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      “Wait, wait,” Jack said, waving his hand while he laughed so hard that tears were gathering in the corners of his eyes. His richly dark skin grew richer from what I imagined was a hilarity-induced blush. “You didn’t even know about it?”

      “No, and it’s not that funny,” I said, scowling.

      Jack laughed harder, and I scowled harder. “I can’t believe she didn’t tell you,” he said.

      The “she” in this instance was my cousin Sarah. She’d saved my life when she sold me her café and the block-long property in which it was located.

      The “it” she didn’t tell me about was a three-day packaging conference.

      My name is Kylie Berry. I have flaming red hair, a Milky Way of freckles across my cheeks and nose, and a slender build, and I owed my cousin Sarah everything. Literally—everything—since I had yet to pay her one thin dime for the property I “bought” from her. I was struggling to keep my financial head above water. Life and a sore-loser of an ex-husband had left me destitute, but Sarah, this café, and the people who considered it a home away from home had given me a second chance at life.

      But that chance had not come with an easy button. As soon as I had set foot in the café door, Sarah was walking out. All but two of the wait staff left. Then the chef left. That made business hard. I had no idea how to run a café. I could barely boil water without scorching a pan.

      Since then, I’ve gotten better. A little. I swear. It at least looks better, especially if you squint or have cataracts or don’t know what gourmet cuisine is supposed to look like.

      “It must have slipped her mind,” I said regarding my cousin in my best deadpan voice.

      Jack was sitting at the grill’s counter, and I topped off his coffee. The breakfast casserole I’d put before him remained untouched. In his defense, Jack’s eyesight was just fine. He was perfectly capable of seeing how the roughly cut square of egg, sausage, cheese, and other stuff had oozed itself from one side of his plate to the other.

      It was definitely an Oops Board candidate.

      “Are you even getting paid for hosting it?” Jack asked, chuckling as he shook his head in disbelief.

      I swallowed. Hard. I tried to answer but the word “no” didn’t want to come out.

      My second-floor banquet hall had been reserved for the event since last year, although I’d only learned about it a few days ago. I’d managed to do some bartering and was able to cover all of the packaging conference’s needs, but it had been difficult. There were so many details. Tables, chairs, and decorations, not to mention the food. So much food! The thought of it all made me swoon.

      Making matters worse, the event had been prepaid. That money had gone into Sarah’s pocket, which was the rightful spot at the time since she’d owned the place. But now that I owned it, I had nothing extra with which to cover the conference’s expenses.

      Almost nothing.

      Pride and embarrassment kept me from asking Sarah to give me the money she’d been paid since I wasn’t even close to being able to make my first payment on the property she had sold me.

      I finally managed to shake my head no in answer to Jack’s question. He stopped laughing. As the owner of the most-trusted local bank, I guessed he didn’t find money matters that amusing.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.

      “Dan”—my tramp of an ex-husband—“paid me a consulting fee to help him salvage our… I mean, his company.” He’d taken everything in the divorce. All of our belongings. All of our friends. Most of my self-respect. “I’d planned to use the money to update the café’s sign from Sarah’s Eatery to The Berry Home, but that can wait.” The new name was currently being displayed via a banner that had been tied over the top of the café’s original name.

      The bell over the café’s door chimed, and I did a double take. It was barely after nine in the morning, but Zoey was walking in with an air of lucidity I rarely ever saw in her at this time of day. She wasn’t even wearing her Jackie Onassis sunglasses to hide bloodshot eyes. Instead, she was bright-eyed and alert. Her shiny black hair draped over her shoulder in a thick braid, and she was wearing hot pink thigh high boots with what looked like an oversized men’s blue denim shirt. The shirt was as form fitting as a potato sack, but Zoey looked absolutely stunning in it.

      Zoey glanced around the café as she slid onto the stool next to Jack. Her honey-toned Asian skin glowed warm like the sun. “Nobody here yet?”

      Zoey was my BFF. She was the girl who would run into a burning building with me rather than try to stop me. She had helped me prove that I wasn’t a murderer, and then I’d returned the favor. We’d been best friends ever since.

      I looked around the café. The place wasn’t packed, but I had ten whole customers, not including Zoey. That was pretty good for that time of day, at least for my café. It was after most pre-work breakfast eaters had left but before brunch and lunch customers made their way in.

      “Who were you looking for?” I asked.

      “Nobody,” she said.

      “What’s nobody look like?” Jack asked. I loved to hear the man talk. He belonged in a barbershop quartet. His voice was mellow, easy, and soothing to the soul. “Might this nobody have a name?”

      I slid a cup of coffee in front of Zoey, and she gave Jack a healthy dose of side eye. I wasn’t sure if she was going to answer him, but then a smile pulled at the corners of her lips. “Sebastian Drysdale.”

      Jack’s brows lifted, and then a smile captured his own lips. He gave Zoey an appreciative nod. “He’s quite the young man. Hardworking, despite his privilege. And he has a perfectly symmetrical face, if I do say so myself.”

      I was lost. I had no idea who Sebastian Drysdale was. So I did something that came very unnatural to me—I kept my mouth shut and listened.

      Thankfully Jack filled in the blanks of my curiosity. “Sebastian’s father owns Paperworx, one of the biggest packaging companies on the East Coast. It’s my understanding that he’s been tapped to take the company over when his father retires, even though he has two older siblings.”

      A light blush pinked Zoey’s cheeks, and her smile reached her eyes. “I met him at last year’s conference. I hadn’t been in town very long, and everything between us just clicked.” Her smile soured and her luminous eyes dimmed, seeming to get lost in a memory. “I had other things going on then, so the clicking only went so far.”

      I was sure that Zoey was referencing the man who had all but left her at the altar. He’d made my ex look like a choir boy. Recovery from that particular heartache was coming slow for Zoey, but she was getting there.

      The café door chimed again, this time giving way to a woman whom I knew to be in her early eighties. She had the cheekbones of a supermodel and the grace of a ballerina. Her pixie-cut white hair and dangling earrings accentuated her long neck and sharpened the intensity of her dark, piercing eyes. She carried a large carpet bag with ease, out of which stuck the ends of two long knitting needles.

      “Agatha,” Jack called out with a bright, toothy smile. “My favorite girl.”

      “Better not let your wife hear you say that,” Agatha warned. Her cascade of bracelets tinkled when she bent to put her bag on the floor next to Jack. She then climbed onto the adjacent stool. “Sweetheart,” she said to me in a lowered, conspiratorial voice, “any of Patty’s scrumptious pie back there?”

      I wasn’t even insulted she wasn’t asking for anything I had baked.

      Patty was my secret weapon. She was one of my two best guards against complete fiscal annihilation. She baked like an angel, despite the demons that lived in her head. If she wanted to have a conversation with fifteen people when I was the only other person in the room, that was just fine by me. Besides, she was a saint. It usually took her showing me a recipe five times before I started getting it right.

      “I’ve got a blueberry,” I told her in the same conspiratorial voice.

      Her dark eyes twinkled with anticipation and approval. I got her a big slice and a cup of coffee.

      “Sweetie, do you have any spots left in that cooking class of yours tomorrow night?” she asked as she doctored her coffee with the sugar and cream I’d set out for her. “What’s the chef’s name?”

      “Chef Radde.” He was my one bright spot through all of this.

      “How’d you snag him?”

      “He reached out to me, can you believe it? But, yes… I do have some slots left. You want in?”

      Agatha eyed me speculatively as one side of her mouth pulled up in a lopsided grin. She leaned forward and put her elbows on the counter. It was nearly an unheard of, unladylike maneuver for her, and her following question was like a one-two punch I never saw coming. “What’s the story between you two? He is very handsome.”

      I felt like a four-year-old caught with my hand in the cookie jar. “Nothing ever happened. I swear.” Her beady little eyes pierced right through me. There was no use trying to lie.

      “Mmhmm…” She did not sound convinced.

      “Hold on,” Zoey said, her interest piqued. “You holding back on me? You got stories to tell that you’re not telling?”

      Jack glanced at his watch. “I’ve got a meeting with the Board of Trustees in a few minutes, but I’ve got time for this.”

      “You, too, Jack?” I whined.

      “Spill,” Zoey ordered.

      I reverted back to my teenage years and rolled my eyes before giving in. “Okay, but nothing gets said. Not. One. Word!”

      Agatha pulled her fingers across her lips, zipping my promised secret away.

      “Not a word,” Jack assured.

      “I promise nothing,” Zoey said.

      I gave her my best evil eye, but she was unfazed. I decided to get on with it. Time to yank the band-aid off.
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      “Chef Radde is the Head Chef of Smolder, my favorite restaurant in Chicago.” Chicago was the place I called home before my ex-husband of eleven years ran me out of town. “We’d flirt, but it was playful. Harmless. Dan thought it was cute and liked that he had something another man couldn’t have. It stroked his ego.” I was definitely getting off topic. I cleared my throat, then shrugged and smiled coquettishly. “I guess it was memorable after all.”

      “So he came all the way down here to Kentucky to fuel the old flame?” Jack asked.

      “No…” I said with a touch of chagrin. “He followed his fiancée down for a modeling shoot out at Camden Falls. He’d heard I was down this way and looked me up. When he found out that I own a café now, he offered to host a cooking class. Then when I told him about the packaging conference and that I didn’t have a chef to handle the catering for it, he actually volunteered!” I was beaming, smiling from ear to ear.

      “And his fiancée is fine with that?” Agatha asked.

      Again, my smile fell. “I don’t know. I guess it’s a working pre-honeymoon?”

      Jack did a shoulder nod as he considered. “Chefs do tend to be artistic. Some just aren’t happy unless they’re creating.”

      “Well, I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. He’s not charging me anything to cater the conference.” Which was a good thing since I barely had anything to pay him with. John—Chef Radde to others—was even letting me keep half of the proceeds from tomorrow night’s class. Of course, I’d give Agatha a fifty percent discount. The amount she paid would go to cover his fee but I’d take a pass on mine.

      Jack left to go to his meeting. Agatha hooked up with her knitting group and they settled into the cozy corner, a collection of plush seats positioned around a fireplace in the street-side nook on the far side of the café.

      Zoey eventually gave up her hopes of running into Sebastian a full day before the conference was scheduled to begin. She headed home to hibernate, commit acts of espionage, or to do whatever it was that she did in her high-tech bat cave of an apartment.

      The day ticked on. My college-attending waiter, Sam, ended his shift and was replaced by my college-attending waitress, Melanie. Melanie had a crush on Sam, but nothing had come of it yet. It was a secret that was slowly boring a hole through my head. Hopefully, Sam would figure it out before I committed a high act of treason among the sisterhood and told him.

      I traded out my Oops Board breakfast casserole for an Oops Board lunch of roast beef sandwiches on sourdough. I’d cooked the roast and baked the bread myself. What that translated to was a roast as dry as the Sierra and bread as dense as plaster. Not a good combination. I did my best to compensate for the lack of moisture by smearing on enough aioli to launch a ship out of a waterless dock.

      “Is this a salad or a sandwich?” Brad asked as he tried to wrangle his lunch into one towering cluster of soggy mess. Brad was a police officer with the Kentucky State Police. He was sworn to protect and serve, but all he was doing right now was harassing me about my mega cooking fail. “There are three slices of tomato on here. You know that croutons aren’t normally bigger than the salad, right?”

      Brad was one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen. He had soft blue eyes with flecks of green, muscles that made me wish I was a professional masseuse, and a face that would have made Kate Winslet get off that door in the middle of the ocean and offer it to him instead.

      Not that Brad would have taken it.

      “I did the best I could,” I said. I really had. Give me a month of making it every single day and it would even be almost good.

      “Jonathan not in again today?”

      I went from determinedly upbeat to droopy. “Nooo.” Jonathan was my other best guard against poverty. If it hadn’t been for him and Patty, I’d only have a handful of customers.

      “Want me to look into it? See if he’s in some kind of trouble?”

      I perked up, then shook my head, feeling defeated again. I couldn’t ask Brad to snoop into Jonathan’s personal business.

      “He has his own life. I have to respect that.” Jonathan had been a couch-surfing homeless dude before Patty hired him. She didn’t actually have the green light to hire anyone, but I couldn’t fault her choice. Jonathan was the most easygoing, upbeat, and hardworking person I’d ever met. I was lucky to have him in my life.

      Brad wrangled his sandwich between his hands and lifted. All of the fixins between the two slices of bread slid out and did a splashdown on his plate.

      Brad stared at it, then at me. “Berry… Really, maybe I can help get him back here.” He looked down at his dismantled sandwich before continuing with his pitch. “I can find out what’s going on with him. No problems, no hassle.”

      Mortification was the only thing that kept me from laughing. I reached for his plate. “I’ll go get you something else.”

      Brad captured my hand. “My food!” he declared. “You want a plate, go get your own.” He lifted my hand to his lips and kissed it. “Got a knife and fork?”

      I slid a set over and watched him dig in. When he finally succeeded in taking a bite, his brows went up in surprise, then he took another bite and nodded his head. “The flavor’s good!”

      The café door chimed, and I looked up to see a face I hadn’t seen in ages.

      “Chef Radde!” I exclaimed and hurried my way from behind the grill’s counter.

      “Mrs. Hibbert!” Chef Radde called out as he threw his arms wide.

      I didn't let his use of my married name dissuade me from accepting a great big bear hug from him. The man was handsome in a rugged, outdoorsman kind of way. It made you want to snuggle up with him in front of a fireplace on a cold winter’s night. He was the fellow you could see chopping wood outside before he came into the kitchen to make you Eggs Florentine, served in bed with a cup of perfectly brewed espresso and a small cluster of snow born anemones. He was dreamy, and his fiancée was a very, very lucky woman. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little envious.

      “It’s Berry now,” I said, pulling away after the hug. “I’ve gone back to my maiden name.”

      Chef Radde held my hands in his and eyed me speculatively, then said, “And that couldn’t have happened to a better man.”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “Are you telling me you knew things I didn’t know?” My ex had been a cad, sleeping with anyone in a skirt who said yes.

      “Sweetheart, everyone knew. Why do you think I always flirted so hard? I figured what was good for him was most certainly good for you… and maybe me.” He gave me a promise-filled wink.

      I couldn’t help but laugh again despite the sting of truth in his words. I’d been married for eleven years, and Dan had probably cheated on me through each and every one. I supposed that if someone had pulled me aside and told me, I would have called them a liar, so it wouldn’t be fair of me to hold a grudge against everyone who kept my ex-husband’s infidelity to themselves. Still, that others had known while I hadn’t… It hurt.

      “You’re going to get in trouble with your fiancée if you keep carrying on like that,” I warned, while simultaneously stomping my hurt into a box and locking the lid in place.

      Brad had turned around on his stool to watch the show. He picked this time to clear his throat and then stand up to offer Chef Radde a handshake. He looked good in his crisp, blue-gray form-fitting officer’s uniform.

      “Brad Calderos,” he introduced himself. He then slipped an arm around my waist, introducing himself in another way without the use of any words. He was telling Chef Radde that he was my guy.

      Chef Radde’s brows went up and his smile grew. “I see…” Then to me, he said, “Good for you. Does Dan know?”

      My mouth fell open and then closed again like that of a fish. Chef Radde’s question had caught me so off guard. I had never considered it before. “I, uh, I don’t think so.” Then I quickly added, “And you’re not going to tell him.”

      I saw Brad’s eyes narrow disapprovingly, but Chef Radde gave a belly laugh that filled the café. I didn’t worry about any of my customers being bothered by it, though. I had a suspicion that half of them came to the café hoping to see another dead body fall into my lap. Well, they were in for a sore disappointment. Those days were behind me.

      “Chef Radde,” I said, reaching out to take his hand, “let me show you the kitchen.” Brad was still giving me the evil eye, which made me eager to get away. It was clear he didn’t approve of my preference to keep Dan firmly in the dark about any new romances.

      “Call me John, please. Kylie, your café is beautiful,” he said on our way to the kitchen. When we got there, he crossed his arms over his chest and took it in. All of the counters were stainless steel. There was a long island down the center, two ovens, and numerous gas burners. Various types of pots and pans hung from hooks, and the place gleamed. I might not be able to cook my way out of a paper bag, but I could clean with the best of them. “Nice,” he said. “Very nice.”

      There was no hint of being patronizing in his voice. I could tell that he was genuinely impressed, and it made my heart swell with pride.

      “Ten people are booked for your cooking class tomorrow night,” I told him. “Some of them locals, some of them conference attendees or their wives. And of course, the conference itself kicks off tomorrow at noon. Are you sure you’re okay taking on all the catering for the conference on your own? I’ll be available to help, of course. Whatever you need.” Working on his own, Chef John was sure to be up all night.

      “Nonsense. You’re supplying this incredible space and all the goods. That’s plenty enough. I’ve never catered an event of this size all on my own, and quite frankly, I want to be able to stake claim to it in my memoir.” He smiled lazily. “I’ll be able to dedicate a whole chapter to the experience.”

      “You’re writing a book?” I’d already known that Chef John was an amazing chef who’d served numerous celebrities. I had no idea he was destined for celebrity himself. A memoir like that could launch his career in any number of amazing directions.

      “I am. Wanna be in it?” He winked, and I laughed.

      “Only in the kindest, gentlest way. Maybe to say this is the kind of place you’d like to come back to eat at time and time again?” I winked back. Hey, I wasn’t above taking a go at a little self-promotion when the opportunity arose.

      “You got it, Red.” He kissed my cheek in a way that was far more platonic and friendlier than any of his flirting and winks had been.

      I showed Chef John all the ins and outs of the kitchen. He seemed able to memorize where everything was at just a glance. I promised to end the café’s dinner service early, and Chef John promised to be back in the evening to get to work on the numerous hors d'oeuvres and other dishes that would be made available for tomorrow’s conference guests.
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      The next day I offered a repeat of yesterday’s breakfast egg casserole, but this time it turned out good enough to be featured on a food blog. Chef John was buzzing around the kitchen the entire time, taking care of his own demanding menu needs, yet he still managed to steer my casserole into the realm of brilliance with just a word here or there. His timing was perfect. It was incredible to work around him, and it was incredible to watch him work.

      Other than the breakfast casserole, the café customers would be offered an option of a hamburger made to order at the grill’s bar—out of the way of the main kitchen—or a mouthwatering clam chowder that Chef John had made just for my customers over the course of the night.

      He was such a thoughtful and talented guest chef that I wished he could stay forever. I could learn so much from him. I’d learn it at a snail’s pace, but if Jonathan managed to get his life sorted out and get back on a regular schedule, he had the potential to become a truly great chef learning from John. Jonathan had potential, whereas I spent most of my time hoping that I didn’t give anyone food poisoning.

      It was a gorgeous summer day, and the endless hours flew by, yet I didn’t feel frazzled and worn out by the time evening came. I locked the café’s front door early with a note that all cooking class attendees should enter through the kitchen’s rear entrance.

      To say I was excited was an understatement. I only wished Jonathan had been able to attend as well.

      I popped a canapé of fresh-baked cracker, herbed goat cheese, fresh basil, and whole raspberry into my mouth when I thought no one was looking.

      “How is it?” Chef John’s warm voice asked from over my shoulder.

      I jumped, startled, and turned around.

      A jolt of anxiety raced through me. Would Chef John be mad at me for stealing his hard work? But his inviting smile brushed those worries away.

      I laughed as I chewed, then swallowed. “It’s delicious.”

      “They’re easy, you know. I could teach you how to make them.”

      Panic made my breath quicken. It always took me four or five attempts with Patty’s help before I started getting remotely decent at one of her recipes. Having Chef John discover how inept I was filled me with more fear than I cared to admit.

      Rather than brush his offer off, though, I acquiesced. “I’d love to, after the conference gets behind us.”

      I was pretty sure that Chef John was planning to stay all week, and if I stalled long enough, maybe Jonathan would make it back in time to learn with me. That would take some of the sting out of Chef John finding out what a terrible cook I really was. It was one thing to learn how to cook amongst a group of other people. It was quite something else to be the only one. My ineptitude would have nowhere to hide.

      A tap at the back door announced the evening’s first arrival. I used it as a diversion from talking any further about Chef John’s offer to provide a private cooking lesson.

      I pushed the heavy steel door open to reveal three women dressed in clothes the like I hadn’t seen since moving from Chicago to Kentucky. The ladies were clearly big-city socialites with lots of money. Lots and lots of money.

      I recognized shoes that cost the better half of a grand and clothes that had come from a designer, not off the rack. I once had friends who looked like them. Heck, I’d once looked like them myself. Those “friends” I knew back in Chicago had been nice to my face but gleefully venomous behind my back.

      To them, I’d been a career girl. I’d been very active in building up my husband’s industrial air and heating company into one of Chicago’s premier competitors. My hours had been long and often challenging, and we built the company from a modest supplier to a powerhouse in the industry. I had not been a lady of leisure, and they had made sure I never forgot—as if that had been a bad thing.

      Those days were behind me now. My Louis Vuitton shoes had been traded in for cushiony sneakers, and I’d found I enjoyed them infinitely more.

      “Ladies,” I said, opening the door wider. The trio smiled, but I was careful not to read too much into the pleasantry.

      “Come! Come in!” Chef John’s voice boomed from the middle of the kitchen behind me.

      I let the door swing shut, but the long fingers of a large hand shot out to keep it from latching. When the door opened wide again, it revealed a boyishly handsome man whom I’d come to know well and care about even more.

      “Joel!” I put my arms around his neck and let him lift me in a hug. Of course, there was no way the man could be standing while I had my arms around his neck without him picking me up. At 6’5”, he was a whole lot of man. A whole lot of very good man.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he said, kissing my cheek. He walked me several steps into the kitchen before letting my feet touch the ground again.

      “What are you doing here?” It wasn’t that I was unhappy to see him. Just the opposite. Joel and I were dating, and he’d recently asked me to go away with him for a long weekend.

      The thing was that I was dating Brad too, and Joel saw whisking me out of state for a nice vacation as an opportunity to get some Brad-free time with me. I hadn’t answered him yet, even though I knew it needed to be “no.” Going away with Joel was moving too fast, too soon.

      “Chef Radde reached out to me. Asked me to come take pictures.” He tapped the green leather satchel at his side. I knew it contained his camera. Joel was the owner and operator of the Camden Falls Herald, and it made sense that Chef John would reach out to someone there to find a photographer. In fact, Joel was the person the local police often turned to when they needed a crime scene photographed.

      I shook my head.

      “What?” Joel asked.

      “It’s Chef John… I mean, Radde. He’s so together. He’s so good at thinking four steps ahead. He’s writing a memoir, so the pictures you take will be perfect for that.” I hoped I wasn’t wrongly outing Chef John by telling someone else about the memoir he was writing.

      “You got some of that four-steps-ahead in you yourself, kiddo,” Joel said, tweaking my chin with his thumb and finger. I could only describe the look on his face as adoration. His honey-brown eyes melted me, and his lips were beyond kissable. It made the “no” that danced on the tip of my tongue want to turn into a “yes.” If I didn’t turn him down soon, I’d be a goner to his plans for sure.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Saved by the bell!

      I forced myself to turn away from Joel to get the door again. Pushing it open revealed a woman close to my age with light brown hair and sapphire blue eyes. Her flawless, glowing complexion sported a no-makeup look that I suspected had taken a half-hour of makeup application to perfect. She was tall and slender with bikini-model curves.

      And I knew her.

      “Lara?” The last time I’d seen her was in Chicago, eighteen months ago. She’d worked with my husband on a marketing campaign for Hibbert Air, the industrial heating and air company we formerly ran together. My tone turned from disbelieving to excited. “How are you?”

      Lara’s gaze had initially brushed over me but quickly zeroed in when I said her name. Recognition struck and she took a hesitant step backward. Her eyes went round. “Kylie?”

      I reached a hand out to her. “Are you okay?” Her radiant complexion had paled.

      Lara’s gaze took in her surroundings. “What are you doing here?”

      “I own this café. Actually, I own the whole building.” I spoke gently, as if to a young child. The woman was smart, driven, and sure-headed. I couldn’t fathom why seeing me had startled her so.

      She broke into a quick smile and gave a nervous laugh. She took one of my hands in both of hers. “I knew you’d end up on your feet,” she said, patting the back of my hand. Her expression had turned pitying. I wanted to pull my hand away from her touch, but fear of being rude locked me in place. My skin began to itch and burn from contact with her.

      Finally, I pulled away. I stepped aside of the entryway to allow her entrance, but her long, delicate fingers caught my elbow and guided me back into place. She threw a nervous glance over my shoulder at the room and the people beyond, then leaned in. When she spoke, it wasn’t much above a whisper.

      “I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry about what happened between me and Dan.”

      Wham! The girl just sucker punched me, and I never even saw it coming.

      I opened my mouth, but only a squeak came out.

      Lara didn’t even notice. Her lips kept moving and words kept falling out. She was too absorbed in unloading her burdens to see she was crawling over me like a steamroller. Feet first.

      “If I’d known your marriage wasn’t a sham, I never would have slept with him.”

      She was practically up to my hips now. Why couldn’t she put a bullet in my head and be done with it?

      “He was just so charming! Well, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you. You know how he can be.”

      I was going to run head-first at a wall in hopes of smashing my skull on a stud.

      “And then he started promising me the world, that we could go anywhere and do anything. We made all these plans. But none of it was real for him. It was all a fantasy. He was never going to leave you. You were his everything. Took me months to figure that out. He’d lied to me from the very start!” She had the gall to sound put upon by his dishonesty with her.

      “Lara,” I croaked, “why are you here?” My head swam, and I wondered if I’d be able to remain upright.

      “Oh, dear! Are you okay?” Concern etched Lara’s face. She had my hand between both of hers again.

      “I’m okay,” I breathed out as black dots danced in front of my eyes.

      “Well, like I was saying, I’m so sorry about what happened. I hope we can put the past behind us. I know I have.” She smiled, toothy and bright. “I’m very happy now. A great guy, and I’m the world to him. Know what I mean?”

      I did know what she meant, and it made me need to vomit.

      There was no way I could go away with Joel. There was no way I could ever get serious with Brad. Never. Never ever again. Simply never. The ability to trust any man who vowed he cared about me was no longer in my DNA. Dan had scorched it out. Incinerated it.

      “Lara!” Chef John’s voice boomed from behind me. “You made it!”

      My hand slipped free of Lara’s as she headed past me. It was all I could do to lean my shoulder against the door frame and breathe in the cool night air. I was shaking. I felt as though my blood sugar had dropped and I was two seconds away from slipping into a diabetic coma.

      Using the door frame to steady me, I turned to watch Lara and Chef John. They greeted each other with a long familiarity. She hugged him, and he kissed her on both cheeks before he pulled away.

      I had no idea who Chef John’s fiancée was, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t Lara. While there were an unspoken familiarity and intimacy between them—and I was sure I saw sparks from a flame that should have already died out, there was also a lot of hovering without touching. They might have been together once, but they weren’t together now. Even so, they leaned their heads close as they talked. He said something and she shook her head and stepped away, but he pulled her back in with the offering of a scrumptious morsel that he hand-fed her himself.

      Whoever Chef John’s fiancée was, she had better get here quick. Lara was giggling through long slender fingers coquettishly held to her lips. She was going to stake her claim on Chef John no matter who she hurt in the process. I had no doubt about her willingness to have her cake and eat it too.

      “Over my dead body,” I mumbled and pushed myself away from the door frame.

      I closed the heavy steel door with a hearty push that slammed it into place. Everyone stopped talking and all eyes turned to me. If I’d been Xena, this was the moment I would have grabbed my fancy frisbee weapons, jumped up on the middle island with one graceful leap, and trilled a shrill battle cry that turned everyone’s blood to ice in their veins.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      Dang it! I silently howled.

      My moment of relevance slipped impudently away as everyone went back to their huddled conversations. And I opened the door.

      “Agatha!” In an instant, I went from being ready for war to feeling overwhelming relief.  I practically fell into the woman’s arms.

      “Sweetheart, are you okay?”

      I pulled away. “I am now. Look, if I kill anyone tonight, you have to promise me you’ll feed Sage.” My darling, sweet, loyal, and sometimes murderous cat was stuck upstairs in my apartment. I didn’t trust her not to scamper out into the night with so many people funneling in and out the kitchen’s back door.

      Agatha chuckled, then looked past me at the room’s occupants. “Who’s the intended victim? Let me know when you need me to start a diversion. I’m an old woman. I can accidentally set someone’s shirt on fire and they’ll all forgive me five minutes later.”

      I pulled Agatha in for another hug. “Thank you!”

      “Everyone, gather round the center island,” Chef John called. “Pick a spot and call it yours.” The cooking class was finally about to begin. Lara had meandered over to stand near the trio of well-coiffed ladies who had arrived first. But though she was standing near them, the tight, cliquish group wasn’t having anything to do with her.

      Eager to hear whatever was said, I settled in on the other side.

      “Tonight’s cooking lesson will be covering an incredibly simple dish, one that can be made when you are happy, when you are tired, or when you simply want a nice meal. It is simple, it is fresh. It is delicious. And, it is a household staple in Italy. You will wonder why you haven’t been eating it every week of your life so far. Tonight, we are making aglio e olio!”

      “Ohhhh!” I groaned. No no no no no! That dish was my arch nemesis! I would end up burning down my entire kitchen.

      Desperate, I raised my hand to my shoulder. I was determined to ask Chef John to choose something else. Anything else!

      “I’m so excited,” the woman next to me whispered. I looked up into her face and saw only genuine interest there. “I had it in Italy last summer, and I’ve been dreaming about it ever since.” Despite the designer clothes and the dangling pearl solitaire which had its home in the mountainous valley of her designer chest, all of my senses told me she was being sweet for the sake of—gasp—being sweet.

      “It is really good… when made right,” I offered. She’d spoken to me first, and I didn’t want her to feel ignored by not saying anything in return.

      “Have you made it? Oh…” She rolled her eyes, but it was made cute by the lovely smile she wore. “What am I saying? Duh. You own this place! I’m so jealous! I’ve only been in town for a couple of days, but I love it here. Everyone’s so nice! They smile and wave! Bobby got a flat tire on the side of the road and had to change it. Three different cars pulled over to ask if he needed any help. Three!” She stared at me, then clucked. “Where are my manners? I’m Stella Rockston.”

      It was official. Stella was smitten… with Camden Falls. I had to admit: she was right. The people here were nice. They talked slower, moved slower, and dressed simpler than the people I’d known in Chicago, but the people of Camden Falls were complex and interesting. They had rich lives full of intrigue, dreams, and… okay, the occasional murder.

      I guessed no place was perfect.

      The class got started, and to my utter amazement, I was able to follow along without messing anything up. Watching and listening to Chef John was like watching a master at work. Everything was effortless perfection for him, but more amazing than that was his ability to transfer his skill into our novice hands.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      I left my station and got the door. I opened it to a round man who had waved goodbye to middle-age some time ago. He was barely taller than me, and his bulbous nose had the same craterous cragginess as the moon. His suit was cream-colored linen, tailor cut. His shoes were Italian leather loafers—Dan’s favorite kind—and he wore a diamond-encrusted Cartier watch.

      “Ollie!” a woman’s voice cried out from some distance behind me. I turned around just in time to see Lara running on teeter-totter spiked heels. She threw herself into the much shorter man’s arms, then clutched his chubby cheeks between her hands and kissed him. “You made it!”

      I had to give her credit. If she was faking her affection for the ol’ guy, she was very good. Even knowing what I knew about her past with Dan—a quick swallow to get the bile back down—everything about her in that moment told me she was over the moon for the man before her.

      Turning to me with her arms still draped over the newcomer’s shoulders, she said, “Kylie, let me introduce you to my fiancée.” There was a hint of worry in her eyes. She was afraid I’d say something to ruin her relationship with her much older, very wealthy, and much, much less attractive husband-to-be.

      This was it. I could strike down her future like a bolt of lightning! I could destroy everything she hoped to achieve! I could steal away her attempt at happiness!

      “Very nice to meet you,” were the words that came out of my mouth instead as I extended my hand to him. “I’m Kylie Berry, owner and operator of this café.”

      “Beautiful place!” he said, taking my hand. “I’m Oliver Drysdale, but please call me Ollie. We’re in town for that dreadfully boring packaging conference next door. Is the banquet hall yours?”

      I almost didn’t hear his question. My brain was churning so loudly between my ears. This was the father of the guy Zoey was smitten over!

      A cold, prickly sweat washed over me.

      If Lara actually did manage to marry her tycoon husband and if Zoey did achieve happily-ever-after status with Sebastian, that meant Lara would be Zoey’s mother-in-law.

      A manic, nervous laugh escaped me. I wasn’t sure whether to wish against such a happening for Zoey’s sake or to pray that it all went through. I could only dream of the hellish tortures that would await Lara with Zoey as her daughter-in-law!

      “Are you all right?” Ollie asked, concern in his voice. Lara looked worried as well—for me. She didn’t seem at all concerned about me blowing up her new love. She felt secure.

      Maybe theirs was the real deal.

      I had to give it the benefit of the doubt… right after I texted Zoey to let her know I’d met her future mother-in-law.

      Sometimes it just felt too good to be evil.
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      “You have to stay up here today, sweetie,” I told Sage at the door of my apartment.

      She was so used to coming down to the kitchen with me, but today the whole place would be bustling with people going in and out. I couldn’t risk Sage getting lost in the shuffle.

      Sage mewed and rubbed her cheek against my ankle, then rolled all the way over onto her back and kneaded the air with her paws. Her smoky tortoiseshell coat moved and shifted, making me think of clouds in a stormy sky. But as always, her golden-green eyes held the promise of brighter times ahead.

      “I’m really sorry, sweetie. I have to go.” It was already pushing 9 AM. I’d stayed with her as long as I could. We’d spent a lazy Saturday morning together eating breakfast, playing with string, reading a sappy romance novel, and even taking a good long soak in the bathtub.

      Okay, so it was me who read the novel and took the long soak and Sage who played with a string I’d tied to my big toe and dangled over the edge of the tub. Two birds with one stone and all that.

      “Two more days and everything will be back to normal. I promise.”

      Sage walked away, sat down and started licking her paw. As far as she was concerned, I’d already gone. Ahhh, the fickle love of a cat.

      I headed downstairs with a lighter heart.

      At the bottom of the stairwell, I opened the door to the café’s kitchen. As I’d suspected, twenty people I’d never met before were hurrying around, jumping at every order Chef John barked. He was the captain at the helm of a large ship. His helpers were all dressed in black slacks, sneakers, and vests with a white button-up shirt underneath.

      Every inch of counter space was covered with finger foods of all different sorts. Some were like salad on a stick while others could have doubled for an entree of shaved filet mignon, roasted tomato, and caramelized onion on a crostini.

      Someone bumped into me as I stood in the doorway checking my phone. I’d gotten the late-night text from Jonathan saying he’d be in and could manage the grill on his own, but I’d never heard back from Zoey, which was odd.

      She normally texted back with clairvoyant speed, as if she knew the message was coming before I’d even sent it. It was either that or she’d hacked my phone so she could see all my messages as I typed them out. I was betting on the latter.

      Not hearing from her was making me feel bad for my snark about meeting her future mother-in-law. Maybe I’d gone too far. The part of Zoey’s heart that dealt with love and relationships was still a bundle of raw nerves. I should have known better than to poke fun.

      After meeting Ollie Drysdale, I’d figured his son, Sebastian, would have made it to town as well. I’d mostly just wanted Zoey to know he was probably around.

      “Charlotte! What are you doing?” Chef John barked. I looked up from my phone to see a young woman walking past me with a bag of trash. “Wash your hands! Grab a tray!”

      “Yes, Chef! Sorry, Chef!” the woman cried out.

      “It’s okay,” I said, taking the bag of trash from her before she could dash away. “I’ll take this out.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” she said breathlessly before rushing off.

      Truth was, I was glad to have an excuse to get out of the kitchen. I hadn’t felt like such a foreigner in the space since the day I’d taken over as owner. Chef John looked completely in his element. Actually, he looked like someone who only truly existed as himself when he was in a kitchen.

      I sighed. I could never be him.

      I slipped out the kitchen’s back door and then held it open as fifteen servers carried trays of food poised on their hands and shoulders. They marched wordlessly, single-file to the door leading to the stairwell which would take them to the banquet hall. There, they disappeared without a sound.

      So shipshape. So perfect in performance and execution.

      I let my feelings of inadequacy sink in a little deeper as the kitchen door swung shut. Though it was still early summer, the day was heating up. The sun was working its way up into the sky, and there wasn’t a cloud in sight.

      I headed over to the dumpster. It was in the opposite direction of the banquet hall. It usually stood out from the wall by four or five feet, but today it was backed up less than a foot away from the building’s brick wall. Its sides were taller than my head, and because the lids were shut, I had to climb the rungs welded into the dumpster’s side to throw them open. I tossed the bag inside and carefully climbed down the rungs only to step on something soft and malleable when my foot touched the ground.

      The toe of an expensive leather loafer was sticking out from beneath the dumpster.

      It was the same kind of shoe worn by my ex-husband. It was also the same type of shoe I’d seen Ollie Drysdale wearing last night.

      My heart skipped a beat and a panic started to rise within me, but I ignored them both. Absolutely nothing was amiss.

      “It’s just a shoe,” I said to no one.

      I swept the ground beneath the dumpster with my sneakered foot in an effort to brush the shoe out from under the hulking metal box. But instead of getting the shoe to come out from under the thing, the shoe pivoted and disappeared altogether.

      I bent my knees, held onto one of the welded rungs on the dumpster’s side, and swept my foot again at an angle that let me reach further underneath. Nothing came out.

      “Come on…”

      I stared at the ground in front of the dumpster and wondered when it had last rained. Nothing icky or sticky marked the area in front of the enormous trash collector, but I still didn’t want to get down on my hands and knees to retrieve the shoe.

      Quickly, I popped back inside the kitchen, grabbed the broom, and popped back out. Using the end of the broom handle, I did a wide-arching sweep beneath the dumpster. I was determined to get that shoe.

      Instead, I got a hand.

      “No no no no no no no. No.” I stood up, stomped around in a circle looking for somebody, anybody, but nobody was there. I looked at the hand again. At least it was attached to an arm, and I was fairly certain that the arm was attached to a body. “Nooooo.”

      I stomped my foot like a teenager throwing a tantrum. Then I jumped up and down, beat my fists in the air, and shook my head like a two-year-old. The only thing left was to throw myself on the ground and hold my breath, but I decided to skip that part.

      I looked again at the hand sticking out from under the dumpster. It was pudgy. Last night, Ollie Drysdale had been a lot of man in a pudgy sort of way, and he’d had on those expensive shoes.

      I gulped. There was nothing left to do. No more stalling I could think of.

      I got down on all fours and leaned my shoulders down toward the ground. I peered underneath… and Ollie Drysdale’s unblinking eyes peered back.
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      I didn’t know how the poor man had managed to get smushed under there. The base of the dumpster was pressing down on him, but there was no blood and no damage that I could see. There was just Ollie. Pinned.

      I held my breath and listened, wondering if the man was hanging on to life by the skin of his teeth. I stared at him as hard as he was staring at me.

      “Ollie?” I finally said, calling out to him. He didn’t reply, but I decided to be optimistic. “Hang on! I’ll get you help!”

      I yanked my phone out of my back pocket so fast that it did a tumbling act in midair. My hands went everywhere trying to catch it, and it went everywhere my hands weren’t. It hit the ground and did a rolling bounce from corner to corner until it flopped on its face a couple of feet away.

      I snatched the phone up and hit 911. “Hang on, Ollie! I’ll get you help!”

      A muffled noise reached my ears. Then something else reached me. My nose crinkled and my face contorted in an effort to escape the smell.

      “Oh, Ollie…” I was mortified that I could get hung up about such a trivial thing at a moment like this. I glanced his way with words of reassurance on my lips. My mouth opened to speak, then the noise again, then the smell.

      My heart sank. “Ohhhh, Ollie.” His eyes hadn't moved. His hand hadn’t twitched. Nothing about him had changed. His body was simply doing what a body does, but the man inside was gone. “I’m so sorry, Ollie,” I whispered, and then I hit dial on my phone.

      First the ambulance came, then a fire truck, and then the coroner. They all arrived within a minute of each other. The police arrived a few minutes later.

      The paramedics and the firemen jumped out of their vehicles and rushed into action, throwing doors open and grabbing equipment, and then they stopped. They stayed within an arm’s reach of their vehicles, ready to jump into action.

      In contrast to the big ambulance and enormous fire truck, the coroner pulled up in an ancient Ford LTD Wagon. It was painted black and on its side was “CORONER” painted in big white block letters. The door opened and a lanky kid with thick black hair and a face full of pimples got out from behind the steering wheel. The odd thing was that he was wearing a white lab coat and nobody got in his way as he walked over to the dumpster. His mere presence held everybody’s rapt attention.

      There was no hesitation when he reached the dumpster. He dropped down onto his belly and stared underneath. Then with easy agility, he jumped back up to his feet and went to the back of the dumpster. I shifted my position so I could watch. There wasn’t a lot of space between the dumpster and the building’s back wall, but there was enough space for him.

      He dropped down onto his belly again and then sort of did a sideways crab walk underneath the low-lying dumpster. He was under there for all of sixty seconds before he was out and back on his feet.

      He headed back to his car. As he passed the paramedics and the fire department’s first responders, their eyes were all on him. They seemed to lean into the silence of the nothing that had been said. Then, without missing a step or even looking at the people waiting to jump into action, the kid said, “He’s dead.”

      A dozen shoulders sagged, people put their gear away, and the ambulance and the fire truck left.

      A detective I recognized well—and dreaded seeing—was waiting at the coroner’s car. They had a quick exchange of words with foreheads bent close together, then the kid got back in his hearse-like car and drove away.

      When the detective’s gaze locked on me, a flash of fear started at my toes and flooded up through my body to crash into the top of my head. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. But instead of doing any of that, I flipped my red hair over my shoulder, propped my hand on my hip, and lifted my chin haughtily in the air.

      I could see the man making his way over to me out of the corner of my eye. He had on his tan trench coat, but he stripped it off his shoulders as he walked and folded it over his arm.

      “Ms. Berry,” he said when he reached me.

      I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye before turning to look at him. But I stayed alert. I stayed ready to run. I knew how this conversation would end. I’d be eating asphalt and he’d have my arms pulled up so far behind my back that my shoulders would ache for a week, not to mention the bruises on my wrists from the too-tight handcuffs.

      When he didn’t leap into action, hurl insults, or otherwise berate me, I finally said, “Detective Gregson.”

      He seemed like a different man than I’d met before. He still had a five o’clock shadow, although it was at best nine-thirty in the morning. His hair still looked as though he’d rolled out of bed five minutes ago, and his mouth still pulled down at the corners in a perpetual frown. He looked the same as he ever did, but possibly… less enraged.

      “I didn’t do this,” I said, pointing a shaking finger toward the base of the dumpster.

      “This is your establishment?”

      “It is…”

      “This dumpster is registered for your use?”

      I gulped, then found it hard to breathe. He was going to arrest me for murder. I knew it. He had everything he needed. On top of that, we were next to a dumpster. Dumpsters were a trigger for Detective Gregson. I knew through Brad that Detective Gregson had a life-altering experience standing in such a spot once before. He’d be eager to destroy me all the more because of it.

      “Ms. Berry?” Detective Gregson prompted when I’d stayed frozen too long.

      “I-uh-I…” The world spun, and I couldn’t catch my breath no matter how hard or fast I sucked in air. I teetered, and Detective Gregson’s arm shot out to steady me.

      “Hold your breath,” he ordered.

      I glared at him. He was mad. Crazy! There was more than enough air in the whole outdoors but he wanted me to hold my breath so I could leave more of the air for him.

      I shook my head vehemently. No.

      The world was turning black at the edges. The darkness was coming for me!

      Detective Gregson stepped closer. His arm went around my waist and held me snug against him, and his other hand lifted to my face. He pinched my nose shut and put his palm over my mouth, cutting off all my air.

      I screamed. It was muffled and barely made a sound since no air moved, but I gave it all I had. My hands went to Detective Gregson’s wrist, and I did my best to pry his hand off my face. I shook my head from side to side. Even my knees buckled in an attempt to escape him, but he had me in his grasp.

      “Count to ten,” his low, gravelly voice intoned in my ear. “Count to ten and I’ll take my hand away. One… Two…”

      My frantic need to break free of his control eased. I watched his eyes and his lips as he did a slow count. Inside my head, a voice berated me that it was just a trick. He was keeping my efforts to escape subdued until it would be too late for me to fight. He was killing me in front of everyone, and no one—no one at all—was coming to my aid.

      That was what one voice said, but there was another voice, too. That second voice was calm. It recognized that I felt better. The blackness at the edges of my vision had cleared instead of getting worse.

      “Ten…” Detective Gregson said, and as promised, his hand slid free from my face. The rest of him stayed near, though, supporting me.

      As for me, I was still as terrified as I ever was.

      “You were hyperventilating,” Detective Gregson said. “If I’d let you keep going the way you were, you would’ve passed out.”

      “Are you going to arrest me for murder?” I blurted.

      “Should I?”

      I didn’t know how to answer that. “Don’t you want to?”

      Gregson’s perpetual frown turned into a grin. “I do.”

      He released me and stepped away. I thought I’d fall at first, but I discovered that I was actually okay.

      “I didn’t do this,” I said again, pointing at the dumpster.

      Gregson reached into the pocket of the trench coat he’d hung over his arm. He pulled out a notebook, flipped it open, and got a pencil at the ready. “Tell me what happened.”

      Instead of answering, I stared blindly at the notebook. Without giving it any thought, I asked, “Why do you use a pencil?”

      Gregson’s strong brows lifted. “So I can write things down.”

      “But why not a pen? Why a pencil?”

      His lips thinned in annoyance, and his eyes narrowed. But then he took a deep breath and blew it out. “Pencil doesn’t bleed when it gets wet. My notes are more likely to stay intact.”

      Ohhh…

      His reasoning was so simple. So straightforward. I’d thought he was an old fuddy-duddy, stuck in his ways and too inflexible to do anything different from what he’d always done. Instead, his reasoning was rock solid and situated firmly in the needs of the present as well as the possible future.

      I blinked and when I looked at him again, I saw someone slightly different than the person I’d seen before. I wasn’t sure who had changed, him or me.

      More police cars pulled up, and Brad stepped out of one of them. His gaze was locked on me and Detective Gregson. I wasn’t even sure he’d noticed that the whole crime scene area was now being cordoned off with crime tape.

      Then I spotted Joel. He was on foot. His camera bag was slung over his shoulder with the strap cutting diagonally over his chest. He’d been called to take crime scene pictures, I was sure, and it gave him the chance to gather facts to publish in his newspaper. His gaze was moving around to take in the entire area, but his eyes kept returning to me.

      Both Joel and Brad looked worried. Neither one of them had any authority over Detective Gregson in the event the man decided to treat me as public enemy number one, something which he’d done before.

      My furtive glance at Brad and Joel was not lost on Detective Gregson. “I see your boy toys have arrived.” He looked around. “Where’s your pit bull?”

      I knew he was talking about Zoey. She was the only one with the ability to block Gregson's unbalanced hatred of me. She had dirt on the Police Chief and had used it in the past to keep Detective Gregson at bay, but she was nowhere to be found.

      “I’m more interested in knowing how poor Ollie there got stuck underneath that dumpster. He was thick, around the middle, I mean.” I pointed. “That dumpster’s barely off the ground. What the heck happened?”

      Detective Gregson’s smoky eyes darkened. “Yes, what did happen?”

      I sucked in a breath, realizing he was asking me. Really asking me. There was an intensity in the way he looked at me that made me want to squirm like a four-year-old being asked if he’d stolen a cookie when he had cookie crumbs all over his mouth.

      I closed my eyes to block his stare and thought. I ran through events in my head and told him what I’d done. ...I’d gotten up. Gone downstairs. Taken the trash out. Spotted Ollie’s shoe, then his hand, then his dead, lifeless staring face.

      I didn’t mention the smell.

      When I opened my eyes again it was to find Detective Gregson watching my mouth.

      I stopped talking.

      “Hm,” he grunted and scribbled on his pad.

      He asked question after question and I answered them all until my brain was numb.

      “Hm.” He grunted again.

      “Am I going to need to shut down the café?”

      “No, but keep this back door clear.” It was already blocked off behind crime scene tape, and we were in the cordoned-off section between the tape and the building. I was standing in the same spot I’d stood as I’d waited for help to arrive.

      In the parking lot beyond us, Chef John’s army of servers was taking the long route from the café’s front door, around the side of the building to the back, across the parking lot, and over to the banquet hall door. Nothing was getting in the way of the man providing the best food experience possible for the packaging conference’s attendees. He was as focused as a laser… and I needed to take that as a lesson for myself.

      “I need to get back to my customers,” I said.

      Detective Gregson looked up from his pad. “This man’s death getting in your way of making a few dollars? I’ll let his family know of your wishes to hurry things along.” His face brightened with a sudden thought. “Maybe they’ll compensate you for the interruption.”

      I stared at the bridge of his nose. I wondered if I were to head-butt him hard enough if I could break it. Given his previously expressed desire to lock me up and throw away the key, I decided not to chance it.

      Yet I couldn’t keep myself from pushing… I narrowed my eyes. “Going to arrest me? Because if you’re not going to arrest me, we’re done here.”

      Detective Gregson tilted his head. He gave a small nod. “Then we’re done.”

      I spun on the balls of my feet, letting my flying hair give him a near face-slap in the process. I didn’t even dare to breathe until I was safely inside the kitchen with the door shut behind me. I leaned my back against it, and blew out a breath.

      “Your days always this tough?” Chef John asked from where he stood cleaning a counter. The kitchen looked as though a tornado had hit it. He’d cooked all the food himself. His minions were only there to serve the food, and they were off doing just that. That only left him and me. “I’d heard about you and your body count collection, but I hadn’t believed it.”

      “It’s not my fault. None of it is my fault.”

      Why is it that anytime anyone ever said that, everything was their fault? If I kept on like this, no one would believe a word that came out of my mouth.

      Chef John quirked an eyebrow and smiled at me, but he didn’t say anything.

      I started cleaning.

      “No, no…” Chef John said. “I’m not putting any of this on you. You’ve been gracious enough to lend me your kitchen so that I’ll have something interesting to say in my memoir. That’s enough. You go take care of yours.” He pointed toward the door that led to the café’s open grill. “The guy you got out there—what’s his name… Jonathan—he’s good! You hang on to that one!”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah! And if I figure out who made that red velvet macadamia nut cookie, I’m taking them with me when I leave.”

      A part of me thought he was serious, but he gave me a wink to soften the blow of his threat.

      Note to self: tell Patty to stay home for the rest of the weekend.

      But it felt good to have quality people around me who were admired by a man I admired. It felt amazing.

      “Hey boss,” Jonathan said, sticking his head through the door. “Uh…” His gaze switched to Chef John and then back at me, kind of like he was reluctant to say whatever it was that needed saying. “You’re needed out here, boss. Um, it’s Zoey.” He lowered his voice to a loud whisper, and his old hippie face scrunched up. “She don’t look too good.”
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      A myriad of emotions flooded through me. The first one was relief that Zoey was okay, at least physically. I’d been so worried when she didn’t text me back last night. The second emotion was wanting to throttle Sebastian because he must have hurt Zoey’s heart for her to be in a bad way. Then there was a rush of regret at my second thought because I realized it was Sebastian’s father who was lying behind my café, smushed under my dumpster.

      Sebastian’s father is dead… My mind went into overdrive. A host of blurred-out suspects started lining up in my head. At least they tried to, but I gave my head a good shake to chase them away.

      I headed for the door.

      “Take this,” Chef John said and handed me a tray with a wide assortment of canapés on it. My mouth immediately began to water. “Let me know what you think of them.” He winked, then turned his back to carry a huge stack of bowls to the sink.

      I headed out the door of the kitchen and moved behind the counter of the open grill. I faltered in my step when I spotted Zoey.

      She was leaning with her chin propped on top of her stacked hands atop the counter. I put the tray of hors d’oeuvres down on the counter’s end and slid it in Zoey’s direction. Her head turned and she gave me lots of side eye, but she didn’t pick up her head.

      I stopped pushing the tray when it came to rest against her arm.

      “How’s it going?” I asked.

      “My life is over.”

      My heart hiccupped. “Yeah…” The line of blurry-faced suspects was back, except this time Zoey’s crystal clear face was front and center.

      Which countries don’t have extradition agreements with us?  I tried to list them in my head and realized I couldn’t. Zoey would know. She’d know how we could get her there. I was sure she’d had a good reason for killing ol’ Ollie!

      I gulped down my hesitation. I didn’t want to know the answer to what I was about to ask next. “What’s wrong?”

      “He said he likes me… but that it’s ‘complicated.’”

      I gasped an explosive release of air and sagged where I stood. Relief had my legs shaking like jello as my built-up adrenaline tried to figure out what to do with itself now that the fight-or-flight jeopardy had gone.

      “I know! He literally said that! ‘Complicated!’ Which is code for ‘I can’t be with you.’” Zoey wailed, finally lifting her head. “This guy has been stuck in my head for a whole year. A whole year! Do you know what I could have done with that brain space? I could have… could have… buoyed up Greece’s financial infrastructure.”

      My brain screeched to a halt. “You could have?”

      Zoey waved her hand spasmodically in dismissal. “There was a think tank. I was invited. It was this whole thing. Forget about it. I didn’t say anything.”

      “Zoey, where were you last night?” There was an edge in my voice that I hadn’t meant to be there.

      Zoey looked at me, then she looked at the tray of canapés. She selected one with an asparagus tip atop a soft-boiled quail egg and popped it in her mouth. She chewed—taking her time—then swallowed. She narrowed her eyes. “Who’s asking? You or the president of Murders, Inc? Did somebody else get knocked off?”

      My shoulders sagged. “Oh, Zoey…”

      Her face instantly paled. “Did something happen to Sebastian? Is Sebastian okay?”

      I held up both hands. “Sebastian’s fine. He’s fine.” That was a total lie. I had no idea whether or not the guy was fine. For all I knew he was shoved under his dad beneath the dumpster. “But, um, when did you see him last?”

      Zoey’s eyes went venomously wide, her mouth tightened, and I thought she was going to let loose with a dictionary’s worth of foul words. She jabbed a finger at me. “What do you know? Don’t lie to me. I know when you’re lying.”

      “No, you don't!”

      “I do, too!”

      “Well, I already lied to you. So there!”

      Zoey grabbed for the throat of my shirt, but I jumped out of reach then stuck my tongue out at her.

      The bell on the front door chimed, and Jack walked in. He stopped in the doorway, looked at his watch, turned and looked through the windows behind him, then opened the door for Agatha as she barreled through.

      “Who got killed?” She didn’t so much as ask as she did bellow. “It was that chef guy, wasn’t it?”

      “Did he eat some of your chicken?” Jack asked.

      “It could’ve been fried catfish,” Agatha shivered in revulsion. “What you did to that fish had to be illegal somewhere.”

      “Or the rice pudding. It sounds safe but the way you made it....” Jack shrugged, grimacing.

      I threw up my hands in exasperation. “He didn’t eat any of my food!”

      At the same time, Zoey came to life and yelled, “Somebody did die!” She lunged for me again. Her neon pink taloned nails scraped across the surface of my shirt.

      When she began climbing onto the counter, I held up my hands for her to stop. “It wasn’t Sebastian. I don’t think it was Sebastian!” What the heck was I saying? I was making it worse. “I didn’t see Sebastian! But…” I took a long, deep breath, hoping everyone there would take it with me and calm down. No one actually seemed calmer, but they were frozen in anticipation. “Oliver—Sebastian’s father… I found him this morning. Out back”—I coughed—“under the dumpster.”

      Zoey sat down, heavy on her stool, and Jack and Agatha took up spots on either side of her.

      Zoey shook her head. “I’ve met Sebastian’s father. There’s no way he could fit under that dumpster.”

      I shrugged and tried not to grimace. I wasn’t successful.

      “You saw him?”

      “I did. I found him.”

      “When?”

      “About forty minutes ago. Everything took a while before I could make it back inside.” I looked at Jack and Agatha. “How did you guys find out someone had died?”

      “Joel texted me,” Jack said. “Said you needed us. I called Agatha.”

      My very own death-alert network. I really was a special girl, and not in a good way. “I’m sorry guys. I’m sorry you’re being pulled into this again. But it doesn’t have to be like last time… or, you know, the time before that.”

      “Or the time before that?” Jack asked.

      “Yeah… That time, too.”

      “But it does have to be like that!” Zoey declared as she slapped the counter with her palm. “We’re in this… Sebastian is in this, and that means we are, too.”

      Agatha leaned forward to get a better look at Zoey’s face. “But is he, sweetheart? Maybe he has an alibi.”

      Zoey scowled, then shook her head no. “I don’t think so. Probably not. I was with him until midnight. We had dinner at the Saucy Dog and then just walked around.” She looked at me. “What time did Oliver die?”

      I shook my head. For someone who had seen so much, I knew so little. “I don’t know. We finished up the cooking class here and everybody left around eleven o’clock.”

      “Did you hear anything odd while you were in the kitchen cleaning up?” Jack asked.

      I thought back. I did my best to replay the night in my head. “No, I can’t think of anything.”

      “And you didn’t go outside before you went upstairs to your apartment?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “What about while you were in your apartment, dear?” Agatha asked. “Did you hear anything odd during the night?”

      Again I thought, and again I shook my head no. I felt so useless.

      Poor Zoey was ashen. “Have you heard from Sebastian today?” I asked.

      She pulled out her phone, glanced at it, then shook her head. “He might not even know yet.” She looked at me. “I-I can’t protect him from this.”

      Jack cleared his throat. I could tell he had something to say but was hesitating. Finally, he spoke. “Could it be that Sebastian already knows? That possibly he’s known from the moment it happened?”

      “No,” Zoey answered without hesitation.

      It was Agatha’s turn. “Money, love, power, revenge… These are the things that lead people to kill.”

      “From everything I’ve heard, Sebastian was in training to be Oliver’s successor,” Jack said. “And Oliver’s company, Paperworx, has a monopoly on the East Coast. A lot of power and money to be inherited there.”

      Zoey snapped her fingers. “That’s it. Paperworx is huge! And their competition is fierce.”

      A lightbulb lit in my head. “You know who else is fierce? Okay, maybe not fierce but, I don’t know, super slutty and up to no good?” I jabbed my finger in the air and practically hopped up and down. “Ollie’s fiancée, Lara!”

      I dropped her name like a bomb, and then stared at them, waiting for their clamoring chorus of agreement to begin.

      They all stared back, silent.

      Still, I was nodding my head. I was filled with the certainty of my own conviction, but no one was nodding their head with me. “Oh, come on! It’s obvious! She’s a total gold digger!”

      A customer on the far side of the café dropped their fork on their plate and glared at me. They apparently didn’t appreciate the impromptu dinner theater.

      I lowered my voice, and dropped the bomb again, because, you know, maybe the person across the room heard me but my murder solving partners in crime hadn’t. “Lara,” I stage-whispered. Again, nothing. “Lara!”

      “We heard you, sweetheart,” Agatha said, “but you haven’t given us any evidence to back up your claim.”

      My blood pressure shot up so high I thought my eyeballs might pop out of my head. “She’s a gold digger! That is the evidence!”

      “And who is this Lara?” Jack asked.

      “She’s Oliver’s wannabe child bride,” I answered with exasperation. “She was only with him because he was rich.”

      “Had she been destitute before then?” Jack asked.

      “Well, no…”

      “What does she do, other than the occupation of gold digger?” he asked.

      I could feel a pout coming on. “Last I heard she was vice president of an ad firm.” She’d been their golden girl with the Midas touch. I’d been thrilled when she’d taken on the ad campaign for what had been mine and Dan’s air conditioning business. And her reputation hadn’t been hype, either. She was good at her job.

      “Prestigious,” Jack’s deep voice intoned.

      “But it doesn’t matter,” I declared. “Just because she had plenty didn’t mean she didn’t want more. She wanted everything she saw!”

      “How do you know, sweetheart?” Agatha asked.

      “Because she wanted Dan!” I blurted. No way was I going to add the tidbit that she’d actually had Dan. If there was any justice in the world, that man’s pecker would rot and fall off.

      There was a round of silent “oh” between them as each averted their gaze. That was the worst. The averted gazes. It meant they pitied me.

      I was not having that.

      “You mark my words, that woman killed him,” I declared.

      “But what would she have gained? If she was a gold digger with a goal of getting him to marry her, what would killing him have done for her?” Agatha asked.

      I opened my mouth to answer, then deflated and closed it again. “I don’t know, but it had to have been something.”

      “So you’re investigating, then?” she asked.

      “No, I shouldn’t.” Then I looked at Zoey. “Unless you want me to…”

      Zoey shook her head. “I’d rather be there for Sebastian as a friend. I don’t want to dig into his life.”

      I understood. If she barely knew him, he could remain an idea, someone to continue to feel good about. Once she started looking at his shadowy parts, though, all of her warm and fuzzy feelings about him would likely be lost forever. It was as bad as finding out the cuddly teddy bear you slept with as a child was a psychopathic murderer. It stole all the nice memories away.
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      Saturday went by in a blur. The café business boomed because of the town’s growing penchant for murder tourism. Customers I hadn’t seen in weeks showed up, acting like we were old friends. Others had their cell phones out, video calling to show the place off to people all around the country. I caught two people conducting video interviews with out-of-town newspapers.

      Everyone had questions, and I did my best to answer none of them.

      The less I told, the more people bought. I suspected it was their way of trying to incite a sense of quid pro quo—by doing something for me, they hoped I’d feel the need to reciprocate the favor.

      I didn’t.

      They were ghouls. All of them.

      I was tempted to sell them the leftover cookie dough I’d stuck in the back of my apartment’s freezer. It had been there for two weeks. But even that was too good for the likes of them.

      When Sunday morning came, the first thing I did was open the kitchen’s back door. With the sun just coming up and Sage tucked close against my chest, I stared out across my back parking lot. The crime scene tape was already gone. My dumpster was still there, although it now sat a little off-kilter to what it had been. There was nothing to mark the loss of a person’s life.

      “Lara’s going to pay for this,” I whispered into Sage’s ear.

      She mewed and brushed her cheek against my chin. She was a true supporter. She didn’t poke holes in my theory.

      The sound of pots clanging brought my attention back indoors. Chef John stirred a pot, tasted, then grated in more cheese.

      “Where are all your minions?” I asked. The kitchen was empty except for him, me and Sage.

      “They’ll be here in a couple of hours, when it’s time to serve.”

      I grimaced as I thought of everyone at the conference. They must have been reeling from the loss of one of their own. At least most of them. There might have been a few who were happy about opportunities Ollie’s death might provide.

      “I’m a little surprised they’re moving forward with the last day of the conference. Have you heard anyone say anything about what happened to poor Ollie?”

      Chef John snorted. “Poor Ollie…” Then he looked up and I could see him mentally backtrack. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve heard a few rumblings. You should have seen them when I went up to the banquet hall yesterday afternoon. Like you said, I needed to know if they’d still be getting together today. People were saying all the usual stuff you'd expect them to say in a situation like this, but then there were the hungry ones—and I’m not talking about food. A lot of them had this eager gleam in their eyes. They were like vultures circling, gauging when they could have a go at the corpse.”

      I swallowed. Given that I’d seen Ollie’s body, it was a disturbing image.

      But I still didn’t understand Chef John’s initial response to my question about Ollie. He’d scoffed at the man’s death. “Did you know Ollie?” I asked.

      “Eh, as much as you can know a fellow from meeting him for thirty seconds a few times, but those people up there knew him and not all of them were saying nice things.” He shrugged. “I guess it’s why they were willing to move forward with the conference.” He stood back from the counter, put his hands on his hips, and surveyed his work. “Some of them were sad, though. It’s why I’m going with a comfort food theme today. Lobster macaroni and cheese. Lasagna rolls. Fried green tomatoes. Fried cornbread. Fried salmon fritters. Raspberry topped chocolate mousse cups. Chocolate stuffed strawberries. Chocolate tarts. Chocolate stuffed churros.”

      I was definitely seeing some patterns. I had to admit, all of what he had planned would be high on my list of feel-good foods. Give me a pair of sweatpants, a good movie to watch, and a comfy couch to cuddle up on and I’d be all over that menu.

      “You going to have any leftovers?” My stomach rumbled. Loudly.

      Chef John threw his head back and laughed. “I think that can be arranged.”

      I headed out to the open grill section and got to work. Jonathan had sent me another late-night text, this time to say that he wouldn’t be in at all. I didn’t dare try to make his pancakes. They’d become a local favorite. But I was halfway decent with scrambled eggs, so I set everything up to make them per order. With them, I’d offer bacon, sausage gravy, and thick-cut buttered toast.

      I’d make sure that the serving sizes were generous. I hoped it would make up for some of the lack of skill.

      The café’s front door chimed with my first customer of the day.

      “Berry, you made the coffee yet?” Brad asked as he walked in. As usual, he looked better than good in his officer’s uniform.

      “Was just about to.”

      “Don‘t. I’ll do it.” He headed behind the counter where I was.

      I smiled and didn’t complain. The coffee was always better when he made it. “I’ve got the french presses,” I offered.

      “Nah. Don’t need that foo-foo stuff. Just hot water, lots of fresh grounds, and a pot. That’ll do it for me.”

      I gave the sausage gravy I’d already started a stir. I had its pot sitting right on the surface of the grill. Then I buttered the grill up so I could make Brad some bacon and eggs, but Brad took the spatula away.

      “Go. Sit,” he said. “I’ll take care of this.”

      That was a turn I hadn’t seen coming. Eyeing him speculatively, I did what he said and headed around to the customer side of the counter. There, I climbed onto a stool and watched Brad work. He got a clean apron from under the counter, hooked the top loop over his head, and wrapped the strings around his tight waist. Then he went to work.

      “Have you eaten?” he asked but didn’t wait for me to speak before answering it for himself. “Of course you haven’t eaten.”

      I watched in awe as he made perfectly cooked sunny-side-up eggs. He served them over a medley of toast squares and bacon topped with the sausage gravy. It was so much better than what I’d be offering my other customers as soon as they started wandering in.

      He made a plate for himself and one for me, then came back around to the customer side to sit and eat. We sat in silence for a few minutes, our shoulders brushing each other’s, enjoying the food.

      “You okay?” he finally asked.

      I felt his eyes on me, and I put down my fork and gave him my full attention. “I’m okay.”

      He continued to stare.

      “I am. Promise.”

      “See.” He shook a finger at me. “That, right there, that’s a problem. You’re not supposed to be okay. You just saw a dead body shoved under a ton of steel. You’re supposed to be messed up about it. You’re getting too used to this, Berry. That ain’t normal.”

      I held my breath, wondering if the words that I wasn’t normal were going to come out of his mouth next. Thankfully, they didn’t.

      “You’re upset I’m not an emotional mess?”

      Brad shrugged. “I guess I could understand that better.”

      “If it helps any, I didn’t even realize Ollie was dead at first. I thought he might still be alive.”

      “Yeah… that don’t help.”

      “Well, you don’t help!”

      Brad’s brows knitted together. I could tell he didn’t understand what I was saying.

      “You want me to be somebody I’m not. I’m just me. That’s who I am. So I don’t fall apart when I see a dead body… Does that have to be a bad thing?” I had a lot of stressors in my life. Brad’s inability to accept me as I was didn’t need to be one of them.

      Brad blew out a breath. “Sorry, Berry. You’re right. I just wanted to know you’re okay.” His eyes darkened. “I thought Joel was going to body slam Gregson when he was talking with you.”

      “Oh?” This was the first I was hearing of that.

      “Yeah, he got so mad he broke the lens off his camera without noticing.”

      “No!” I gasped.

      Brad smiled. “Yeah, that made him even madder.” His smile faded. “Gregson mess with you? You okay? You two were looking pretty cozy.”

      I looked away.

      “What?” he asked, pushing.

      I’d just gotten done jumping on Brad about giving me a hard time about not being a mess over the previous day’s events. It was now embarrassing to admit the truth about what had happened. “I—” I mumbled something unintelligible even to my own ears.

      “What was that? Didn’t catch that.”

      “I had a panic attack,” I blurted out, ripping the band-aid off.

      Brad grinned from ear to ear as he took a big bite of bacon.

      “You don’t have to look so happy about it,” I challenged.

      “Hey, I just learned that my best girl’s got a flesh and blood heart instead of a huge lump of coal. I’m happy.” He took another bite of his bacon, grinning even bigger.

      “There’s something wrong with you.” He might not have said it to me, but yep, I said it to him.

      The front door chimed again, and we were joined by Jack and Agatha. I scarfed down several bites of food, then got up and moved back around to the business side of the counter. Agatha sat down next to Brad and Jack next to Agatha. He took off his top hat and laid it on the counter in front of him.

      “You guys want coffee?” I asked.

      Jack looked at Brad. “You make it?”

      Brad nodded.

      “Then yes,” Jack answered brightly. “I’ll have one here and a tall to go.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t fuss. I liked Brad’s coffee better, too.

      “Tell us, dear,” Agatha said, “have you decided to investigate yet?”

      “No, I’m not going to investigate this time.”

      “Mmhmm… Well, when you do decide to, let me know. I’ve got some ideas to throw around with you.”

      “No, no… Not this time. Really. I’m done with all that. I slept so well last night! And you know why?”

      They shook their heads.

      “No one is trying to kill me. As nice or not nice as Oliver was, I don’t have any real connection to him. What does or doesn’t happen to his killer—even if it is Lara—has nothing to do with me. I get to go on with my life like none of this ever happened. See! Look. I’m making scrambled eggs this morning. Would a person investigating a murder have time to make scrambled eggs? I think not. And if I’m not making scrambled eggs, then I’m never getting better at making scrambled eggs. And if I’m not getting any better at it, then I will never have a hope of being like that man in there.” I pointed at the door leading to the kitchen, toward Chef John.

      The front door chimed again, and a huffing puffing Zoey practically materialized in the doorway. “They’ve arrested Sebastian!”

      Despite the early morning hour, Zoey was alert, awake, and looked as though she’d recently been chased by hyenas. Her raven hair was wild, and she wasn’t wearing the tiniest hint of makeup. She had on huge, fuzzy pink yeti slippers and a thigh-length nightgown sporting a pre-coffee, morning-hating Garfield.

      She and Garfield looked disturbingly alike.

      I topped Jack’s coffee off with a fresh splash. He, Agatha, and Brad were all watching me, grinning. They all knew what was coming next. They all knew that Zoey and I would dig up to our necks through other people’s secrets to get this solved. They just wanted to hear me backtrack on my little diatribe. They wanted to hear me say it.

      Their silent gloating was the loudest thing in the room.

      “Oh, just shut up, the lot of you.”

      They all grinned bigger.
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      Sam, one of my two servers, made it in, and I put him to work behind the grill’s counter. I loaded up a couple of french presses with coffee grounds and hot water, and I fixed an overflowing plate with a mishmash of scrambled eggs, toast, bacon, and a side bowl of gravy.

      As a group, we took the food plus a stack of plates and utensils to a table against the windows facing Main Street. Jack and Brad pulled another table up next to the first to create more seating. Agatha had sent Joel a text, and he showed up just as we were all sitting down.

      I sat next to the window, and Zoey sat next to me. Brad and Joel took up spots directly across from us, and Agatha and Jack rounded us off by sitting across from each other. At the very end of the table, all of the food that I’d put together went untouched. There were so many much larger issues at play to concern ourselves with.

      I felt like I should slam a gavel on the table to call our secret society to order.

      Joel glanced at everyone and then leaned forward. He kept his voice low, kind of like he wished he were asking his question in private. “You okay? That jerk of a detective harass you again?” Color was creeping up into his face just from asking the question.

      “No, everything’s fine,” I assured him. “Gregson was rude. I was arrogant. Everything was normal.” I gave him a wink, which earned me a smile.

      Agatha reached across the table and took Zoey’s hand. “What happened, dear? Fill us in on what you know.”

      “Sebastian is innocent. I know that,” she said vehemently.

      “But how do you know it, dear?” she asked.

      I held my breath, wondering if Zoey was going to blurt out that she and Sebastian had spent the whole night together, but those words never came.

      “I just know it,” she said, not backing down from her stance. “And we have to help him. He can’t go down for this.”

      “Okay, what do we know about Ollie’s death?” I asked.

      Joel jumped in. “I heard the officers talking when they were looking over the crime scene.” He’d been there taking pictures. “They think Ollie was killed sometime between midnight and a little after five that morning.”

      That was a big time gap.

      I looked at Brad. “Do you know anything about it?”

      “There are concerns that the dumpster acted as a heat sink and threw off the temperature of Oliver’s body. That interferes with being able to narrow the window of estimated time of death.”

      No help there.

      “Is there anything else you can add?”

      “Not yet, but the preliminary autopsy report might make its way into the office today. I can keep an eye out for it. See what I can learn.”

      “Detective Gregson knows that you and I are, um, good friends,” I said. “And he knows that Zoey and I have a habit of looking into these types of investigations. Does that cause a problem for you? Does he scrutinize you more? Are you in danger of getting in trouble if he thinks you’re leaking information to us?”

      That was a lot of questions, but I had faith that Brad could sort out my worries.

      Brad shrugged. “All I know is that you guys were there for me when I needed you. It’s my turn to return the favor.”

      He was all in, with both feet.

      Now for the big question—the one that I hadn’t been able to figure out even when I was looking at the poor man. “How did Ollie die?”

      Brad shook his head. “I don’t know. They called in a crane to lift the dumpster straight up off of him. I was there when they did it, but I didn’t see any damage to his body. And he was a big guy. I have no idea how he could have gotten underneath. He was wedged tight.”

      Jack spoke next. “So you’re thinking that the dumpster had to have been lowered on top of him rather than pushed over him or him shoved underneath.”

      Brad nodded. “I just don’t see how he would have been able to fit under there without any damage to his body otherwise.”

      Everyone fell silent, thinking about it. Finally, I jumped back in.

      I turned in my seat to face the woman who had fast become the best friend I’d ever had. “Zoey, how couldn’t Sebastian have done it?” She started to speak, and I held up my hand. “And I don’t mean why. I mean how. Is it impossible for Sebastian to have personally killed his father?”

      Zoey’s lips tightened and thinned. “No,” she said. “I don’t know.” She looked at the group. “We had dinner on Friday night at the Saucy Dog.” It was a trendy restaurant about a third of a mile down Main Street from my café. “Then we went on a walk, a long walk. It was nice. It was great.” She looked at all of us. There was desperation in her eyes. “He’s a great guy! I mean it. One of the good ones. It couldn’t have been him. He’s… he’s… decent. And there’s no hope of there ever being anything between us, so I’m not just saying that because I want to date him or something.” She sagged a little. “He’s got a girl. Somebody he hasn’t told anybody about. He wouldn’t tell me why it’s a secret, but it’s a secret.”

      A secret…

      A girl nobody knows about…

      A girl nobody can know about…

      My mouth fell open and my eyes nearly popped out of my head. “It’s Lara!” I had to fight the urge to get on top of the table, stamp my feet, and yell it at them. “His girlfriend is Lara, Ollie’s fiancée! That’s why they had to keep it a secret! And that’s why Sebastian killed him!”

      The look Zoey shot me had me shrinking away, and I immediately changed course. I cleared my throat and slapped the table. “That’s why Lara killed him!”

      I looked at everyone while simultaneously nodding my head. I was hoping that everyone magically switched courses with me.

      “Catch me up. Who’s Sebastian?” Joel asked.

      “He’s Ollie’s son,” Agatha said.

      “And he’s been in training to take over the company for a number of years,” Jack added. “I’ve met him a few times, and I’m with Zoey. Nothing about him ever made me question his integrity. He does seem like a genuinely good guy.”

      “But until we can prove that he couldn’t have done it, Sebastian has to remain a suspect,” Brad said.

      I felt the same way, but I was thankful he’d said it and not me. There were only so many times I could insist that the guy could be guilty of murder without it potentially damaging my relationship with Zoey. That was the last thing I ever wanted to happen.

      “Sweetheart,” Agatha said to Zoey, “run us through your evening.”

      “We had dinner at the Saucy Dog, walked around, then he walked me back to my apartment. That was it,” Zoey said. “I was inside and on my own by midnight.”

      “That puts him across the street from here at the earliest time that it’s estimated Ollie could have been killed,” I said. It wasn’t looking good for Sebastian.

      “Any idea where he went after your place, dear?” Agatha asked.

      Zoey shook her head.

      “Did he have a car?” she asked.

      “Not that I know of,” Zoey answered. “We did everything on foot.”

      Brad spoke next. “He’s attending that packaging conference you got going on upstairs, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Makes sense if he’s got a car that he had it parked in the back parking lot… near where Ollie was found.”

      What had not been looking good for Sebastian was starting to look bad. A little more surmising on our parts, and it could turn downright bleak.

      Zoey had gone from pale to green.

      “Zoey,” I said, “do you know where Sebastian is staying?”

      “At Piper’s Point Inn. It’s a B&B a few miles away.”

      A few miles. That wasn’t exactly a short distance, but it wasn’t a marathon either. It was possible that he walked, or he might have called a taxi. Getting a taxi so late at night might have been hard, but it wasn’t impossible.

      “Think you could…” My voice trailed off as I looked around at who we were sitting with. I was pretty sure everyone at the table already knew the tidbit I was about to mention, but it was Zoey’s life. I didn’t feel right about outing her more nefarious activities. “Uh, you could do that thing you sometimes do.” I wiggled my fingers in the air.

      Cryptic, much? But it worked.

      “Tap into the traffic cameras and see where he went? Definitely. I could do that.”

      Nobody at the table so much as blinked at her confession.

      Brad spoke up. “If you could keep eyes on him all the way back to his B&B—assuming that’s where he went after leaving you—that would let us take him off the suspect list.”

      Zoey shook her head. “The cameras don’t cover all the distance between here and there.”

      Brad shrugged. “Still. If we come up with a timeline that doesn’t leave room for him to knock his old man off, we can cross him off our list.”

      We’d spent so much time focusing on the suspect we most wanted to be innocent that we hadn’t spent any time discussing other possibilities.

      “Besides Sebastian and Lara”—the latter still being at the top of my list—“who else might have done it?” I asked.

      “Who had a reason to do it?” Agatha asked, narrowing the question for us.

      “I haven’t spent a lot of time at the conference,” Jack said, “but I do like to have a familiarity with the business conferences that come to town. Connections are how most business happens. So I’ve been in and out, and there is one person who comes to mind who hated Oliver Drysdale.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      Jack sat back in his seat and crossed his legs. “A fellow by the name of Robert Cornish. He owns PaperMore, Oliver Drysdale’s chief competition. Word is that Robert and Oliver had been roommates in college. They talked about going into business together. They did research together. But somewhere along the line, they decided to go it alone—both in the same business. Two men who used to be friends became bitter—and I do mean bitter—rivals.”

      “You think Robert finally snapped and killed Oliver?” I asked.

      Jack shrugged. “Could have.”

      “But after all these years? Why now?”

      Oliver had not been a young man. College would have been a long time ago. The two would have had a lot of practice at hating each other and not killing each other. Something would have had to change to trigger taking all of that pent-up hate and putting it into a moment of action.

      “Maybe that’s something you two can ferret out,” Jack said.

      I wished I had my notepad with me. I didn’t want to overlook any of the possibilities.

      I saw Chef John step from inside the kitchen to behind the grill’s bar. Sam pointed in our direction, and Chef John disappeared again. He materialized a moment later with a serving tray balanced on his hand and shoulder. When he reached our table, he lowered the tray so that one edge of it balanced on the edge of the table.

      “Compliments of the kitchen,” he said with a smile. “A thank you to my gracious hostess.”

      I leaned forward and stared at the tray’s contents.

      I licked my lips without even thinking about it. There were six bowls of creamy white goodness that smelled like heaven.

      “Clam chowder?” I asked a half-second before my stomach growled.

      Chef John chuckled and nodded. It was one of his restaurant’s signature dishes.

      “Oh, gimmie!” I didn’t care what the others thought about my manners. It had been ages since I’d had anything as good as his chowder! To heck with the untouched eggs and other stuff I’d cooked up.

      Chef John passed out the bowls. There were chunks of potato, onions, and clams swimming in a creamy broth. On top of it all sat perfectly crisped bacon and chives.

      I stuck my nose deep within my bowl, breathed in its wonderful aroma, then lifted my head and sighed dreamily.

      “This really is the perfect comfort food,” I told Chef John. “You nailed it.”

      “Have you been able to spend much time up in the banquet hall?” Jack asked him.

      “A little. Most of my focus has been cooking, but catered guests seem to appreciate an appearance by the chef.”

      He was being modest, I knew. While he wasn’t a household name yet, he was on his way. I had no doubt that the memoir he was writing would put him over the top. That meant an appearance from him carried as much cache as getting to claim to have eaten his food before he got super famous.

      The people attending the conference would have been sorely disappointed if Chef John had not made an appearance.

      “Did you meet Oliver Drysdale, by any chance?” Jack asked.

      “The man who died?” Chef John asked.

      “The man who was killed,” Jack corrected. “He was attending the conference. He was the owner of Paperworx. Heavy set fellow. Not very tall.”

      “Yes, I’d met him several times. Poor man.” Chef John shook his head.

      “Yes,” Jack agreed.

      “It’s hard to believe he’s gone. Just like that. In a blink. Here one day, gone the next. Has a way of putting things in perspective.” He took a deep breath and blew it out. “Actually, I have a confession. My memory of him is a bit blurry. Anytime I meet someone casually, half my mind is usually constructing my next menu. I tend to go on autopilot through all the conventional niceties.” He'd been smiling, but it faltered, seeming to have realized what he’d just said. “Present company excluded, of course,” he covered with a self-deprecating grin.

      Jack returned the grin with warmth. “Of course. Do you mind telling us how you spent your evening on Friday night?”

      “Oh, I taught a cooking class. Kylie and this beautiful young lady right here”—he said, smiling at Agatha—“were there with me.”

      “What time did the class end?” Jack asked Agatha.

      “I’d say ten-thirty.”

      “What did you do after the class?” Jack asked, his eyes back on Chef John.

      I wanted to hide under the table in embarrassment. I couldn’t believe Jack was so blatantly questioning my culinary idol.

      “I’ve actually already been over all this with the police.” He gave Brad a nod. “But I’m happy to go over it again. The more minds, the better. Except for in a kitchen. You get a bunch of chefs together and they’ll make the worst stew. Doesn’t matter what they started out making, it will end up as a stew and it will be awful!”

      Jack’s expression remained deadpan as we all waited for an answer to the question he’d asked.

      Chef John took a deep breath and blew it out. “Well, let’s see.” He put his hands on his hips. “I led the cooking class. Went out drinking with a couple of ladies from said cooking class. Got completely soused. Called my fiancée and begged forgiveness for getting soused without her, then took a cab back to the Garland Hotel. I’ve been told that they have the best wifi in town, and I need those kinds of amenities for uploading my food vlog.”

      “A couple of uniformed officers were tasked with verifying his alibi,” Brad said. “It checked out.”

      After that, Chef John escaped to the kitchen, and our sleuthing hit a lull as we lost ourselves in the delicious clam chowder. Zoey took the tiniest of nibbles at first, but the delicate, layered flavor of the chowder must have spurred her appetite, because she scarfed it down with the rest of us. I was glad to see it, and her color was looking better and better.

      The steaming pile of eggs that I’d made had cooled and had taken on the look of yellow styrofoam packing nuggets.

      “That gives us two solid suspects,” Joel said, putting his empty bowl on the table. He leaned back in his chair with a hand flat on his equally flat stomach. “Sebastian—sorry, Zoey—and Lara. I don’t see what Lara would have to gain, but she was his fiancée and that makes her a suspect on principle. Oliver’s rival, Robert Cornish, is a possibility, too, not that we have any evidence against him either. Statistically, they’re the most likely killers.”

      “Sounds like a great place to start,” Brad said.

      I pictured a bunch of ants scattering in every direction. “The conference ends tomorrow at noon. That doesn’t give us much time to figure this out. Everyone will get in their cars or planes and go home.” We wouldn’t be able to solve the murder before everyone left.

      “Naw, don’t worry about that,” Brad said. “They’ve been told to stay in town until this gets figured out. Either the police investigation will build a case strong enough to indict Sebastian for his father’s murder—sorry, Zoey—or the two of you will figure out who actually did it, assuming it wasn’t Sebastian. That means that the people you’re racing against is, well, me. The police. The conference people will stay put.” Brad looked at his watch. “Kylie, got a minute?” He stood up and adjusted the position of his gun holster.

      He didn’t say anything more, and the insinuation was that he wanted me to go somewhere more private with him.

      I looked at the others. We were all sitting here together. Brad had our rapt attention.  We’d already been sharing tidbits we weren’t interested in anyone else overhearing. On top of that, Joel’s jaw clenched and unclenched. He was not liking this change, but he wasn’t saying anything either.

      I hesitated, and that’s when Brad dropped the bomb that had me on my feet.

      “It’s about Jonathan.”
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      I couldn’t have gotten to my feet any faster.

      “You’ve heard something about Jonathan?” My heart was in my throat.

      Jonathan was a bit of a free-spirit hippie dude who Patty had brought into my life. During the first weeks that he’d worked for me, he’d practically lived in the café. He’d spent more hours working than me. I’d been in a desperate, exhausted place, and he’d showed up and saved me.

      In what had felt like a blink of an eye, Jonathan had gone from washing dishes to being a far better cook than me. People passed up other restaurants so that they could come to my café in order to eat his cooking. His pancakes were fast becoming a local favorite. Jack had taught Jonathan how to make them, and no matter how many times Jack had tried to teach me, I couldn’t get them right. Not like Jonathan. He’d taken what Jack had taught him and had raised it to the next level.

      But in the last couple of weeks, Jonathan had worked here at the café less and less. I was worried about the café and its future—a future without his talented skills—but I was even more worried about him. I needed to know if he was okay.

      Brad cocked his head to the side and then stepped away from the table. I followed, and we ended up outside the café on the street. It was a warm sunny morning, and the day was feeling as though it might turn hot.

      “Have you found anything out? Is Jonathan okay?” All manner of fears traipsed their way through my imagination. While he hadn’t told me anything about it, I was sure Jonathan had a colorful past of a nature not always smiled upon by those in law enforcement.

      “He’s fine… I think. Word is that somebody he used to know is in town and he’s been doing some work for them.” He made air quotes with his fingers when he said work. “Berry, if he gets busted for drug trafficking, there’s no way I can protect him from the system. And,” he shrugged, “I wouldn’t want to. He’s a nice guy. I like him. Good food. But if he chooses that life, I’ll have to take him down. It’s not just my job. I owe it to the people who live here. I need to keep the townspeople safe from drug dealers.”

      My stomach ached from what I was hearing. Chef John’s clam chowder seemed to be curdling inside of me.

      “I’ll talk to him,” I promised. “I’ll help him figure things out. I’ll… I’ll…”

      “You won’t drown with him. Say it, Berry. I need to hear you say it.” There was more than a little bit of worry in Brad’s soft blue eyes.

      “I’ll do what I can, and then I’ll stop.” I wasn’t sure what that meant or where the line was, but it was the best reassurance I could offer Brad without outright lying to him.

      Brad gave my arm a rub with his hand, then turned and headed for where his police cruiser was parallel parked several spots away. I watched him go, sad for so many reasons. He wanted me to be safe. He wanted me to limit the risks I took for others. I wasn’t sure I could do either: I needed to make sure Jonathan was safe.

      I opened the door to head back into the café just in time for Jack to step through on his way out. He tipped his hat to me. He was the only man I knew who wore one, and it looked good on him.

      “Anything I can do for you?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so,” I said, but I appreciated the offer.

      Inside, the gang had dispersed. Zoey shuffled out and back across the street. My guess was that she’d be heading back to bed, which would give me time to regroup. If I was going to get yanked this way and that while investigating Oliver’s murder, then I was going to need more reliable help than Jonathan was being at the moment.

      It was time to put in a call to an old friend.
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      Sunday gave way to Monday without incident. I hadn’t heard from or seen Zoey since we’d all caught up over breakfast, and I gave her the space she seemed to need.

      Chef John was in the home stretch of solo-catering the packaging conference. He only had to make it to noon to be able to claim that he’d catered the whole thing on his own. As far as I was concerned, though, he had the easy part. I had the hard part.

      He’d made pastry after pastry for the conference’s final hours, and I was forced to walk past mixed berry tarts, French macarons, three different kinds of beignets, baklava, four kinds of cannoli, and three kinds of danish.

      Despite his airtight alibi, Chef John was definitely a killer—with all his delicious desserts. I didn’t know what he had against all of the conference members, but he was determined to send them to the hospital in a diabetic coma. My fear was, the way each pastry called out my name, I’d be at the head of that line.

      “Berry, how is this an omelet?” Brad asked as he stared at the lump of mangled eggs sitting on his plate. His toast was a deep, dark brown, and his bacon was charred in some spots and floppy in others.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not charging you. I know it’s awful.”

      Brad forked up a bite of eggs, but half of it oozed off.

      “You haven’t served me eggs this bad since the first week you took over the place. What’s workin’ on you? Did you hear something?”

      I grimaced, then jumped when a stack of pans clattered to the floor in the kitchen.

      “Ooph,” Brad said. “How ‘bout you go deal with that? I’ll start a big pot of oatmeal out here on the grill. All you’ll gotta do is put it in a bowl… that and keep it from burning. After I get it cooking, though, I gotta go.”

      I jumped up on my hands to lean over the counter and slapped a kiss on Brad’s cheek.

      Brad was right. I was completely and absolutely distracted. Once again, I was in over my head with the café. The more I thought about it, the more jumbled my nerves got, and the more I messed up even the simplest of dishes.

      Brad was on his feet and coming around the end of the counter about the time I was going to head into the kitchen. That’s when the café’s front door chimed. I wanted to call out that we weren’t serving food yet, but I bit the words back.

      Instead, I turned around ready to negotiate a lengthy wait while Brad’s oatmeal cooked. But seeing the person standing in the doorway stopped me in my tracks.

      “Brenda!” I dashed my way around the end of the counter with my arms flung up into the air and tackled the woman who had been there for me before anybody else had.

      “Go on now, girl,” Brenda laughed. “You’re gonna flatten me, you keep carryin’ on like that.” That’s what she said, but she hugged me back with strong arms which felt as though they’d never let me go.

      I pulled away. Her hair was as thick and black as ever, but worry and lack of sleep had seemed to crease her eyes a little deeper. “How’s your grandma?” I asked.

      Brenda crinkled the bridge of her nose. “Mawmaw’s in and out, comes and goes.” She waved a hand up around her head to indicate that she was talking about her grandmother’s mind. “She was the one who raised me, and I want to do right by her, but it was just too much for me alone. The home I got her set up in is nice, though. The people are nice. It’s clean.” She took my hand and held it in hers. “But hearin’ from you is the best thing that could’ve happened right now. For me, anyway. This is a welcome break.”

      “You’re the welcome break,” I said and pulled her in for another hug.

      She wrapped her arms tight and rocked us both from side to side as she groaned with happy contentment. Breaking away, she said, “Girl, you gotta tell me what trouble you’re in now. You messing around in one of them murders?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but Brenda held up her hands, stopping me.

      “Wait. Wait a minute. I don’t even want to know. I just wanna know one thing. The person you got in here after me to help out, is he dead?”

      I threw my head back and laughed but stopped when I saw that she wasn’t laughing with me. “No, ma’am. He’s fine as far as I know. I think he’s just had some life stuff come up.”

      “Well then, if it’s life stuff and not death stuff, then we can get to work. Heck, what am I sayin’? I’d’ve stayed even if you said you found him strung up by his toes in the pantry. No, I wouldn’t. Yes, I would. I don’t know what I’m saying.” She turned her attention away from me and pointed. “Bradley Hugo Calderos, step away from that pot.”

      “I was—”

      “I don’t care what you was. Step away from that pot and go out there and fight some bad guys or write some tickets or do whatever it is that you do.”

      Brad smiled at me. And then to Brenda, he said, “Yes, ma’am.”

      “He was making some oatmeal,” I whispered. “I, uh, butchered his eggs.”

      “Oatmeal!” Brenda exclaimed. “If I have to look at another bowl of oatmeal, it’ll be too soon. That’s all that home of Mawmaw’s ever wants to serve. And why is he doing it out here, anyway? What’s wrong with those fancy stoves you got in that huge kitchen of yours?”

      “The kitchen’s on loan,” I said. My words were backed up by the new sound of clamoring pots and a few choice words by Chef John. No smooth sailing today.

      Brenda’s brows went up. “Do I want to know?”

      I shook my head. “Not really, not unless he gives us some of his pastries. He’ll be gone by this afternoon.”

      “Good enough,” she said, waving me away. “You go do you, and I’ll make sure everybody who comes in gets fed.”

      “Thank you, Brenda!” I threw my arms around her for another hug and then made a beeline for the kitchen.

      Inside, Chef John was looking more than a little flustered. “My soufflé fell.” He tossed a pan into the sink with a clatter. “It fell. I have not had a soufflé fall since I was in grade school!”

      I looked at the line of ramekins. There were twenty of them lined up in a row. Nineteen of them had chocolatey goodness pillowing over the top. The twentieth had disappeared inside the ceramic cup.

      “These look amazing,” I said.

      “Amazing? You know nothing! You’re just a girl playing a game in a place not meant for games.”

      Ouch.

      Silence dragged out between us, and then Chef John lunged for me, making me jump back, but he grabbed my hand.

      “Forgive me. I am an idiot. You’ve been nothing but gracious to me. It’s just that I cannot send up nineteen soufflés. It cannot be done. I cannot do it.”

      I was afraid to ask, but did anyway. “What’s wrong with sending nineteen?”

      “It’s not an even number!” he bellowed, his face growing redder. Then he took a breath. “Forgive me,” he said, calm again.

      I looked at the ramekins and then at him again. “What if you sent up eighteen and let me have the nineteenth? I’d love to have the nineteenth.”

      Hope transformed Chef John’s face. “You would?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I really would.” And I meant it. I was praying that my stomach didn’t start growling.

      Chef John gave me the biggest smile I’d ever seen on someone who wasn’t a little kid. “Yes, okay then. That’ll work.” He released my hand and waved a come-in arm at the open kitchen door. “Now! Now! Get on with it. Take them all. Take all the pastries, all but those two platters over there.” He turned to me and took my hand again, his beautiful eyes looking deep into mine. “Those are for you. Thank you again for lending me the use of your beautiful kitchen. I am forever in your debt.”

      The man was intense, but thankfully his attention stayed on me for only a moment before focusing with laser intensity on the small army of servers who funneled in. They gathered up all the sinfully scrumptious creations that Chef John had made as he whipped off his apron. He followed them out the door and turned for the banquet hall entrance, and I finally breathed a sigh of relief.

      The kitchen was a disaster, but at least it was mine again. I knew that Chef John had plans of cleaning everything up himself and returning the kitchen to me in the same state I’d given it to him, but I actually liked to clean. Besides, the man was more exhausting than the cleaning. The sooner everything was back in order, the sooner I’d be able to hug Chef John goodbye.

      The trash was overflowing, so I made that my first task. I shoved as much as I could down into the bag, tied it off, and then hoisted it out to the dumpster. I’ll admit I felt weird about using the very thing that might have been a murder weapon, but the desire to declutter my kitchen overrode my queasiness.

      Outside, one half of the dumpster’s lid was already open, so I started to do a discus twirl with the garbage to throw it into the top.

      “Hello?” A slender man with thick black hair stepped out from around the corner of the dumpster. He was wearing a lavender button-up shirt tucked into brown corduroy pants.

      I couldn’t help it. I was mid-twirl when he materialized out of nowhere. As a result, I let go of the bag mid-twirl and it went catapulting into his chest. To his credit, he caught the bag with only a half-staggered step backward. The contents of the bag squished and broken glass clinked. Something in the bag shifted, and then the bottom of the bag ripped open and dumped all the contents right onto his shoes.

      He stared in dismay at his shoes and everything disgusting that was piling up on top of them. “Oh,” he said. “Oh. Ew. That’s bad. Really bad. Is something rotten? I think I smell rot. My shoes are ruined. What am I saying? Who cares if my shoes are ruined?”

      “I’m so sorry!” I hurried forward and gingerly took what was left of the now empty bag out of his hands while he took a step backward from under the heaping mixture of empty cartons, cracked egg shells, icing remnants, and a myriad of other items.

      “It’s okay. Really.” He shoved his hands deep into his pants pockets. I guessed him to be late twenties, yet something about him felt older. His eyes seemed haunted, and his shoulders sagged wearily. It was as if he carried the weight of the world upon them.

      “Is there something I can do for you?” I asked. I still had no idea why he was here or who he was.

      “Um…” He looked from me to the dumpster and ran a hand through his hair. “This is awkward,” he said when he looked back at me. “I was told that my father died here. More specifically, there.” He pointed under the dumpster.

      “Ohhhh… You’re, uh…”

      “Sebastian Drysdale.” He stepped around the pile of trash and offered me his hand to shake. “Do you work here, at the café?”

      My chest tightened. I was talking to Oliver Drysdale’s son—the object of Zoey’s affections and possible killer of Ollie.

      I refocused on Sebastian’s question. “I own the café. I own the banquet hall, too.”

      “Oh… right. Yeah.” He looked from me to the bottom of the dumpster, pressed his lips together, then looked back at me. “You, uh… you found him?”

      “I did. I’m sorry. Mind me asking why you’re here?” I didn’t mean to come off as harsh or insensitive, but I needed to know why Sebastian was here. It was possible he’d left some piece of incriminating evidence behind and he’d come to retrieve it.

      Sebastian looked past me toward the banquet hall door. “I went to the conference yesterday after the fact, for a while. Well, that’s not true. Truth is I was already there when I got the news, and I just stayed there rather than leave. They all kept staring at me, then there were side glances, and then side glances with whispers.” He refocused on me. “They think I did it.”

      “Did you?”

      “No, and I was going to ask you the same. Did you kill my Pop?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Do you know who did? After all, this is your place. You were here.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t.”

      “But you found him?”

      “I did.”

      “And he was wedged in under there?” He pointed at the bottom of the dumpster.

      “He was.”

      “How can that be? Pop liked his food. He was twice as wide as that empty space under there.”

      “I’m really sorry, Sebastian. I wish I could tell you.”

      “You wish you could tell me but you don’t want to incriminate yourself or someone else? Or you wish you could tell me but you don’t know?”

      “That last one,” I said. “I don’t know.” I considered telling him I was working on finding out but decided to keep that to myself. I could still use the opportunity to learn a bit more from him. “Has your girlfriend made it to town?”

      Sebastian’s gaze flicked past me to the banquet hall door as he answered my question with a question. “My girlfriend?”

      The boy had better not take up playing poker. He had a tell as big as a flashing neon sign.

      “Yes, with the death of your father, I figured she might want to be by your side right now.”

      “Oh, yeah… yeah.” His gaze flicked past me again toward the banquet hall. “She’s, uh, she’s tied up with her own family drama right now.”

      He left it at that, not saying more. I was acutely aware that his answer wasn’t an actual answer to my question. He’d said nothing about whether or not she was in town, but it was my guess that she was. I suspected she was upstairs in the banquet hall at that very moment. I hadn’t been up there to visit during the conference, but I imagined the packaging industry had more men than women in it. Just a hunch. That meant if his girlfriend was up in the banquet hall, the chances of being able to narrow the odds down to a select few would be pretty good.

      I hooked a thumb over my shoulder at the kitchen’s open back door. “Sebastian, would you come inside? Sit and visit for a while? Did you know I’m friends with Zoey?”

      “Zoey? You are?” He looked past me toward the banquet hall door again. “To be honest, I don’t want to go back into the conference. They’ll all stare at me—with either pity or suspicion. What am I saying? They’ll look at me with both.”

      “So you’ll come in?”

      “Yes, please. I’d love to.” He went from the awkward guy standing at the spot of his father’s death to gracious guest.

      He really was quite charming, and I could see why Zoey liked him. There was a disarming quality about him that made me believe I was safe with him and that he would forever have my best interests at heart.

      We walked to the open door.

      “Uh, you wanna give me your shoes? I can give them a quick clean up.”

      “No, no. I couldn’t… Could you? You wouldn’t mind?”

      “No, really. I wouldn’t mind. I promise.” I smiled at him reassuringly, and he slipped his shoes off and left them just to the side of the door, outside. I then took him through the kitchen in his socks and into the dining area where I sat him at a table. I whispered to Brenda to load him up with whatever she could offer that might keep him there and headed back outside to do a fast cleanup of the disemboweled garbage bag and its discharged contents. But before I touched the trash, I pulled out my phone and shot off a fast text.

      “Scooby alert: I need you!”
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      My phone chimed almost immediately as the responding text came in.

      “You okay? In danger? Need police? Where are you? I’m on my way!”

      A pang of guilt squeezed my heart. I had worried Joel.

      My fingers flew over my phone’s keyboard in a quick series of messages.

      “I’m fine.”… “Safe”… “No police, please!”… “Need you to take pics of all the women in banquet hall RIGHT NOW. Think one of them is Sebastian’s secret girlfriend. I’ll find you later. Can’t talk now.”

      “I’m on it!” Joel’s text came, then a moment’s pause before a final note. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      I smiled, happy and warm inside.

      Next, I shot off a text to Zoey. “Sebastian’s here! Gonna question him. Can you come?” It was early morning. She was likely asleep, but it was worth a try.

      “On my way,” was Zoey’s near-instant reply.

      I put my phone away, picked the trash up, got Sebastian’s shoes looking almost as good as new, washed my hands, and then hurried back out to the grill. Looking over to where Sebastian sat, I saw that Brenda had given him a cup of coffee. She also had a huge serving of french toast and bacon frying up.

      “It’s for both of you,” she said, giving me a wink. My stomach growled in anticipation.

      “Zoey’s on her way,” I told her.

      “I’ll make more,” Brenda reassured, then she handed a cup of coffee over for me.

      I breathed it in and moaned. Why was everyone’s coffee so much better than mine?

      Sebastian looked pensive sitting at the table alone. He was worried. He held his cup of coffee in both his hands and stared down into it with all of the enthusiasm and forlornness as when he was outside staring at the dumpster.

      I headed over, put his shoes on the floor next to his chair, and sat down.

      “Oh! They look wonderful. Thank you!”

      I nodded and smiled a quiet “you’re welcome” and then said, “I texted Zoey, let her know you were here. She’s on her way.”

      “Oh…” he said, perking up even more. He looked out the window and across the street to Zoey’s apartment building. A woman who could have been a body double for Cindy Crawford’s legs walked by wearing a bright red miniskirt. Sebastian didn’t notice.

      He looked back at me. “Have you and Zoey known each other long? I’m sorry. I’m afraid she’s never mentioned you to me.”

      I knew that I shouldn’t feel hurt by that. It was obvious that Sebastian meant a lot to Zoey, but I doubted she would have ever told me about him. Her not telling him about me wasn’t a measure of how much I meant to her. If the packaging conference hadn’t been held here again, I would probably have never learned that Sebastian even existed.

      The girl liked her secrets.

      “We’ve known each other a few months,” I said. “We met when my cousin sold me this café.”

      That was a start, but I knew I needed to tell him more. I needed him to trust me. I needed to establish a sense of camaraderie between Sebastian and me. I needed him to feel that I could relate to what he was going through, without judgment.

      I took a deep breath and then blew it out, letting my tension go. My shoulders relaxed, and I saw Sebastian’s relax a little as well. It was time to peel back the onion skin and give him a glimpse below the surface.

      “I found myself in a bit of trouble,” I said, “after I took over the café. A woman died and a lot of people thought I’d killed her.”

      Sebastian’s eyes went wide, and he sat back from the table.

      “When that happened, Zoey was there for me, really there for me. Nobody else was, not like she was. She believed in me, and together we got things figured out. Together, we found out what had really happened to that woman.”

      “Oh…” Sebastian lowered his gaze and sat forward again, resting his hands on the table. He wore the expression of a lost puppy dog. “Now it’s me people are looking at, wondering if I killed my Pop.”

      Hook, snag, and reel.

      “Did you?” I’d already asked the question once. I figured that asking it again wouldn’t hurt. Maybe I’d get lucky and he’d mess something up about his story. Although that wouldn’t be lucky for him or Zoey, considering Zoey’s heart was on a collision course with pain if he was guilty.

      “No,” Sebastian answered. There was no hesitation. There was nothing about it that was meek or mild or overblown. It was just a simple answer, and it felt incredibly honest and sincere. If the guy was a conman, he was good! Everything in me yelled that he was telling the truth, yet somehow that made me feel all the more leery of where the lies were hidden—because there had to be some hidden somewhere. If there weren’t, this guy was too good to be true, which took us right back to him being a great big faker.

      The café door chimed, and Zoey walked in. She spotted us and made a beeline for the table. She looked much better than she had yesterday. She was wearing a short black poodle skirt—minus the poodle—with a tucked in off-the-shoulder hot pink peasant top and four-inch-heeled powder pink Mary Janes. In contrast to the pinks, her eyeshadow was electric blue outlined with pearl white.

      The diva was back. She was in control of her life.

      But as soon as Zoey reached the table, I noticed her bloodshot eyes. She might have been back in control of her life, but that life was still taking a beating.

      Sebastian hurriedly put his shoes on, then stood and the two hugged. After he sat back down, Zoey settled into the seat next to me. Brenda brought her a cup of coffee, and she downed half of it in one go.

      “Have you been to bed yet?” I asked.

      “Uh uh,” she said with a head shake. She blinked a few times and stretched her eyelids wide. “I’m good. Let’s do this.”

      Brenda came back with three plates of stacked french toast dripping with maple syrup and melted butter, with some perfectly crisp bacon tucked on the side. I loved having her back!

      Sebastian lifted a palm to me once Brenda had gone again. He started to speak, then his expression turned stricken. “I just realized—I don’t know your name.”

      I almost did a face-palm, and I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment. “Sorry. Kylie Berry.”

      “Ms. Berry,” he said with a nod of greeting.

      “Please, call me Kylie.”

      “Kylie,” he said, then turned his attention to Zoey. “Kylie was just asking me if I murdered my Pop, and I was just telling her no.”

      Zoey glared at me with venomously narrowed eyes.

      I lifted my hands in defense. “I had to ask. I always ask.”

      “Always?” Sebastian exclaimed. “Who do you spend your time with? Zoey, is this something I need to worry about? Do the two of you moonlight as murder mystery buffs who go around to all the prisons?”

      Zoey waved his concern away, and I took a great big bite of my breakfast and suppressed a groan at how tasty it was.

      “Seb, what can you tell us about your dad? Who might have wanted to do this to him?” I asked after I’d swallowed down my giant bite.

      “You mean make him impersonate a pancake? Nobody!” Sebastian’s voice rang through the café.

      I chewed another bite as I glanced around but the other customers present were too busy digging into their own breakfasts to care.

      “Sorry,” Sebastian said. “I’m upset. I get upset. Things like this… Pop said I’d die of a stroke before him because I let things get to me, but how am I supposed to not let this get to me? Somebody put a one-ton dumpster on top of my Pop. I’m bothered by it.”

      “Sebastian,” I said, reaching across the table to hold his hand. He focused completely on me and seemed to settle. “We need to know who had something to gain from your Pop’s death. Or is there anyone who hated him?”

      “Me,” he said.

      Shock ripped through me. “You hated your dad?” He’d been so torn up about his father’s murder that I’d simply assumed they’d been close.

      “No, no. Not that. The other thing. I’m going to gain from Pop’s death. I get his company. Not my brothers. Me. Well, my brothers get a financial inheritance. They’ll get money, but I’ll get that, too.”

      “Did you want to take over the company?”

      “Now? No. Someday, sure. But do you know what my Pop’s death means? It means seventy-hour work weeks. I’m not going to have a life. I’m twenty-six and a half years old. I had a vacation scheduled to tour the pyramids. I had plans to go snorkeling. I wanted to climb Mt. Kilimanjaro. The only way any of that will happen now is if I take an entourage of fifteen people with me so that work can get done as we go. I wanted Pop’s company but not right now—and that’s exactly why he picked me to give it to. He knew I wouldn’t shove him out the door. Not for another twenty years at least.” He sat back in his chair with his shoulders slumped and his hands lying limp in his lap. “What am I going to do? My life is over.”

      I knew he might be a murderer, but I still wanted to hug him. If he was lying, he was Meryl Streep. I believed every word coming out of his mouth. Still, his dad was dead and he was lamenting over his own circumstances. Talk about seriously narcissistic. But then again, why shouldn’t he think about his own life? He was the one stuck living it.

      The thoughts playing ping pong inside my skull were giving me a headache.

      “Sebastian, are any of your brothers super hard up for money? Were they desperate for their inheritance to come now?” I asked.

      Sebastian stared into space, but he shook his head.“No. They already got their inheritances. Me, too. Pop set it up in a trust. We get payouts every year and have been getting them for years already. None of that changes. I didn’t kill Pop, and my brothers didn’t kill Pop. There wasn’t any reason to.”

      Lara’s face blipped into my head. She’d been Ollie’s fiancée. If she’d also been Sebastian’s secret girlfriend, that could be a reason for Sebastian to kill his father. If Lara left Ollie, Sebastian might be at risk of losing everything, including his trust fund money.

      But how to find out? I had to tread lightly.

      “Your Pop was living a very full life,” I said. “A successful company. A son he could trust. And I met his beautiful fiancée, Lara.”

      Nothing in Sebastian’s expression changed when I said Lara’s name. Nothing at all. If he was hiding feelings for her, then Meryl Streep had taken charge again.

      “She is beautiful… and young,” he said. “I told Pop she was going to give him a heart attack.” He snorted and smiled. “Pop thought that was funny. Said he’d die happy if that was the case.” His smile was short lived and slowly dissolved into a grimace.

      I took a breath to ask if he and Lara were close, but Zoey spoke first.

      “Will Lara get anything now that Ollie’s gone?” she asked.

      Sebastian shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose she will.” His brows pinched as worry set in. “If Pop hadn’t set anything up yet, I’ll need to take care of that.”

      “Take care of what?” I asked.

      “Take care of her, set her up with an allowance or something.”

      I blinked, surprised.

      “Why?” The question came out before I’d had a chance to give any thought as to why I was asking it.

      Lara Tiggs was a gold digging trollop who deserved to be penniless and have boils on her derriere that were so bad they made it impossible for her to sit down. She was a vile scourge to all woman-kind, and I hoped she got such severe halitosis that it landed her in the medical journals. That she’d slept with Dan while we were still married had nothing to do with it…

      Sebastian’s head snapped back, and self-conscious embarrassment swamped me.

      I didn’t say that out loud. Tell me I didn’t say any of that out loud.

      “Pop and Lara were getting married,” Sebastian said. “He would have wanted her taken care of.”

      I pictured Lara dead with a bullet wound in her forehead, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t the “taken care of” that Sebastian had meant.

      “Did your dad have any plans to change his will after the wedding?”

      Sebastian shrugged. “I have no idea. He never mentioned it.”

      “Then how do you know he would have wanted Lara to be taken care of?” I challenged.

      Sebastian looked from me to Zoey and back again. His expression was one of disbelief, kind of like I’d asked him if poop smelled like watermelon lollipops.

      “Pop was married to Mom until she passed away. Twenty-eight years. He stayed by her side in the hospital for the last two of those years and wept like a baby when she died. Then he was alone for three years until he met Sarah. But then Sarah decided to become a nun. After that he swore off women, said he’d reached his lifetime allotment of women to love. But then he met Lara.” He looked back and forth between Zoey and me again. “Pop wasn’t a frivolous man. He wasn’t the love ‘em and leave ‘em kind. If he asked Lara to marry him, it was because she meant a lot to him. I have to honor that.”

      I opened my mouth to object, to tell him what a scammer Lara was, but I shut it instead.

      Lara was a greedy cheat and didn’t care who she hurt to get what she wanted. Maybe Sebastian didn’t see that yet, but I’d make sure he eventually did. I opened my mouth and sucked in a breath, preparing to speak.

      “I don’t really like her, if I’m being honest.”

      I stared at Sebastian in surprise. Those words had not come out of my mouth. No, they’d come from his.

      “Come again?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I don’t like her. She seems fake. I never saw what Pop saw in her.”

      “I guess that her being young enough to be your very slightly older sister doesn’t help,” I offered. I was doing my best to wiggle the tip of my finger into the chink in Sebastian’s Lara-defending armor.

      “Mmm, it’s not that,” he said. “She just always seemed phony.”

      YES! Yes, yes, yes!

      I grabbed his hand so fast that the rest of him jerked away. “She is a phony,” I said with the sound of crazy laughter echoing inside my head. “She’s demented.” I was talking about Lara, not me. “She can’t be trusted. In fact, I bet she killed your dad.”

      “Ms. Berry—I mean, Kylie—those are very serious accusations. Do you have any proof? If you have proof, let’s call the police right now.”

      Reality slammed down and it slammed down hard.

      “Nooo,” I admitted. “No proof. Yet.”

      “What’d she do to you?” Zoey asked.

      “Huh?”

      “You’re acting weird. What’d Lara do to you?”

      “Nothing.” My voice went up an octave. “Nothing,” I said again, doing my best to sound more believable.

      “Hm… Nothing to you but something to Dan, am I right?”

      “Why are you even asking me this?” I practically yelled.

      “Why are you acting like a crazy person asking where the pitchforks and torches are?”

      I scowled at Zoey. If I’d ever wanted to give somebody food poisoning, that was the moment. Tired of being on the hot seat, I turned my attention on Sebastian.

      “Where were you last night?” I asked.

      “I told you. I went out with Zoey. We had dinner, then we walked around, then I walked Zoey home and then headed back to the B&B where I’m staying.”

      “What time was it when you left Zoey at her apartment?”

      “Midnight.”

      “What time was it when you got to the B&B?”

      Air filled Sebastian’s cheeks and his lips pursed together, but he didn’t answer. I had him.

      “What time?” I asked again.

      “Seb?” Zoey prompted. There was uncertainty in her voice, and it made me feel like the lecherous low life that I was.

      I’d gotten angry about her questioning my motivations regarding Lara’s innocence or guilt. I’d turned my anger on Sebastian, and I’d hurt Zoey in the crossfire. She’d already been hurt far too much in all areas concerning the heart.

      I wanted to crawl under a rock and become one with the slime underneath it.

      Seb played with the food on his plate. He didn’t look at us. “I got in at 3 AM.”

      Whoa…

      “Zoey, how long would you estimate that it would take to walk from your place to the B&B, Piper’s Point Inn?”

      “An hour… if walking slow and with a cane.”

      Her glare was being focused full-force on Seb. I hated to say that I felt bad for him but good for myself.

      “Three hours to walk a distance that would take at most an hour,” I said. “Where did you go, Seb? And, did I mention that Zoey has the ability to tap into the surveillance cameras stashed around town? Traffic lights. Banks. Anything that’s not closed circuit, really.”

      Seb paled and swallowed hard, even though there wasn’t any food in his mouth. “You can do that, Zoey?”

      Her fingers curled around the handle of her fork, and I started to worry. It could be that my poor bestie had suffered one too many of life’s cruelties. If Sebastian had used her in some way, I feared that she might arrange for a very special family reunion between him and his dad—much sooner than anyone had ever anticipated.

      “Where did you go, Sebastian?” I asked in a soothing, encouraging voice. I also chose that moment to lay my hand on Zoey’s fork-wielding forearm.

      Sebastian cleared his throat, sat up a little straighter and lifted his chin defensively. “I went to meet a friend. A good friend.” His shoulders slumped as some of his fight-readiness drained away. “My girlfriend.”

      “Where did you meet her?” I asked.

      He squirmed in his seat. “Is this really necessary? What about the two of you? Where were you the other night? How do I know you aren’t the real killers?”

      With the quickness of a snake attack, Zoey stabbed Sebastian’s french toast with her fork. Its handle quivered back and forth when she released it.

      “Answer the question,” she demanded through gritted teeth.

      “I met her at the conference hall door!” Sebastian said, spilling out the words as he stared at the trembling fork.

      “The banquet hall door? In back of this building? About thirty feet down from the dumpster? That door?” My brows had to have been nearly to my hairline, and I thanked goodness that Brenda hadn’t made a breakfast which had required a knife.

      “Yes. Okay? Yes, that door.”

      “What. Time?” Zoey asked.

      “I went there right after I left you.”

      “And how long were you there?”

      “Until I went back to the B&B.”

      “What were you doing all that time?” I asked.

      Sebastian gave me a pleading look. “I was with my girlfriend.” He left it at that.

      “You were with your girlfriend for three hours?” I challenged, miming air quotes around “with.”

      “Don’t be crude,” Sebastian said, taking offense. “We had things to work out. We needed to talk.”

      “You needed to plan,” Zoey said.

      “That’s not what I said.” He turned to me. “That’s not what I said.”

      “Then what are you saying?” I asked.

      “I’m saying I love her, okay? But not everybody would be happy about me loving her, so we needed to talk.”

      “People like your Pop?”

      “No. I don’t know. Maybe.” He waved his arm. “That doesn’t even matter now. Pop is dead.”

      “Exactly!” I exclaimed.

      We all sat back away from the table, staring and accessing.

      The café door chimed, and I twisted in my seat to see Brad there, in full uniform, staring at me.

      He wasn't happy.
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      Brad gave me a come-here side nod of his head.

      Without saying anything I quietly extricated myself from the table.

      “What are you doing?” he asked as soon as I reached his side. He spoke in a low voice and leaned his head toward me. There was no way that anyone else would overhear.

      “Zoey and I are talking to Sebastian. You know, investigating.”

      Brad didn’t look one ounce happier. “With Zoey?”

      I looked from him to the table where Zoey and Sebastian sat. They were talking—without me. I was missing stuff—I hated missing stuff!

      “We’ve been through this,” I said. “This is what Zoey and I do. We talk to people and people, you know… talk back.”

      “Berry, Zoey likes Sebastian.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then aren’t you worried about her?”

      I thought about Zoey skewering Sebastian’s french toast. “No,” I answered, a total lie.

      Zoey spoke up. “Is there anyone who actually gets anything out of your dad’s death? Anyone going to get something they wouldn’t have already gotten?”

      Sebastian’s gaze became distant as he thought. His eyebrows lifted a couple of times, but each time it was followed by him shaking his head no. Then his brows went up and stayed up, but again, he shook his head. Finally, he sat up ramrod straight. His lips pressed together, and his eyes narrowed with a look of resolve.

      He was clearly struggling with himself over something.

      “Robert Cornish,” he finally said. “Robert owns PaperMore. They’re the main competitor of Paperworx, my Pop’s—I mean, my—company.”

      My mind raced. I’d heard that name. Then it came to me. It was the company Jack had been telling us about.

      “He wants everything that belongs to Pops, and I don’t mean equal to. I’m saying he wants what Pops had. He’s a greedy, evil man.”

      “Do you think he had it in him to kill your dad?” I asked.

      “Yes, I do. He tried to shove Pop down an open elevator shaft once.” He shrugged and made a variety of faces as he seemed to wrangle in his thoughts. “Of course, that was in college and the fight was about my ma.”

      “What about your ma?” I asked.

      “Well, Ma was Robert’s girl before he was Pop’s girl. Pop stole Ma away from him. Robert’s been sore about it ever since.” He shook his head with his mouth pulled down into a harsh grimace. “He’s tried to ruin Pop a bunch of times over. I never thought he’d go this far, though.” He put his hand on his stomach. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Concern filled me as my gaze dropped to Sebastian’s plate of food. “But I didn’t cook that!”

      “Huh?”

      “Um, nothing.” I shoved a huge bite of food in my mouth, grinned like an idiot and chewed.

      “Well, ladies,” Sebastian said as he stood, “if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to head back to the B&B. Take a nap. Zoey, I’ll see you Wednesday night?”

      “What’s Wednesday night?” I asked. That was the day after tomorrow.

      “Dinner,” Sebastian answered.

      “The two of you? Together?”

      “Yes,” Zoey answered. The way she looked at me made me wonder if she were imagining grabbing me by the back of the head and slamming my face into the table.

      I gulped, but plowed on anyway.

      “That sounds great!” I exclaimed. “I’ll be there.”

      Zoey growled. She literally growled. It took all my fortitude not to take a step away from her. “You’re not invited,” she said.

      Not giving up, I turned woeful eyes on Sebastian. “Sebastian? You don’t want me there… do you?”

      “Oh! Of course I do! Yes! The more the merrier. Absolutely.”

      “Seb, you don’t have to—” Zoey began, but Seb cut her off.

      “No, I’m mortified. Your friend is my friend, especially with you both putting yourselves out trying to figure out what happened to Pop. It’s the least I can do. Dinner is on me. Anywhere in town. Heck, I’ll have something flown in special. Kansas City barbecue? Crab cakes from Maryland? You name it. It’s on me.”

      Though I’d just finished wolfing down Brenda’s breakfast, Seb had my mouth watering.

      Sebastian turned to go, then he stopped and snapped his fingers with a grimacing suck in of air. “Lara’s brother.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Lara’s brother. Pop hired him a couple of weeks ago. The man’s oily. You shake his hand and you want to take a shower, but Pops hired him on as Marketing Manager. Lara claims he has great sales instincts, and Pop… well, Pop wanted to make his bride-to-be happy.”

      “You think he might be up to no good?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m not the one to ask, but I’m probably going to fire him. He gives me the creeps.”

      Was sounding like Lara might not be Sebastian’s secret girlfriend after all. He certainly didn’t have the same desire as his father to keep her happy.

      “Is he in town?” Zoey asked.

      “He is. He’s been attending the conference,” Sebastian said, “but I don’t know where he’s staying. You’ll have to talk to Lara to find that out.”

      I did my best to hide an evil smile. Lara, we’re coming to get you.

      The girl was going down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      “We need to talk to William first,” Zoey said.

      “William? Who cares about William? What about Lara?” No, I wasn’t impartial at all.

      "We need to clear Sebastian’s name. That’s why we’re doing this.”

      I paused, and when I spoke, I spoke carefully and gently. “I thought we were in this to find out who killed Ollie.”

      Zoey looked at me and stared for several long heartbeats. “Yeah, that, too,” she finally said.

      I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

      But somehow, the ability to breathe again didn’t make me feel better. Zoey had just told me that finding the killer wasn’t her priority—but it was mine.

      A prickly feeling crawled its way up my spine. Zoey and I might find ourselves at odds with each other during this investigation. I was starting to wonder if she would taint the findings to make sure Sebastian’s name was cleared of any wrongdoing. As far as I was concerned, Sebastian could rot in jail for the rest of his life if he’d been the one to smush his father.

      “Okay,” I conceded, “William first.” Giving in to Zoey on this point didn’t do anything to keep me from my goal, but it did have the added bonus of creating goodwill between the two of us. “I need to make sure everything’s okay with the café first, though.”

      I left Zoey and went to talk to Brenda behind the counter. Before I even said anything, she looked me up and down and said, “You gotta go, don’tcha?”

      My shoulders sagged. I was a terrible boss. Brenda had just walked back in the door, and I was already dumping the entire café on her head. “I’m so sorry, Brenda.”

      “Don’t you be sorry ‘bout nothing.” She turned her shoulder to the bacon she was frying and faced me. “Do you know how helpful it’s been that I know you?” There was a twinkle in her eye. “Mawmaw is the most popular girl at the rest home thanks to you.”

      “Nooo.” I couldn’t believe my ears.

      “Oh yeah! Even with the staff. They all want to know what I’ve told her about you. She gets all kinds of wonderful attention and care. They love her, and she loves being in the center of it all. So you go on. You do what you gotta do, but then you come back here and tell me all about it.” She winked, and I threw my arms around her.

      “You’re the best, Brenda!”

      “Ahhhh, that’s enough of that now,” Brenda laughed, hugging me back.

      The clattering sound of pots being moved around in the kitchen told me that Chef John was back and hard at work. I stopped in there next. He had his long shirtsleeves rolled up and was vigorously scrubbing stainless steel pots and pans until they gleamed.

      “Wow, you work fast!” I said. The kitchen already looked worlds better than it had only an hour ago.

      “I’ll have this place put back together as good as when you handed it over to me,” Chef John declared, then smiled. “I’ve found it’s the best way to ensure a repeat invitation. Ruin a chef’s kitchen and you’re dead to them for life.”

      A chef… I wasn’t sure but I thought he might have just called me a chef. The name made my heart swell.

      “Are all the conference goers still up in the banquet hall?” I asked. “I was pretty sure that today was their final day. A half day instead of a full day.”

      “No, they’ve let out.” Pride captured his smile, and he pointed to a spot behind me with a nod of his head. “Gave me that plaque as a thank you.”

      I turned and looked. It was a polished mahogany slab with a silver metal plate affixed bearing the year, the conference name, and Chef John’s name with an inscription touting him as an extraordinary man of great culinary skills. It was simple yet elegant, and probably one of the nicest plaques I’d ever seen.

      “A picture of that’ll look good in your memoir.”

      “Yes, it will,” he said with a wink.

      Chef John had the kitchen under better control than I’d ever had it on the best of days, so I left him to his work.

      “The conference’s already let out,” I told Zoey when I got back to her.

      “We can check Sebastian’s B&B for William.”

      We headed across the street to the back of Zoey’s apartment building and climbed into her car. Five minutes later we were parking in the tiny side lot of Piper’s Point Inn.

      “Wow, this really is nice.” The lawn and shrubs were immaculate. There was a gazebo tucked into the corner of the large, sweeping lawn, which also sported a variety of benches and a tumbling water sphere that sat atop a pedestal.

      “I don’t think anyone staying here killed Ollie,” I said.

      “Why’s that?”

      “It’s too zen.” A calm serenity had settled over me just from being there.

      Zoey grunted, apparently unaffected.

      We headed around to the front door of the two-story sprawling home.

      “What do we do? Do we knock?” I asked once we’d reached the front door. After all, it was somebody’s home.

      Zoey looked the bright red door up and down and side to side before shrugging and ringing the doorbell. Musical chimes sounded from inside.

      We didn’t have to wait long before the door opened to a plump, grandmotherly woman. She was straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting, although without the classic double chin.

      “Can I help you girls?” she asked, a pleasant smile on her face.

      “Hi, I’m Kylie Berry and this is Zoey Jin. We were hoping to speak with one of your boarders.”

      The elderly woman clasped her hands together in front of her, one on top of the other. Her brow furrowed. “Kylie Berry… where have I heard that name?”

      “I took over Sarah’s Eatery on Main Street. It’s called The Berry Home now.”

      All pleasantness in her features fell away. “No no no no no no no.” She stepped out of the house and closed the door behind her. “I know who you are and why you’re here.”

      I was taken aback by her aggressive change in demeanor, but I did my best not to show it. “I’m sorry, ma’am. We were just wanting to talk to one of your tenants.”

      “Malarkey. You’re wanting to pin a murder on one of the nice, decent people staying here, and I won’t stand for it. I won’t have it, you hear me?”

      I was at a loss as to what to do. I glanced at Zoey. She picked up the cue.

      “We understand, Mrs…”

      “Mrs. Myrna,” she supplied.

      “Mrs. Myrna. We’ll respect your wishes, but are you willing to sign a statement clearing us of any responsibility in the event that you’re stabbed to death in your sleep?”

      Mrs. Myrna’s mouth opened and shut as she grappled with Zoey’s question. I felt bad for her, I really did, but that didn’t stop me from jumping in with both feet when Zoey nudged me with her elbow.

      “Yes, Mrs. Myrna. You see, the Police Chief has asked us to start gathering that kind of documentation any time we feel we’re on the legitimate trail of a bona fide cold-blooded killer. Our hunches have been right so often that he wants us to start warning bystanders of the impending dangers.”

      Mrs. Myrna squeaked. “We just bought a new mattress,” she said once she’d found her voice. “It cost over four thousand dollars.”

      I looked at Zoey and then back at Mrs. Myrna. I nodded my head somberly. “That’s a great deal of money. And people do bleed a lot when stabbed. I can understand how you wouldn’t want a pricey item like that ruined.”

      Mrs. Myrna shook her head no. She looked paler than when she had opened the door.

      “I left the paperwork in the car,” Zoey said. “I’ll go get it.” Zoey turned to go but Mrs. Myrna’s hand shot out to grab her arm. She quickly released it when Zoey turned a narrowed eye on her, though.

      “Now, now… There’s no need for paperwork,” Mrs. Myrna acquiesced. “I’m sure we can work something out.” She smiled and gave a tight, nervous little laugh. “I’m sure you girls know what you’re doing. If you promise to do your best not to upset any of my non-murdering guests, I’ll let you in and you can talk to whoever you want.”

      “That’s very generous of you,” I told her.

      Mrs. Myrna led the way in.

      I felt as though I’d walked through a time portal. The home was full of antiques tastefully arranged among comfortable clusters of sitting areas. I found myself with the strong urge to find a little nook and hide away with a good book.

      “Your home is gorgeous!” I said, earning me the first genuine smile I’d gotten from Mrs. Myrna.

      “Well, then. I’ll leave you girls to it. The guest rooms are on the second floor, right up those stairs. Our private living quarters are on this floor toward the back of the house. I’ll ask you to steer clear of there, but the rest of the house is available to you to explore.”

      “Could you tell us which room William is in?” I asked, hoping that a first name would be enough. We didn’t know his last name.

      “William…” She considered the question, then answered. “Ah, third door on the left. Be sure to knock.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “And thank you.”

      She headed off toward the back of the house. Zoey and I headed upstairs.

      Each door on the second floor was distinct. The third door on the left had a twig wreath on it with tiny dried spring flowers tucked into it. I felt one, and it crumbled between my fingers. It was real, and I was amazed at the B&B’s attention to detail.

      Zoey knocked. There was the sound of shuffling inside the room, then the door opened. Standing in its place was a thirty-something man with olive skin and a black beard.

      “Oh… You’re not Myrna.”

      “Are you William?” Zoey asked.

      “Yesss?” It was clear that he wanted to hedge his answer, but it was kind of hard to straddle a fence with a definitive yes, even if it was spoken like a question.

      “Where were you the night Oliver Drysdale was killed?” Zoey asked.

      “Uh… Who are you?”

      I jumped in. “I’m Kylie Berry, and this is Zoey Jin. Ollie—I mean, Oliver—was found dead behind my place of business.”

      Silence hung in the air.

      “And?” he asked.

      “And we were hoping to talk to you about the night he died.”

      “Where were you the night Oliver Drysdale died?” Zoey asked again.

      “I’ve already given a statement to the police. I don’t think I’m supposed to be talking to you.” He started to close his room’s door, but Zoey’s foot kept it from going very far.

      “Have you ever cheated on your wife?” Zoey asked.

      William squared his shoulders. “I don’t have a wife. I have a husband.”

      “Have you ever cheated on him? Lied to him?” She let the questions hang in the air before going in for the kill. “Because if you have, I’ll find out… and then I’ll make sure he finds out.”

      I felt really bad for Zoey on one hand. She was determined to prove Sebastian’s innocence. But I was downright scared for anyone she saw as a threat to achieving that goal.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, inching myself in front of Zoey so that I stood between her and William. “We only want a few minutes of your time, and then we’ll go away. I promise.”

      William closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. If he had a headache, I was pretty sure we’d given it to him.

      “Sure. Whatever. Ask away.”

      “Where were you the night that Oliver Drysdale died?” Zoey asked from behind me.

      When William answered, he kept his eyes on me and ignored Zoey. “I was here. All night.”

      I jumped back in. “Did you leave your room during the night?”

      Concern and suspicion etched William’s face as he crossed his arms defensively across his chest. “Maybe…”

      “And when you maybe left your room, did you happen to run into anyone else?”

      William’s face lit up. “Oh… Oh! Yes. Yes, I did.” It was clear he was realizing that he was not actually the person on the hot seat as far as our attentions went. “I ran into Sebastian Drysdale. We’re not supposed to smoke in the rooms, so I went outside. Sebastian passed me on his way in.”

      “What time was that?”

      William’s eyes searched the ceiling as he thought. “It was pretty late… Wait.” He left his door open as he moved deeper inside his room. He returned a moment later with his cell phone in hand. “When I woke up, I’d seen that my husband, Craig, had sent me a text, and I sent him one back. That was a few minutes before I went outside.” He tapped at his phone’s face until he’d found what he wanted, then he held it up for us to see. The time signature on the text to his husband was two fifty-three in the morning.

      “Did he arrive on foot or in a car?” I asked.

      “Dunno. We passed each other just as he was heading in.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and William started to close his door.

      “Wait,” I said. I lowered my voice conspiratorially and leaned in. “What do you think of Lara Tiggs?”

      William’s lips stretched in a snide smile and his eyes turned mean. “She’s a tramp looking for a payday.”

      William was apparently not a man to mince his words. I liked him!

      “Tell me more,” I encouraged.

      “I was at a swanky company party the first time Oliver showed up with Lara on his arm. He got busy with some company business, and she got busy with Sebastian Drysdale, Oliver’s son.”

      “When you say ‘busy,’ what do you mean?” Zoey’s tone was menacing.

      “She was all over him! It was clear she was trying to trade in the old Drysdale for the younger model.”

      “What did Sebastian do?” I asked.

      “You mean other than look uncomfortable and embarrassed? Nothing. The boy is weak. No backbone. I give this company eight months with him at the helm before it goes under. I’ve already started polishing my resume. Get off the ship before there’s a stampede.”

      What a nice fellow William was.  So loyal…

      “Robert Cornish is going to have a field day,” William continued. “He’ll be a vulture picking all the good parts off the carcass.”

      “What do you think of Robert?” I asked.

      “Slimy. Acidic slime, like that goo the aliens in the movie Alien drip out of their mouths.”

      I suppressed a shudder and pressed on.

      “How long have you worked for Paperworx?” I asked. I wanted to know how long he’d had exposure to all of the people he was talking about.

      “Seven and a half years.” William stood up straighter when he answered. He took pride in his answer.

      “Is it a hard place to work for?”

      William shrugged. “Hard to get in the door. Easy to stay once you’re in. Good benefits. Relaxed atmosphere.”

      “Lara’s brother’s new,” Zoey said.

      William grimaced. “Like I said, the place is going down.” He shook his head. “I couldn't believe the old man did that… but with a piece of sweet meat like that on his arm, who could blame him if he lost some of his business edge?”

      I spoke up. “So you don’t think Oliver should have hired Lara’s brother, Larry?”

      “Have you met him? The man’s an idiot!” William was looking at me like I was an idiot for even having asked. “Now, unless you two Sherlock wannabes have any more questions, I’ve got better things to do.”

      It was going to break my heart to part ways with him.

      “Sure, no problem. Thank you for your time,” is what I said instead of the million other snarky comments that fought for control over my mouth.

      William shut the door in our faces.

      “Sebastian didn’t do it. That proves it.” The words were out of Zoey’s mouth as soon as William’s door lock clicked into place.

      “What?” There was no way she was so far gone as to believe that. “You know that nothing’s been proven. Nothing William told us proves that Sebastian didn’t kill his father before coming back here.”

      “If Seb told the truth about coming back here when he did, why would he lie about whether or not he killed his father?” Zoey said.

      I stared at her.

      “Oh, shut up,” she told me.

      Her leap in logic was nonsensical, and she knew it.

      My mind raced. Per what William had told us about Lara’s behavior with Sebastian, the case for her innocence was looking worse and worse. It was clear that she was guilty of something—but was she guilty of murder?

      We’d just found out that her feelings for Ollie were less than genuine with a strong insinuation she’d been in the relationship for the financial gain it would offer. But how much did she stand to gain financially with Ollie dead? She’d no longer have unfettered access to the man with the keys to the kingdom. That was now Sebastian.

      Sebastian...

      I slammed the mental door on where that line of thought was about to take me.

      It had to be Lara. She was a vile, conniving manipulator. Now she’d donned the persona of the black widow. But still, why didn’t she wait until after they were married?

      I thought a bit more. I was missing something super obvious. I could feel it on the periphery of my thoughts, nagging me and giving me a big ol’ juicy raspberry with its tongue stuck way out. But then I hit it with an imaginary baseball bat and took a good look at it.

      “You know the one thing we don’t have any leads on? Why was Ollie behind my café in the middle of the night? The police are pretty sure he was still alive prior to midnight. That means his body ended up in that spot after midnight. And, if Sebastian is innocent—if,” I emphasized, “and he was in back of the café from midnight until at least 2 AM, that means Ollie was out running around in the middle of the night.”

      “But he was here with his fiancée,” Zoey said.

      “Exactly! If I was on a business trip with my fiancé and he went out in the middle of the night, I think I might notice.”

      “We need to talk to Lara,” Zoey said.

      “This is the B&B where Sebastian’s staying. It makes sense that Ollie and Lara would be staying here as well.”

      “Let’s go find Myrna.”

      We found her in the kitchen, and it was a huge kitchen. Even with my café’s kitchen and the apartment kitchen I had upstairs, I was envious. Mrs. Myrna didn’t miss a beat, literally, while whipping a meringue.

      “That poor man. It’s just awful what happened to him. And his fiancée! She’s been destroyed by this, just destroyed.”

      “We need to talk to her,” I said. “Do you remember what room she’s in?”

      “The last door on the right.”

      “Do you know if she’s here?”

      “She’s been so distraught, I’d be more concerned that she’s taken an overdose of Xanax. You girls go check on her, but knock. Don’t go in. If she doesn’t answer, come back and get me and we’ll check if she’s in.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Back upstairs we went, all the way to the end of the hall. We knocked on Lara and Ollie’s door and heard nothing from inside—except a sneeze.

      “Lara,” I called out. “It’s Kylie… Kylie from the café? We attended Chef John’s cooking class together. Could we talk a moment? I… I need your help.” I held my breath, hoping I’d played on her sympathies rather than put her into a state of defensiveness.

      Her door jiggled, then her knob turned. The door opened, and I tried not to gasp.

      She was a sickly pale. Not so much washed out, but rather like the off-color hue of pus. Her hair was sleep-matted and wild, there were tiny beads of sweat on her upper lip, and her hands had the barest tremble. The last time I’d seen her, I’d thought she was slender, but now she looked positively gaunt. I didn’t know how that could be since it had only been a few days since then.

      “Lara, sit down,” I said, when I realized that her knees were trembling as much as her hands. She looked ready to fall. This was the woman I hated—for a myriad of reasons all having nothing personally to do with me—but looking at her, instead of being filled with hate, I was filled with pity.

      I stepped into her room and guided her to sit on her bed—right next to her open suitcase.

      “Going somewhere?” Zoey asked in a dead, monotone voice.

      “I have to get out of here,” she said. “I can’t stay. Ollie’s dead.” Tears filled her eyes.

      “Honey, you have to stay in town. The police”—and me and Zoey—“are still investigating. Maybe Mrs. Myrna could move you to another room? One just for you.” I didn’t say the other part of that, which was maybe Mrs. Myrna could move her to a room that she hadn’t shared with the man she’d planned to marry.

      “No, no… You don’t understand. I can’t be here. I have to leave. I have to.” She pushed up off the bed but almost went to the floor when her legs failed to hold her. She persevered with a steadying hand on the bed that helped her stand. She went to the closet, opened it, and started pulling her clothes off their hangers. Ollie’s clothes hung right next to hers, but they might as well have been invisible for all the notice she gave them.

      “You can’t leave,” Zoey said. “The killer hasn’t been exposed yet.”

      I noticed Zoey didn’t say that the killer hadn’t been found and instead said, “exposed.” There was no sympathy in her eyes as she watched Lara, and I realized she now suspected Lara was the killer.

      I had thought that someone else being sure of Lara’s guilt would make me happy, but instead I was cold and hollow inside. There was no joy in it.

      “Lara,” I said, “Zoey’s right. You can’t leave town.”

      Lara whirled on us. With her arms overflowing with her clothes, she screeched, “Nobody tells me what to do! Not you, not anybody!” Spittle foamed at the corner of her mouth, and her bloodshot, glassy eyes didn’t seem to want to focus on any one spot.

      “Lara,” I said, using my gentlest voice, “did someone tell you what to do? Was it Ollie?” I hadn’t gotten a control-freak vibe from him when I’d met him, but maybe he only let that side of himself come out to play when he was alone with his chosen toy. “Was Ollie being mean to you?”

      “Shut up! You shut up!” She lunged to stomp her foot, but her legs buckled and she ended up sitting on her knees on the floor. But that didn’t stop her mouth. “Don’t you speak his name! He was too good for the likes of you. He was too good for me.” Great sobs came next as she hung her head and cried.

      I wasn’t sure what to do, but crying jags like the one I was watching tended to run their course pretty fast. At least that’s what I’d thought. Rather than easing up, her sobs got worse. They turned into retching sobs. She cried so hard that it seemed hard for her to get in a breath.

      Then she clutched her throat. She sucked in air as hard as she could, but I only heard a terrible, gargling wheeze.

      “Lara?”

      It was Zoey who spoke up in concern, not me. That alone had me scrambling for my phone.

      I dialed 911 and gave directions to the operator as I watched Lara fall backward.

      Zoey had to hold Lara’s hands to keep her from digging deep grooves into her distended neck.

      “Please hurry!” I begged. “Please!”

      They were the longest eight minutes of my life.

      Never had I felt so helpless before, and I hated every second of it. I pleaded with Lara to hold on and reassured her that help was on its way, all while wanting to get up and run out of the room and never look back.

      When the paramedics stormed into the room, Lara’s lips were blue and most of the fight had fled her body. Their quick work got her stabilized, and they had her outside on a stretcher moments later.

      “Yes!” Mrs. Myrna hissed into her cell phone as she paced in front of her front door. “They tried to kill one of my guests! ... You’re right. I should call the police!”

      If glares could kill, she should be calling the coroner. From the way she was eyeballing me and Zoey, I knew she wished it were us being carted away and not one of her patrons.

      “We didn’t do this,” I mouthed to her while pointing in the direction of where they were loading Lara into the back of an ambulance.

      Mrs. Myrna did some pointing of her own—straight up in the air with her middle finger. She slammed the door behind her and disappeared back into her house.

      “Do we have any idea what happened to Lara?” I asked Zoey.

      Zoey shook her head. “Xanax wouldn’t cause this.”

      “Any ideas what would?”

      “Too many to narrow it down. We’ll have to wait ‘til we can talk to her.”

      I had serious doubts Lara was going to survive. “I’m not doing a seance,” I blurted out.

      Zoey grinned. She threw an arm over my shoulders. “I knew there was a reason I liked you. You’re wrong inside.”

      I sucked in a breath of air and jabbed Zoey in the ribs. “I am not! Take that back.”
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      “Hey… It was a compliment,” Zoey teased.

      “What do we do now?” We were running short on leads, and we’d never gotten around to asking Lara why Ollie had been out and about in the middle of the night.

      “I’m going to follow them to the hospital,” Zoey said. “Want me to drop you off at the café?”

      Go back to the café and walk away from the only active lead we had? My stomach knotted in a cramp, I felt short of breath, and my heart raced in my chest. “I… I don’t feel so good. I think maybe whatever happened to Lara, maybe it’s happening to me.”

      Zoey pulled away and looked me up and down. She put her fingers against my throat beneath my jaw. “Nope. You’ll be fine. Eventually.”

      “How do you know?” The world was starting to swirl.

      “You’re having a panic attack.”

      “Again?” I wheezed.

      “This has happened before?”

      I nodded. It had happened when I was talking to Detective Gregson. I remembered what he’d done. He’d covered my mouth and nose with his hand so that I couldn’t breathe. That wasn’t an experience that I wanted to relive, but that didn’t mean there weren’t options.

      I sucked in as deep a breath as I could, then I held it… and held it… and held it. I stared at a wild daisy that had bloomed in the middle of the B&B’s lawn and looked at nothing else. My heart continued to race and my head lost its sense of what was up or down, but my mind stilled as it filled with the image of Detective Gregson’s smoky eyes. Staring at me. There was nothing else that existed. Only his eyes.

      “You okay? Doing better?” Zoey asked.

      I was pretty sure that I’d have been on the ground if it weren’t for her steadying presence at my side.

      I nodded. I was feeling better. My heart had slowed, the world wasn’t off its axis, and my brain was no longer filled with an avalanche of tumbling, out of control thoughts.

      I sucked in air, forcing myself to breathe slowly. “I’m okay,” I said.

      “What brought that on?”

      That was an excellent question.

      “You’d said you were going to the hospital but that you could drop me off at the café. I do need to go back to work. Everyone’s depending on me. If it’s not me showing up to keep the place going, everything’ll fall apart. I’ll lose everything.” And I did mean everything. I’d been living at a women’s shelter before stealing my ex-husband’s car to drive down to Kentucky from Chicago. Owning the café had saved me. I couldn’t throw that away just to… to… solve a murder.

      I felt as though one half of me was being pulled apart from the other half, and what was left in the middle was stretched too thin to continue to exist. There was no way I could hold up against the demands of the world—not like this.

      Everything tilted again, but I forced myself to calm down. I took control. I made a choice of which side of myself to stand with and stilled my mind with the image of Gregson’s eyes.

      “I want to go to the hospital,” I declared. My heartbeat slowed even more. The air became more plentiful. It didn’t only fill my lungs—it actually fed me oxygen.

      “And the café?” Zoey asked.

      “Brenda’s at the café,” I spoke with great, deliberate care. “Everything with the café will be okay.” It was a declaration. An absolute.

      The café would be okay.

      I would be okay.

      That would be my new mantra: I will be okay.

      My world would not fall apart.

      Zoey had us at the hospital a few minutes after the ambulance had arrived. We quickly came to the conclusion that we weren’t going to be able to learn anything until Lara was out of crisis and the hospital had had a chance to figure out what was going on with her.

      “Lunch. I’m buying,” Zoey said.

      We headed for the hospital cafeteria. I was immediately disappointed. While the hospital might have been a place of healing, they sure didn’t offer healthy food for those there to support of the sick. But we stayed, we ate, and then we lingered for a couple of hours. I did my best to keep my anxiety-driven blood pressure under control and Zoey fielded a couple of emergency tech calls. I overheard her ask one client if the power was on in the building. I supposed they said no, because she told them to call her back when it came back on and then hung up.

      Eventually, we went back to the emergency room check-in. I posed as Lara’s long-lost sister, and we learned that she had been transferred to the Intensive Care Unit.

      “Could you tell us how to get there?” I asked the receptionist.

      “Ah, honey, the ICU won’t let you in to see her until they get her stabilized. It’s best to go home and get rest. The hospital will call her contacts as soon as they’re a change in her condition.”

      “She takes medication,” Zoey said. “The doctors will need to know what she’s on. She lies a lot. Doesn’t want the stigma that comes with being on that many…” Her voice trailed off and she looked at me. “What would you call them?”

      I was going to kill her. “Antipsychotics?”

      Zoey shrugged. “I was going to say home-grown herbal remedies, but same difference.”

      “Uh… yes,” the receptionist said with uncertainty and then again gave us directions on how to reach the ICU.

      It was a winding maze of corridors and elevators, but we made our way there. A row of chairs lined the wall outside the double doors leading into the ICU. A phone hung on the wall, and a woman dressed in a summer dress held its receiver to her ear. She stated who she was there to see and her relationship to that person. The door buzzed, then there was the distinct click of a lock releasing. She disappeared through the doors without a glance back.

      Zoey and I looked at each other, then we took a seat and stared at the doors. We watched a few nurses go in and only one visitor leave. The place was locked down pretty securely.

      “I’m not sure we should be here,” I said. “There are really sick people in there. Maybe we shouldn’t mess with it.”

      “Do you think that Lara tried to take her own life?”

      “No,” I answered, shocked. Zoey’s question seemed to have been from left field.

      “Lara was packing to leave town when we got to her place. I’m pretty sure she wasn’t packing for the afterlife.”

      “And that would mean that whatever attack she suffered, it probably wasn’t self-inflicted,” I said. “If it were, she would have known she wouldn’t be going anywhere and wouldn’t have bothered to pack.”

      “Bingo.”

      “So somebody did this to her…” I said.

      “Somebody who could do it to somebody else.”

      I sat back and crossed my arms over my chest. “No, that woman in there is our killer. We just have to get her to confess.”

      “What do you have against her?”

      My head fumed while I considered answering. “She slept with my ex… before he became my ex.”

      “Oh…” Zoey shrugged. “Well, maybe she’ll die.”

      I went from leaning back in my chair to full on slouching. I didn’t know if Zoey was making fun of my anger or not, but when she put it in such blunt terms, some of for the hatred I felt toward Lara ebbed away. I wasn’t ready to declare Lara and me best friends or anything, but I wasn’t willing to go so far as to wish her dead.

      One of the ICU’s double doors pushed open, and a very familiar figure appeared. He started to breeze past, but I jumped to my feet.

      “Brad!”

      He did a double take, put on his foot brakes and backed up. I never was going to get past how incredibly handsome he was in uniform. Seeing him and talking to him at the café had become comfortable. My safe place. It was that bubble in the fabric of the universe where someone who looked like him could have eyes for me. But here, in public, I felt unnerved when his blue-green eyes focused on me and his usual sly, knowing grin pulled at his lips.

      My heart pitter-pattered, but at least I knew that this time it was not from the onset of yet another panic attack.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. Then his smile fell. “Ohhh, you two are the ones who called the ambulance. Why didn’t I guess that from the start? You’re both always at the center of it all.”

      “Can you tell us anything?”

      Brad looked to his right and left. There was no one around. “They got some bigwig doc here on loan, someone who was a student of an even bigger big deal somewhere else. A poison specialist. Personally, I think they’re seeing what they’re used to looking for, but the doc thinks that Lara was poisoned. It’s why I’m here. They called the police, and I came out to make the preliminary report.”

      “We were in her room at the B&B when the attack hit. She wasn’t eating anything. I didn’t even see a glass for something to drink.”

      “That’s the thing. The doc don’t think it was something done to her recently. He thinks she was poisoned two to three days ago and that it took that long for the poison to shut down her organs and then for her to get sick from her organs shutting down. The doc said that if she hadn’t had the anaphylactic shock reaction when she did, she probably would have slipped into a coma during her sleep and been past saving. You two meddling and nosing around where you shouldn’t have been saved her life.”

      Whoa… I had not expected that. I felt a mixture of emotions, but the loudest one was happiness. It wasn’t because Zoey and I had saved her life. It was because I’d made a choice—sticking with following the lead—and that choice had contributed to saving Lara’s life.

      I didn’t know a better way for the universe to reassure me that I’d made the right decision. That said, I was glad Lara was alive… mostly.

      Okay, completely. Completely mostly.

      Yeah, I could live with completely mostly.

      “Does she know who did it to her?”

      “Eh,” he shrugged, “she was awake when I was in there, but I couldn’t tell who was home. She wasn’t makin’ much sense.”

      Brad headed on his way, and Zoey and I stayed put, with our butts in the seats and our eyes staring holes in the locked doors. I wanted inside. I wanted to hear Lara’s jibber jabber for myself. I’d been sure it had been Lara who had killed Ollie. That someone had tried to kill her didn’t mean she hadn’t been the one to kill him.

      “You think maybe it was retaliation?” I asked Zoey. “Someone figured out that she’d killed Ollie, so they took it upon themselves to claim retribution?”

      Zoey opened her mouth to speak, but her phone chose that moment to ring. She looked at its face, saw the caller’s name, swore, and then got up and walked away as she answered the call. I listened in as best I could—because you know, I’m nosy that way—but it was a bunch of techie talk and I quickly zoned out.

      That’s when a nurse blasted through one-half of the double doors in a run-walk taking him in the opposite direction from where Zoey was on the phone.

      I hesitated, teetering on the edge of my seat, then I leaped into action. I rushed forward and grabbed the closing door before it could lock closed again.

      I didn’t pull it further open as I stretched out my arm and waved in an attempt to get Zoey’s attention. I merely held it in place, an inch away from closed. I didn’t want to alert those within the ICU that I was up to shenanigans.

      Zoey didn’t see me, and all I saw of her was her back as she disappeared around the corner. I couldn’t call out for her, and I couldn’t let go of the door to chase after her. I had another choice to make, and I had to make it fast.

      The sound of voices drawing near spurred me into action. I slipped inside the ICU door and let it close behind me, but I didn’t stay there looking and acting like I was out of place. Instead, I marched forward with a confident step that said that I’d been here before and that I was doing something allowed.

      The patient rooms inside the ICU formed a horseshoe around a central medical station. No one was there. Everyone was circled around a patient in one of the rooms. I couldn’t tell what they were doing, but I was also sure that I didn’t want to know what they were doing. Whatever it was, it had everyone’s attention locked on that patient.

      I hurried from room to room, looking for the one I needed. As soon as I spotted Lara, I dashed inside. I’d thought she was asleep, but her eyes opened wide and she eyeballed me as I moved to stand next to her bed. Her hair was matted with sweat, and her skin had a yellow tinge that I hadn’t noticed earlier.

      “Lara, do you know me? Do you know who I am?”

      Her hand reached for me, and I caught it with my own. Her fingers were cold and limp. Her eyes were looking at me, but I wasn’t sure who or what she was seeing.

      “I wasn’t supposed to. I couldn’t help it. It’s not my fault. You have to forgive me. It’s not my fault!”

      Shards of ice jolted through my veins at the realization that Lara was confessing to Ollie’s murder. I looked around for a witness.

      Somebody.

      Anybody!
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      I leaned in and whispered. “Lara, what did you do?”

      She groaned and her legs aimlessly worked in the bed. It was like she was trying to escape the truth that wanted to tear itself free from her.

      “I told him everything. He loved me anyway. You didn’t have to. Why? Oh God, Ollie. Ollie… Come back. Don’t leave me.” Her words became garbled, and the only lament that rang clear every time was the call of Ollie’s name.

      My heart broke, and a tear slipped free from my eye. Her cries were pitiful.

      I squeezed Lara’s lifeless fingers and leaned in, hoping to pull her focus back to me. “Lara,” I whispered. There was something I desperately needed to ask her. “Lara!”

      “What do you think you’re doing in here?” A booming voice cut through me. I whirled around to find a dark-skinned nurse standing in the doorway. Her body was stout, powerful, and I was pretty sure she could pick me up over her head and slam me to the ground.

      “I was just—”

      “I don’t care what you were ‘just,’” she said. “This woman is under this facility’s care and protection. Unless you want the next person you deal with to be wearing a badge, I suggest you leave right now.”

      I let Lara’s chilly fingers slip from mine and hightailed it out of the room. It took everything in me not to break into a run, and my back muscles twitched in fear that I was about to be jabbed with a cattle prod or shanked with a sharp knife. The nurse was right on my heels the whole way. Watching her stop behind the ICU’s double doors as they closed was like watching the Terminator cease its chase.

      “You got inside? Did you talk to Lara?” Zoey asked.

      The nurse was glaring at us through the door’s long, narrow windows.

      I grabbed Zoey’s arm and started us walking. “There’s a killer in Camden Falls,” I hissed.

      “Yeah…”

      “It’s not Lara!”

      I filled Zoey in on the way back to the café. She parked in back and we headed inside through the rear entrance. True to his word, Chef John had left the café spotless and ready for my use. On the island counter was a folded, hand-written note saying, “Thanks for lending me your world. Let me know when I can return the favor! Would love to have you as a guest chef at my restaurant sometime.”

      I laughed because I knew the offer couldn’t be sincere, but it had me smiling from ear to ear anyway.

      Zoey took the note from my hand, read it, then looked at me with an arched brow. “He’s invited you to cook at his Michelin-starred restaurant? Has he seen your cooking? Really. He wouldn’t even need to taste it. He could just look at it.”

      I snatched the note back from her, primly folded it, and tucked it away under the corner of a pan. I didn’t care what Zoey thought. I was going to frame that note and hang it in my apartment.

      “Could be interesting, though,” Zoey went on. “You and your ex back together in the same city. I’d go to see that.”

      I glared at her. “Zoey Jin, you are not a nice person.”

      She smiled, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Now you’re catching on.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Oh yeah, I’m going to leave a kitten in a basket outside your apartment door just to prove you wrong. You’re all crusty and prickly on the outside, but you don’t have me fooled. You’re all sweet stuff and candy-like inside.”

      “Sour candy,” she said without missing a beat. “Sour jawbreakers.”

      I could live with that.

      I hurried through the kitchen and out to the grill. I wanted to find Brenda to tell her how much I appreciated her. I hoped the café hadn’t been too busy while I’d been gone. I didn’t want her used up and worn out, but it was a completely selfish wish. I wanted her to be willing to come back and help out some more tomorrow!

      Stepping through into the grill section, I came to a sudden halt. It turned out that at least that part of the café was busy—very busy! Every single stool had a tushie sitting on it, and each tushie belonged to a very senior geriatric. I was sure that some of them were younger than our Agatha, but Agatha’s affair with a witch doctor somewhere along the way had slowed her aging down to a crawl.

      Brenda was standing in front of everyone, putting on a show. She was holding up a fresh-off-the-grill, golden brown grilled cheese sandwich, and she was slowly pulling it apart. The melted cheese from inside stretched from one half to the other, and her audience was oohing and ahhing in appreciation of her skill. And it was skill. If it had been me making that sandwich, the bread would have been burnt and the cheese would have been completely unmelted.

      Brenda spotted me. “Things were slow so I called over to the nursing home and suggested a day trip.” She winked.

      I wanted to hug her, but I refrained. She was in the spotlight, and I didn’t want to steal any of it from her.

      Movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I spotted Joel. He’d stood up and was waving us over. Zoey and I joined him at the usual table next to one of the large windows overlooking Main Street. On the table were a drink, a roast beef sandwich, and his camera.

      “I got the photographs you asked for,” he told me.

      Zoey’s cell phone rang. She checked the banner and then answered. Thirty seconds into the call, she exclaimed, “The whole server? Idiot! No, not you. That idiot you hired. Of course, you’re the one who hired the idiot, so…”

      I nudged her with my elbow and gave her a what-are-you-doing look.

      In response, she rolled her eyes at me, got up, and headed out the front door and crossed the street to her apartment building.

      I sighed. “So young. So impetuous.”

      “So terrifying,” Joel said. “You know, I’ve heard stories. Even if ten percent of what I’ve heard is true, well…”

      “In other words, you’re saying she’s a good friend to have.”

      “Yes. Sure. She’s a great friend to have... and a nightmare-inducing enemy.” He dropped his voice, presumably so that nobody else could hear him. “Did you know that she doesn’t have to pay taxes?”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, word is she did some top secret work for the NSA and as payment she demanded to never have to pay taxes again. Ever.”

      I couldn’t keep my smile from growing. “And you believe all the stuff you’ve heard about her? Joel, you’re a newsman, supposed to verify facts and all that.”

      “Why do you think I didn’t label that one a rumor?”

      My mouth fell open. “No,” I said in disbelief. “You were able to verify that bit about the NSA and not paying taxes?”

      His smile turned smug, and he sat back and shrugged. “I’ll never reveal my sources.”

      “You’re terrible,” I laughed. I tapped his camera. “Were you able to get anything that can help us figure out who Sebastian’s secret girlfriend is?”

      “Not much,” he said, “and that’s the good news.”

      He got up and moved over to my side of the table. Sitting back down, he leaned in and draped an arm around my shoulder as he held the camera in front of me with his other hand. “Push on the small right arrow to scroll through the images.”

      I started clicking, and the pictures flipped from one to the next. There were a lot of pictures, and I wasn’t seeing any women.

      “I wanted you to find his girlfriend, not his boyfriend,” I said.

      “Keep watching. I had to make a show of it by taking everyone’s pictures. Too suspicious otherwise.”

      I clicked a few more times, then paused on the image of a fifty-something woman. She was thickly built with very thick glasses and some flyway gray hair that refused to be tamed.

      “It’s a May-December romance?” I asked, surprised.

      “Keep going,” he encouraged.

      I clicked some more, then stopped. The image of a woman in her late twenties or early thirties filled the screen. She was dressed similar to the men, in slacks, a tie, and a vest. Even her hair was cut short in a very close-cropped, masculine cut. But that’s where the similarities stopped. The silver-and-purple platform pumps she was wearing were gorgeous. They added a good five inches to her height, and made her almost as tall as the tallest man in the room. In addition to that, her nails were shiny, tapered, and blood red. Her makeup was artistic yet understated, and the cigar she smoked looked sexy rather than masculine.

      “Wow…”

      “Yeah,” Joel said appreciatively. Too appreciatively.

      I pulled away far enough to look up at him.

      “I have eyes,” he said in defense. My ex-husband had had eyes, too. “She’s not my type,” he continued as he brushed his fingers through my hair. “And even if she were, it wouldn’t matter. She doesn’t have what you have.”

      “And that is?” I would not be placated by empty, meaningless flattery.

      “Killer instincts.” He wiggled one eyebrow, and I couldn’t help but laugh. I supposed he was right.

      I sighed. Joel was suave and smooth, and in some ways he reminded me of my ex—and that wasn’t a good thing.

      “Have you given any more thoughts to letting me take you away on a vacation?” he asked.

      I’d been avoiding thinking about it. I really wanted to tell him yes, but I wasn’t ready. Things would get serious, and I wasn’t ready for serious. On top of that, if I told him yes, I’d feel like I was choosing between him and Brad, and I wasn’t ready to choose. I was still learning about myself, who I was, and what I wanted in life. If I got serious with Joel—or anybody—all of that introspection would be replaced by what I learned about myself relative to my relationship with that person. It was too much, too soon.

      “Joel, I—”

      “Don’t say it,” Joel stopped me.

      He’d known what I was about to say, that I was about to turn him down.

      “Give it some more time. I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

      I returned my attention to the picture on Joel’s camera while his words still echoed in my ears. He’d be here when I was ready… On his camera, I was looking at a woman who was living and thriving in a predominantly male-driven industry, and she was both fitting in and standing out. It was an impressive feat. And then there was Sebastian on the side, waiting for her.

      I remembered running into him outside, behind the café, standing at the spot where his father’s body had been found. He’d seemed to be stuck, but I was now realizing that it had been in two ways. He was in a holding pattern, unable to move past his father’s death. But he was also waiting for the woman he loved, a woman who was upstairs at the packaging conference, a woman who was moving forward with her life.

      “Who is she?”
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      “She’s Daria Cornish,” Joel said.

      I sucked in a breath as my eyes went wide. “She’s Robert Cornish’s daughter, the guy who’s the sworn enemy of Oliver Drysdale?”

      “I don’t know about the sworn enemy part, but yeah… she’s the daughter of the guy who owns PaperMore.”

      “And you think she’s Sebastian’s secret girlfriend?”

      “Those two were the only women up there at the time you asked me to head over to take pictures. I got there maybe five minutes after I got your text. There’d been more women on other days, but those two were the only ones there that morning.”

      My head was reeling. “It’s like a real-life Romeo and Juliet. Daria and Sebastian’s fathers hated each other.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Sebastian told me.”

      “Are you sure he’s a reliable source on that topic?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Joel sat back in his chair and stretched his long legs under the table. I turned sideways in my seat so that I could look over and up at him without putting a kink in my neck.

      Joel still had his arm draped over the back of my chair, and I leaned my shoulder into the chair’s back to be a little closer to him.

      “What I mean is, does Sebastian have anything to gain by manipulating what you think?”

      Ohhhhh…

      “We are trying to figure out whether or not he killed his father,” I said.

      “So, that’s a great big yes.”

      “You think he’s lying?”

      “No, I didn’t say that. But if he did kill his father or”—his eyes glanced meaningfully to the camera and back—“if he cares about someone else who killed his father, then that would give him plenty of motive to manipulate your understanding of the situation.”

      I slouched in my chair. “How can I know what’s true? On top of that, poor Zoey.” She cared so much about Sebastian. Now Sebastian might not have just been guilty, but he might have been guilty by extension too, possibly. The odds that he was somehow involved with his father’s murder had just multiplied.

      My brain did some mental hopscotch and then broke into a distracting dance, halting my ability to think any further toward an answer. There was something important about my most recent thoughts, and I was overlooking it.

      I did a fast run through what those thoughts had been.

      What’s actually true? … Poor Zoey… Cares so much…

      Again with the mental hopscotch.

      Zoey cared a lot about Sebastian.

      Sebastian presumably cared a lot about his girlfriend.

      I was concerned Sebastian might lie to me in order to protect his girlfriend, whom he cared about.

      Therefore, Zoey might lie to protect Sebastian.

      I wanted to scrub my brain with rusty steel wool to scour out all of those brain cells that were trying to convince me that Zoey was untrustworthy. It wasn’t even the first time my traitorous synapses had made that point, and I hated that my brain was tripping on the possibility again.

      “Who are you going to talk to next?” Joel asked.

      “That’s a good question.” I ticked the names off on my fingers. “There’s Larry, Lara’s brother. Robert Cornish, Ollie’s rival. Daria, Robert’s daughter and Sebastian secret girlfriend. And now that we know who his girlfriend is, we probably should talk to Sebastian again…”

      “What about Lara? Have you talked to her yet?”

      My eyes went wide. “Ohhhh, I didn’t tell you.”

      “Tell me what?” Joel asked with an edge in his voice.

      “Lara’s in the hospital. Zoey and I went to see her, and she collapsed while we were talking to her.”

      “Dehydration? Fatigue? Grief?”

      “Poison.”

      “Poison! Kylie, that makes a second murder attempt.” He took my hand in his, and his brow pinched in worry. “Kylie, I don’t like that. I don’t like it at all. I just found you.”

      My reaction was surprise and shock, and it wasn’t out of a sense of flattery. “Let’s say you get a hot tip that someone’s running an illegal smuggling operation and the people are dangerous. What are you going to do? Try to investigate so you can report on it? Or will you decide it’s too dangerous and overlook it altogether?”

      “Kylie, that’s not fair.”

      “What’s not fair is you holding me to a different standard than you hold yourself.”

      Joel released my hand and held his own up in the air. “Hey, I’m a professional. This is my job, my career. You’re just…” His words trailed off. He’d put his foot in his mouth, and his frozen expression along with the sudden fear in his eyes told me he’d realized it.

      “I’m just…” I prompted him.

      He cleared his throat. It was obvious that he didn’t want to continue with this line of conversation, yet he finished his thought anyway. “You’re just the owner and operator of a café,” he said, his voice gentle.

      I nodded my head as I gritted my teeth. Without looking in her direction, I said, “Brenda needs me. I’d better go.”

      “Kylie—”

      I stood. “We can talk later, Joel, maybe after you think of me as more than ‘just’ anything.”

      I turned on my heel and let him watch my backside as I walked away. It was the only thing of me he’d be seeing for quite some time.

      I reached Brenda behind the grill’s counter just in time to see Joel heading out the front door. With him gone and not there to judge me as weak or inept, I allowed my shoulders to droop and my head to sag. Bungling my way through a murder—with the murderer loose and still trying to murder others—was a heavy burden to carry.

      “What’s got you down, sweetie?” Brenda asked as she gave me a one-armed hug. Her other hand was wielding a spatula and staying on top of the potatoes and onions she had cooking.  Her line of fans looked ready for a nap. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t make it much longer.

      “I’ve missed you, Brenda,” I said in a whiny voice with my lower lip sticking out.

      “Now, now, missy. Ain’t nothing so bad. What’s this latest mystery you’ve been working on?”

      I hitched a thumb over my shoulder. “I found this guy squashed under my dumpster.” More whining from me.

      “Eh? I can’t hear her. What’d she say?” asked an elderly woman wearing a string of pearls with a crinkly multicolored tracksuit.

      “She said she killed someone, Myrtle,” another woman two seats down answered her.

      I waved my hands in front of them. “No, no… I didn’t kill anyone. I swear.”

      “You could murder me if you want to,” an old man with enormous, flappy earlobes said as he grinned and looked me up and down. He was sitting between Myrtle and her friend.

      “Harold, you old perv,” Myrtle chastised as she elbowed him in the ribs. “You be respectful or I’ll pay the orderly to accidentally drop your dentures in the mop water again.”

      “Oh, you old hag,” Harold hissed at her.

      “Emma,” Myrtle called to the woman on the other side of Harold, “keep your boy toy in line.”

      “We have an understanding,” Emma answered primly. “We can both look as long as neither one of us touches.”

      Myrtle snorted. “He couldn’t do anything even if he did touch!”

      Harold wiggled two of his fingers in the air. “I do just fine, thank you very much.”

      I was too busy being shocked at the education I was getting from the wrinkle-squad to ponder my own troubles.

      “You all behave,” Brenda scolded, “or I’ll sneak chocolate Ex-Lax in with your candy.”

      “Wait a minute,” Harold said, “you got chocolate Ex-Lax? Gimme some.” He held out a hand. When Brenda didn’t move, he said, “No, really. Gimme some. I need some of that stuff!”

      I leaned in to whisper to Brenda. “We should have some prunes in the pantry. Could probably make a dessert out of stewed prunes over ice cream.”

      “That sounds good!” Emma exclaimed. “Can you add in some brandy?”

      I looked at her incredulously. “I thought you guys were half deaf.”

      “Naw, just those guys. Me, I got bat hearing. Works like sonar.”

      I was pretty sure that wasn’t how sonar worked, but I kept that tidbit to myself.

      Brenda gave me a nudge. “Tell them what you’re working on.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah! These people have all been there and done that, know what I mean? Nothing shocks them and nothing scares them.”

      “Yeah,” Emma snickered, “‘cause we already got one foot in the grave.”

      “What’d you say, Emma?” Myrtle asked.

      “She said you’re going to die tomorrow,” Harold said.

      Myrtle flipped him the bird.

      “Okay, I might as well,” I said.

      “Everybody turn up your hearing aids,” Brenda instructed in a loud voice. Only the middle three—Myrtle, Harold, and Emma—paid her any attention. All of the rest were doing their own thing and weren’t interested or lost in a world of their own.

      Myrtle and Harold put fingers to their ears, which was followed by high-pitched electronic squeals.

      “Back ‘em off,” Brenda instructed, and they did. Then they settled with their elbows on the counter, ready for story time.

      I did my best to run through events, CliffsNotes style. “I found a businessman wedged under my dumpster. He was kind of a big guy, so I have no idea how he even fit under there, but he was dead.”

      The aged trio rewarded me with ohhs and ahhs.

      “Somebody killed him, and I’m trying to figure out who. He was engaged to a much younger woman who nobody liked, and I’d thought she had done it, but someone tried to kill her, too.”

      “She faked it,” Harold said.

      “What?” Emma said.

      “Faked it.”

      “I heard you the first time. What I wanna know is why.”

      “Keep suspicion off of her.”

      I considered what they were saying. It was a good theory, but it didn’t feel right to me. Lara had been packing to leave town when we got to her room. There wasn’t any indication that she’d been expecting anyone to show up, and if we hadn’t showed up, she probably would have died. On top of that, the doctor believed it was a slow acting poison administered a couple of days ago that had shut down her organs. None of it added up to her having poisoned herself.

      “I don’t think so,” I told them. I kept my reasoning short. “She likes herself too much.”

      “Keep going,” Myrtle said.

      “The businessman was pretty important. He was powerful and rich.”

      “Who was his second in command?” Harold asked. “Could have been an attempt to climb the corporate ladder.”

      I wagged a finger at him. “His son had been tapped to take over the business… someday.”

      “Maybe he decided someday should be today,” he said.

      I thought about it. Sebastian had been distraught at the loss of his life as he knew it. No more leisurely vacations. No more risky adventure seeking. He was going to have to trade in that lifestyle to sit behind a desk for sixty to seventy hours a week. He hadn’t seemed ready to make that transition, and in fact, his father had chosen him as his business heir because he hadn’t been in a hurry to be in control… and thus responsible for everything.

      “Nooo,” I said, “he wasn’t done being a beach bum. He’d had all the perks with very little responsibility. He seemed to like it that way.”

      “Who’s next?” Myrtle asked.

      I filled them in about Robert Cornish, Daria Cornish, the Romeo and Juliet connection, and Larry.

      “Weren’t none of them,” Myrtle proclaimed.

      All of my attention latched to her. She’d seen something I’d missed! “Who was it?”

      “I got no clue who it was but weren’t none of them.”

      “How do you know?” I leaned in, eager to learn from her hard-earned wisdom.

      “They’re all too boring!”

      “Well, that’s no help,” Harold said.

      “Yes, it is,” Myrtle declared. “What’s all them people want? Money or power. Greenbacks or control. What do they all have less of now? Money or control. The wifey was going to have her hands around the purse strings of his entire fortune—now she won’t. The son can’t do what he wants to do anymore, so he lost control over his own life. And he had all the money he needed before without any of the work that’s now going to eat up every minute of his day. As for wifey’s brother, well… maybe it was him. He sounds like an idiot. Idiots sometimes do things to get something when what they do will only make them lose everything. So maybe the brother did do it. He’s kinda stupid, right?”

      I hadn’t thought I’d described him as stupid, but nothing William had said about Larry had made me think otherwise.

      If not Larry, Myrtle was saying that it was somebody else, somebody I hadn’t considered.

      I pondered that—really let the idea bounce around the insides of my head. Then I shook my head, hard.

      “No, no… What about Robert Cornish and his daughter Daria? They’re both power-driven.”

      “Ha!” Myrtle said. “People like them, they like the challenge. They want to know they’re the best. You can lie, cheat, steal, and blackmail, but your opponent’s still alive and can counter your moves. But killing your opponent, that’s cheating, and not in a good way. You don’t get the satisfaction of bein’ the best when you win that way.”

      Brenda leaned in and whispered, “Myrtle was a chess champion. An international one.”

      Oh!

      My ears perked up, and I gave her words a little more weight—a fact that I felt ashamed about. The merit of her words should have stood for themselves before I ever knew anything about her. A part of me had discounted her because she was old. If being around Agatha had taught me anything, it should have taught me better than that.

      I really was a terrible person…

      “How about you do a little spin for me?” Harold asked with an obvious leer. Myrtle smacked the back of his head, but Emma looked intrigued.

      “We’re open to threesomes, honey,” she said with a wink.

      Okay… that was my exit bell.

      “Brenda?”

      “I can only stay another hour. Why don’t you head into the kitchen and get dinner started?”

      I hugged her and kissed her cheek and then made my escape.
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      I was surprised at how good it felt to be back in my own kitchen.

      I looked up a recipe for cream of potato and onion soup and followed it exactly. It turned out pretty good. I made the fixings for steak salad, undercooked the steak on purpose so that it wouldn’t get overcooked later when I warmed it up, and then put it all back in the cooler to offer as a salad option.

      Then I scrolled through a thousand and one recipe options and did my best to figure out what I could handle. I opted for beef stroganoff to be served over rice. I knew I could make a single big pot of rice and use it for all of the stroganoff orders, which would be much easier than making individual servings of egg noodles for every single meal. As for the stroganoff, I could treat it like a stew. I could make a big batch of it and then let it simmer and slow cook through the dinner period.

      To my surprise, the stroganoff turned out delicious. If only it hadn’t been so gray and colorless. I was tempted to put green dye in the rice in order for the dish to not look so monotone, but I instead decided to mix frozen peas in with the rice. Unfortunately, the peas cooked well past perfect and turned to mush by the time the first dinner was served, but the accident got covered up by the stroganoff.

      All in all, the dinner service went well with Sam and Melanie both there to serve the food.

      “I’m getting a lot of compliments on your soup!” Melanie said as she ladled out a big serving of potato and onion soup.

      As cute as ever, her Shirley Temple-like curls bounced and bobbed around her sweet heart-shaped face. She was one of the nicest people I’d ever met, and I wasn’t sure that I’d ever heard a cross word come out of her mouth.

      Lanky Sam with his thick black hair came in and started compiling a salad. I hurriedly cut one of the steaks into strips and then tossed the strips into a hot pan to warm them up.

      Sam didn’t have to wait long for them before he was able to complete the salad. In the meantime, I caught Melanie glancing over her shoulder at him several times. She’d previously confided in me that she had a crush on Sam, and my love-weary heart bled for her. Still, there was something so pure and innocent about young love that had me rooting for their happily ever after—even though they had yet to even have a happily ever now.

      “Sam,” I said, determined to play matchmaker at least a little bit, “if you’ve got a special girl, you should bring her in some time for dinner. I’m sure I’ve got one or two dishes under my belt that I could get right enough.”

      “Oh,” Sam said, stopping what he was doing and straightening up from arranging the strips of steak just so. He seemed to ponder the invitation a moment, then his brows rose and he smiled. “My mom loved that ice cream you made. She used to take me out for mom and son dinner dates when I was a little kid to teach me how to treat a lady—pull out chairs, open doors, stuff like that. I bet she’d love to revisit those days.”

      My heart melted. It literally melted. He was so cute! And I wanted to hug his mom and tell her thank you on behalf of all the women everywhere. I had to get him and Melanie together!

      I glanced at Melanie. She was quiet, but I could tell that she’d enjoyed learning something new about Sam.

      I played it cool. Smooth. Totally subtle. “So you don’t have a special girl other than your mom?”

      This question seemed to pique Melanie’s interest, too. She’d stopped what she was doing to listen. She was actually biting her lower lip.

      “No,” Sam said, a hint of sadness in his voice. “We broke up a few months ago. We figured out that we wanted different things from life.” He shrugged his shoulders as if to say what’s a guy to do.

      Melanie was smiling from ear to ear when she walked out of the kitchen with her customer’s soup, and I was smiling for her.

      I called it a day a little before nine and headed upstairs for a long soak in the tub, a glass of wine, and cheek snuggles from Sage before crawling on top of my floor mattress—no pesky and oh so useful bedframe for this girl—and falling deep asleep.
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      The next morning, Sage and I stepped bright and early into a kitchen that smelled of lavender and lemon. My knees went weak from the heavenly aroma, and I had to swallow fast and often to keep drool from dripping off my chin.

      Patty was at the counter, aggressively hand-whisking something in a batter bowl. She was stout, short, and a little thick, but she had the energy of a freight train in motion. Although in her mid-fifties, her hair was baby-fine straight black, and it hugged her head like a cap.

      “I’ll have you some coffee, toffee, pecan cookies made before I go,” she said.

      I knew I wasn’t smelling any of those things right now. “What’s that you’re making?”

      “Lemon-lavender cupcakes. I’ve already got you some oatmeal raisin cookie dough in the cooler, and I’ll make some brown-butter ricotta cookie dough, too.” She stopped stirring and stared straight ahead. I was afraid to say anything in case someone who had taken up permanent residence inside her skull was already talking to her. But then just as fast as she’d stopped whisking, she went back to stirring again. “Right, I’ll bake the brown-butter ricotta cookies myself. You can bake the coffee, toffee, pecan cookies when you’re ready.”

      “You gonna make them so you can take some home with you for Aunt Bella?”

      “No,” she answered simply.

      Aunt Bella was Joel’s great aunt. Patty had been homeless when Joel found the talented baker a home with his great aunt, and it was one of the best things to ever happen to either one of them. They had become wonderful, supportive, and much-needed companions of each other.

      I frowned. I was wondering why she had changed her mind about which cookie she was going to bake and which ones she was going to leave for me to bake.

      “Are you thinking my early morning customers will like the butter-ricotta cookies more than my later day customers?”

      “No,” she said.

      “Will chilling the batter mess it up?”

      “No.”

      “Then why?” I blurted out, resorting to being an adult and asking the actual question that I wanted answered.

      “You’ll mess ‘em up.”

      Oh…

      I wished I hadn’t asked. It wasn’t like I could refute her claim. My ability to mess food up was very well established. I’d look foolish if I tried to make an argument to the contrary.

      “Is there anything I can help with?” I asked, hoping to re-add a sense of value to my culinary life.

      Patty stopped her whisking and looked up and to the side. Then, “Nope,” and she went back to whisking.

      I scowled at her. I wanted to say bad things. Not just not-nice things but actual mean-girl things.

      Sage chirped and rubbed herself against my ankle before flopping over onto her back and attacking my sneaker with her claws and teeth. She reminded me that it was better to get the best out of people through kindness and generosity of self.

      Sage sucked, but Sage was right.

      I gently shook Sage free to cease her attempt at disemboweling my shoe and got to work making a pot of chunky oatmeal stuffed full of pecans, almonds, chopped apricots, apples, raisins, cinnamon, three types of sugar, maple syrup, and dark chocolate chips. I’d offer it with the option of adding peanut butter and a freshly cut banana.

      Once I’d gotten that made, I started on an egg casserole made with sun-dried tomato, spinach, onions, and feta cheese. While it was in the oven, I set up the grill area with sausage and bacon that could be made per order.

      I was so proud of myself when I got the casserole out of the oven. It looked amazing! It wasn’t even burned at the edges.

      “Put that back in,” Patty said. She’d stopped to look over my shoulder on her way out of the kitchen. She’d done her magic baking and was now leaving. She never asked me when she could come and go, and I never tried to tell her. I was happy that she came at all. If anyone else hired her away from me, my place would be a goner. She’d made three dozen cupcakes this morning, and I’d sell out of all of them by noon—even while selling them at high boutique prices!

      “What’s wrong with it?” I gazed lovingly at my egg-tastic creation.

      “They ain’t done.” She reached around me and shook my hand, jiggling the casserole dish in the process.

      “It’s supposed to be like that,” I argued.

      The woman with a zillion voices camped out in her noggin looked at me like I was a poor demented fool to be pitied. She then shook her head and went on.

      I quietly slid the casserole back in the oven.
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      The breakfast crowd came and went, leaving me with a lull of stragglers who simply liked the atmosphere. Agatha had her knitting group back in the cozy corner sitting in the big comfy chairs near the fireplace. It was summer, so I didn’t have a fire going. Instead, I decorated the insides of the fireplace with fairy lights, piled loose and high in an ornate wood rack.

      Zoey came in and perched her elbows on the counter as I cleaned the grill. “We need to talk to Larry.”

      Larry was Lara’s brother, and she’d gotten Ollie to give Larry a job prior to Ollie getting pancaked.

      I agreed, but I wanted to hear her thoughts. “What’re you thinking? Are we going to work a specific angle with him?”

      “He could’ve poisoned Lara. If she killed Ollie, he might have tried to kill her for putting his new cushy job at risk.”

      I could see it. Made sense. And I couldn’t think of anyone else who might have had a motive—except of course Sebastian, who could have assumed Lara was guilty and decided to seek retribution against her.

      “Have you been able to find anything out about Larry?”

      Zoey was a computer whiz. She was also a social media whiz. If you hated broccoli as a child but came to love it as an adult, she could find that out.

      “William was right. Larry’s an idiot.” I stopped cleaning the grill and gave Zoey my full attention. “He failed his way up the ladder at the last place he worked until he reached financial manager. Then he invested company money into a stock fund. When the price of that stock fund plummeted, he doubled down and invested more of the company’s money. When it plummeted again, he invested even more. A lot more. When he’d gotten the position, the company was on a path to becoming a Fortune 500 company. Now it’s trying to stay out of bankruptcy.”

      “Wow… Any chance someone from that company is working their way through the people in Larry’s life, one for each time he stepped them closer to bankruptcy?”

      “No, I doubt it. The company’s president is as big of an idiot as Larry. He let Larry talk them into a golden parachute. They had to pay him off to the tune of two million when they fired him.”

      “Two million?” I exclaimed. “Why did he want a job with Oliver’s company? He’s rich!”

      “Not anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      “He blew it at the race tracks—in one day.”

      “No…” It was hard to wrap my brain around what I was hearing. “Is he a gambling addict?”

      “Not that I can tell.”

      “Then why did he do it?”

      “He had a dream.”

      “So it was his fantasy to go to the race track and… and… I don’t know, spend like a high roller?”

      “No, I mean a literal dream. He had a dream that he should go to the racetrack, bet all of his money, and that it would make him a billionaire.”

      I gaped at her. “You’re kidding.”

      “Can’t make this stuff up. The guy’s nuts.”

      “And Oliver hired him… Boy, he must’ve been wild for Lara.”

      “We’d have this thing solved if it had been Larry who’d been killed. Oliver would have been stupid not to have him knocked off before letting him in the door at Paperworx.”

      She had a point.

      The café’s front door chimed and Brad came in. Seeing what a handsome figure he cut in that uniform never failed to make me smile.

      He sat down on the stool next to Zoey.

      “Coffee?”

      “Naw, got some sweet tea?”

      “I do!” It always made me insanely happy when I was able to serve someone something they really wanted. It wasn’t something I’d known about myself until I’d taken over the café.

      I got him his sweet tea, but as a side, I also gave him a glass of milk. I slid one in front of Zoey as well.

      “What’s this for?” Brad asked.

      I smiled big. “Patty was here this morning.”

      His face brightened. I had his attention.

      Disappearing into the kitchen again, I came out a moment later with three lemon-lavender cupcakes, one for each of us. But I didn’t stop there. I also had a small plate of the lacy brown-butter ricotta cookies. I grabbed a big glass of milk for me, too.

      Brad went for the cookies first, and Zoey took such a big bite of cupcake that it left lavender frosting on the tip of her nose. I’d indulged in some cookies earlier, so I went for the cupcake, and then moaned as the moist cake hit all the right notes in my mouth.

      “Never serve this stuff to any other man,” Brad said.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “He’ll ask you to marry him on the spot. He won’t even care that you didn’t make them. It’ll be enough that you can get them for him.”

      I laughed and then started to ask him why they weren’t making him propose, but managed to think better of it before the words tumbled out of my mouth. With that crisis averted, I took another bite of Patty’s heavenly cupcake.

      “I actually came by because I’ve got news,” Brad said. “News about Oliver.”
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      I gulped down my mouthful of cake and then drank a swig of milk. “You do?” I felt completely torn. On one hand, I hoped they’d found Oliver’s killer, but then on the other hand I hoped they hadn’t—because I wanted to find the killer first.

      “The coroner’s report came in. Oil was found all over Oliver’s clothes. It seems the oil was put on him before he was shoved under the dumpster and that it didn’t get on him from the bottom of the dumpster itself.”

      “Oil? Like… engine oil?”

      “It hasn't been determined yet. I’d assumed kitchen oil.”

      A flash of heat spread through me and my heart pounded harder in my chest. “Am I a suspect?”

      Brad shrugged one shoulder and lifted his eyebrows. “Eh… You’re on the short list of suspects, but I think you’re on there more as a joke.”

      “A joke?” I didn't find it funny.

      “Some of the other detectives evaluating the case pushed for you to be included as a suspect, but I think they did it just to get under Detective Gregson’s skin.”

      “Oh…” It still wasn’t making any sense to me. “Why would me being on the list get under Detective Gregson’s skin?”

      “I’m not sure. I don’t have the man’s ear and he sure doesn’t share his thoughts with me, but I suspect it’s because no matter how guilty you seem, you never turn out to be the killer. So you being on the list just represents wasted effort.”

      “Oh…” Brad’s answer was so mundane and perfunctory. The annoyance I was causing Gregson was so general, so rational, instead of being personal and of importance. I wasn’t sure why that bothered me, but it did.

      Brad tapped the counter with his knuckles. “Well, I gotta head out. You two got plans?”

      “Gonna talk to Larry,” Zoey answered.

      “Anyone else? Knowing will make it easier to figure out where to send the squad cars when you two end up in trouble.”

      I shrugged. “Who we talk to after Larry kind of depends on what we find out from him.”

      “Okay,” he said, getting off the stool. “Don’t get yourselves killed.”

      “We never do,” I called after him as he headed out the door. I hoped he hadn’t jinxed us.

      I had to hand it to Brad: he had really reached a nice level of acceptance about my investigative tendencies. If only I could get Joel to think as progressively. I didn’t appreciate his double standard about the choices I made versus the choices he made. I didn’t like it at all. I had the right to put my life in danger just as much as the next person.

      “You ready?” Zoey asked.

      I cast a worried glance around the café, and the crossroads I was at suddenly slapped me in the face. No one else was around to take over café duties while I was gone. Not Jonathan, Brenda, Sam, or Melanie.

      “I don’t think I can leave,” I said. My stomach cramped. Not being able to go bothered me so much. “I don’t have anyone to take care of the café.”

      Zoey looked around and then back at me. “What about that chef guy—Chef John? Doesn’t he owe you a favor for letting him use your kitchen to cater the packaging conference?”

      “I couldn’t… could I?” Could I impose on a Michelin-starred chef to step in and take over my little eatery while I ran around bungling my way through a murder investigation? I pulled my phone out of my pocket and stared at my contact list. There were his name and number.

      Zoey took the phone from me, hit dial, hit speaker, and then handed the phone back.

      “Hello?” a gruff voice answered from the other end.

      “Uh… Chef John?” There was some groaning, kind of like he was trying to fight off sleep.

      “Yeah?”

      “This is Kylie… Kylie Berry?” I knew my own name. I didn’t know why I said it with the inflection of a question. And I was being incredibly insecure to think that he would have forgotten who I was. We’d known each other informally for years.

      “Kylie? What’s up?” He sounded more alert.

      “Nothing. I’m sorry to have woken you.”

      Zoey pinched my arm.

      “Ow!” I howled far, far louder than I should have.

      “Kylie! Are you okay?”

      “Yes! Yes, Chef! I am. Sorry. Thank you.” Why was I so nervous? I took a deep breath.

      Zoey leaned closer to the phone. “Chef John, this is Zoey, a friend of Kylie’s. We have some pressing business to take care of this morning, and Kylie has a favor to ask.”

      “Anything. What do you need?” He sounded completely awake now.

      I gaped at the phone. I was in awe of Chef John’s generosity, and I hadn’t even asked him for the favor yet. “Could you come in and take care of the café today while I’m out?”

      There was a couple of heartbeats of silence. Then, with actual interest in his voice, he asked, “Can I make anything I want?”

      “Yes! Anything!” I said the words, and I meant them, even while I inwardly cringed at the thought of my customers’ reactions to being served haute cuisine, where meals were designed to be an experience and not just put food in one’s belly. I hoped he didn’t take things that far, yet it would be amazing to see his creative genius at work.

      “You mind if I schedule another cooking lesson, too? Everyone from the conference is stuck in town until this murder stuff gets worked out, and they keep asking me to put together another class.”

      “That would be fantastic! Just let me know the night, and it’s all yours.”

      “Tonight, okay?”

      The man did not rest on his laurels! I could take a note from him. “Sounds great!”

      “Be there in twenty.” He clicked off, and I did a little happy dance.

      Then I stopped. “Do we know where we’re going? Do you know where to find Larry?”

      Zoey clicked through her phone and then held it up. It was a Twitter thread made by Larry, lamenting his poor sister’s condition as he sat outside the ICU at the hospital.

      We had a destination.
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      True to his word, Chef John showed up twenty minutes later on the dot. Not only did he manage to drag himself in on a moment’s notice, he’d also picked up a load of vegetables and fruits on the way.

      “That roadside fresh produce stand you have down near the interstate is nice,” he said as he unpacked un-shucked corn on the cob, peaches, heirloom tomatoes, okra, cabbage, and a variety of other items from two canvas totes.

      “Thank you so much for doing this,” I said.

      Chef John stopped what he was doing. “The culinary world is a family. A global family. This is what we do. Somebody needs help, you help them.” He went back to his unpacking and shrugged. “Somebody outperforms you, you sabotage them. So granted, it’s a messed up family but it is a family.”

      I laughed. “I guess I won’t have to worry about anybody trying to sabotage me anytime soon.” I would always be the worst cook in the kitchen.

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that. I’ve been watching you. You don’t have the techniques in place yet, and you overthink things, but you’ve got some good instincts underneath all that. I’ve seen you do some things right that I’ve seen a few seasoned chefs do wrong. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      I’d just gotten a compliment from Chef John—a genuine one. He wasn’t being polite. He was being completely honest.

      I had to sit down.

      “You really think so?”

      “I know so. You’re tenacious, Kylie. That’s what I like about you. You don’t give up. You’re scrappy, and that’s what surviving this kind of business takes. You’re doing good.”

      He had me smiling so hard that my cheeks hurt. If that compliment had come from anyone else, it wouldn’t have mattered a quarter as much. But it had come from Chef John, a man who knew what he was talking about.

      To save myself from morphing into total fangirl and embarrassing myself by turning the tables to gush about how amazing he was, I instead focused forward on what was coming next. “Do you need me to do anything to help set up for your cooking class tonight?”

      “I don’t need anything but you here, butt in seat and soaking up all the knowledge I’ll be laying down.” He gave me a wink. “Nine o’clock sharp. You going to be able to make it back in time for that?”

      “Definitely!” I bounced up and down in my enthusiasm.

      Chef John chuckled. “What’s so important that it’s pulling you away from this place in the middle of the day, anyway?”

      “Oh,” I waved my hand as if to say it wasn’t anything. “I’m hunting down who killed Ollie.”

      “You?” He laughed. “I know this is a small town, but it does have a police force.”

      “Hey! I’m actually good at this! I’ve caught several killers already.” I was bragging, but I didn’t care. Sometimes, you just had to celebrate your own achievements.

      “That’s the kind of distraction you don’t need,” Chef John chastised. “You need to figure out who you want to be, Kylie, a chef or someone who plays at being a chef.” All his former humor was gone. “You need to take this serious or get out of the kitchen. You want to be my sous chef for the day? Learn more than what I can teach you in an hour?”

      My heart sank, and I swallowed hard. “I can’t.” Zoey was waiting on me, and she would continue the investigation even if I stopped. I couldn’t do that to her. I couldn’t leave her to try to clear Sebastian’s name all on her own.

      I literally slunked my way out of the kitchen. Chef John’s whole life was cooking. He didn’t understand my priorities, but I did. Zoey came first.

      We left for the hospital soon after. When we got there, we found Larry taking up all four of the chairs sitting across the hall from the ICU doors. He was stretched out across them like a bed, but he wasn’t asleep. He was playing a zippy, blurpy game on his phone.

      He didn’t bother to sit up or offer us a chair when we stopped in front of him. He didn’t even look away from the game on his phone.

      “Larry?” I prompted.

      His gaze finally shifted away from his phone’s screen to us. “I already told the others. I’m not talking to any reporters.”

      “We’re not reporters,” Zoey said. “Sit up so we can sit down.”

      Larry did as he was told, and instead of sitting next to Larry, she pulled two chairs away from the wall and positioned them in front of Larry. She sat in one; I sat in the other.

      Larry looked sullen. He also looked like he hadn’t shaved in twenty-four hours and his clothes were a walking pile of wrinkles that had escaped from a laundry basket.

      “If you’re not reporters, then who are you?” He lazily blinked bloodshot eyes.

      “I’m Kylie Berry, and this is my friend Zoey Jin. I own the banquet hall where the packaging conference was being held, and I knew Lara from when I used to live in Chicago. Lara did some marketing work for me and my husband.” I did my best not to choke on that last part since I knew exactly what kind of “work” she’d been doing for my now ex-husband.

      Larry brightened. “You guys are friends?”

      I wasn’t sure how Larry made the leap from business acquaintances to friends, but okay. I could go with it.

      “Sure.” Yep, there came the nausea.

      Larry had a plastic bag of snacks on the floor next to his chair.

      “You mind if I have some of those cheese crackers?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      I helped myself. It would give my stomach something to do besides trying to climb up my throat.

      “What have you learned from the doctors?” Zoey asked.

      Larry gave an I-don’t-know shrug. I thought he’d follow up by saying something, but he offered nothing but silence.

      “Have the doctors or nurses spoken to you at all?” I asked.

      “Sure,” he said.

      “What did they say?”

      “They said they’re trying to keep her stabilized. They’ve got her on dialysis, and they think they’re close to halting the progression of the organ failure.”

      I was surprised at how relieved I was to learn that Lara was looking like she might pull through. I was surprised even more when I felt a tiny piece of my heart forgive her for having an affair with my ex. Hate was such an ugly, draining feeling to carry around. It took a lot of fuel to keep going, and I didn’t want to give Lara any more of myself than I had to.

      “Are they still saying she was poisoned?” Zoey asked.

      “Yeah.” More silence. He blinked slow, tired eyes.

      “Larry, how long have you been here?” I asked.

      “I came yesterday as soon as I heard. Maybe three?”

      “And you haven’t left?”

      “No.” He seemed taken aback at the question.

      I wondered if he’d stayed out of devotion or in search of an opportunity to finish the job the poison had started.

      “Are you and your sister close?” I asked.

      “She’s not really my sister,” he said. “I mean she is, but she kind of feels like my mom.  Mom left us with friends after Dad died. We lived a bunch of different places. Passed around. Lara raised me, mostly. She always made sure I was okay. Did anything for me.”

      Like kill Ollie?

      “What kind of things has she done for you?”

      Larry’s expression turned sheepish, and his firmly-pressed-together lips twisted this way and that.

      “We won’t tell anyone. I promise,” I said.

      “She slept with one of my college professors so I could get the grade I needed to graduate. She doesn’t know I know that, but the professor gloated about it when no one else was around.”

      “Has she ever been in your life when you didn’t want her to be in your life?” I asked. Maybe she was mother-henning him, and he needed to feel as though he could face life on his own. People had committed murder for odder reasons.

      “Nooo… She’s my best friend.” He pointed at the ICU doors. “They won’t let me in to see her, but I can’t leave until I know she’s okay.” The redness of his eyes deepened and a tear slipped free. He quickly brushed it away and cleared his throat with manly deepness and crossed his arms over his chest.

      He wasn’t putting on an act.

      “Any idea who did this to her?” I asked, gently.

      With his eyes glued to the ICU doors, he shook his head no. His mouth had a grim set to it, but a tiny quiver was growing in his chin.

      “Do you know who might’ve hurt Oliver?”

      Larry’s eyes shifted back to me. “Robert Cornish hated him. A lot. They’re having a party.” His gaze went back to the door. “My sister’s dying, and they’re having a party.” Another tear slipped free. He didn’t bother to brush this one away.

      I reached out a hand and put it on Larry’s knee. I wanted to do more for him, but there was nothing to do.

      “Where’s the party?” Zoey asked.

      His eyes gleamed with unvented hate when he looked back at us.

      “The falls.”

      It was all he said.
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      “Do you know where it is?” I asked once we’d gotten back in Zoey’s car. I’d never been to Camden Falls, the waterfall for which the town was named.

      “Yeah. If they’re having a party, it’ll be at the lodge. We can be there in about an hour.”

      “An hour?” I didn’t think anything in this town took that long to get to. Of course, Camden Falls wasn’t in town. It was in a nearby state park.

      “Curvy roads,” Zoey said.

      Curvy was an understatement. I screamed and put my hands over my face more than once as Zoey took the hairpin curves at speeds that I was sure would end with us at the bottom of a fifty-foot drop. I was shaking by the time we pulled into adjoining sections of the parking lot and weaved our way toward the log-built lodge at the far back.

      “Did you really need to pass that car on a blind curve?” I asked. I was shaking.

      “It wasn’t blind. It was foreshadowed.”

      “Now you’re just throwing words around.”

      “I got a look at the oncoming side of the road through the trees before we got there. It was clear.”

      I needed a drink. Desperately.

      It was a long walk from the parking lot to the lodge entrance. Even though I was sure the waterfall was at least half a mile away, a constant dull roar filled the air. It was the sound of thousands of gallons of water plummeting over a rock ledge. All around us the vegetation was lush, and the air was so humid that my skin felt tacky by the time we pushed through the lodge’s front door.

      Cool air that at first felt chilling washed over me.

      “There’s nobody here,” I said. The lobby was empty.

      “There are lounge rooms. They probably rented one out.”

      Looking around, I was impressed. The lodge managed to feel both upscale and cozy at the same time. The exposed logs were polished smooth and stained just enough to bring out their natural beauty. The deep, earthy browns of the unprocessed wood were paired with the almost kaleidoscope colorings of river rock, which were used in arching doorways and two towering fireplaces.

      “This is nice. Why didn’t they hold the conference out here?” Somebody could have pushed Ollie over the waterfall a lot easier than squishing him under a dumpster.

      “Good question. Let’s find Robert Cornish.”

      A no-nonsense middle-aged lady at the customer service desk pointed us in the direction we needed to go.

      We headed through the lodge until we reached the back. Then we stepped out onto a large, deep veranda overlooking the entire valley and the pre-waterfall river that ran through it. Sure enough, just as described by the service desk attendant, there was a wooden walkway cutting through overhanging vegetation at the far end of the veranda. The path ended at glass-front french doors leading into a room almost as large as my banquet hall.

      Inside, people were clumped together in groups of four or five. People were smiling, laughing, and drinking from overflowing champagne flutes.

      I put my hand on the door’s handle to open it, but the touch of Zoey’s hand stopped me.

      She pointed, and I looked. Standing amongst the revelers was Sebastian—smiling as big and laughing as loud as anyone else in the room.

      I looked hurriedly at Zoey. Her expression was grim.

      “It doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” I said.

      She didn’t say anything. She simply stared, then she took a step back. “You go. I’ll stay out here.”

      “Zoey—”

      “No,” she said, cutting me off. “Do what you need to do.”

      I had been worried that Zoey might choose Sebastian over revealing the truth of what happened to Oliver. I realized now that I’d never needed to worry at all.

      I gave her a nod, then faced forward and went inside. When I glanced back over my shoulder, she was gone.

      The moment Sebastian saw me, he choked on his champagne and had to spit it out. The group around him came undone in gales of laughter. He made his excuses to the group, and then hot-footed it over to me.

      “I know how it looks,” he said as soon as he reached me. “It’s not how it looks.”

      “How does it look?” I asked him. I wanted to hear the incriminating words from his own lips.

      He took a breath to speak, but then released it with his mouth clammed up.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I should ask you the same,” he said, going on the defensive.

      “But you didn’t. I asked you.” It was a childish comeback, I knew, but in this case, it worked.

      Sebastian pursed his lips, and his face seemed to age by ten years. He’d looked fine at a distance, but up close he looked like someone who had lived through a haunted house gone wrong. Very wrong.

      “Come on,” he said, hooking my arm with his and hurrying us outside. Zoey was still nowhere in sight. No one was. The thick vegetations of trees, ferns, and vines provided a sense of isolation that I was sure was false. Someone could be five feet away from us and we wouldn’t know it.

      “A lot has changed in a very short period of time,” Sebastian said, stopping us a few feet past the closed french doors. “My company—my dad’s company—is in flux. People are going to think it’s vulnerable. I’ve already had five clients—five”—he held up his hand with fingers spread wide for emphasis—“cancel longstanding accounts with us and moved them over to PaperMore.”

      “Is that a lot?” I asked. Paperworx was a leading packaging company for the whole Eastern Seaboard.

      “One of the accounts is big. Very big. Three of the accounts are mid-range big and one is small, but all it takes is a few loose pebbles to start an avalanche. If I don’t get on top of this, we could lose everything. I don’t have the luxury of grieving my father the way I want to. I don’t get to hide under the covers and drink myself into a stupor for weeks. I have to show that I can step up and be what my dad’s company needs me to be… when it needs me to be it.” He took a deep breath and blew it out. “I don’t want it to be this way.”

      I studied his face. He looked sickly pale and had dark circles under his eyes. His expression was somewhere between pleading and resigned. There might have even been a small dash of hopelessness.

      “What about your girlfriend—Daria Cornish—does she want it to be this way?”

      To say that Sebastian’s eyes went wide was an understatement. They became like saucers.

      “You leave her out of this!” Sebastian exclaimed, taking a step closer. There was a franticness about him that I’d never seen before. “She’s not involved in this, and you leave her alone!” He punctuated his words by driving the tip of his finger repeatedly into the upper part of my chest.

      On issues relating to Daria Cornish, I was pretty sure that Sebastian Drysdale could become violent.

      Good to know.

      I decided to press further. “If she has nothing to do with any of this, then why should I leave her out? Seems like she’d have nothing to lose because she’d have nothing to hide.”

      “Gah! You people!” Sebastian pulled at his hair and turned in a circle.

      He was a man on edge. I was pretty sure I could make enough of a ruckus that if he attacked me, someone from somewhere would be there to pull him off.

      “All you people do is push, push, push! Stick your little finger into the wound and wiggle it around. Well, I’m telling you, leave her alone! She’s out of this!”

      I considered his choice of words. Did saying she was out of this imply that she had once been in this?

      “Sebastian, what did Daria do?”

      He was up in my face again in the blink of an eye. “She did what she had to do. It’s what any of us do—what we have to. Now leave this alone or… or… you won’t like what happens next.”

      I felt like Sebastian was close to a confession—maybe not his, but somebody’s. I needed to push him more, but he wheeled around to go. I was bold enough to grab his arm, but he shook me off. He was on the other side of the french doors a half second later. With his shoulder to it, he had his phone out, punching at its face with his finger as aggressively as he’d done to my chest. There’d be a bruise, I was sure. On me, not the phone.

      He got the phone to his ear, glanced through the windows and then startled. He then made a rude gesture and moved out of sight.

      I stared through the now-vacant windows. Daria was nowhere in sight.

      Turning my back on it, I headed down the short, secluded path to the lodge. Zoey was standing next to the stone banister that framed the edge of the veranda. She’d been nowhere close enough to overhear my conversation with Sebastian.

      I stepped up next to her. The view overlooking the valley was as perfect as something out of a painting.

      “Did you happen to spot Daria when we were at the french doors?” I asked.

      She shook her head. Then asked, “Is he guilty?”

      “I don’t think he killed his father, but there’s a chance Daria did. Sebastian’s Hulk persona came out when I asked him about her. He turned super protective.” I hesitated to tell her the rest, then forged forward. “I think he could even get violent if that was what he felt he had to do.”

      Her head snapped to look at me. “Did he get violent with you?”

      “No,” I lied. It was a lie I could feel good about. She didn’t need to know everything.

      “Daria’s father is here. I think that room is full of a bunch of Paperworx’s employees. If Daria’s not in there, I’m guessing she’s somewhere near.”

      Zoey turned her back to the valley and looked at the lodge.

      “She has a distinctive look,” I said. “If she is here, I bet someone would remember her.”

      We went inside and started asking every employee we came across if they’d seen a woman with fierce lipstick, shorter than short hair, and fashionable high heels. I hadn’t seen her today, but I was guessing she’d stay somewhat consistent with her wardrobe.

      “A little scary looking, but a little sad, too?” a young man wielding a mop bucket asked.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “Yeah, I think I saw her back toward the kitchens.” He pointed us in the direction we needed to go, and we headed off.

      We wove our way through what seemed like a labyrinth of hallways. The decor became less romantic and more functional as we went.

      We rounded a corner and saw the person we were looking for step out of an open stairwell. She saw us, too, and she bolted. Her reaction confirmed my suspicion that it had been Daria who Sebastian had called. And not only had he called her, he’d warned her against us.

      The pair of them were looking guiltier and guiltier by the second.

      Zoey and I sprinted forward and made it to the stairwell just in time to see Daria disappear at the top. The girl was fast!

      Suddenly, I found myself shoulder-locked in the stairwell entrance with Zoey, but I fell forward and did a scrambling crawl to free the two of us. Not that it did any good for catching up to Daria. By the time we reached the second floor, she was gone. Not only that, but there were a lot of closed doors.

      Zoey took one direction and I took the other. We checked each door as we passed it, trying to find one that wasn’t locked. They were all locked.

      After a tense moment of silence, Zoey’s cell phone rang. She pulled it out, looked at its front, then held it up for me to see. Sebastian was now calling her.

      She clicked to answer and put the call on speaker so that we could both hear.

      “Leave Daria alone!” Sebastian’s rage-filled voice spilled through. “You do not want to mess with me, and you definitely do not want to mess with her!” His rant continued, but Zoey hung up on him.

      “Let’s go,” Zoey said. “We’re not going to find her here, not without busting down doors. That’ll get the cops on us and land us twenty-four hours in jail. We remain a threat if we leave.”

      And if I wasn’t mistaken, Sebastian and Daria remained a threat if they stayed.
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      It was a long, quiet trip home. We stopped at an out-of-the-way Italian place run by a generational family who might as well have been fresh off the plane from Italy. We ate comfort food in the form of three kinds of pasta followed by the best tiramisu I’d ever had.

      I managed to walk rather than roll my way back to the car, barely.

      “You wanna come to the cooking class Chef John is teaching tonight?” I asked. Zoey hadn’t said much since we’d left the falls, and I didn’t want her stewing in her own thoughts all night long.

      “Can’t. I’ve got a call scheduled with Dubai.”

      I wasn’t sure if she meant the country itself or a person in the country. I was curious, but I wasn’t sure I should know the answer. I wasn’t sure it would be good for my health.

      Zoey dropped me off in front of the café a little while later. When I walked through the front door, my mouth fell open wide enough for a bumblebee to fly in.

      The first thing I noticed was that the place was packed. To-the-rafters packed.

      The second thing I noticed was how amazing the place smelled! I’d just eaten, but it had my mouth watering like a fire hydrant.

      I did a quick glance at the tables around me to see what people were eating. I saw fried oysters, hand-rolled linguini and clams, and creamy risotto. “Rack of lamb?” How had Chef John managed all of this?

      Melanie and Sam were both there, and I felt bad and happy for them at the same time. They were rushing from table to table, doing their best to keep up with each customer’s demands, but the tips… Wow, the tips! The little pocket in the front of Melanie’s apron was nearly overflowing.

      As for Chef John, he was behind the grill’s bar. He was standing next to a reporter, and a man with a fifty-pound camera perched on his shoulder was capturing every moment. I stepped closer so that I could hear.

      “Chef Radde,” the reporter said only to be interrupted.

      “Please, call me Chef John.” His smile and charm were dazzling.

      The seasoned male reporter was not immune. He laughed, smiled back, and said into his handheld mic, “Chef John, what’s brought you and your—if I may say—legendary skill here to our sleepy hamlet? The Berry Home is an eatery known for its questionable quality. In fact, some even love the adventure of coming in here because they never know what they’ll get. Yet you’ve transformed it into a fine dining experience in less than a day. Why have you done it, and can we expect this to be the new way of things at The Berry Home?”

      “Well, I haven’t put in a bid on the place yet but don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind,” Chef John answered with a wink. “The café’s new owner is a dear friend of mine, and she tries hard, but this life isn’t for everyone.”

      At least he hadn’t said my name, I thought to myself as I disappeared back out the front door. There was no way I wanted to end up on camera after an introduction like that.

      Chef John’s words had stung—mostly because they’d been true.

      I headed around to the back and let myself in through the kitchen door. I found Sage curled up and sleeping in a corner, draped her over my shoulder and headed upstairs. Once there, I plopped down on my floor mattress and curled up with Sage in my arms for us to take a nap together. Sleep didn’t come quick. Instead, Chef John’s words kept ringing in my ears. He’d insinuated that he was thinking of buying the place—my café—and a part of me wondered if I should let him.

      “I could open a detective agency instead,” I whispered in Sage’s ear, but that didn’t feel right. I didn’t want to make my life about doing work that ruined somebody’s life. I liked making people feel good. I liked showering people with small moments that made their lives happier, if even for a moment.

      Sleep eventually came. When I woke up, the failing light outside my bedroom window let me know that it was past time to get up. It took only a few minutes to ready myself, and then I headed downstairs.

      A wave of aromas as wonderful as when I’d walked into the café that afternoon washed over me.

      “There you are!” Chef John said, all smiles when he spotted me.

      “Hi,” I said, smiling back and doing my best to keep my ill feelings to myself. Overhearing his interview this afternoon had left me feeling a bit sore. More than I cared to admit.

      A knock sounded at the kitchen’s back door. I opened it to discover a young man with thick fuzzy hair that haloed his head. He had a grocery bag in each arm, and they were stuffed to the brim. “You called for a delivery?” he asked.

      I looked from him to Chef John.

      “Yes! Come in,” Chef John directed. “Put them on the center island.”

      The young man did as he was told and then disappeared out the door again. I started to close it, but Chef John said, “There’s more.”

      The young man was in and out, four different trips, before Chef John tipped him well and sent him on his way.

      “Today has been fantastic,” Chef John said. “I ended up working through your whole pantry and cooler. I had to get in extra supplies for tonight’s cooking class. We’re making pizza and garlic knots three ways—fried, stuffed, and artisan.”

      That was smart. The ovens could be fired up and the pizza slid in and out as people got them ready. I had a good number of stovetop burners, but not enough to accommodate an entire cooking class. But despite that thought, my brain froze on the fact that he’d sold out of all my surplus.

      I went to the pantry and looked inside. There were huge sections of empty shelving. It had less than a quarter of the stock it’d had that morning.

      I went to the cooler. It was the same as the pantry. If I didn’t get in more food stuff tonight, I’d have almost nothing to work with tomorrow.

      “How did you manage it?” I asked, in awe. It wasn’t that I’d had an insane amount of supplies, it was more about the variety of what was used up. He would have had to make a couple of dozen different types of dishes to go through it all.

      “I let the customers order whatever they wanted, and then I made it.”

      Just like that. That simple.

      If I’d tried to do that, I would’ve gotten a total of three meals served over the course of the entire day, and that would have been all. Everybody else would have had to leave hungry.

      Chef John had been right. I should have stayed and been his sous chef. It boggled my mind to think of all that I could have learned from him.

      But then I remembered why I’d gone—Zoey. She needed me to see the investigation of Ollie’s murder through to the end. She’d been there for me over and over again, and now I had to be there for her.

      Chef John was a blur of activity as he unpacked the groceries and began assembling individual workstations for those due to attend his cooking class. “Hope you don’t mind. I raised your prices,” he said with a wink, grinning. “It’s all yours. I’m not taking a cut. I got a lot of publicity out of today, publicity that will help me land that cooking show I told you about. As far as I’m concerned, I owe you yet another favor.”

      I went out to the open grill section. Poor Melanie and Sam were sitting shoulder to shoulder at its counter looking utterly exhausted. Behind them, the café was empty.

      “That man’s a machine,” Melanie said. “Thank God we don’t work for him all the time.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should take that as a compliment or not. She was saying that I brought in far, far fewer customers.

      I went to the till and checked the day’s receipt, then coughed as I choked on my own breath. “He charged how much? And people paid it?”

      Sam did something under the counter and then plopped a huge ball of tangled cash on top of it. “They paid more than that. The tips were insane.” Then he hung his head. “I’m definitely going to fail my economics test tomorrow. I didn’t get a chance to study and now I’m too tired to even go home.”

      Melanie gazed at him with a forlorn expression on her face. “I have a paper due. It’s a third of my grade. I was going to do it tonight… Now I’m so tired I can’t even remember what I’d planned to write.”

      So while the money had been good, the benefits had been bad. Very bad. Melanie and Sam had both put their long-term goals in jeopardy tonight, all for the sake of providing for the café’s needs.

      “You guys,” I lamented, and stretched my arms over the counter to wrap them in one gigantic hug. I then pulled some bonus pay for them out of the cash register. “I’ll call you both a cab. Pay for it out of that and pocket the rest.”

      It wouldn’t solve their classroom dilemmas, but it was at least one small way that I could show my appreciation for their hard work.

      When it was time for the cooking class to begin, I was at the kitchen’s back door to greet all the guests. A part of me said that it was Chef John’s class and that he should have the honor, but there was a much louder voice within me that said to heck with that! This was still my café, and I was its ultimate host.

      First to arrive was the trio of ladies whom I’d met during the first cooking class. They were dressed more casually and comfortably than the first night I’d met them, but no less expensive. There were pearls, diamonds, and emeralds, and I was sure that the fashions they chose had been donned by a runway model somewhere.

      Two of the ladies moved deeper into the kitchen to be welcomed by an open-armed Chef John, but the third one—Stella Rockston—stayed behind to talk to me.

      “I was so shocked when I heard the news,” Stella said. “Having someone murdered right outside your café must be terrible for business.”

      I noticed that she didn’t express any concern for the man who had actually lost his life. “Did you know Oliver?”

      Stella crinkled her nose. “I have a confession.”

      My pulse picked up. This was it. Someone was going to confess to murder—and they weren’t even going to try to kill me first! We were surrounded by people. I wanted to wave at everyone in the room to get their attention so that they could hear the confession, too!

      Stella leaned in, and she mouthed the words as much as she said them. “I only came to the first cooking class because Lara was coming. My boyfriend wanted me to listen in on whatever she had to say.” She straightened up. “Poor Lara.”

      “Poor Lara” were her words, but there was no note of sadness or pity in her voice.

      She’d dropped so much information on me at once. She knew Lara but wasn’t upset by her attempted murder. She’d been asked to spy on Lara. There was something Lara could have said that might have been important to her boyfriend.

      “Stella, who’s your boyfriend?” I asked.

      “Bobby Cornish.”

      A cacophony of bells went off in my head.

      “Bobby Cornish as in Robert Cornish?”

      “One and the same!”

      I took a deep breath. “Stella, did you kill Ollie?” Maybe she’d done it for Bobby. It was a step beyond spying on somebody, but who knew how twisted her moral compass was?

      “Nooo,” Stella hissed. “Personally, I liked the man. It’s Bobby who hated him.”

      “Did Bobby kill him?”

      Her beautifully painted lips turned into an upside-down frown as she shook her head no. “I don’t think so, and I thought about it. Did the math. If Bobby did kill Ollie, it wasn’t with his own two hands because he was with me all night long after I left here. But… I felt guilty about what happened to Lara.”

      I leaned in. “Did you try to kill Lara?”

      “Nooo! What’s with you thinking I’m murdering people left and right? I’m not that passionate a person. You have to really, really care if you’re going to bother doing something like that.”

      “Then why do you feel guilty about what happened to Lara?”

      Stella sighed. “I don’t know. I just didn’t think she’d be hit so hard by Oliver’s death that she’d want to take her own life.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      I shook my head no.

      “The woman liked herself too much.”

      “So you think someone tried to kill her?”

      “Nooo… I’m saying I’m surprised she tried to take her own life.”

      I wanted to ask what had brought Stella to Chef John’s second class. This time, Lara wasn’t here. I suspected that maybe her purpose for coming was to get to talk to me. Instead of wanting to walk away with information, she was trying to plant information—in my head.

      “Was anyone with you and Bobby the night Oliver was killed?” I asked.

      Stella gave me a sly look with a lopsided smile. “Come now. You know a lady doesn’t kiss and tell.”

      I hated myself for asking, but I had to know. “Who was with you?”

      She looked meaningfully past me to Chef John and then back again. I felt my cheeks heat as a host of images flooded my brain.

      Then I realized what she’d done. In one fell swoop, Stella had provided alibis for herself, Robert Cornish, and Chef John.

      But then another thought came to me, and I nearly snapped my fingers. There was no way Daria Cornish would have been a part of their late-night escapades. There was no alibi for her that Stella could pull out of thin air. On top of that, I’d already learned from Sebastian that Daria had been at the place where Ollie had died almost at the same time that Ollie had died.

      Instead of bringing up Daria, I decided to ask Stella something else. “Who do you think killed Oliver?”

      Her brows went up. “See now, I’ve got this theory. I think ol’ Oliver was dying, and according to Bobby, the man could squeeze a dime out of a nickel. I think he killed himself for the life insurance. Sometimes people even add a double indemnity clause so that their life insurance pays out double if they’re killed. Did you ever consider that?”

      I gave her a slow blink while I tried to keep my annoyance in check. “So your theory is that there is no murderer, that instead Oliver Drysdale died by suicide?”

      She shrugged. “It all makes sense to me.”

      I was sure it did. It probably made sense to Bobby Cornish, too.

      “You can go back to your boyfriend and tell him you did your duty,” I told her.

      Her eyes narrowed but she didn’t deny it.

      Good.

      “But I want to know one thing first.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “I want to know what you really think happened. No BS.”

      Her lips thinned like she wasn’t going to answer, but then she nodded her head. “That boy of Oliver’s got a weird effect on Daria.”

      “You know about them?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Does Bobby?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t want to have to put up with Bobby’s ranting and raving if he ever found out. I love the man, but he can be as big a drama queen as me. It was easier to not tell him, and I’ve never had a beef with Daria. She’s okay. I’m not that much older than her, but she’s never given me grief about being with her dad.”

      “So what’s the weird effect that Sebastian has on her?”

      “Up until a year and a half ago, that girl was a wild child. Don’t get me wrong. She’s definitely her daddy’s girl. She works hard. Too hard. But she partied even harder. Bobby’s such a stick in the mud he’s usually asleep by nine-thirty every night. But Daria, she could party all the way through the night, come home, take a shower, and leave for work with her dad looking like she’d slept like a baby.”

      “And now?”

      “Now…” Stella shrugged. “It’s like she’s been domesticated. She stopped doing drugs, stopped drinking like she was trying to get an ulcer, and calmed the heck down.”

      I was confused. “And that’s supposed to be a bad thing?”

      “You’re missing my point.” Stella lowered her voice. “She’d do anything for that boy, Sebastian. Anything. Get me?”

      I got her.

      “Why are you telling me this?” She was selling out the daughter of the man she supposedly loved.

      Her eyes grew sad. “Because while Daria would do anything for Sebastian, Bobby would do anything for her. If she’s going down, it needs to happen before he knows she’s even at risk. If it was Daria, I need for you to prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt, otherwise I’m afraid that Bobby will come forward and claim to have done it himself—and he didn’t. I know he didn’t. But that daughter of his… she could have.”
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      I climbed the stairs to my apartment with a sleeping Sage curled in my arms. Her little nose was tucked into the crook of my elbow. I was as tired as she was and wished I had somebody to carry me upstairs the same way.

      I’d taken Chef John’s class, made a taxi trip out to You Name It to buy goods for the pantry and cooler, and then put it all away. I was exhausted. Despite that, my mind was still churning about what Stella had said. She believed that Daria had killed Ollie for Sebastian. On top of that, there had been the odd and aggressive conversation with Sebastian where he’d said that Daria had done what she’d had to do.

      That was two people pointing their fingers at Daria as the guilty culprit. It was true that all their other fingers were pointing back at themselves as they pointed at her, but I couldn’t figure out a motive for either one of them wanting to frame Daria. They both seemed to care about her.

      It was a half hour later when I crawled on top of my floor mattress and pulled the afghan Agatha had made me up over my shoulders. Sage found her perch in the curve of my waist the moment I got settled.

      I took a deep breath and forced my body to relax even as my head ticked through everything we’d learned so far. Then I ran all those thoughts down with a pick hammer and slaughtered them all, one by one, so that I could finally drift off to sleep with a brain that was finally quiet and at peace.

      My body dissolved and became one with the mattress.

      My consciousness floated away into nothingness.

      The side of my building exploded and tiny shards of glass embedded themselves in my side.

      Okay, so it wasn’t tiny shards of glass that embedded themselves in my side. It was Sage’s claws. And while it wasn’t the entire side of my building, it was my windowpane exploding.

      Sadly, that was not the most interesting thing to happen within that particular sixty-second span of time. No, something more interesting came next. A streak of flame flew through the broken window, landed on my floor, and rolled toward my mattress. It was a bottle with a burning rag spilling out its top.

      I jumped up and stumbled backward until I hit the wall. I still had Agatha’s afghan wrapped around me.

      Sage became a blur as she bolted out of the room. I took a step to do the same, but that’s when the bottle exploded. My mattress became an instant ball of fire that mushroomed from the floor to the ceiling.

      I screamed. Then I screamed some more. Then I choked on hot black soot and scrambled out of the room. I was in the kitchen throwing open cabinet doors before I mentally latched onto what I was looking for. As soon as I saw the little red fire extinguisher, I snatched it up and sprinted back to the bedroom. Black smoke was billowing out of the doorway’s top, so I went low. The heat was intense, but it only lasted a moment before the fire extinguisher’s foam put an end to it.

      I was still sitting on the floor, staring in shock at the smoldering remains of my only creature comfort when Sage purred her way back into the bedroom and rubbed her cheek against my thigh. She was curled up a second later, on her way back to sleep.

      “Seriously?” I said to her. I poked her with my finger, trying to disturb her exodus back into Neverland. She chirped, rolled onto her back and stretched her legs, but she didn’t bother to wake up.

      “I want to be you,” I lamented before getting up. Without ceremony, I toted all of the designer duds that I hadn’t worn since my first week in Camden Falls and piled them on my living room floor. Then I lay down on top of them and pulled Agatha’s afghan back up over my shoulders. I finally relaxed when Sage reclaimed her perch atop my side.

      Someone had just tried to kill me, and they’d failed. I wasn’t going to call the police. They’d kick me out of my own home. They’d also probably get a false confession out of Robert Cornish when the trail led them to his daughter, Daria.

      I wasn’t going to give him the chance.

      Daria was going down.
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      “Why didn’t you call me sooner?” Zoey asked.

      The soft, incredibly early morning light was shining uninhibited through the broken window, and I was shaken by what I saw. The stark realities of what had happened couldn’t be denied. My mattress was a melted, gutted mess and a radiant ring of char made the size of the fire very clear. Even my ceiling was blackened.

      “I didn’t want to wake you,” I said. My answer was lame. We both knew it. One glance at Zoey told me that she hadn’t even been to bed yet. She wore a cream-colored belted silk shift dress that barely traveled past her tush, paired with black stockings. At least she was wearing sneakers, albeit ones with four-inch platform soles.

      “Where’re the cops? The police tape? The forensic kit?”

      I looked at her and shrugged.

      She turned her attention to the room. It was empty other than the remains of the mattress.

      “Right,” she said, answering some question I hadn’t heard asked. She pulled out her phone and held it up in front of her. She panned it from one side of the room to the other before walking out and giving herself a tour of my very, very empty home.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Preparing.”

      “For what?”

      “Taking you shopping.”

      There wasn’t any more discussion to it than that, and a few minutes later I found myself back downstairs in the kitchen. Except this time, there was something different. This time there was a skinny, hippy-looking gray-haired fellow vigorously stirring a large bowl of thin batter.

      “Jonathan!”

      Zoey let herself out through the kitchen’s back door.

      “Hey, boss!” he said, smiling big. Then his smile fell away. “Am I fired?”

      “Not unless you want to be.”

      “Phew!” he said, smiling again. “I guess I’m not fired, then. That’s a relief, ‘cause I’ve been studyin’ up and I got all kinds of ideas!”

      “Like what?”

      “Like pecan cinnamon rolls and breakfast burritos. I’m making pancake batter right now.”

      I was suddenly very glad that I’d gone last night to restock the pantry instead of putting it off until today. With plenty of staple ingredients to work with, Jonathan would have customers coming in and out in droves.

      He stopped stirring and pinned me with a serious look. “Boss, I’ve been hearing rumors. You found a new dead body, didn’t you?”

      “Oh, Jonathan… Have you been gone that long? I did find a murder victim, yes, but I’d really rather hear about you. Where have you been?” What I really wanted to ask was what had been going on.

      Jonathan’s brows pinched together as he focused his gaze on the big bowl of batter he was stirring. Then, finally, he said, “I want to tell you, boss, I really do, but I can’t yet. I made a promise. It’s not one I can break.”

      There was nothing I could say to argue with that. Making someone a promise was a big deal, and it filled me with relief. If Jonathan’s absence had been about promises, then it must have been about helping someone in some way. “You’ll tell me when you can?” I asked.

      “I give you my word,” he said, and I smiled, because he’d more than demonstrated that saying that meant something to him. They weren’t just words. It was a vow.

      Jonathan took over the open grill with his world-class pancakes and I got to work making three different kinds of quiches. I had to keep putting them back in the oven to get them cooked all the way through, but I eventually got them there. Once done, I handed them over to Jonathan to add to the breakfast offerings.

      After that, I started prepping food for the lunch crowd. I put four whole chickens in the oven to cook. Then I found a recipe online for a beef and barley stew that included turnips in addition to a host of other root vegetables. By the time I got all the ingredients prepped and thrown into a pot big enough to bathe in, the chickens were done. Actually, they were overdone. It didn’t hurt anything, though, because I turned them into chicken salad with lots of mayo, walnuts, and sliced grapes. There was enough going on in it that the slightly dry overcooked meat was barely noticeable.

      A newly rested Zoey was back by mid-morning, and I was ready to go. We had a killer to catch, and the café was in good hands with Jonathan at the helm.

      “We can’t go,” Zoey said.

      “What?” I imagined Zoey’s car firebombed. “What’s wrong?”

      “Sebastian’s here. He wants to talk to you.”

      “Oh…” That was a turnabout. He hadn’t been the slightest bit interested in talking to me when we’d found him at the Cornish’s party out at the Camden Falls lodge.

      I studied Zoey’s face.

      Nothing. No emotion.

      But she wasn’t fooling me. I knew that still waters ran deep. Her feelings for Sebastian were intense. She just had them buried.

      “You up for talking to him?” I asked. She’d bowed out last time.

      She gave a simple nod. It was enough.

      I loaded up a tray with cups of coffee and plates of the remaining spinach, feta, and sun-dried tomato quiche and then headed out into the café. Sebastian was sitting at the same table where we’d sat and talked after I’d found him standing where his father’s body had been found.

      He didn’t look good. He was still pale and his dark circles had darkened further. He didn’t look like he’d slept in days, and the way he looked at the quiche, I wondered if he’d eaten. There was no gaiety in him. It was a stark difference to how he’d look at the Cornish’s party.

      With great politeness, he waited until I’d unloaded the tray and Zoey and I had sat before he picked up his cup and took a sip of coffee.

      “I want to apologize for yesterday,” he said. “I was rude. Brusque, even—I was brusque. I shouldn’t have talked to you that way.”

      I felt like there was an elephant standing right behind me, trumpeting in the air at what he wasn’t saying. He’d been “brusque” because he hadn’t wanted me to talk to Daria. He’d wanted—very adamantly—for me to leave her alone.

      “You had a lot on your mind,” I said.

      He nodded but didn’t say anything. I took a bite of the quiche, and then he did the same. His brows went up. “This is… this is”—I held my breath in anticipation of what nice thing he was going to say—“salty.”

      I exhaled and frowned. Mine wasn’t salty.

      He took another bit from a different spot. “Oh, I see now. It’s bland here. Not enough salt.”

      Drat! I hadn’t mixed the ingredients thoroughly enough. I resisted the urge to hit my forehead on the table.

      Despite the complaints, Sebastian continued to eat. “Not bad,” he said halfway through.

      “What else?” Zoey asked. “Why are you here?”

      I blanched at Zoey’s directness, but it did the trick.

      “You’re right,” Sebastian said. “I didn’t come here just to apologize. I want to explain what I was doing at the Cornish celebration.”

      “You’re dating Daria Cornish. You were there as her date,” Zoey said.

      “Um, no. I mean, yes. Daria is my girlfriend. My father didn’t know, and her father doesn’t know.”

      “What would your father have done if he’d found out?” I asked.

      Sebastian shrugged. “I don’t know. Disown me? It doesn’t matter.”

      “The man’s dead,” Zoey said. “It matters.”

      Sebastian flinched but retained his demeanor. “No, what I’m saying is that it wouldn’t have mattered if he’d disowned me. I’ve been getting trust fund payments since I was eighteen. I made some nice investments, and I don’t live lavishly. If he’d disowned me, I would have been sad, but I wouldn’t have been ruined.”

      I wondered if Daria could say the same. Seemed that if Sebastian’s father had found out that Daria and he were a couple, the next person who would have found out would have been Daria’s father.

      “So you’re independently wealthy,” I said. “Is Daria?”

      “I don’t know. We haven’t talked about those things.”

      “What have you talked about?” Zoey asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Sebastian said, raising his voice. “We talk about stuff. Boyfriend-girlfriend stuff. It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t matter.”

      “Does she know you feel that way?” Zoey asked.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he said. “Forget all that. I want to talk to you about why I was at the Cornish celebration.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to give him the chance to spread his propaganda on a little thicker. He’d already had his say about why he’d been there when we found him at the party.

      “Where was Daria last night?” I pressed.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where were you?”

      “When?”

      “Between 1 and 2 AM.”

      “At the B&B, asleep.”

      “Alone?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Asleep?” I asked, wanting him to confirm it again. I didn’t want him coming back later saying that he'd actually been awake on a video call with Daria during the time that someone was trying to set my apartment on fire.

      “Yes, asleep,” he answered, exasperated.

      Now there was no way he could provide Daria with an alibi. He didn’t appear to have any inkling about what she’d done.

      “Look,” he said, “I was at that party because I had to be at that party. I want you to know that. I’m still grieving my father. I’m not looking for a good time. I’m… I’m… I’m swamped. You have no idea. He had his fingers in pies I never knew about. A newspaper, several restaurants, three different produce distribution centers, wood mills, a shipping container manufacturer, and even a television station. His lawyer faxed me paperwork on where he had put in a bid to own part of a satellite. A satellite! What did he want with a satellite?”

      I had to admit, that was a pretty eclectic collection of investments. I could understand his interest in shipping containers, distribution centers, and wood mills. Ollie had owned the premier packaging company on the East Coast. Those companies either provided base packaging materials or focused on moving products from one place to another—an activity that generally needed a package.

      Looked like Ollie was a shrewd businessman.

      “Why did he own stock in a newspaper company, restaurants, and a TV station?” Those were as far out there as the satellite.

      Seb shrugged and shook his head. “Pop liked having a say in how things would go. He was mostly laid back. That’s how he liked people to see him, but really, he was only laid back if he had enough control to make sure the situation was going to go the way he needed it to. Then he was fine.”

      “And if he didn’t have control?” Zoey asked.

      “Then he’d figure out what angle he could work so that he could gain control. I guess that’s why he had his fingers in so many pies. There was always some string he could pull, some favor he could call in.” His shoulders slumped and he hung his head. “It’s one of the reasons I never told him about Daria. I knew he’d ruin it for me. I knew he’d find a way to pull somebody’s string somewhere to make it harder and harder for us to stay together. I wanted to tell him. I did. I just couldn’t.” He snapped his fingers and leaned in. “This is what I’m talking about. When we were kids, Pop wanted to take me and my brothers out to a restaurant once, and he tried to reserve a back room on short notice. They wouldn’t do it, so he bought up a majority of the restaurant’s shares. He held meetings there left and right after that, all on short notice. Not to be mean, but because he could and he wanted to make sure they knew he could. It would have been like that. He wouldn’t have been able to handle not being in control of what direction my life took with Daria. He wouldn’t have been able to gain enough influence over her.”

      “So just because he couldn’t get the seating he wanted, he bought interest in multiple restaurants?” I couldn’t imagine someone trying to do that with my café. I’d tell them to take a hike, but maybe that was because I had some control freak issues of my own.

      “Oh, yeah! He had majority shares in two different Burger & More outlets, in Muumuu’s, Smolder, and Lava Joe’s.”

      “In Smolder?” I asked, wanting to be sure I’d heard him right. “The one in Chicago?”

      “Yeah, and a lot more than that. He had a majority share in a lot of restaurants. Those are just the ones I can remember off the top of my head.”

      “Smolder is Chef John’s restaurant,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “Chef John, the guy who catered the packaging conference.”

      “Oh, yeah… I don’t know the employees. I know the people at the packaging hub and the main office, but that’s it.”

      “Why majority shares?” Zoey asked. “Why not a minor share?”

      Seb shrugged. “Not sure, but the numbers weren’t adding up. I’ve got an accountant looking into things now. We suspect that Pop awarded shares to key people, like the chef, maitre d’, and manager at a restaurant. To incentivize performance.”

      Zoey pushed her chair away from the table. “We have to go,” she said. “Where’s Daria and where is Robert Cornish? We need to talk to both.”

      Seb gulped. “Daria’s not part of this. Neither one of them are.”

      “Only someone who knows who the murderer is could say that with any conviction,” Zoey said. “Do you know who killed your father?”

      Seb dropped his gaze and shrank in his chair. He shook his head with the merest of movement.

      I leaned forward to close as much distance between us as I could. “Sebastian, do you know for sure that Daria didn’t kill your Pop?”

      Without looking at me, he shook his head no. Then he got up and walked out the door.

      “Let’s go,” Zoey said. “We need to talk to Robert Cornish—then we’re going shopping.”
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      “Do we know where Robert Cornish is?” I asked when we got to Zoey’s car.

      She pulled out her phone and then swiped through some screens. Then her eyes went wide. “You’re not going to believe this. Robert Cornish is at the hospital.”

      “Somebody tried to kill him, too?” We needed to make a big list and start marking people off. Whoever was still alive at the end of it all was the killer.

      “No, Larry’s been tweeting. Robert’s visiting Lara.”

      “Did he know Lara?”

      “I don’t know, but he took her a dozen pink and yellow tulips.” She held up her phone so that I could see the photographic proof. The flowers were stunning. Too stunning, and too personal.

      “We gotta go,” I said. “I want to get to the hospital before he leaves.”

      I couldn’t count the number of traffic laws Zoey broke getting us there. She took some back roads and side streets that I hadn’t known existed, and she took a detour through somebody’s backyard.

      We did a mad sprint to the hospital’s main doors as soon as she got us there, and we didn’t slow down until we were in sight of the ICU. But we needn’t have hurried. Robert Cornish was sitting in a chair next to Larry and didn’t look in a hurry to go anywhere. As for Larry, he was wearing the same clothes he’d had on when we’d seen him the last time. He hadn’t moved from his watchful spot.

      Robert Cornish looked up at us. There was no recognition in his eyes. He was something of a silver fox. He had a stylishly trimmed beard and everything about him spoke of money in some small way that was hard to put a finger on. Even simply sitting there, his very presence seemed to demand attention. He might as well have been sitting at the head of a table in a boardroom.

      “Kylie… Zoey… You came back,” Larry said, smiling, as he stood to shake our hands. “This is Bobby Cornish,” he said as he sat back down. “Bobby, this is Kylie and Zoey.”

      “Hello,” Bobby said, and offered his free hand to shake. His other arm cradled the tulips. “Are you friends of Lara’s?”

      How to answer that? We weren’t even there to see Lara. We were there to grill Robert for answers.

      “We were with her when she collapsed,” Zoey said. “We wanted to know how she was doing.”

      “She’s doing much better!” Larry said. “They say she’s really coming along. They might even move her out of ICU to a regular room in a day or two.”

      Suddenly, my shoulders were lighter. I was surprised at how relieved I felt that she was going to be okay. I hadn’t even realized I’d cared.

      “How are you doing, Larry?” I asked, concerned. I sat down on the other side of Robert. I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees so that I could see past Robert to Larry.

      “I’m good.” He chuckled. “Actually, I’m great.” He wore a smile from ear to ear. “The lawyer was here to see Lara. Oliver left her a bunch of stock in his company.” Something in my expression must have given him pause, because his bright and cheery disposition took on a sudden humbling. “Ohhh, ah… I’m really sorry about what happened to Oliver. It’s just that I thought I was back to not doing so great when he died because I figured his son, Sebastian, wouldn’t keep me on. But when I talked to Lara after the lawyer left, she said she wanted me to head to Mexico.” His smile was back, full blast. “She wants me to open a marketing firm aimed at expatriates. She’s going to come down and run it with me when she feels better, but she wants me to leave right away—as soon as the police will let us—and get things set up.”

      “She’s going to fund it with her inheritance?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I think that’s the plan. It’s great!” He seemed to remember the full breadth of the situation again and once more dimmed his internal glowing light of happiness. “I mean, you know, I’m really excited about it. I think it’s a great opportunity.”

      Right…

      I turned my attention to Robert. “You’re here to see Lara?”

      He nodded. “I haven’t had the chance to pay respect to Oliver. I don’t even think the police have released his body yet, so I’m here pay respect to the woman he wanted to marry. Least I could do.”

      “Were you and Oliver close?”

      “We’d known each other for over forty years. I suppose you could have called us close. We knew each other. Sometimes hated each other, but we did know each other. It was wrong what happened to him. Wrong.” He looked down at the flowers in his hands, and I wondered what he was doing still sitting here.

      “Will they not let you back to see Lara?”

      “He’s waiting. They’ll only let one person back at a time,” Larry answered for him. “But people only get a few minutes. The nurses don’t want her worn out.”

      I glanced at the flowers Robert held. They probably wouldn’t let her keep them since she was in such a controlled environment, but I was sure she’d be happy to see them nonetheless.

      “Robert, where were you the night that Oliver died?” Zoey asked.

      I cringed. No easing into the questions by her. It was a good thing I usually did most the talking.

      “Excuse me?” Robert replied. He seemed taken aback at Zoey’s bluntness.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, eager to smooth his ruffled feathers. “I own the café where Oliver’s body was found. We’re trying to piece together what might have happened.”

      “Sounds like you’re trying to find out whether or not I did it.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, that too.”

      Robert grinned, then laughed. “I like you.”

      I quirked a brow at him. “Does that mean you’ll answer our questions?”

      “I suppose so, but it’s pointless. I’ve already spoken with the police. But if somebody died at one of my facilities, I’d want to get answers, too. I get it.”

      “Where were you the night Oliver died?” Zoey asked again. This time she got an answer.

      “I was asleep. I’m an early riser. Going to bed early has been the base of my routine for years.”

      “Were you alone?” I asked.

      “No, my girlfriend was with me.”

      I let the silence drag out to give him time to add that he was with a third person as well. When no more information came, I asked, “Was there anybody else?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Owner of the café? The one with the cooking lessons?”

      I nodded, then he smiled.

      “Who’d Stella say we were with? She likes the shock value. We weren’t with anyone. She was in bed with a green mud mask on by fifteen after ten. She likes to stay up and read. I go to sleep. We don’t have anyone to corroborate our story, but it was good enough for the police.” He arched a brow. “I’ll assume that it is good enough for you as well.”

      “When we saw Daria really late last night…”—I put on my best poker face and turned to Zoey. “When was it, around two?” She nodded, and I returned my attention to Robert. “Anyway, she seemed pretty concerned about you when we saw her.” Of course, we hadn’t seen Daria last night, but I had gotten the message sent by airmail.

      “Oh? What’d she say?” Robert asked.

      Bingo. He couldn’t provide Daria with an alibi for when my mattress got firebombed.

      “Just that there were a lot of things you had to sort out.” I couldn’t imagine a vaguer answer than that.

      To my surprise, Robert chuckled. “Well, they’ll be her problems to sort out soon enough.”

      “How’s that?”

      “I’m retiring. My transition out starts next month. It’ll all fall to Daria. She’s young, but she's ready… and so am I. I want to get out while I still have some life in me to enjoy. That, and Stella deserves a husband who isn’t a workaholic.”

      “You’re getting married?”

      “We are.” He didn’t look just happy—he looked satisfied.

      I opened my mouth to ask another question, but the doors to the ICU opened and who stepped through drove all other thoughts from my head. “Chef John…”

      “Kylie!” he exclaimed, throwing his arms wide.

      I stood and he kissed me on both cheeks. I wondered what he was doing here, and then I remembered his greeting with Lara at the first cooking class. They’d known each other.

      “You’re here to see Lara?” I asked to be sure.

      “The poor girl,” he said. “I wish there was something I could do for her. But! She’s a trooper. How’s that café of yours doing? Did you find the surprise I left you?”

      My brain flipped through a host of images of the café. At least in my mind’s eye, everything looked to be in its rightful place. “Surprise?”

      His smile deepened, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “I’ll take that as a no. Check your walk-in freezer.” I started to ask what it was, but he was backing away and pointing at his watch before I got the chance. “Meeting someone. Let me know if you want the recipe!”

      And then he was gone.

      I frowned. Even from a hospital bed and on death’s door, Lara could capture a man’s imagination and have him chasing her.

      The ICU doors opened again. It was the same nurse who chased me out of the ICU the last time I’d visited. “Mr. Tiggs,” she said, “we need to see you.”

      Larry jumped out of his chair. “Is everything okay?”

      I’d never seen the look of a child’s terror on a grown man’s face before, but he had it. It was clear that Lara was everything to him.

      The nurse must have seen it too, because she took pity on him. “Your sister’s fine,” she said. “But she wants to check out of the hospital.”

      “What? Is she ready? Can she do that?”

      “We’d rather her not. We’d like you to come in here and talk some sense into her.”

      “Sure!”

      Robert stood. “I’d better go. Please send Lara my regards. Tell her that I’m sorry about Oliver.” He handed over the flowers. “Let her know they’re from me.”

      Robert turned and left, and that’s when Larry snapped his fingers. “I should’ve gotten Daria’s phone number from him.”

      “Daria’s?” I said. “What for?”

      “She came by to talk to Lara right after the lawyer was here. Left in a huff. Was hoping we could smooth things over.” He smiled big. “Expatriates have packaging needs, too. We could be their south of the border representative.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a conflict of interest for Lara as an owner of Paperworx?”

      “Oh…” Larry’s face fell blank, confirming for me what everyone else had already said. Larry Tiggs really was an idiot.
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      “I’ve got a theory,” I said to Zoey once we were back in the car.

      “What’s that?” she asked absentmindedly as she tapped on her phone.

      “I think Daria was under the impression that Sebastian would be inheriting Paperworx.”

      “But instead Lara did.” I had her full attention.

      “Any chance she knew Lara was going to be inheriting before the lawyer’s visit? She could have tried to kill Lara so that the company would go to Sebastian.”

      “And if Daria takes over her father’s company, PaperMore, and gains emotional control over Sebastian, that would essentially give her control of both companies.”

      “Kill one… or two, and romance the other?”

      “Sounds like a solid plan to me.”

      It did to me, too. “What’s next? Find Daria and grill her?” We had yet to corner the woman to get some answers out of her.

      “Nope. We go shopping.” She held up her phone. On it was a listing for an estate sale.

      “Wow…” I took her phone and stared at the ad. The house in the picture was a huge, old mansion that had to be at least six thousand square feet. The ad included pictures of the belongings that were being auctioned.  I read some of the descriptions. “There’s no way I could afford any of this. The dining table is solid cherry. The bed frame is solid maple. Oh… There’s a floor lamp I might be able to afford.” I took a closer look. “Nope. It’s a fifty-year-old Tiffany lamp. No way could I get that.”

      Zoey started the car. “I know a guy.”

      “You know a guy?”

      She shrugged. “I know a couple of guys. We’ll go to the mattress store first, get you a new one.”

      “A new one! A cheap one costs five hundred dollars. A really cheap one!”

      “I know a guy.”

      Just as promised, Zoey knew a couple of guys—and a couple of more. It didn’t feel right spending so much time away from the investigation into Ollie’s murder, but by the end of the day, I was standing in my apartment watching a small army of movers carry one item after another up my tight flight of stairs and into my apartment. I’d been able to get an extraordinarily nice mattress at a steal—leaving me sweating bullets that my analogy was literal and not figurative. And the auction had been mind-blowing. Zoey apparently had called in some favors. We walked through the whole place with her pointing a finger and asking, “Do you like this? Do you like that?” Everything that I’d said yes to was now finding a new home within my home. The cost had been doable, even for me.

      My home… It really was my home.

      I’d never had a “my” home before. It had always been “our” home.

      There was something exhilarating about it. It felt like flying without a net. For the first time in over a year, I’d be going to bed in a bed—an actual bed—one all my own! It wasn’t a shelter bed and it wasn’t a worn-out mattress that my cousin left behind on the floor. It was a bona fide, genuine bed.

      “You even got the window fixed,” I said to Zoey. She tried to shrug it off, but a small smile pulled at her lips.

      The ring of char was gone from the floor, but a ring of soot remained on the ceiling.

      “A reminder,” Zoey said as I looked up at it. “It represents all the harm you save others from.”

      I stared at her. “I don’t help anyone. The people I’m helping have already died.”

      She gave me an odd look. “That’s not true.” She looked up, and I looked with her. The soot on the ceiling had a very dark center and tendrils of overlapping smudges stretching off in every direction. “You save all the people who surrounded the person who died. You save the rest… not necessarily from death, but you do save them from never knowing. Not knowing is the worst.”

      She gave me a hug, and then turned around and left.

      That night, I crawled into bed and stared up at the ceiling. I could almost make out the image of Ollie’s face in the center. One by one, I picked out spots in the circle around him to be the people he’d left behind. The people who had been his life.

      Sebastian and the rest of his children.

      Lara and Larry.

      Even Robert and Daria.

      Imaginary strings stretched between each person, connecting them. Everyone had something to do with everyone else, but I was missing something. I just had to figure out what.
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      The next morning, I woke up already smiling. It wasn’t even light out yet, but birds were singing and my heart was happy. I was in a bed! I stretched and wiggled beneath my new sheets and downy comforter, and then curled up, hugging Agatha’s afghan to my chest.

      Sage jumped up onto the bed and chirped and purred her happiness as well before climbing on top of me and using my head as her personal kneading ball. I squealed when she stuck her little wet nose in my ear and purred as loud as a jackhammer.

      It took me fifteen whole minutes to talk myself into getting out of bed. The pillow top mattress was like sleeping on a cloud! Looking over at my bedroom window, I considered installing bars over it. No way was someone turning this mattress into their own personal bonfire.

      “Come on, Sage,” I said and forced myself to get up.

      It felt odd moving through my place now that it had so much new furniture in it. My apartment had felt as big as an empty football field before. It was still plenty roomy, but it was going to take time getting used to no longer being surrounded by floor plus floor with a side of floor. But while it was taking me a little while to adjust, Sage was acting as though things were as they had always been. She was perched atop the little console table next to the front door waiting on me. I offered her my shoulder and she hopped on and we went down the stairs to the café together.

      I’d been in the kitchen no more than half an hour when Jonathan showed up.

      “Hey, boss! Want me to prep the grill area?”

      “Definitely.” He was infinitely better on the grill than I was. Okay, he was infinitely better in the entire kitchen than I was, but I could mop a mean floor! But that didn’t mean that there wasn’t enough to do for both of us.

      “I’ll start the prep for lunch,” I said, and got to work making the soup of the day, a creamy chicken with wild rice. I also prepped five medium-sized pans of lasagna. They could be stagger cooked throughout the day so that there would always be some hot, fresh, and ready. Then I washed and cut vegetables for a quick as-needed throw-together salad and made a Greek Goddess dressing from scratch. I tried to make some artisan ciabatta rolls that could be used for making sandwiches, but the cooked dough turned out more like a flat clay discus than anything anyone would want to sink their teeth into. So I went with store-bought sourdough bread instead and roast beef that I’d gotten at the deli.

      It wasn’t until I was searching through the pantry for pickle spears and store-bought horseradish sauce that I remembered what Chef John had said about leaving me a surprise in the walk-in freezer. That was all the push I needed to abandon my search for sour veggies.

      A minute later I was walking out of the freezer, my arms loaded with a huge casserole dish full of one of the most delectable desserts I’d ever seen. I sat it down on the counter next to both of the others I’d already carried out.

      “Whatcha got, boss?” Jonathan asked on his way to the walk-in cooler. He picked up the hand-written tab decorating the top of the nearest dish. “Chocolate-bourbon-butterscotch Icebox Cake?”

      My mouth was watering.

      I picked up the tab on the next dessert. “Blueberry-Lemon Icebox Cake.”

      He got the tab on the last dessert. “Cappuccino Icebox Cake.”

      I whimpered and leaned on my hands against the counter. “Chef John’s killing me,” I lamented. I desperately wanted to keep the desserts for myself.

      “You know, I bet these desserts are no good,” Jonathan said.

      “What?” There was no way I’d heard him right.

      “Oh, yeah! These big chefs, they get cocky. Think all their stuff is amazing when it’s terrible.” He paused. “We need to taste test them. Quality control. It’s for the customers’ sake.”

      I liked the way his brain worked. “For the customer… I think you're on to something.”

      Jonathan grabbed plates and forks, and I got work cutting two small servings out of each dessert. Taking a bite out of the blueberry-lemon, my eyes rolled back into my head. It was better than good. It was incredible. When I took a bite of the cappuccino, I groaned and leaned against the counter for support.

      “I don’t get it,” I said around a mouthful of food. “I use the same base ingredients he does. The same flour, milk, butter, and sugar. How can everything he does taste so much better than anything I do?”

      Jonathan took a bite of the chocolate-bourbon-butterscotch. “You know, people have gone to jail for pushing stuff less addictive than this.”

      I took a bite. Jonathan was right.

      He headed back out to the grill with his plates of dessert, and I pulled out my cell phone and texted Chef John. “The desserts are amazing!”

      I put my phone away just as it vibrated with an incoming message. “Want to know how to make them?”

      “YES!” I typed back.

      “On my way,” Chef John replied.

      I had all the morning’s prep dishes washed and the food stored away by the time Chef John showed up. He greeted me with a kiss to both cheeks, then donned an apron and rolled up his sleeves. He walked me through how to make the blueberry-lemon icebox cake with great patience and great care. It was far simpler to make than I’d imagined. Then he started us on the chocolate-bourbon-butterscotch icebox cake.

      I took a combination of video and pictures on my phone and made notes as we went in hopes that I would be able to reproduce the dish again later after my walking encyclopedia of culinary delights returned to his everyday life.

      “What am I going to do when you’re gone?” I said. “I know that we haven’t worked together that much and that you haven’t been here that long, but I’ve learned so much from you anyway.” I wasn’t sure that had translated into me being a better cook, but I at least was getting better at recognizing what I was doing wrong.

      “I’ve been thinking about that—well, not that specifically—but I’ve been thinking about here. This café. I sent the TV reporter’s footage to my agent. They showed it to a focus group of random people, and the segment tested through the roof. They loved seeing me here, in this place. They said they could relate. It all but has my new cooking show locked in with the network. They’ve gone from talking about a local show to a national one.”

      “That’s great!” Chef John had been working so hard to build his own personal brand in order to make the leap to celebrity chef. I was glad that my little café could be some small part of his success.

      “That’s why I want to buy it.”

      “Come again?”

      “It… this… here.” He made a sweep of his hand all around us. “I want to buy it from you. How much do you want for it? I’ll write you a check.”

      A nervous giggle escaped me, then I looked around. This place had become my home and the people of Camden Falls had become my family. “No, I—”

      “You can think about it?” he finished for me. “Really, what would you be giving up? Cooking isn’t playing to your strengths, Kylie. You’re a talented woman—at other things. Let me have this place.”

      “Oh… I…” I looked at the kitchen where I’d experienced some of the greatest highs and lows of my life.

      “No more dead bodies under your dumpsters,” Chef John teased, which earned him more nervous laughter from me. He must have seen how torn I was, because he changed the subject to something I was immeasurably more comfortable with. “Tell me how the investigation is going.”

      “Oh, right… I’m missing something.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m overlooking something. I can feel it. There are so many people it could have been. It could have been Daria, Sebastian, or Larry. It could have even been Robert Cornish. But it doesn’t feel right. It has to be Lara. She has to be at the center of all of this, but she’s sitting in a hospital bed trying not to die. I just don’t get how that fits in with all of this. And she’d seemed so happy when I saw her and Oliver together. I’d been convinced, and I had not wanted to be convinced! She’s an underhanded, conniving snake in the grass who doesn’t care how many women’s husbands she sleeps with to get what she wants!”

      My diatribe ended, and the kitchen seemed uncomfortable quiet.

      “Sleeping with women’s husbands?” Chef John finally said.

      I deflated. “My husband. She slept with my husband. Ex-husband. She said they’d… they’d… almost run away together.” A tear slipped free from my eye.

      Chef John’s expression was absolutely grim.

      “It was either Daria or Lara who killed Oliver—and I’d rather it be Lara. I can’t get the thought out of my head. I keep going round with it over and over. It’s like a broken record in my head. It’s her or something to do with her. I know it is. I just have to figure it o—”

      Chef John’s lips were on mine in a passionate kiss that had his arms around me, molding my body to his. “Forget about her,” he whispered when he pulled away. “Don’t let someone who doesn’t matter ruin your life when you’ve got so much more in front of you.”

      And the person in front of me was him. I was breathless and surprised at his strength. He felt so solid and sure, and his gaze had the intensity of a thousand suns. I’d watched him make a hollandaise sauce with that same intensity—but now he was looking at me. Only at me.

      I thought of Brad. I thought of Joel. Even the warm depth of Detective Gregson’s eyes filled my mind.

      I untangled myself from Chef John’s embrace.

      “A lot is happening really fast,” I said. First I learned that he wanted to buy my place, now this.

      My cell phone buzzed with a text. I looked at the screen, then hissed.

      “What’s wrong?” Chef John asked.

      “Lara’s gone missing. She checked herself out of the hospital. Larry’s going nuts looking for her. Zoey says his Twitter feed is blowing up with his meltdown. He’s frantic.”

      Chef John swore. Then when I looked at him, he said, “You have to choose your life. At some point, you have to choose you instead of throwing everything away worrying about somebody else.”

      He was sounding a little like Joel. The words were different, but the message was the same. Thing was—I didn’t appreciate it when it had come from Joel, and I didn’t appreciate it coming from Chef John now.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said and then called for Jonathan. I hoped he’d be able to stay at the café, because I couldn’t. Even if I had no one to take over, I still couldn’t stay. I had to go.

      Jonathan appeared at the doorway that linked the café’s kitchen with its open grill. “Yeah, boss?”

      “I have to go. Can you stay? Can you take care of everything?”

      “Yeah, boss, but… what should I tell the lady waiting for you?”

      The lady!

      A cold chill ran through me. Lara was here. The killer had come to me!
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      Chef John and I both ran for the kitchen door. When we got there, we both leaned forward to peek around the edge.

      “No…” I whispered. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Sitting out in the café lobby was not a death-warmed-over Lara, it was a vibrant and healthy Daria.

      I’d been trying to pin her down for a conversation for days, and now she’d finally come to me—right when I needed to be somewhere else, looking for someone else. The woman had the worst timing!

      Chef John said a few choice words under his breath and headed back into the kitchen. “Your life’s too crazy for even me, Kylie. Call me when things calm down.” He let himself out through the kitchen’s back door.

      I texted Zoey. “Daria’s here.”

      “On my way.” Her response was almost instantaneous.

      I gave Jonathan a twenty-second rundown of what had been prepped to serve for lunch, then made my way over to Daria. She was standing looking awkward and out of place a few feet in from the front door. She seemed ready to bolt.

      “Jonathan, can you bring us both sweet teas?” I asked.

      “Sure, boss. I think there’s still some cookie batter that Patty made up. Want me to bring some out? Cranberry and blood orange sandies.”

      “That’s perfect.” I knew that the oven would still be warm from the bread I’d tried to bake and that the cookies wouldn’t take long at all.

      Daria took a step toward the café’s front door, and I stepped into view from the kitchen.

      “Daria,” I called out.

      Daria halted her attempt to escape, but she still looked ready to run.

      “I’ve got sweet tea,” I said, “and the cookies will be ready in a few minutes.”

      Daria looked hesitant. “Could I have coffee instead?”

      Got her! She was going to stay and talk.

      We sat at my usual table next to the front window, and Jonathan brought us coffee with all the extras to go in it. She took her time adding sugar and cream to her coffee until it was just the way she wanted it. I did the same with mine and managed to keep my mouth shut instead of hitting her up with a barrage of questions.

      Zoey waltzed in the front door, but instead of coming to the table, she sat down at the grill’s bar. She must have seen what I saw—a scared bird ready to flee.

      “I didn’t murder him.” Those were the first words out of Daria’s mouth when she finally did start talking. She picked up her coffee cup to take a sip, and her hand trembled.

      “Sometimes things happen—things we don’t mean to happen. Maybe Ollie’s death was an accident.” The man had been crammed under a dumpster. I wasn’t sure how accidental that could have been.

      “I didn’t murder him at all. I mean… I didn’t kill him. He… he was already dead. Somebody had gotten to him before me.”

      “So you had planned to kill him but somebody else killed him first?” I supposed that might be an argument she could make in court to try to keep herself off of death row.

      “No, no… I didn’t mean to kill him. I mean, I didn’t want to.” She let loose with a garbled scream through gritted teeth. “I did not kill Oliver. When I saw him, he was already dead.”

      “Have you told the police any of this?”

      She stared out the window as she shook her head. “I was scared to. I can tell you and you won’t put me in handcuffs. I’ll be able to say what I came to say and still be able to get up and walk out of here when I’m done.”

      That was true. She would have a chance to run if she confessed to me. She came from money. There was no telling how long she’d be able to evade the police. Her father would do whatever he could to protect her, I was sure. He’d get her out of the country if he could.

      “Daria, what happened?”

      “Sebastian and I have been seeing each other for a while now. We’re in love, but we’ve hid it because of our fathers. They hate each—hated each other—so much. We wanted to be together but couldn’t. And it was stupid. It was all so stupid. There are other companies out there who do what we do, but they’re more progressive, more nimble. They’re able to change and adapt as packaging and shipping needs change. We’re going to be left behind. Not just PaperMore but Paperworx, too. If we want to stay at the top of our field, we need to merge. We need to put the squabbling and useless rivalry behind us and become one company. I realized this over two years ago. When I did, I reached out to Sebastian. I’d hoped he’d be open-minded enough to see things my way.” She shrugged. “And he did, but one thing led to another and we fell in love. We didn’t mean for it to happen.”

      “You were afraid of what Oliver would do if he found out?”

      She took a deep breath and blew it out before slouching down in her chair. “Sebastian was afraid of what his dad would do. He wanted what I wanted, but his dad wasn’t going to give up any control. What’s worse is Sebastian couldn’t even talk to him about it. If he did, Oliver would have built provisions into his will to keep Sebastian from running the company the way he wanted to. I was sure of it.” Her eyes turned shiny and red as they filled with tears. “It wasn’t premeditated. I was sure of that. Sebastian hadn’t meant to do it.”

      My hands gripped the edge of the table. Either Daria had killed Oliver and she was trying to pawn the murder off on Sebastian… or Sebastian had killed his father.

      “I was sure he hadn’t meant to,” she went on. “If I’d thought he’d planned it, I wouldn’t have done what I did.”

      “What did you do, Daria?” I asked, breathless.

      “When I met with Sebastian that night out back, he’d told me he had a plan for how to make everything okay, that he was going to get us what we wanted. I didn’t spot Oliver’s body until Sebastian had already left—that’s when I knew what he’d done… what I’d thought he’d done. I panicked. I tried to get Oliver’s body in my car so that I could take it off somewhere where it wouldn’t be found for a long time, but I couldn’t pick it up. I needed more time to figure out what to do, so…” She took another sip of coffee, and this time her hand was shaking so hard that the coffee spilled over the rim.

      Jonathan silently brought a plate of Patty’s cookies and left without a word.

      Daria took one of the cookies and broke it in half before breaking that half in half. She popped the quarter in her mouth and chewed with her eyes shut. When she opened them again, she seemed to have calmed down.

      “I pushed the dumpster on top of Oliver. I used my car to push it. He wasn’t going to fit at first. The bottom edge of the dumpster started to push Oliver across the pavement, so I poured motor oil on him to make him slippery. I didn’t mean for him to be found that way. I was going to come back for him the next night.”

      “Why’d you do it at all?”

      She gave me a look that said I was crazy for not having caught on. “To protect Sebastian. I couldn’t let anyone figure out what he’d done.” She shook her head. “What I thought he’d done. He didn’t kill Oliver—but at the time, I’d thought he had.”

      My head started pounding at the temple. “What a minute. You’re telling me that you did not kill Oliver.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And you’re telling me that Sebastian also didn’t kill Oliver.”

      “That’s correct again.”

      “So then who killed Oliver?” I managed to keep my voice even, although I felt like yelling the question.

      “I don’t know.”

      Chef John’s litany of curse words sounded through my head, and I wanted to say them, too.

      At least we now knew how Oliver ended up under the dumpster.

      “Okay. What time did you arrive behind the café?”

      “About fifteen after midnight. Sebastian was already here.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Sebastian and I spent time together. Talking. Just stealing time, dreaming about a future. Making plans. He wants to marry me.”

      “Then what?”

      “We said goodbye. It was almost 2 AM. He left on foot. I was in my car. We couldn’t risk leaving together. We couldn’t be seen together. That’s how it’s always been for us. But when I started my car and began pulling out of the parking lot, my headlight swept over Oliver’s legs—and I knew, I just knew, that Sebastian had killed him.” She shook her head. “But I was wrong. The only reason I didn’t call for help and tried to hide Oliver’s body was that I thought I was protecting Sebastian. But I wasn’t. Sebastian didn’t kill his father.”

      “Is there any way that Oliver could have shown up after the two of you arrived at fifteen after midnight?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      That meant that Oliver died prior to fifteen after midnight.

      “You’d thought that Sebastian had killed his father. What makes you so sure now that he didn’t?”

      She shrugged. “He said he didn’t.”

      To her, it was as simple as that. The man she loved said he was innocent.

      “I get that you believe him, that you trust him, but is there anything more concrete that you can tell me to prove he didn’t do it?”

      She thought a moment, then shook her head no.

      It was my turn to slouch in my chair.

      I went through it all in my head, trying to see a way clear to discount Sebastian as the killer. I couldn’t do it, yet something about it all bugged me. What did Lara have to do with any of this?

      “Is there any chance that Sebastian tried to kill Lara?” I asked.

      Daria pulled her head back and frowned. “Why would he want to kill Lara?”

      “She inherited shares in the company—maybe a lot.”

      “But why would that matter?”

      “Control? Didn’t Sebastian want control of the company so that you two could merge your father’s companies together?”

      “She’s never shown an interest in running the company, and the merger would most likely make her a lot more money. It just wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “Her making a lot of money that would have otherwise gone to Sebastian didn’t matter?”

      Daria again looked at me like I was an idiot. “Sebastian had his inheritance. He’s known what he’d be getting since he was a kid. Same with his siblings. Anything extra would have been given to charity. His father was crystal clear about that. He didn’t want any inheritance fighting. What was given to Lara didn’t come out of anybody else’s inheritance. It came out of whatever amount is set up to go to charity. Lara showing up in Oliver’s life didn’t change anything for Sebastian.”

      I was starting to believe her. Sebastian didn’t kill his father, and Daria didn’t kill Oliver either.

      But Lara might have. She could have. She was already in Oliver’s will. She didn’t even have to marry him to have the life of the lavishly wealthy widow.

      The arachnid kind with venom and fangs ready to kill her most devoted suitor.

      I swiveled in my chair to look back at Zoey.

      “We gotta find Lara before she kills again.”
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      The woman was desperate. If Lara had killed for money in hopes of creating a better life for herself, it made sense that she’d kill again—this time to ensure that she didn’t go to prison.

      “Any idea where to start?” I asked. Zoey was staring at her phone. We were sitting in her car in the parking lot behind her apartment building.

      “Top choices are the amusement park in Austin, Texas, and the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s trolls, posting on Larry’s Twitter feed. He’s going nuts looking for his sister, and they’re making fun of him.”

      Zoey handed her phone to me. Larry had posted a picture of his sister, and I scrolled through the insane listing of Lara sightings. Someone spotted her with a Bigfoot, which sparked a heated debate about whether or not it was actually a dark-furred yeti. Another person swore they’d seen her with a shaved head entering a closed-gate monastery. Someone else had photoshopped her face into a photo of a woman marrying Elvis at a wedding being officiated by Elvis.

      I stopped scrolling and frowned. One of the posts wasn’t nuts. “This person says they saw her at a junkyard.”

      Zoey leaned over. “They say anything more?”

      “Yeah, they said that they thought she was looking for a car.”

      “A car?” I had Zoey’s full attention. “That makes sense.”

      I nodded. “She could try to find some old jalopy and just drive. Without the car being registered to her, her whereabouts would be a lot harder to track.”

      “And she could ditch the car for something else later on.”

      “She could be heading for Mexico. She had wanted Larry to get himself set up there as soon as possible,” I said.

      “That could have been part of her plan all along. Throw suspicion off of herself and then make a run for it.”

      “Any idea where a junkyard is?” I asked.

      Zoey took her phone back and started tapping through a series of screens. “I only know of one.” She remained focused on her search for a couple of minutes before adding, “Yeah, there’s just one in the area. Outside of town, past the interstate.”

      She put her phone away and started her car’s engine.

      I pulled my phone out and stared at it. I teetered on what to do.

      Zoey and I were on our way to catch a killer. But catching bad guys was Brad’s job. Plus, he had a gun. Neither Zoey nor I had a gun.

      But I also knew that we could be wrong. Lara might not even be at the junkyard. I didn’t want to look foolish.

      Cringing, I blew out a deep breath and then typed out a message. I hit send and then tightened the car seat around me. “I let Brad know we’re going after Lara.”

      “Bold move,” Zoey said, looking me up and down. “Want to sit this one out? Let them handle it?”

      I thought of Lara. I thought of my ex-husband Dan. Then my mind filled with images of what they had done together. “No way. If anyone’s going to ruin her life, I want it to be me.”

      Zoey put her car into drive, and we were off. We drove through traffic lights, past people shopping, and past parking lots until the little town fell to leave us surrounded by forest, grassy fields, and a lot of nothing. Then almost out of nowhere, a line of corrugated metal appeared, creating a fence only a few inches off the road. Zoey slowed and made a sharp left through the open gate. In that instance, the world I knew fell away to surround me instead with a dystopian wasteland.

      “I can’t believe this place is out here. I would have never known.” It was huge. I’d been to the Mall of America once. This place wasn’t that big, but I could easily imagine it being half as big. There was the fence behind us and the gate we entered through, but other than that all I saw was junk. Towering piles of it. I couldn’t see the other side of the junkyard. The fence was swallowed up by it in every direction. “There’s no way we’ll be able to find her in here.”

      “There’s the manager’s trailer,” Zoey said, pointing.

      I looked in the indicated direction, then stepped to the side in order to see around the edge of a volcano-shaped pile of tires. “No way,” I said when a trailer came into view. It was well kept and had a cultured yard of designer rock and pristinely manicured miniature evergreens. It was downright picturesque.

      We started walking in its direction. When we were almost there, a disembodied voice materialized out of the sky. Pick your deity of choice, preferably one with a presumably deep voice. It came from everywhere and nowhere.

      “State your business,” it intoned.

      “Uh,” I said looking around us and seeing no one. “We’re here to see the Wizard of Oz?”

      “State your business,” the voice intoned again.

      “We’re looking for someone,” Zoey answered back, yelling. Her raised voice was puny compared to the disembodied one.

      “Good luck finding them here.”

      I jumped, startled, and spun around. The wishes for good luck had come from a normal voice from somewhere behind us. A pudgy man who was shorter than me when in my bare feet, was heading our way. He had a round head, made more round by an absence of hair except for the long thin strands of a combover. Something about his two very large front teeth put me in mind of a beaver.

      “State your business,” the enormous disembodied voice intoned again.

      “Sorry about that,” the newcomer said. “That’s my doorbell. I made it extra loud so I’d have a chance at hearing it when I was out in the stacks.” He moved past us, triggering the enormous voice to sound off again.

      “See,” he said, then offered his hand to shake. “I’m Buzz, owner, operator, and curator for Buzz’s Bungles.”

      I shook his hand, then asked, “What are the stacks?”

      “Oh, it’s what I call the mounds.” He hitched a thumb over his shoulder at the mountain of tires practically on top of his front door. “What can I do you for? Collectibles? Car parts? You two artists, looking for sculpture parts?”

      “Cars, the type that run,” Zoey said.

      “Oh, you’re in luck. I’ve got some. They’re parked in the back corner. A bit of a hike on foot. It’s my test for cars. If they can be driven all the way back there, I’ll buy them as operational.”

      “Has anyone else come looking for a new car? Uh, a new old one…”

      “Not today, but someone could have come in without me noticin’.”

      “You didn’t send out a tweet?” Zoey asked.

      “Sure, this morning. Someone brought in a Frankenstein junker. The thing’s got a vintage Corvette trunk on it. Took pictures and posted them. Try to catch the attention of some collectors.”

      “But did you tweet about any of the people you saw today?” I asked.

      “No, just the car. What’s this about?”

      So far, he’d been very accommodating of our questions. I guessed he was used to being the one to have to answer a lot of questions, but I had a feeling that we were about to put him on the defensive. It was time to come clean, sort of.

      “We’re looking for a woman,” I said. “We’re worried about her. She’s very sick, and she checked herself out of the hospital against doctors’ orders. We saw a tweet that someone saw her out here.”

      “What she look like?”

      “About my age, taller than me, blonde hair, and slender. Very beautiful.” It only made me a little nauseous to describe one of my ex-husband’s ex-mistresses in such favorable terms.

      “Nope, haven’t seen her. Jack and Mildred were here earlier today, a couple of my regulars, but nobody that looks like who you’re talking about. But that don’t mean much. People could come and go without me noticing. Big place.”

      “Would you notice it if someone drove off with one of the cars from the back?”

      “For starters, they’d have to hotwire the car, then they’d have to drive out. The path for getting out is one lane and snakes through all the stacks.” He squared his stance and stuck his thumbs in his belt. “I’d notice. Nobody’s ever driven out with one of my cars without paying.”

      “Mind if we have a look?”

      “Suit yourself. If ya need me, I’ll be in my trailer.” He smiled big. “I made sushi for lunch.” He went inside and Beethoven vibrated his walls a moment later.

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” I said as we started walking the winding path through the hulking stacks. Items seemed to be categorized. There were the mountains of tires, Alpine, jagged heaps of appliances, and Babylonian towers of stacked cars.

      “What doesn’t feel right?”

      “I get that Lara would want to get out of town without anyone knowing where she’s gone, but Larry worships her. Why wouldn’t she ask him to smuggle her out of town?”

      Zoey shrugged. "They do seem to care about each other. Maybe she doesn’t want to involve him in case she doesn’t get away. If he helped her evade the law, it could land him behind bars.”

      That was true.

      We rounded the side of a giant pedestal of porcelain when a discarded toilet snapped in two. The two parts lost their mooring and tumbled down the pile.

      Then the plaster on a tub splattered, revealing the solid iron beneath. A vase shattered into a million pieces at the same time.

      “What the…” I’d never heard of a poltergeist inhabiting a junkyard, but I supposed that there was a first time.

      “Check out that tower of cars. It’s swaying.”

      I looked where she pointed. The top of a tall stack of half-flattened cars was moving back and forth like the top of a tree in a high wind. We were standing deep within its long shadow.

      “We have a problem,” I said, reaching for Zoey’s arm. The tip of the car tower had stopped swaying back and forth and was instead simply leaning. Toward us. “It’s going to fall.”

      I heard another harsh crack, and this time it was a bathroom sink that split in two.

      “Someone’s shooting at us!” Zoey grabbed me and pulled me into a crouch next to her. We then duck-walked to squat behind a haphazard pile of desk chairs. The mishmash of chairs provided coverage as good as hiding behind a small hill of swiss cheese.

      I doubted that it would save us from any eagle-eyed bullets, but I supposed that was our saving grace. It would be harder to pinpoint exactly where we were, making missing us a lot more likely.

      All the while, I couldn’t take my eyes off the tower of cars. I knew that we were missing something, and then I saw it. There was a rope tied to the frame of one of the cars about two-thirds of the way up the tower. The car didn’t have any glass in the windows, and the rope was looped around the vertical bar that separated the front and back doors.

      I followed the trail of the rope down the tower and through the broken-out windows of one of the cars near the bottom.

      “Zoey, they don’t want to shoot us. They want to crush us! Someone’s behind there, trying to pull the cars over on us, and the only reason they’re shooting at us is to keep us within range of getting smushed. But it doesn’t make any sense!”

      “You’re kidding me. Somebody trying to kill you doesn’t make any sense? How many weeks have gone by that someone somewhere hasn’t tried to kill you?”

      I opened my mouth to answer and then snapped it shut. I was pretty sure the answer was none. “I need to get a bigger life insurance policy.”

      “Mmhmm.”

      A bullet ricocheted through arms, backs, and legs of the chairs to land in a puff of dust a few inches to the left of Zoey’s foot. We hadn’t heard the gun discharge, which meant that the person firing had come prepared with a silencer.

      “I don’t get it. This was planned!” I said. “Someone got here before us and put that rope into place.” The tower of cars creaked and groaned as it leaned dangerously forward. The rope pulling on them looked as tight as a piano string.

      “So?”

      “So that means that the killer isn’t Lara! If Lara came here to get a car, she’d do what she could to get the car and go. She wouldn’t have taken any time to set up this trap. That means that the tweet about someone seeing her here at the junkyard was just to get us out here looking for her. Someone pretended to see her out here so that they could lure us here to kill us.”

      Another puff of dust marked the spot where another of the silent bullets struck the ground, this time a few inches past my knee.

      “If Lara’s not the killer, then who is?”

      I ran through the list. It wasn’t Sebastian or Daria. Robert Cornell seemed more interested in starting the next phase of his life than in ending anyone else’s. Larry was too… well, he was too Larry. It wasn’t him.

      My lips tingled with the memory of a sudden forced kiss, and I shook my head trying to deny what I already knew. “It can’t be.”

      “Who?” Zoey urged.

      The sound of gunfire filled the air. Up until that moment, all of the gunshots had been silent.

      “I’ll kill you!” a woman screeched from beyond the tower of cars. It was Lara.

      “It was her,” Zoey hissed.

      “No.” I shook my head as I dared to slowly stand up. “It was—”

      “You killed him!” Lara screamed again just before the ring of another gunshot. “I loved him!”

      “That’s why I killed him!” a man’s voice boomed. It was Chef John. “You stupid idiot. Why’d you fall in love with him? With him! You loved me. You were with him for me, for the TV show!”

      My head buzzed as everything fell into place. Chef John had wanted fame, really wanted it. Everything he did was in pursuit of it, including sending Lara to romance Ollie. Ollie’d had contacts that could have launched Chef John’s career into the stratosphere.

      I should have realized it from the start. It was Chef John trying to woo Lara at the first cooking class—not the other way around. Then he’d hand fed her that morsel of food after she’d stepped away from him, rejecting him. That’s when he poisoned her! Then after he visited her in the ICU, she’d suddenly wanted to check herself out. I couldn’t imagine the things he must have said to her to make her eager to leave the hospital straight out of the ICU. She’d even been desperate to keep her brother away from Chef John, urging Larry to leave for Mexico as soon as possible. It was all there. He’d been cat-and-mousing her from the start!

      “He was good to me!” Lara screamed back before three cracks of her gun filled the air.

      “You’re mine! Not his!” bellowed Chef John.

      Above us, the enormous tower of cars groaned as the tip of the tower leaned forward a little more.

      “We gotta go!” I hissed.

      The sound of sirens filled the distance, but they’d do us no good if we were already flatter than pancakes.

      Zoey grabbed my hand and led the way as twisting steel whined and then cried. The ground shook when the tower finally toppled. The car that had been on top hit the ground and then bounced and rolled. I narrowly dodged it by diving behind Zoey into the cast iron tub that had earlier lost part of its porcelain siding.

      I glanced up over the tub’s rim just in time to see Lara throwing herself on top of Chef John. They grappled and she lost when he threw her over his shoulder and began carrying her away, caveman style. It was only the surging wave of police, with guns drawn, that stopped him in his tracks.

      Chef John’s reign of small-town terror was dead.

      Looked like the next place he’d be dishing out culinary delights would be in prison cafeteria. I hoped he liked the menu options. He’d be living with them for a long, long time.
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      “She was scamming him,” Brad said. He was leaning both his elbows on the grill’s counter, eagerly recounting what had been Chef John and Lara’s original plan. Behind him, the café was packed with employees from both Paperworx and PaperMore, but that did nothing to stop his storytelling. He had Agatha and Jack’s rapt attention on one side and Zoey and Joel’s on the other. “Lara was supposed to sweet talk Oliver into helping Chef John land a cooking show. Oliver had pull with a few different production houses because of his partial ownership of a TV station.”

      “If Chef John was wanting Oliver to help him, why did Chef John kill him?” Agatha asked.

      “Jealousy,” I said. “He couldn’t handle it when Lara fell in love with Oliver for real.” I shook my head. “I can't believe he used me like that, and my café! My café’s not that kind of place.”

      Everybody looked at me. Nobody said a thing.

      “Well, it shouldn't be that kind of place,” I said in answer to their silence.

      Brad rubbed my back sympathetically, then continued with his story. “The guy’s a lunatic. He lost it in the interrogation room. Spilled everything. Lara was supposed to romance Oliver, get Oliver to help launch Chef John’s career as a celebrity chef, and then she was supposed to dump Oliver. When she decided to marry him instead, Chef John snapped.” He shook his head. “Chef John told Oliver he had some dirt on Lara, so Oliver met him to pay him off. That's when Chef John conked him on the head with a meat mallet. That didn’t kill him, but it triggered a heart attack that did.”

      “What about Lara?” I asked. “What’s going to happen to her?”

      Brad shrugged. “The gun shop from where she stole the gun has dropped its charges against her. It’s owned by old Mable Glaster, and Mable figured Lara’s reasons for doing what she did were good enough.”

      My heart went into a panic flutter. “Is that it? Aren’t there any other charges against her?” The woman had tried to steal my husband—ex-husband—from me. I wanted her rotting behind bars. It didn’t matter that she was one of twenty-eight thousand other women or that my husband—ex-husband—had lied to her and told that our marriage was already over or that he’d promised to run away with her or that he’d sworn how much he loved her. None of that mattered. What mattered was that I wanted someone somewhere to pay for my marriage falling apart. So far, the only person who had paid was me. It wasn’t fair.

      “The District Attorney is going to call the incident in the junkyard self-defense. No charges are being filed against her.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I whined. “She has to have done something. Jaywalked. Cut the tag off of a mattress. Isn’t there something you can get her for?”

      “What about firebombing your bedroom?” Zoey said. “Maybe that was her.”

      “What?” Brad and Joel said in unison.

      “Well, not her whole bedroom. Really just her bed. Of course, all she had was a bed, so…”

      “When did this happen?” Brad asked. “Why didn't you call me? When somebody tries to kill you—call me!”

      I noticed that there wasn’t an “if” in his statement: “if” somebody tried to kill me…

      “Forget about that,” Joel said, moving to stand behind me with his arm around my back. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded.

      “That’s all that matters.” He bent and kissed my cheek before returning to his stool.

      “It’s not okay, and this conversation isn’t over,” Brad hissed under his breath.

      I wanted to scream. “You're missing the point! Lara tried to kill me and she needs to be sent to prison for a long, long, long time.”

      Brad's lips pulled thin in a non-smile and his eyes narrowed. He apparently didn’t think much of my need for misplaced vengeance, but to heck with him, because I wanted it anyway!

      “What day and time did it happen?” he asked.

      I told him.

      “Wasn’t Lara in the hospital then?”

      I glared, and he laughed. “If it’s any consolation, Lara's leaving the country. She’d wanted her brother to go to Mexico because she was afraid that Chef John would try to hurt him in order to hurt her some more. Even though Chef John is now out of the picture, I heard that her and Larry are going to follow through with their plan of moving down to Mexico anyway. I’ll let Gregson know about the firebomb so that he can put the screws to Chef John and get a confession for that, too. Given that he killed Oliver, it was probably him.”

      “Wait a minute,” Zoey said, “there’s still something I don’t get. Who tried to kill Lara?”

      “Chef John. He poisoned her during the first cooking class. He confessed. He asked for her to take him back, when she refused, he fed her some hors d’oeuvre he’d pre-prepared just for her. Slow acting so that it would be hard to pinpoint when or where she’d ingested it.”

      The poison! I’d forgotten all about the poison!

      Panic flashed through me as I looked out at a sea of Paperworx and PaperMore employees. So many of them were actively chewing or on their way to taking a bite. My hands gripped the counter as the reasoning side of my brain did its best to calm the rest of me.

      They were eating from fruit, cheese, and cracker trays that I’d put together myself earlier that morning. There were also trays of Patty’s baked goods, mostly cookies and muffins. There was another tray of finger sandwiches, made with deli meat and store-bought bread. Nothing out there had been made by Chef John, and he’d used up almost all of my staple ingredients when he’d taken over the café for a day. That meant that everything that everyone was eating today was freshly made and had never come into contact with the treacherous killer.

      Everyone was safe. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Joel looked out at the crowd behind him, then smiled when he turned back around to look at me. “Having a PTSD moment?”

      “A little bit,” I confessed with a sheepish smile. “I mean, it’s not the first time my food’s been used to do someone in.”

      The café’s overhead bell chimed as Jonathan walked in, but he wasn’t alone. Instead, he had the most darling little girl in his arms. I guessed her to be a tad older than two. Her head was covered in big, fluffy ringlets of light brown hair. She wore the sweetest smile on her face, made all the more precious by her dimpled cheeks.

      Stepping in behind Jonathan was a slender woman with the same color hair as the little girl, and when she smiled, I spotted dimples.

      Jonathan waved his own hand and then waved the little girl’s hand.

      “A baby!” Zoey exclaimed, smiling the biggest, toothiest smile I’d ever seen on her face. Everyone at the grill’s bar stared at her, stunned. “What?” she snapped. “I can like babies!” Then she was all smiles again as she went to Jonathan and scooped the little girl out of his arms. Zoey tickled her belly and then pretended she was going to eat the little girl’s questing fingers.

      “I never would have figured Zoey for the mommy type,” Jonathan said. “And speaking of mommies, I’d like you to meet my daughter, Jenna.” The woman with the dimples moved to stand next to Jonathan and waved to the group. “I’ve been owin’ you an explanation for a while now, boss. Her and that little bundle of precious-cargo-on-board over there with Zoey is the reason I’ve been gone so much lately.”

      “Yeah, I’m really sorry about that,” Jenna said, putting her arm around her father. “Emma’s daddy turned out to be not a nice guy and we moved here to get away from him and to be closer to Dad.”

      “I took over watching the gremlin whenever Jenna had to do her work stuff. We couldn’t trust taking her to a daycare on account of the dead-beat dad swearing he’d kidnap Emma the first chance he got.”

      “But he decided to rob a bank on the way to following us here,” Jenna said with a huge smile on her face. “The feds picked him up yesterday.”

      Humble didn’t even begin to cover what I was feeling at hearing what Jonathan and his family had been going through. “Why didn’t you tell us? There might have been something we could have done!”

      Even if the guy hadn’t been dumb enough to try to rob a bank, I was sure that Zoey could have digitally manufactured a bank robbery and pinned it on him.

      “I told her,” Jonathan said, and then again directly to his daughter he said, “I told you.”

      “It’s my fault,” Jenna said. “I’ve been in hiding with Emma since I found out I was pregnant with her. No matter where I went, he always seemed to find me. I just didn’t know who I could trust anymore. That’s why I asked Dad to keep things hush-hush.”

      “Sorry, boss. I know I left you high and dry a whole bunch.”

      “No no no, you helped me succeed a whole bunch,” I said. “This place wouldn’t be doing half as well as it is without you. If I have to share you to keep you, I’ll take it.”

      “What do you do?” Brad asked, and I was sure that it was professional curiosity as much as personal. If Jenna said she was a chemist, he’d add her to his mental suspect list the next time a designer drug started making the rounds.

      “Cake decorator,” she said.

      Her answer had my ears perking up. “Do you have any pictures?”

      She pulled out her phone and tapped into the screens she wanted before handing it over. My eyes bulged when I scrolled through the images. Jenna had decorated everything from wedding cakes to life-size cake sculptures of what I could only assume was for a bachelorette party. They weren’t the kind of cakes that I would sell by the piece as an after-dinner dessert, but knowing a cake decorator could come in handy nonetheless.

      The café’s door chimed again, and Robert Cornish walked in with a stunning Stella on his arm. She was wearing an engagement ring with a rock on it so large that it could have been spotted from outer space, yet it still didn’t outshine her. The woman was happy.

      Daria extracted herself from a table of people and gave her father and soon-to-be step-mother a hug. Sebastian was on his feet, too, but he was headed our way.

      “It okay if we take things over with a big announcement?”

      “Go for it,” I said. I was pretty sure that Paperworx and PaperMore employees were the only ones out there anyway.

      Sebastian turned to the crowd and was joined a half-second later by Daria. “Everyone, can I have your attention?” he yelled. No one noticed. Everyone continued to talk, eat, and mingle.

      Daria put her fingers to her lips and let loose with an ear-splitting whistle. The whole room went silent.

      My attention shifted nervously to little Emma. Daria’s whistle had been so loud that it made me want to cry. I couldn’t imagine what it would do to Emma, but I shouldn’t have worried. Zoey delivered a well-timed mouth fart to Emma’s belly that had the little girl giggling.

      “Everyone, we have an announcement,” Sebastian continued. “A lot has changed over the past week. My Pop will be missed and remembered. He started Paperworx from the seed of an idea and nothing more, but he managed to grow it into the successful industry leader that it is today.”

      “And my father did the same,” Daria added. “When Sebastian’s father and my father started their companies, they were the visionaries of the day.”

      “But today we have a new vision,” Sebastian said, “one without a Paperworx or a PaperMore.” The room broke into whispers with a lot of worried glances. “Instead, our vision is for Paperworx More.”

      “A joining of our two houses,” Daria said as she slid her hand into Sebastian’s and lifted their joined hands high above their heads. Her ring finger twinkled with an engagement ring all its own. “Our two strong companies—once rivals—will instead become one unstoppable force. United, we will lock in our title as the undisputed leader of the packaging industry, and we’ll be able to remain the leader for at least another thirty years to come.”

      The murmurs of the gathered employees grew before erupting in cheers. Robert Cornish chose that moment to hug his daughter and shake his soon to be son-in-law’s hand.

      I sighed. “Looks like Romeo and Juliet finally got a happily ever after.” Then I remembered Zoey and her feelings for Sebastian, but I shouldn’t have worried. She was playing patty-cake with Emma and didn’t seem to have a care in the world.

      “What about you?” Brad said. “You wanting to get yourself one of those?”

      Joel leaned in, clearly interested in hearing my answer as well.

      “Seriously? We’re jumping from go-away-with-me to have-a-baby-with-me?”

      “Wait? Who asked you to go away with them?” Brad turned his narrowed eyes on Joel. “You trying to steal the princess out the castle’s back door while I’m off doing the honorable thing of slaying the dragon?”

      “Honorable,” Joel scoffed. “The only thing I’ve seen you do is run in to pick up the pieces after she slays the dragon for herself.”

      “Yeah, well at least I didn’t tell her to stop slaying dragons because it wasn’t her job,” Brad shot back.

      “Well maybe if you were better at doing your job, those dragons would get slain before she ever figured out where they were!” Joel was on his feet now, and Brad was following suit. The two looked ready to face off in an epic battle. All that was missing was a gauntlet they could throw on the ground.

      “Guys! Guys!” They turned and looked at me. “I’m not a princess, and I like dragons. Can’t you use a different metaphor, like I don’t know, swamp sludge?”

      Joel’s mouth pulled into a goofy grin and Brad looked… proud. He gave Joel a backhanded tap on the chest. “That’s our girl,” he said.

      “That she is,” Joel conceded, smiling.

      I felt my cheeks heat in a blush. They were both looking at me with too much adoration.

      “I don’t even care that she can’t cook,” Brad said, and I felt my bashful blush turn into an angry one.

      “And I don’t care that she keeps getting herself almost killed,” Joel said.

      Brad turned to face him. “Yeah, well I don’t care that she’s got a psychopathic maniac as a best friend.”

      Joel stepped closer so that they were in each other’s personal space. “And I don’t care that she has the survival instincts of a moth around a bonfire!”

      I slunk my way into the kitchen. There were some battles of affection where simply no one came out as a winner. That was definitely one of them.

      I looked around me at the gleaming steel counters and at the pots and pans needing to be washed, and it was my turn to smile. It was true; I wasn’t a good cook. And I was barely bumbling my way through being a café owner. But I had friends and a growing list of talented people around me to help make it all work.

      I was home, in a space that was my own, and there was no other place on Earth that I’d rather be. So with my café full, my friends near, and my two best guys arguing about all the ways they adored me, I rolled up my sleeves and got to work—smiling the whole time.

      These were the best days of my life.
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