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“Small-town intrigue, a juicy conflict or two, and some fun
characters are the highlights of this story, which lauches
what will probably be an exceedingly popular new series.
Carter has a very accessible style—and is equally talented
at inducing sugar cravings in the reader. Dieters beware!”

—Romantic Times

“Candy Apple Dead marks the beginning of a promising
new mystery series. Abby is a wonderful new charac-
ter . . . Anyone with even a minor sweet tooth will enjoy
the various descriptions and recipes included here.”
—The Romance Readers Connection

“Delightful start to a new mystery series featuring a feisty
heroine . . . Carter has written an engaging, entertaining
tale . . . Abby is sensible, believable heroine. She’s
strong, yet vulnerable, and definitely feisty! The story
moves along at a quick pace . . . And the Divine Almond
Toffee . . . yummy!” —Fresh Fiction

“A delicious whodunit full of interesting, well-developed
characters. I can’t wait for the next installment!”
—Affaire de Coeur (Four and a half stars)

“An exciting one-sitting amateur-sleuth tale . . . Readers
will appreciate [Abby’s] spunk and desire to insure justice
occurs.” —Midwest Book Review

“A sweet tale of the coziest kind! Mix a little chocolate
with a dash of murder and a pinch of deception, and you
get Candy Apple Dead, a new mystery that is sweet,
deadly, and highly entertaining ... A lively, fast-paced
story of sweet and sour ... Admirers of mysteries will
enjoy the chocolatier’s fancy sluth work as well.”

—The Best Reviews
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For my Dad,
who filled my life with wonderful memories.
I miss you.
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“Thank God you're there, Al)Ly," Rachel Summers
shrilled into the phone. “I need you at the artists’ guild
right away.”

“Now? Are you kidding?” I was up to my elbows in
melted chocolate, peanuts, marshmallow, and raisins, try-
ing desperately to finish the second of three batches of
Rocky Road Drops I needed to make that morning. Any
minute, my brother and his friends would show up to work
on the repairs to the second floor of the old building that
housed my candy shop, Divinity, on the first floor and my
tiny apartment on the third.

“I’'m serious,” Rachel insisted. “The committee is
falling apart right in front of my eyes.”

She was talking about the arts festival committee,
which we’d both been serving on for the past six months.
Under the direction of Meena Driggs, the committee ran
like clockwork, and so far, planning had gone as
smoothly as anyone could have asked. So smoothly, in
fact, that in a moment of weakness I’d agreed to become
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Meena’s second-in-command—a decision I was begin-
ning to rethink now that we were gearing up for the real
work.

I didn’t let Rachel’s panic worry me. Emotions had
been simmering for days all over town and boiling over
into arguments between members of the guild over the
smallest things. Keeping folks calm and smoothing ruffled
feathers had become my domain.

“I really can’t come right now,” I said. “Just tell me
who’s done what, and why.”

“All hell’s broken loose, that’s what. The whole arts
festival is ruined. You have to do something right now, be-
fore somebody gets hurt.”

I rolled my eyes at Rachel’s over-the-top reaction. At
that precise moment, a saw buzzed to life on the second
floor, proof that Wyatt and his friends had arrived. Plug-
ging one ear, I did my best to tune out the noise overhead.
“Give me details,” I said. “I can’t fix what I don’t know
about. So tell me, who’s on the hot seat this time?”

“Felicity Asbury and that idiot Jeb Ireland.”

Felicity was one of the wealthiest (and most thoroughly
unlikable) people in Paradise, and Mayor Ireland would
probably break his own neck to make her happy. We didn’t
need either of them sticking their fingers in the pot at this
stage of the planning.

“What have they done?”

“You’re not going to believe this,” Rachel warned. “Jeb
showed up about an hour ago and told Meena she was out.
Just like that.”

I didn’t know whether to be more disappointed or out-
raged. Meena Driggs is one of the most organized people I
know, which made her the obvious choice to head the fes-
tival planning committee. She’d put heart and soul into the
work she’d been doing, and without her, some of us would
have given up long ago.

The scales tipped toward outrage. “Jeb can’t do that.”
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“Wait,” Rachel said, cutting me off. “It gets worse.
Guess who he put in Meena’s place.”

Something sour churned in my stomach. “Felicity?”

“Bingo.”

Felicity had a history of taking over where she wasn’t
wanted. Back when I was a kid and Felicity was still mar-
ried to her first husband, she’d stirred up a fuss over the
judging of a talent show at the local junior high school. My
mother had been President of the PTA that year, and I'd
overheard enough to know that Felicity didn’t hesitate to
play dirty. Just the thought of working with her made my
mouth pucker.

“The minute Jeb left, she started giving orders,”
Rachel went on. “She’s already made such a mess, I don’t
think we’ll ever get things straightened out. She told
Nicolette to refund Rasheed Vanderkamp’s registration
because people might ‘feel uncomfortable’ if he’s around.
She gave Shellee Marshall a dress code because she says
Shellee dresses too provocatively, and she told Kirby
North that she wants final approval of every piece he in-
tends to exhibit so she can make sure he doesn’t put out
anything that’s politically inflammatory. Meena’s furi-
ous, and half of the artists are threatening to walk out on
the festival.”

Rachel was right. We had a disaster on our hands.
“Where is Meena now?”

“I have no idea. She stormed out of here about twenty
minutes ago. I'm telling you, Abby, this place is pure
chaos, and word is spreading like a forest fire. People are
threatening to pull out of the festival left and right.”

Somebody upstairs started hammering, and a sharp pain
shot through my head just above my eye. “Who’s talking
about pulling out?”

“Ask me who isn’t,” Rachel said. “The list will be a
whole lot shorter. Every one of them is demanding a re-
fund. Tonight.”
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We both knew that wasn’t going to happen. There had
been a Paradise Arts Festival every year for the past fif-
teen, but it had always been a weekend event held in early
April on the edge of town. This year, after a long, pro-
tracted battle, the city council had voted to expand the fes-
tival to four days and move the whole thing to late May in
the center of town. The changes meant that we’d had to
buy new banners, new booths ... new everything. We’d
already spent every penny we’d received in registration
fees, and a run on the bank now would kill the festival for
this year and probably next.

Something heavy hit the floor above, and the windows
in the kitchen rattled. Praying for patience, I closed my
eyes and kneaded my forehead. “I don’t know what I can
do that Meena couldn’t,” I said after a minute. “This has to
be the worst decision Jeb Ireland has ever made.”

“No kidding.” Rachel took a deep breath and tried
again. “I need your help, Abby. I can’t handle this myself.”

Wyatt and his buddies chose that moment to blurt out a
Joe Nichols song at the top of their lungs—and suddenly the
idea of leaving for an hour or two didn’t seem like such a bad
idea after all. Plugging my free ear again, I carried the cord-
less phone to the kitchen door where the sunshine and blue
sky made the afternoon look warmer than it actually was.

My brother had backed his truck up to the outside stairs
leading to my third-floor apartment. His toolbox lay open
in the truck bed, and half a dozen tools were scattered
around it. His carelessness made me crazy at times, but all
my warnings had fallen on deaf ears.

“I don’t know what I can do,” I repeated, crossing to the
truck to close the toolbox. “Felicity’s not likely to listen to
me, especially if she has backing from the mayor.”

“Maybe not, but you have to try. Please, Abby? I need
your help. I can’t handle this on my own.”

Back in the kitchen, I checked to see what my cousin
Karen, Divinity’s newly promoted assistant manager, was
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doing. Two or three customers browsed the aisles while
she rang up a sale. We had business, but it wasn’t over-
whelming.

I covered the phone and caught Karen’s eye. “Rachel’s
got a problem with the festival. Will you be okay here
alone if I leave for a little while?”

Karen shook a few more butter mints into the sample
dish and lifted one rail-thin shoulder. She’s one of those
people who can eat anything and never gain an ounce—a
trait I think is unnatural, especially in a candymaker. She
nodded and said, “Sure. Just keep your cell phone on so I
can call if I need you.”

“Will do.” Wondering, as I frequently do, how I'd ever
get by without Karen, I promised Rachel that I’d be there
as soon as possible and disconnected.

Divinity would be fine without me for a little while, but
I couldn’t say the same about the arts festival. I had no idea
what I could do to change Mayor Ireland’s mind or keep
Felicity under control, but if Meena had skipped out, even
for a little while, I couldn’t just ignore the trouble brewing
at the artists’ guild. Thirty minutes now might save us
hours of stress later.

It took me fifteen minutes to leave the shop, and an-
other ten to drive to the building that houses the Silver
Strike Arts and Crafts Guild—a long stretch of office
space on the second floor of a strip mall on the north end
of town. Like many of the buildings in Paradise, the out-
side walls were covered in cedar shake siding to make the
building look rustic.

Inside the guild offices, there’s space for about twenty
artists to work on site. The remaining members work in
shops or home studios. I'd never considered myself an
artist before, but my great-aunt Grace had been a charter
member of the guild, so I’d joined when I inherited Divin-
ity after she died. It just seemed like the thing to do.
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I pulled my °95 Jetta into the only space left in the park-
ing lot—a narrow spot too close to a concrete pillar. Eileen
Nuttall stood in the window of the Spinning Wheel, hands
on hips, a deep scowl on her long face. I waggled my fin-
gers in a friendly wave. Eileen gave me a grudging nod in
response, which made me suspect that she’d already heard
about the trouble upstairs.

Steeling myself for the task ahead, I climbed the stairs
and followed the sound of angry voices to the guild office.
That was my first clue that Rachel might not have been ex-
aggerating. The second came when I looked into the guild
office and saw a sea of bodies packed together.

I wasn’t sure the room could hold one more, but I
squeezed inside anyway.

“Just be patient,” I heard Rachel shout from somewhere
in the back. “We’re doing our best to fix this.”

Voices rose in protest. I couldn’t make out what anyone
said, but by that time I was pretty sure I didn’t want to.

“Please wait,” Rachel shouted again. “If we work to-
gether, we can get ourselves back on track.”

So many bodies packed into one space took the edge off
the spring chill. By the time I'd searched three rooms,
sweat trickled down my back and matted the hair on my
head. I finally found Rachel standing on a desk in the back
office, her face flushed, her eyes a little wild.

Rachel owns Candlewyck, a shop just a few doors
down from Divinity, but her life’s ambition is to become
a plus-size model. Usually she dresses to be seen, just in
case, but today her short brown hair lay flat on her head,
an oversized T-shirt fell shapelessly from her shoulders,
and dark circles of makeup were smudged under her
eyes.

“That’s not going to be a problem,” she shouted to
someone standing near the window. “We’re going to work
out a solution. Felicity Asbury will not be taking over.
Abby Shaw and I are going to make sure of that.”
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I sucked in a breath at Rachel’s rash promise, and a few
nearby heads swiveled in my direction. I resisted the urge
to stuff a sock in Rachel’s mouth and tried to look like a
person who had matters under control.

It wasn’t easy.

I’d been a corporate attorney while I lived in Sacra-
mento, and that had put me in plenty of uncomfortable sit-
uations, but this was the first time I’d faced an angry mob.
I had no real hope that we could keep the promise Rachel
had just made, and I wasn’t eager to find out what our col-
leagues would do to us when we failed.

The people nearest to me shifted to look at me, and I re-
alized that Kirby North—all six feet of him—stood just a
few feet away. A thick black beard shadowed his face,
leaving only a pair of unsettling blue eyes visible. The ex-
pression in them wiped out any questions I might have had
about his reaction to Felicity’s decision to approve his
pieces for the festival.

He turned toward me, the muscles of his arms straining
beneath his plaid flannel shirt. Kirby has lived in Paradise
all his life, and he’s a member of the festival committee,
but I still don’t know him well. He’s always been some-
thing of a recluse, and he was a rabid environmentalist
since long before caring about the world became popular.
His parents have been dead for years, he has no brothers or
sisters, and if he has any close friends, I don’t know who
they are.

“You can get Felicity to step down?”” His voice rumbled
like thunder in a summer storm.

Under normal circumstances, Kirby doesn’t intimidate
me, but I backed away from his concentrated gaze before I
realized what I was doing. I thought about just flat-out ad-
mitting my doubts, but people were listening, and I didn’t
want to add to the hysteria. I whipped up a brave smile and
said, “I can try.”

“How?”
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If I'd known the answer to that, I wouldn’t have been so
nervous. “I think the first step is to find out why Mayor
Ireland decided to make the change he did. I’'m sure he had
some reason—"’

“Yeah,” Shellee Marshall shouted. “Felicity rattled her
bank account at him.”

I ignored the comment, hoping I could cool tempers,
not inflame them. “It might also be a good idea to make
sure Jeb was following policy when he removed Meena
from the committee. Once we have the answer to that,
we’ll be able to decide on our next step.”

Kirby’s thick black brows drew together over his nose.
“And if he didn’t follow policy?”

“Then we’ll talk to an attorney. Maybe file for an in-
junction to keep Felicity from taking any action until the
matter is settled by the court.”

“I thought you were an attorney,” someone behind me
said. “Can’t you just do it for us?”

I shook my head. “I haven’t practiced law since I came
home, and I was never licensed to practice in Colorado.
We’ll have to hire someone if it comes to that.”

Kirby raked me over with that penetrating stare of his.
“Fair enough, I guess. But what if Jeb leaves Felicity in
charge? What are you going to do about the censorship?”

“We’ll cross that bridge if we have to.”

Shellee Marshall pushed to the front of the crowd and
turned to face the others. “Going to court will cost money.
Who’s going to pay for it?”

Good question. “We’ll all have to stand together,” 1
said. “Just like we always do.”

“We’ve already paid enough,” someone else protested.
“I’m not paying another dime. I want my money back.”

Shouts of approval rose to the rafters. I held up both
hands, hoping to quiet the mob, and raised my voice to
make myself heard. “I’'m on your side,” I assured them.
“This affects all of us. But if we start pulling out of the fes-
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tival, we won’t hurt Felicity. We’ll only hurt ourselves and
the rest of the town.”

Garrett Roth, a photographer whose nature shots had
won an impressive array of awards, leaned into the con-
versation. “Waiting for courts and attorneys and all that
takes time. Time we don’t have. I think somebody ought to
just go to the mayor and Felicity and lay the cards on the
table. Tell them we want her gone or we’re gone.”

“I’d rather talk to Meena first,” I began.

“Meena’s not here,” Kirby snarled. “I’m not waiting for
her to finish nursing her tender feelings and get back to
work.”

I’d never thought of Meena as the type to pout before,
but I couldn’t deny that it looked like she’d abandoned
ship after the first volley. “Look, I know you’re upset that
she left this afternoon, but she has been in charge of the
festival since we started working last year. She may al-
ready be on top of the situation.”

Shellee laughed through her nose. “Yeah. I'll just bet
she is.”

Rachel scrambled off the table and came to stand beside
me, the exhaustion on her face so heavy I could feel it
dragging at me. “I’ve tried calling Meena’s cell phone at
least a hundred times,” she said, her voice low so it
wouldn’t carry. “I don’t know what’s going on with her,
but I really think we’re on our own here.”

I shook my head firmly. “Meena wouldn’t do that. She’s
too responsible.”

“And if she’s not?”

I refused to even consider the possibility that Meena
might have bailed out and left me to deal with the mayor
and Felicity. “Maybe the battery on her phone is dead,” I
suggested. “Or maybe she left the phone somewhere and
doesn’t have it with her. There could be half a dozen ex-
planations for why she isn’t answering.”
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Rachel glanced at the crowd around us, and I knew she
was seeing the same mixture of anger, frustration, curios-
ity, and expectations that I saw. “I hope you’re right,” she
said under her breath.

So did I. So did I.
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It was after five when | finally left the g'uiltl. My
head hurt, my eyes burned, and my throat ached from trying
to make myself heard over the crowd of angry artists. Rachel
and I had managed to ward off the immediate threat of a
walkout, and I was feeling pretty good about what we’d ac-
complished . . . until I took my first full breath of fresh air.

That’s when reason returned, and the enormity of the
challenge I’d taken on finally hit me. I’d left Karen alone
at Divinity for hours already. I just hoped she’d be okay if
I left her a little while longer.

The city offices closed at five, but I drove over there on
the remote chance that I'd be able to catch Jeb before he
left work for the day. By the time I arrived, however, the
office building was deserted and locked up tight.

Paradise is a small town, and I’d known Jeb since we
were in school together. I considered calling him at home
to ask what he was thinking, but I didn’t want to approach
this problem the wrong way and create more animosity. I'd
just have to try to catch him early in the morning.
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As I drove along Prospector Street toward home, I ran
through a list of questions I wanted answered. First, why
had Meena walked out on the committee? Quitting was
completely out of character for her. No matter what the
others said, I couldn’t believe she’d walked away from a
fight. Jeb must have presented her with a compelling rea-
son to leave, and I’ll admit to more than a little curiosity
about what that reason might be.

Even more puzzling, why had Felicity agreed to take
over the committee? She’d always considered herself a pa-
tron of the arts, but her involvement in the local artists’
community was limited. Her tastes were very particular,
and she snubbed local artists more often than she sup-
ported them. So why was she suddenly all gung ho about
the festival and determined to be involved? It didn’t make
sense.

Since I couldn’t see the mayor until morning, I decided to
talk with Meena before I did anything else. If Meena wasn’t
answering her phone for Rachel, she probably wouldn’t an-
swer for me, either. Besides, I wanted to talk to her face-to-
face. Some conversations are just better that way.

With a silent apology to Karen, I drove past the shop
and turned south on Ski Jump. I didn’t want to take ad-
vantage of my cousin, but I couldn’t go back to work as if
nothing had happened while festival preparations spiraled
out of control.

Fifteen minutes later, I pulled into the driveway of
Meena’s modest post—World War II home in the foothills
known as the “east bench.” Her car was parked in front of
the garage, and the car’s hood felt cool to the touch as I
passed by. Apparently, she’d been home for a while, so
why wasn’t she answering her phone?

She didn’t answer the door right away either. I rang the
bell twice and knocked once before she finally dragged the
door open and peered at me through the opening. Meena’s
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a small woman with a no-nonsense face and a cap of short
brown hair, and she didn’t look happy to see me. “Abby?
What are you doing here?”

“We need to talk. Can I come in?”

Meena shook her head. “This isn’t a good time.”

“I just came from the guild. It’s a madhouse over there.
Why did you leave?”

“I thought you would have heard by now. I’ve been
replaced.”

“I heard. I’'m here to ask why.”

Meena’s gaze drifted to her hands. “It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got time.”

With obvious reluctance, she met my gaze. Her dark
eyes were dull and lifeless on the surface, but there was
something lurking behind them, too. Something I couldn’t
quite identify. “I had to leave,” she said. “Believe me, it
was the best thing for everyone.”

“I find that hard to believe. What happened? Did the
mayor threaten you with something?”

Meena cut a sharp glance at me. “Why would you ask
that?”

“Because I know how you feel about the festival, and I
don’t think you’d leave without a very good reason. So
what happened when Jeb and Felicity showed up today?”

“I don’t want to get into it.”

“Are you kidding? The guild is in chaos. Half of the
artists are convinced you’re not coming back, and they’re
demanding refunds of their booth fees. We need you there,
Meena. If you’ll just tell me what’s going on, maybe I can
help.”

Meena shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry, but it’s not
something I want to talk about. Not now, not ever.”

My head throbbed with frustration, but there wasn’t
much more I could say, so I decided to stop pushing—at
least for now. “Well, whatever’s going on, we need to stop
it before Felicity really stirs up trouble.”
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A bitter smile tugged at the corners of Meena’s mouth.
“Have you ever tried to stop Felicity Asbury when she
makes her mind up to do something? She’s impossible,
Abby. Nobody tells her no.”

My mother had, but the fallout had been horrendous. “I
know Felicity’s a big deal in Paradise, but we can’t just sit
back and let her take over the festival. Not after all the
work you’ve done to pull it together.”

Meena gave a listless shrug. “It doesn’t really matter.
The artists will complain for a day or two, but they’ll ac-
cept the change eventually.”

I looked deep into her eyes and tried to read what was
going on inside them, but all I could see was a lethergy that
overshadowed everything else. “Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m feeling fine. Why?”

“Why? Because this isn’t you, Meena. Why are you let-
ting Felicity take over like this?”

She lifted her chin stubbornly. “I don’t have a choice,
do I? This is what the mayor wants, so this is what the
mayor will get. He thinks Felicity can do a better job with
the festival than I can, and now she gets her chance to
prove it.”

“And you’re just going to sit back and let her do it?”

“Would it do me any good to fight her?”

“You won’t know the answer to that unless you try.”

Meena shook her head and backed a step away from the
door. “In some towns you can’t fight city hall. In Paradise
you can’t fight Felicity Asbury. You might as well just ac-
cept it. You’ll save yourself a lot of trouble.” And before I
could work up a response to that, she shut the door in my
face.

The conversation with Meena left me with a splitting
headache. The last thing I wanted to do was talk with Fe-
licity, but I was afraid that if I put off the conversation, I'd
lose the support of the artists.
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I drove back to Divinity so I could check on Max, the
Doberman pinscher I'd inherited a few months earlier. I
changed into jeans and a sweatshirt, exchanged the flat
black shoes I’d worn to work for sneakers, and clipped
Max to his leash.

I wasn’t sure whether I was taking Max to the Asbury
house because he loves riding in the car or because having
him nearby would give me confidence. Either way, listen-
ing to Max playing “wind tunnel” as he leaned out the
open window and let air rush through his mouth made the
drive a lot more pleasant.

The sun was low on the horizon when I pulled up in
front of the gate that protected Felicity and her family from
the common folk. Fully expecting someone inside to give
me the third degree, I buzzed for entry. To my surprise, no-
body challenged me, and the gate swung slowly open on
mechanical arms.

From the road, I could see part of the rooftop at the crest
of the hill. The rest of the house was hidden from view by
thick stands of aspen, pine, and spruce. Where the sun
could get through the trees, the undergrowth was thick and
lush. In other places, only dry needles and dead branches
covered the soil. Wondering what Felicity would do when
she found out I’d been granted access, I put the Jetta in
gear and drove along the deeply shaded drive.

The Drake Mansion, originally the home of Felicity’s
father, Andrew Drake, had been built of stone cut from
local quarries. Though I'd never been close to it before, I'd
heard stories about it all my life. But even with all the ru-
mors I'd heard, I wasn’t prepared for my first full view of
the rambling multistory building that Felicity Asbury
called home. The house crowned the top of the hill like a
castle. I counted at least four chimneys, a handful of tur-
rets, and twice as many balconies. Huge windows looked
out on the scenery from every angle, and I suspected that
the view included most of Paradise in the valley below.
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A few cars—all newer and more expensive than my
Jetta—lined the circular drive in front of the house. A few
others had been parked in front of a fence at the bottom of
a short hill. I knew Felicity would think it presumptuous of
me to park in the drive, but I didn’t want to approach the
conversation feeling inferior. I pulled in behind a Mer-
cedes, rolled the windows down partway to give Max
some air, and set the brake.

Andrew Drake had been a land developer who saw po-
tential in Paradise long before anyone else did. He’d burst
on the scene in the early sixties, offering cash for property
nobody else considered valuable. He’d made a killing.

Four decades ago this hillside had belonged to Clyde
Nixon, a good old boy who’d been smart enough at what
he did but naive when it came to the ways of the world.
Clyde had believed that the hills around Paradise weren’t
good for much besides grazing cattle, hunting, and mining.
Since he was getting too old to do any of those, he sold out
to Felicity’s father just two short weeks after Andrew came
to town.

Turns out, Clyde’s lack of foresight cost his family a
fortune. For almost five years, Clyde held on to the belief
that he’d taken Andrew Drake for one helluva ride, and
he’d said as much to anyone who would listen to him. But
eventually, reality caught up with him. From the minute he
realized that Andrew had seen what he couldn’t, Clyde’s
attitude toward life had grown more bitter by the day.
Every dollar Andrew added to his bank account had been
like a knife in old Clyde’s heart.

Clyde passed on a few years ago, but his son Lloyd
lives on the floor of the valley in a tiny house deep in the
shadow of the Drake Mansion. I could see Lloyd’s rooftop
from where I stood. In the way of small towns everywhere,
folks around Paradise stood behind Clyde. Instead of con-
sidering him a shortsighted fool, people said he was sim-
ply too trusting. Instead of acknowledging that Andrew
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was farsighted, they blamed him for being greedy and tak-
ing advantage of Clyde’s trusting nature.

That might explain something about the way Felicity
felt toward the people of Paradise, and how we all felt to-
ward her. The truth is, most of us would probably have
sold a prime piece of real estate dirt cheap under the same
circumstances, and we all knew that we could have too
easily ended up in Clyde’s shoes. No one liked that one bit.

As I turned away from the view and took a deep breath
to prepare for the fight ahead, the roar of an engine cut the
silence. A second later, a gray Ford pickup with one blue
door shot out from behind the garage, its tires spitting
gravel as they battled for traction. When the tires finally
caught, I heard the grinding of gears, and the truck raced
past, leaving me in a cloud of dust as it disappeared into
the trees. The truck looked vaguely familiar, but Paradise
is full of old pickups, and since Felicity’s second husband,
Oliver Birch, was up to his neck in construction of a new
restaurant, I didn’t give it another thought. Instead, I won-
dered why Felicity continued to use her first husband’s
name now that she was married to Oliver. It probably had
something to do with business. After all, she’d been an As-
bury for a long time and most of her business contacts
knew her by that name. Still, I couldn’t help wondering if
Oliver minded.

I climbed the steps, punched the doorbell, and listened
to it echoing inside the massive house. After a while, the
door opened, and I found myself looking into the disap-
proving face of Ursula Drake, Felicity’s younger sister.

Thadn’t seen Ursula since I left Paradise more than twenty
years ago, and the changes in her shocked me. Her once-dark
hair was now more salt than pepper, and the years had etched
wrinkles into her narrow face. Thanks to a few bad decisions
when she was younger, Ursula’s share of her father’s money
had disappeared a long time ago. Now she earned her keep
by working as Felicity’s assistant.
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Her build was sturdier than Felicity’s, and each of her
features somehow harder, less refined. She kept her hair
short, and I swore her face would crack if she ever smiled.
It’s understandable, though. She’d spent the past thirty
years living on her sister’s charity. Frankly, living with Fe-
licity under any circumstances would make me ornery.

Ursula gave me a once-over dripping with distaste. If
she didn’t curl her lip when she spoke, it wasn’t because
she didn’t want to. “Yes?”

I’d spent too many years married to a man who looked
down on my family, so Ursula’s attitude didn’t sit well
with me. Money and social class aren’t everything.
They’re not even close to everything.

“Abby Shaw,” I said, meeting Ursula’s glare head-on.
“I’m here to see Felicity.”

“Do you have an appointment?”’

Since she’s the one I would have made the appointment
with, she knew damn well I didn’t have one. “No, but it’s
concerning the arts festival, and it’s important that I see her
right away.”

Ursula’s spine was already rigid, but somehow she
managed to stiffen it a bit more. “I’m afraid that’s impos-
sible. If you need to discuss something with her, call and
schedule time on her calendar.” As if that was that, Ursula
stepped back so she could shut the door.

I’d already had one door shut in my face that day, and I
wasn’t interested in repeating the experience. I planted
myself in the open doorway a split second before the door
hit. Pain shot up my thigh, but I tried not to let it show.
“Why don’t you let Felicity know I’'m here before you shut
the door?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Ursula snarled. “I know her
schedule, and I know she doesn’t have time to see you.”

Maybe I should have walked away, but I didn’t. I didn’t
want to be here at all, but since I was, I was going to see
this through to the end. “Look,” I said, refusing to budge,
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“maybe Felicity doesn’t realize it, but she’s about to have
a mutiny on her hands. If she doesn’t talk to me right now,
there won’t be an arts festival.”

“I’m sure Felicity can handle whatever it is without you.”

“And I'm sure you’d be wrong. You can either tell her
that I’'m here, or you can refuse, and I'll go away, but if I
leave here without a solution, what happens next will be on
your hands, not mine.”

She had the good sense to back down, but her lips
pursed so tightly I knew it must have hurt to do it. “You
can wait in the library,” she said, yanking open the door so
that I nearly fell into the flagstone foyer. Waving one hand
toward a large, open doorway on the left, she turned away.
“I’ll let Felicity know you’re here.”

With her pointed chin held high, she marched up an or-
nately carved staircase that looked as if it had been crafted
in another century, then stopped on the landing and looked
back at me to make sure I was obeying instructions.

What I could see of the house was exquisite, and I
would have given almost anything to look around on my
own for a minute, but I'd probably pushed hard enough for
the time being. With my hands in my pockets, I crossed the
foyer and stepped into a richly paneled room filled with so
many books I had something close to a religious experi-
ence just walking through the door.

Row upon row of leather-bound books drew me into the
room as if I’d suddenly slipped into a trance. I trailed my
fingers along the spines of old favorites and unfamiliar ti-
tles, and took a deep breath, trying to capture that unmis-
takable scent that brought back memories of the Paradise
Library and the bookmobile.

“Ms. Shaw?”

I dropped my hand guiltily and whipped around to face
Felicity Asbury. Unlike Ursula, she hadn’t changed much
at all. Her chin-length hair was still dark, her skin smooth
and unlined, but her wide mouth had that unnaturally
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stretched look that made me suspect that she’d used some
of her inheritance to buy that youthful appearance.

Wearing an obviously expensive linen pantsuit, she
swept into the library and motioned me toward one of the
leather wing chairs flanking the fireplace. Keeping per-
fectly straight posture my mother would have loved, she
sank into a chair and crossed her feet at the ankles. “Ursula
tells me there’s some kind of trouble with the arts
festival?”

“That’s right.” T sat, feeling large and clunky next to
her. “I understand that you paid a visit to the guild this af-
ternoon and started making changes to the work we’ve
done.”

She inclined her head—barely—and her mouth turned
up at the far edges. “That’s true.”

“Would you mind telling me why?”

The minuscule amount of warmth there had been in her
expression disappeared. “Does it matter?”

“The members of the arts and crafts guild are upset over
the changes you’re making. They’re loyal to Meena
Driggs, and they’re not interested in having anyone else
step in and take over at this late date.”

“Is that s0?”

“They asked me to talk with you about it.”

Felicity waved a hand in the air between us, as if the
concerns of the artists meant nothing. “There’s no need for
anyone to be upset. The changes I intend to make will only
make the festival better.”

“In your opinion, maybe.”

Her lips thinned. “I think that’s the point. Tell me, Ms.
Shaw, what are you doing here?”

“I’m assistant chair on the committee,” I told her. “I
want to know why you’re doing this when we’re just three
weeks from the festival.”

“I think you’ve been misinformed. I’'m not doing any-
thing except helping the mayor with a difficult situation.”
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“Really? And what situation is that?”

“If that were any of your business, you wouldn’t have
to ask me.”

“But it is my business,” I said. “I’m supposed to know
what’s going on with the committee, but the mayor has
made a huge change without saying a word to me. I'm try-
ing to figure out where to go next.”

A smile played along the edges of her mouth. “I’'m sure
someone will be glad to tell you. All you need to know is
that the mayor is concerned about the festival, and has
been for some time. It became obvious that someone
needed to take charge and keep the city from being embar-
rassed.”

I fought the urge to wipe the smile off her face. “If that’s
true, why hasn’t he said anything to us?”

Felicity shook her head. “I can’t speak to the mayor’s
reasons. You’d have to ask him. He mentioned his con-
cerns to me, | offered to help, and he accepted my offer.
Beyond that, I don’t know anything, and I certainly didn’t
think it was my place to question him.”

I wasn’t buying the demure act, but calling her on it
would only make her more determined to win. “That may
be,” I said, “but the members of the guild are unhappy
about the change. Already they’re talking about boycotting
the festival.”

A tinkle of laughter that sounded surprisingly girlish es-
caped Felicity’s stretched-out lips. “People always make
big threats when they don’t get their own way, but nobody
will follow through. They wouldn’t dare.”

Her self-assurance chipped away at my patience. “I
wouldn’t be so sure if [ were you. I’ve been sent to tell you
that if you don’t step aside, they’ll all pull out.”

Felicity’s smile faded ever so slightly. “Really, Abby,
think about this rationally for a minute. These people
struggle all year long to get a little exposure to the public.
If they refuse to exhibit at the festival, they’ll only be hurt-
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ing themselves.” She relaxed her posture, and her expres-
sion grew more self-satisfied. “They certainly won’t be
hurting me.”

“I don’t think the members of the guild care if they’re
hurt by this,” I said, sparing her a brittle smile of my own.
“They’re standing on principle.”

Felicity laughed again, and she relaxed enough that her
back actually brushed against the chair. “Principle is a nice
word and a pretty dream, but when push comes to shove,
people don’t actually sacrifice for principle. It’s all about
the bottom line, Abby. You’ll do well to remember that.
And for the record, I have no intention of stepping aside
just to placate a handful of artists with ‘principle.””

“And if they make good on their threat to boycott the
festival?”

“They won’t.” She stood abruptly.

Apparently, the conversation was over. “Meena has
friends in Paradise,” I said, standing to face her. “The
members of the guild are loyal to her. Unless she’s done
something wrong, I’'m afraid things might get ugly.”

Felicity’s eyes grew hard. “Are you threatening me?”

I let out a harsh laugh. “Don’t be melodramatic. I'm just
warning you that in spite of what you believe, some peo-
ple might actually feel strongly enough about this to take a
stand.”

“I see.” All expression left her too-smooth face. “Well,
why don’t you let everyone at the guild know that I have
no intention of making anyone do anything that’s distaste-
ful to them. If people feel that strongly about me stepping
aside, they needn’t feel obligated to have a booth at the fes-
tival. Just let me know who these principled people are,
and I’ll solve the problem by removing them right now.”

“You can’t do that!” The protest escaped my lips before
I could stop it. “They’ve paid good money for their booth
space.”

Felicity’s gaze bored into mine. “I most certainly can do
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it. Booth space is allocated by the committee, and as of this
afternoon, I am the committee. If their principles are so
precious, they won’t care about a few measly dollars, now
will they?”

She was an awful woman. Worse even than I’d imag-
ined. No wonder the guild members were up in arms over
her involvement. “You’re making a huge mistake,” I
warned. “The town won’t stand for this.”

“Well, we’ll see, won’t we? But I’ll tell you what. Since
you so obviously feel strongly about this whole thing, why
don’t you and I prove how serious I am? I know that your
little shop has booth space reserved at the festival. Why
don’t we just scratch your name off the list right now and
show the rest of your friends how it’s done?”
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Felicity's threat knocked the air out of my lung's.
It hung in the air between us while I fought to start breath-
ing again. “You can’t do that,” I croaked. “Divinity has had
a booth in the arts festival every year since the festival
began.”

Felicity turned away, but I glimpsed the gleam of satis-
faction in her eyes before she did. “Yes, I know. It’s too
bad that you decided to change that, isn’t it?”

Seething, I grabbed her arm and jerked her around to face
me. “You can’t kick Divinity out of the festival just because
I said something you don’t like. There are rules. Laws.”

Felicity looked pointedly at my fingers on her sleeve.
“Take your hand off me, Ms. Shaw.”

“Not until you change your mind.”

One perfectly arched eyebrow rose. “And just how do
you intend to make me do that?”

I had no idea, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. Be-
sides, it’s not a good idea to show your opponent the cards
in your hand. “You’re being completely unreasonable.”
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“I’m not the one resorting to physical assault.”

I don’t often feel like hitting someone, but I had to force
myself to pull my hand from her arm. She was crazy, but
she also had a lot of clout, and I didn’t need her filing a
lawsuit against me. “You haven’t heard the last from me,”
I said, struggling to keep my voice level. “T’ll see you in
court.”

Her eyes glittered hard and cold. “That’s fine. We’ll see
whose money runs out the fastest. I believe you can find
your way out?” Without waiting for an answer, she swept
from the room.

Steaming, I pushed out into the foyer. I barely registered
the sound of tires on the drive outside, but I started paying at-
tention when footsteps thundered up the front steps. A second
later, the front door banged open, and Felicity’s daughter,
Jacqueline, stood framed in the sunlight. Even from a dis-
tance I could tell she was almost as furious as I was. I was
surprised to see her there. As far as I knew, she and Felicity
hadn’t been on speaking terms since Jacqueline got pregnant
her sophomore year of high school.

If I hadn’t known they were related, I never would have
guessed that Jacqueline Asbury was Felicity’s daughter.
Jacqueline is a couple years younger than me, overweight,
broad-faced, and coarsely featured. When Jacqueline and I
were kids, Felicity tried everything to turn her daughter’s
mousy brown curls into something sleek and sophisticated,
but nothing had ever seemed to work.

Her hair still corkscrewed away from her face in un-
controlled curls, but she’d dyed the unremarkable brown a
new shade of auburn, rich and dark and almost pretty. But
it was hard to tell if it suited her at the moment. Her chest
heaved, and her round face was mottled, either from emo-
tion or the effort of climbing the stairs.

The door hit the wall with a crash, and Felicity turned
on the stairs with a glare of disapproval. “Really, Jacque-
line. A little decorum, please.”
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“The hell with decorum,” Jacqueline said as she lunged
across the foyer. “I swear, Mother, you’ve crossed the line
this time. I could kill you for what you’ve done.”

“Jacqueline, please. We have a guest.” Felicity turned a
pointed gaze in my direction, and Jacqueline seemed to see
me for the first time.

She didn’t say a word, but color flooded her cheeks, and
she moved aside to let me leave. I’d have given anything to
watch somebody topple Queen Felicity, but I had no excuse
for staying, so I stepped past her into the cool mountain air.

The only coherent thought I had as I hurried down the
steps toward my car was that if Jacqueline wanted to kill
her mother, she’d have to stand in line to get her chance.

I drove back into town with the windows down, hoping
the breeze would help clear my mind. It didn’t. I pulled into
the driveway beside Divinity just as my brother clambered
down the steps at the end of his workday. He stood beside his
truck, stroking his mustache and watching as I parked.

Wyatt is five years older than me and, frankly, looks
every minute of it. Must be all the time he spends out in the
sun. Or the years he spent smoking before his wife con-
vinced him to quit. Or the fact that he’s too damn cantan-
kerous for his own good.

His cocoa brown eyes were barely visible amid the smile
lines, and the thick swags of his handlebar mustache drooped
over his mouth. We’d never been particularly close as kids,
but our relationship took a direct hit when I left home for col-
lege. It’s not that Wyatt was jealous. School never was his
strong suit. He just resented the fact that I left Paradise, got
married while I was away at school, and came home only
sporadically after that. I'd spent the whole time resenting
Wyatt’s resentment, and the walls between us had grown a
little stronger with every passing season.

Since coming home after my divorce, I've stopped even
trying to pretend that I’d been right. My marriage had been
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unhealthy on nearly every level, and though I’d love to
blame Roger for the entire mess my familial relationships
were in now, I have to shoulder responsibility for my part
in it. Since our parents had moved to Denver to be near bus
lines and doctor’s offices, Wyatt and I were pretty much on
our own to figure things out between us.

My brother gave me a chin lift in greeting as I got out
of the car. “Where’ve you been?”

“Don’t ask.” Max tugged toward the patch of flowers
that separate Divinity from Picture Perfect, the shop next
door. I relaxed the death grip I had on the leash, and he got
to work sniffing out a perfect spot to take care of business.

I stood beside Wyatt and saw that in the time I’d been
gone, he’d once again littered his truck bed with tools.
“You ought to be more careful,” I said, just as I always did.
“Anybody could walk off with your stuff when you’re not
looking.”

Wyatt rolled his eyes, just as he always did. “This is
Paradise, sis. Things like that don’t happen.”

“They happen everywhere.”

“Look, Abby. I’ve been living this way for forty-five
years, and I’m not going to change just because you think
I should.”

“It’s just a friendly warning,” I said with a shrug. “No
skin off my nose.”

Wyatt dropped the tools he was holding into the metal
box. “What’s eating at you tonight?”’

I’m not in the habit of confiding in Wyatt because, like
so many men, he thinks he needs to fix all my problems.
That always causes trouble, because I’'m no good at taking
advice. But I was so frustrated, words tumbled out of my
mouth before I could stop them. “Nothing, really. Or
everything. I just got back from seeing Felicity Asbury.”

Wyatt looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “What in the
hell did you do that for?”

I hitched myself onto the tailgate of his truck. “Jeb
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Ireland kicked Meena off the festival planning committee
this afternoon and dropped Felicity into her spot.
Meena’s thrown up her hands and walked away, and
everybody else is threatening to pull out of the festival
unless Felicity steps down. They talked me into deliver-
ing the ultimatum.”

“And you agreed?”

“Long story.” I didn’t feel like explaining my reasons. I
didn’t think Wyatt could appreciate the emotional com-
plexity involved. “And before you ask, no, it didn’t do any
good. Not only did she refuse to step aside, she threatened
to yank Divinity out of the festival completely.”

Wryatt cocked a sidelong glance at me. “She can’t do
that, can she?”

“Not legally, but she’ll try. I told her I"d see her in court,
and that’s exactly what I should do, but I don’t have the
time or the money for a court battle.”

“Just as well,” Wyatt said, leaning against the bumper
of his truck and scratching his forehead with a thumb. “If
you took that old battle-ax to court, you’d lose.”

“Why? Just because she’s the richest woman in town?”

Wyatt slanted a look at me. “Because she’s the richest
and most influential person in Paradise, and she always
gets what she goes after.”

I gaped at my brother, who’d said all of that with a
straight face. “So I should just step back and let her do
whatever she wants? Didn’t you hear me? She wants to
kick Divinity out of the festival just because I offended
her.” Max finished inspecting flowers and decided to in-
vestigate Wyatt’s bumper. “We’ve already paid for the
booth and planned what we’re going to sell, but that’s not
what upsets me. The cost of the booth space was minimal,
and I haven’t ordered the supplies yet. The point is, Divin-
ity’s had a booth every year since the festival started, and
now, as soon as | take over, Felicity threatens to kick us
out. If the family finds out about this, they’ll string me up.”
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The family I was referring to included all the cousins
who resented me for inheriting Divinity. In spite of her
hurt feelings, Karen had pitched in to help, but the others
hadn’t been nearly so obliging. At least half of them were
just waiting for me to fall flat on my face.

Wyatt conceded my point with a dip of his head. “I
never said you should back off and let her do whatever she
wants. But if you take her on in a straight-up fight, she’ll
mow you down. She’s made too many contributions to too
many campaign funds over the years.”

“So you’re saying that she’s got people in her pocket?”

“Oh, not officially. At least I don’t think so. But she’s
had her finger in half the buildings that have gone up
around here lately. Practically ruined the town, if you ask
me, but Jeb Ireland thinks the sun rises and sets on her.”

I pulled my knees up under my chin. “So then how do I
fight her?”

“Carefully.”

I made a face at him. “Gee, that’s helpful.”

Wyatt grinned. “You want me to beat her up for you?”

I chuckled at the offer. “Oh, yeah. That’d fix every-
thing.” My smile faded, and I shook my head. “Thanks, but
this is my battle, not yours.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

That was the million dollar question. I was just sur-
prised that Wyatt had asked it instead of telling me what to
do. “I don’t know, but I'll think of something.”

“I’'m sure you will.”

Max jumped onto the tailgate to sit beside me. I
scratched his head and studied the building that now held
my entire life inside. Thanks to Aunt Grace’s notorious
flair, I now own a graceful old building that dates back to
the early days in Paradise history. It was originally the ter-
ritorial jail, so the building is filled with plenty of cubby-
holes, nooks, and crannies. The store and kitchen take up
the first floor, and I live on the third. Storage rooms and a
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large, airy meeting room—a courtroom during much of
the nineteenth century—occupy the second level.

“How’s the remodeling going?” I asked when I realized
Wyatt was waiting for me to say something.

He shrugged. “Slow but sure, I guess. We ran into a
nasty nest of old wiring this afternoon. You’re going to
need an electrician to check it out for you.”

“I can’t afford an electrician,” I reminded him. “That’s
why you’re working for me, remember?”

He slapped the side of the truck with one palm, then
moved to the back, ready to close the tailgate. “If you need
help with Felicity, let me know.”

“I’ll do that,” I promised as Max and I scrambled down,
but I think we both knew that wasn’t going to happen. I had
to create my own space in Paradise, and there was only one
way to do that. Hiding behind my big brother wasn’t it.

My alarm went off at six the next morning, jerking me
out of a troubled sleep long before I was ready. Deter-
mined to sleep at least ten minutes longer, I hit Snooze and
snuggled down into my pillow.

I’d stayed up for a while trying to come up with a way
out of my predicament. I'd finally crashed around mid-
night, still without any solutions. Taking Felicity to court
would be the best way to punch a hole in her sails, but
Wyatt was probably right about my chances of winning.
Besides, I had no way to pay an attorney to represent me.
I could have gone to court without an attorney, but I'd still
have to come up with the money for filing fees and other
court costs. I couldn’t spare the cash or the time a lawsuit
would take away from the store.

Face it, Felicity had us all over a barrel. This morning
I’d have to tell the members of the guild that I'd failed
them. I wasn’t looking forward to doing it, but I couldn’t
leave them clinging to false hope.

I might have gotten that extra ten minutes of sleep if
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Max hadn’t started whining that he needed to go out, but
time and dogs wait for no man. Still too groggy to think, I
stumbled into the kitchen and started coffee. Once it was
gurgling contentedly, I headed back to my bedroom, where
I tugged on sweatpants and a sweatshirt and ran my fingers
through my hair.

By the time I was dressed, Max was at the front door
trying to dig his way out. I left the coffee brewing, stuffed
a couple of plastic bags into my pocket, and slipped my
feet into an old pair of loafers. Clipping Max to his leash,
I led him outside.

I stood for a minute on the porch, letting Max sniff the
air while I yawned, stretched, and let my eyes adjust to the
brilliant spring sunshine. I’d left my dark glasses inside, so
I didn’t see the Mercedes in my parking lot until I was
halfway down the staircase. I could see the shadow of
someone sitting behind the steering wheel, staring straight
ahead, but the windows were tinted too dark for me to see
who it was. Probably a customer waiting for Dooley Jor-
gensen to open Picture Perfect, Divinity’s neighbor on the
uphill side of the street.

Curious, Max tugged me toward the car. I wasn’t in the
mood to make small talk with anyone, so I tugged back on the
leash and kept him walking straight. At the sidewalk, we
turned uphill. Max lowered his nose to the ground to begin his
search for a good spot to take care of business. I tried to de-
cide the best way to present the bad news to the guild. Could
I talk them into using the court system to fight this battle, or
would they ignore me and walk away from the festival? I
wanted to think I could make them listen to reason, but I was
afraid we’d lose too many artists to make the event a success.

Preoccupied by my thoughts, I didn’t pay close atten-
tion to my surroundings until Max dragged me around the
corner of Forest Street. Too late, I realized that someone
was standing directly in front of me. I tried to swerve, but
I ran straight into a man standing just outside Bonner’s
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Bakery. He stood a foot taller than me, and his broad
shoulders and sturdy build left me feeling as if I'd run into
a brick wall.

I let out an embarrassed laugh and backed away. The
man danced sideways to avoid Max, then put a steadying
hand on my shoulder. “Good morning, Abby. You’re in an
awful hurry aren’t you?”

As soon as he spoke, I recognized Oliver Birch, Felic-
ity’s most recent husband. His silver hair ruffled in the
light breeze, and a smile stretched across his open, friendly
face. He was so different from Felicity, so different from
her first husband, I’ve never been sure what brought the
two of them together. The story floating around Paradise
was that they’d met at a party hosted by one of Felicity’s
society friends in Denver. Oliver had been dabbling in con-
struction, and Felicity’s position as head of Drake Devel-
opment had given them a common interest. The cynic in
me thinks Oliver is probably just attracted to Felicity’s
bank balance, but even after my divorce, I have a small ro-
mantic streak that doesn’t want to believe that.

Oliver has been a customer at Divinity a few times, but
I was surprised that he knew my name. On the other hand,
I had found him sitting with Wyatt and his crew talking
construction once or twice in the past few weeks, so maybe
I shouldn’t be.

“Sorry,” 1 said, backing away quickly while Max gave
Oliver’s khaki-clad leg a sniff. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

“No harm done. Are you all right? You look like a
woman with a lot on her mind.”

“I guess I am a little preoccupied,” I admitted. I won-
dered if he knew what his wife had been up to in the past
twenty-four hours. If he did, how did he feel about it? I
was dying to ask, but years of training at my mother’s knee
made me stifle my curiosity and ask, “You’re out and
about early, aren’t you?”

Oliver jerked his chin toward the building under con-
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struction across the street. “Have you forgotten that 'm a
working man? Gotta ride herd on those construction crews,
or they’ll do nothing but sit around all day. You probably
don’t run into that problem with your guys, do you?”

I laughed and shook my head. “If they want to sit
around, I’'m not exactly in a position to be upset about it.
So you’re here every morning to keep an eye on them?”

“Just about.”

I wondered how his crew felt about that.

As if he could read my mind, he said, “It’s not as bad as
it sounds. I'm usually doing two or three things at once.
This morning, I’'m meeting with my new chef to talk about
the menu for the restaurant.”

“You’ve found a chef, then?” Last I heard, he’d still
been trying to woo one.

“Indeed I have. His name is Henri Guischard. Do you
know of him?”

“No,” I admitted, “but I don’t run in gourmet circles.”

“Well, if you don’t know of him now, you soon will. He
trained in France, and he’s spent the past ten years at one
of the top restaurants in New York.”

“Impressive. How did you find him?”

“With a lot of work. You’ll like what he does, I’m sure.
He’s creative and talented, and his presentations are
breathtaking. But enough about me. What has you so pre-
occupied this beautiful morning?”

I debated for a second over whether to tell him, but he’d
been married to Felicity long enough to know what she
was like. Besides, maybe he could offer a suggestion or
two. “It’s the arts festival,” I said. “Things have been hec-
tic since yesterday.”

“Oh? What happened yesterday?”’

“You don’t know?”

Oliver gave his head a shake. “Should 1?7”

“I thought Felicity might have told you. The mayor put
her in charge, and that’s upset a lot of people.”
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“In charge of the arts festival?” Oliver smiled slowly. “I
shouldn’t be surprised, I guess. Every time I turn around,
she’s involved in something new.”

“Yes. Well. The festival is just three weeks away, and
the artists don’t want Felicity coming in and making
changes at this late date.”

“I'm sure they’ll appreciate what Felicity has in mind
once they see the whole picture.”

He had more faith in everyone concerned than I did. “I
don’t think they’ll give it that long,” I told him. “The
artists are already threatening to pull their exhibits out of
the festival if she refuses to step down.”

Oliver scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I see. Does Fe-
licity know that?”

I nodded. “I talked to her last night.”

“Judging from your expression, I take it the conversa-
tion didn’t go well?”

“That’s putting it mildly.”

To my surprise, Oliver laughed. The sound echoed in
the street around us. “Sounds like Felicity was in one of
her moods. She’s my wife and I love her, but I know how
she can be. She means well, but she can come on a little
strong at times. You wouldn’t be the first person around
here to get upset with her.”

That was a major understatement. “Well, she’s upset a
bunch of people this time,” I told him. “If I can’t convince
her to give up on this idea, we may not have an arts festi-
val this year.”

Oliver slid a look at me from the corner of his eye and
started walking slowly away from the restaurant and back
toward Divinity. “So you want to change her mind, do
you? I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you. Felicity
doesn’t change her mind easily.”

“I know. She’s not going to change her mind for me, but
she might listen to someone else.”

It took a second or two for my meaning to sink in.
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When it did, Oliver pulled back sharply. “Are you asking
me to talk to her?”

“I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important, but I can’t let the
festival fizzle out without trying everything.”

Scowling thoughtfully, Oliver slipped his hands into his
pockets. “I"d like to oblige, Abby, but Felicity and I have
an agreement. | stay out of her business, and she stays out
of mine.”

He hadn’t left me much room to argue, but I felt un-
comfortable with the silence. As we reached the corner of
Prospector Street, I said the first thing that came to mind.
“I hope I’'m not taking you away from your work.”

Oliver shook his head. “I told Henri I'd meet him for
breakfast at Martine. You want my advice? Just give Fe-
licity a few days. She’ll probably listen to you once she has
a chance to calm down.”

“Thanks, but I doubt that. Can you think of someone
Felicity might be willing to listen to? I'm willing to try
anything.”

“Felicity isn’t easily influenced.”

“What about Ursula?”

He fell silent for a few steps. “That’s not a good idea.
Ursula’s the last person Felicity would take advice from.”

So there were hard feelings between sisters. Imagine
that. “There has to be someone who can make Felicity lis-
ten to reason.”

Oliver touched my shoulder gently. “Really, Abby, I
wish I could help, but I don’t know what to suggest.” All
at once, his step faltered, and his expression changed. He
nodded at something behind me and said, “Maybe she’s
changed her mind already.”

I turned to look and realized that he was gesturing to-
ward the car that had been sitting in the parking lot when I
left my apartment a few minutes earlier. My heart dropped,
and the hair rose on the back of my neck. “That’s Felicity’s
car?”’
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Oliver nodded. “Shall we see what she wants?”

Now that Oliver had identified her, I could tell it was
Felicity behind the wheel, but I could also tell by the way
her head lolled against the backrest that something was
wrong.

Oliver must have sensed trouble, too, because he almost
ran toward the car. Whining impatiently, Max tugged on
his leash and dragged me forward, so I was just a step be-
hind Oliver when he let out an anguished cry. “Felicity?
Oh my God. My God.”

Against my better judgment I craned my neck to see
what he’d seen, but he was clawing at the car, trying fever-
ishly to pull the car door open. “Call for help,” he shouted.

“Is she—7”

“Call 911! Oliver shouted, his face red and his expres-
sion wild. He shifted just enough to let me view the inside
of the car, and my stomach lurched into my throat. Time
stopped as I gazed at Felicity Asbury, covered in blood, her
eyes open wide and staring at the roof of her Mercedes.
Her skin had already grown pasty, which probably meant
that she’d been dead a while.

“She might still be alive,” Oliver insisted. “Call 911.
Now!”

In spite of the urgency in his voice, I couldn’t make my-
self move for what felt like minutes. Maybe I was in shock.
Or maybe I knew on some instinctive level that the awl
buried up to its hilt in her chest had already done its work,
and Felicity Asbury was dead.
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It seemed to take forever for the police to arrive.
While we waited, I put Max inside the apartment and did
my best to keep Oliver from contaminating the crime
scene. At least, that’s what I think I did. The whole thing,
from the minute Oliver let out the first cry until I sat at my
kitchen table looking at Pine Jawarski—a friend who also
happens to be a detective with the Paradise Police Depart-
ment—felt like a bad dream.

I don’t know how Jawarski got his first name, but it
suits him. He’s tall and solid. The kind of guy you can
count on in the tough times—Ilike when you find a dead
body or need someone to share a pizza with.

This wasn’t the first murder victim I’d ever seen, but the
way I reacted, it might as well have been. My hands trem-
bled, and the whole time the uniformed officers had been
asking their questions, my stomach had remained lodged in
my throat. The image of Felicity’s wide eyes and gaping
mouth kept rising up to fill my mind, and I knew Id never
forget the sight or the sickening smell of all that blood.
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By the time Jawarski arrived, I was ready to think about
anything but Felicity Asbury’s death. I’d have given just
about anything to curl up in bed and bury my head under
the covers for the rest of the day.

Instead, I sat at the kitchen table in my apartment while
Jawarski talked to someone on his cell phone. I knew he
was worried about me. He kept one piercing blue eye on
me through his entire conversation.

Jawarski’s in his early forties, and his short, dark hair is
flecked with gray, but his broad shoulders and narrow
waist make him look at least ten years younger. Like I said,
we’re friends. We’ve dated a few times, so some people
might even say we’re more than friends. Frankly, I'm not
sure what we are.

We never talk about all the reasons why we don’t call
what we have a relationship, but it’s obvious that neither of
us is ready to take that step. My divorce was little more
than a year old, and his hadn’t been on the books much
longer. Plus, he has kids. If we ever came up against the
need to make a commitment, we’d probably both turn tail
and run.

Trying to focus on details to keep me feeling rational, I
spooned chocolate into a cup of coffee and slowly stirred.
I didn’t want the chocolate—didn’t even want the cof-
fee—but holding the cup gave me something to do.
Jawarski had his cop face on, but I’d had enough of cops.
I needed a friend.

After a few minutes, he disconnected his call and
slipped his cell phone into his pocket. “You okay, slug-
ger?”

I worked up a thin smile. “Yeah. As okay as I can be
under the circumstances, anyway. Are you guys through
with me?”

Jawarski shook his head. “Not quite. You feel up to an-
swering a few more questions?”

“Now?” I groaned and sank down on my tailbone.
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“Can’t I come down to the station and talk to you later?
I’'m exhausted.”

“I may need you to do that, too,” Jawarski said. “I
promise this won’t take long.”

“I’ll give you five minutes,” I told him. “Then I'm tak-
ing a shower.”

His top lip twitched slightly beneath his regulation po-
lice mustache. “It’s a deal.”

“Good. Neither of the officers I talked to would tell me
anything,” I said before he could get started. “Was she
killed here?”

The smile that had been playing with his lip disap-
peared. “I don’t know.”

Maybe not for certain, but I was fairly sure he had a
pretty good idea. “How long has she been dead?”

“It’s hard to say at this stage. Judging from the condi-
tion of the blood, I’d say a few hours at least.” He leaned
back in his seat and hooked one ankle across a knee. “You
didn’t hear anything unusual last night?”

It was bad enough knowing that I’d walked right past
her body earlier, but thinking that someone had killed her
just a few feet from where I’d slept freaked me out. I shook
my head and focused on the warmth on my hands from the
cup. “I didn’t hear a thing, and that’s what’s bugging me. I
like to think that if somebody was outside my apartment
killing Felicity or planting her body in the parking lot, Max
would have barked or something.”

“He didn’t?”

“No. If he sensed anything unusual, he was awfully
quiet about it.”

Jawarski gave that a moment’s thought. “What time did
you go to bed last night?”

“Around midnight. I took Max for his walk at about ten
thirty, but I don’t remember looking outside again after
that.” I sipped coffee, but my stomach gave a violent lurch,
so I pushed the cup aside. “I’ve answered these questions
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twice already, Jawarski. Can’t you just talk to the guys
who were first on the scene?”

“Afraid not.” He tried to look sorry, but he failed mis-
erably.

“Do you have any idea who killed her?”

He sat back and linked his hands over his stomach. “I
was just about to ask you the same question.”

“I have no idea. But she wasn’t what you’d call a well-
liked member of the community, you know.”

Jawarski nodded. “So I've heard.” He wrote something
in his notebook and glanced up at me. “Tell me about what
happened at the artists’ guild yesterday.”

“I don’t know much,” I told him. “I wasn’t there when
the whole thing started. The first I heard about it was
when Rachel called to tell me that the mayor had put Fe-
licity in charge of the arts festival, and Meena had walked
out.”

“Why did Rachel call you?”

“Because I was Meena’s second-in-command, and
Rachel thought I ought to know what was happening.”

“That’s all? She just wanted to tell you what was
going on?”

I shook my head. “She said that all hell was breaking
loose and asked me to come to the guild. When I got there,
she was promising everyone that she and I would make
everything all right.”

Jawarski looked confused. “How did she think you
were going to do that?”

“Good question.” I rolled my head on my neck to
work out the kinks. “I don’t think Rachel actually had a
plan. I wanted to file an injunction with the court, but the
others wanted me to talk to Felicity and convince her to
back off.”

Jawarski’s brows drew together over the bridge of his
nose, and his eyes darkened to a stormy blue gray. “Tell me
you didn’t.”
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“Well, of course I did. It seemed reasonable to at least
talk before taking legal action. How was I supposed to
know somebody was going to kill her?”

Jawarski let out an exasperated breath. “What happened
when you saw her?”

“I drove out to the house and asked Felicity to back off
and let Meena finish the job.”

“And?”

“She refused.” I broke off and gave serious thought to
what I said next. Lying to the police during a homicide in-
vestigation was a very bad idea, but I didn’t want him to
know that I'd been furious with Felicity a few short hours
before she turned up dead in my parking lot.

“I tried to reason with her,” I said, hoping I looked like
someone who was being open and honest. “She didn’t
want to hear a thing I had to say.”

Jawarski glanced up from the page. “What happened
then?”

“I knew I wouldn’t get anywhere with her, so I gave up
and came home.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“How long were you there?”

“Ten minutes. Maybe fifteen.”

Jawarski studied me for a long time before asking,
“Was anyone else at the house while you were there?”

“Felicity’s sister, Ursula. She answered the door when I
got there. And Jacqueline— Felicity’s daughter—showed
up as I was leaving. You might want to talk with her. She
was pretty upset about something.”

“Any idea what?”

“I didn’t stick around to find out.”

Jawarski made another note and switched tracks. “You
and Oliver Birch found the body together?”

“Yes.”

“How did that happen?”
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“I ran into him while I was taking Max for his morning
walk. He was coming out of Bonner’s Bakery.”

“Pretty early for him to be in town, wasn’t it?”

“He was here for a meeting with his new chef.”

“How did you end up back here together?”

“He was on his way to Martine for breakfast. I asked for
his help changing Felicity’s mind about the festival.”

“What did he say?”

I stifled a yawn. “He said they had a strict rule about
staying out of each others’ business.”

“And that was that?”

“Pretty much.”

Jawarski craned to look into the living room. “Did you
use your front door when you went outside, or did you go
out through the shop?”

“I used the front door.”

“So you saw Felicity’s car in the parking lot. Didn’t you
think that was strange?”

“I didn’t know it was Felicity’s car. I thought it was
someone waiting for Picture Perfect to open.”

“So you just walked on by.”

Exhaustion made me edgy. “Yes, I did, and you would
have, too. I had no idea there was a dead woman inside.” I
stood abruptly, and my chair teetered on two legs before
landing on all four with a thump. “It’s been more than five
minutes, Jawarski. Time’s up.”

His eyes clouded. “T know you’re tired, Abby, but I'm
trying to figure out what happened.”

“What happened,” I said evenly, “is that somebody
plunged an awl into Felicity Asbury’s chest, and they did it
in my parking lot. I’ve already gone over all of this several
times. Why aren’t you out trying to find whoever did this?”

Jawarski closed his notebook and slipped his pen into
his pocket. “You found the body, Abby. Your statement is
important. Do you have any idea why Felicity was in your
parking lot?”
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“None,” I admitted.

“She wasn’t here to see you?”

“If she was, I didn’t know she was coming,” I said,
making a show of checking my watch. “Tell you what,
Jawarski. If I've forgotten anything, I'll call you the
minute I remember.”

“You’d better.” His gaze softened slightly. “You’d also
better stay as far away from this case as possible. No pok-
ing around on your own.”

I was already in a bad mood, and his warning only an-
noyed me more. Sure, I was curious to know who’d killed
Felicity. Who wouldn’t be, especially under the circum-
stances? But I’m also a reasonably intelligent woman. I’ve
been involved in a couple of investigations before, and I
know how dangerous they can be. I had no desire to repeat
the experience.

I gathered my cup and spoon and carried them to the
sink. “Don’t worry. I have no intention of ‘poking’ into
anything.”

Jawarski came to stand behind me, so close I could smell
the spicy scent of his aftershave and the mint of his tooth-
paste. “That’s it? You’re not even going to argue with me?”’

I rinsed the cup and turned back to face him. “Why
would I argue with you?”

“Because it’s what you do.”

In spite of my frayed nerves, I laughed. “Look,
Jawarski, I know I’ve gotten involved in a couple of things
in the past, but it was never by choice. I'm perfectly con-
tent to let you do your job.”

“You’re serious?”

“Absolutely.” T met his gaze steadily, determined to
show him just how serious I was. “I have way too much on
my plate with the festival. Besides,” I patted his shoulder
and moved past him into the living room, “you’re good at
your job. You don’t need my help to figure out who killed
Felicity.”
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I could hear his footsteps on the vinyl floor of the
kitchen, and I knew the moment he stepped onto the old,
faded area rug that covers the scarred hardwood floor of
the living room. “You’re not even slightly curious.”

“Well, of course I am, but Meena’s still off the commit-
tee, and Felicity’s still dead. Somebody has to make sure
preparations stay on track until the mayor comes to his
senses and puts Meena back in charge.” I plucked a piece
of homemade Almond Roca from my stash on the coffee
table and popped it into my mouth. The chocolate melted
on my tongue, and the rich, buttery taste of the toffee
helped relax me.

“Let somebody else take over the festival,” Jawarski
said.

“Absolutely not. This whole can of worms opened in
the first place because somebody else tried to take over.
I’m not going to make things worse by turning my back on
the group.”

A deep frown creased Jawarski’s face. He perched on
the arm of my beat-up old couch, and I was surprised to
find that he looked good sitting there. Kind of natural and
like he belonged. “There’s a good chance Mrs. Asbury’s
murder is connected to that festival of yours.”

My little flash of sentimentality disappeared quickly.
Jawarski wasn’t here as a friend. I should remember that.
“There’s an equally good chance that it’s not connected at
all.”

“Yeah, and until we figure out which, I want you well
away from it.” Jawarski’s eyes roamed my face, and his
eyes darkened to a deep blue. Just when I thought I'd
pulled myself together, there he was, looking like he
wanted to do something masculine and protective, like
pulling me into his arms.

His sudden intensity freaked me out a little. My head
wasn’t sure I liked that look on his face, but my heart gave
a flip and raced a little faster. “I’ve told you that I won’t
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get involved in the murder investigation, but I won’t turn
my back on the festival. Please don’t ask me to again.”

Jawarski stood, towering over me. “Don’t be a hero,
Abby. It’s just a stupid arts festival. You can get involved
with it next year.”

“No.”

“Abby—”

I cut him off before he could say more. “I’m not doing
it, and that’s final. Not unless you can show me tangible
proof that I'm in some kind of danger.”

“You don’t consider a dead body in your parking lot
tangible proof?”

“It’s proof that Felicity should have been worried. It has
nothing to do with me.”

He looked me square in the eye for a long time, then let
out a heavy breath. “Fine. Do what you want. But if you
see or hear anything out of the ordinary, I want you to call
me immediately.”

I tossed him a smile. “Well, of course I will. I’m not stu-
pid.”

“No investigating on your own. No asking questions
about the murder.”

“Cross my heart,” I told him. And I meant it.

But plans sometimes have a way of changing.
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“This is a})solutely unbelievable,” Nicolette
Wilkes said a few hours later. She’s a regular customer and
a member of the Paradise Pageturners, a book club whose
monthly meetings are held at Divinity. She sat inside Di-
vinity at one of the wrought-iron tables, nursing a Coke
and watching the police, who still clogged the crime scene
in my parking lot and out onto Prospector Street, blocking
traffic. We hadn’t had a single other paying customer all
day, and Karen had left a few minutes earlier for her lunch
break.

I’d been so busy all morning, my planned conversation
with Mayor Ireland had fallen right off my radar screen.
Jawarski finally gave me permission to open the shop a
few minutes before noon, but even then, my thoughts
jumped from subject to subject like water in a hot skillet.
Who had hated Felicity enough to murder her so brutally?
And why had they done it here?

I stood at the stove, stirring sugar and cream into
caramel, waiting for it to hit the firm ball stage, and trying
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not to think about the horror of finding Felicity’s body.
Over the half wall that separates the candy kitchen from
the store, I watched Nicolette draw her gaze away from the
window and run one acrylic-tipped finger down the side of
her cup. She’s thirty or so, a tall blonde with legs a mile
long. I’'m not sure where she gets her money, but she al-
ways seems to have plenty, even though I’ve never seen
her work. She’s also beautiful, a combination that rou-
tinely throws men off stride. The fact that she never seems
to notice the effect she has on them is what allows me to
be friends with her.

“I can’t believe somebody murdered Felicity right out-
side your door,” she said. “It must be like a nightmare for
you.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” I agreed. “I keep hoping
they’ll get everything cleaned up soon, and then I feel
guilty for feeling that way. A woman’s dead, but all I want
is for her death not to inconvenience me.”

Nicolette’s carefully painted lips curved slightly. “I
think that’s a perfectly normal reaction. Anybody would
feel that way.” In the next breath, her smile evaporated like
the steam rising from my copper kettle. “Was it horrible?
Finding her, [ mean.”

I shuddered at the memory and switched the spoon to
my other hand to relieve my cramped muscles. “Yeah, it
was. I’'m trying not to think about it.”

Nicolette crossed her long legs and shook her head
slowly. “T just can’t imagine. I don’t know how you can
stand there making candy as if nothing happened.”

“It’s not easy,” I admitted, “but I have too much to do.
I can’t afford to take time off.”

“Well, you’re a stronger woman than I am. If I’d been
the one who found her, I'm sure I'd be curled up in the
fetal position right now.” She flipped a lock of blonde hair
over her shoulder and glanced out the window again. “So
who do you think killed her?”
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“I have no idea, but I'm sure the police will figure it out
soon.”

Nicolette’s serene expression puckered into a frown.
“Isn’t the husband usually the first suspect?”

“I guess so0.” Oliver had seemed genuinely upset about
finding Felicity, but I couldn’t rule him out as a suspect. If,
you know, I was thinking about suspects. Which I wasn’t.
Just ask Jawarski.

Nicolette let one shoe dangle from her toes and jiggled
her foot. “Do you think he did it?”

“I don’t know. It’s up to the police to figure that out.”

“Oh come on,” she teased. “You aren’t seriously trying
to tell me that you’re not going to get involved.”

The sugar mixture on the stove began to boil. I hooked
the candy thermometer onto the side of the pan and kept
stirring. “I’m not getting involved. I'm going to focus on
getting the arts festival under control.”

Nicolette uncrossed her legs and gaped at me. “But she
died right here. What if somebody thinks you did it?”

I laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I didn’t have any rea-
son to kill her.”

“But she was killed what? Five feet from your door?”

“Maybe. The police don’t even know that much yet.”

“I’m just saying that you ought to be careful. You did go
to see her last night.”

“Because the guild members asked me to.”

“And then she turns up dead in the parking lot outside,”
Nicolette went on as if I hadn’t spoken. She started jig-
gling her foot again. “I’m just saying you should look out
for yourself, that’s all.”

Steam rose from the kettle, and a trickle of sweat inched
down my back. “What are you getting at, Nicolette? Has
somebody been talking?”’

She shrugged and watched a couple of people stroll
slowly past the front window. “Not yet.”

“But you think they will?”
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“What I think is, it’s no coincidence that she was found
here. I think somebody set it up that way.”

“To frame me?”

She lifted an eyebrow as if to say, What else?

I laughed again, but I felt a faint twinge of uneasiness.
“That’s crazy. Why would anybody do that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe so they could get away with
murder?”

I checked the candy thermometer and repeated my
question. “Who’s been talking, and what are they saying?”

Nicolette left the table and came to stand in the door-
way. “Just that you went to see Felicity last night—"

“Because the members of the guild asked me to,” I said
again. It seemed like an important point to me, even if no-
body else appeared to think so.

“Right.” Nicolette glanced at the street again, then back
at me. “Look, I’'m sure you have nothing to worry about. I
just don’t want you to be surprised if you hear rumors fly-
ing around town.”

“In Paradise?” I tried to grin, but my mouth felt stiff.
“I’'m never surprised to hear rumors around here.” I won-
dered what folks would say if they found out Felicity had
kicked Divinity out of the festival.

Just thinking about that possibility made my stomach
cramp. I didn’t think anyone had overheard our conversa-
tion, but how could I know that for sure? Ursula could
have been lurking somewhere nearby. I wouldn’t put it
past her.

I wanted to trust Jawarski and give the police a chance
to find the murderer, and that’s exactly what I should do.
But Nicolette had a point. If rumors did spring up on the
town grapevine, I might have to take steps to cut them
down.

I sighed heavily. “All I want is a normal life. Is that too
much to ask?”

“Face it, honey,” Nicolette said with a soft laugh, “the



50 Sammi Carter

richest woman in Paradise has been killed right next to Di-
vinity. Life isn’t going to feel normal for a long, long
time.”

The candy thermometer finally reached 245 degrees, so
I stopped stirring and carried the pot toward the buttered
pans I’d set out on the long counter beneath the window. I
couldn’t see Nicolette any longer. “I don’t even know how
I got into this mess. Why did Felicity suddenly care about
the festival? It’s not as if she would have made money
from it.”

“No.” Nicolette came further into the kitchen. “And it’s
not as if being in charge would have enhanced her reputa-
tion.”

“So what did she want?”

“I don’t know.” Nicolette leaned against the supply cup-
board. “I called Meena last night, but she refused to talk
about it. Maybe we’ll never know.”

“She wouldn’t talk to me, either,” I admitted as I poured
hot caramel into one pan and moved to the next. “The
mayor must have had some reason for making such a big
change. I hope he’ll tell me when I talk to him.”

“Yeah, well, good luck with that.” Nicolette watched
me pour another pan in silence. “Hey,” she said as I
checked the hot caramel for air bubbles, “what about her
sister? Ursula?”

“What about her?”

“Maybe she did it. I'll bet she can’t wait to get her
hands on Daddy’s money.”

“There’s enough of it, that’s for sure. But do you think
she wants control of Drake Development enough to get her
sister out of the way?”

“I don’t know. She might not even get the company. It
might go to Jacqueline.”

I shook my head firmly. “I’ll bet Felicity made sure a
long time ago that Jacqueline wouldn’t get a thing.”

“Okay, then, Oliver. Unless old Andrew tied the busi-
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ness up in some kind of trust to keep it in the family.
Knowing how he felt about outsiders, I wouldn’t be a bit
surprised.”

“Yeah, well, nobody’s going to know that except Felic-
ity’s attorney. He’d be able to tell us if anyone in the fam-
ily had a motive for murder.”

“The murder you’re not going to investigate.”

I glanced over my shoulder. “That’s the one.” At least
for now. If people started crossing the street to avoid me, I
might have to rethink my decision.

Nicolette laughed and started to turn away, but some-
thing outside the kitchen window caught her attention. She
stood on tiptoe to get a better look. “What’s going on out
there now?”

I followed her gaze and saw a large delivery truck
stopped in the middle of the street a few doors uphill. Its
driver tried in vain to get past the police with a handcart
filled with boxes. When they stopped him, he gestured
broadly, first at Divinity, then toward the back of his truck,
where it looked like three more stacks of boxes waited to
be unloaded, every one of which bore the logo of my
largest supplier.

I thought I’d received everything from my last order,
but I'd been too busy to reconcile all my paperwork lately,
so it was possible that I had an outstanding shipment. “I
can’t leave this caramel right now,” I said over my shoul-
der to Nicolette. “Would you mind seeing what that’s all
about?”

Nodding, Nicolette let herself out the back door. She
was back in two minutes holding an invoice. “It’s for you,”
she said, holding out the invoice so I could see it. “Seven
gallons of peppermint extract and twenty cases of pepper-
mint disks.”

A drop of still-hot caramel hit my finger, and I nearly
lost my grip on the pan. I swore and lunged for the sink.
“That’s a mistake,” I said as I flushed the burn with cold



52 Sammi Carter

water. “I never ordered any of that. Would you tell the
driver I refuse shipment?”

Nicolette glanced out the window with a frown. “Too
late. He’s already gone. I didn’t realize—" She broke off,
looking sheepish.

“You signed for it?”

“I thought you wanted it.”

A dull ache started in my forehead and pulsed with
every heartbeat. “It would take me years to use that much
peppermint,” I said, trying not to overreact. “But don’t
worry about it. It’s not your fault. I’ll work it out with the
supplier.”

“Are you sure? I feel horrible.”

“Of course I'm sure.” I sent her a reassuring smile and
finished pouring the caramel. But this camel’s back was al-
ready starting to ache. I wasn’t sure how many more straws
I could take without breaking.

When Karen came back from lunch twenty minutes
later, she stopped cold at the sight of the boxes piled in the
kitchen. “What in the hell is all this?”

Since we still hadn’t had any customers, I’d been clean-
ing out the old refrigerator we keep for personal stuff. I
tossed an unidentifiable something into the trash can at my
side. “Don’t ask.”

“Did you order this?”

“Nope.” I straightened with an old jar of mayonnaise in
one hand and an empty mustard bottle in the other. “I’'m
guessing from your reaction that you didn’t, either.”

“No, of course not. What is it?”

“Twenty-seven cases of assorted peppermint.” I nodded
toward the counter near the half wall. “The invoice is over
there.”

Scowling in confusion, Karen crossed the room. “If you
didn’t order it, why did you accept it?”

“I didn’t. Nicolette signed for it.” I tossed the jars into
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the garbage and cut off her next question with, “Long
story. I’ll explain everything later.”

Karen picked up the invoice and let out an audible gasp.
“Did you see the total amount due? This is nuts!”

“Tell me about it. As soon as I’m finished with this, I’1l
call Sweet Dreams and straighten the whole thing out.”

“Call now.”

“I’m almost finished. Only a few more containers I
have no intention of opening.”

“If you wait much longer, they’ll be closed for the day,”
Karen said, wagging the invoice under my nose. “If you
wait until tomorrow, they’ll use that to argue we should
keep it. We need to straighten this out now.”

She had a point, so I closed the refrigerator and headed
into the cramped room that serves as Divinity’s office.
While Karen hovered in the doorway, I punched the sup-
plier’s number into the phone and began the arduous task
of working my way through the automated answering sys-
tem.

Of the dozen or so choices the computer-generated sys-
tem gave me, none included speaking to a live person.
Frustrated, I punched 0 and paced back and forth inside the
cluttered office while I listened to an instrumental rendi-
tion of “Light My Fire.” After what seemed like an eter-
nity, I heard a series of beeps, a couple of clicks,
and—finally—a live voice. “Customer Service, this is
Penny.”

Penny spoke with a Southern accent so thick she pro-
nounced her name with three syllables instead of two.

“Hi, Penny,” I said, trying to sound cooperative and
friendly. No sense starting the conversation on the wrong
foot. “This is Abby Shaw from Divinity in Paradise, Col-
orado. I just received a shipment from you, but I think
there must be some mistake.”

“I’'m sorry about that,” Penny chirped. “Are you miss-
ing items?”
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“Actually, no. You sent me twenty-seven cases of pep-
permint I never ordered.”

“We did?” Penny’s drawl lost some of its lilt. “T can’t
imagine how we made a mistake like that. Hold on while I
check the invoice. If there’s been a mistake, you can send
the merchandise back with the driver, and we’ll credit your
account as soon as we receive it.”

“Tell them we don’t want it,” Karen prompted.

I nodded and perched on one corner of my desk. “There
has been a mistake,” I told Penny, “but the driver has al-
ready gone.”

“He left without a signature?”

“Well, no, but the person who signed for the shipment
wasn’t authorized to accept it. Technically speaking.”

The warmth in Penny’s voice evaporated completely.
“I’m not sure I understand. The driver left our shipment at
the wrong place?”

Letting the driver take the blame might have been the
easiest way to get a refund, but it wouldn’t have been fair,
and my conscience wouldn’t let me do it. “Not exactly. He
couldn’t get to our store because . ..” I didn’t want to tell
her there had been a murder in our parking lot, so I skirted
the issue and finished with, “. . . it’s complicated.”

“I see. So who signed for the delivery?”

“Tell them we don’t want it,” Karen urged again.

I waved a hand to let her know I had the conversation
under control, but that only earned me a disapproving
scowl.

“A friend who happened to be here when the delivery
arrived signed for it,” I told Penny. “I didn’t even realize
what was happening until she brought the invoice to me. If
I had, believe me, I would have refused delivery.”

“It was a mistake to send her out there,” Karen mum-
bled, as if I hadn’t figured that out for myself.

“I see,” Penny said again, her voice flat. The sound of
fingers clicking on a keyboard filled the silence for a mo-
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ment before Penny said, “You say you never placed this
order?”

“No, I didn’t. So, really, the question of who signed for
it is beside the point.”

“But I have record here of an order for seven gallons of
peppermint extract and twenty cases of peppermint disks.
Is that what you received?”

Stunned into silence, I studied the invoice for a minute.
At over three hundred dollars a gallon, payment on the ex-
tract alone would send Divinity to bankruptcy court. “Yes,
that’s what I received, but I didn’t place that order.”

“The order was placed on April fifteenth.”

“Not by me,” I insisted. I covered the receiver with one
hand and whispered to Karen, “She says we placed that
order on the fifteenth of April.”

“She’s wrong,” Karen said firmly. “Neither of us would
have done something that ridiculous.”

“This whole thing is a mistake,” I told Penny, speaking
slowly and clearly so she couldn’t possibly misunderstand.
“I want you to send someone to pick up everything the
driver left here today.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Ms. Shaw. These items were
part of a clearance sale. There are no returns and no re-
funds.”

“But I didn’t order it. None of it. Not even one gallon.
You can’t force me to take product I didn’t order, even if it
is on clearance.”

“But you did place the order,” Penny said, her voice in-
furiatingly calm. “Or at least someone from your store did.
Sweet Dreams would never send you product you hadn’t
asked for.”

“Well, you did this time.”

“I have a purchase order number,” Penny said, “if that
would help you figure out what happened.”

“I know what happened,” I snarled. “Someone has
made a huge mistake. Someone at your end.”
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“I’'m sorry you feel that way.” Penny seemed to grow
more calm by the second, while I was just the opposite.
“The number I have here is BN-415. Maybe that will help
you track down what happened.”

I was clenching my jaw so tightly, the muscles in my
face ached. “It doesn’t help at all. We don’t use purchase
orders here.”

“But I have one on the order. BN-415.”

“So you said, but we’re a small shop. Just two people
and sometimes three, and I’'m the only person autho-
rized—" A thought hit me then and stopped me midsen-
tence. My stomach churned the way it had after I'd spent
an entire afternoon grazing on Aunt Grace’s candy the
summer I turned eight.

BN-415. Beatrice Neville, April 15. It would be just
like my cousin Bea, who resented me for inheriting Divin-
ity, to place an order like this. Bea, who never turned down
an opportunity to take over, change what I’d done, or show
me where she thought I’d gone wrong. Bea, who was con-
vinced that I was going to run Divinity into the ground if
she didn’t prevent me from doing so.

I closed my eyes and took a couple of deep breaths.
Maybe Bea wasn’t responsible, I told myself. Maybe it
was just an odd coincidence. “I’'ll uh ... I’ll do a little re-
search at this end,” I said.

Eyes wild, Karen flew into the room. “Don’t let them
push you around. This is not our fault.” When I discon-
nected the call, she looked at me as if I'd suddenly
sprouted a third and fourth head. “Are you crazy? They’re
never going to take the shipment back now.”

I sank into the chair behind the desk. “Take a look at the
purchase order number.”

“We don’t use purchase orders.”

“Just look at it. BN, Beatrice Neville, 415. Didn’t she
work that afternoon while I finished the taxes?”

The fire left Karen’s eyes, and her knees seemed to give
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out on her. “Oh, but surely—I mean, she wouldn’t dare . . .
Would she?”

“We’re talking about Bea,” I reminded her.

“But we can’t afford this.”

“Tell me about it.”

Karen sank into a chair and closed her eyes in despair.
“You have to talk to her. You have to convince her to fix
this.”

“Oh, I'll talk to her,” I promised. “I don’t know what
she can say. The entire shipment was on clearance, and
Sweet Dreams isn’t going to take it back, but I'1l definitely
talk to her.”

Could things get any worse? Scratch that. I knew they
could, and I didn’t want to tempt fate.

Now that Felicity was dead and I was acting chair of the
arts festival committee, I could put Divinity’s booth back
in the lineup, but why bother if everything I had to sell was
peppermint flavored? Peppermint overload might be a hit
in December, but not in May.

But why was I worried? Unless the police solved Felic-
ity’s murder quickly, we might not have a festival. In that
case, what I offered for sale in Divinity’s booth wouldn’t
be an issue.
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Karen and I lzept the store open until seven that
evening—not that it mattered. A few people came through
the doors that afternoon, but only to satisfy their curiosity
about the yellow crime scene tape stretched across the
parking lot. Sales on the cash register when we rang out for
the evening hit an all-time low.

I had only an hour before a meeting of the festival com-
mittee, but if I waited until the next day to talk with Bea, I
probably wouldn’t get any sleep that night. I loaded Max
into my Jetta and aimed the car across town toward Bea’s
house. I could have called her on the phone, but this con-
versation was too important. I had to look her in the eye
when I asked her about the order, and I needed her to see
that I meant business when I told her to stay away from Di-
vinity from here on out.

Bea lives with her husband in a small home on the east
bench of Paradise. It’s one of the oldest houses in town, a
two-bedroom number that I’d swear has been in a perpet-
ual state of renovation since Bea and Kenny bought it more
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than thirty years ago. I'm not sure whether that’s because
Kenny is a major procrastinator or because Bea is never
satisfied. Maybe it’s just a sad combination of both.

Just as the sun dropped behind the western mountains,
I pulled up in front of the house and let Max out of the car.
A light breeze ruffled the new leaves on the trees, filling
the air with the soft shhhh of quivering aspen. Kenny came
to the door when I rang the bell, and the rich smell of sim-
mering pot roast floated out into the cool, evening air.

Bea’s husband is in his midfifties, a tall man who has
bulked up a bit over the years but still looks pretty good for
a man his age. His hair might have been streaked with sil-
ver, but the wheat-blond made it hard to tell. He grinned
when he saw me, propped the screen door open with one
hand, and bent to scratch Max with the other.

“What brings you two here?” he asked when he
straightened again.

“I need to talk to Bea. Is she around?”

He jerked his head toward the back of the house.
“Cooking supper. We’re running late tonight. Go on back.
You’re welcome to stay if you haven’t eaten already.”

“Thanks,” I said, “but I can only stay a minute.” If I was
right about the peppermint overdose sitting inside Divinity,
Bea wouldn’t want me sticking around anyway.

She looked up as I came through the kitchen door, and
I could tell by the sour-patch expression on her face that
she’d heard me arrive. “We’re about to eat,” she said point-
edly. “Whatever you want, can it wait?”

Bea can be intimidating, but I was too angry to let her
get the best of me. “I won’t stay long, but I need to ask you
about a shipment I received today from Sweet Dreams.
Seven gallons of peppermint oil and twenty cases of pep-
permint disks. Do you know anything about it?”

Bea bent to pull a cast-iron pot from the oven. “You had
to drive all the way over here to ask that?”

“I was out taking care of some other things,” I said, the
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lie rolling off my tongue easily. “I was close, so I decided
to just drop by. I called Sweet Dreams today when the
order arrived. They told me someone from the store had or-
dered it.”

Bea set the pot on an empty burner and tossed her oven
mitts into a corner. “What if I did?”

Confronting my relatives isn’t easy for me to do. I'm car-
rying around twenty years of guilt for leaving town and turn-
ing my back on them, and they know it. Some try to relieve
that guilt. Some don’t. Bea falls into the latter category.

“If you did,” I said, “then we have a problem. For one
thing, Divinity can’t afford to pay for the order. For an-
other, you’ve made it impossible for me to place the order
I had planned for next week.”

Bea shot me with a laser-beam glare. “Two years ago, it
wouldn’t have been a problem. Are you saying that you’ve
dragged the store into some kind of financial trouble?”

“The store has been struggling since Aunt Grace died,”
I admitted. “But that has nothing to do with me. In fact, I
think I’'m doing pretty well, considering.” I didn’t mention
the money Grace had divided between the rest of the
cousins in her will. I didn’t want Bea to think I begrudged
them their inheritance. But as a result, the store’s cash re-
serves had already been low when I got there.

One of Bea’s eyebrows arched pointedly. “Do you?”

“Yes, I do, but that’s beside the point. Who authorized
you to order those supplies, Bea? I know I didn’t.”

“You left me in charge of the store while you were
doing your taxes. I became aware of a spectacular sale on
supplies that I knew the store would need in the winter.”

“Seven gallons of flavor 0il? One flavor?”

“It was a great price.”

The smug look on her pinched face made me want to
shake her, but I tightened my hands into fists and held
them at my sides. “If you think that, then you should pay
for the shipment. I can’t afford it.”
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She reached into a cupboard and pulled out plates and
glasses. “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t have that kind of
money.”

“All the more reason for you to have checked with me
before you placed the order. The arts festival is just three
weeks away, and now I can’t afford to get the supplies I
need. Thanks to you, I’'ll be stuck selling nothing but pep-
permint. Why are you so determined to make sure I fail?”

Bea rolled her eyes and pushed past me into the square
dining area that looked out over a postage-stamp-sized
backyard. “That’s nonsense. Why would I want you to
fail?”

“Maybe because you resent the fact that Aunt Grace left
the store to me. We both know you think you could have
done the job better.”

Very slowly, Bea straightened and turned to look at me.
Her eyes glittered with some emotion I couldn’t name, but
it made me distinctly uncomfortable. “I could have done
the job better,” she said stiffly. “I think we both know that.
This latest mess you’ve brought on the family should be
the straw that broke the camel’s back. But you’re my
cousin, and while there are times I don’t like you very
much, you are family. I would never do anything to pur-
posely make you fail.”

I didn’t know whether anger or embarrassment was
stronger. Bea has that effect on me sometimes. But anger
is easier for me to deal with, so I went with that. “I didn’t
bring any mess on the family,” I snarled. “And you have no
right ordering supplies for the store unless I ask you to.
From now on, please remember that.”

She drew herself up to her full height and skimmed a
look down her nose meant to crush me. If I hadn’t been so
angry, it probably would have. “Don’t worry, Abby. If you
really believe that of me, when all I’ve tried to do is help,
there won’t be a next time. I won’t darken your door
again.”
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“Yeah? Well, you’ve promised that before, and look
what happened.”

Alook of hurt flashed across her face, but it disappeared
so quickly I wasn’t sure I'd actually seen it. Whether real
or imagined, it ignited a spark of guilt inside me.

“I don’t know what happened to you out there in Cali-
fornia,” Bea snarled. “You didn’t used to be so selfish.”

That’s all I needed to extinguish that annoying guilt.
“Don’t try to make this about me,” I warned. “You’re the
one who has put Divinity in this position, not me.”

“Divinity should be in a position to take advantage of a
great opportunity when one comes along.”

“Twenty-seven cases of assorted peppermint? Come on,
Bea. You and I both know that’s not a great opportunity for
an operation our size. It’s overkill.”

Bea slammed a cupboard door and glared at me across
the counter. “Fine. Now, if there’s nothing else you want to
berate me over, I would like to serve dinner to my family.”

I was as eager as she was to end the conversation. I piv-
oted away. “No, that’s it.”

I heard another cupboard slam shut as I plowed through
the house and grabbed Max’s leash. It wasn’t my fault, I
told myself again. I didn’t want to alienate Bea, but she
was so damn stubborn, I didn’t know how else to get her
to back off. Divinity wasn’t hers, and the sooner she ac-
cepted that, the better off we’d all be.

I was halfway down the walk when I heard someone call
my name. Turning, I saw Iris Quinn waving at me from her
yard across the street. Iris is a small woman of about sixty,
with a wide smile, teeth too large for her face, and graying
hair that hangs to the middle of her back. She runs Once
Upon a Crime, a mystery bookstore downtown, and no mat-
ter the weather, she’s always wearing a cardigan.

She’s a nice woman, but she likes to talk. After my ar-
gument with Bea, I wasn’t in the mood to socialize.
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I waved back and pulled my keys from my pocket, but
before I could get into the car, Iris abandoned her garden-
ing and called, “Abby? Do you have a minute?”

I came this close to saying no, but none of this was Iris’s
fault. I took a couple of calming breaths and shoved my ar-
gument with Bea to the back of my mind before leading
Max across the street. Iris met us at the end of her drive-
way. She wore a pair of khaki pants with dirt stains on the
knees and a faded purple T-shirt that had seen better days
under a plain gray sweater. Smudges of soil dotted her
cheeks and nose, but I don’t think she realized it was there.

“I heard about Felicity,” she said when I drew up beside
her. “It’s horrible, isn’t it?”

I was tired of thinking about the murder, but Iris knew
people and heard things. If she knew something that could
help, didn’t I have a civic duty to listen? “Yes,” I said, try-
ing to drum up a little enthusiasm, “it is.”

“Was she really killed at Divinity?”

That was a rumor I wanted to squelch right away. “Not
at all. Her body was in a car in the parking lot.”

“And you found her. Did I hear that right?”

The curiosity sparkling in Iris’s eyes made me cautious. “I
was there when she was found. Oliver Birch and I both were.”

Those curious eyes narrowed. “You were with Oliver? I
didn’t realize the two of you were friends.”

“We’re not. I ran into him on the street a few minutes
before that. We were discussing how to get Meena back to
work on the festival planning committee.”

“I heard about that.” Iris lowered her voice as if she
worried about being overheard. “Why did the mayor re-
move her?”

“I don’t know. She’s not talking about it. I was going to
talk to him about it today, but I got a little sidetracked.”

That earned me a sympathetic smile. “I’m sure you did.
Do you think Felicity’s murder has anything to do with all
of that?”
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“With the festival?” I shook my head. “There’s no rea-
son for anyone to kill her just because she stepped in as
committee chair. It’s not that big a deal.”

She gave that some thought. “I suppose not, but it’s an
odd coincidence, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it is. The murderer is probably counting on
everyone thinking that.”

I couldn’t tell if Iris agreed with that or not. She moved
away from the idea before I could find out. “Did Oliver
have any ideas about how to get Meena back on the com-
mittee?”

“I’m afraid not. I thought maybe he could convince Fe-
licity to step down—for the good of the festival and all
that—but he wouldn’t.”

Scowling slightly, Iris brushed a twig from the sleeve of
her cardigan. “Nobody could ever convince Felicity to do
anything, not even Oliver.”

“Yeah. Well. I never got the chance to find out. She was
already dead before we had the conversation.”

“It’s such a shame,” Iris said. “So senseless, but murder
always is. Do the police know what time she was killed?”

“It had to be sometime after midnight and before six.”

Iris gazed up the street as if she was looking toward
town, but the sun had slipped so far behind the mountains
we could barely see to the corner. “I know Felicity wasn’t
well-liked, but I really can’t imagine why anyone would
want to kill her.”

“Well, somebody had a motive,” 1 said with a thin
smile. “I’'m sure the police will figure it all out soon
enough. But it does make you wonder, doesn’t it? The big
question is, who’s going to benefit from her death?”

Frowning thoughtfully, Iris bent to scratch Max be-
tween the ears. “I'm sure Oliver will. And Ursula.” She
glanced up sheepishly. “Not that I’'m accusing either one of
them. Oliver’s such a gentle man, and he was so devoted
to her. And Ursula . . . well, she comes into the store some-
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times. I don’t know her well, but I can’t imagine her mur-
dering her own sister.”

I could, but I didn’t say so. “There were no bad feelings
between Felicity and Ursula?”

“Well, I don’t know for sure. The Drakes have always
kept to themselves. Ursula never said anything about Fe-
licity. And why would she hurt her sister after Felicity gave
her a place to live all these years? Felicity didn’t have to
take Ursula in after she lost all her own money, you know.”

“You don’t think Ursula resented the fact that Felicity
treated her as little more than an employee?”

“I’ve never had that impression, but Carma knows her
much better than I do.” Carma is Iris’s longtime friend and
roommate. Almost everyone in town accepts that they’re
more than just friends, but neither Iris nor Carma has ever
admitted it aloud. Iris stopped scratching Max and
sobered. “Actually, Ursula is the reason I wanted to talk to

you.”

“Oh?”

“Carma delivered a shipment of books to her this after-
noon, and apparently she said some things . . .” She broke

off with an uncomfortable laugh. “I’'m sure it’s just the
grief of the moment, but I thought you should know that
Ursula thinks you . .. That you ... Well, I might as well
come right out with it. She’s saying that you pushed your
way into Felicity’s house last night and that you had an ar-
gument with her.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “I didn’t
push my way in,” I assured her. “Ursula let me in.” I didn’t
add that she’d needed some convincing. It seemed like an
unnecessary detail.

“Ursula told Carma that you threatened Felicity. Is that
true?”

My heart turned to stone in my chest, and Ursula
dropped several spots on my list of favorite people. “No,
it’s not true. I asked Felicity to leave the festival commit-
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tee so Meena could finish what she started. She refused,
and that was that.”

Iris put a hand on my arm and looked deep into my
eyes. “I’'m not for one minute suggesting that I think you
killed her, Abby. But you need to know that Ursula is talk-
ing, and some people are getting concerned.”

I held back a bitter laugh. I'd worked my tail off over
the past eighteen months to carve out a new place for my-
self in Paradise. Now, thanks to Felicity Asbury and her
sister, I stood to lose everything I'd gained. “Well, you can
tell those people to relax,” I told Iris. “I didn’t kill her.”

“Why was she in your parking lot? Was she there to see
you?”

“If she was, I didn’t know about it.”

“So she just showed up for no reason?”

“I’'m sure she had a reason,” I said cautiously. “I just
don’t know what it was.”

Iris’s plain face puckered into a deep scowl, but she pat-
ted my arm gently. “Well, of course you don’t. It’s just
such an unfortunate situation, with Ursula telling people
that you threatened Felicity and then her turning up dead
right on your doorstep.”

“She wasn’t on my doorstep.” Yeah, I know. Close
enough. But I thought the distinction was important. “And
I didn’t threaten her, but apparently Ursula has some rea-
son for wanting people to think I did.”

Iris’s eyes widened with shock. “Oh, I can’t imagine
Ursula—I mean, I know she’s reserved and difficult to get
to know, but I just can’t imagine her being capable of
something so mean-spirited. Why would she try to make
you look guilty?”

“Maybe she murdered Felicity herself. If Felicity
pushed her far enough, I’'m sure even Ursula would protect
herself.”

Iris’s glance flashed to meet mine. “But Ursula is such
a gentle soul.”
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“So gentle she’s trying to make me look guilty of her
sister’s murder?”’

“Oh, I don’t think she’s trying to do that. She’s just try-
ing to help the police figure out who killed Felicity, that’s
all. You did go out there last night. You said so yourself.”

It’s true. I had said so. All at once it seemed like a good
idea to stop talking before I said anything else. I glanced at
my watch and tried to look surprised by the passing of
time. “I’m sorry, Iris.  have a meeting in town in ten min-
utes, and I'll be lucky to make it if I leave now.”

She drew her hand away from my arm, but even in the
twilight I could see questions still flashing in her eyes. “Of
course. I didn’t mean to keep you. I just thought you
should know.”

I mumbled a thank-you and led Max across the street. I
won’t deny that I breathed a little easier once I was in the
Jetta and driving away. Iris was only one person, but how
many others had heard Ursula’s story? And how many be-
lieved it?
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I smelled trouble the minute I walked into the
guild hall a few minutes later. The other committee mem-
bers were already there, gathered around the oval table in
the community dining area and wearing long faces.

Rachel met my gaze as I came through the door. She
was back to her usual dressed-to-kill self in a caramel silk
blouse and pants the color of tempered chocolate. Her hair
had that casually tousled look that takes hours to perfect. I
think. I’ve never actually accomplished it. Unfortunately,
the expression on her face sent a chill skittering up my
spine.

Sliding into the empty chair at Rachel’s side, I asked,
“Am I late? I thought the meeting started at eight.”

“It does,” Rachel assured me. “Apparently the rest of
the committee decided to have a premeeting meeting.”

I glanced from face to face around the table, but none of
the others would look at me. “Anything I should know
about?”

Charmaine Frye, a slender woman with thin, flyaway
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hair, spoke up before Rachel could. “As a matter of fact,
there is. We’ve been talking about Felicity’s murder and
the impact it’s going to have on the festival.”

“I see. And what did you decide?”

Marisol Delgado, a softly curved woman with short, dark
hair and expressive brown eyes, glanced up from the note-
book in front of her. “There’s no question that it will have an
impact.” Her gaze settled at about cheek level, not quite mak-
ing it to my eyes. “I think we all know that, don’t we?”

Rachel snorted a laugh. “We don’t know anything.
We’re speculating, that’s all. Making any decisions based
on nothing more substantial than what we think might hap-
pen is dangerous.”

Kirby North huffed with irritation. “Climb down off
your soapbox, Rachel. We’re talking about using common
sense, that’s all. Doing what’s best for the majority.
There’s nothing wrong with that, so stop trying to make us
feel guilty.”

Charmaine turned a smile on me that was so brittle, I
expected her face to crack. “Of course you know it’s noth-
ing personal, Abby. It’s just that the festival has already
taken a couple of direct hits. We don’t need any more bad
publicity.”

A few murmurs of agreement floated up from the table,
but nobody else made eye contact. “I guess I’'m supposed
to read between the lines here,” I said, “but I’'m not sure
what you’re trying so hard not to say.”

Yvette Owens looked up for the first time. “We think
you should leave the committee.”

Was she serious? Apparently so. I swallowed my irrita-
tion and asked, “Do you all feel that way?”

“Absolutely not,” Rachel snapped. “I have no intention
of turning my back on you.”

I flashed a grateful smile. I’d been without close friends
for a long time, and it felt good to know that someone had
my back. “But the rest of you want me to leave?”
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Kirby North sucked something from a tooth and
shrugged. “I’m not going to say one way or the other.”

“Because you have no opinion, or because you don’t
want to make waves?”

His gaze met mine for a full tenth of a second. “Because
I don’t think it matters. Whether or not you’re on the com-
mittee, the damage is already done.”

Shellee Marshall let out a heavy sigh and leaned so far
onto the table, her breasts nearly spilled out of her low-cut
blouse. “Of course it matters. Abby, like Charmaine said,
it’s nothing personal, but Felicity was found dead right
outside your door. People are going to be freaked out
enough about the murder. The more we can do to separate
the murder from the festival, the better.”

Rachel huffed disapproval. “And I still say that it’s
ridiculous to make Abby pay for something that wasn’t her
fault.”

Kirby cut her off with a wave of one massive hand.
“Shellee has a good point, and you know it. We should be
doing everything we can to insulate the festival at this
point.”

“Felicity was found dead in the parking lot near my
shop,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time in the
past fourteen hours. “That doesn’t mean I killed her.”

“Nobody said you did,” Marisol assured me. “But
you’re connected to the murder in people’s minds.”

“She went to see Felicity last night because we asked
her to,” Rachel reminded them.

“Whoever killed Felicity must have known that,” I said.
“I think someone must have seen it as a good opportunity
to cast suspicion away from themself and onto someone
else.”

A couple of people mumbled under their breaths, but I
couldn’t hear what they said well enough to guess whether
they agreed with me or not. “I understand why you’re con-
cerned,” I assured them, “but if I walk away now, that will
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make it seem as if I'm admitting I’'m guilty. There’s no
way I’'m going to do that.”

Yvette Owens shook her head briskly and set the long
bands of silver dangling from her ears jingling. “I don’t
think that’s true at all. You’d just be doing what’s best for
the rest of us. For the group as a whole.”

Yeah. Well. Call me selfish, but I was a little more con-
cerned about me as an individual.

“The committee has already lost its chair,” Rachel
pointed out needlessly. “Two chairs, if you want to get
technical. If Abby leaves, too, there won’t be anybody left
who knows what’s going on.”

Shellee looked thoughtful. “She has a point,” she said to
the others.

Charmaine nodded and glanced around the table to see
what the others thought.

“I suppose as long as there’s no direct connection be-
tween Divinity and the murder,” Marisol said.

Kirby drummed his beefy fingers on the tabletop. “I
guess we could watch and see what happens over the next
few days.”

Their enthusiasm was underwhelming, but [ wasn’t in a
position to complain.

“Nobody really wants you to leave,” Marisol assured
me. “We’re trying to make sure the festival doesn’t suffer,
but it’s nothing personal.”

Easy for her to say. It sure felt personal to me. I’d prom-
ised Jawarski that I wouldn’t get involved in the investiga-
tion, but that was before I found out I was already
involved—the wrong way.

I hit the sack the minute I got home that night and slept
surprisingly hard all night. By the time I woke up the next
morning, the building was already shaking with the sounds
of hammers, saws, country music, and whatever else the
guys were playing around with down on the second floor.
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Knowing that Wyatt’s buddies, Charlie Stackhouse and
Toby Yager, were in the house, I slipped into an old T-shirt
and sweatpants before I scuffed into the kitchen to start
coffee. They’d been hard at work for two weeks already,
and I still couldn’t see any discernable progress.

Because they were working on their own time, Wyatt
was beginning to take exception to my unnatural and un-
grateful hurry. I was beginning to take exception to Wyatt
in general —especially after the past few days. If it hadn’t
been for those two nasty citations from the health depart-
ment, I would have marched downstairs and sent them all
packing.

The citations weren’t critical, thank God. Aunt Grace
had been meticulous about keeping the building up to
code. But pipes, wiring, and other things invariably got
old, and that meant I had to make a handful of changes be-
fore the end of the month if I wanted to keep the store
open. Which, of course, I did.

If I wanted free labor—the only kind of labor I could
afford after spending my savings on lumber, tools, and
other construction material—I had to take advantage of
Wyatt’s offer to spend his vacation working for me. Some-
one dropped something heavy downstairs, and dust seeped
under the door into the apartment’s tiny kitchen. Normally,
it wouldn’t have bothered me—at least not a lot—but the
past couple of days had left me feeling as if every nerve in
my body was on fire.

I watched the dust rise up to coat the table and counter,
debating whether to scream or pull my hair out. Before I
could decide, my tone-deaf brother chose to add his voice
to a Tim McGraw/Faith Hill duet. I tossed a towel over the
coffeemaker, hoping to keep the dust out, and headed back
to the bedroom to get dressed, but before I got even
halfway down the hall, a loud boom rocked the building.

Swearing under my breath, I pushed through the veils
of Visqueen between my apartment and the building’s sec-
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ond floor. Max trotted behind me, his little stub of tail wag-
ging with anticipation over the adventure.

When I realized that billowing dust filled the entire sec-
ond floor, I pulled the neck of my T-shirt over my mouth
and nose and told myself not to panic. The guys knew what
they were doing . . . at least I hoped they did.

As the dust began to clear, I spotted Wyatt, Toby, and
Charlie in the middle of the room, all staring at a pile of de-
bris. Each of them wore that blank, slightly surprised look
a cat gets when it knocks something onto the floor.

Wyatt and I have been mending our relationship since I
came back to Paradise, but there will probably always be a
little wedge between us. You just can’t undo what’s been
done, no matter how much you might want to. Anyway, the
hope that we could undo most of it kept me from yelling at
him.

When Max saw Wyatt, his little stub of tail began to
move faster. I don’t know why the dog likes hanging out
with the guys while they’re working, but he’s much hap-
pier amid all the bedlam than upstairs alone. I have to be
honest and admit that I’'m happier when he’s not chewing
up my stuff. He’s calmed down a lot since he first came to
live with me, but I still find the occasional ravaged shoe or
gnawed tube of lip gloss when I climb the stairs after work.

Charlie saw me coming and rolled his eyes at the others
as if to say, here it comes. Sometimes Charlie really an-
noys me. He’s been Wyatt’s best friend since they were
kids, and there are times when I think he holds a bigger
grudge against me for leaving Paradise than Wyatt does.

I ignored Charlie and asked Wyatt, “What happened?”

Toby ran a nervous hand across his freshly shaved head
and shifted his weight from side to side almost as if he
didn’t trust my veneer of calm.

He didn’t need to worry. Not really. The Shaws are a
passionate family. We’re ruled by emotion, every one of
us. But years of living with my ex-husband, Roger, and
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pursuing a career in the law had taught me how to main-
tain my cool under most circumstances.

The portable stereo in the corner switched to a Toby
Keith song. I leaned in close and shouted, “Can you turn
that off for a minute so I can hear?”

Wyatt’s mouth twitched beneath his mustache and he
shared a look with Charlie. “Whatever you say, boss.”

It wasn’t what he said, but how he said it that stuck in
my craw. Deep down, Wyatt’s a good guy. It’s just that his
best qualities are buried under forty-five years of macho
bullshit, which sometimes makes them difficult to find.

“Can the sarcasm, okay? Whatever that was, it nearly
brought the building down around my ears.” So I exagger-
ated. I had a point to make, and subtleties are lost on my
brother. “All I asked was what happened. I don’t think I'm
being overly demanding to want an answer.”

Wrinkles appeared around Wyatt’s eyes. “We’re work-
ing.”

“You knocked down a wall?”

“Had to. You need that wiring fixed, don’t you?”

The pressure of the past couple of days made my head
ache. “Yes, I do,” I snapped, “but I thought it might be pos-
sible to replace a few wires without razing the building.”

Wyatt’s expression went cold, and he held the hammer
toward me. “You know so much more than I do? Go ahead
and take over. I don’t mind spending the rest of my vaca-
tion in front of the television.”

Toby snorted. Charlie moved a few feet away and
poured coffee from a thermos.

“I don’t want you to quit,” I assured my brother. “I ap-
preciate what you’re doing for me.”

“Then let me do it.”

“It’s just that I didn’t realize you’d be knocking down
entire walls. I thought you said this would be a minor ren-
ovation, not a major remodel.”

Wyatt shared a long-suffering look with his buddies.
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“This is an old building, Abby. It’s in worse shape than any
of us could have guessed.”

Oh goody! More bad news. I groaned and rubbed my
temples. “How bad?”

“The wood in this wall was nearly rotted through. It had
to come down.”

“Fine. How much will it cost to rebuild it?”

Wyatt shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Charlie thinks
we’re going to have to replace the windows overlooking
the street, and the floor over on the west side is bad. Looks
like water damage.”

I perched on a nearby sawhorse and made myself ask,
“From what?”

Another shrug and a glance at the ceiling. “Leak in the
upstairs bathroom, maybe. Or could just be from those
windows. Looks like the seal’s been bad for a while.”

I could almost see my bank balance swirling down the
aforementioned toilet. “Is that all that’s wrong?”

“So far.”

I rubbed a little harder at my temples and wondered if
there was anyone out there willing to extend me credit. I
hadn’t checked my credit rating lately, but it hadn’t been
really healthy since the divorce. Roger and I had lived
well, but not because of our annual incomes. It had been
Roger’s family money that allowed us to live in an upscale
condo with a view of Sacramento.

After the divorce, the senior partners at the law firm
where Roger and I worked had decided he was more valu-
able to the firm than I was, and they’d showed me the door.
The shock of losing my job had been minor compared to
the shock of finding Roger and his little playmate copulat-
ing on my bedroom floor, but the two things combined had
sent me into a tailspin.

In just a few months, I"d run through my meager sav-
ings. I don’t like admitting it, but poverty had been the cat-
alyst that drove me home to Paradise. That and the need to
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have a roof over my head while I figured out which direc-
tion I wanted my life to go. I'd never dreamed that I'd land
here for good.

The point is, I didn’t exactly have deep pockets. Not
deep enough to embark on a major construction project,
anyway. Not that I had a choice. The building was falling
apart, so I had to do something.

While I contemplated my options in the middle of the
war zone that had once been the second-floor meeting
room, sawdust and dirt coated my hair and settled in
creases I didn’t even know I had. “Is there any of this that
can wait until business picks up again for the summer?”

Toby held back a belch. Classy. “You think it will pick
up? I mean, what about the dead lady in the parking lot?
People don’t like shopping where somebody has died.
Freaks ’em out or something.”

“Felicity’s death has nothing to do with Divinity,” I
said, but even I could hear the lack of conviction in my
voice. I was starting to think I might be the only person in
Paradise who believed that.

Toby lifted one shoulder and turned away.

I told myself to stay focused on the crisis du jour. “Can we
forget about the murder and talk about the renovations?”

Wyatt shrugged to show he didn’t mind.

Charlie took a moment longer to make the shift. “Trou-
ble is,” he said after a while, “you’ve got some pretty seri-
ous structural damage here. We could put a patch on it, but
it’s just gonna get worse. You wait, you could find yourself
with some real trouble.”

“This doesn’t qualify as real?” I didn’t want to ask how
much worse it could get. He might tell me. “What kind of
money are we looking at to fix everything now?”

“I don’t know yet,” Wyatt said. I thought I spotted a
gleam of sympathy in his dark eyes, but that only made me
feel worse. “I can talk to a few people. Come up with an
estimate.”
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Somehow I managed to squeeze “Thanks,” around the
lump in my throat. The catch in my voice embarrassed me,
and I turned away so they wouldn’t see me cry.

Too late. Wyatt got all mushy on me. He cleared his
throat and came to stand in front of me, embarking on a
thorough study of the toe of his boot. “Look, Abby, if you
need a loan, Lizzie and I might be able to help out a little.”

His offer surprised and touched me. I didn’t let myself
say no, but I wasn’t seriously considering saying yes, ei-
ther. So I didn’t say anything at all. Wyatt and his wife
Elizabeth had reconciled only a couple of months earlier,
and they were still walking on eggshells around each other.
I didn’t want to add stress on their marriage.

Even so, as I stood there surrounded by chaos, I had the
strangest impulse to hug my brother. Wyatt and I aren’t the
touchy-feely type, though, so I settled for putting a hand on
his shoulder. “Let’s find out how bad it is,” I said. “Then I
can figure out what to do.”

“Sure. But you know . . .” He cleared his throat again,
and his gaze flickered to my face for half a second. I guess
he felt just about as uncomfortable as I did.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.” And I did. It was getting
harder and harder to stay positive, but at least I wasn’t
going through this alone.
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Trying to lzeep a firm grip on my emotions, |
stood under the spray of a hot shower until the water
started to run cold. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I
climbed out, toweled myself dry, and threw on a pair of
jeans and a sweatshirt. I let Max drag me around the block
for a while, then left him with Wyatt while I went down-
stairs to work.

I found Karen in the kitchen, surrounded by gallon jugs
and stacks of boxes, a deep scowl on her face. The sharp
scent of peppermint overpowered even the heady aroma of
chocolate. She ran a quick glance over me as I came
through the kitchen door. “Any ideas about what we’re
going to do with all of this?”

Shaking my head, I dug a coffee filter out of the cup-
board and set to work making my second pot of the day. I
didn’t know how to tell her that we were in danger of being
voted out of the arts festival. Maybe it wasn’t fair to keep
her in the dark, but she’s been fighting clinical depression
for the past few years, and I’'m never sure how much to tell
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her about anything. Some days she’s on. Some days she’s
not. I still have a hard time telling the difference. With any
luck, I’d find the real killer in time to save our spot in the
festival, and she’d never need to know.

The rising sun spilling in through the window turned
Karen’s auburn hair to flame. There are times when I envy
that hair. My own is dull by comparison, and I’ve never
had the patience to grow it longer than my chin.

“If you ask me,” Karen grumbled, “Bea ought to pay for
it, but that’ll never happen. I’ve been thinking, though.
Laid awake most of last night, in fact. I think I’ve come up
with an idea.”

I pulled two mugs from the cupboard. “Really? What?”

Karen put sugar and creamer on the table and held up a
cautionary hand. “I don’t have all the details worked out
yet.”

“You’ve still got more than I do. So tell me, what have
you come up with?”

“We both agree that all of this peppermint is outra-
geous, right?”

“To say the least.”

“So what if we did something outrageous with it for the
festival? Let’s invite people to talk about the peppermint
instead of treating it like it’s a huge mistake.”

Intrigued, I poured coffee into two mugs and joined
Karen at the table. “And how would we do that?”

“I don’t know exactly,” Karen admitted. “I was thinking
about making a bunch of huge peppermint lollipops—big
enough so that all the kids would want one. Maybe we
could make one really big one and have a drawing for it.
We could make peppermint the theme and have that old
Chubby Checker song playing from the booth...” She
broke off with an uncertain smile. “I don’t know if it would
work, but when life hands you peppermint—"

I laughed and finished for her. “Make lollipops?”

“Something like that.”
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Again, I considered telling her about the festival, but
even if we didn’t have the booth, we might still get plenty
of walk-in customers during the festival. The booth would
double our exposure, but we might survive without it.

As her smile slowly faded, she sat back in her chair and
picked up a spoon. For a long, uncomfortable moment she
focused on her coffee as if she’d never seen anything like
it before. “Have you heard from any of the other cousins?”

I immediately grew wary. “No. Am I going to?”

Karen lifted one shoulder in a casual shrug. “T don’t
know. You might.”

My heart dropped. Bea had worked her way through the
family a few months earlier, stirring up trouble with com-
plaints about the way I handled the store. It had taken way
more time than [ wanted to spend soothing ruffled feathers
and setting boundaries. Unfortunately, my family is no
good at respecting boundaries, and I had to be constantly
on the alert for a sneak attack. “Why?” I asked. “Has Bea
been on the phone with them again?”

Karen’s gaze flickered to my face for an instant. “I
don’t know if Bea started it this time or if someone else
did.” She sipped slowly, but she still didn’t make eye con-
tact. “Apparently one of them heard that we’d been kicked
out of the festival.”

My face grew warm, and I mentally cursed Paradise’s
overactive grapevine. There were good things about being
back home, but I wondered if I'd ever get used to the
whole town knowing my business almost before I did.
“Where did they hear that?”

“I don’t know. Is it true?”

There didn’t seem to be much point in hiding the truth
from her now. “Some people think that I'll damage the fes-
tival’s reputation if I'm there,” I admitted. “They think
people might stay away to avoid me. I convinced them to
give me some time, but there’s a possibility they may ask
us to leave.”
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She looked at me hard. “And just when were you going
to tell me about this?”

I felt about an inch tall. “I don’t know. I was hoping I
wouldn’t have to.”

She gave me a look that could have withered moun-
tains. “Really? How kind of you to protect me.”

Call me cynical, but she didn’t sound like she meant it.

“Seems to me,” she went on, “you don’t want me hav-
ing any real say in what goes on around here. Making me
assistant manager was all just a smokescreen, wasn’t it?”

I so didn’t want to have this conversation right then, but
I’m smart enough to know that putting her off wouldn’t be
a good idea. “It only happened last night. I haven’t seen
you until now.”

“My phone works.”

“It was late. I didn’t want to wake you up.”

Karen laughed harshly. “At least tell the truth, Abby.
You didn’t call because it never occurred to you that I
should know. Or worse, you thought I was too emotional
to know.” She folded her arms across her chest and glared
at me. “I realize that Aunt Grace left Divinity to you, but it
would be nice if you’d acknowledge my contribution once
in a while.”

“I do acknowledge your contribution,” I assured her. “I
couldn’t do this without you.”

“But you still act as if what goes on around here is none
of my business.”

“I don’t mean to. That’s not how I feel. I'm just worried
about you, and I don’t want to upset you.”

The frown on Karen’s face deepened, and her eyes
turned an opaque chocolate brown. “I’m not fragile, Abby.
You don’t have to protect me.”

“I wasn’t trying to protect you,” I said. “I was trying to
protect me.”

Karen’s eyes flew wide. “From what? Me?”

“From everything. From failing again in the family’s
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eyes. From letting you down. I thought that if I could prove
that I didn’t have anything to do with Felicity’s death, I
could get Divinity back into the festival before anyone
found out what happened.”

Karen barked a reluctant laugh. “You’re in Paradise now,
remember? You can’t keep anything secret around here.”

“Yeah. How could I forget?” I sipped coffee, but it had
already grown lukewarm. I pushed the mug away and
rested my chin in my hand. “Let’s hope you’re right when
it comes to the murder. Somebody hated Felicity enough to
kill her. You can’t hide that kind of hatred for long.”

“Finding someone who hated Felicity isn’t going to be
your problem,” Karen said thoughtfully. “That list proba-
bly goes on forever.”

“Yeah, but the person we’re looking for is gutsy. He
plunged an awl right through her heart, so he got right in
her face and killed her, and he did it right in the middle of
town, where anyone might have seen him.”

“Or her.”

“Or her.” I put my feet up on an empty chair and locked
eyes with Karen. “So which her are you thinking about?
Ursula?”

“I think it’s possible. She had plenty of reason to hate
Felicity.”

“What about Jacqueline?”

“I wouldn’t cross her off the list, but Felicity could have
been murdered by just about anybody. According to you
and Rachel, all the members of the guild were ready to kill
her the night she took over the festival.”

“And Jacqueline looked mad enough to take the house
apart when I was up there the other night.”

Karen nodded slowly. “You never did tell me what she
was mad about.”

“That’s because I don’t know. I didn’t stick around long
enough to find out.”

“If you ask me, Jacqueline had plenty to be mad about,”
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Karen said. “So she got pregnant with Brenda while she
was young. So what? That’s no reason for Felicity to treat
her granddaughter like a second-class citizen.”

“I’'m sure Felicity thought it was plenty of reason, and
she figured the baby’s father gave her even more reason.”

“The way Felicity treated Jacqueline was positively
shameful,” Karen insisted, “and the way she acted toward
Brenda was even worse.”

I grinned. “T don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I'm not
arguing with you.”

With a roll of her eyes, Karen tore open a bag of pep-
permint drops and popped one into her mouth. “I’ve al-
ways wondered which upset Felicity more: the fact that her
daughter was a teenage unwed mother or the fact that the
baby’s father was the gardener’s son.”

Neither of us bothered mentioning specifically that the
gardener in question had been of Chinese descent, but we
were both thinking it. Felicity’s bigotry was the stuff leg-
ends are made of, and Jacqueline had practically guaran-
teed her mother’s lifelong anger when she fell in love with
Galen Chen. Getting pregnant by him at sixteen and then
actually having the baby had made everything worse.

Karen nudged the package of peppermint toward me.
“Can you imagine how that must have upset Felicity? She
was probably relieved when Galen disappeared.”

The whole drama had played out the year before I left
Paradise for college. It was the last really juicy bit of gos-
sip I’d heard in years, and the details were surprisingly
fresh. “I’'m sure you’re right, but I wonder how Jacqueline
felt about it.”

“She was devastated. She thought Galen was going to
marry her.”

“Well that was naive,” I said, fishing out a peppermint
drop for myself. “I wonder how many girls in the course of
history have given it up for that ‘Come on, baby. I’'ll marry
you when you’re eighteen’ shtick.”
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“Don’t try to count,” Karen said with a smile. “It’ll make
your head hurt.” After a moment she grew thoughtful again.
“Still, I really thought she and Galen were in love. I would
have bet money that he really cared about her.”

“Felicity’s reaction was cruel,” I agreed, “but I doubt
Jacqueline just flew into a rage after more than twenty years
and chased her mother through town so she could kill her.”

Karen glanced at the clock and pulled her work apron
from its hook, “No, but there was bad blood between the
two of them for years. It probably wouldn’t have taken
much to push Jacqueline over the edge.”

“And all I have to do is find out what set her off. Piece
of cake.”

Karen slipped the apron over her head. “Don’t com-
plain. It’s a place to start. That’s more than you had five
minutes ago. Talk to Felicity’s family, but be careful. I’ll
bet one of them can even tell you why Felicity was sitting
in the parking lot.”

She might be right about that, but even if one of them
knew what had brought Felicity out that night, would they
tell me? Like most of Paradise, they might fight among
themselves, but they would probably close ranks against
an outside assault. And where would that leave me?

Since we had no customers, Karen kept herself busy
dusting and cleaning fingerprints from glass surfaces. I de-
cided to take advantage of the slow morning to start asking
questions. I didn’t expect to learn that anyone from the
neighboring shops on Prospector Street had been around in
the middle of the night while Felicity was being killed, but
I thought it might be a good idea to make sure.

I pulled two Cokes from the old refrigerator we keep for
personal items and carried them across the parking lot to
Picture Perfect. Dooley Jorgensen has been a close friend
since I came back to Paradise. When Aunt Grace was still
alive, Dooley had made it a daily habit to check on her and
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make sure her world was spinning smoothly. After her
death, he took me under his wing as well. I found myself
appreciating his concern a little more all the time.

He grinned broadly when he saw me coming through
the door—or maybe he was just happy to see the Coke. It
was hard to tell. I browsed through photographic supplies
while Maris Corwin, my seventh-grade English teacher,
hemmed and hawed over whether to get two or three
copies of the pictures on her roll of film.

After finally deciding on two copies of each print, she
sidled a few feet away and left me free to approach the
counter. I handed one of the Cokes to Dooley. He gave me
a fatherly smile and cracked it open. “Heard about the ex-
citement you had over at your place. I tried to come over
there yesterday, but the police wouldn’t let me get close.
How are you holding up?”

“They wouldn’t let you?” I gave a weary laugh. “Well,
that might help explain why we hardly had a single customer
all day. And I thought people were just avoiding me.”

Dooley knew how to sympathize without pity. That’s
one of the things I liked about him. “I doubt that. Things
going a little better today?”

“It’s too early to tell.”

“Well, I'll keep my fingers crossed. What brings you out
and about this morning? Anything special I can do for you?”

I glanced over my shoulder at Mrs. Corwin. I didn’t
want to discuss the murder in front of her, but it didn’t look
as if she’d be leaving anytime soon, and I couldn’t wait in-
definitely. “I’m trying to figure out what happened when
Felicity was murdered,” I told Dooley. “I’'m looking for
anyone who might have been downtown between midnight
and six thirty on Tuesday morning. I don’t suppose you
were hanging around then, were you?”

Dooley wagged his head back and forth. “Sorry, pump-
kin. Wish I had been. Only person I know who gets up that
early is Jessie McGraw from over at Bonner’s Bakery.”
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“Thanks. I hadn’t thought about Jessie. I'll stop by and
talk to her.”

“Leave it to the police,” Dooley said, sobering. “Let
them figure out who killed her.”

“I wish T could, but too many people are imagining
some kind of connection between Felicity and me just be-
cause she was found outside in our parking lot. I have no
idea what she was doing there . . . unless she was a cus-
tomer of yours?”

“She came in a few times a year,” Dooley said. “But |
wouldn’t call her a regular or anything. Her sister’s in and
out quite a lot, though. And her husband has been in a time
or two. Maybe one of them knows why she was here, but
they’ve always been a tight-lipped bunch.”

I made a face and chugged some caffeine as Mrs. Cor-
win finally wandered out the door and left us alone. As
soon as the door shut behind her I asked, “What was your
opinion of Felicity?”

Dooley shrugged. “She was demanding. Pushy. Curt.
As far as I know, that’s how she was with everyone.”

“That’s probably true. So who do you think killed her?”

His expression grew thoughtful. “That’s hard to say.
You could probably find somebody who resented her al-
most anywhere you look.”

“I don’t think there’s any question about that,” I said
with a grin. “I want to know if you suspect anybody in
particular.”

“How should I know?”

“Oh come on, Dooley. When something like this hap-
pens, everybody has an opinion. I'm not asking you to
accuse anybody. I want to know, just between the two of
us, who you think had the most reason to want Felicity
dead.”

Dooley chuckled and turned away to pull something
from a shelf behind him. “Well, I'm not accusing anybody,
but those Greentree people have been trying to shut down
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Felicity’s latest construction project for months. There’s
been a fair amount of trouble on the job site, too.”

This was the first I’d heard of it. Or maybe just the first
time I'd paid attention. When you live in a wilderness area,
it’s hard to keep track of who’s fighting who over what.
The Greentree people were a group of radical conserva-
tionists who made their battles more interesting by striking
in the dark and remaining anonymous. “Do you know any-
body who’s in Greentree?”

“Can’t help you there, pumpkin. Nobody knows who’s
in Greentree. I’ve heard rumors that the leader is some guy
who used to live down in Greeley, but I don’t know if it’s
true, and I can’t remember his name anyway.”

“I guess that means they don’t keep an office around
here, huh?”

Dooley gave me a look. “They’re a hit-and-run outfit,
Abby. They deal in sabotage, and they never step out into
the sunlight. I’ll tell you who might know, though. That
sculptor . . . what’s his name? Kirby something.”

My head shot up as if Dooley had jerked it with a chain.
“Kirby North?”

“That’s the one.”

“He’s a member of Greentree?”

“I can’t say for sure, but he’s a member of every other
conservation group around. He gets so worked up about it,
a fella can’t even step on a bug if he’s around.”

Well, well, well. Slowly, like thick caramel, a grin
spread across my face. “Thanks, Dooley. You’re the best.”

“I’m not saying he is a member of Greentree,” Dooley
said again. “Just that he might know something about it.”

“Right. Got it.”

“And don’t go doing anything dangerous.”

I was already halfway to the door, so I waved a hand
over my head and kept going. I appreciated his concern,
but nobody else was going to look out for me. I’d have to
do the job myself.
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Feeling better than I had in two (lays, I hurried
back across the parking lot. I didn’t know who to talk with
first. I didn’t expect Felicity’s family to tell me much. Like
Dooley said, they were a close-mouthed bunch. If Kirby
was involved in Greentree, he’d be too busy trying to pro-
tect himself to tell me anything helpful, but Jessie McGraw
had nothing to hide. At least, I didn’t think she did. At this
point, I couldn’t be certain of anything.

I still hadn’t talked to Mayor Jeb Ireland, and I needed
to do that just to find out where the committee stood.
Would he bring Meena back, or would he put someone
else in charge? I hoped he was planning on the former,
because bringing anyone else up to speed would be too
time-consuming, and the only other alternative was to put
me in that spot. With everything else I had to worry
about, I wanted to make sure Jeb didn’t get any bright
ideas.

Just as T was about to let myself into the kitchen, I
caught movement from the corner of my eye—a car
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pulling into the lot. Hoping we finally had a customer, I
turned to see who it was. And instantly regretted it.

A black-and-white Paradise Police cruiser came to a
stop, straddling two painted lines. My stomach sank at the
sight of it and turned over when Nate Svboda, official
good old boy, climbed out from behind the wheel.

Nate’s a sometime friend of Wyatt’s. I’ve known him
since I was a kid, but for all the warmth he’s shown since
I came back to Paradise, I might have been a complete
stranger.

Nate stands a good half foot taller than me, and he prob-
ably weighs in at two fifty or more. Back in the eighties he
had one of the best mullets around. These days, he shaves
off what’s left of his hair. He raked a gaze across me as he
closed the car door, his dark eyes opaque and almost black.
“Abby.”

“Nate.”

“I was just coming to see you. You got a minute?”

I wanted to say no, but I knew being uncooperative
wouldn’t earn me any brownie points. I spooned a little
sugar into my smile and hoped I looked accommodating.
“Sure. What can I do for you?”

He pulled a notebook from his pocket and flipped it
open. “I’'m working on the Felicity Asbury murder. I need
to ask you a few questions.”

“Anything to help, but I’ve already told Detective
Jawarski everything I know.”

“Jawarski’s not on the case. I am.”

Jawarski was off the case, and he hadn’t told me? I felt
a little jab of betrayal but told myself not to let it get to me.
Jawarski didn’t have to report to me. “Okay,” I said to
Nate. “We can talk in my apartment.” The suggestion
wasn’t as cooperative as it might seem. If by chance a cus-
tomer or two wandered into the store, I didn’t want them
to see me being questioned by the police.

After a moment’s hesitation, Nate nodded, and I led him
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up the wooden stairs to my third-floor apartment. It took a
few minutes to convince Max that Nate wasn’t a threat,
which only reinforced my suspicion that Nate didn’t think
of me as a friend.

Inside, our noses filled with the tang of peppermint and
sawdust. Nate gave an appreciative sniff and made himself
comfortable on my old plaid couch. I took the most un-
comfortable chair in the world, a hand-me-down from my
parents, circa 1972.

“I know you’ve already talked to Detective Jawarski,”
Nate said, a catlike smile playing with the edges of his thin
lips, “but I'm sure you understand why the chief wants
someone else to talk with you.”

Not really; Chief Daly has known my parents since be-
fore I was born, but maybe that’s why he was being espe-
cially careful. The Asburys could make a lot of trouble if
they thought he’d overlooked evidence because of friend-
ship. “Of course,” I said. “What do you want to know?”

“I’d like to know what you were doing between mid-
night and six a.m. on Tuesday — when Felicity Asbury was
being murdered.”

“I was here, sleeping.”

“Alone?”

“With Max. He sleeps curled up by my feet every night.”

Nate’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly, and the
smile slid from his round face. “I won’t bother asking the
dog to verify your alibi. What time did you go to bed?”

“Around midnight. I took Max out for a walk at ten
thirty, watched Letterman, and then turned in.”

“Did you see anything unusual in your parking lot when
you went out?”

There’s something about Nate Svboda that rubs me the
wrong way. Always has been. It’s hard not to turn into a
smart-ass when he’s around. “Like Felicity Asbury with an
awl sticking out of her chest? No. She wasn’t there at the
time.”
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Nate’s gaze locked on mine. “Anything else?”

“No.”

“What time did Felicity arrive?”

“I have no idea. It must have been sometime after I
went to bed.”

“You didn’t hear her pull in?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t hear a thing. Not Felicity ar-
riving, not somebody else joining her, no arguments, no
murder. Nothing.”

He shot a glance at the dog, who sat at my feet with ears
pricked. While we both watched, Max’s ears twitched at
some faraway sound. “The dog didn’t hear anything either?”

“If he did, he didn’t mention it to me.” Nate’s scowl
deepened, and I reminded myself of all the reasons I
needed to sound like a friendly witness. “I know it’s hard
to believe, but it’s the truth. Maybe he saw the whole thing
happen, but he didn’t bark, and I didn’t wake up, so I don’t
know.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Nate scribbled something in his note-
book before lifting his gaze to mine again. “What was Fe-
licity doing here?”

“I don’t know.”

“She wasn’t here to see you?”

“Not that I'm aware of.”

“You didn’t call her?”

“No.”

Air whistled in his nose as he pulled in a deep breath
and leaned back in his seat. “According to her sister, she
received a call from a woman at a few minutes before
eleven. If it came from you, it will be easy enough to
prove.”

Ursula lost a few more points for casting more suspi-
cion my way. “I’m not worried. It didn’t come from me.”

Nate made another note, shifted his position, and
crossed an ankle over his knee. “Tell me what you did ear-
lier that evening.”
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“I worked here until Rachel Summers called and asked
for my help at the guild. I went over there and learned
about the trouble with the arts festival. Since I was
Meena’s assistant, people asked me to go talk to Felicity
and convince her to step aside. They were threatening to
walk out on the festival, so I agreed.”

“So you went to the Asbury house. What time was
that?”

“About seven thirty.”

“You saw Felicity?”

“For a few minutes.”

“Witnesses say you argued with her. What was that
about?”

“We talked about the arts festival,” I said, desperately
clinging to my patience. I really shouldn’t be annoyed with
Nate. After all he was just doing his job. “I wouldn’t call it
an argument, though. It was more of a disagreement.”

Nate looked up with a scowl. “Really? Then maybe you
can explain why you were overheard threatening Mrs.
Asbury.”

Ursula had certainly been busy. “Threatening? Admit-
tedly, I was upset when I left, but I'm sure I didn’t threaten
her. I'd remember if I had.”

“You didn’t say that you’d do whatever it took to make
her change her mind?”

The air left my lungs in a whoosh. “No, of course not.
Come on, Nate. You’ve known me since I was a kid. You
know I couldn’t kill anybody.”

Again, those opaque brown eyes locked on mine. “I
knew you when you were a kid, Abby. You’ve been gone
from here a long time, and people change, so I really have
no idea what you’re capable of.”

Gee, Nate, why don’t you say what you really think? 1
took a couple of calming breaths and said the same thing
I’d been saying for two days. “I didn’t kill her.”

“Why did you threaten her?”
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“I didn’t. I wanted her to leave the festival to those of
us who’ve been working on it for the past six months, but
I would have taken care of that through legal channels. I
wouldn’t have murdered her.”

“What time did you leave Mrs. Asbury’s house?”

I couldn’t tell whether he believed me or not, and that
made me edgy. “About eight o’clock, I guess. I was leav-
ing just as Jacqueline got there—Felicity’s daughter. If
you ask me, that’s who you should be interrogating. She
did threaten to kill her mother.”

One eyebrow arched. “Oh?”

“She told Felicity she could kill her for what she’d done.”

“And what was that?”

I shook my head. “I have no idea. I didn’t hear much
more than that, except I can tell you that Felicity wasn’t
happy to see her there.”

Nate made a note and glanced at me briefly. “Anything
else?”

While talking to Jawarski about the murder I'd forgot-
ten all about the truck I passed as I was pulling in, but I re-
membered it now, so I told Nate. “There was someone else
there when I arrived. I don’t know who it was. He passed
me on his way out, but whoever it was drove an old
pickup.”

“What year?”

“I don’t know.”

“Color?”

I searched my memory for the forgotten details, but I'd
already lost them. “I don’t remember. Gray maybe. I think
it had a blue door, but it was kicking up a lot of dust, and
I was thinking about the conversation I was about to have
with Felicity, so I didn’t really pay attention to detail.”

“What about the make? Ford? Dodge? Chevy?”

“Ford, I think. It seemed vaguely familiar at the time,
but I couldn’t say where I’ve seen it before.”

Nate laughed and closed his notebook. “An old gray
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Ford pickup. That narrows the field down. Hell, Abby, you
can’t turn a corner around here without running into half a
dozen trucks or more.”

“I realize that, Nate, but I thought you should know.”

“And I appreciate that.” He stood, smoothing his pants
along his legs as he straightened. “You’re going to stick
around town for the next couple of weeks, aren’t you?”

“Of course. I'm not going anywhere.”

“Good. That’1l be smart.” He reached for the doorknob
but stopped before turning it. “I don’t know what hap-
pened here Tuesday morning, but I'm going to find out.
You might be Wyatt’s baby sister, but that’s not going to
get you any special treatment, so don’t ask.”

I held up both hands in a gesture of surrender.
“Wouldn’t think of it.”

And then he was gone. Max stood at the window watch-
ing him negotiate the stairs to the parking lot. I stood with
my back against the door and wondered when Jawarski
would get around to telling me he wasn’t working on the
murder any longer. He’d been noticeably absent the past
couple of days, but I"d chalked that up to the case. I didn’t
know which bothered me more: the fact that Jawarski
wasn’t coming around or the fact that I cared.

After Nate drove away, I went back to the shop and
found it swarming with customers. Karen looked so re-
lieved to see me, I didn’t have the heart to leave her alone,
even though people seemed more interested in the murder
than our inventory. For the rest of the afternoon, I an-
swered questions and tried to interest people in spending a
little money.

Whenever there was a break in customers, I worked on
creating stacks of ant sticks: pretzel logs dipped in choco-
late and rolled in sprinkles. Karen had assured me they
were a kid favorite at the arts festival every year, and ap-
parently the adult versions were even more popular.
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People don’t always believe this, but adults eat 65 per-
cent of the candy produced in the United States each year.
We just like to blame it on kids. With that in mind, I planned
to fill our inventory with milk and dark chocolate—dipped
pretzels drizzled with white chocolate, and white chocolate
drizzled with milk or dark chocolate. We also offered milk,
dark, and white chocolate rolled in chopped walnuts, al-
monds, or macadamia nuts, and those were only a few of the
varieties. If it could be chopped, diced, or grated, we’d roll
a chocolate-covered pretzel in it. Today, I’d decided to ex-
periment with crushed peppermint.

Ant sticks aren’t difficult to make, and they don’t re-
quire a lot of thought, which made them the perfect job for
the day. I doubted I could corral my scattered thoughts
enough to tackle anything more complicated. But my
choice of tasks left me with plenty of time to think about
the murder, and unfortunately, the more I thought, the less
I knew. Nate said that a woman had called Felicity and
lured her to Divinity. But who? And why had she chosen
my store as the scene of the crime?

In between nonpaying customers and dipping pretzels,
I fielded half a dozen distress calls from members of the
guild and sorted out a problem with the soft drink vendor
we’d contracted.

With no time to call our own during the day, Karen and
I both worked late that night, making plans for our spring
Christmas at the arts festival booth. Over the next two
weeks, I’d be making peppermint fondant and peppermint
lollipops, peppermint fudge, bark, petits fours, and
twists—and that was just the start of the list. Whether or
not we could get festivalgoers excited about all that pep-
permint was anyone’s guess, but we had to try.

Next morning, I was waiting when the doors to the city
building were unlocked, but Mayor Ireland was scheduled
to be out of the office all day, and his executive assistant
had taken the day off. The temp worker at the reception
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desk looked blank when I asked if I could leave a message.
I scrawled my name and phone number on a message slip
anyway, but I didn’t hold out much hope that she’d figure
out what to do with it.

The shop saw a steady stream of customers all day, but
once again actual sales were low. The only bright spots in
the day were brief visits from Rachel and Nicolette, both
of whom slipped in to make sure Karen and I were holding
up.
I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant, but I'd decided that I
needed to go back to the Drake Mansion and talk to Ursula
before she spread more nasty rumors about me. That
evening, I closed up at seven on the dot. Leaving dozens of
ant sticks cooling on trays in the kitchen, I locked the
doors and ran upstairs. I waved to Wyatt on my way past
and changed into jeans and a sweatshirt before leading
Max downstairs on his leash.

I was also curious to know what Jessie might have to
say, but she arrived at the bakery every morning at four,
and I had no idea how early she went to bed. Before I
talked to Kirby, I wanted to find out a bit more about Fe-
licity’s feud with Greentree, and once again, it was too late
to catch the mayor in his office. I was still reluctant to
phone him at home, so I put meeting with him on hold and
instead drove out of town toward the Drake Mansion.

Ursula answered the door almost immediately, and her
face set into hard, cold lines when she saw me standing
there. “What are you doing here?”

Was she Felicity’s killer? I couldn’t see any guilt in her
eyes, but I couldn’t see any grief, either. Just the usual ir-
ritation with the world in general and me in particular. “I
need to ask you a couple of questions,” I said.

“I have nothing to say to you.”

“Well, I have a few things to ask you. You told the po-
lice that a woman called Felicity the night she died. I need
to know about that phone call.”
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Ursula gave me a look that could have turned marsh-
mallow to stone. “If you’re still here in two minutes, I'm
calling the police.”

“I know you’re upset. You have every right to be. I
don’t want to intrude on your grief, but I didn’t kill Felic-
ity, and I need to find a way to prove that.”

Ursula’s mouth puckered as if she’d just sucked on a
lemon. “I heard what you said when you left here the night
before Felicity died, and I heard her arranging later to meet
you at the candy shop.”

“I don’t know what you heard, but I didn’t threaten Fe-
licity, and I didn’t make that phone call. Once the police
check the phone records, they’ll know I didn’t. Just tell
me, did you answer the phone when the call came in?”

Ursula kept her eyes locked on mine. “Felicity an-
swered it herself.”

“Then why did you tell the police it was me?”

“She went to your place. Who else could it have been?”

She was making my head hurt. “Are you kidding? It
could have been anyone. If you didn’t answer the phone,
why did you tell the police that a woman called?”

Her mouth pinched so tightly, fine lines radiated out
from her lips. “Felicity said it was a woman who called.
And she didn’t end up dead in just anyone’s parking lot.”

“Could she have been lying about the caller?”

Ursula gave her head an angry shake. “Why would she
do that?”

I was sure I could think of a reason or two but talking
to her was like arguing with a sour ball. I decided to give
up and move on. “Did Felicity often answer the phone her-
self?”

“Not often, but she did occasionally. Now, if you’ll
please leave, I have things to attend to.”

Not a chance. I still had too many unanswered ques-
tions. “Jacqueline came in just as I was leaving. She was
furious with her mother. What was that about?”
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Ursula dragged in a deep breath, and her nostrils flared
slightly. “Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“Was it about the problems with Greentree?”

Ursula snorted. “Jacqueline has nothing to do with Fe-
licity’s business concerns.”

“Then it must have been about family. Was it Brenda?”

“That is none of your concern.”

I switched gears again, hoping to keep her off balance
enough to get a few answers. “What did Felicity say when
she left the house that evening?”

Ursula shook her head stiffly. “Felicity didn’t confide in
me, and she didn’t answer to me. She went where she
wanted, when she wanted.”

“You weren’t concerned when she didn’t come back?”

“I wasn’t in the habit of keeping track.”

“What about when Felicity was killed? Where were you
then?”

Her expression grew even more foreboding. “Are you
asking me for an alibi?”

“If you have one.”

“I was here. Asleep.”

“Alone?”

She looked down her nose at me and sniffed. “Yes.
Alone.”

“So there’s no one who can vouch for you that night.
I’m curious. What will happen to all of this now? Will it be
yours?”’

Ursula’s eyes flashed. “How dare you suggest that I
killed my sister for money.”

Obviously, I'd touched a hot button. “I’m not suggest-
ing anything.”

“Well, you can wipe that idea right out of your head, be-
cause it won’t be mine. Oliver Birch gets everything.”

Now, that was interesting. “Does he know that?”

Ursula smirked. “Of course he does. Felicity made sure
we both knew exactly what she intended to do with the



Peppermint Twisted 99

money. She told us when she changed her will six months
ago. It only took Oliver eighteen months to convince her to
leave it all to him. I expected her to be stronger than that.”

“You think Oliver was behind the change?”

“Of course he was. You don’t think he married Felicity
for her sense of humor, do you?”

My mind clicked into high gear, concocting motives
and wondering about opportunity. “What did Oliver do
when Felicity didn’t come home on Monday night?”

“Nothing. He wasn’t here.”

I wasn’t expecting that. “Do you know where he was?”

Ursula shook her head. “You’ll have to ask him. But
just remember, Oliver had everything to gain from Felic-
ity’s death, and I had everything to lose.”
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All the way back down the mountain, I thoug‘ht
about what Ursula had told me. A deep twilight had settled
over the valley, and lights blinked on across town as I
rolled downhill. Old downtown Paradise nestled in the
deep V created by two steep granite mountains, but as the
town grew, it spread out into a broader valley ringed by
peaks of varying height. I'd been back for eighteen
months, and slowly but surely it was beginning to feel like
home again.

Even so, the stab of affection I felt for the sprinkle of
twinkling lights surprised me. Paradise had always been a
safe place to live. That was changing, but I didn’t want it
to. I had friends here. Family. Nieces and nephews who de-
served security. I hated thinking that a cold-blooded killer
lived here, and I wanted him or her gone.

Oliver had been in town early the morning Felicity
died. He’d seemed genuinely grief-stricken when we
found her, but I’d been in a state of shock myself, so I
might not have seen everything. If Ursula was telling the
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truth, and Oliver wasn’t home on Monday night, where
had he been? Setting the stage for Felicity’s murder?

Back in Paradise, I passed Divinity and drove straight
to the construction site. I had no idea what kind of car
Oliver drove, but plenty of vehicles lined the streets, so I
decided to take my chances.

In case Oliver was a murderer, I took Max with me. Max
is a pussycat unless he feels a threat. Then he’s all fangs. I
picked my way across a concrete floor littered with nails,
sawdust, boards, and other trash and, after asking around, fi-
nally found Oliver at the back of the restaurant with two crew
members, inspecting the framing of a new wall.

Oliver looked surprised to see me, but not unhappy or
worried. After a few minutes he finished what he was
doing and left the crew members to join me. “Abby? Is
there something I can do for you?”

I didn’t want to leap in with questions, especially since
I wasn’t completely convinced he was guilty. “I’ve been
thinking about you since Tuesday. Wondering how you’re
holding up.”

His expression sobered, and he shook his head slowly.
“I'm getting by. Can’t say much more than that.” Seem-
ingly dazed, he looked around the site. “Work’s been a
godsend. I don’t know what I would have done without the
restaurant to keep me busy.”

“I’'m sure it’s been helpful. When do you plan to open?”

“Three months. You can’t believe how much work there
is involved in opening a new restaurant. I don’t suppose
you’d be interested in the fifty-cent tour?”

I definitely wasn’t interested in letting him get me alone
somewhere. “Some other time, maybe,” I said, trying to
look regretful. “I really can only stay for a minute. I just
came from talking to Ursula. It seems that someone called
Felicity out the night she died. Do you have any idea who
it might have been?”

He ran a hand across the back of his neck. “No, but 1
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wish I did. Ursula would know more about that than I
would. What did she say?”

I was sure he already knew, so I didn’t bother answer-
ing. “So Felicity didn’t say anything to you about what she
was doing or where she was going that night?”

“I didn’t talk to her at all that day. We were both busy
with our own things.”

“So you have no idea why she went out or who she was
planning to meet?”

“Just what Ursula tells me.”

So far, he was being spectacularly unhelpful, but that
didn’t necessarily make him guilty. Crossing my fingers that
he hadn’t talked with Ursula while I drove back to town, 1
asked, ““You weren’t worried when she didn’t come home?”’

“I didn’t know. I wasn’t there.”

“You were here pretty early the next morning. Did you
stay in town?”

He gave me a look from the corner of his eye. “What
are you doing, Abby? Trying to figure out whether I have
an alibi?”

“Do you?”

He mopped his face with one hand, and his shoulders
sagged. “As a matter of fact, I do. Not that it’s any of your
concern, but for most of the night I was at the bottom of
Devil’s Canyon, lucky to be alive. My brakes gave out
while I was driving back from Aspen.”

“In Devil’s Canyon?” I shuddered at the thought. With
its tight switchbacks and steep grade, the canyon was a
nightmare under the best of circumstances. I couldn’t
imagine trying to negotiate it without brakes. “It’s a mira-
cle you weren’t hurt.”

He smiled slightly. “Just a little banged up. Nothing
serious.”

“Was anybody with you?”

Oliver’s smile faded. “Not at the time, but if you don’t
believe me, check with the guy from Paradise Auto Body.
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He had to come out in the middle of the night and tow me
back to town. We didn’t get back here until about three
thirty. I grabbed a room at the High Country so I could
sleep for a couple of hours before meeting with Henri.” He
paused, raking a slow look across my face. “I know what
you’re trying to do. I guess I can’t blame you for trying to
get yourself off the hook, but you’re out of luck. There’s
no way I could have killed my wife.”

Maybe if I were a more trusting person, I would have
taken Oliver’s alibi at face value. But I'm not, so I drove
directly across town to Paradise Auto Body to make sure
he was telling me the truth. Max sat in the front seat for the
trip, his nose sticking out of the partially open window. His
delight over the scents he finds in the air is almost guaran-
teed to make me smile. It’s the little things, y’know?

Paradise Auto Body is located in a converted gas station
on the north end of town, big enough for only two repair
bays with a parking lot that might hold a dozen cars. It’s
small, and it’s dirty, but they do quality work, and that’s
what counts. A tow truck listed to one side at the edge of
the lot, and the door of one repair bay stood open. Tinny-
sounding country music drifted into the evening from a
radio somewhere inside as I pulled in, and a man in low-
slung jeans and a high-riding T-shirt leaned under the hood
of a Toyota Corolla.

I’d seen that hairy back before. It belonged to Orly, a
guy I’d met several months earlier when he repaired my
car after a fender bender. Since the accident, Orly has be-
come a sometimes customer of Divinity, but I hadn’t seen
him around in a couple of months.

Max noticed him and scrambled toward the car door.
Since he and Orly have made peace, I let him out. Max
loped toward Orly. I followed more slowly.

When Orly realized he had company, he straightened
and gave an ineffectual tug on his T-shirt. He greeted Max
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as if they were old friends and turned toward me. Unlike
Nate Svboda, Orly hadn’t abandoned his mullet when the
eighties were over. What can I say? The guy’s loyal.

“Well, look who’s here,” he said with a grin. “Don’t tell
me you have car trouble again.”

“No, thank goodness. I heard you towed a car late Mon-
day night, and I wanted to ask you about it.”

“Sure did.” He jerked his head toward the second repair
bay where a dark-colored Bentley waited for attention.
“Picked up that baby right there.”

“What was wrong with it?”

“The brakes gave out on the poor schmuck who drives
it. He was damn lucky he made it to the bottom of the
canyon in one piece.”

“Can you tell me who it belongs to?”

“Sure. Rich guy who lives up on the hill. Birch. The one
whose wife died the other day. You know him?”

I nodded. “And he was there when you got there?”

Orly wiped grease from his hands and regarded me in-
tently. “Yeah, he was. And Svboda’s already been here ask-
ing about it. The guy was definitely stuck down there.”

So Oliver had been telling the truth. At least I could
cross one person off my list of suspects. I shrugged inno-
cently and crossed to the Bentley so I could look at it more
closely. “T’'ll bet he was pretty shaken, huh?”

Orly stuffed the greasy rag into his pocket and nodded.
“Poor guy said the brakes were working fine one minute
and gone the next.”

“He was lucky he didn’t get killed.” I turned to make
sure Max was still nearby when the timing of Oliver’s ac-
cident finally sank in. Oliver’s brakes had given out the
same night Felicity was killed? What were the odds?

Orly cut into my thoughts. “Something wrong?”’

“I don’t know. Could you tell if someone tampered with
those brakes?”

“I suppose I could.”
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“Will you check?”

“Now?”

I wanted desperately to say yes, but it was late, and I
didn’t want to impose. I might be wrong. If I was right, the
killer was probably watching to see if Orly discovered a
cut brake line. It would be less suspicious for him to check
the car in the morning. Conscious that someone might be
watching even now, I moved quickly back into the open
doorway. “No, not now. Just look when you get to it. I’ll
check with you later.”

Orly’s thick brows beetled over his nose. He hawked
something out of his throat and spat onto the pavement.
“Fine by me. You think somebody tried to kill this dude?”

“I don’t know. It’s possible, so be careful.”

“Always.”

“I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell anybody about
this conversation. I could be wrong, and I’d hate to stir up
worry over something that didn’t even happen.”

He shot me a toothy grin. “You got it.”

I drove away without looking back and told myself to
be patient. But I was almost certain that someone had tried
to commit a double murder two nights ago. The fact that
they’d only been 50 percent successful didn’t make me
feel a whole lot better.

After I left Orly, I drove slowly through town, trying to
decide what to do with what I suspected. Any other time, I
would have called Jawarski, but he wasn’t on the case any
longer, and I wasn’t about to discuss any of this with Nate
unless I had concrete evidence in my hands. I was hungry
but too antsy to go home and too tired to cook. Giving in
to impulse, I drove to Lorena’s, claimed my favorite booth,
and ordered a plate full of comfort food. I dug into the
smothered burrito, rice, and beans as if I hadn’t eaten in
weeks. If I hadn’t had to drive home after dinner, I’d have
washed the whole thing down with a margarita or two.



106 Sammi Carter

Halfway through the meal, I saw a familiar figure come
through the door. I lifted my hand to wave to Meena, but
dropped it again when Jacqueline came inside right behind
her. The hostess led them to a table on the other side of the
restaurant, and they laughed together as they studied the
menu like old friends.

Until this moment, I hadn’t even been aware they knew
each other. But now, even a fragile connection between
Jacqueline, Meena, and Felicity made my nerves tingle.

I couldn’t see Meena’s face from where I sat, but I had
a clear view of Jacqueline’s. I watched her furtively as I
finished my meal, searching for signs of grief. If she was
mourning her mother, she hid it well. I tried to read her lips
and figure out what they were talking about but finally
gave up the effort as a lost cause. I even ordered flan to buy
more time and tortured myself with the soothing caramel
custard in the interest of uncovering whatever secrets
Meena and Jacqueline were keeping. What can I say? I can
be selfless when I have to be.

For days, I'd been seesawing over Jacqueline as the
possible killer. Her mother had treated her like dirt for
years, but it wasn’t likely that Jacqueline had suddenly
snapped over some decades-old event. Her tirade the other
night had sounded like she was upset about something
new. But if she’d been estranged from Felicity for twenty
years, what had Felicity done recently—and why? Now I
had to wonder if Jacqueline was not only capable of mur-
dering her mother in cold blood but also of crawling under
Oliver’s Bentley and tampering with the brakes.

After I nursed my third Diet Coke, Meena excused her-
self and went to the ladies’ room. Deciding there was no
time like the present, I followed her into the two-stall lava-
tory, made sure the second stall was empty, and locked the
bathroom door to give us some privacy.

When Meena left her stall, she was focused on adjust-
ing the waistband of her slacks, so she didn’t see me im-
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mediately. She finally looked up, and the pleasant smile
she’d been ready to offer a stranger slipped from her face.
“Well, hello, Abby. I didn’t realize you were here. Did you
just arrive?”

I shook my head and moved away from the sink so she
could wash her hands. “I’ve been here for a while. I didn’t
realize you and Jacqueline were friends.”

Her eyes flicked to my face in the mirror, but she
looked away quickly. “T invited her to dinner tonight. I
thought she might need someone to talk to because of her
mother and all.”

“Did Felicity know you were a friend of Jacqueline’s?
Is that why the mayor took you off the committee?”

Meena laughed abruptly. “What an imagination you
have. Of course not. Why would she care if we were
friends?”

“If that’s not it, then what did happen?”

Her smile disappeared. “I told you, I don’t want to talk
about it.”

“I know that’s what you said, but what can possibly be
so bad?”

She shook water from her hands and cranked out a
length of paper towel. “What part of ‘I don’t want to talk
about it’ is confusing to you, Abby? If I wanted to tell
everyone my business, I’d have done it already.”

“But we need you on the committee, Meena. It’s not the
same without you there. With the construction at my place
and all the curiosity seekers coming in and out of Divinity,
I can’t handle the committee by myself.”

“You don’t have to handle it alone. Rachel’s up to speed
on almost everything. Delegate some of the responsibility
to her.” Meena tossed her towel into the trash and turned
toward the door.

I stepped in front of it before she could get there.
“What’s going on, Meena?”’

“Nothing.”
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“I’m not the only one who thinks you’re behaving
strangely. Do you really want people to start speculating?
Wouldn’t it be better to just tell the truth about whatever it
is?”

“Are you crazy? Get away from the door, Abby. This
isn’t funny.”

“Just a couple more questions. Do you know why
Jacqueline was so upset with her mother on Monday
night?”

“Jackie never sees her mother.”

“She saw her Monday night. I was there when she came
in.”

Meena’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe you.”

“Ask her. For that matter, ask Ursula. She was there.
Jacqueline was furious with Felicity. In fact, she said she
ought to kill Felicity for what she’d done. Do you know
what it was?”

She shot an uncertain glance at the door. “No.”

“Was it about Brenda? About the family? Something
else?”

Her eyes glittered cold and hard as she looked at me
again. “I told you, I don’t know. Now, move and let me
out.”

“Look, Meena, I'm not trying to hurt you or Jacqueline.
But somebody killed Felicity, and Ursula is trying to make
it look as if I did it. I need to know what was going on be-
tween Jacqueline and her mother.”

“Then ask her. I don’t know anything about it.” She
clamped her lips together so tightly, tiny lines radiated
from them in a sunburst. I knew that look. She wasn’t
going to tell me anything.

Reluctantly, I unlocked the door and moved out of her
way. “If you need to talk, I'm here.”

“I’ll remember that,” she snapped and shot through the
door as if she couldn’t get away from me fast enough.

Okay, so maybe locking her in a public restroom wasn’t
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the best idea I'd ever had. After working with her so
closely for the past six months, I'd thought we were
friends. Apparently, I was wrong.

I spent the next morning pouring so many peppermint
lollipops, I wondered if I’d ever get the scent of mint out
of my nostrils. I’d read somewhere that peppermint actu-
ally boosts creativity, but my thoughts remained stuck in
the same old rut. When I wasn’t worrying about paying off
all the new debt I’d acquired, I thought about the murder.

Shortly before noon, I left Divinity and stopped by City
Hall to see if I could finagle a minute with Mayor Ireland.
This time, I actually saw him from a distance as he hurried
to his car. I tried to get his attention, but if he saw or heard
me, he did a good job of pretending he didn’t.

Next stop, the festival staging area to check on delivery
of the light-pole banners that hadn’t arrived as of the pre-
vious afternoon. Nicolette and Rachel were already there,
both looking frantic. After promising to check with the
supplier again, I left and hurried to Paradise Auto Body.

The doors to the repair bays stood open, and I could see
Oliver Birch’s Bentley on one of the hydraulic lifts. The
odors of oil and gasoline permeated everything, and Procol
Harum’s “Whiter Shade of Pale” blared from a portable
radio on a workbench. I couldn’t see signs of life any-
where.

Taking a couple of steps toward the Bentley, I called out
for Orly, shifted direction, and headed for the shop’s small
office. “Orly? Are you here?”

This time I heard a metallic clink coming from the room
ahead. I knocked on the door, waited a second, then inched
it open. “Orly?”

“He ain’t here,” a deep voice growled. “What can I do
for you?”

I jerked backwards instinctively, laughed at myself, and
peered into the cramped room. A short man with a stocky
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build and flaming red hair sat at the desk, his attention riv-
eted on whatever he was doing with a wrench.

“Orly isn’t working today?”

Red shook his head without looking at me. “He’s on
lunch. You got trouble with your car?”

“No. I—I just needed to check with Orly about some-
thing. Do you know what time he’ll be back?”

“Whenever he gets done, I guess.” He glanced away
from his task long enough to jerk his head toward the Mc-
Donald’s across the street. “You can find him over there if
you want to bother. I don’t guess he’ll mind having his Big
Mac interrupted.”

I tossed off a thanks and turned away.

“Hey lady?” Red called after me.

“Yes?”

“You the one wondering about that Bentley in there?”

I was just paranoid enough to hesitate before I nodded.
“Has Orly had a chance to check it out?”

Red wiped his nose with the back of one grease-stained
hand. “We both looked at it this morning—to be sure,
y’know? I’d say them brakes were messed with, all right.
That cut is as clean as a whistle.”

It was what I’d been expecting, but hearing him verify
my suspicions made my stomach roll over. “I see. Has Orly
told anyone else yet?”

“Not yet.” Red pulled a grimy rag from a pocket and
used it to clean whatever he was holding. “He’s planning
to call the police right after lunch, though.”

“Good. That’s exactly what he should do.”

Red cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing, really. Kinda strange, though, how you fig-
ured out them brakes had been cut without even looking at
the car.”

“Yeah? Well it was a wild guess.”

“You got any guesses about who did it?”
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I shook my head. “Not really, but I wish I did. I don’t
suppose there’s anything else you can tell me?”

Red grinned, revealing a set of stained, uneven teeth.
“Like what?”

“Anything unusual about the cut that might help the po-
lice figure out who did it?”

“Nope. Sorry. Except that it had to be somebody who
knew at least a little something about cars.”

With any luck, that would rule me out, but I wasn’t
going to hold my breath. If there’s one thing I've learned
in thirty-nine years, it’s that we all make our own luck.
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Karen gave me directions to Jacqueline Asl)ury's
house, so after work that evening I drove across town to a
section known as the Flats. I pulled up in front of a tiny
box of a home with blue paint peeling from the siding and
weeds sprouting in the lawn. A Sentra with a sagging
bumper sat in the driveway. All in all, the whole picture de-
pressed me, and I couldn’t help thinking what a difference
a few million dollars can make.

I didn’t know Jacqueline well, so I tethered Max to a tree
on the parking strip and poured water from a bottle into the
dish I keep for him in the hatch. Max settled down in the
shade, and I trudged up the walk toward the front door.

Jacqueline answered the bell so quickly, I thought she
must have seen me coming. To say that she didn’t look
happy to find me on her doorstep would be a serious un-
derstatement. She frowned so deeply, her chins sagged
over each other and her round cheeks turned a mottled pur-
ple that made me wonder if she would survive the next ten
minutes.
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“What are you doing here?” she asked, piercing me
with a glare.

“I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes. May I come
in?”

“Why? Meena didn’t tell you what you wanted to know
when you locked her in the bathroom last night?”

“That was a mistake. I was worried about her, and I
wanted her to talk to me.”

“Interesting method. Maybe you ought to teach semi-
nars on how to make friends.”

If she hadn’t been looking at me as if I'd turned into a
bug, I might have laughed. “Yeah,” I said with a wan
smile. “It’s my strong suit. I'm sorry about last night. I
didn’t intend to upset Meena. I just wanted to make sure
she was okay.”

“Why? Did you think I’d hurt her?”

“I don’t know what to think,” I said. “She’s been acting
strange lately. And when I saw you on Monday night, you
were pretty upset. I had no idea the two of you were
friends.”

Jacqueline’s cheeks burned. “My mother had a habit of
making life miserable for people who tried to make life
better for me. Meena loaned me some money when I
needed it, and I didn’t want her to suffer because of me.
She didn’t care, but I insisted that we keep our friendship
quiet.”

“But your mother found out about it anyway?”

“She must have.”

When she didn’t offer anything more, I dug a little
deeper. “Do you know why the mayor removed Meena
from the committee?”’

Jacqueline tucked a limp lock of hair behind an ear. “I
just told you, because of my mother.”

Tiny problem: I didn’t believe her. Being that bitchy
was a stretch, even for Felicity. Besides, like I said before,
Jeb Ireland may be self-centered, but he’s not stupid. Yank-



114 Sammi Carter

ing Meena off the committee just because Felicity didn’t
like her would just about guarantee he’d find himself in
court.

“You can’t think of anything else?”

“No. Sorry.”

I didn’t believe that, either. “So how about it?”’ I asked.
“Can I come in for a few minutes?”

She shrugged and turned away. “You might as well, I
guess. What do you want to know?”

Inside, the blinds were drawn, leaving the small,
chaotic room in shadows. Piles of magazines leaned
against the couch, empty soda bottles littered a flimsy-
looking coffee table, and an ashtray overflowed onto the
table’s scarred surface. This was the first time since com-
ing back to Paradise that I truly appreciated the hand-me-
downs in my own apartment.

I sat on the couch and tried to ignore the clutter. “To
begin with, who do you think wanted your mother dead?”

Jacqueline sank into a recliner and put her feet up.
“Everybody who knew my mother hated her. It would be
easier to ask who didn’t want her dead.”

“Was anyone in particular angry with her? Was she hav-
ing trouble in her business dealings or anything?”

“I have no idea who was angry with her. She and I
weren’t exactly on speaking terms.”

“But you were there the other night, and you were upset
about something she’d done. What was that about?”

“I’d rather not talk about it.”

I tried not to show my disappointment. “That’s all right.
You can just tell the police when they ask.”

Jacqueline’s gaze met mine, and her round cheeks
flushed. “You think I killed my mother?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You might as well have.”

“Then did you?”

“Of course not.”
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Strangely enough, I believed her. “Did you hear any-
thing unusual while you were at your mother’s house?”

“What do you mean, unusual?”’

“I’m wondering if your mother mentioned anything that
might help us figure out what happened. Did she get any
phone calls? Did she mention any trouble she was having?”

Jacqueline shook her head. “I couldn’t tell you, even if
I wanted to. She kicked me out of the house about two
minutes after you left. She didn’t say anything to me ex-
cept to remind me how I’ve never been anything but
trouble.”

“That must have upset you.”

“Of course it upset me. It would upset anyone. But it
wasn’t anything new or unusual. I should have been used
to it. Let it roll off my back like water on a duck—that’s
what Brenda always tells me, anyway.”

Since she’d brought her up, I jumped at the chance to
ask about her daughter. “Brenda doesn’t mind being es-
tranged from her grandmother?”

Jacqueline’s mouth tightened slightly. “Brenda doesn’t
mind at all. She grew up without a grandmother. She didn’t
need one as a child, and she certainly doesn’t need one now.”

I wondered if Brenda would tell me the same thing.
“Do you think she would mind answering a few questions
for me?”

“I’d rather not bother her with any of this. She didn’t
even know my mother.”

“I realize that, but she may know something you don’t.
Is she home?”

Jacqueline eyed me warily. “She doesn’t live here any-
more, but I mean what I say, Abby. I don’t want you talk-
ing to her about this. She’s finally found a good job, and
she’s doing well. For the first time in her life, she has
everything going for her. I'm not going to let my mother
ruin her life now that she’s dead.”

I wasn’t giving up on the idea of talking to Brenda, but
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I couldn’t see any reason to butt heads with Jacqueline
about it. “What about Oliver? Do you have any idea how
your mother’s marriage was?”

“From what I’ve been told, they were blissfully in love.
Oliver was in love with her money, and she was in love
with the attention he gave her.”

Her cynicism didn’t surprise me. In fact, I’d have been
shocked if she hadn’t said something snarky. “I understand
Oliver had car trouble the night your mother was killed.”

She looked mildly interested. “What kind of car trouble?”

“His brakes gave out as he drove through Devil’s
Canyon.”

“No kidding?” Jacqueline barked a laugh. “Well,
you’ve got to hand it to him. It’s a convenient alibi.”

“You think Oliver might have killed your mother?”

“I think Oliver would have done anything to get his
hands on her money.”

Ursula had said the same thing, but I wasn’t completely
convinced. “I thought Oliver had plenty of money of his
own.”

“To a man like Oliver, there’s no such thing as plenty of
money.”

“You know him then?”

“No, but I know his type. I spent the first sixteen years
of my life surrounded by people like him.”

“Do you think he’ll inherit everything now that your
mother’s gone?”

Jacqueline pushed a lock of hair from her eyes.
“Probably.”

“What about Ursula?”

“What about her? She got her share of the money when
my grandfather died. She blew it. End of story.”

“You don’t think your mother would have made sure
that her sister was taken care of?”

Jacqueline laughed through her nose. “That’s a joke,
right?”
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Yeah, I suppose it was. “What if Oliver were to die?
Who would get the money then?”

Jacqueline’s eyes narrowed into thin slits that almost
disappeared in her face. “You think it comes to me, don’t
you? Well, you’re wrong. I'm out for good. There aren’t
any second chances in my family. I was dead to my
mother, and Brenda never existed. The money is Oliver’s
now. It’ll go to whoever he wants it to go to.”

That might be true, but I wondered what would have
happened if Oliver had died the same night as Felicity. It
was on the tip of my tongue to ask, but I wasn’t ready to
let her know what I suspected. “I understand that your
mother was having trouble on one of her job sites. Do you
know anything about that?”

Jacqueline tilted her head to one side and ran a slow
glance across my face. “Why would I know anything about
that?”

“I thought you might have heard talk.”

“About the MegaMart she’s building in the hollow?”

Stunned, I sat back hard in my chair. “Your mother was
planning to bring a MegaMart to Paradise?” That would
mean trouble, and not just from rabid conservationists.

“You didn’t know?”

I shook my head slowly. “I had no idea. Who else knew
about her plans?”

“I don’t know.”

“How did you find out?”

“The usual way. Aunt Ursula told me.”

“There can’t be many people who knew about it,” I
mused, “or I would have heard about it before now. Do you
think that’s why the people at Greentree have been sabo-
taging her equipment?”

Jacqueline lifted a round shoulder. “I can only assume
it is, but I really don’t care. My mother didn’t care about
anyone or anything. She would have torn down anything
that got in the way of something she wanted.” She strug-



118 Sammi Carter

gled upright and said, “You probably think that sounds
heartless, but my mother was a miserable old woman.
Whoever killed her did us all a favor.”

I stopped at Burger King after leaving Jacqueline’s house
and ordered two Whoppers (one plain for Max). Max and [
settled comfortably in our seats to eat, and I ran back over the
conversations I'd had that day. Max may not contribute a
whole lot to the conversations, but he’s a great listener.

I’d heard Ursula’s story, and now I'd heard Jacque-
line’s. T still wondered what Brenda would say about her
grandmother if I talked to her, and I was curious to find out
what the foreman on the MegaMart project would say if I
asked him about the sabotage.

So far, everyone I'd talked to had raised more questions
than they’d answered, but they’d also opened doors to sev-
eral possibilities. The problem was that each one was so
completely unrelated to the others, I didn’t know what to
think. Had Felicity been killed because of the arts festival,
for her money, or because she was planning to destroy the
land? Or had she been killed simply because she was a
mean, nasty woman?

I still didn’t think Jacqueline had killed her, and I had a
hard time envisioning her crawling under Oliver’s car to
tamper with his brakes, but I couldn’t rule her out. I’d been
wrong about people before. Ursula, however, was an en-
tirely different story. I could imagine her doing almost
anything to get what she wanted.

Then there was the MegaMart deal. If Greentree knew
what Felicity was planning, would they have gone after
Oliver, too, or been satisfied to get rid of Felicity?

Max wolfed down his burger and watched greedily
while I finished mine. I was too hungry to toss him the last
bite, so I offered a few fries instead. Not the best dog fare,
I know, but I wasn’t going to let him go hungry just be-
cause I wasn’t home with the kibble.
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After tossing the trash and swallowing most of a Diet
Coke, I called Karen to find out if she knew where Brenda
lived. She didn’t, but she knew someone who did, and
twenty minutes later, I found myself in front of a new
apartment complex on the north end of Paradise.

I wound my way through a series of parking lots,
around the parklike atmosphere of the rambling complex.
After several minutes I found the building labeled Q and,
by process of elimination, apartment 18 on the top floor of
the third staircase.

From the front porch, I could hear the television blaring
a reality show. I rang the bell, and the sound went quiet. A
moment later, Brenda opened the door.

She was a pretty girl, with long black hair and almond-
shaped eyes. An unmistakable Asian influence had also left
its mark in the tone of her skin and the porcelain quality of
her complexion. She squinted into the darkness, only a lit-
tle relieved by the dim porch light hanging near the door.

“Yeah?”

“Brenda?”

“Yeah. Do I know you?”

“Probably not.” I held out a hand. “Abby Shaw. I own
the candy shop downtown.”

Her eyes opened wide. “The one where—" She cut her-
self off as if she couldn’t get the rest out.

“The one where your grandmother died. Could I come
in for a minute?”

“I don’t know if I should,” she said uncertainly. “What
do you want?”

“I'm trying to find out who killed your grandmother,
and I'd like to ask you a few questions, if that’s okay.”

“I don’t know why. I can’t tell you anything. I didn’t
know her.”

“But you knew of her. It’s possible you know more than
you think you do.”

Brenda gave that some thought, then invited me inside.
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She motioned me toward a small, round dining table
flanked by two mismatched chairs. A small pot of tulips sat
in the middle of the table, lending a little cheer to the tiny
space. “So, what can I tell you?”

I liked her immediately, and I wondered how three gen-
erations of women in the same family could be so different.
“Is it true that you never even met your grandmother?”

She glanced at me, then quickly away. “No, it’s not true.
I met her once. But my mother doesn’t know, and I want to
keep it that way.”

“She won’t hear it from me,” I promised. “When did
you meet her?”

“A little while ago.” Brenda stood and strode to the re-
frigerator. “Can I get you something to drink? Or I could
put water on for tea . . .”

“I’m fine, thanks. How long ago is ‘a little while’?”

She jerked open the door and rummaged around inside
for a few seconds. When she stood up again, she clutched
a bottle of iced tea in one hand. “I don’t remember, exactly.
A few months, maybe.”

That recently? Interesting. “How did that go?”

“How do you think?” She filled a glass with ice and
poured the tea over it. “She didn’t want a damn thing to do
with me.”

“She said that?”

“She said a whole lot more than that,” Brenda said with
a cool smile, “but I’d rather not repeat it all.”

“I take it she didn’t ask to meet you.”

A bitter laugh escaped as Brenda resumed her seat. “No,
she didn’t ask to meet me. In fact, she threatened to kick
out Mom’s Aunt Ursula for letting me in.”

Harsh. The more I learned about Felicity, the less I liked
her, and that was saying something. “You went to see her,
then. Can I ask why?”

“I wanted to meet her.”

“That’s all?”
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“Isn’t that enough?”

“Why now? I mean, you’ve lived here in Paradise your
whole life, and she’s been just ten minutes away. Why did
you wait so long?”

Brenda pushed at an ice cube with one finger, seem-
ingly fascinated with the way it bobbed up and down. “My
mother wouldn’t let me meet her before. I had to wait until
I was old enough to legally call the shots for myself.”

In her own way, I guess Jacqueline was as controlling
as her mother had been. But Brenda was lying about that
meeting for some reason. I was pretty sure she’d stop talk-
ing if I accused her of it so, for the moment, I pretended to
believe her. “You arranged the meeting through Ursula?”

“Yes.”

“How well do you know her?”

“Not well at all, but I knew who she was, and she didn’t
turn me away when I approached her. She was probably
just trying to get back at Felicity for something, but I didn’t
care. It got me through the door.”

Okay, so maybe she was more like the other women in her
family than I thought. “The day I was at your grandmother’s
house, your mother was there, too. Do you know why?”

Brenda’s hand faltered ever so slightly as she lifted the
glass to her lips. She covered it well, but I knew I'd touched
a nerve. “I don’t have any idea. You’ll have to ask her.”

“I did. She’s not talking.”

She glanced at me from the corners of her almond-
shaped eyes. “I’'m sorry, but there’s nothing / can tell you.
I don’t live with my mother anymore. I have no idea what
she does most of the time.”

“You don’t know why she’d threaten to kill your grand-
mother?”

Brenda closed her eyes briefly. “My mother was always
threatening to kill her mother. It didn’t mean anything.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Of course I'm sure. My grandmother was an awful
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woman. She turned her back on my mother when she
needed her most. My mother is an emotional woman.
She’s ruled by her heart, not her head.” She looked up at
me, and a soft smile curved her lips. “I’m proof of that, I
guess. But I grew up knowing that her mother’s decision
had devastated her. She gets upset and she lashes out, but
she’s never out of control or anything like that. Mom
would deny this, of course, but I don’t think she ever really
stopped hoping that Felicity would change her mind.”

I tried to imagine how I'd have felt in Jacqueline’s
shoes, but I couldn’t even get that far. My mother wouldn’t
have disowned me no matter what I did. Not having that
kind of emotional security had to leave scars.

“Did Felicity ever show any signs of relenting?”’

Brenda smiled sadly. “I’'m told she never relented on
anything in her life. Selfish and bitter to the end, that was
my grandmother.”

That about covered it. “Have you ever met Oliver
Birch? Her husband?”

“No, but I’ve seen him around town. I know who he is.”

“Did he know who you were?”

“I couldn’t say. Where are you going with all of this?”

“I don’t know. I'm just trying to find all the pieces.
Until I have them, I won’t know where any of them fit.”

She smiled, but the expression didn’t quite reach her
eyes. When she glanced at her watch a moment later, her
smile faded. “I doubt that I told you anything useful, but I
really must ask you to go. It’s late, and I have to work early
in the morning.”

I still had unanswered questions, but I didn’t want to
alienate her. I thanked her and followed her to the door. “If
you think of anything that might help,” I said, handing her
a card from Divinity, “please give me a call.”

She didn’t even look at the card before shoving it into her
pocket. “Sure thing.” And for the second time that night I
found myself staring at the business end of someone’s door.
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The weekend passecl unevent{ully. The stea(ly
parade of thrill seekers slowed to a trickle, and sales
picked up. I fielded several calls from frantic artists and
two from my mother, who’d heard about the murder on the
news in Denver and lamented about what was happening
to Paradise. On Saturday afternoon, I took a chance and
drove out to the construction site in the hollow. Luckily,
Felicity’s foreman was there and willing, sort of, to talk to
me. He couldn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know,
but he confirmed the theory that Greentree seemed to have
inside information.

By Monday, I was ready for a normal day—whatever
that was. It had been almost a week since Felicity’s mur-
der. Six days since I’d last seen Jawarski. We don’t go out
all that often, but I usually see him on the street at least
once in the space of a week. His silence was becoming
deafening, but I refused to let myself wig out about it.

Luckily, I'd ordered the supplies to change the store’s
display window before Bea went peppermint crazy, and I’d
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put off updating the display long enough. Between prepa-
rations for the festival and working on the display window,
Karen and I had plenty to keep us busy all day.

I’d planned a spring scene for the window this time,
complete with a red wagon made from white chocolate
sprayed red and filled with an assortment of pastel-colored
candy, grass made of pieces of green apple licorice rope at-
tached to toothpick halves, a chocolate baseball mitt hold-
ing a white chocolate baseball, and candy flowers around
the perimeter.

While I cut blades of licorice grass and Karen attached
them, I filled her in on my conversation with Ursula, my
suspicions about Oliver’s near accident, and Jacqueline’s
claims that Oliver had married Felicity for her money.

“So someone really tampered with Oliver’s brakes?”
she asked when I finished talking.

“Apparently so.”

“And nobody knows who?”

“I don’t know about anyone else, but I don’t have a
clue.”

Karen whistled softly. “So somebody killed Felicity and
tried to kill Oliver at the same time. Why?”

“That’s the million dollar question,” I said, reaching
once again for my kitchen shears. “Both Ursula and
Jacqueline insist that Oliver inherits everything, but I'd
like to know what would have happened if he’d died the
same night Felicity did.”

“I can talk to Sergio,” Karen offered. “I don’t think his
firm represented Felicity, but I’'m sure he knows who did.
He might be able to find out the terms of her will.”

I couldn’t imagine Karen’s husband agreeing, but all he
could do was tell us no. “If you think he’d be willing,” I
said, “go ahead and ask.”

“Oh, honey, he gets so bored handling property dis-
putes, he’ll probably jump at the chance to do something
interesting.”
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I still wasn’t convinced, but she knew the man better
than I did. I snipped a few more blades of grass and asked,
“What do you know about Greentree?”

“The conservation group? Not much. Why?”

“Apparently Felicity was planning to bring a MegaMart
to town, and there’s been a lot of sabotage since they broke
ground.”

Karen’s mouth fell open, and anger flashed in her eyes.
“Are you serious? What was she trying to do? Ruin the
town? She’d put every one of the stores around here out of
business, including Divinity.”

“No kidding. I'm trying to find out if someone from
Greentree knew what she was planning. Or if anyone else
knew, for that matter.”

Frowning deeply, Karen munched on a piece of green
licorice, releasing the strong scent of green apple flavor-
ing. “The problem is, nobody admits to being a member of
Greentree. They’re all a little nuts, if you ask me.”

“What about Kirby North? Do you think he’s one of
them?”

Karen chewed thoughtfully. “Probably. He’s pretty
rabid when it comes to protecting the environment. Plus,
he has a history of violence.”

She had my attention now. “He does?”

“He’s been in jail for assault more than once. Always
with his fists, though. Never with a weapon.”

That didn’t mean that his anger hadn’t escalated. “Do
you know what kind of assault?”

Karen polished off the licorice and got up to rinse her
hands. “I know he belted Jim Isaacson in the nose over the
golf course project, and he tied himself to a tractor when
they were building one of the hotels on the hill. There have
been a couple of other incidents, too.”

“Do you think he’s capable of murder?”’

“Who isn’t, if the motive’s strong enough?”

It was a good question—one I’d have to answer if I
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hoped to figure out who killed Felicity. “Would he kill
someone over a MegaMart?”

Karen opened a new box of toothpicks and dumped
them into a plastic container that made them easier to han-
dle. “I think it’s possible. So, do all these questions mean
that you think the murderer was a member of Greentree?”

“I’'m not sure of anything,” I said with a frown. “That’s
the trouble. I’'m going to have to get Kirby to tell me what
he knows about Greentree and its activities.”

Karen stuck the blade of “grass” in a Styrofoam block
and went to work on another. “Good luck with that. If he
is a member of Greentree, he’ll never admit it. Why don’t
you ask Pine? I'm sure the police have responded to plenty
of calls because of them. He might know who’s connected
and who’s not.”

I sent her a look that I hoped would put an end to that
discussion. “And admit that I’'m asking around about the
murder? Not a chance.” I gestured toward the blocks of
Styrofoam already filled with our candy grass. “How many
did you say was on each one of those again?”

Karen stopped working and looked at me for a long, un-
comfortable minute. I had the distinct feeling she knew
why I’d changed the subject, but she didn’t say a word.
That’s one of the things I like best about her. She knows
when to push, and she knows when to back off. She could
have asked me about Jawarski, but I wouldn’t have been
able to answer her. I knew even less about what was going
on between us than I knew about Felicity’s murder.

Karen drove away a little after seven that evening.
Ready for a quiet night, I tucked the bag holding the bank
deposit under my arm and locked the front door of the
shop. The sun had already disappeared behind the western
mountains, and streetlamps were beginning to blink on
along Prospector Street. I took a deep breath of clear
mountain air, hoping it would also clear away the pressures
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of the day. The past few days felt like they’d lasted a year,
and my neck and shoulders were so tense I'd been swal-
lowing ibuprofen all day.

Outside on the sidewalk I could hear the rhythmic
pounding coming from Wyatt and his friends. I'd been lis-
tening to it for hours already, and my head throbbed right
along with it as I stood on the curb and waited for traffic to
clear. I didn’t have any plans for the evening, and I was
suddenly grateful for my lack of a social life.

I wanted nothing more than to run a hot bath and sink
into the tub with a good book. Anything to help me stop
thinking about the murder, the shop, and the festival for a
little while. While I stood there, pondering my options,
Jawarski’s truck pulled up next to me, and the passenger
window slid down.

Grinning as if he hadn’t been invisible for a week,
Jawarski leaned across the seat. “Hey there. I was just
coming to see you.”

“On my way to the bank,” I said, holding up the bag so
he could see it. “Can it wait a few minutes?”

“Hop in, and I’ll take you through the drive-through.”

I wasn’t sure why he was coming to see me, but if he
wasn’t working on the murder case, maybe this was a
personal visit. Now that he was here, I wasn’t sure I was
ready for this. My uncertainty when it comes to men
drives me crazy at times. I can only imagine how it af-
fects them.

I climbed into the passenger’s seat and slid a sidelong
glance at his face while I buckled up. “You look like
you’re in a good mood.”

Jawarski shrugged and merged into evening traffic.
“What can I say? Life’s good at the moment.”

“Life’s good? On which planet?”

Jawarski flicked on his turn signal. “What’s wrong with
you tonight?”’

“Nothing much. A woman was killed in my parking lot
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last week, and so far the only thing the police have done is
warn me not to leave town. No big deal.”

Jawarski cut a look at me as he shot through an opening
in traffic and pulled into the bank’s parking lot. “Svboda’s
not keeping you informed of every step he takes? What the
hell is wrong with him?” Sarcasm coated his voice like a
layer of thick chocolate.

“Funny. Do you know what they’re doing?”

“They’re doing their jobs, Abby. You’re not getting any
ideas about getting involved, are you?”

“Of course not,” I said quickly. Admitting the truth
would only cause an argument, and I wasn’t in the mood.
What was the point? He’d tell me to stay out of it, and I'd
ignore him, so why put either of us through the hassle? I
steered the conversation in a different direction. “So, can [
ask who the police suspect?”

“They’re looking at several persons of interest.”

“Who?”

“That’s not important.”

“I think it is.”

I could feel Jawarski tense as he pulled into line behind
a couple of cars. “It’s important to the police, not to any-
one else.”

“I don’t plan to tell anyone else,” I assured him. “But
Ursula Drake has been telling people I called Felicity and
asked her to meet me, so I'm a little concerned. Silly of
me, [ know, but what can I say?”

Jawarski’s lips twitched. He shifted into neutral and
rested one arm across the back of the seat. “C’mon Abby,
you know I can’t discuss the case with you. The guys in the
department are doing their jobs. You’ll have to be content
with that.”

“Easy for you to say.”

He locked eyes with me. “Do you honestly think I’'m
going to just sit back and let someone convict you of mur-
der? I deserve better than that.”
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Heat crept into my cheeks, and I felt about two inches
tall, but he was forgetting one important point. “You’re not
on the case anymore, remember? How do I know what
you’re going to do?”

“It’s called trust. I might not be actively working the
case, but I'm still there, still paying attention. Still watch-
ing out for you. I thought you knew that.”

My eyes burned, but I refused to get all weepy. “Well,
fine then.” I looked away so he wouldn’t think he’d gotten
to me. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

Neither of us said anything for several minutes, but at
last Jawarski broke the silence. “I heard that Mayor Ireland
is thinking about canceling the arts festival.”

That took care of all that unwanted sentiment. I
whipped around and stared at him in disbelief. “He’s
what?”

“You didn’t know?”

“Of course I didn’t know. Why?”

“He’s worried that the public will react badly if we
haven’t made an arrest in the next few days. Besides, he
thinks it might be a nice tribute to Felicity.”

“To Felicity? Is he nuts? She spent less than twelve
hours as a member of the committee, and all she did in that
time was screw everything up. Why would we cancel the
festival in her memory?”

Jawarski’s forehead creased as his scowl deepened.
“Regardless of how some people felt about her, she was a
prominent member of the community.”

“And the rest of us are supposed to shut down because
she met an untimely end? Even Oliver hasn’t stopped
working, and he was her husband. I haven’t even heard
about funeral plans.”

Jawarski let out a heavy breath. “The family is planning
a private service, and I never said that everyone should
shut down because Felicity died. But all things considered,
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maybe canceling the festival completely isn’t such a bad
idea this year.”

I shifted in my seat as far as the seat belt would let me.
“If Jeb cancels the festival, he’s going to alienate every
member of the guild. Do you know what that could do to
the town’s economy? And let’s not even talk about how un-
professional we’d look if we canceled now. It would take
years to undo the damage this would do to our reputa-
tions.”

“I know it wouldn’t be good,” Jawarski admitted, “and
I know the arts festival is important to a lot of people, but
this isn’t just about the festival. It’s about murder.”

“It’s about Paradise,” I snapped. “Canceling at this
point could hurt the entire town.”

“If people think there’s a murderer running around
loose, they won’t be coming anyway,” Jawarski said, his
voice so calm and reasonable it made me want to throw
something.

He had a point, but I wasn’t convinced. “But if Felic-
ity’s murder isn’t related to the festival . . .”

“She was murdered in the middle of town—right in the
center of the planned activity. It doesn’t matter to festival-
goers why she was murdered. It matters where. It matters
that we don’t have the person responsible locked up in jail.
Even then, we may lose a substantial number of people.”

“If we cancel,” I said, my jaw tight, “we’ll lose every-
one. We’ll also have to pay a hefty cancellation fee to most
of our vendors. Who’s going to foot the bill for that? The
guild can’t. We won’t have any money unless we make it
back in ticket sales.”

Jawarski groaned and leaned his head against the head-
rest. “Well, you’d better convince Jeb of that, because I'm
under the impression he’s going to make the announce-
ment tomorrow or the next day.”

I tried not to panic, but staying calm wasn’t easy. There
were half a dozen reasons I didn’t want Jeb to cancel the
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festival, including the fact that I had all that peppermint to
get rid of, and I didn’t want to be known as the woman
who left the guild with a budget deficit. “How close is
Nate to solving the case?”

Jawarski rolled his head to the side so he could see me.
“I’m not talking about the case, Abby.”

“Neither am I. I'm talking about the festival. How soon
will we be able to tell the public that Felicity’s murderer is
behind bars?”

“I don’t know. But we’ll find the killer eventually. I can
promise you that, so leave it alone, okay?”

Jawarski didn’t actually say not to worry my “pretty lit-
tle head” about the murder, but that’s what I heard. I'd
been told that too many times during my failed marriage,
and almost nothing could set me off faster. If that was
going to be Jawarski’s attitude, I needed to seriously
reevaluate whether I wanted to continue seeing him.

“Terrific,” I snarled when I trusted myself to speak. “I
feel so much better now.”

Jawarski shot me a look that said he wasn’t amused.
“Don’t be funny.”

“Don’t be patronizing.”

Luckily for both of us, it was our turn at the drive-
through window. I handed Jawarski the bag, and we sat in
uneasy silence while the cashier processed the transaction.
After what felt like one of the longest hours of my life, she
dropped my receipt and empty bag into the drawer.

“What do you say we don’t talk about the murder
tonight?” Jawarski asked as we pulled into traffic. “I know
it’s late notice, but I really came by to see if you’d be in-
terested in grabbing dinner with me. I have something I
want to talk to you about that isn’t work-related.”

After the conversation we’d just had, I wasn’t thrilled
with the idea of spending the evening with him, but he’d
piqued my curiosity, and that made it hard to say no. “Fine.
What did you have in mind?”
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“I was thinking about the new Chinese place out on Ski
Jump Way. Any objections?”

I’d heard good things about the Mandarin, so I agreed,
and forty-five minutes later, after waiting for a table and
engaging in enough idle chatter to last both of us a life-
time, we were seated near the windows overlooking the
golf course.

We must both have been trying to make nice, because
we agreed on Chicken Satay with Peanut Sauce, Nanking
Chicken, and Beef with Asparagus Tips in record time.
Once our server had left us alone, Jawarski sat back in his
chair and laced his fingers across his tight stomach, and I
grew tense all over again.

He waited until I'd filled my mouth with Nanking
Chicken to break the news. “I thought dinner tonight
would be a good idea,” he said casually, “because I proba-
bly won’t be around much for the next six weeks.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“My kids are coming for a visit,” he said with a casual
shrug—maybe a little foo casual. He didn’t even look at
me while he was speaking. “They’ll be here for half the
summer.”

“Your kids?”

“l told you about them, remember? Ridge and
Cheyenne?”

Of course I remembered, but that conversation had
taken place three months earlier, and he hadn’t said more
than a word or two about them since. At least not around
me. Which wasn’t that odd, considering how long it had
taken him to tell me they existed at all.

Don’t get me wrong. I don’t hold it against him. It
doesn’t even come close to the secret my ex kept from me
while we were married. I tried pouring a little enthusiasm
over his nonchalance. “That’s great. You must be excited.”

His mouth quirked into a crooked half grin. “Yeah, I
am, I guess. I miss having them around, y’know?”
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I didn’t, but I nodded as if I did. The fact that I’ve never
had children of my own isn’t easy for me to talk about.
“Do they come to see you every summer?”

“There’s only been a couple since the divorce, but yeah,
they have so far. But Ridge turns fifteen this year, and
Cheyenne’s going into eighth grade. Who knows how
much longer they’ll want to spend time away from their
friends?”

I thought about my teenaged nieces, Dana and Danielle.
I couldn’t imagine either of them going away for six weeks
and being happy about it. They could hardly stand to be
separated from their friends long enough to eat supper.
“Then you’ll just have to make the most of the time you’ve
got.”

Jawarski looked up from his plate and made eye contact
for the first time since he’d started speaking. “That’s what
I plan to do, but that means I won’t have a lot of time for
other things while they’re here. I just thought I should ex-
plain. You know . . . before they get here.”

Something in his expression set off a warning bell in the
back of my head. There was something else going on here.
Trying to pick up on the mood I was sensing, I set my fork
aside slowly. “No problem,” I assured him. “T understand
completely. I’d love to meet them while they’re here.
Maybe you could bring them over for dinner sometime.”

It was nothing more than a flash across his eyes, but I
knew what was coming before he opened his mouth.
“Yeah. Maybe.” He forked up a mound of noodles but
never lifted it to his mouth. “The thing is, Abby, the kids
are confused. They haven’t done all that well since the
divorce.”

An uncomfortable feeling settled in my stomach. “I see.”

“And it’s been worse since their mother moved them to
Montana,” he went on. “And I moved up here, so even
when they come to visit, they can’t see much of their old
friends.”
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My face felt frozen, but I didn’t want him to think I was
hurt or disappointed, especially when I didn’t know what I
felt. I hadn’t really been in touch with my feelings since
the day I walked in on my ex-husband and his mistress
rolling around on my bedroom floor. Our subsequent di-
vorce and the news of her pregnancy had seriously rattled
my cage. I’d put off having children all through my twen-
ties and thirties because Roger kept saying he wasn’t
ready. It wasn’t until I turned thirty-eight that I realized he
just didn’t want children with me.

I don’t know how I feel about myself half the time, and
I sure don’t know how I felt about Jawarski or us as a “cou-
ple.” So it’s not as if he has any reason to introduce me to
his kids. But that just goes to show how perverse human
nature is. If he’d tried to push the kids on me, I would have
decided he was asking too much too fast. Let him be the
one to say no, and suddenly I wanted nothing quite so
much as to meet them.

“Of course,” I said. “It was just an idea, but with the
kids here and a murder to solve, you’ll be too busy for so-
cializing. Besides, with any luck, I’ll be tied up with the
arts festival.”

And just like that, the conversation steered away from
his children. We managed to stay away from the edge for
the rest of our meal. But that chasm was out there, just
inches away from my feet, and I didn’t like knowing that I
felt more comfortable talking about the murder than about
Jawarski’s kids.

The trouble was, I couldn’t be completely honest with
him unless I could be completely honest with myself first,
and I think that was the most frightening hurdle of all.
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I tossed and turned all night, and I was still run-
ning through questions in my mind when my alarm went
off the next morning. Not even close to being awake, I lev-
ered myself onto an elbow, squinted at the digital display
gleaming 4:15, and dropped back onto my pillow with a
groan. What had ever possessed me to think that catching
Jessie McGraw before the bakery opened would be a good
idea?

Thirty minutes and four Snooze buttons later, I dragged
myself out of bed and threw on some clothes. To avoid
having to deal with my hair, I slapped on a baseball cap
and promised myself a cup of Jessie’s special brew Au-
tumn Hearth coffee for my troubles. Finally almost pre-
sentable, I clipped on Max’s leash and led him down the
stairs.

Paradise isn’t L.A. or even Sacramento, but old habits
die hard. I feel safer walking the streets in the middle of the
night with an escort—especially one that can sink his teeth
into a murdering maniac’s shin and not let go.
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A cool breeze blew into the city from the nearby
canyons, and a few sporadic clouds wisped over a sky full
of stars. Other than the soft whisper of leaves stirring in the
breeze, no sound disturbed the city streets.

I tried not to think about the night Felicity was killed
and ignored the urge to take the Jetta. Bonner’s Bakery
was less than three blocks away. Nobody drove that short
a distance in Paradise, even in the middle of the night. I
wasn’t a child, and I wasn’t afraid. I had Max. We could
take care of ourselves.

Even with the pep talks, I jumped at every sound and
shied away from the shadows as I walked along the dark-
ened streets. When I finally reached Forest Steet and spot-
ted lights on in the bakery’s kitchen, I breathed a sigh of
relief.

Trying not to frighten Jessie, I tied Max outside the
door and knocked softly. She pulled it open a crack and
gazed out at me with one eye. “Who’s there?”

“It’s Abby Shaw, Jessie. Do you mind if I come in?”

“Abby? What are you doing here in the middle of the
night?”

“I want to ask you a couple of questions, if that’s okay.”

The eye stared, unblinking. “What kind of questions?”

“About the night Felicity Asbury was killed.”

“What? Why do you want to talk to me? I don’t know
anything.”

“Yeah, but you’re the only person who might have been
up and about when the murder was taking place. Maybe
you saw something on your way to work or heard some-
thing out of the ordinary?”

The door creaked open an inch. “Nothing that I can re-
member.”

“You don’t remember passing any cars on your way to
work?”

“Sorry, no.”

“Nothing?”
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She shook her head and pulled back as if she was going
to shut the door.

I jumped in with another question before she could.
“Which streets did you take to get here?”

“The same ones as always. I take Motherlode to Bear
Hollow and Bear Hollow to Forest.”

“That means you don’t pass Divinity at all, doesn’t it?”

“That’s right.”

My spirits took a nosedive. In spite of Dooley’s warn-
ings, I’d been counting on her to know something useful.
“Is there anyone else you can think of who might have
been out at that time of the morning?”’

Jessie’s eye narrowed, and the one side of her mouth I
could see turned down. “Why do you want to know?”

“Because somebody murdered a woman less than three
blocks from here, and I’'m trying to figure out who.” I
sighed in frustration and turned away, taking in the back
view of nearby shops. In spite of overwhelming evidence
to the contrary, I didn’t want to believe that I'd run into a
dead end. “Did you know Felicity?”

Jessie shook her head. “Not really, but Oliver is a regu-
lar customer. Comes in for a bear claw and coffee every
morning and then goes across the street to work on that
new restaurant of his.”

I remembered running into him the morning Felicity died
and nodded slowly. “Has he been in since Felicity died?”

“Every day, why?”

“His wife’s murder didn’t interrupt his routine, even for
a day?”

With her face puckered in suspicion, Jesse inched the
door open a little further. “Everyone grieves differently.
That poor man is grief-stricken. He’s practically buried
himself in his work since his wife died. He’s over there all
hours of the day and night, driving himself like there’s no
tomorrow. It wouldn’t be my way, necessarily, but if it’s
what he needs to do, who am I to judge?”
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Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t judge him ei-
ther. Under present conditions, I’d be smart to question
everyone and everything—even if he did have an alibi.
“Has he said anything to you about the murder?”

“Not a word. He can barely make himself talk about it.
Not that I blame him. Felicity always came across as such
a bitch, but she wasn’t really. Not once you got to know
her.”

Not in my opinion, but I refrained from contradicting
her.

“Felicity was a regular, too—in her own way. She
didn’t often come into the bakery herself until recently, but
Ursula would call and place an order for her two or three
times a week.”

“But Felicity did come in sometimes?”

“Once or twice.” Jessie frowned suddenly and mo-
tioned me inside. ““You look half-frozen out there. I just put
on a pot of coffee. I guess you might as well come in and
have some.”

I followed her inside gratefully and took a seat at a
small, round table near the back window. While she
grabbed mugs, spoons, sugar, and cream, I grasped at
straws. ““You said that she came into the bakery a couple of
times lately. Can you remember when?”

Jessie gave a matter-of-fact nod. “The first time was
about three months ago. The last time was two days before
she died.”

“Did she say why she decided to come in after such a
long time?”

“I didn’t ask.” Jessie set a full mug in front of me. “I
didn’t really have to. She’d been across the street with
Oliver. They must have had some kind of trouble between
them, because she came in with Henri.”

“The chef?”

Jessie nodded and sipped. Pleasure lightened her fea-
tures, and she briefly closed her eyes in appreciation be-
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fore she answered me. “Yes, but it’s not what you’re think-
ing. She looked very upset, and Henri calmed her down.”

That was interesting. I couldn’t picture Felicity seeking
solace from her husband’s employee, but what did I know?
“Did she and Oliver have an argument?”

“I don’t know. All I do know is that she was fit to be tied
when she came in here. She and Henri had their heads to-
gether for a little while, and by the time she left, she
seemed all right again.” She glanced at the clock and let
out a little squeal of surprise. “Goodness, where has the
time gone? If I don’t get the bread started, it won’t be done
in time. Stay, finish your coffee. Just lock the door behind
you after you leave. I'm feeling just a little paranoid since
the murder.”

She wasn’t the only one.

Shortly after nine o’clock, I climbed the steps to City
Hall and tugged open the heavy glass door. City Hall sits
about two blocks from Divinity, at the apex of Prospector
Circle, giving city workers a broad view of downtown and
almost everything that goes on there. Jeb Ireland seemed
so out of touch with his constituents, I wondered if he ever
bothered to look. Jeb’s not stupid; it’s just that he’s so
wrapped up in himself, I’'m not sure he pays much atten-
tion to the rest of us.

Maybe I was on a fool’s mission, but I had to try to rea-
son with him, not only about putting Meena back to work,
but even more crucially, about not canceling the festival.
Too many people had worked too hard to get us this far. Of
everyone in Paradise, Jeb Ireland would probably be least
affected by his decision. But that’s how it had always been
with Jeb.

Steeling myself for a confrontation, I climbed the steps
to the second floor and headed toward the mayor’s suite of
offices at the end of a broad marble corridor. His assistant,
Tamara, sat behind her desk, framed by an old-fashioned



140 Sammi Carter

arched window that was part of the original, historical
structure.

I’d guess Tamara’s age at around forty. She’s a pretty
brunette who stands no more than five two and probably
doesn’t weigh a hundred pounds soaking wet. With her
long, curly hair, tiny frame, and flawless complexion, she
looks more like a china doll than a pit bull, but we all know
that appearances can be deceiving.

She glanced up as I walked into her office, her delicate
face illuminated by an equally delicate smile. “Well, Abby.
What a surprise.” She turned away from her computer
screen and linked her manicured hands together on her
desk. “I hope you’re not here to see the mayor. He has a
horrendous schedule today, so he won’t be able to take any
walk-in appointments.”

I tossed off an equally friendly smile and dropped into
a chair, grabbing a magazine on my way down. “That’s
okay,” I said, flipping open the pages and feigning interest
in a hair color advertisement. “I don’t mind waiting.”

Tamara didn’t bat an eye, but I thought her smile grew
a trifle less friendly. “I’1l be glad to make an appointment
for you on a day when he’s not so busy. I'm sure I could
work you in sometime later in the week.”

“I’'m afraid this can’t wait. But I only need a few min-
utes. I promise I won’t throw him off schedule.”

This time I didn’t have to wonder if I'd annoyed her.
Tamara’s dark eyes shadowed, and her smile dimmed no-
ticeably. “I really can’t let you disturb him at all. Mayor
Ireland relies on me to keep his schedule running
smoothly. I can’t do that if people interrupt him whenever
they feel the need.”

I marked my place in the magazine with one finger, as
if I had every intention of going back to it. “I wouldn’t
need to interrupt if the mayor would simply return the mes-
sages I’ve left for him.”

“I’ve given him your messages,” Tamara said, her voice
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growing more cool by the moment. “I’'m sure he’ll call
when he has time.”

I shrugged and let the magazine fall open again. “It’ll be
quicker to just answer my question while I'm here.”

Tamara’s lips narrowed. “Your calls aren’t the only ones
the mayor has to think about. One of Paradise’s most
prominent citizens was found murdered last week. Since
then, the mayor has been on the phone almost constantly
with the police, the media, and the Asbury family. He’s
working his way down the list in order of priority. I’'m sure
you’ll be hearing from him soon.”

I set aside the magazine and stood. “Okay. But first, tell
me where the arts festival falls on his list of priorities.”

“I don’t know.”

“Will he call me back today?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

“Do you know what he’s planning to do about the
festival?”

Annoyance flashed through Tamara’s eyes. “I have no
idea. Now, if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”

I held up both hands, still trying to at least appear
agreeable. “I don’t mean to be a bother,” I said which, if
not entirely true, at least sounded good. “But I’ve heard a
rumor that the mayor is thinking about canceling the festi-
val. If that’s true, then this is a priority. I need to see him
before he makes any decisions.”

Tamara rested both fists on top of her appointment book
and glared at me. “I understand that this is important to
you, Abby, but you don’t decide the mayor’s priorities. Not
even I do that.”

“Canceling the festival now would have a negative fi-
nancial impact on the majority of businesses in town. It
would make the entire town appear unprofessional. If he
hasn’t thought about that, he needs to. Give me two min-
utes with him this afternoon. That’s all.”

Her tiny face puckered into a deep scowl that almost
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looked painful. “Impossible. Now, I really must ask you to
leave. If you won’t, I'll have to call security.”

I had my mouth open, ready to say something else, but
the threat she’d just uttered wiped everything right out of
my mind. “Security? You have to be joking.”

Tamara placed one delicate hand on the telephone. “I'm
absolutely serious.”

In hindsight, I can say that leaving would probably have
been the smartest thing to do under the circumstances. But
she’d blown me right out of the water, and I was struggling
just to convince myself I’d heard her right. “There’s no
need to get weird,” I began.

She shot me a look that could have petrified cotton
candy and lifted the receiver.

Holding out one hand to show how harmless I was, I
motioned with the other for her to hang up. “Hey, I'm not
trying to cause trouble.”

Tamara’s mouth puckered as if she’d just swallowed a
handful of sour balls. She stopped dialing, but she didn’t
replace the receiver. “You’re in here demanding to see the
mayor and refusing to take no for an answer. You may not
be trying to cause trouble, but you’re doing a bang-up job
of it anyway. Not to mention the fact that I don’t know if
you’re dangerous or not.”

“Me? Dangerous? You have to be kidding.”

“How do I know you didn’t do something to Mrs.
Asbury?”

My mouth fell open in shock. “For one thing, I had no
reason to want her dead. For another, I'm not a killer. And
if you really thought I was, you wouldn’t say so to my face
while we’re alone in a room together.”

Tamara lifted her chin. “She was found in your parking
lot.”

“A parking lot I share with at least one other business.”

“You’re the one who threatened her.”

“With a lawsuit, not murder.”
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Tamara gestured toward the door with the receiver.
“Fine. Whatever. But I’'m responsible for keeping the
mayor safe, and I have work to do. I don’t have time to
argue with you. Leave now, or I will call.”

She looked as if she’d enjoy doing just that, and I de-
cided not to test her. I didn’t have time to spend even a few
hours in a jail cell. “All right,” I said, “I'm going. But
would you at least ask the mayor to call me before he
makes any decisions about the festival?”

“I’ll tell him you’d like to hear from him.”

Like that was going to do any good. Annoyed, I strode
from the room and hurried down the steps to the main
floor. My heels echoed on the marble foyer as I crossed to
the glass doors and pushed outside into the warm, spring
sunshine.

Usually, being outside on a nice day could lift my spir-
its like nothing else. Today, even the clear blue sky and the
scent of lilac didn’t make me feel better. I kept going round
and round the issues but getting no closer to finding an-
swers to my questions.

I still had a few minutes before I needed to open the
shop, so I detoured up Forest Street on my way back. I
wondered if Oliver had considered the possibility that
someone had tried to kill him. Would he be able to name a
suspect if he knew that his brakes had been cut, or would
he be as lost and confused as I was?

As usual, half a dozen pickup trucks clustered around the
restaurant. I looked them over, but none of them was an old
gray Ford with a blue door. That would have been too easy.
For the second time in a week, I slipped past the scaffolding
and through the open door into the cavernous room with its
roughly framed walls. On the far side of the room a piece of
plywood rested on two wooden sawhorses, and a short, round
man with a balding head used it as a table while he gave se-
rious consideration to the contents of a white paper bag.
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“Excuse me?”

He glanced up at the sound of my voice and palmed his
thinning gray hair. “Pardonez moi. I didn’t hear you come
in. How may I help you?”

We don’t have a lot of Frenchmen running around Par-
adise, so I took a guess at his identity. “Henri Guischard?”

He nodded and set the bag aside. “Oui. And you are?”

“Abby Shaw. I own a candy shop on Prospector Street.” I
moved closer and offered a hand. “T’ve heard a lot about you.”

Henri responded with a limp handshake. “Good things
I’ope?”

“Very good. Oliver seems excited that you’re here. He’s
expecting a lot of success for the restaurant.”

“Ah, poor man. Then he shall have it.”

Henri glanced into his bag again, and I checked out the
construction crew swarming over the building. I couldn’t
see Oliver among them. “Is Oliver here this morning?”’

“Oliver? No.” Henri pulled out an eclair and beamed
with pleasure.

“Do you know when he’ll be here?”

Scowling at me for keeping him from his pastry, Henri
shook his head. “He does not answer to me. You know his
wife ’as been killed, oui?”

“Yes, I heard. It’s terrible.”

“Oui. Terrible.” He sent a longing glance at the eclair.
“A...how you say?...tragedy. Someone else can help
you, no?”’

“I don’t think so.” I could have turned around and
walked out the door, but I wondered if Henri could give me
some insight into Oliver’s friends and enemies or the ar-
gument Felicity and Oliver had shortly before her death. It
wouldn’t hurt anything to ask. “I haven’t seen Oliver for a
couple of days,” I said. “How is he holding up?”

“He is sad, of course. Heartbroken, poor man.”

“Yes, of course.” Unless he’d killed Felicity for the
money. “Did you know his wife well?”
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“Mrs. Asbury? No, she never came in here.”

My internal lie detector let out a buzz. “Never? That’s
surprising. I thought Felicity kept one finger in all of her
business dealings.”

“Ah, but you see, the restaurant isn’t hers. It is Oliver’s
project only.”

“Really? Hmm,” I said, pretending to be confused. “I
could have sworn somebody told me they saw Felicity
here shortly before she died.” I let that sink in for a few
seconds, then shook it off and smiled. “Oh well, they must
have been mistaken. Does Oliver have any business part-
ners or investors in the restaurant?”

Henri eyed me skeptically. “Why do you want to know
that?”

“I’m just curious.” I wagged a hand aimlessly, hoping I
looked vague and unfocused. “It’s just that a restaurant like
this must take a huge amount of money. I didn’t realize
Oliver was wealthy enough to finance it all on his own.”

“Per’aps he is, per’aps he is not,” Henri said. He dug
around for a clean piece of paper and put the eclair on it.
“I don’t know the details of his finances, you understand.
But I can tell you that Mrs. Asbury was not involved in the
restaurant.”

“Right.” I let a silence fall for a few seconds, then
asked, “Has Oliver said how the police investigation is
going? Do they have any idea who wanted her dead?”

Henri shrugged. “Another issue on which I am not in-
formed.”

“What about you? Who do you think killed her?”

He tensed but managed to keep a smile in place. “I
don’t know. As I said before, I barely knew her.”

“Oh. Right.” I turned away, then back again, Columbo-
like. “See, that’s where I’'m confused. I heard you and Fe-
licity had coffee together at Bonner’s the other day —right
after she and Oliver had an argument. So I was under the
impression that you did know her.”
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Henri’s pleasant expression vanished. “Who told you
that?”

“I don’t remember. Someone who saw the two of you
together.”

“Well, it’s not true.”

“No? How odd.” Lie number two. But who was count-
ing? And why was he so determined to create such a dis-
tance between himself and the dead woman? “Has Oliver
said anything else about Felicity?”

“To me? No. We talked of food, nothing else.”

Hoping my face wouldn’t betray what I was thinking, I
offered an apologetic smile. “I’ve taken up enough of your
time. I'll just try to catch Oliver at home.”

Henri looked up in surprise. “You would disturb the
family in their grief?”

What grief? But if the guy believed that, why burst his
bubble? Let him think sorrow had knocked over the whole
clan. “I’'m sure Oliver would like to find out who killed his
wife.”

“And you are going to tell him?”

“No, but he might be able to tell me.” Waving a hand to-
ward the eclair, I turned away. “Enjoy your breakfast.”

“Ms. Shaw?”

I stopped at the door and looked back at him. “Yes?”

“The killer . . . he has nothing to lose now. You really
shouldn’t go around asking questions like this.”

His words chilled me. I searched his eyes for signs of
malice, but I couldn’t find any. I couldn’t find concern, ei-
ther. I turned away without responding and hurried out into
the sunshine. And I wondered as I strode toward Divinity
whether I'd just been warned . . . or threatened.
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That conversation with Henri made me antsy all
day. I made another three dozen peppermint lollipops, and
by the time I’d finished overheating the kitchen, I forced
myself to sit still and finish snipping umpteen pounds of
licorice into blades of grass.

By the time Wyatt and the guys showed up that after-
noon, [ was ready to think about something else, even if it
meant facing reality about the building repairs. I covered
my mound of licorice grass and climbed the steps to the
second floor.

After swimming through layers of Visqueen, I glanced
around to see what had been done, but if the guys had
made any progress since I was up there last, I couldn’t see
it. Swallowing disappointment, I tried not to think about
how long this project was going to take or how much it
was going to cost.

Charlie and Toby huddled together in front of the win-
dow, studying a piece of paper that looked like their ver-
sion of a floor plan. On the other side of the room Wyatt
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squatted next to his toolbox, a deep scowl tugging at the
tips of his mustache. His hair was shaggy and unkempt,
and even the parts of his face he usually shaved were stub-
bled with whiskers. That’s my brother’s idea of a vacation.

Wyatt doesn’t intimidate me—much. But the look on
his face did make me think twice about talking to him. I
hesitated for a minute, trying to decide which would be
worse: braving Wyatt’s temper or attaching the rest of the
licorice grass to the remaining toothpicks.

Turns out the decision was a no-brainer. I'm usually
even-tempered and easy to get along with—at least, I
think I am. But at my current level of frustration, anything
would be better than sitting in the candy kitchen, thinking,
and contracting a raging case of restless leg syndrome.

I tapped Wyatt’s shin lightly with the toe of my shoe.
“Something wrong?”

Irritation flashed through his eyes as he glanced up at
me. “Not funny, Abby. You can bring everything back
now.”

Have I mentioned that my brother can be an insuffer-
able jerk sometimes? “What stuff?”

“Whatever you took out of here. You’ve made your
point, okay?”

He was seriously starting to bug me. “What point?”

“Knock it off.” Wyatt stood so he could glare down at
me and gain the advantage. “I know you took stuff out of
here. You were all over my ass the other day about leaving
my tools out.”

An uneasy feeling crept up my spine, but I tried to ig-
nore it. “That doesn’t mean I made off with your tools
when you weren’t looking.”

“Well, someone did.”

I almost didn’t want to ask. “What stuff is missing?”

“I don’t know.” He scowled at the toolbox and gave it a
jiggle with his boot. “A wrench. My new hammer—"

“An awl?”
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His head shot up, and I watched him reach the same
conclusion I had. “Holy shit.”

“You’re missing one, aren’t you?”’

My big, strong brother actually looked shaky. “Some-
body stole my tools to kill that old bat with?”

“It sure looks like it. And I’ll bet any amount of money
that the awl was one of the tools I picked up from your
truck bed. Which means my fingerprints are probably all
over the stupid thing.”

Wyatt wagged his shaggy head. “So? Nobody can seri-
ously suspect you of doing the old lady in.”

“Yeah? Well, they’re sure giving a good imitation of it.”
My eyes burned, and that made me angry. [ don’t like cry-
ing, and I sure didn’t want to do it in front of Wyatt. “Do
you have any idea when the tools disappeared?”

“Not a clue.” Swearing, Wyatt kicked the toolbox shut.
“What in the hell’s going on around here?”

“I wish I knew.” I turned over a bucket and sat. “Half
the town probably wanted Felicity dead. That’s the easy
part. What I don’t understand is why anybody would want
to frame me for her murder.”

One of Wyatt’s thick eyebrows rose toward the sweaty
old cap he wore. “You been pissing people off?”

“Not that I know of, but thanks for the vote of confi-
dence.”

Wyatt dug into a sack and pulled out a handful of nails.
He stuffed them into a pocket and picked up a hammer.
“Don’t get upset. I didn’t mean anything by it. But if some-
body’s trying to set you up, they must have a reason.”

“And that reason is automatically something I’ve done
wrong?”’

“I didn’t say that, either.” With an old-man groan, Wyatt
tugged a two-by-four from a pile of lumber. Neither of us
was a kid any longer, but sometimes I’m shocked by the
realization that we’re turning into our parents. “All I meant
was that somebody’s got it in for you. Either that, or put-
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ting the blame on you is just convenient. It’s got to be one
or the other.”

Somewhat mollified, I dragged the toe of my shoe
through the sawdust. “I don’t think I’ve crossed anybody,
but I probably wouldn’t know, would 1?”

Wyatt slid a glance at me. “You don’t know if some-
body’s been pissed off at you?”

“Well, yeah. Bea. But I don’t think she’d kill someone
and try to frame me for it.”

“Cousin Bea?” Wyatt laughed through his nose. “I’'m
not even going to ask. What about the folks down at the
whoosit guild?”

“The artists’ guild?” I thought back over the past few
months, but nothing came to mind. “I don’t remember ar-
guing with anyone there.”

“What about customers?”

I shook my head slowly. “No.”

“You been messing around with somebody’s husband?”

Wyatt knew how I felt about infidelity, so I didn’t dig-
nify the question with a response. “Maybe I’'m just con-
venient. But that means the killer has to be somebody who
knew I was going to visit Felicity that night. Either some-
one at the guild or someone who was at her house while I
was there.”

“That narrows it down, doesn’t it?”

“Not really. The guild was packed with people last
Monday night.” As I had a hundred times, I ran back over
the list of people I remembered seeing that night. “What do
you know about Greentree?”

“The tree huggers? They’re nothing but trouble. Why?”’

“Have you ever heard anything about trouble between
them and Felicity?”

“There’s always trouble between them and Felicity.”
Wyatt fit the two-by-four in place and pounded in a nail.
He knelt to place another nail but paused before hammer-
ing. “Matter of fact, I heard down at Sid’s the other day
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that there’d been some real trouble down in the hollow.
Some people are saying they must have an inside source at
Drake, because either somebody’s cluing them in to when
it’ll be okay to strike, or they’re awful damn lucky.”

“Are you talking about the sabotage?”

“Yeah. Dirt in the gas tanks and air filters of the equip-
ment. Set an expensive backhoe on fire a few weeks back,
among other things. They’ve done some real damage, from
what I hear. Enough to shut down work for a while.”

“Do you know why?”’

Wyatt shrugged. “Does it matter?”’

“It might. I'm pretty sure Felicity was planning to bring
in a MegaMart.”

Wyatt almost dropped his hammer. “Here?”

“That’s what I’ve been told. But wouldn’t the city have
to give her zoning clearance? Do you think they would?”

Wyatt shook his head. “The hollow isn’t in city limits.
It’s county. She’d have to talk to the County Commission,
and those doughheads are only interested in money.”

“So she could have been given the zoning she needed.
And if Greentree found out—"

Wyatt brushed dirt off the knee of his jeans. “There’d be
hell to pay.”

“How well do you know Kirby North?”

“Kirby? He’s a nutcase. He’d do anything to make a
point. And Sandy Welch is almost as bad. Why?”

“I don’t know Sandy, but I think it’s past time for me to
talk to Kirby.”

Wyatt turned away from the wall and locked eyes with
me. “Are you nuts?”

“Look, Wyatt, I appreciate the concern, but don’t worry
about it, okay?”

“Somebody has to. You sure as hell don’t. It’s like you
think you’re immortal or something.”

“I don’t think I’m immortal.”

“Could’a fooled me. You damn near got us both killed
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last time you started messing around in a police investiga-
tion, remember?”

I’d come closer to breathing my last than he had, but
this didn’t seem like the time to clarify the details. I tossed
him a grin and pushed to my feet. “‘Damn near’ only
counts in horseshoes.”

Color flooded Wyatt’s cheeks. “If you’re not careful,
one of these times it won’t be damn near.”

“Then I'll be careful.”

“Dammit, Abby—"

He reached for my arm, but I sidestepped him easily.
“Back off, Wyatt. If I'm right about the murder weapon,
I’m going to be in real trouble soon. I can’t just sit here
counting lollipops while my life falls apart.”

Giving me a look that was pure Grandpa Shaw, Wyatt
ran a hand across his face and shifted his weight a couple
of times. “Look, I understand how you feel, but you start
messing around with those Greentree freaks, you’re asking
for trouble. They’re not normal.”

“I’ll be careful,” I said again. “I just want to ask Kirby
a few questions. He won’t even know I’m there to ask
about the building site. I’1l tell him I’m there to talk about
the arts festival.”

“He won’t believe you.”

“Yes he will.” He had to. I wasn’t going to stand around
arguing about it all day, so I turned away. “I’m a big girl,
Wyatt. I know what I'm doing.”

“Yeah?” His voice was gravelly. Angry. “Well, if you
get yourself in trouble again, don’t call me to rescue you.”

“Don’t worry,” I tossed over my shoulder as I strode
away. I indulged in a few unkind thoughts about Wyatt in
particular and men in general, but only because I didn’t
want to think about what lay in store for me. I didn’t think
Kirby was dangerous, but what if I was wrong?
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KirLy North lived in an old cabin built about
fifty years earlier in the middle of a small clearing halfway
up Black Ridge. It had originally been a trapper’s cabin,
but I"d heard that Kirby had added a couple of rooms and
put in large windows to let in the sunlight and the view. In
recent years, large summer homes had started scrambling
up the hillside, each new builder jockeying for a better po-
sition than the last. But even with all the new construction,
it would take a long time for the summer people to reach
Kirby.

With Wyatt’s warning still ringing in my ears, I drove
onto the Ridge that evening after work. Max hung out the
back window while I ran through my story half a hundred
times, trying to find an explanation for my visit that
sounded realistic. I still hadn’t found one when I reached
the turnoff to Kirby’s place, buried so deep in the trees I al-
most missed it.

As 1 left the main highway, trees shrouded the road,
casting deep shadows along the rutted dirt path. The Jetta
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bounced hard over a couple of deep ruts and tilted precar-
iously when I swerved to avoid a deep hole. I kept one eye
on Max in the rearview mirror, alert for any change in his
mood that might signal trouble.

Approaching Kirby’s cabin in broad daylight would
have been nerve-racking enough, but driving through the
silent forest at dusk made all my nerve endings hum. Even
the birds, audible along the highway, grew silent as I drove
deep into the woods.

After about a mile and a half I drove past a rickety shed,
the first sign of civilization since leaving the main road. A
hundred feet later, the road ended in front of a small cabin,
barely large enough for two rooms. Smoke drifted slug-
gishly from the chimney, and Kirby’s Pathfinder was
parked in front of an old barn a few feet away.

I swallowed my nerves and parked the Jetta so I could
get away easily if [ needed to. Show time.

Hooking Max to his leash, I climbed the two short steps
to the cabin and raised my hand to knock. The door flew
open before I could make contact, and Kirby loomed large
in the doorway.

“Abby? What are you doing way out here?”

It was too late to turn back now, and I didn’t want him
to smell my fear, so I tossed off a grin. “I was in the neigh-
borhood. Thought I'd drop by.”

“Yeah?” His expression was inscrutable.

“Yeah. Do you mind if I come in?”

Kirby didn’t move for an uncomfortably long time. Just
when I thought he’d send me away, he stepped away from
the door. “I guess it won’t hurt anything, but you’re going
to have to leave the dog outside.”

That pretty much defeated the purpose of bringing
along protection.

Kirby must have noticed my frown. “I’m allergic,” he
said. “Come on inside and tell me what I can do for you.”

Reluctantly, I tied Max to a post and stepped into the
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cabin’s cool interior. Kirby hadn’t turned on any lights, so
I couldn’t see him. My heart shot straight into my throat.
The stale scent of cigarette smoke hung over everything.

“Well, come on. You might as well get what you came
for.” His voice sounded from the other side of the room,
and I finally located him in a large leather chair hidden
deep in the shadows. “So? What do you want?”

I opted for the sofa because of its proximity to the door.
“I came to talk to you about putting up the bleachers. I
need someone to take charge of the work crew. Are you in-
terested?”’

“You drove all the way out here to ask me that?” Even
in the dim lighting, I could see Kirby smirk. “You could
have called.”

“I prefer talking about important things in person.”

Kirby leaned forward, resting his massive forearms on
his thighs. “All right. What’s involved?”

“Mainly just making sure everyone shows up and keep-
ing them on task. Supervising to make sure they’ve fol-
lowed all the safety regulations.”

“Okay. Sure. Anything else?”

“I understand that Felicity insisted on approving all the
pieces you wanted to sell at the festival. I've heard that you
were upset about that. Do you still have concerns?”

He sat back in his chair and dismissed the idea with one
wag of a jumbo paw. “I never had concerns. I didn’t take
her seriously, and neither did anyone else. She couldn’t
have followed through without bringing a lawsuit down on
the city.”

Not concerned? He’d given a good imitation of “con-
cern” that night at the guild. “T understand she was worried
that you might exhibit something politically inflamma-
tory.”

He grinned. “Yeah? Well, I'm not worried about it. It’s
not an issue anymore. So why are you really here?”

So much for subtlety. My face burned, and I prayed
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silently that it wasn’t as red as it felt. “I told you. The
bleachers. But you’re right. I do have another reason for
being here.”

“I thought so.” His brows jutted up toward his hairline.
“Are you going to tell me what it is?”

“I’d like to ask you a few questions about Greentree.”

He pulled back a fraction of an inch, and a mask
dropped over his face. “What about it?”

“How much do you know about it?”

“Same as anybody else, just what I read in the papers.”

“That’s too bad. How much do you know about Felicity
Asbury’s most recent project?”

His eyebrows snaked slowly downward. “I don’t know
anything about it. Felicity was keeping it top secret.”

“Is there anyone in Greentree who might know what
she was planning?”

Kirby shook his head. “I wouldn’t know. I don’t know
who’s a member and who isn’t.”

It was a predictable answer, but I didn’t believe him.
“I’ve heard there’s been some trouble at the job site—dirt
in the gas tanks. Equipment set on fire. That sort of thing.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that, too. I take it you think Greentree
is responsible.”

“It’s possible.”

Kirby reached for a pack of cigarettes on the table. “I
don’t think anyone’s claimed responsibility yet,” he said,
holding up the pack to offer me one.

I shook my head. “Look, Kirby, I know that member-
ship in Greentree is top secret. Nobody who is a member
would ever admit it aloud. But I also know that putting up
a MegaMart on the edge of town would upset a lot of
people.”

Kirby reared up in his seat. “Where did you hear that?”

I wasn’t going to give names unless he did. “From a re-
liable source. You didn’t know?”

“Hell no.” He got up and paced the small room. Anger
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radiated from him, but I suspected that he’d already heard
about the MegaMart deal. His reaction was way too sub-
dued for Kirby.

“I'm trying to figure out if someone from Greentree
killed Felicity to stop her.”

“And you think I know the answer to that?” Kirby
laughed softly and flicked his lighter. He inhaled so deeply
his cheeks caved in, then let out a rush of smoke in my di-
rection. “You give me too much credit. I take it you're
playing detective again?”

The smoke made my throat constrict. I resisted the urge
to cough. “I think someone is trying to frame me for the
murder, and I’'m trying to make sure they don’t. So who
would know about Felicity’s plans?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who’s in charge of Greentree?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you know who dumped the dirt on the gas tanks
and set the backhoe on fire?”

His gaze narrowed slightly. “No. I don’t. Is that all you
came for, or do you have questions that I might actually be
able to answer?”

I didn’t want him to know how frustrated I was, so I of-
fered a smile. “Sure. When does Greentree hold its meet-
ings, and where?”

“Are you interested in joining?”

“I’'m interested in talking to anyone who won’t
stonewall me the way you are.”

“You’d just be wasting your time.” Kirby’s voice took on
a cold note. “The members of Greentree care about the envi-
ronment. They might occasionally indulge in a bit of sabo-
tage, but they don’t believe in violence against people.”

“Yeah?” Too agitated to stay in one spot, I stood and
glared at him. “Well, neither do I. If you won’t tell me
what I want to know, I'll find some other way to get the
answers.”
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I made it halfway to the door before Kirby spoke again.
“You’re taking an awfully big chance poking around in
things that aren’t any of your business, Abby. I’d be care-
ful if I were you.”

A chill slithered down my spine. That was the second time
in as many days that I'd been told that. “Is that a threat?”

“Not from me. But if you didn’t kill Felicity, then some-
one else did. I have a feeling that whoever did it won’t be
happy about you asking questions. Like I said, I"d be care-
ful if I were you.”

Yeah. Thanks.

I found Max standing at attention on the porch, glad to
see me but not growling or baring his teeth or doing any of
the other canine protective type things I'd expect him to do
under the circumstances. Maybe Kirby wasn’t threatening
me, but I still wanted nothing more than to get away from
that cabin and back to civilization.

It was nearly dark by the time I got home, but not dark
enough to hide Jawarski’s truck hulking on the edge of the
street. I slowed as I drove past, and my heart skittered
around in my chest when I saw his shadow behind the
wheel. I told myself to calm down. This was probably a
professional visit. After all, he’d made it pretty clear that
he wasn’t going to be around on a personal level.

By the time I parked and let Max out of the car,
Jawarski came around the corner of the building. He wore
his usual jeans and a light-colored shirt under a dark sport
jacket. The sound of his boots striking the pavement as he
walked echoed in the near silence.

“Abby.”

“Jawarski. This is a surprise. What are you doing here?”

He came close enough for me to see his face in the dim
lighting. “I’ve been hearing rumors. I thought I'd better
check them out.”

“Oh? What rumors?”
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“I think you know. You promised that you’d stay out of
this investigation, and you broke your word. You want to
tell me why?”

“Do I really have to explain it? Felicity was found a few
feet from my front door. There’s a very good chance my
fingerprints are on the murder weapon, since it probably
came out of Wyatt’s toolbox. I think I ought to be able to
clear my name.”

Jawarski groaned and rubbed his face. “Why are your
fingerprints on the murder weapon?”

“Because the tools were scattered all over Wyatt’s
truck, and I picked them up.”

“Abby —”

I held up a hand to stop the lecture I felt coming. “You
don’t have to say it. If I'd known what was going to hap-
pen, I would have been more careful. But what’s done is
done, Jawarski. I can’t turn back the clock.”

“Maybe you ought to think about hiring an attorney.
Don’t try to do this yourself.”

“I will, if it comes to that. Call me crazy, but I’d rather
it didn’t.”

Jawarski shifted his weight impatiently. “Why do you
have to be so damn stubborn?”

“Why do you have to be so unreasonable? If you were
considered a ‘person of interest’ in a murder investigation,
would you sit on your hands and wait for somebody else to
clear you?”

“Yeah, I would.”

“I’ll just bet you would.” Fuming, I led Max toward the
stairs.

Jawarski followed me. “You’re not doing yourself any
favors, Abby. The chief heard about your visit to Ursula
Drake, and he’s livid.”

“Is that supposed to frighten me?”

“It’s supposed to knock some common sense into you.
You don’t want to turn the guys on the force against you.”
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I stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to face him.
“Why? Because they’d just let me take the blame for a
murder I didn’t commit?”

He gripped the handrails tightly, and I could see the
muscles in his jaw working as he struggled for patience.
“If you’re trying to be funny, it’s not working. We don’t
have dirty cops in the department. All I'm asking is for you
to be reasonable. We don’t have any idea who killed Felic-
ity. We don’t have any idea why she was killed. If you keep
asking questions, there’s no telling who you’ll cross or
what they’ll do.”

“Then maybe it will bring them out of the woodwork.”
I turned away so I could fumble with my key and the lock.
And so I could process the concern on Jawarski’s face
without having to look him in the eye.

He stepped onto the landing behind me and put one
hand on my shoulder. Gently, he turned me around to face
him. One part of me wanted to resist, to stay focused on
unlocking the door. The other wanted to see what else I
could read in his expression. I gave in to the latter and
forced myself to look.

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” he said, his voice low
and intimate.

In spite of the warm evening, I shivered, but the sensa-
tion wasn’t unpleasant. “I don’t intend to get hurt.”

“I’'m sure Felicity didn’t, either.”

I took a deep breath and let it out again slowly, trying to
organize the emotions jumping around inside me. Stop
looking at his profile. Stop breathing the faded scent of af-
tershave. Stop looking into his eyes and remembering how
his lips felt the last time he kissed me. “That,” I said, hat-
ing that my voice caught, “was different. Felicity’s murder.
It was different.”

“You’re sure about that? Whoever killed her isn’t going
to want to get caught, Abby. If you get too close—"

He was making me nervous, and I hated that, too. Like
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I always do when there’s a choice between anger and some
other emotion, I defaulted to anger. “I’m not going to get
too close, Jawarski. You don’t need to save me from my-
self, okay?”

“Dammit, Abby, stop being so prickly.”

“I’'m not prickly.”

He let go of me and took the key from my hand. “Call
it whatever you want, but it’s about time you let somebody
care about you.”

“That’s so unfair. I let people care about me all the
time.”

“Really?” He unlocked the door easily and pushed it
open. “Who? And when? You don’t even let your own
brother get close.”

I pushed past him into the apartment and flipped on a
light. “I don’t need you to rescue me, and I don’t need you
to psychoanalyze me. Wyatt and I are just fine.”

He tossed my keys onto the coffee table and made him-
self at home on the couch. “Have it your way. Who have
you been talking to about the Asbury case?”

“What? You mean your sources didn’t fill you in on all
the details?”

“Can the cute stuff, Shaw. Just tell me what you’ve been
doing.”

Relieved that we were back on more comfortable foot-
ing, I dropped into a chair and kicked my feet onto the cof-
fee table. Max sensed the release of tension and curled up
on a throw rug. “I haven’t found out anything, really. Just
that Felicity was planning to build a MegaMart in the hol-
low, and somebody’s been sabotaging the equipment.”

“Who told you that?”

“Her daughter, Jacqueline. Haven’t your guys talked to
her?”

He nodded. “Yeah, we’ve talked to her. She must have
forgotten to mention it.”

“This may come as a surprise, Jawarski, but some peo-
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ple don’t like talking to cops. If you think about it that way,
I’'m actually helping by getting information you can’t.”

“Yeah, except we’re not thinking about it that way.
What else?”

“I talked to Kirby North. I'm pretty sure he’s a member
of Greentree, and I’'m pretty sure they re the ones sabotag-
ing Felicity’s equipment, but Kirby won’t admit anything,
and he won’t say who’s calling the shots.”

“That’s not surprising. Anything else?”

“Did you know that Oliver Birch was nearly killed the
same night Felicity died?”

“That I did know. Got a call from your man Orly about
the brakes.”

“Which pretty much takes the suspicion off anybody
connected with the arts festival,” I said. “Nobody’s going
to kill Oliver over Felicity wanting to pull a painting or
change a booth assignment.”

“You’re probably right.” Jawarski ran a hand over his
chin. I could hear the stubble scratching his fingers. “But
with your fingerprints on the murder weapon, we have a
problem. Not to mention the fact that you threatened Fe-
licity just hours before she died.”

“I didn’t threaten her.”

He held up both hands. “I believe you. I also know you
didn’t commit murder. But the department is working up
the case, and they’ll present it to the DA. Whether he’ll be-
lieve you is anybody’s guess.”

“Which is exactly why I'm trying to find some way to
prove I'm innocent before it comes to that.”

“I’ve already told you that I'm not going to let you take
the fall for this. I promise you, so trust me, okay?”

“Trust me.” His promise sounded good . ..in theory.
But I'd learned a few hard lessons about trust, and I'd
spent so long taking care of myself, I wasn’t even sure I re-
membered how.
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With less than two weeks until the £estiva1, I
spent the next morning in the town square, checking on the
delivery of poles and tarp for the booths we’d be provid-
ing, light-pole banners for the downtown area, and barri-
cades and extra parking cones for traffic control. There
was still no word from the mayor’s office, so I just kept
moving forward with our plans. Karen had promised to
call someone for help in the shop if she needed it, so I was
able to put the store out of my mind and focus on the fes-
tival.

I put Rachel to work phoning the soft drink vendor
we’d contracted to make sure everything was on track. I
took Nicolette with me to help move half of the tarp and
poles from one side of the square to the other. It meant a
lot of hard work today, but it would make putting up the
booths easier when the time came.

By eleven, the sun had climbed high overhead, and I’d
worked up a sweat. Even perky Nicolette was starting to
drag. I bent to lift one end of the poles and waited for Nico-
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lette to grab the other. She finally got there, but the gri-
mace on her face made it clear that she wasn’t happy. “I
don’t know why we have to do this. These things are
heavy.”

“Somebody has to move them,” I reminded her. “It
might as well be us.”

“If T ruin my manicure, the committee is going to pay
for a new set of nails.”

“I’ll be sure to pass that along. I'm sure it will be top
priority.” I jerked my head, indicating that she should turn
the corner. Sweat trickled down my back, and I began to
regret coming outside without sun block.

“So how’s the murder investigation coming?” Nicolette
called back over her shoulder.

A welcome breeze stirred the air around my face.
“Slow. At first, I thought someone from Greentree might
have killed her, but I haven’t been able to make any head-
way in proving that. It looks as if the only person in her
family who would have gained from her death was Oliver,
but he has an alibi for the time of the murder.”

Nicolette reached the end of the row and stopped walk-
ing. We lowered the pipes onto the growing stack and took
a minute to stretch the kinks out of our backs. “So Oliver
inherits all that money?”

“According to Ursula and Jacqueline.”

“Any idea how much?”

I shook my head. “Enough, I'm sure.”

“Well, I'll bet he’s happy.” Nicolette studied the nails
on one hand carefully. “Then again, maybe money wasn’t
the motive. Maybe she was killed because of something
else.”

“I’ve wondered the same thing, but even though every-
body hated her, nobody seemed passionate enough to do
anything about it. They all just accepted that she was mis-
erable and obnoxious, and they adjusted around her.”

“Maybe somebody wanted revenge for an old hurt. You
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know how mean she was. Maybe she said something that
just pushed one of them over the edge, and they wanted to
shut her up.”

I noticed a grease smudge on my arm and tried to wipe
it off, but I only succeeded in smearing it around. “How
well do you know Felicity’s family?” I asked as we started
walking again.

“Not well at all, really. Jacqueline and I belong to the
same church group, but neither of us goes very often. I’ve
met Brenda a few times, though. She doesn’t even seem to
fit with the rest of them, you know? She’s like the normal
cousin on The Munsters.”

Laughing, I stepped over a puddle left by the sprinklers.
“I know what you mean. I met her the other night. I liked
her, but I got the feeling she was hiding something from
me.”

“She probably was. It was her grandmother who got
killed, after all.”

“And her mother who threatened to do the job. I just
wish I could find out why Jacqueline was so upset that
night.”

Nicolette swiped a bead from her cheek with the back
of her hand. “Somebody has to know. You just haven’t
asked the right person yet.”

I laughed. “Thanks.” We walked in silence for a few
feet. “Brenda seems awfully calm about her family situa-
tion. Do you think she’s really okay with it?”

“That depends on how you define ‘okay.” She doesn’t
know anything about her father or his family, and I know
that bugs her.”

“She told you that?”

“Not in so many words, but a few months ago she was
asking Quincy Fox about using the Internet to find some-
thing. And she spends an awful lot of time at the library.”

“Looking for her father?”

Nicolette shrugged. “That would be my guess.”
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“Interesting. I wonder if Jacqueline knows what she’s
doing.”

“I don’t know, but can you imagine the fireworks if Fe-
licity had found out?”

I slowed my step. “Are we sure she didn’t?”

“No. But she wouldn’t have been happy, that’s for sure.”

I thought that idea over once more, but it didn’t feel
right. In that scenario, Felicity would have been the angry
one. Of course, the mysterious female caller, if she even
existed, could have been Jacqueline or Brenda. I wasn’t
entirely convinced Ursula hadn’t made that up to divert
suspicion from herself. But this news made me more cer-
tain that Brenda hadn’t asked to meet Felicity out of mere
curiosity. She’d wanted something. I would have bet on it.
I couldn’t answer those questions now, so I changed the
subject. “Has Meena told you why the mayor took her off
the committee?”

Nicolette shook her head. “She’s still not talking.”

“I wish she’d tell someone what’s going on. The closer
we get to D-day, the more I wish she were here.” We
rounded a corner, and a truck on the edge of the lawn
caught my eye. Old. Beat-up. Gunmetal gray with one blue
door. I stopped abruptly and lowered my voice to make
sure I wouldn’t be overheard. “Don’t look now,” I said,
“but do you know whose truck that is? The one with the
blue door?”

I should have known better. It’s human nature, I guess,
to look immediately whenever someone says not to. “The
Ford?”

“Yeah. Do you know who it belongs to?”

“Sure. It’s the truck Kirby uses to haul his sculptures
around.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. I’ve seen it a thousand times.”

So it was Kirby who went to see Felicity the night she
died? I have to admit, I’d never thought of him. Was it pos-
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sible he’d made it from the guild to the Drake Mansion be-
fore I had? He hadn’t said a word about it when I talked to
him, but neither had Felicity or Ursula.

“What do you know about Kirby and Felicity?” I asked
Nicolette.

Her end of the poles jostled. “They hated each other.
Why?”

“Then why would he rush up to see her right after the
meeting at the guild the night she was put in charge?”

“He wouldn’t.”

“And yet he did.”

Nicolette almost dropped her end of the poles. “You’re
kidding.”

I scrambled to hang on, so we wouldn’t lose the whole
bunch in the mud. “That’s the truck I saw leaving when I
arrived. I can’t say absolutely that he was behind the
wheel.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense. He hated Felicity.
Why would he go up there?”

“That’s what I’d like to know. Is it possible they weren’t
really enemies like everyone thought?”

Nicolette readjusted her grip, and we started moving
once more. “If they weren’t enemies, they sure put on a
great act. Do you think Felicity actually talked to him
when he went up there?”

“Maybe.” T thought about Felicity as she’d been that
night and realized I might be making an assumption that
wasn’t true. “Maybe she didn’t,” I said. “Maybe Ursula
turned him away. She sure tried hard enough to get rid of
me. But that still doesn’t explain why he went up there in
the first place. Do you think he would have told somebody
at the guild what he had in mind?”

“Kirby? I doubt it. You know what a loner he is. Maybe
Ursula knows.”

“Maybe. But I don’t think she’d tell me.”

Nicolette blew a breath into her bangs and brushed a
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lock of pale hair off her shoulder. “Look, it’s not as if you
have to solve the case, you know. That’s what the police
are for. What are they saying? Where are they with their in-
vestigation?”

“They’re not saying anything to me.”

“Not even Jawarski?”

“Not even him.”

“Are you two on the outs or something?”

“We’re not on the outs. We’re not on the ins, either.
We’re just friends.”

“Oh, puh-lease.” The poles in my hand shifted danger-
ously, and I had to work fast to maintain a grip on them.
“Everybody knows the two of you are dating. I don’t know
why neither of you can admit it.”

Using my shoulder, I wiped a trickle of sweat from near
my eye. “We’ve gone out a couple of times. That doesn’t
qualify as dating.”

I couldn’t see her, but I heard the huff of exasperation.
“You’re wrong,” she said. “Everybody knows he’s crazy
about you. Everybody but you.”

“Then you’re all delusional.” I rounded the last corner
between us and the end of the line and had to dance to one
side to avoid plowing into Shellee Marshall.

“There you are,” she said when she saw me. “I’ve been
looking everywhere for you. I need your help.”

“That’s what I’'m here for. What’s wrong?”’

“Kirby’s supposed to be helping put up the bleachers.
Dave Shapiro sent me to find him, but nobody’s seen him
anywhere. I’'m not going to spend all day looking for him.”

We’d reached the end of the line, so I lowered my end
of the pipes to the ground. “He’s here somewhere. I just
saw his truck.”

“Great. If you see him, tell him to get his ass over to the
east field, where he was supposed to be an hour ago.” She
flounced away, apparently believing that telling me her
troubles relieved her of the obligation to keep searching.



Peppermint Twisted 169

This was why we needed Meena to come back. She’s
much better at handling people than I am. I met Nicolette’s
amused glance with a roll of my eyes. “If you want some-
thing done right . ..” I said. “You want to see if you can
find Kirby? I don’t want Shellee complaining to people be-
cause he’s not where he’s supposed to be.”

Nicolette wiped a smudge from her cheek and nodded.
“Sure. I’'ll see what I can do.”

Grateful there were at least one or two people I could
count on, I walked to the parking lot where Gavin Trotter
and Duncan Farmer had their heads together over a clip-
board. A few feet away, Tej Lakshman chugged water from
a bottle while Tommy Jerrick dug through the toolbox in
the bed of his truck. If only everyone on site was working
so well together.

All around me I could hear raised voices and evidence
of increasingly frazzled tempers, and if the festival wasn’t
canceled, it was only going to get worse over the next few
weeks. Thankfully, nobody seemed to be paying any atten-
tion to me, so I took the opportunity to take a closer look
at Kirby’s truck. I doubted there’d be evidence sitting out
in plain sight, but you never can tell.

Just as I reached the truck bed, a scream pierced the air.
Time stood still for a second, then everyone burst into ac-
tion. Straining to hear another scream over the shouts of
concerned people, I raced toward the south end of the
square half a step behind Gavin Trotter.

Wild-eyed and sobbing, Nicolette burst around the cor-
ner. I’d never seen her that upset before, and I don’t mind
admitting that it worried me. While Gavin shot past her to
see what had upset her, I ground to a stop to make sure she
was all right.

“What is it?” I demanded. “What’s wrong?”’

Nicolette gulped air and made a visible effort to pull
herself together. “He’s . . . he’s dead.”

“What are you talking about? Who’s dead?”
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“B-back there.” She shuddered convulsively and cov-
ered her face with her hands.

“Are you sure? Who is it?”

“K-Kirby. I think. It looked like him anyway.”

My heart plummeted, and bile rose in my throat. An-
other death? What was going on in Paradise? I tried to es-
cape Nicolette’s clutches so I could see for myself, but she
held too tightly.

“It was so awful,” she said, darting a glance over her
shoulder. “I’ve never seen a dead body before.”

“Are you sure he’s dead? Maybe he’s just hurt.”

“No. I'm sure. He’s—he’s—" Her voice caught, and
she broke off, unable to go on. She clutched my hand and
held on tightly. “Don’t go back there, Abby. You don’t
need to see it. I wish to God I hadn’t.”

It wouldn’t be my first dead body, but I didn’t point that
out. I was still having flashbacks of seeing Felicity’s body
at odd moments during the day, and I didn’t want to add
another image I couldn’t forget. But I was having a tough
time accepting the idea of Kirby dead. I guess maybe I
needed to see for myself.

Working carefully so I didn’t alarm her, I withdrew
from Nicolette’s grip. “How did he die?”

“I don’t know! He’s just lying there with his face all
bluish gray.”

“Then he must have been there for a little while. I won-
der how long he’s been AWOL.” Surely, this would be
enough to convince the police that I wasn’t the killer. I'd
been with Nicolette since eight o’clock this morning, and
we’d never come near this spot until now. Did this mean
that the killer was someone involved in the festival?

Nicolette grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me—
hard. “Abby! Stop! I just saw a dead body. Maybe that’s no
big deal to you, but I'm freaking out, and I could use a lit-
tle emotional support.”

I snapped out of my reverie with a jerk. She had a point.
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I wasn’t being a very good friend. “I’m sorry, Nicolette.
Believe me, finding someone dead is no picnic for me,
either.”

She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself as if
she needed warmth in the eighty degree weather. “Has
anyone called the police?”

“I don’t think so.” I pulled my cell phone from my
pocket. “I should call right now.”

Nicolette shook her head and held out her hand. “Let
me do it. You don’t need to be tied to this murder.”

The offer surprised and touched me. “You’re sure?”

“Of course I'm sure.” She wiggled her fingers impa-
tiently. “I’m the one who found him. I should be the one to
call.”

It had been a long time since I’d had close friends and
even longer since I’d felt a part of something. The reaction
of people around town since Felicity’s death had almost
convinced me that I never would.

I resisted my normal impulse to do it all myself and
handed her the cell phone. And I wondered if she had any
idea how difficult it was for me to do it.

“Let’s go over this again,” Nate Svboda said, his eyes
cold, his expression harsh. “You went to see Kirby North
yesterday in his cabin. Why?”

My head was pounding, the muscles in my neck and
shoulders were tense, and the skin on my cheeks and nose
burned from spending too long in the sun. Nate had been
doing his Barney Fife imitation for more than an hour al-
ready, and my patience was wearing thin.

I hunched over the table in the police station’s interro-
gation room and ran my fingers through my hair. “I went
to see him because I wanted to ask if he’d be in charge of
putting up the bleachers for the festival. We ended up talk-
ing about the sabotage out at the construction site in the
hollow.”



172 Sammi Carter

“He just happened to bring it up, I suppose?”

“No, I asked.”

“What made you think he’d know anything about it?”

“I heard he was a member of Greentree.”

“And was he?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t admit it, but he didn’t deny it,
either.”

“That upset you?”

“No, it didn’t upset me. Come on, Nate. What’s wrong
with you? I went out there to talk to him, and that was the
last time I saw him.”

“You didn’t see him this morning at the square?”

“No, but I saw his truck.”

“The one you say you saw leaving the Asbury house on
the fourteenth. Did Kirby tell you what he was doing
there?”

The overhead light glared in the room, making my eyes
tired. “I didn’t get a chance to ask him. I didn’t realize it
was his truck until this morning. How did he die, any-
way?”

“We’re not ready to release that information yet. Now
tell me again why you went to see Kirby at his cabin.”

“Are you kidding? We’ve gone over this three times al-
ready, and I need to get back to work. Karen’s been there
on her own all morning.”

“You can leave when I’m through here.”

I tried to hang on to my rapidly unraveling patience, but
I was too tired and too frustrated. “Would you mind telling
me just why you’re so hostile toward me? What did I ever
do to you?”

“I’m not hostile.”

“You could have fooled me. You’ve been pissed off at
me since I came back to town, and I want to know why.”

“Don’t try to make this personal, Abby. I'm just doing
my job.”

“The hell you are.” I’d been doing my best to appear co-
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operative. I’d tried not to annoy people by flaunting my
legal education. But the attorney I’d been in my previous
life had finally had enough. “There’s no evidence against
me,” I said. “Nothing to indicate that I murdered Felicity
or Kirby. Not even anything that would make a rational
person think I might have. But you’re acting as if you
caught me with a smoking gun in my hand, and you’re en-
joying every minute of it.”

Nate leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms
across his chest. “You want to file a formal complaint?”

I was seriously tempted to say yes, but there was a
gleam in his eye, daring me to do it. Is that what he
wanted? What was his problem? 1 was irritated but not ir-
rational. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“Not today,” I said, reserving the right to leave my op-
tions open. “For the record, I did not kill Felicity Asbury. I
did not kill Kirby North, and I have no idea who killed ei-
ther one. So unless you have something up your sleeve
more compelling than some very weak circumstantial evi-
dence, this interrogation is over.” Shaking with anger, I
stood and glared at him, daring him to push me.

He got to his feet more slowly and spent a minute ad-
justing the belt around his waist. “Murder’s a serious busi-
ness, Abby. This isn’t something a girl like you ought to be
playing around with.”

A girl? Was he purposely trying to push my buttons? I
could have set him straight, but I’ve learned not to go into
a battle of wits with the unarmed. “Open the door so I can
get out of here,” I snarled, barely resisting the urge to wipe
the smirk off his face.

Nate ambled around the table and turned the knob. He
dragged open the door and bowed mockingly as I strode
through. I"d been wrong about Nate, I realized as I bore
down on the front door of the police station. He wasn’t just
a harmless idiot. He was a dangerous one.
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“The secret is in the lime juice,” Rachel said that
evening. She stood behind the counter of her gleaming
kitchen and worked a knife through the bits of avocado in
the bowl in front of her. “Most people don’t add enough.
And the garlic. It has to be fresh, not powdered. If you use
powdered, you’ll regret it.”

I doubted that, but the chances that I’d ever make my
own guacamole were so slim, it probably wasn’t an issue
I’d ever encounter.

Rachel nodded toward a mound of greens on the
counter. “How do you feel about cilantro? People either
love it or hate it.”

“I have no strong feelings either way. If you like it, put
itin.”

“I love it.” She held the bunched sprigs of leaves to my
nose. “Smell that. Is that not the best smell in the world?”

I inhaled dutifully, surprised by the clean, earthy scent
that, for a moment, eclipsed the spicy scent of chicken en-
chiladas in the oven. “It’s . . . unusual.”
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“It’s distinctive.” Rachel pulled a couple of sprigs from
the bunch and attacked them with her knife. She whacked
at it for a few minutes, then stopped and stared at her knife.
“I’'m having the hardest time believing that Kirby’s dead.
It’s surreal, you know?”

I nodded. “I know.”

“I’m starting to think the arts festival has been cursed or
something.” She started to work on the cilantro again,
scooping it into the bowl when she’d finished. “Isn’t that
color gorgeous?”

I glanced at the avocado mush and nodded. “Green.”

“It’s not green. It’s green.”

“Sorry.” I grinned and opened the wine cooler she’d put
in front of me a few minutes earlier. I’d hesitated over ac-
cepting her dinner invitation when she extended it that af-
ternoon, but now I was glad I’d come. “You like cooking?”

“I love it. It relaxes me. Don’t you?”

I shook my head. “I enjoy making candy, but the rest of
the kitchen is beyond me. I cook when I have to, but it’s
not something I’d do by choice.”

Rachel sighed dreamily. “It’s not a chore to me. It’s a
creative outlet. I get excited over little things.” She held up
the bowl so I could see inside better. “Like the contrast of
the two greens. It’s pretty, and it’s satisfying.”

I grinned and swallowed a mouthful of margarita
cooler. “And it’s green.”

Laughing, Rachel rinsed a couple of tomatoes under the
faucet. “Yeah. But not for long. So what did Nate ask you
down at the station?”

I made a face. “That toad? He’s determined to make me
miserable. I just can’t figure out why.”

“He’s a weird one, all right. I never could figure out
how he passed the police academy.”

“He probably cheated,” I groused. I took another swig,
propped my elbows on the counter and my chin in my
hands. “You know, Kirby warned me to be careful yester-



176 Sammi Carter

day. He knew something, but I didn’t realize it. I thought
he might’ve been threatening me.”

“He was pretty intense,” Rachel agreed. “What do you
think he knew?”

“I have no idea.” I could feel tension slipping from my
shoulders. Enough to help me remember things I'd forgot-
ten in the heat of the moment. I sat up stiffly and swore
under my breath. “T left the registration information at the
staging area. In all the chaos, I forgot all about it.”

Rachel waved a hand at me. “You can swing by and
pick it up when you leave here. It’s not going anywhere.”

She was probably right, so I allowed myself to relax
again. “Where were you when Nicolette found Kirby?”

Rachel ran her knife through one of the tomatoes. “I
was on the other side of the square, trying to figure out
what to do with a hundred light-pole banners.”

“They came?”

“Yeah. About ten minutes before Nicolette screamed.”

“Did you see anybody who looked suspicious?”

Rachel glanced up from her work. “Like a murderous
stranger walking around with deadly construction tools in
his hand? No. Sorry.”

“How about somebody who wasn’t a stranger? Maybe
walking quickly to get away, or looking unconcerned when
he heard the scream?”

“Sorry.”

“You didn’t see anything?”’

Rachel stirred the tomatoes into the guacamole and con-
ducted a taste test. Nodding satisfaction, she spooned the
guacamole into a serving dish and set it on a tray sur-
rounded by tortilla chips. “I’m sorry, Abby. I was busy. I
didn’t even know Kirby was there.”

I rubbed my temples with my fingertips. “Whoever killed
Felicity must have killed Kirby. He must have known some-
thing the killer didn’t want anyone else to know.”

Rachel scooped up a generous mound of guacamole and
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munched thoughtfully. “Do you think Kirby left a note or
something?”’

“I doubt it, and after today I’m not going to be able to
get close to his cabin to find out. Or his truck.” I stopped
rubbing and reached for the wine cooler again. “What
could Kirby have known?”

“Maybe he saw Felicity’s murder.”

“Then why didn’t he come forward?”

“He could have been blackmailing the killer.”

I nodded slowly. “I suppose that’s possible, but it
doesn’t seem like Kirby’s style. He’s a lot more straight-
forward than that.”

Rachel’s sleeve draped dangerously close to the gua-
camole. She caught it with her free hand and held it out of
the way. “Apparently not, or he wouldn’t be dead now. You
know . . . if he knew something that got him killed.”

I groaned and leaned my forehead on the counter. “This
case is making my head hurt,” I mumbled into the granite
countertop. “Nothing makes sense.”

“Sure it does. You’re just not looking at it the right way,
that’s all. 'l bet you know everything you need to know,
but you’re making an assumption about something that
isn’t actually true.”

I'rolled my head to one side so I could look at her. “Like
what?”

“I don’t know. That’s what we have to figure out. But
something isn’t as it seems.” She scooped again and held
the chip out to me. “Come on. Eat. It’1l help.”

“You sound like my mother,” I complained, taking the
chip and lifting my head so I could put it in my mouth.

“It’s just common sense. If you don’t eat, you’ll get
light-headed. Who can think then?”

She had a point. Plus, the guacamole was the best I'd
ever tasted. I told her so and sat up a little straighter. “Do
you remember who was working on the south end of the
square this morning?”
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“Just the group who was putting up the bleachers.”

“Shellee, Dave Shapiro. Who else?”

“Eddie Long. Pete Gallegos.” Rachel thought some
more, but shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t remember any-
one else.”

“That’s okay. Shellee will probably remember. Unless
she was too angry with Kirby to pay attention.”

Rachel leaned onto the counter. “You don’t think
Shellee did it, do you?”

“She’d be an easy solution, but I doubt she’d commit a
double murder over the neckline of her tank tops.”

Rachel laughed. “Can you imagine? Although, I have
heard some pretty weird stories. I heard on the news about
some guy who killed his roommate over Toaster Strudels.”

“If these murders were committed over something like
that,” I said with a groan, “I’m going to fling myself off the
table.”

The timer buzzed, and Rachel slipped her hand into an
oven mitt. “Eat first,” she warned. “You’ll recover faster.”

Maybe she was right. I needed to talk to Shellee and a
few of the others about what they saw that morning, and I
wouldn’t be able to read between the lines on an empty
stomach. At least, that’s the excuse I gave myself for put-
ting two enchiladas on my plate and taking a second
spoonful of guacamole.

Halfway through dinner, I heard a distant rumble. A few
seconds later, light flashed in the sky. Rachel and I made
eye contact briefly, then launched from our chairs as if
we’d been shot from a cannon. The weather had been
warm and dry for weeks. Tonight, with the square filled
with supplies and equipment, we were going to get rain.

By the time Rachel and I made it into our cars, the wind
had picked up. Bits of dirt, grass, garbage, and leaves flew
across the road in front of me, and wind buffeted the Jetta.
With each clap of thunder, Max turned another circle on
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the seat, searching desperately for a safe place to hide from
the noise.

I punched numbers into my cell phone as I drove, call-
ing anyone I could think of to ask for help. Rachel was
doing the same from her car, each of us promising to pick
up anyone who had transportation issues.

The light-pole banners would be all right in the rain.
They’d been designed to hold up in our Rocky Mountain
weather. So would the tarp for the booths. But nothing was
secure enough to withstand the driving wind. After waiting
for weeks for the banners to be delivered, we could lose
them all in less than twenty-four hours. And without the
registration information I’d accidentally left behind, we’d
be in a world of trouble.

Just thinking about the bedlam such a loss would create
made me hit the gas a little harder. Splotches of rain pelted
my windshield, slowly at first, then more rapidly. By the
time I reached the town square, I’d rounded up half a
dozen volunteers. Two cars were there when I arrived, and
three more showed up less than two minutes later. With a
silent prayer that Max wouldn’t decide to chew up the Jetta
in his distress, I let myself out into the stinging rain.

I sent Shellee and Dave to secure the banners and dis-
patched the rest to make sure everything else was secure. |
picked up the first box of registration information and
started toward my car, but the rain came down so hard, I
couldn’t see more than a few inches in front of me.

Bending my head to protect my face from the rain’s bite,
I stumbled over a rock and nearly lost my footing. As I strug-
gled to keep both my balance and my grip on the box, a
shadow loomed out of the rain directly in front of me. A
dozen disasters flew through my head in less than three sec-
onds, and my heart, already racing with adrenaline, threat-
ened to fly right out of my chest. I heard a small scream and
realized with surprise that it had come from me.

The shadow gripped my arm tightly, and Henri Guis-
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chard materialized out of the storm. “Be careful, cherie.
You could fall and hurt yourself.”

I gulped air and nodded. “Thank you. I thought I was a
goner. What are you doing here?”

Henri reached for the box, and in gratitude I let him take
it. “I was walking back to the restaurant when the storm
began. Then I see all of you rushing about, so I help. What
can I do?”

“I have three of these boxes that I need to get into my
car,” I said, turning carefully. “It’s the Jetta right over
there. The hatch is unlocked.”

“Oui. And the rest?”

“I’ll get them. With your help we can relay them and
save time. Do you understand what I mean by relay?”

He nodded quickly. “Oui. I know the word. Off you go,
then. I will see you back here in a minute or two, no?”

“Yes.” I slipped on the mud and grass as I hurried back
across the lawn, but in just a few minutes Henri and I had
the registration information safely locked in my car.

“Now what?” he asked as he shut the hatch for the final
time. “Where do you need me?”

“You’ve done more than enough,” I said, feeling guilty
for taking advantage of his generosity. “Go home. Get out
of the rain.”

“And leave the rest of you here? No.” He sketched a
mock salute and wiped rain from his face. “Put me to
work, mademoiselle. I implore you.”

I grinned as rain snaked down my back. “Who could ig-
nore a request like that? All right. We have to check the
whole area. Anything that the rain can destroy needs to be
moved into a car. Anything the wind can blow away should
be secured with something heavy. Leave whenever you’ve
had enough, okay?”

“Absolument.”

I stood in the rain for a minute, watching him run away
from me. His kindness touched me, and I wondered if
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Jawarski was right. Maybe I did hold myself too aloof
from people. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to let my guard down
just a little.

In less than an hour we had everything secure, and the
waterlogged, mud-splattered group of us stood under the
roof of a bowery, shivering in the cold wind. I offered to
buy everyone coffee so we could all warm up, but only
Shellee and Rachel took me up on the offer.

After a little discussion, we found ourselves at Sid’s, an
old-fashioned family restaurant that is Wyatt’s hangout of
choice. It was the only place in town a trio of waterlogged,
mud-spattered, and windblown women wouldn’t look out
of place.

We settled into a booth, shivering in our wet clothes,
and laughing a little at the experience we’d just been
through. I was relieved to find that Wyatt wasn’t there. It
was better for his marriage if he were home and not parked
on a stool at Sid’s counter.

Shellee fed quarters into the jukebox on our table and
punched in the numbers for a few eighties songs that had
us laughing and reliving memories of outrageous clothes
and haircuts of days gone by. But our levity didn’t last
long. Exhaustion hit by the time the third song began to
play, and with it came the memory of Kirby’s murder. I
didn’t want to end the evening on a bad note, but I needed
to know if Shellee had seen anything unusual that after-
noon.

After signaling our waitress for a warm-up and pouring
in the proper amounts of sugar and creamer, I waited for an
opening in the conversation. “I hate to change the subject,”
I said when the other two paused for a breath, “but I need
to ask you a couple of questions about this afternoon. Is
that okay?”

Shellee nodded uncertainly. “What about it?”

“I need to know what happened when you were looking
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for Kirby. Where did you look? Who did you see? Did you
notice anything unusual?”

“Unusual?”

“Something you wouldn’t expect to see at the staging
area. Someone who shouldn’t have been there.”

Shellee stirred her coffee for a long minute before she
spoke. “I don’t think so. Dave was pissed because Kirby
wasn’t there when he was supposed to be. We waited for a
while, and then he sent me to look for him. I have to con-
fess, I wasn’t really paying attention to much while I was
walking around. I was pissed off, myself, for having to do
it.”

“Did you see Kirby at all today?”

She shook her head. “No, and I didn’t talk to anyone
who did, either. I didn’t even know he was there until you
told me you’d seen his truck.”

“So Kirby must have run into his killer shortly after he
got there,” I mused. “Otherwise, you’d think somebody
would have seen him.”

Rachel tore open a packet of sugar and emptied half of
it into her cup. “You’re probably right. Maybe he got there
early. Maybe he was already dead before the rest of us got
there.”

“You’re probably right,” I said with an exasperated
sigh. “And if that’s the case, the killer was probably just as
careful this time as he was last time.”

Rachel propped her chin in one hand. “No evidence, no
witnesses.”

Shellee looked from me to Rachel and back again. “I’'m
sorry. If I remember anything later, I'1l tell the police . . .
and you.”

“I know you will,” I said, making a real effort not to
look disappointed. “It was a long shot, but I had to ask. I
wish I knew if Kirby was killed for some reason, or if he
was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Kirby wasn’t a little guy,” Shellee pointed out. “It
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would have taken somebody pretty strong to get the best of
him.”

“Someone from Greentree?” Rachel suggested.

I nodded. “Maybe, but why?”

Nobody had an answer to that, but I hadn’t expected
one. The door opened, and a young couple ducked inside
out of the rain. I shivered in the gust of wind that came in
with them and felt my spirits droop. “What did Felicity,
Oliver, and Kirby have in common? Why would someone
want all three of them dead?”

“Oliver?” Shellee signaled the waitress for a warm-up.
“He’s dead, too?”

“No, he’s the lucky one. Somebody cut his brake line,
and he was nearly killed in Devil’s Canyon.”

“Seriously?” Shellee slid down in her seat, her face
scrunched with worry. “This is getting really creepy. Kirby
was a jerk sometimes, but he didn’t deserve to die.”

“None of them did,” I said. “Not this way. There’s some
connection I'm missing. Some reason Kirby went to the
Drake Mansion the night of the murder. I'm beginning to
wonder if we’ll ever know what happened.”

Rachel dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “There are un-
solved cases all over.”

Looking lost, Shellee put her cup down. “Kirby went to
Felicity’s? Who told you that?”

“Nobody. I saw his truck there.”

“Kirby’s?” Clearly confused, Shellee chewed a finger-
nail. “You think he went there to see Felicity, or to cut
Oliver’s brakes?”

“Oliver wasn’t home that night,” I said. “And Kirby
knew I was on my way to see Felicity. Why would he rush
to get there before me?”

“Maybe he wasn’t there to see Felicity,” Rachel said.
“Maybe he went out there to see someone else. One of the
household staff.”

“Or Ursula.” It was my suggestion, but it didn’t make
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any sense unless Kirby was secretly working against Green-
tree . . . or Ursula was secretly working against Felicity.

The jukebox changed to a George Michael song, and
we all fell silent in tribute. When George stopped
singing, Shellee checked her watch and made a face.
“I’d better go. I still have a few pieces to finish before
the festival.”

“If we even have one after this.” I dredged up a grate-
ful smile. “Thanks for your help tonight. I think we’ll get
through the storm without a loss.”

“Not a problem. I feel kind of bad, you know? I was so
pissed at Kirby today, and the whole time, he was already
dead.”

“You didn’t know,” Rachel said gently.

“Yeah, I guess.” Shellee stood and slung a large leather
pouch over her shoulder. “So who is that guy who was
there tonight? I don’t think I’ve met him.”

Rachel wasn’t ready to leave yet. She dug into her
pocket and came up with another handful of quarters.
“Which guy?”

“The guy with the accent. Is he new at the guild?”

“Henri’s not a member of the guild,” I explained. “In
fact, he’s not involved with the festival at all. He’s the chef
at Oliver’s new restaurant. He saw us having trouble and
came to help.”

“That’s weird, don’t you think? All these people who
are members of the guild won’t lift a finger to help, and
then you’ve got somebody who isn’t even connected out
there working his tail off. I guess he’s fascinated by art or
something, huh?”

“I don’t know. What makes you say that?”

“Just that this isn’t the first time I’ve seen him.”

Rachel dropped change into the jukebox and punched in
her selections. “I’m sure it isn’t. I think he’s been in town
for a couple of weeks.”
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“No, I mean this isn’t the first time I’ve seen him
there—at the staging area.”

Rachel’s hand froze, and I almost choked on my coffee.
“Henri has been there before? When?”

“He was there this afternoon,” Shellee said, her face
pinched in confusion once more. “I thought you knew.”
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Rain ran down my neck in rivulets as [ pountlecl
on the door for the third time. “Come on, Jawarski,” I mut-
tered into the howling wind, “open the damn door.” To
make sure he knew I was there, I pressed the doorbell
again, too. Twice.

A gust of wind tossed wet hair into my eyes. I pushed it
off my forehead impatiently, but it didn’t do any good. Be-
tween the rain, the wind, and the mud, I was a lost cause.

I waited to the count of ten and pounded again, this time
using both fists. “Jawarski. Open up. This is important.”
Ten more beats, and I rang the bell. Before I could begin
all over again, the porch light came on, and the door
opened to reveal a very unhappy Jawarski wearing boxers
and a T-shirt.

“What in the hell—?”

Movement on the stairs caught my eye, and I realized
his kids were huddled there, watching to see what kind of
maniac had disturbed their sleep. Score one for Abby.

I didn’t waste time on preliminaries, but I lowered my



Peppermint Twisted 187

voice so the kids wouldn’t overhear. “It’s Henri. The killer.
It’s Henri.”

“How do you know that?”

“He was there tonight at the staging area. Helping us
move supplies out of the rain.”

“O-kay.”

“And Shellee saw him there this afternoon, around the
time Nicolette found Kirby.”

“And from that you’ve decided he’s guilty of murder?
Twice?”

Lightning zagged through the sky, and he seemed to re-
alize for the first time that I was out in the elements. He
pulled me inside, where I immediately created a puddle on
the hardwood floor. “Do you have a towel or something? I
don’t want to ruin the wood.”

He muttered something under his breath and disap-
peared. He came back a few seconds later holding two
towels. Man-sized. I put one on the floor under my feet and
toweled my hair dry with the other before wrapping it
around me for what little warmth it could offer.

Jawarski watched me, his expression unforgiving. “You
do realize it’s the middle of the night.”

“I know, and I’'m sorry.” I smiled up at the kids,
telegraphing an apology to them. They stared back at me,
as stiff and unsmiling as their father. I shifted uncomfort-
ably under the weight of their combined gazes and forced
myself to remember why I'd disturbed them in the first
place. “I wouldn’t have come for any other reason. But if
I’'m right, and Henri is the murderer—”

“What if you’re wrong?”’

“I don’t think I am.”

Jawarski laughed, but he didn’t sound amused. “Of course
you don’t. But you have no proof, Abby. You don’t have a
single shred of evidence against the man, and I'm not going
to race off into the night to arrest him just because he was
seen walking around town in the middle of the day.”
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“He wasn’t just walking around town,” I argued. “He
was at the staging area.”

“In the middle of the town square.”

“He was there,” I said again, “at the same time Kirby
was killed.” When his expression didn’t change, I
shrugged out of the towel in frustration. “Are you even lis-
tening to me?”

“I’ve heard every word. Now it’s your turn. You have no
proof.”

“So send somebody to question him. Ask him what he
was doing there.”

“Will that make you happy?”

The question hit me like ice water in the face. “Don’t
patronize me, Jawarski. It’s not like I haven’t ever brought
you good information on one of your cases.”

He dipped his head just once. “I’ll tell Svboda about it
in the morning.”

“If you do that, don’t tell him the tip came from me. If
you do, he’ll ignore it.”

Jawarski let out a breath loaded with frustration.
“Nate’s a good cop, Abby. Maybe you don’t like him, but
that doesn’t change the facts. I'll tell him about all of this
tomorrow. If he chooses not to follow up on it, it’s proba-
bly because he doesn’t think there’s any reason to be con-
cerned.”

A couple of responses rose to my lips, but I bit them
back. There were kids present. I handed the towel back to
him and turned away. This was a new side to Jawarski, and
I didn’t like it very much.

“I guess I can’t ask for more than that,” I said. “Thanks
for the use of your towels.” I let myself outside before he
could respond. Apparently, it wasn’t enough to ignore me
as a friend while his kids were here. I wasn’t even sup-
posed to exist.

Jerk!

This was why I didn’t want to rush things. This was
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why I held back, put up walls, constructed protective bar-
riers. At that moment, I was merely pissed. Imagine what I
would have felt if I'd let myself really care.

I slid behind the wheel of the Jetta and, because my sus-
picions about Henri had me spooked, locked myself in.
Once I felt safe, I scratched Max between the ears to let
him know everything was all right. Just as I slipped the key
into the ignition, a hulking shadow appeared by my win-
dow, and Jawarski knocked on the glass. “We need to
talk,” he shouted.

He’d put a ski jacket over his T-shirt, but his legs were still
bare, and I wasn’t sure he’d taken the time to find shoes.

Shaking my head, I cranked the ignition. “Don’t worry
about it,” I shouted back. “Go back inside. Your kids will
be worried.”

He tried the door. I felt a little jolt of triumph when it
didn’t open, and an even bigger one when he became agi-
tated. “Dammit, Abby. Open the door.”

I could have played with his head a bit longer, but that
would have been childish. And mean. And eventually I'd
probably regret it. I unlocked the door and told Max to get
in the backseat so Jawarski could drench my passenger’s
seat.

As soon as he shut himself inside, the car felt small and
crowded, and the smells of wet dog and wet man filled my
senses.

“I didn’t mean to sound rude in there,” Jawarski said
while I was still sifting through the various aromas. “The
kids and T were in the middle of something when you
came. It wasn’t a good time.”

That made me feel so much better. I didn’t trust myself
to look at him. It might make me soft. So I stared straight
ahead at the rain running down the windshield. “I
shouldn’t have come. You told me not to, but I thought it
would be okay to tell you about the case. I didn’t realize
even that would be stepping over the line.”
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“That’s not it.” He stopped talking, and from the corner of
my eye I saw him run a hand across his face in frustration. He
sat facing straight ahead, the mirror image of my own pos-
ture. “I’ve made a mess of things, and I know it. I just didn’t
know what to tell the kids. I didn’t know what I wanted to tell
them. What you and I have is . . . it’s new. [t’s—"

“Untested? Untried? Uncertain?”

“All of that and then some. The kids have been through
a lot,” he said to the windshield wipers. “I just want to
make sure how things are first.”

“Yeah. I know. I understand all of that, but I also really,
really hate feeling like I'm your dirty little secret. I don’t
know why, but it bugs me. A lot.”

“Fair enough.” I thought I saw him glance at me, but I
couldn’t be sure. “For what it’s worth, I don’t consider you
my dirty little secret, and that’s not how I meant to come
across.”

“Okay.”

“So, are we good?”

I nodded. “I think so.”

“Okay then. I'll call you.”

“I’ll answer.”

He let himself out into the storm, and I watched him
splash up the walk in his ski jacket, boxers, and bare feet.
And I wondered if the two of us would ever figure out
what we were doing, or if we’d just keep tripping over
each other until one of us grew tired of it.

The next day brought a cloudless blue sky and a warm
breeze. Last night’s storm was nothing but a memory . . .
and a few scattered puddles that would dry up by noon. By
the clear light of day, my panic of the night before seemed
foolish. Henri hadn’t done anything to make me suspect
him except show up in the wrong place at the wrong time.
And he had been helpful. Jawarski was probably right. I
didn’t have a shred of evidence against him, and much as
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I hated to admit it, accusing him on circumstantial evi-
dence was no more justified than accusing me.

I walked Max for a long time, working through a few
things in my head, so that by the time I got back to Divin-
ity I was ready to put the murder behind me and the festi-
val on hold for a day. With two unsolved murders hanging
over our heads, I was convinced I’d be hearing from Jeb
very soon. And anyway, I still hadn’t finished the display
window. The most difficult tasks—molding the baseball
glove and creating the wagon—still lay ahead of me.

Determined not to let anything distract me, I gathered
the supplies I needed and got right to work. Within min-
utes, I had chocolate melting slowly over a double boiler,
and I was reacquainting myself with the airbrush I’d use to
paint the wagon red. Other than the sheer size of them, cre-
ating the pieces of the wagon bed wouldn’t be difficult, so
I’d decided to make two of each piece. That way, I’d have
plenty of molded pieces to practice on until I could trust
myself to use the brush on the final product.

I worked slowly, focusing on what I was doing each
step along the way. When I was a kid, Aunt Grace had
scolded me more than once for letting outside influences
distract me. It was still a problem, but I wasn’t a kid any-
more. I didn’t have to give in to curiosity every time I
heard people walking by or caught snatches of conversa-
tion through my open window.

I’d poured two of the four wagon sides when I heard the
bell over the front door jingle to announce a customer. |
kept my vow to stay focused on my work until I heard
Karen hiss at me from the doorway.

“Pssst. Abby. There’s a guy here to see you.”

I didn’t even look up, that’s how focused I was. “Can
you help him, Karen? I really want to finish this now that
I’ve started.”

“He doesn’t want to talk to me. He specifically asked
for you.”
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Grudgingly, I looked away from the mold I was filling.
“Who is it?”

“I think he’s that chef Oliver Birch hired. He sounds
like a French guy, anyway.”

I leaned up to look into the shop and realized that Henri
Guischard was watching me. Between one breath and the
next, last night’s suspicions came rushing back. Since he
could see me, I couldn’t avoid talking to him, so I turned
off the burner and removed the chocolate from the heat so
it wouldn’t become grainy.

Grabbing a towel from the rack, I carried it with me into
the store and pasted on a smile as if I was glad to see him.
“T wasn’t expecting to see you this morning.”

He smiled as if we were old friends and leaned on the
counter. “Oliver has other obligations, so once again I find
myself at loose ends. I thought a tour of your shop might
be a pleasant diversion.”

“I wish I’d known. Today’s not a good day. I'm right in
the middle of molding some chocolate pieces, and I can’t
leave them.”

“Ah.” He straightened, lips pursed. “I am sad, but I un-
derstand. The work, it must always come first, no?”

“Usually.” I tried not to notice the fingerprints he’d left
on the freshly cleaned glass, but the smudges glared at me.
Two years ago, I wouldn’t even have seen them, but I’ve
grown fussy since keeping this much glass clean had be-
come my responsibility. “Thank you again for your help
last night,” I said, dragging my gaze away from the display
case. “It was kind of you to stop.”

“It was nothing. I was glad to be of service.” He helped
himself to a piece of peppermint bark from the sample
dish. “Very good. You made this?”

“Yes, but it’s really not difficult. It’s only melted choco-
late and crushed pieces of peppermint. It doesn’t take a lot
of skill.”

“You denigrate yourself. Why?”
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I didn’t know what to say to that, so I changed the sub-
ject. “One of the artists mentioned that she saw you at the
staging area yesterday afternoon. I didn’t realize you were
there.”

“It is okay, yes?”

“Yes. Did you find what you needed?”

He waved the question away with one hand and helped
himself to more bark with the other. “I was there as I am
here today. At loose ends and much too curious.”

“So you were just there looking around?”

“Oui. And, of course, I saw Oliver’s stepdaughter,
Jacqueline, and I wanted to offer my condolences. Did I
disturb something?”

I shook my head, but I was focused on the other part of
his explanation. “You saw Jacqueline? Where?”

“At the town square, of course.”

“What was she doing there?”

“I don’t know. She was gone before I could reach her,
and so was the man she was talking to.”

“What man?”

“I don’t know. A big man. With a beard.”

“Kirby?” My stomach knotted painfully. “You saw
Jacqueline talking to Kirby?”

“Did I? I suppose if you say so, then I did.”

None of it made any sense to me. Why would Jacque-
line kill Kirby? For that matter, why would Henri kill
Kirby? I had suspects galore, but I was short motives. “I
didn’t realize you knew Jacqueline.”

“I didn’t know her. I saw her only when she came to
talk to Oliver at the restaurant. He told me who she was.”

I scrambled to add that to what I already knew. “When
did she talk to Oliver? Before or after Felicity died?”

“Why, a few days before.”

“Do you know what they talked about?”

He lowered his eyes, and I half expected him to scuff a
toe on the floor. “I happened to overhear part of their con-
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versation,” he admitted. “She was angry with Oliver be-
cause of something Felicity did.”

“Do you know what it was?”

He shook his head slowly. “I don’t think—1I didn’t hear
much, mind you, but she did say something about her
daughter. Quel est son nom? Brenda?”

“Yes. Brenda. You didn’t hear what it was that Felicity
did to Brenda?”

“Non. I'm sorry.”

“That’s all right. I'm sure Brenda can fill in the blanks
for me.” My imagination was already running wild, but I
tried to rein it in. “Do you mind if I give you a rain check
on that tour of the shop? I really shouldn’t leave the choco-
late cooling much longer.”

“Of course.” He wagged a hand toward the kitchen.
“Back to work with you. I shall entertain myself today.”

Dismissed, I went back to the kitchen and tried to re-
gain my earlier focus, but I couldn’t even begin to concen-
trate until I heard the bell tinkle again, signaling that Henri
had gone. He seemed so harmless, but was he? Could I
really write off as coincidence the fact that he’d been at the
staging area when Kirby was murdered? And what about
Jacqueline? I’d have understood her being there if Meena
was still working on the festival, but she wasn’t.

“So what did he want?” Karen asked, pulling me back
to the moment again.

“I’'m not sure.” I tapped both filled molds lightly on the
countertop to dislodge air bubbles. “I really don’t know
what to make of him.”

“Oh? Why?”

“Because he’s . . .” I shook my head and sighed heavily.
“Shellee saw him at the staging area yesterday around the
time that we found Kirby, but there’s no other reason to
suspect him of doing anything wrong. He seems like a nice
enough guy—although he did lie to me about one thing.”
I turned on the burner and put the double boiler over the
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flame again. “But, then, doesn’t everybody lie when
they’re being questioned about a murder? I mean, we all
have our secrets—don’t we?”

Karen laughed and held up both hands to ward off the
barrage. “If you really wonder about him, look hiim up on
Google.”

“Google?”

“On the computer. Put his name into the search engine,
and see what you get back.”

“I know what Google is, but isn’t that kind of sneaky?”

Karen rolled her eyes at me. “Not at all. Everybody
does it. It’s an easy way to check people out without
spending a fortune on a private detective. You can turn up
some interesting stuff that way.”

“And you think I can find something on Henri?”

“Probably. If he’s ever been involved with anything
that’s online, his name will turn up.” She checked behind
her, saw that the shop was empty, and said, “Do you want
me to look now? I’m not busy.”

I hesitated, but only for a heartbeat. “Do it.”

“You’re sure.”

“Do it. If he checks out, there’s no harm done. If he
doesn’t, I need to know.”
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Karen was back in less than fifteen minutes, her
brows knit in consternation, and a look in her eye that
made my heart slow with dread.

“You found something bad, didn’t you?”

“Nope. Just the opposite in fact.”

“He checked out?” I didn’t even try to hide my surprise.
“I was so certain he wouldn’t.”

“I didn’t say that, either.” Karen dug in the fridge and
brought out two cans of Pepsi. She filled two glasses with
ice and set one within my reach. “Actually, I didn’t find
anything about him.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“Did you spell his name right?”

She made a face at me. “Yes, and also as many wrong
ways as I could think of.”

“So either he’s never been involved in anything that’s
on the computer, or he doesn’t exist, is that what you’re
saying?”
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“Something like that. I think you’re going to have to
ask Jawarski to check him out.”

After my visit last night, I dreaded going to him. We’d
parted on good terms, but I didn’t want him to think I was
some hysterical female whose imagination went nuts every
other day. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“Don’t you want to know?”

“Of course. I just don’t want to use Jawarski to find out.
But what choice do I have? The only other person I could
ask would be Nate, and the chances that he’ll run a back-
ground check if I ask are slim to none.”

Karen nodded sympathetically. “You’d think Oliver
Birch would have run a check on him, wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe he did,” I said. “In fact, I'd be surprised if he
hadn’t.”

“Well, then, ask him about it. If he did, and Henri
checked out, it will set your mind at ease.”

I didn’t want to talk to Oliver at the restaurant where
Henri might overhear our conversation, and I didn’t want to
talk to him at home, either. I still wasn’t sure where Ursula
figured in all of this, and I didn’t want her to overhear us.

Remembering what Jessie McGraw had told me about
Oliver’s habits, I arrived at Bonner’s Bakery early the next
morning and claimed a table with a clear view of the
restaurant.

Now that I was here, I started second-guessing my
plans. How would Oliver react? Would he resent me ask-
ing about Henri? Would he tell me what I wanted to know?

I nursed a cup of coffee until seven o’clock, when
Oliver pulled up in front of the site in a silver Mercedes.
My heart began beating faster in anticipation, but before he
could get out of the car, Henri came out of the restaurant to
meet him.

Until that moment, it hadn’t occurred to me that they
might come in for coffee and bear claws together. But even
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if they did, I didn’t have to worry. I had as much right to
coffee and pastry in the mornings as anyone else. My
being here didn’t automatically make it look as if T was up
to something.

Oliver got out of the Mercedes and joined Henri on the
sidewalk, and from Henri’s gestures and the expression on
his face, I realized he was upset about something. Oliver
listened to him for a moment, then put an arm around his
shoulder and led him toward the restaurant.

Just my luck, today would be the one day Oliver didn’t
come in for coffee and a bear claw.

I stood, intending to warm up my coffee from the ther-
mos on the counter, when Henri jerked away from Oliver
and took a couple of steps back. I’d have given anything to
hear what they were saying, but if I tried to get closer,
they’d see me, and I doubted they’d continue arguing in
front of an audience.

Intrigued, I sat again and watched their argument play
out. Clearly agitated, Oliver paced back and forth over the
same five steps, pausing occasionally to jab at Henri with
a finger. Oliver always seemed so unflappable, his anger
surprised me.

“Abby? Good grief, you’re a million miles away. Are
you all right?”

I jerked my head around at the sound of my name, and
my heart sank when I realized Paisley Pringle had come up
behind me. Paisley owns Curl Up and Dye, a hair salon
just up the street from Divinity. She’s always trying to talk
me into a makeover, but if her own hair and makeup are
any indication of the work she does, I’1l pass.

Last time I saw her, she’d been blond—her natural
color, or at least it was once. Today, her hair was an unnat-
ural shade of burgundy that made her skin tone pasty.
She’d pulled her hair up loosely, and pieces of hair stuck
out at various angles that I think she intended to look ran-
dom, but which I’m sure had been carefully orchestrated.
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“Are you all right?” she asked again.

I forced my attention away from the window and man-
aged a weak smile. “I’'m fine. Just preoccupied, I guess.”

“Mind if I join you?” She plunked herself into a chair be-
fore I could give her an answer and picked a bite-sized piece
from a croissant with pink-taloned fingers. “I’ve been think-
ing about you a lot lately. How are you holding up?”

“Me? I'm fine. Why?”

She leaned closer and dropped her voice to a stage
whisper. “Well you know . . . the m-u-r-d-e-r. This whole
thing must have been just awful for you.”

I couldn’t deny that the past week or so had been a chal-
lenge, but it wasn’t one I wanted to share with Paisley.
“I’'m sure it’s been much worse for the family,” I said,
craning to see what Oliver and Henri were doing now, but
they’d disappeared inside the restaurant.

Paisley followed the direction of my gaze and bobbed
her head in agreement. “That poor, poor man. He must be
just devastated.”

“Yes, I think he 1s.”

“And don’t you think it’s a shame that Felicity died be-
fore Brenda had a chance to make peace with her?”

Surprised by the question, I nodded slowly. “Yeah. I
do.” I shifted in my seat so I could get a better look at Pais-
ley’s face. “Do you know Brenda?”

“Oh sure. She’s a regular customer of mine. I know I
shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but that grandmother of
hers was a mean, nasty woman.”

“That seems to be the general consensus,” I said. “Has
Brenda ever talked to you about Felicity?”

“All the time. At least recently. They never even met
each other until two weeks ago. Did you know that?
Brenda’s twenty-one, and I don’t think her grandmother
even set eyes on her close up until she went over there.”

“You’re probably right. So it was only two weeks ago
that Brenda met her grandmother?”
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“About.” Paisley absently fingered a lock of hair. “I
don’t remember exactly, but it was a few days before the
old lady turned up dead.”

Interesting. Brenda had made it sound as if her en-
counter with Felicity had been months before her death.
Oliver came outside again, alone this time, but for the first
time in history, I wanted to hear what Paisley had to say.
“Did Brenda tell you why she wanted to meet her grand-
mother after all this time?”

Paisley ripped open a packet of sugar substitute and
poured it into her coffee. “Oh sure. It was about her dad.”
Her eyes widened, and she touched two pink-tipped fin-
gers to her lips. “Oh, but don’t tell her mother. Brenda
didn’t want her to know.”

“Brenda was trying to find her father?”

“She did find him. Her mother didn’t want her to look,
but she did anyway.” Paisley sipped noisily and tilted her
head to one side while she conducted a taste test.

I watched Oliver from the corner of my eye. He stood
on the sidewalk for a moment, then started across the street
toward the bakery. Great. Henri wasn’t around, but I still
couldn’t ask Oliver what I wanted to know. My question
wouldn’t remain a secret for two seconds if Paisley over-
heard me asking, and the information she’d been sharing
was too good to walk away from. “Did Brenda tell Felic-
ity she’d found her father?”

“Yep. And Felicity got really nasty about it. You know
how she was.”

I was finding out a little more every day. “Surely
Brenda knew, or had at least heard, what Felicity was like,
too. Why would she tell her?”

Obviously enjoying herself, Paisley leaned close and
lowered her voice. “Because he claims Felicity paid him to
leave town. Or paid his parents, anyway, to make him dis-
appear. And she tried to force Jacqueline to have an abor-
tion after he left.”
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I wish I could say I was surprised, but Felicity had lost
her ability to shock me. “So Brenda confronted her grand-
mother.”

“Yeah, and Felicity admitted the whole thing. Said
she’d done what had to be done. Really cold, you know?
Brenda was crushed, poor thing, and who can blame her?
She’d spent her whole life so far wishing for a dad, and
then to find out that Felicity not only drove him away but
wanted to get rid of her, too.”

Just when I thought it was safe to rule out the family as
suspects . . .

Paisley tore off another bite of croissant as Oliver
strode through the bakery door. She lowered her voice to a
near whisper, apparently reluctant to let Oliver hear her. “I
don’t think Brenda believed that her grandmother was that
bad, you know? She thought her mother was exaggerating
or contributing to the rift between them somehow. I think
she really thought that if she could meet Felicity face-to-
face, everything would be different.”

“But it wasn’t.”

“No, it was worse. Much worse.” Paisley popped the bite
into her mouth and caught a glimpse of her watch as she did.
“Oh goodness! Will you look at the time? Mom’s going to be
wondering where I am.” She stood and gathered her things,
struggling a little to fit the plastic lid on her paper cup. “You
won’t say anything about what I told you, will you? I really
should have kept my big mouth shut.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said with a reassuring smile.
“I won’t say a thing unless it’s a matter of life and death.”

A relieved grin stretched across her face. “Thanks
Abby, I owe you one. Stop by one of these days, and I'll
do your hair—on the house. A few highlights would take
years off your face.”

“Don’t shoot that!” I lunged at Karen just as her finger
tightened on the spray bottle trigger. Lemony-fresh glass
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cleaner misted my cheek, but I didn’t care. I’d managed to
divert the spray, and that’s all that mattered.

Karen stared at me as if I'd sprouted licorice whips
from my head. “Have you lost your mind? That glass looks
awful. Now move and let me finish.”

I refused to budge. “Do you know what that is?”

“Yes. It’s somebody’s greasy fingerprints.”

“It’s Henri’s greasy fingerprints,” I clarified. “And I don’t
want to get rid of them until we know if he checks out.”

Karen’s outrage faded, but she still looked skeptical.
“And how are we going to find that out?”

“I’'m hoping I can convince Jawarski to run him through
the police department computer.”

“He’ll know what you’ve been doing.”

“Yeah, I know, but I think he’s figured it out already.
Did you ever ask Sergio if he could find out about Felic-
ity’s will?”

Karen turned away, grabbing the broom and attacking
the floors. “Yeah, but I don’t think it’s going to help much.
If both Felicity and Oliver had died that night, the money
would have gone into a trust fund that would have been
used to keep Drake Development running. The only person
who would have directly benefitted financially from Felic-
ity’s death is Oliver.”

“Then the motive wasn’t money.” I tucked the glass
cleaner and rag in the cupboard beneath the sink. “Not un-
less Oliver killed her and tried to make it look as if he’d
been attacked.”

“By cutting his own brakes and then driving through
Devil’s Canyon? He’d have to be crazy.”

“Yeah? Well —7”

Karen laughed and shook her head. “It would have been
too risky, Abby. You’ve been through that canyon. There’s
no way he could be sure he’d survive. Then there’s the lit-
tle matter of his alibi. Orly towed him back to town, re-
member? He couldn’t have been in two places at once.”
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“No, but he was back in Paradise by three thirty that
morning. That left three hours—"

“Which he would have needed to walk here from the
High Country Inn, murder Felicity, and walk back.”

“He could have had a second car stashed at the motel,”
I reasoned.

“Just in case he made it down the canyon in one piece
and managed to get a tow truck out there in time?” Karen
shook her head. “The whole thing is off, Abby. What if
Orly hadn’t been able to come right away? What if it took
longer than he expected to get the car back here? What if
he couldn’t get a room at the High Country? There would
have been too much he couldn’t control. And I thought Fe-
licity left home around midnight. There’s no way she
would have waited three or four hours for anybody.”

“You’re probably right,” 1 agreed grudgingly. “So
where does that leave us? Felicity could have been killed
over the MegaMart deal, but probably not by Kirby
North—which leaves us missing a suspect. Or she could
have been killed by Jacqueline or Brenda over what she
did to Brenda’s father.”

“Or Ursula,” Karen said.

“Or Ursula—although she has no motive that I know
of.”

“I don’t know,” Karen said, moving on to another dis-
play case. “She arranged the meeting between Brenda and
Felicity, which seems kind of underhanded to me. She
knew how Felicity felt, but she didn’t hesitate to blindside
her.”

I thought again about seeing Kirby at the Drake Man-
sion and the suspicions that someone had been leaking in-
formation to Greentree. Could Ursula have done it?
Without question. But had she?

“If you want my advice,” Karen said without looking at
me, “you should leave it alone and let the police figure it
out.”
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Any reasonable person might have agreed with her, but
I’d started this, and I wanted to finish it. Before I could say
so, the bell over the door tinkled, and Jawarski came in-
side. He’d promised to call, but I hadn’t expected to hear
from him for a while. Seeing him walk through the door
left me speechless.

He looked good, too. Long. Tall. Broad-shouldered.
Tight jeans and a white shirt under a black jacket. Black
cowboy hat tilted low over one eye.

“Abby. Karen.” He touched the brim of his hat in greet-
ing, and my heart gave that little flip it does whenever he’s
around.

“Jawarski. What can I do for you?”

“For one thing, you can package up a pound of those
Louisiana pralines. And give me some of your caramel
corn while you’re at it. Enough for a couple of hungry
kids.”

“You got it.” T set to work filling his order. “I'm glad
you came in this morning. I was going to call you.”

“Oh? Why? What’s up?”

“I need to ask you for a favor,” I said, scooping pralines
into a bag bearing Divinity’s distinctive gold label. “And
don’t get angry, okay? It’s important.”

“Let me guess. Something about the Asbury murder.”

He sounded so sure of himself, I shook my head. “No.
As a matter of fact, this is about Kirby North’s murder.”

“Semantics, Abby.”

I stopped working and looked at him, letting silence do
the talking for me.

“Fine. What do you want?”

“I want you to run a background check on Henri Guis-
chard.”

“Is that all?”

“That’s all.”

“Do you mind telling me why?”

“Because there’s something wrong there. I can’t put my
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finger on it, and no, I don’t have any proof. It’s just a feel-
ing I have.”

“I see.”

“I’ve searched for him on Google, and I can’t find any
mention of him.” I left out Karen’s involvement. She
didn’t need Jawarski giving her a rough time, too.

“And Google is an authority on finding people?”

“I didn’t say that. I know Google’s not a definitive au-
thority, but don’t you think it’s odd that he’s supposed to
be a world-class chef, but there’s not a single mention of
him anywhere? He’s supposed to have trained in France,
and Oliver says that he spent ten years at a top New York
restaurant, but there’s no sign out there that Henri existed
before he came to Paradise.”

“Not one you can find.”

“True. That’s why I’'m asking you to check.” I put the
bag on the scales, pleased to see that I was learning to feel
the weight of a pound in my hand. “If he’s legitimate,
you’ll be able to find him, and then you can tell me, so I
can stop suspecting him.”

Jawarski chuckled softly. “You’re one exasperating
woman. You know that, don’t you?”

I grinned and added an extra scoop of pralines to his
bag. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“Nope. Just the truth.” He let out a breath weighted with
long suffering. “All right. I’ll see what I can find. But if he
checks out, you have to promise that you’ll stay out of this
from now on.”

I sketched an X across my chest. And set to work on the
caramel corn. “Absolutely.”

A slow grin curved his lips. “Man, I wish I could be-
lieve that.”

I'looked up in mock outrage. “You wound me, Jawarski.”

“I’'m sure I do.” He leaned on the counter and watched
me work. “So you’re still making Henri Guischard as the
killer?”
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I shook my head. “I’m not sure yet. Henri was there that
afternoon, but apparently so was Jacqueline Asbury. Either
one of them could have done it.”

“Anybody have a motive?”

“Just the obvious one. Kirby must have known some-
thing the killer didn’t want anyone else to know.”

Jawarski shook his head and glanced at Karen. “Are
you encouraging this?”

“Me?” One hand flew to her chest, and she looked re-
markably innocent—for a woman who was guilty as
charged. “Honestly, Detective. How could you think that?”
She emptied the dustpan into the trash and put the broom
away. “But if you need his fingerprints, we’re saving them
for you.”
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“There's nothing’ better than peppermint tea to
soothe the digestion,” I said to a trio of middle-aged
women who’d wandered into Divinity. I hadn’t heard from
Jawarski for a couple of days, but the convention of quil-
ters staying in one of Paradise’s new hotels had kept us so
busy I hadn’t had much time to worry about the murders.
The mayor had called a meeting of the city council to dis-
cuss the arts festival, and with two unsolved murders, 1
couldn’t argue with him anymore. Whatever decision he
made, Paradise would suffer some losses.

One of the customers, a short, stubby woman with un-
even teeth, nodded soberly. “That’s what my grandmother
always gave me when I had an upset tummy: peppermint
tea.”

I heard the phone ring, but Karen was closer, so I let her
worry about it. “Did you know it’s also good for asthma
and allergies? According to Greek mythology,” I said as I
showed the women a peppermint gift basket I'd thrown to-
gether earlier that morning, “mint actually began as a



208 Sammi Carter

nymph named Minthe. Persephone grew jealous of Minthe
when Pluto, Persephone’s husband, began to show too
much affection toward Minthe. Persephone changed
Minthe into a plant—a skill that I'm sure some women
today wish they had.”

The third member of the group laughed softly. “I’d eat
that whole basket by myself if it would give me the ability
to turn my ex’s new little wife into a weed.”

“If I'd been Persephone,” I said with a grin, “I’d have
turned Pluto into the plant, but that’s just me. Pluto
couldn’t reverse the spell, but he did give Minthe a sweet
smell, so that when people walked on her in the garden, her
aroma would be a delight to the senses.” I grinned and
added, “I’m not sure that would have made me feel a
whole lot better if I were in Minthe’s place, but what’s a
girl to do?”

“You have a call, Abby,” Karen called to me as she ap-
proached a new group of customers. Apparently, she could
tell that I wasn’t planning to abandon live customers for a
phone call, so she added, “You might want to take it. It’s
Mayor Ireland.”

That convinced me. Excusing myself from the quilters,
I hurried to the kitchen where I could talk more freely.
“Good morning, Mayor. Thanks for returning my calls,” I
said, trying hard not to sound sarcastic. After all, it had
only taken him two weeks.

“Actually, I'm not returning your calls.” Count on Jeb
to ruin a perfectly good delusion. “Before I get started,
Abby, I want you to know that I’ve given this a great deal
of thought. I've spoken with advisors and members of the
city council, and we’re all in agreement.”

“Why do I get the feeling I'm not going to like this?”

“You probably won’t. We’ve had two murders here in the
past two weeks, and the police are no closer to an arrest than
they were in the beginning. I can’t in good conscience allow
members of the public to come to Paradise when we have no
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idea who’s doing this or why. We simply don’t have enough
manpower to provide adequate security.”

I couldn’t argue with anything he said, but I felt com-
pelled to point out a few things. “This is going to devastate
a number of our local businesses, you know. People have
spent money getting ready for this, and now they’ll have
no way to recoup their losses.”

“I’m aware of that, and I wish I had a solution.”

At least that was an honest answer. “The guild is going
to take a heavy loss on this. It’s going to take a long time
to recover.”

“I realize that, too. I'm sorry, Abby. I don’t want to hurt
anyone, but I simply don’t see an alternative. Do you?”

“No, I don’t,” I admitted.

“Thank you. I know you’re disappointed.”

“Not as disappointed as I’d be if some innocent person
got hurt.”

“We’re considering rescheduling later in the year. I'll
get back to you tomorrow or the next day. Meanwhile,
you’ll have a lot of work on your hands getting the word
out to vendors and exhibitors. We’ll take care of notifying
the general public from my office. Let me know if you
need any volunteer help to make phone calls.”

“T will.”

“It’s been a rough couple of weeks,” he said. “I need
you to know that I appreciate the work you’ve done trying
to hold this thing together.”

That was about the last thing I'd expected to hear from
him, but it pleased me anyway. “Meena Driggs did the real
work,” I reminded him.

“Yes. Meena. That was an unfortunate situation.”

That was one way of putting it, I guess. “Can you tell
me why you removed her?”

“I’'m afraid not. I can tell you that some information
came to light that made me question her judgment. I acted
in what I felt was the best interest of the city.”
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Clear as mud. Maybe I'd never know, but not knowing
would bug me for a long time. That’s the curse of the curi-
ous.

“If we do reschedule, is there any chance you’d be in-
terested in chairing the committee?”

Would I? It was a lot of work, and I wasn’t a natural at
organization like Meena. Dealing with the artists was like
herding cats, and I wasn’t a natural cat herder, either. “I ap-
preciate the offer, and I’ve survived the past couple of
weeks, but I don’t know how I feel about handling the
whole thing. Can I think about it?”

“Sure. Take a few days or even a few weeks. We don’t
have to get started tomorrow.”

“Maybe not, but whoever takes the job will need to get
started soon. If I’'m going to seriously consider saying yes,
I need some answers to a few questions. I need to know
I’m not going to pour my heart and soul into the festival,
only to be removed three weeks before the event.”

“Then we’re at a stalemate, aren’t we? Because I can’t
tell you what you want to know, Abby. There’s only one
person who can.”

The lights were on in Meena’s house when I pulled into
the driveway that evening. I knew she’d be unhappy to see
me, but I had to ask the questions one more time. If she
wouldn’t tell me why the mayor took her off the commit-
tee, at least I'd know what my answer to him would have
to be.

She scowled when she opened the door and found me
standing there, but she invited me inside right away, which
I found surprising. Maybe she’d cooled off since I locked
her in the ladies’ room at Lorena’s.

She led me into the kitchen, a large room with a black
and white checked floor, chrome appliances, and retro
decor. Chairs upholstered in red vinyl flanked a table that
looked suspiciously like the one my mother had when I
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was a kid—only without the scorch marks on top where
Wyatt used his wood burning set.

“What do you want?” Meena asked when we’d both
taken a seat at the table.

Okay, so we were going to skip the small-talk portion of
our conversation. I shifted into gear and launched right in.
“The mayor called this afternoon. He’s canceling the festi-
val for now.”

Meena sighed. “Well, I'm not surprised. Ever since I
heard about Kirby, I’ve been expecting it.”

“Me, too,” I admitted. “They may be rescheduling later
in the year. He asked if I’d be interested in chairing the
committee.”

She looked up quickly, and I could see the surprise in
her eyes. Maybe a little disappointment, too. “Good
choice. You’ll do a great job.”

“Thanks, but I haven’t given him an answer yet. I asked
for a few days to think about it.”

“Well, it’s a lot of work, but you know that.” Meena
stood abruptly and turned toward a long counter. “I was
just about to make some tea. Would you like some?”

Despite pushing peppermint tea on my customers, I'm
not a big tea lover. Give me coffee or a Pepsi anytime. But
I didn’t want to offend her. “That sounds great. Thanks.”

I waited to go on while she filled a kettle with water and
turned on the burner, selected tea bags, and put them care-
fully into china cups. When she had everything under con-
trol, I told her what I really wanted to know. “T asked Jeb
for time to think because I don’t want to put all the work
into the festival you did and end up getting kicked out at
the last minute. What he did was unfair to you, and I don’t
want to leave myself vulnerable to the same thing.”

Meena’s spine stiffened. “So you want to know what
happened.”

“Look, I know it’s probably difficult to talk about, and
I know you really don’t want to tell me. I’d much rather
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see you chairing the committee next year than me, but if
that’s not an option, I need to feel reasonably sure history
isn’t going to repeat itself before I say yes.”

Sighing heavily, Meena came back to the table. “It’s not
hard to talk about, I just didn’t want everyone to know. I
didn’t want Jackie to find out before I was ready to tell her.”

I couldn’t hide my surprise. “This is about Jacqueline?”

“I’m afraid so. And you really don’t have to worry
about history repeating itself, since Felicity isn’t around
anymore.”

“So it’s about Jacqueline and Felicity.”

“And Brenda.” Meena’s nerves got the best of her, and
she got up again. “Mostly about Brenda. You know that
Jackie and I have been friends for a while.” She waited for
my nod, then pulled a tray from a cupboard and settled the
cups on it. “I’ve known Brenda since she was a teenager,
and sometimes, when her mom is busy, she and I have
talked. She’s had a rough childhood, you know.”

I nodded again. “She seems pretty well-adjusted, con-
sidering.”

“I think she is, but there are things that bother her. It’s
tough on a girl that age knowing that her grandmother
wants nothing to do with her. Having no idea where her fa-
ther is . . .” Meena pulled spoons from a drawer and lined
up a sugar bowl and honey in a crystal dish. “Somewhere
along the way, I got the bright idea of helping her find her
father. It was foolish, I know. Jacqueline hasn’t ever for-
given him for leaving the way he did. But Brenda’s not a
child any longer, and not knowing Galen has left a huge
hole in her life.”

“So you helped Brenda look for him.”

“Yes, but quietly. I planned to tell Jacqueline, but in my
own time, in my own way. I had no idea if I"d find him,
and I didn’t want to upset her needlessly.”

“Makes sense to me,” I said. “But what does all of this
have to do with the festival?”
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Meena gave a thin laugh and leaned against the counter.
“I didn’t expect Brenda to confront Felicity, but she did.”

“And Felicity was angry because she didn’t want
Jacqueline to know that she’d paid Galen’s family to leave
town?”

Meena’s eyes grew round. ““You know about that?”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t make sense. Felicity didn’t give a
rip what Jacqueline and Brenda thought of her, so why
would she care if they knew about that?”

“I don’t think she did. She was hard as nails in every
area of her life but one. I don’t think she wanted Oliver to
know what she was capable of.”

I blurted a disbelieving laugh. “Are you saying she was
afraid of losing him?”

Meena smiled gently. “Did you ever see them together?”

I shook my head. “Only from a distance. I never spent
time around them as a couple.”

“Well, she was a completely different woman when she
was with him. She’d run off everyone else in her life, and
I think Oliver became extremely important to her. He was
all she had, and she would have done almost anything to
keep him.”

I couldn’t reconcile that image of Felicity with the one
in my own head. “So she was trying to keep him from find-
ing out that she was cold and heartless.”

“It makes sense if you really think about it. Why else
would she have poured so much money into his restau-
rant?”

“Wait a minute,” I said, holding up a hand to stop her.
“What makes you think she was doing that?”

“My sister works at the bank.”

“And she gave you that kind of information? That’s il-
legal.”

“If you ever tell anybody else, I'll deny it.”

That was the least of my worries. I waved away her
concerns. “What kind of money are we talking about?”
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“Over two hundred thousand at last count.”

I let out a soft whistle. “Are you sure about that?”

“As sure as I can be without seeing the checks myself.
They’re all made out to restaurant supply outfits or con-
tractors.”

“Oliver told me that they never got involved in each
other’s business concerns.”

Meena looked at me as if I'd just asked if the tooth fairy
would come that night. “Oliver is lying.”

Apparently. “So Felicity found out that you were help-
ing Brenda find her father, and she told the mayor to kick
you off the committee? I don’t get it. Why did he agree?”

“I’m sure she hammered at him until he couldn’t take it
anymore. By that time, she’d convinced him that my ac-
tions were evidence of a serious lack of judgment.”

“And that’s the excuse he gave you?”

She nodded, and a self-deprecating smile curled her
lips. “What can I say? She brought my character into ques-
tion, and Jeb caved. You know how he is. You can’t really
be surprised.”

“Surprised, no. Disappointed. But if that’s why he re-
moved you, why didn’t you just tell me that from the be-
ginning? Jeb might have believed Felicity, but the rest of
us can think for ourselves.”

The kettle whistled. Meena poured hot water over the
tea bags and carried the tray to the table. “I told you, I
didn’t want Jackie to know. She’s a friend. A good friend.
I didn’t want to hurt her. I didn’t want her to be angry with
me. [ understood why she felt the way she did, but I ached
for Brenda, too. Jackie had to find out someday, but I
didn’t want her to hear it from somebody else first.”

I could understand that, I guess. I might have done the
same thing in her shoes. “Is Jacqueline okay with it now?”

“I think she’ll get there eventually.”

“I hope so,” I said, and I was surprised to realize how
much I meant it. I felt a pang of sympathy for Jacqueline
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and Brenda, and another wave of anger for Felicity. Life’s
tough enough without someone intentionally trying to
make it worse. Maybe she genuinely thought she was
doing the right thing by paying Galen and his family to dis-
appear. Anything’s possible, I guess. But it was hard for
me to believe that she’d had anyone’s interest at heart but
her own.
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“You got luclzy," Wyatt said as he led me tlu‘oug‘h
the second-floor construction site a couple of days later.
Early morning sunlight spilled into the room through new
windows, making everything look fresh and new. The
missing wall had been reframed, Sheetrock covered most
of the other walls, and someone had started patching at the
far end of the room. “Charlie was able to save that outer
wall after all.”

I looked around slowly, taking in all the work they’d
done and wondering when all the changes had come about.
“Thank heaven for small favors. What about the wiring?”

“Toby’s got a cousin who’s a licensed electrician. He’s
gonna call in a favor or two, get the job done for nothing.”

I glanced up at him in surprise. “Are you serious?”

“Do I look like I'm kidding?”

“Charlie and Toby are doing that for me?”

I must have shown a bit too much emotion, because
Wyatt shrugged and looked away. “What can I say?
They’re a couple of soft touches.”
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I had the strangest urge to hug him, but I knew it would
make us both uncomfortable. I stuffed my hands in my
pockets and looked down at my shoe instead. “They’re all
right, you know?”

“Good guys.”

“Yeah.” I liked knowing that they had Wyatt’s back—
and, apparently, mine. “So how are things going at home?
You and Elizabeth doing okay?”

Wyatt shrugged again. “So far, so good. We spend a fair
amount of time trying not to do or say the wrong thing, but
it could be worse. I could still be sleeping on that lumpy
bed at the motel.”

I grinned. “I hope Elizabeth doesn’t know you only
came home for the mattress.”

“Not a chance. I’ve hidden my true agenda behind a lot
of mushy talk and shit. She’s completely fooled.”

Funny, I didn’t remember Wyatt having a sense of humor.
Maybe I'd just missed it. “Well, 'm glad,” T said with a
laugh. “No sense gumming everything up with the truth.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying. I even let her think she’s
the boss half the time. Keeps her happy.”

The sound of Visqueen rustling brought us both around
just in time to see Jawarski fighting through the last layer
of plastic. He stopped just inside and looked around the
room, nodding approval as he saw the work the guys had
done.

“Your boyfriend’s here,” Wyatt muttered under his
breath. “Want me to leave you alone?”

“Yeah. Would ya? I want to roll around naked in the
sawdust for a little while.”

Chuckling, Wyatt turned back to his work. I picked my
way across the floor, stepping over the nails, odd pieces of
wood, and garbage. “What brings you here?” I said when
I got closer to Jawarski.

“I came to eat a little crow. Thought you might appreci-
ate watching.”
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“Oh?”

“Henri Guischard. You were right. There’s no record of
him anywhere until he came to Paradise.”

I don’t know what I expected, but the mix of disap-
pointment and relief I felt surprised me. “Do you have any
idea who he really is?”

“Not yet. I don’t suppose you still have those finger-
prints Karen was saving for me?”

“Yeah. We covered them with a piece of paper. I hope
we didn’t ruin them.”

“There’s only one way to find out. I'll send one of the
guys over this afternoon to lift them.”

I couldn’t resist taking a jab at him. “Wow. Who could
have guessed I’d be right?”

He rolled his eyes, and I laughed. I had to give Wyatt
credit; he was doing a great job of pretending to be en-
grossed in his work.

“So, what now?” I asked. “How do you find out who
Henri really is?”

“We’ll talk to him. See if we can learn anything that
way.”

“And if not?”

“We’ll move on to plan B.”

“And what’s plan B?”

“Can’t tell you. It’s classified information. On a need-
to-know basis only.”

“Yeah. You could tell me, but then you’d have to kill
me, is that it?”

“You got it.” He looked into my eyes and held my gaze
for a long moment.

My breath caught, and everything inside turned to jelly.
I could feel Wyatt watching us from the corner of his eye,
but I didn’t let myself look away first.

Right before he broke, the smile slid from Jawarski’s
eyes. “Seriously, Abby, I want you to be careful. I don’t
know if Henri’s our guy or not, but he has some reason for
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pretending to be someone he’s not, and he’s not going to
be happy that we’ve figured him out.”

“I know.”

“If he is the killer, he could come after someone else.”

“Like the person who figured him out?”

Jawarski nodded. “We won’t tell him we got the tip
from you, but he may deduce it on his own. This is where
it gets serious. You have to stay away from both murder
cases from here on out.”

“Absolutely.” I meant it this time, and I could tell by the
look in his eyes that Jawarski sensed that.

“I hate to encourage you,” he said, “but you done good,
kid. Just don’t do it again, okay?”

“Tll try.”

“That’s it? You can’t give me more than that?”

I tried to look sorry, but I probably failed miserably.
“Not if you want the truth.”

To my surprise, he pulled me into a brief hug that ended
almost as quickly as it began. Before I had time to recover,
he was working back through the Visqueen on his way out.

I glanced at Wyatt, who’d given up pretending not to
listen. “You didn’t see that.”

“Relax, Sis. This one’s a good guy.”

“Yeah? How can you tell?”

“A man can always tell. We can tell a player the minute
he walks into the room.”

The same way one woman could size up another at a
glance, I guess. “And you think Jawarski’s on the up-and-
up?”

“I’d say so.”

I didn’t say anything to that, but I agreed with him.
Trouble was, I didn’t know if that made me feel better . . .
Or Worse.

Steak. One. Rib eye. One potato, a small container of
sour cream, and a packaged Caesar salad from the deli sec-
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tion. One package rawhide bones, basted. One box bone-
shaped dog biscuits. I took mental inventory of the items
in my shopping cart, decided Max and I didn’t need any-
thing else to eat, and turned toward the cooler for a four-
pack of wine coolers.

Like I said before, I don’t like to cook, but I desperately
wanted a quiet night in, and grilling a steak and baking a
potato didn’t require much effort on my part.

Now that the festival had been canceled, at least for the
time being, I’d have to get the guild members to help me
pack away the supplies and equipment we’d left at the stag-
ing area, but that could wait at least one night. I wasn’t even
sure I wanted to expend the energy necessary to read a good
book. An hour or two of channel surfing might be my limit.

I spent a few minutes vacillating between the margarita
coolers and fuzzy navels, finally forced myself to choose,
and aimed my cart toward the checkout stands. I would
have made it, too, if  hadn’t noticed Jacqueline Asbury sit-
ting at one of the tables in the store’s deli section and if she
hadn’t looked up while I stood there trying to decide
whether to say hello or not.

I couldn’t very well pretend I hadn’t seen her, so I
wheeled my cart closer, and we spent a few minutes on that
inane small talk people suffer through when they run into
someone they don’t really know. She observed that I was
shopping. I asked if the doughnuts from the bakery were
fresh. She said I'd probably have one happy dog when I
got home. I tried to think of a good exit line until I realized
I'hadn’t talked to her since Henri had mentioned seeing her
at the festival staging area the day of Kirby’s murder.

What the heck. We were in public, surrounded by peo-
ple. What could she do to me here?

She’d already turned her attention to a powdered
doughnut, fully expecting me to walk away.

I didn’t. “Can I ask one question, Jacqueline? Why were
you at the festival staging area the day Kirby was killed?”
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The question caught her midbite. She looked up at me
as if I’d lost my mind, and powdered sugar puffed into the
air in front of her as she exhaled sharply. “What are you
talking about?”

“The staging area in the town square. You were there
the day Kirby was killed. Someone saw the two of you
talking.”

She grabbed a paper napkin from the dispenser on the
table and tried to clean away the sugar that had landed
everywhere. “Well, someone is mistaken. I wasn’t any-
where near the town square the day Kirby North was
killed, and I certainly wasn’t talking to him. I barely knew
the man.”

“Can you prove that?”

“That I wasn’t there? Yes, I can. And I will, if the police
ask me about it.” She wadded the napkin into a tight ball,
dropped it on the table, and pulled out two more. “Who
told you I was there?”

I shook my head and offered a tight smile. Instinct told
me she was telling the truth, but I wasn’t going to offer
Henri up on a platter. I didn’t want anyone saying anything
to him that might make him decide to leave town before
Jawarski had a chance to talk to him.

“Sorry. I can’t say. If my information was wrong, I
apologize. It’s just that Kirby’s death makes no sense. Why
would someone want him dead? What connection, if any,
did he have with your mother?”

“I'm sure I don’t know.”

“He was at your mother’s house the night before she
died. I saw him leaving as I arrived. Do you have any idea
what he might have been doing there?”

Jacqueline turned a sympathetic smile on me. “Now,
how would I know that? I’d hardly spoken to my mother
in years before that night.”

“That doesn’t mean you didn’t know a few things about
her life. It’s not as if you were living on opposite sides of
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the world.” I hesitated for a moment, uncertain whether to
ask my next question. But nothing ventured, nothing
gained, right? “Do you think it’s possible that Ursula was
providing Kirby information about the construction at the
MegaMart site?”

Jacqueline’s unplucked brows disappeared beneath her
bangs. “Ursula? Sure, I guess. Anything’s possible.”

“Do you think it’s probable?”

Jacqueline swept the crumbs she’d dropped into the
empty white bag. “Let’s just say I wouldn’t be surprised.
There wasn’t any love lost between my mother and her sis-
ter. But even if she was, what would that have to do with
his death?”

“I'm still working on that part,” I admitted. “One step
at a time. Right now, I’'m just trying to establish some con-
nection between your mother and Kirby.”

Jacqueline tossed the paper bag into the trash. “Maybe
Kirby was getting information from Aunt Ursula, but my
mother was already dead by the time he was killed. And I
seriously doubt anyone would have murdered him over
that information. Besides, Aunt Ursula would have been
the one to betray the company.”

She had a point. But then why was Kirby killed? He
must have seen or heard something that could incriminate
somebody, but how would we ever know for sure?
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It took an entire evening ﬂiclzing’ between reality
TV shows and CSI reruns to argue myself into calling
Oliver Birch to warn him. On the one hand, I’d promised
Jawarski that Id stay out of the case from now on. On the
other, Oliver could be in danger. By morning, I'd decided
the decision was a no-brainer. I just hoped Jawarski would
see it that way.

About thirty minutes before I needed to open the store,
I went downstairs and put on a pot of coffee. When it had
brewed, I carried a cup into the office and dialed the num-
ber for the Drake Mansion.

The phone rang several times before someone an-
swered, and I was relieved to hear a deep voice on the
other end saying, “Oliver Birch.”

“Oliver, it’s Abby Shaw. Do you have a minute?”

“I wish I did. I'm just running out the door for a
meeting.”

“It’s important, Oliver. It will just take a few moments.”

I could hear impatient footsteps through the telephone.
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“I'm really sorry, but I'm already late. Can I call you
later?”

“It’s about Henri,” I said. “T’ve learned something about
him, and you need to know.”

A lengthy pause filled the air before Oliver said, “All
right. I’ll be at the restaurant in an hour. Meet me there. If 'm
late, wait for me. I’ll do my best to cut this meeting short, but
I may not be able to get away as quickly as I'd like.”

“What about Henri? I don’t want to have this conversa-
tion with him around.”

“He won’t be,” Oliver promised. “He’s going in to Den-
ver today to check out a produce supplier. He should be
gone all day.”

Good news for me, bad news for Jawarski—and all the
more reason for me to tell Oliver what I knew, since
Jawarski wouldn’t be able to question Henri right away.
“I’ll be there,” I promised.

“Be where?” Karen asked as I hung up.

I turned to find her standing in the office doorway, a
deep frown dragging at the corners of her mouth. “Oliver’s
restaurant. I need to tell him about Henri.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t feel right leaving him in the dark, es-
pecially since I'm pretty sure Henri has already tried to kill
him once.”

Karen came into the office and sat across from me.
“There’s something that doesn’t feel right about that. What
reason would Henri have for killing anybody?”

Trust Karen to mess up a perfectly good theory with
logic. “I don’t know. But he’s not who he claims to be, we
know that for sure.”

“That doesn’t make him a murderer.”

“I don’t plan to accuse him of being one. I just want to
make sure Oliver knows that Henri’s been lying to him.”

Karen threw her hands into the air in frustration. “Okay.
Fine. So Oliver needs to know. But why not let Jawarski
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take care of that? Isn’t protecting and serving what he gets
paid to do?”

“It’s no big deal,” I insisted. “I’'m just going to warn
him, that’s all. I’ll be there five minutes at the most. But I
won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t tell him what’s
going on, and then something happens to him.”

Karen got that look on her face I swear only mothers
can pull off. “Don’t do it.”

“It’ll be fine. Henri isn’t even in town today. He’s going
to Denver to check out a supplier. And I won’t go alone.
I’ll take Max with me. Will that make you stop worrying?”’

That seemed to mollify her somewhat, but she still
looked skeptical. “No, but it’s better than nothing.” She
moved away from the door to let me out, but she trailed be-
hind me, scolding like a mother hen. “You really should
take Wyatt. That would be even safer.”

“Wyatt’s teeth aren’t as sharp as Max’s.”

“I’'m serious, Abby.” She hurried to get in front of me.
“I don’t like this at all. I have a bad feeling about it.”

Her concern touched me, but I was more worried about
Oliver. “It’ll be fine,” 1 said again. “At the very least,
Oliver deserves to know that he’s been lied to. If Henri is
dangerous, Oliver deserves a chance to protect himself.
Now please, stop fussing. I wouldn’t go if Henri was any-
where around, but he’s not, and I'll be all right—okay?”

“You’d better be. If you’re not back here in half an hour,
I’'m calling the police.”

“Make it forty-five minutes,” I said, “in case Oliver’s
running late.”

He was waiting for me when I got there, and to my sur-
prise he was alone. Completely alone. The construction
crews that had been swarming all over the property last
time I was there were conspicuously absent, and Oliver’s
voice as he greeted me echoed through the cavernous
space.
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He scratched Max’s head and smiled at me. “You can
tie him out back if you want to. There’s a little grass and
some trees. I'm sure the dog would like that better than
being in here with all this mess.”

Max spends so little time outside, I decided to take ad-
vantage of the offer. I secured him outside, made sure his
collar was tight enough to keep him from slipping out of it,
but loose enough to allow for escape in an emergency.
Then I went back inside and walked from room to room,
looking for Oliver. I finally found him in what looked like
it would eventually become the kitchen.

Oliver stared out the window, eyes straight ahead, obvi-
ously lost in thought. I wondered if he was thinking about
Felicity. If he missed her. Or was he as glad to see her gone
as everyone else seemed to be?

He turned when he heard my footsteps and offered a
sheepish smile. “Sorry. I do that sometimes—stand here
and look outside, imagining what this place will be like in
another few months.” He shrugged, obviously embar-
rassed at having been observed. “Now, what is this about
Henri?”

“He’s not who he claims to be.”

Oliver shook his head in confusion. “What do you
mean?”’

“I mean he’s been lying to you. I don’t know who he is,
but he’s not Henri Guischard.”

“You must be mistaken. I had him checked out.”

“I don’t know who did the background check, but the po-
lice have run one, and they can’t find him. He’s an imposter,
and I have reason to think he may have tried to hurt you.”

“Me? How?”

“The night your brakes went out. The mechanic verified
that someone tampered with them. I think it may have been
Henri.” Yeah, I know, I'd promised Karen. But technically,
I’d kept that promise. I hadn’t said one word about murder.

Oliver looked shaky. “Henri? But why?”
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“I don’t know yet.”

Oliver’s head drooped. He kneaded his forehead with
one hand and shook his head repeatedly as he tried to
process what I’d told him. “Are you saying that you also
think he killed Felicity?”

“It’s possible. And Kirby North, as well.”

“But that’s—”

I heard Max growl a split second before a different
voice sounded in my ear, low and ominous. “That’s bril-
liant, Abby. Brava.”

I turned quickly and found myself looking into the hard
eyes of Henri Guischard—or whatever his name was. The
first thought that went through my head was, Run! The
next was that Karen would kill me for this. I pulled back
slightly and caught sight of something black and bulky in
his hand.

He saw where I was looking and lifted the handgun so
I could get a better look. “Don’t be stupid.”

Great advice. I wish I’d paid attention earlier when I
heard it from Karen. My throat grew tight and dry, my
hands clammy. Since my body blocked Oliver’s view of
Henri, I forced myself to say something. “Get out of here,
Oliver. Now!”

He didn’t move. I shot a glance over my shoulder, hop-
ing I could convince him that the situation was desperate
before it was too late. Oliver stood frozen in place. Facing
your wife’s killer would probably do that to a person.

“Oliver,” I said, my voice harsh. “He’s got a gun. Get
out of here.”

He looked at me then, and I realized my mistake.

“If you don’t mind,” he said with a slow smile, “I think
I’ll stay.” His gaze shifted to Henri. “Did you take care of
everything?”

“Thanks to the magic of the Internet. Now don’t just
stand there, tie her hands and feet, and for God’s sake, put
something in her mouth.”
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My mind grew sluggish, and it seemed to take forever
to process each thought. They knew each other. They were
in this together. “You killed Felicity,” I said, but my voice
sounded thick and rough.

Henri flashed a toothy grin. “A mind like a steel trap,
that’s what you’ve got.”

Oliver came up behind me and jerked my hands to-
gether behind my back. Pain shot through my shoulder,
and my wrists burned as he lashed them together tightly.

I bit my lip to distract me from the pain. “Why did you
do it? For the money?”

“Her mouth,” Henri snapped before Oliver could an-
swer. “Where’s the damned tape?”

I had two choices: shut up or keep talking. I had to trust
my instincts on this one, and they were screaming at me
that turning quiet and passive wouldn’t save me. “And
what about Kirby?” I demanded. “Why did you kill him?”

Henri lunged toward me and held the barrel of the gun
beneath my chin. “You really want to know? Okay then.
He saw something he shouldn’t have seen, and he decided
to talk about it. He just chose the wrong person to talk to.
Now you’ve seen what happens to people who can’t keep
their mouths shut. Maybe you’ll shut yours.”

How could I have been so slow? How could I not have
seen the connection between these two? It seemed so ob-
vious now, but I guess everything’s easier to spot when
there’s a gun pointing at your head.

“You killed Felicity for the money?”

“Shut up.”

I looked beyond Henri to Oliver. “What about your ac-
cident? Did you cut your own brakes?”

He smiled, and my heart grew cold. “I was particularly
proud of that touch. It threw everybody off track, didn’t
it?” He dug around in a box and came up with a rag and a
roll of duct tape.

I tried to judge my chances of escape if I made a run for
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it, but both men stood between me and freedom. I’d prob-
ably never make it, but I had to try. Counting on the ele-
ment of surprise to give me some small advantage, |
watched Henri slide his gaze from me to the roll of tape in
Oliver’s hand, then I bolted for the door. I'd heard enough
advice over the years to know that going quietly wasn’t an
option, so I screamed for help as I ran. Most stores on the
block weren’t open yet, but people would be arriving for
work, and the bakery was open. I had to believe that some-
one would hear me.

Heavy footsteps pounded on the wooden floor behind
me, and before I could get even halfway to the door, one of
the men circled my waist with his arm. He pulled me off
my feet and clamped a hand over my mouth.

I kicked furiously, trying to inflict enough pain to make
him loosen his grip, even for a moment. Over the years, I’d
taken a few classes on self-defense for women, but I hadn’t
practiced what I’d learned enough to remember what I was
supposed to do.

While Henri held me, Oliver stuffed the rag into my
mouth and covered it with duct tape. I gagged, wondering
oddly whether the rag was clean and wishing I’d have the
chance to tell Karen that she’d been right.

Think! 1 told myself sternly. I could grow maudlin later.
There had to be some way out of this, I just had to figure
out what it was.

Satisfied that I wouldn’t be making any more noise,
Oliver forced me to sit on the floor, then bound my feet
with a length of rope so thick I knew I’d never be able to
saw through it—assuming I could get away and find a
sharp object to use on it.

Unable to move my hands or feet, I felt panic setting in.
My breath came faster and grew more shallow, my lungs
felt pinched and tight, and with the tape over my mouth, I
grew frightened that I wouldn’t be able to get enough air
into my lungs to keep me alive.
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While Oliver disappeared into another section of the
restaurant, Henri hunkered down in front of me. “I have to
admit, you’re one smart cookie. We’ve never been caught
before. Almost, but not quite.” He shook his head and
grinned. “Too bad you weren’t smart enough to know
when to back the hell off, huh?”

He laughed softly and stood again. “You want to know
the whole story, don’t you? Every sordid detail. But I think
some things are best left to the imagination. Besides, you
won’t be alive long enough to share the story with anyone
else, so why bother?”

I tried to console myself with the thought that if they
wanted to shoot me, they would have done it already. I
managed to hang on to that thought for almost two solid
minutes, but when Oliver came back into the room carry-
ing two five-gallon cans of gasoline, I knew I couldn’t
have been more wrong.

They weren’t going to shoot me. They had something
far worse in mind.
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The sllarp scent of sawdust mixed with gasoline
sent me into a panic again as I watched Oliver sprinkle the
accelerant across the dry, exposed wood all around me. I
tried to fight the heightened sense of terror, but I couldn’t
move, couldn’t shout, couldn’t do a thing to save myself.
I’d never felt so helpless, and somewhere beneath my fear,
I raged at the feeling of powerlessness.

I could hear Henri and Oliver talking. They kept their
voices low, but if I could control my breathing and stop the
screaming inside my head, I might be able to hear them. I
could see them—at least the backs of their heads and their
shoulders, as they worked at something on the ground. I
couldn’t see what they were doing, but I knew I had very
little time left to find a way to save myself.

“You took care of the last wire transfer?”” Henri asked.

“I told you, yes. Everything’s done. The supply compa-
nies we set up have disappeared. Their accounts have been
closed. This isn’t my first time, you know.” Oliver sounded
irritated, and strangely enough, that lifted my spirits a little.
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“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Henri snapped.

Oliver shot a glance at me over his shoulder. “I don’t
like this. It’s not right.”

“You want to leave her alive so she can blow the whis-
tle on us?” Henri reached across the space between them
and smacked Oliver behind the head. “You’re too in-
volved. Again. One of these days that damn bleeding heart
of yours is going to get us killed.”

Oliver knocked Henri’s hand away and pulled back
sharply. “Do that again, and you’ll lose that hand.”

Laughing, Henri got to his feet. “What about that mutt
of hers?”

“I'm not killing the dog. Leave him chained up out
back. I tightened his collar. He won’t be able to get away.”

Henri’s smile evaporated, and his face contorted with
anger. “You’re such a fucking wimp. I swear to God,
you’re getting softer all the time.”

“Think whatever you want, I’m not killing the dog.”

On one level, I was grateful that Max would escape this
alive. On another, it seemed odd to me that Oliver would
morally object to hurting Max, but I rated little more than
a token objection. I looked at my immediate surroundings,
hoping I'd find something the construction crew had for-
gotten—something I could use to cut the ropes that held
me. It might take a while, but at least it would give me a
chance at survival. But Henri and Oliver had been thor-
ough. They’d cleaned the area around me so that only the
bare concrete floor and walls roughed in with Sheetrock
remained.

My mind screamed at me to do something. I couldn’t
die like this. But if there was a way out, I couldn’t find it.
The only hope I had was for Karen to decide I’d been gone
too long and call for help. I prayed silently that she’d do
exactly that, but the minutes ticked past, each second feel-
ing like an hour, so that I lost track of time and had no idea
whether I’d been tied up for two minutes or two hours.
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Oliver finished whatever he was doing and turned
around, holding a bottle of water. “If you insist on doing
this, get the pills.”

The pills? A protest tumbled out of my mouth automat-
ically, but the duct tape muffled it so that I managed only
a few audible grunts.

Henri crossed the room and tore the tape from my
mouth. Pressing the gun against my temple, he removed
the handkerchief and grinned down at me as if he were
having the time of his life. “Don’t look so worried. It’s just
a little sleep aid. Something to help you get through the
fire.”

I couldn’t let him force those pills on me. I met his gaze
steadily. “I’m not taking them.”

“Sure you are.” He grabbed my face and squeezed my
cheeks until my face burned. I pulled back sharply, but I
was no match for his strength. He forced my mouth open
and dropped a couple of pills inside.

Gagging, I tried to force them out of my mouth with my
tongue, but Oliver uncapped the bottle of water and poured
it into my mouth before I could. I combated the urge to
swallow for as long as I could, but again I was no match
for the two men. Henri held my face still until the sheer
volume of water forced me to swallow.

I couldn’t swallow all of the water; there was too much
of it. Choking, I gasped for air, and felt my lungs burn
where I had inhaled liquid. Filled with a sudden, intense
hatred, I tried to expel the water, but I couldn’t do anything
but cough and sputter harmlessly.

Henri watched me, keeping the gun to my head the
whole time, while Oliver loaded boxes into a vehicle in the
back. “So how did he convince Felicity to leave all her
money to him?” I asked after several minutes.

Henri grinned. “It wasn’t as difficult as you might
imagine. Owen’s good at what he does.”

Owen, not Oliver. The whole thing had been a scam two
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years in the making. “Felicity wasn’t stupid,” I said. “She
must have figured out what you were doing.”

“Not entirely, but she came close. She found out that the
companies she’d been writing checks to were phony, and
she confronted Owen about it. Told him it had to stop, but
we hadn’t skimmed off anywhere near what we wanted at
that point. Unfortunately for her, I was right there to offer
comfort in her time of distress.”

“And that’s when you decided to kill her.”

He lifted his arms in a gesture of helplessness. “What
else could we do? She was a vindictive bitch. Do you
know she actually asked me to help her get rid of her hus-
band?”

“She wanted you to kill him?” There was irony in that.
I just hoped I lived long enough to appreciate it. “So in-
stead, you killed Felicity. But why did you choose my
parking lot for the murder?”

He gave me a look filled with malice. “It was her sug-
gestion, actually. It’s that simple. I called her that night,
pretending that I was all set to kill her poor, unsuspecting
husband. She suggested meeting at your place. Who was I
to say no?”

“So you made the phone call?”

“You got it.”

And Felicity had lied to Ursula about the caller being a
woman. “And this is what you do? How you make your
living? The two of you travel around living off women
until you finally kill them?”

Henri’s smile slipped. “The bitch wouldn’t have had to
die if she hadn’t started checking up on the books. She
could have left well enough alone, trusted her husband,
and we’d have disappeared once the money was ours. It’s
not that hard to vanish when you know what you’re doing.
Trust me, nobody would have found us.”

He was probably right. And they probably wouldn’t
find them after I was gone, either. I had the answers to



Peppermint Twisted 235

some of my questions now, but they wouldn’t do me any
good if I couldn’t get away.

While I was still debating my options, I heard a sound
like the song of angels: Karen’s voice shouting, “Abby?
Are you in here?”

Without moving the gun from my head, Henri shot to
his feet and stuffed the handkerchief into my mouth before
I could react. The cloth had picked up a coating of sawdust
as it lay there, and I retched at the feel of it in my throat.

Oliver appeared in the doorway. I couldn’t see Karen
from where I sat, but I could see Oliver’s smooth face and
unruffled expression. “You’re looking for Abby?”

“Is she here?”

“She was. She left about fifteen minutes ago.”

“Are you sure? I thought she’d be back by now.” I could
hear the distrust in her voice, but Henri’s eyes had taken on
a hunted animal look, and I didn’t know whether to hope
Karen would find me or pray she didn’t.

“I’'m sure. She had the dog with her. Maybe she decided
to take him for a walk.”

“Maybe.” Karen’s voice sounded closer now.

Look in the back, 1 pleaded silently. Max is back there.
Don’t believe him. 1 tried to spit out the handkerchief, but
Henri had forced my mouth open too wide. I couldn’t do
anything but push harmlessly at it with my tongue when I
wasn’t gagging.

Oliver moved toward her stealthily, his face still a mask
of culture and breeding, his voice smooth as melted choco-
late. “Did she tell you why she came to see me?”

“About Henri? Yes.”

The room swam in front of my eyes, and I realized the
pills they’d fed me were taking effect. Run, Karen! Get out
of here while you can! 1 closed my eyes, frustrated by the
futility of it all, and a groan rolled around in the back of my
throat.

“I don’t mind telling you, I was shocked.” Oliver dis-
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appeared from view, but I heard footsteps moving away
from me, and I breathed a little easier. “You don’t know
how much I appreciate the warning. I hope the police find
him soon.”

“I’m sure they will. And if Abby comes back here, will
you tell her to call me? I'm worried sick.”

“I can only imagine. Yes, I'll tell her, but try not to
worry. Henri isn’t anywhere around here today. I'm sure
she’s just fine.”

My hands and arms tingled, my feet were already
numb. Was it because of the pills or merely the lack of cir-
culation? My head was growing heavy, and my eyes re-
fused to stay open. Karen’s voice faded, and Henri’s face
floated in and out.

I could hear voices now, both male, but I could no
longer make out what they were saying. The last thing I
saw was the gleam in Henri’s eyes as he lit the match that
would end my life.

I woke to the smell of smoke and the crackle of burning
wood. Something wet swept across my face, and I could
hear a high-pitched sound pulsing near my ear. My lungs
ached, and I lurched upright, coughing so hard the muscles
in my stomach cramped. It took me a few seconds to real-
ize that my hands were no longer tied. I guess Oliver and
Henri thought it would look suspicious if my body was
found with my hands and mouth bound—thank God. A
moment later, I realized that the moisture on my face came
from a dog’s tongue. The high-pitched sound, Max’s whine
as he tried to wake me from my drugged sleep.

My wrists stung where the ropes had been, but I reached
for Max, pulling his massive head into a quick embrace as
I registered that the building around me was fully engulfed
in flame. Considering how much gasoline they’d used, it
wouldn’t take long for the whole building to burn.

“Come on, Max,” I said, but my throat was already so
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raw from breathing in the smoke, it came out hoarse and
barely audible.

Glancing around quickly, I tried to get my bearings.
Which way was the back door? Which way to the front?
Every angle looked the same to me. Drugs fogged my
brain, but I was alert enough to remember that I needed to
stay low to the ground. On all fours, I picked a direction
and started crawling.

Flames scorched my face. The heat was excruciating.
Max followed me for a foot or two, then lunged off in an-
other direction. He stopped and looked back at me, his
eyes pleading with me to follow.

Who was I to argue?

Splinters dug into my hands as I crawled. Ash and
sparks flew into my face and landed on my back and hair.
The heat grew more oppressive as we moved, inch by inch,
through a wall of flames that threatened to engulf us at any
moment.

I placed my faith in Max and added a quick and silent
prayer for a little help from above. Smoke pressed down
on me, too heavy to breathe, too dense to see through. I
lost sight of Max once, but he quickly realized that I wasn’t
with him, and he came back to find me.

He pulled on my shirt, tugging me with his teeth toward
whatever exit he sensed. My strength was gone, but I tried
to drag up enough to help propel myself.

Overhead, boards crackled, and something crashed to
the ground behind us. It hit, and flames roared to life,
higher, hotter, and stronger than they’d been before. The
second floor was giving way, I realized. We probably had
only a few seconds to escape before we were trapped be-
neath it.

Once or twice, I thought I heard voices. I had no idea
how long I'd been out, but surely people had seen the fire.
There had to be help outside.

My lungs ached from the effort of breathing. My arms
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and legs shook from the effort of holding myself up. I
urged myself forward, one step at a time, but I didn’t know
how much longer I could go on. My head buzzed, and I
could feel myself on the edge of consciousness from the
lack of oxygen.

Max led me around a smoldering, blackened pile of
wood, and suddenly I saw daylight. Almost weeping with
relief, I plunged ahead and finally pushed out into the fresh
air. I saw faces over me just before I blacked out, but I was
too far gone to know whose faces they were. Greedily, I
sucked air into my lungs, but the air burned as it went in,
and I buckled over, coughing and choking as I let it out
again.

And then it was over. Blackness fell, and I finally felt
the blessed relief from pain.
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“I'd kill for a l)reeze," Karen mumble(l, just loud
enough for me to hear over the constant rumble of conver-
sation and music all around us. Red-faced from the mid-
July heat, she leaned against the plastic display case that
held mounds of peppermint Ant Sticks, fudge, fondant, and
petits fours.

A generator-operated cooler blew a weak supply of re-
frigerated air into the display case, doing its best to keep
the chocolate from melting. Unfortunately, Karen and I
didn’t get the same consideration.

In each corner of the sweltering booth, small artificial
Christmas trees sparkled with clear lights and peppermint
candy decorations. Temporary shelving held displays of
candy made from Aunt Grace’s recipes and, dotted here
and there among the displays, painted baskets held bou-
quets of massive red and white striped lollipops, each one
tied with a festive green bow.

I picked up a large black teddy bear that had toppled
from his position, adjusted the bow around his neck, and
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lodged him against an open trunk spilling over with boxes
we’d filled with homemade peppermint sticks and
wrapped with holiday paper and bows.

Bing Crosby crooned “Please have snow and mistletoe”
from the CD player behind me, but the sun beat relent-
lessly on the canvas booth. Even minor exertion put beads
of perspiration on my forehead, so I created my own
breeze by waving a mistletoe-and-wreath-adorned price
list in front of my face. My cousin and I might both be mis-
erable in the summer heat, but Karen’s idea for a Christ-
mas booth had turned out even better than I’d expected,
and business had been brisk all day.

“The sun will go down in a couple of hours,” I said, try-
ing to sound optimistic. “Just hang on until then.”

Karen looked skeptical, but her mood shifted abruptly
when a group of women veered out of foot traffic and
swarmed into the booth, exclaiming with delight over the
Christmas decorations. It did my heart good to see her idea
getting such an enthusiastic reception. After all, [ owed her
my life. If not for her, I might have died in that fire, and
Oliver and Henri would probably have escaped.

I strolled toward the front of the booth and dug a wad
of dollar bills from my pocket. “You haven’t had a break
in a while,” I told Karen. “Why don’t you go now? If you
don’t mind, bring something cold to drink when you come
back.”

She grinned and held out her hand for the money.
“You’ve got yourself a deal. Any preferences?”

I shook my head. “Just something that will stay cold for
a few minutes.”

She wandered off, and I turned back to see if my cus-
tomers had questions. We’d managed to hold the shop to-
gether for the past few months, thanks mostly to a cash
infusion provided by Wyatt and Elizabeth. I’d protested for
a few days, but with the festival postponed and a kitchen
full of peppermint, I’d been between a rock and a hard
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place. Eventually, I'd caved, and I had to admit my brother
and his wife had saved us.

As I turned, a woman with long, dark hair looking
through the watercolor prints at the next booth caught my
attention. I hadn’t seen Brenda since I talked to her before
the fire two months earlier, but I’d thought about her a few
times and wondered how she was doing.

She stopped looking at the prints and glanced up and
around, as if she could feel someone watching her. When
she saw me, she offered a shy smile and strolled over.
“Hey, Abby. I’ve been meaning to stop by and see you.”

“Really? Any special reason?”

She looked out over the milling crowd as if she was
having trouble making eye contact. “I heard you were hurt
in the fire at Oliver’s restaurant. Are you doing okay
now?”

“I had a couple of bruised ribs,” I said. I had to stay in
the hospital for a few days because of smoke inhalation,
but I'm fine now.”

She turned her head slowly and looked at me. “I heard
you’re testifying at the trials? Is that true?”

Within a few days of their arrest, police had identified
Oliver and Henri as Owen and Ethan Nye, brothers who’d
made careers out of executing elaborate scams with
wealthy women as their targets. To the best of our knowl-
edge, Felicity and Kirby were the only actual murders
they’d committed, but I had a feeling the authorities had
just begun to uncover the whole story.

Two months later, I still had nightmares about being
trapped in that fire, and each one made me angrier than the
one before it. At this point, it would take some earthshak-
ing event to keep me from testifying.

“Yeah,” I said, “but it will be a while before that hap-
pens. I'm sure the attorneys will drag out the pretrial stage
as long as they possibly can.”

“As long as they put the two of them away for the rest
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of their lives, I don’t care how long it takes.” Brenda fell
silent and watched the passing throngs for another few
minutes. I kept one eye on the customers drifting in and
out of the booth, but I could tell that Brenda wasn’t fin-
ished yet, so I waited for her to go on.

“I’ve tried to keep up with all the news,” she said after
a minute or two, “but I haven’t heard if they found out why
that sculptor was killed.”

“Kirby?” A wave of sadness surprised me when I
thought about him. Maybe because his had been such a
senseless murder. Or maybe because thinking about him
made me realize how close I'd come to being number
three. “As far as the police can tell at this point, Kirby was
getting inside information about the MegaMart project
from Ursula. While he was at your grandmother’s house
talking to Ursula, he overheard Felicity talking to Henri
about killing Oliver and made the mistake of taking that in-
formation to Oliver instead of going to the police.”

Brenda shivered and stepped aside to let a couple of
teenage girls into the booth. “I suppose you’ve heard the
other news.”

“I heard about the money, if that’s what you mean.”
Thanks to the intricacies of the legal system and the com-
plexity of old Andrew Drake’s will, everything had re-
verted to Ursula, after all.

“Yeah,” Brenda said. “I think she’ll do okay.”

Too many people were already speculating that Ursula
would lose what was left, as she’d done with her own in-
heritance. I wasn’t so sure, and Brenda looked so hopeful,
I couldn’t do anything but agree with her. “I’'m sure she
will.”

“And did you hear that Ursula hired my mom?”

“Really?” That was news to me. “What will she be
doing?”

“Working at Drake Development. Ursula tried to get out
of the MegaMart deal, but she can’t without incurring a
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major lawsuit, so she and Mom are trying to figure how to
minimize the impact MegaMart will have on the town.”

If they could do that, they just might turn the tide of
public sentiment against the Drake-Asbury clan. “What
about you?” I asked. “Are you working for Drake, too?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. But Ursula offered me a
job, and I might take it when I get back.”

“You’re going somewhere?”

Her smile returned, and her gaze fluttered to her hands.
“Yeah, I'm going to Oregon for a month to spend some
time with my dad.”

“That’s great! But how does your mom feel? Is she
okay with you going?”

“She doesn’t like it,” Brenda said with a shrug, “but
she’s adjusting to the idea. I guess I can’t really ask for
more than that.”

“It sounds promising,” I told her. “And your mom has
had a lot to deal with. After all, she spent most of her life
thinking your dad abandoned her when she needed him
most. It must be hard to shift gears all of a sudden.”

Brenda slid a glance at me. “I know. Sometimes I
worry, you know? I wonder if Felicity’s nastiness is ge-
netic.”

She looked so young and vulnerable, I gave in to in-
stinct and squeezed her shoulders briefly. “It’s not ge-
netic,” I assured her. “I don’t know what happened in
Felicity’s life to harden her heart so completely, but I'm
pretty sure she wasn’t born that way. You don’t have to be
like her.”

Brenda’s lips curved into a hopeful smile. “Promise?”

I laughed and released her before either of us could start
to feel uncomfortable. “Absolutely. It’s all about choices,
you know. Besides, if you were like Felicity, you wouldn’t
be willing to give Ursula a second chance, and you
wouldn’t have spent the past year or so trying to find your
father.”
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“Yeah, I guess.” She slipped her hands into her pockets
and rocked up onto her toes. “I'm a little nervous.”

“That’s understandable,” I said. “I would be, too, but
even if things don’t work out the way you’d like them to,
you’ll be glad you went ahead with this.”

“I guess you’re right. He seems nice enough, and he’s
told his wife and kids about Mom and me, so it’ll probably
be okay.”

“I'm sure it will be,” I said, smiling encouragement.
“Just try not to be disappointed if this meeting doesn’t
match up to your expectations. He’s your dad, not some
kind of superhero. He’s going to make mistakes, and he’s
going to occasionally say the wrong thing, and he’s going
to make you crazy. It’s all part of being human. That
doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you.”

Brenda laughed and settled back on her heels. A few
feet away, the crowd parted, and I saw Jawarski coming to-
ward me holding a paper cone filled with crushed ice.
We’d been so busy with last-minute festival preparations,
this was the first time I’d seen him since his kids went
home to their mother, and the sudden drumming of my
heart drowned out whatever Brenda said next.

He looked good enough to eat in a pair of tight jeans, a
crisp white shirt, and a cowboy hat. With a nod at Brenda,
he stopped in front of me and offered the cone. “It’s hotter
than hell today. Thought maybe you could use this.”

The advice I'd just given Brenda echoed in my ears, and
I felt the brittle pieces of my heart soften. I couldn’t keep
shutting myself off from Jawarski just because I was afraid
of the future. Oh sure, he might occasionally disappoint
me or make a mistake. There would inevitably be times
when he would hurt me or make me angry. He was only
human, after all. But he was honest and reliable, and 1
knew that every once in a while he’d do something truly
heroic, like bringing ice chips on a hellishly hot day. What
woman in her right mind would ask for anything more?
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Clhocalate #ut Sticke

Makes 24 pieces

12 ounces chocolate chips or white chocolate chips
24 (8-inch size) pretzel rods
chocolate or colored sprinkles, crushed candy, or nuts

In a heat-proof bowl, melt the chocolate over a pot of sim-
mering water or in a double boiler. Dunk the pretzel rods halfway
into the chocolate.

Immediately roll chocolate-coated pretzel rods in sprinkles,
candy, or nuts.

Transfer to a waxed paper—lined sheet pan, and allow to cool
until hardened.
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Almond Roca

Serves 10

cup granulated white sugar

cup water

tablespoon light corn syrup

pound butter (do not use margarine)
2% pounds almonds, blanched & slivered
1% cups milk chocolate chips

W~ X~

In a heavy skillet combine sugar, water, syrup, butter and al-
monds. Stirring constantly, cook to hard crack stage, or until the
almonds are toasted a light brown.

Pour into a greased baking pan. While still warm, sprinkle the
milk chocolate chips over the mixture and spread when softened.

Let cool. Remove from pan and break into pieces.
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Peppenmint 7ondant
Number of candies varies, depending on size

5 tablespoons butter (not margarine)

food colors

1 teaspoon peppermint (or spearmint, if desired)
1 pound powdered sugar

2 tablespoons cold water

Melt the butter over a low heat. Add coloring and flavoring.

Stir in powdered sugar and water.

Knead in the pan (or in a dish). Roll out in balls by hand and
press with a fork or meat tenderizer. (Should be rolled out quite
small, like a party mint.)

Place on waxed paper or cake rack for several hours to dry.
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Peppenmint Petite Foune
Makes 16 pieces

1 pack frozen pound cake

% cup strawberry preserves

3 cups granulated sugar

1% cups hot water

1 teaspoon cream of tartar

1% cups powdered sugar

% teaspoon peppermint extract
2 drops red food coloring

OPTIONAL
crushed peppermint candies
colored sugar
fresh strawberry slices

Trim the crusts from the pound cake and cut the cake length-
wise into 4 layers. Spread 1 layer with half the preserves.

Top with second layer of cake and repeat to make 2 double
layers.

Cut each layer into eight 2” squares (16 squares total). Set
aside.

Combine granulated sugar, water, and cream of tartar in 3-
quart casserole. Microwave on high for 5 to 7 minutes, or until
the mixture boils.

Stir, and insert a microwave candy thermometer.

Microwave at high for 7 to 11 minutes, or until the mixture
reaches 226°F.

Let cool on counter for an hour (slightly longer if necessary)
or until the mixture is cooled to 110°F.

Add powdered sugar, peppermint extract, and food coloring.
Beat on medium speed of an electric mixer until smooth. Use 2
forks to dip each layered pound cake square into the frosting,
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making sure to coat all sides. Let excess frosting drip off, then
place on a wire rack over waxed paper.
Repeat, dipping each square twice. Decorate with crushed
peppermint or other candies, colored sugar, or strawberry slices.
Let stand until set.





