worked at Owen’s café before you moved here?” 
 
    Janey nodded. “Yeah. A few of us did, but a couple of the girls went back to the café after all those ghost rumors started. Some people watch too many horror movies.” 
 
    “So Owen and Melissa used to be really friendly?” 
 
    Janey cocked her head thoughtfully. “Yeah. I’d say they were. They worked together for a while. Not that they were romantic or anything, but they got along well. I remember Melissa telling us that the Black Cat would open soon, and she was really excited about it. But a few days later, when we got closer to the opening date, she didn’t seem so excited anymore.” 
 
    “Did she say why?” 
 
    Janey shook her head. “I guess the excitement wore off. Maybe she preferred working at the café. It’s just a job, after all. How excited can you get about a job?” 
 
    “I run an online bakery,” Beth said. “I’m always excited about that. I can’t stop thinking about different cake flavors and toppings.” 
 
    “And I like investigating,” I said. 
 
    Janey shook her head. “That’s different. You both run your own businesses. This is just working at a restaurant.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” I said. It was beginning to sound like Melissa couldn’t have been the person Owen used to poison the ceviche. “Did you ever see Melissa and Owen arguing? Or were they back to being good friends?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it,” Janey said slowly, “Melissa seemed snippier toward Owen. I mean, he needs her around because she’s so experienced and good at her job, but she’s been pretty snarky toward him. I wouldn’t say she was rude, or mean, or that they ever really argued about anything. But I guess she just stopped being the friendly model employee she was at the café.” 
 
    “Did you ever overhear her being snarky about anything in particular?” 
 
    Janey thought back. “A couple of things. She’d just say ‘Great idea’ in a sarcastic tone to him sometimes. And one time, soon after the place opened, I walked in on them in the kitchen. There was nobody else around, and Melissa was saying, ‘Sure, if you like changing your plans.’” 
 
    “I wonder what made her go from being friendly towards him to being slightly rude.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the ghost.” Janey smiled wryly, to show that she was kidding. “Melissa says she doesn’t believe in ghosts, but after that kitchen fire, we’ve all been creeped out. I can’t blame her for wishing she worked somewhere else, someplace that wasn’t haunted.” 
 
    We thanked Janey and headed back to the bar, where Melissa was pulling two beers. When she finished and came over to where we were standing, I said, “I just talked to Clarissa and Janey. And I heard something strange—apparently you and Owen weren’t getting along that well?” 
 
    Melissa smiled and rolled her eyes. “It’s no big deal. I was just getting a little annoyed, working here. I didn’t mean to be rude to him.” 
 
    “Why were you annoyed?” Beth said. 
 
    Melissa sighed. “It’s just the little things. You know, hard to hire waitresses because of this rumor. The fire in the kitchen. Vanessa getting poisoned. Now this rose thing.” 
 
    I nodded. “That sounds frustrating. Did Owen change his mind about anything important?” 
 
    Surprise flashed through Melissa’s eyes. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We heard you and Owen argued about something that he changed his mind about.” 
 
    “He was always changing his mind,” Melissa said. “It got a bit annoying after a point. This menu—no, that. This singer—no, that one.” 
 
    I nodded. “Plus with all the ghost stuff going around. Was Owen up to anything that bothered you? That you thought might’ve been unethical?” 
 
    Melissa peered off into the distance thoughtfully. “No,” she said finally. “I don’t know all the details of how he runs his business. I know he was having money problems, but if he was doing anything particularly unethical, he didn’t tell me. And I wouldn’t stand for it, either.” 
 
    Beth and I asked her a few more questions, trying to see if she knew anything about Owen’s insurance policies or suppliers, but Melissa didn’t know much else that could be useful in our investigation. So we thanked her and headed out, back to Beth’s car. I wasn’t sure what we’d have to do, but I knew we’d need more information about Owen before we could accuse him of attempted murder. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Beth and I knew we needed a Hail Mary, so I called Owen and asked him where he was. 
 
    “I’m at the development site in Yarraville,” he said. “Why?” 
 
    “Oh, we just had a few questions about some of your waitstaff,” I fibbed. “What’s the site address?” 
 
    I took down the address dutifully, and then I said, “Um, actually, Beth just told me she needs to go work on a big baking project right now. So I guess I’ll come see you maybe tomorrow. Is there any time tomorrow you’ll be at the Fat Cat or the Black Cat?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Owen. “I can have breakfast at the Fat Cat if you’d like to chat.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “That works for us.” 
 
    We set a time—eight o’clock—and then I thanked him and hung up. 
 
    Beth punched in the address of the Yarraville development into her GPS unit, and we drove over. 
 
    An hour later, Beth parked her car near the development, and we jammed baseball caps onto our heads and settled in for a long wait. Following Owen around was a long shot, but I figured we could learn something. In a previous case, we’d followed a suspect and found him behaving oddly—which had led us to confront him. After which he’d admitted to his crimes. 
 
    I’d already walked past the site casually and seen Owen talking with a tall, well-built man, so I knew he was here. His car was parked a few yards away from ours, and Beth and I sat in silence, waiting for him to leave. 
 
    It was early afternoon, and pretty soon, the site began to clear out. Men got into their cars, driving off in ones and twos, and finally, we saw Owen leave the site and get into his car. We followed him as he drove down to a diner and picked up two large brown bags before getting into his car and driving again. 
 
    A half hour later, he pulled up in front of a semi-detached duplex. We drove past him as he parked on the street and walked inside. Beth and I parked on the road and watched as the lights came on in the townhouse. 
 
    “He must live here,” I mused, stating the obvious out loud. “Or maybe his girlfriend lives here.” 
 
    I thought I could see the bright flicker of a TV in one of the downstairs rooms. 
 
    “The glamorous life of a Santa Verona developer,” said Beth. “Takeout and an early night?” 
 
    We watched the house silently for a while, munching on some chocolates that I’d found in my handbag in lieu of dinner. I considered calling Melissa and asking for Owen’s address, just to make sure we were watching the right place, but I didn’t want to tip her off that we might be interested in paying Owen a house call. Although she didn’t seem to be Owen’s biggest fan, I decided it would be wise not to reveal our suspicions just yet. 
 
    The sun began to set, and the streetlights came on. The TV was turned off after a few hours, and a while after nine, all the lights went out. Owen must’ve gone to bed, but Beth and I watched the place till just past eleven, making sure that he didn’t head out again. 
 
    Finally, at around eleven thirty, Beth and I set off for Neve’s house. 
 
    I’d memorized Neve’s address when looking through Melissa’s employee files, and a few minutes later, Beth and I were parked in front of a condo two blocks from the beach. Given that Neve probably earned a paltry salary as a receptionist, I assumed that her wealthy parents paid for the place. 
 
    A short flight of stairs led up to Neve’s front door, and Beth and I checked immediately for roses or other suspicious flowers: there were none. We checked Neve’s mailbox: no roses inside. 
 
    The place was dark and silent, and I was sure that Neve was blissfully asleep, unaware of the sting operation Beth and I had decided to set up. 
 
    We settled in for another long wait, but just after one o’clock, a car pulled up alongside ours. We watched as a lanky man stepped out and walked up to Neve’s mailbox. It was hard to make out his features under the streetlights, but we could see the light glinting off his glasses. He dropped something inside, turned around and headed back to his car. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s a rose,” Beth muttered, before we both burst out of the car and rushed over to the man. 
 
    Up close, we could make out his dark, curly hair and surprised, geeky expression. He looked to be in his early to mid-twenties, and just to be on the safe side, I pulled my gun out of my handbag and pointed it at him. 
 
    “Whoa!” he said, immediately raising his hands above his head. “What’s going on? Are you mugging me?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “This isn’t a mugging.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” the man said. “I’m happy to give you my stuff. Just don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “We won’t hurt you,” Beth said. 
 
    He looked relieved. “Great. Let me give you my wallet and my cell phone.” 
 
    He made as though to reach into his pocket, and I jerked my gun. “Don’t move.” For all I knew, he was reaching for a weapon. 
 
    The man stepped back and raised his hands again. “How can I give you my stuff if I can’t move?” 
 
    He sounded hopelessly lost, and I shook my head. “I don’t want your stuff. I just want to know what you’re doing here.” 
 
    “What do you mean—doing here? Like, now? Right now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Why’d you leave that rose for Neve?” 
 
    “Um.” He fidgeted awkwardly, and I could swear I saw the color rising on his cheeks. “I like her. I think she’s pretty and she sings really nicely. It’s hard for me to meet girls, and I thought she might like getting a rose. Girls like getting roses.” 
 
    I peered at him closely and thought that I could see an outbreak of adult acne on his cheeks. 
 
    “Who’s been giving you girl advice?” asked Beth. 
 
    The man shrugged. “Just, you know—what I read, here and there.” 
 
    My curiosity got the better of me. “Have you ever had a girlfriend?” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Well. Kind of. I mean, I’ve been on a few dates. But I don’t want to get tied down so soon.” 
 
    “Ri-ight.” I nodded. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Wilson,” he said. “What’s yours?” 
 
    “I’m Mindy,” I said, “And this is Beth. We’re trying to find out about these roses. Why’d you give everyone at the Black Cat a rose?” 
 
    Wilson looked at us, puzzled. “I didn’t give everyone a rose. Just Neve. And Vanessa, but I guess Vanessa’s left the Black Cat. That’s the only reason I decided to give Neve a rose.” 
 
    “What about the other waitresses?” 
 
    “I’m a one-woman man,” said Wilson. “I mean, I might like other women at some point. But for now, I like Neve. She’s cute.” 
 
    “So you didn’t leave anyone else a rose last night?” 
 
    Wilson shook his head. “No, just Neve. So that she’d know I liked her.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “That’s…” I struggled to find a word, and failed. 
 
    “Romantic,” said Wilson. “Right?” 
 
    I glanced at Beth out of the corner of my eye. She looked just as perplexed as I felt. 
 
    Finally, Beth said, “Where were you this weekend?” 
 
    “I had to go to Chicago,” Wilson said. “I work in IT and they fly me around a lot. I came back on Monday morning, but when I went to the Black Cat, Vanessa had left. It bummed me out for a while, but the next morning I saw Neve and heard her sing and I knew. Everything happens for a reason.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “What’s your full name?” 
 
    “Wilson Howser,” he said. 
 
    “And what airlines did you fly? What time did you get back?” 
 
    “Northeast Air. I think I landed at six in the morning on Monday. Why?” 
 
    I avoided the question. “So if I run your name through the airport database, I’ll find that you landed Monday at six?” 
 
    “I guess so,” he said, sounding puzzled. 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. Vanessa had been poisoned on Sunday, at lunchtime. There was a chance that Wilson might’ve been lying about his flight. Perhaps, instead of flying straight into town, he’d landed in LA on Sunday, made the two-hour drive up to Santa Verona, poisoned the ceviche, driven back to LA, and caught a flight that landed here on Monday morning – all to make it seem like he hadn’t been in town. But it seemed like a far-fetched theory. And we could always check the Chicago airport logs to see when he’d left. 
 
    “Who do you work for?” Beth said. 
 
    “Florida Infotech,” Wilson said. “Can I put my hands down now?” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said hesitantly. “But stay where you are.” 
 
    He put his hands down and said, “I still don’t understand what’s going on. Are you guys muggers, or what? You’re kind of nosy for muggers.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I’ve been told I’m nosy.” 
 
    “So let’s get this straight,” Beth said. “You came by last night and left a rose for Neve?” Wilson nodded. “Just one rose? Not two?” 
 
    “Not two,” said Wilson. “One is good, so’s a dozen. But not two.” 
 
    “Was there another rose on the doorstep when you left yours?” 
 
    “No,” said Wilson. “Should there have been?” 
 
    I did some quick thinking. Previously, I’d assumed that the stalker had left all the waitresses a rose each, and had left Neve two. But now, it seemed apparent that Neve had gotten one rose from Wilson, and one from someone else. Which meant that Beth and I needed to go back to watching out for another stalker. 
 
    “Give me your phone,” said Beth. 
 
    Wilson reached into his pocket and handed over his cell phone. “And my wallet?” he said helpfully. 
 
    “No,” said Beth. “I’ll give you your phone back in a minute.” 
 
    Beth pressed a few buttons on the keypad, and a few seconds later, my phone buzzed. 
 
    “Now we’ve got your number,” said Beth. “And you can call us, too. If you need to.” 
 
    She handed the phone back to a puzzled Wilson. 
 
    “You shouldn’t leave girls flowers,” she said. “You should try to talk to them. Ask them out.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Wilson, “I’m not sure I can date anyone. Dating intimidates me. That’s why I don’t talk to them.” 
 
    “You’ve got to start at some point,” Beth said. “Otherwise you’ll be lonely for a long time.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Wilson said. “If you don’t want my stuff, can I go now?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. I lowered the gun and watched as Wilson got into his car and drove off. 
 
    “That was odd,” said Beth. 
 
    “I guess he’s the result of too much coding and too little chatting to actual humans. You think he’ll ask anyone out?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Beth said. “Maybe he’ll actually have a girlfriend someday.” 
 
    “Or maybe he’ll program a robot to love.” 
 
    We headed back to my car and did our best to stay awake. The minutes crept past slowly, and finally, a car pulled up near Neve’s house. 
 
    A shadowy figure stepped out and headed towards Neve’s front door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Beth and I watched with bated breath. The figure was wearing some kind of hoodie, and crept up the stairs, left something at the door, and walked back towards their car. 
 
    Beth and I dashed out of our car, and once again, I pulled my gun out and pointed it at the figure, who raised their hands. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” she said. 
 
    “You’re a woman,” I said, surprised at the high-pitched voice. I’d expected Neve’s stalker to be a man, and I peered closely. Even though the light was a little dim where we were standing, I could make out who it was. “Melissa!” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “Surprise,” she said dryly. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “I left Neve a rose,” she said. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “But why?” I said. “I guess you’re the one who left everyone a rose?” 
 
    Melissa paused for a second, and then she said, “I don’t need to tell you that.” 
 
    “I guess I could just ask around at the different florists’,” I said. “I’m sure someone remembers you.” 
 
    Melissa sighed. “Fine. I dropped roses at everyone’s place. So? I was just trying to boost everyone’s morale. People have been worried since Vanessa’s…incident.” 
 
    I frowned. “How does leaving people roses boost their morale?” 
 
    “They think someone’s looking out for them,” Melissa said. “I wanted people to be more cheerful.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” said Beth. “I think you were trying to lower morale. You wanted people to be miserable.” 
 
    “Why would I want that?” Melissa said. “I’m the one who has to deal with the rosters, trying to hire people, all that.” 
 
    I remembered something Sally had mentioned. “You said you’d understand if people wanted to quit. You wanted people to quit.” 
 
    “No,” said Melissa. “Understanding and wanting are different.” 
 
    Inspiration struck. “You’re probably the one spreading rumors about Alyssa, the waitress ghost.” 
 
    Melissa stood there silently. 
 
    “I’m not sure why you’re trying to get people to stop working at the Black Cat,” I said. “But you are. I bet you’re the one who started the kitchen fire. Unless Owen told you to do that?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “No, Owen’s got no clue.” 
 
    “About all this?” 
 
    “About… everything. Life in general.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean? You’re not in love with him, are you?” 
 
    Melissa laughed shortly. “In love? With that selfish loser of a man? No way.” 
 
    “Then what? What didn’t he understand?” 
 
    “It’s not important,” said Melissa. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “What’s important is that you added the poison to Vanessa’s ceviche.” 
 
    Melissa looked at me steadily. I’d taken a shot in the dark, but her lack of denial told me everything I needed to know. 
 
    “Why?” I said finally. “Why did you poison Vanessa?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “I’m not—I just—I don’t want to talk about it. Let me go.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” I said. “Attempted murder is a crime. I’ll have to tell the police.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to kill her,” said Melissa. Her voice was pleading and desperate. “You have to believe me. I didn’t even mean to send her into a coma.” 
 
    “That’s not how it looks,” Beth said. “It looks like you tried to kill Vanessa. You must’ve hated her.” 
 
    “I didn’t hate her,” said Melissa. “She was a nice girl.” 
 
    “Then why give her food poisoning?” I asked, still mystified. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you,” said Melissa. 
 
    I shrugged. “Okay, don’t tell me. I’ll just call the cops and then you can explain it to them.” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “No cops. I’ll tell you, but promise you won’t call the cops.” 
 
    “We can’t promise anything,” I said, glancing at Beth, who’d pulled out her phone and was typing out a text message. “Why don’t you tell us first, and then we’ll decide.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Melissa. “I did poison the ceviche. But it’s not like I meant to kill Vanessa. I didn’t even know she’d eat the ceviche—I couldn’t read the text on my new phone. How was I supposed to know she’d eat it?” 
 
    I frowned. “Then what did you think? That it’d be fun to randomly poison some food?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “No, no. There were two containers of ceviche, and I only got to one in time. I thought all the ceviche was going to be served to customers, so I added some poison to the container that was left.” 
 
    “So you thought you’d kill off some clueless customers?” That made even less sense to me. 
 
    “I didn’t want to kill anyone,” said Melissa, sounding exasperated. “It was a tiny pinch of botulinum. I just wanted some people to get sick. Then word would spread that the Black Cat gave people food poisoning.” 
 
    “And then business would slow down,” I said thoughtfully. 
 
    “That’s why you spread the ghost rumor,” said Beth. “So the Black Cat would do badly.” 
 
    Melissa nodded. 
 
    Beth said, “And the kitchen fire? Was that you, too?” 
 
    Melissa nodded again. “My uncle was an electrician, so I knew how to tamper with some wires to start a fire. I thought people would get spooked after that, but instead, the fire department came over right away and it was back to business as usual.” 
 
    “Why did you want the Black Cat to fail?” I said. “I know you were annoyed at Owen.” 
 
    “Not just annoyed,” said Melissa. “I gave him the whole idea. Twenty-four-hour jazz restaurant right here—I knew the tourists would love it, and even the locals wouldn’t mind heading over if it was reasonably priced. Owen said he’d make me a partner, but when I couldn’t come up with the start-up funds, he changed his mind. He said I’d be the manager and he’d pay me a good salary. I didn’t want a good salary. I wanted a share of the profits.” 
 
    “Then why’d you try to sabotage the business?” I said. “Why not just quit?” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “I don’t know, I guess I wanted to hurt him. I wanted him to feel the same disappointment I did.” 
 
    Beth said, “It still doesn’t justify trying to poison people.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have killed anyone,” said Melissa. 
 
    Just then, sirens rattled through the air, and we all turned around as two police cars pulled up to where we were standing. 
 
    Melissa turned to us. “You said you wouldn’t tell the cops.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” said Beth. “I’d already texted my friend Matt.” 
 
    I put my gun away, and we watched as uniformed officers, along with Matt, got out of the cars and headed towards us. 
 
    “This isn’t fair,” Melissa said. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s not fair that Vanessa’s in a coma because of you. I guess we’ll just have to see what happens now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    We met up with Owen for breakfast the next day, just like we’d planned. 
 
    “She blames you,” I told him. “She thinks it’s all your fault because you never let her in on the project.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” said Owen. “But I had money problems. At first, she said she could come up with half the start-up funds, but then she backed out. And I didn’t have enough money by myself. But I didn’t get mad at her—I kept her on as a manager. I scrambled around and managed to secure last-minute financing, so I could get the idea off the ground.” 
 
    “But it was her idea,” said Beth. “Ideas are important.” 
 
    “They’re not everything,” said Owen. “Everyone’s got at least one good idea or two. I had a great idea with the Yarraville development that I’m having trouble with now. It’s not the idea—it’s how you implement it.” 
 
    We ate our breakfasts in silence for a few moments.  
 
    I knew what Owen meant—Melissa had the brilliant idea of sabotaging Owen’s business to get back at him, but she hadn’t even managed to implement that plan of revenge. And Owen was probably right: everyone had brilliant business ideas. Heck, I wouldn’t mind opening a mind-reading ice cream parlor that would serve me the right flavor every time, with all the appropriate toppings. Maybe like an ice cream sundae machine version of an automatic coffee machine; instead of cappuccinos and lattes, the machine would make hot fudge sundaes and salted caramel ice cream cones with cinnamon-sugar almonds. I just needed someone to come up with the technology. 
 
    “And what about selling the Black Cat?” I said after a few minutes of silence. “Why’d you lie to us about that?” 
 
    Owen smiled sheepishly. “I guess I panicked. I knew you guys suspected me of trying to get insurance money, so I made that up to get you off my back. I didn’t know you’d actually go ahead and talk to Howard Rocheford.” 
 
    “Well, we did,” I said. “It would’ve been easier if you’d just told us that Melissa was so angry about the restaurant.” 
 
    “I didn’t know she was that angry,” said Owen. “I knew she was being a little bit more sarcastic than usual, but I thought it was just regular job stress. With all those ghost rumors and everything. I had no idea that she was the one spreading the rumors.” 
 
    “I guess she didn’t want you to know,” said Beth. “She probably thought she’d just secretly sabotage your business and laugh gleefully.” 
 
    “I’m sorry how it all happened,” Owen said. “It’s terrible that someone had to get hurt because Melissa was angry at me.” 
 
    “I don’t think she was angry in the typical sense,” said Beth. “She was so calm last night. I think she just wanted something that would make life ‘fair’ again, from her perspective.” 
 
    “Life’s not fair,” said Owen. “That’s pretty much the first thing you learn when you enter reality. You just plod along through an unfair world, trying to do the right thing.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A few days later, I was at the station, catching up with Ethan. 
 
    “Melissa’s facing a couple of different charges,” he said. “Now that Vanessa’s out of the induced coma, and Melissa’s admitted to poisoning the ceviche, the legalities can start. Melissa’s out on bail now, and it’s a five-year sentence for poisoning. She might be able to get out sooner on good behavior, but she’ll have a hard time getting a job again.” 
 
    I nodded. “It seems kind of sad, in a way. She never really intended to hurt Vanessa; she was just experimenting to see how far she could go.” 
 
    Ethan shrugged. “A pinch more and she could’ve killed Vanessa. A jury’s not going to look on that too favorably.” 
 
    I nodded. “And in the meantime, Owen needs to hire a new manager.” 
 
    “It’s a gorgeous day,” Ethan said. “How about we go outside and grab a cup of coffee? I’m due for some caffeine right about now.” 
 
    I smiled. “And I’ll come along for the ride.” 
 
    We headed out and crossed the road to Joe’s Café, where we grabbed two cups of java and sat outside, enjoying the brilliant sunshine. The Santa Verona charm was palpable—the beautiful Spanish-style building that housed the police department glinting in the sunlight. I knew that a few miles away, waves were crashing on the beach, and tourists were grabbing ice cream cones from the nearby ice cream parlor. 
 
    I was about to remark on the day’s perfection when I noticed Neve strolling down the street, like a potentially dark cloud on my sunny sky. 
 
    “Hey, Mindy,” Neve said, stopping at our table. “Ethan.” 
 
    He nodded at her by way of greeting, and Neve lifted her designer sunglasses and pushed them onto the top of her head. 
 
    “How’s the PI gig going?” I asked her, morbid curiosity overtaking me. 
 
    Neve shrugged. “It’s not great. I’m trying to avoid homicides. I can’t believe that creep left me roses while I was asleep.” 
 
    “He was harmless,” I told her. “He just needs a girlfriend. And maybe therapy.” 
 
    Neve shook her head. “I’m not dealing with whack jobs anymore. I’m going to stick to safer work.” 
 
    “Why are you a PI again?” At first, I’d thought she was trying to upstage me, or meddle with my life, but now I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Neve looked at me uncertainly. “It seemed like a good idea,” she said. “I thought it would be easier.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll find some easy cases,” I said, trying to sound encouraging. 
 
    “Maybe.” Neve glanced at me and Ethan. “Are you two back together?” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Ethan staring determinedly into his drink. 
 
    When he didn’t reply, I said, “We’re just catching up on the case. I wanted to know what Melissa was being charged with.” Before Neve could probe further into my relationship status, I said, “How’re things with you and Liam?” 
 
    I regretted the question instantly. 
 
    Neve’s face split into a big grin and she said, “Great! Really great! You know, he’s such a great guy. Everything is just so—” 
 
    “Great,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Of course you know,” said Neve sweetly. “You dated him once.” 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t like Neve, but even she didn’t deserve a guy as horrible as Liam. “I don’t share your opinion, but I’m glad you’re happy.” 
 
    “I think he’s the one,” Neve gushed. “He’s so smart and intelligent and hardworking. He’s going to be a senator soon.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “He wants you to be like a senator’s wife. Dress conservatively, don’t smile at other men. Definitely no flirting. Pearls preferred.” 
 
    Neve looked at me, her eyes clouded with hesitation for a moment. I knew I’d hit a nerve. 
 
    But then that moment passed, and she said lightly, “Everyone’s got preferences. And your spouse needs to be your biggest supporter.” 
 
    I didn’t think that Neve would take my unsolicited advice too well. If I told her that Liam was a controlling, emotionally abusive man who’d probably cheat on her, Neve wouldn’t believe me. It was better to let her make her own mistakes. 
 
    So I nodded and smiled politely and said, “I’m glad things are going well for you.” 
 
    After leave Neve left, my sense of unease lingered. 
 
    Ethan took a few last sips of his coffee and said, “Sounds like this Liam guy’s a real winner.” 
 
    “He’s great,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “You wanna talk about what happened?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s over. And I don’t believe in bad-mouthing an ex.” 
 
    Ethan pretended to wipe some sweat off his brow. “Phew! Good to know I’m safe.” 
 
    I smiled and looked at him. I was lucky to be sitting here with Ethan, talking and laughing like old times. “You’ve got nothing to worry about,” I said. “I couldn’t think of anything to badmouth you about.” 
 
    Ethan reached over and placed his hand over mine. “Not even if you tried really hard?” 
 
    I did my best not to blush. “No,” I said. “I—Aunt Kira was right. I was miserable when I moved away. I really missed you.” 
 
    “Yeah. For about two seconds, until you started dating Brad Pitt.” 
 
    I laughed. “You know that’s not true.” 
 
    Ethan pretended to be shocked. “You turned him down! Why?” 
 
    I laughed again, and then I noticed that Ethan’s eyes had grown serious. I looked down and gulped. 
 
    Ethan said softly, “Aunt Kira was right about me, too. I was a mess when you left.” 
 
    I tried to shake off the memories of past sorrows. “I’m sick of talking about Aunt Kira,” I said. “We need to make sure we don’t run into her again when we’re out on a—dinner.” 
 
    Ethan smiled. “How do you propose to do that?” 
 
    “We just have to go somewhere she won’t turn up.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Why don’t you come over to my place? I can cook something up.” 
 
    Ethan squinted. “The last I heard, the only things you could cook were spaghetti in instant sauce, and fried eggs.” 
 
    “Spaghetti and fried eggs,” I said. “The most romantic meal.” 
 
    Ethan grinned. “How about I pick up some takeout instead?” 
 
    I nodded. “That sounds good.” 
 
    “And over the meal, you can tell me why you turned down Brad Pitt.” I laughed and Ethan went on, “I’m guessing he smelled bad.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “It was his hair. I can’t date a man who’s got better hair than me.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” said Ethan. “I always knew my bad hair would win me the ladies.” 
 
    I smiled, and for a second I was tempted to reach out and run my fingers through his hair, like I did when we were in high school. I stopped myself in time. 
 
    As Ethan walked me to the bus stop, I noticed Liam emerging from the courthouse side of the building. And then I noticed that he had his arm around a lady who wasn’t Neve. 
 
    I shook my head, and as I got on the bus, I decided not to think about Liam. He was Neve’s problem, and I didn’t have to deal with him anymore. 
 
    Of course, life didn’t quite work out like that. 
 
    Little did I know that a few days later, the lady I’d seen Liam with would be murdered, and Liam would turn out to be the chief suspect. 
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