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      “Allie?”

      “What?”

      “This might just kill me.”

      I glanced at my best friend, Lucy Gray, as we ran up a steep incline along Galveston Avenue. Her short blond hair poked out from beneath a black knit cap, and her cheeks had turned a dark pink. She wasn’t completely wrong about this killing her. The weather had turned frigid and breezy overnight, but we were determined to finish our run.

      “Suck it up, buttercup. I’m as cold as you are.” Yeah, I was a little grumpy this morning. But what else was I going to be at seven a.m., running on an icy street with an even icier breeze whipping through my long red hair? I pulled my scarf up to cover more of my face, hoping to keep the wind from scorching it.

      She glanced at me, narrowing her eyes. “Well, you don’t have to be so grouchy.”

      I nodded and blinked away the water that came to my eyes. “Sorry, I didn’t get much sleep last night. I tossed and turned, and it took me forever to finally drift off.”

      “I hate nights like that. What do you say we grab some coffee when we’re done here?” She breathed out loudly as we crested the peak.

      I nodded. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day. Coffee is just what I need.” The sound of our feet hitting the pavement echoed in the morning quiet. “Maybe we should switch over to running on the treadmill?” I hated to switch over to treadmill running so early in the season, but we’d had more than a week of freezing temperatures at night without much of a warm-up during the day. We had yet to get our first snow, but this was Maine, and it would arrive soon.

      “I’m game if you are. But I sure will miss the beautiful weather.”

      I turned to look at her as we plodded on. “Beautiful?”

      She nodded. “Look at that beautiful blue sky. It’s crisp and clean at this hour, and I really enjoy that.”

      Lucy hadn’t been a runner for as long as I had been, so she hadn’t frozen her tail off as often as I had, but she was right. The sky was beautiful. “Then we’ll keep running outside. I love the blue skies, too.” Most of the trees had lost their fall leaves, so we didn’t have the beauty of the fall colors on the trees anymore, but that was fine. I loved a good fresh snow, in spite of the cold. It could make even the ugliest of landscapes beautiful. So, while I wasn’t crazy about running in the snow, I liked to look at it.

      Lucy took a deep breath as we slowed our pace. “We’ll just take it on a day-by-day basis. When it gets colder, we’ll have to switch to running on the treadmill. I just don’t want to stop running all together and get out of the habit. I might never get back into it if I do.”

      I nodded and pulled my scarf up again. “It’s easier to run consistently than to quit for a few weeks or months and then start up again. I’ve done that a few times, and I don’t recommend it. One star out of five. Do not recommend.”

      She chuckled, and we slowed to a walk to catch our breath. I had forgotten just how steep that incline was.

      “Is your mother coming for Thanksgiving?”

      I nodded. “She wouldn’t miss it for the world. It’s Lilly’s first Thanksgiving after all.”

      My new grandbaby had arrived on Valentine’s Day, so every holiday this year was her first. And believe me, I was documenting every moment with photos and videos. My mother lived in Alabama, and she had made more trips to Maine this year than she ever had, but I didn’t want her to miss a thing.

      “Good. I can’t wait to see her again. Will she be coming back for Christmas too?”

      I nodded. “You know she isn’t going to miss that. She’s already had several packages mailed to my house. I suspect they’re all for Lilly.”

      She chuckled again, white puffs hanging in the cold air in front of her. “Now that’s what I like to see. Great-grandma spoiling her great-grandbaby. I wish she lived closer so she could spend more time with Lilly.”

      “I do too.”

      “Allie! Allie!”

      I turned and looked over my shoulder to see Gloria Dunning trotting down the sidewalk behind us. She waved her arms as if I wouldn’t see her.

      Lucy and I glanced at one another and stopped, turning to wait for her to catch up to us. “Good morning, Gloria. What are you doing out at this hour?” I tried not to glance down at the bunny slippers she wore on her feet. A pink bathrobe was wrapped tightly around her, and she wore a gray knit hat on her head.

      She smiled. “Good morning, Allie!” She glanced at Lucy but didn’t say anything to her. “I’m so glad I caught up to you. I was just taking the garbage out, and I happened to see the two of you running up the street. Goodness, do you do this often?” She wrapped her robe more tightly around herself, wheezing a bit from trying to catch up to us.

      I nodded. “We try to run every day, although it’s more like four or five days a week. But we haven’t run on this street in a while.”

      She paused for a moment, holding up one finger as she tried to catch her breath. “Oh, goodness, I don’t know how you do it. I suppose I should get out and get more exercise because running the short distance I just did just about did me in.”

      I smiled. It had been more of a shuffle than a run.

      “Yes, everybody could do with more exercise,” Lucy said, looking at me.

      Gloria ignored her. “Allie, the reason I wanted to speak with you is that I am in charge of the community Thanksgiving meal this year, and let me tell you, this has been one of the most challenging jobs I’ve ever had. Trying to coordinate everybody and make sure we’ll have enough of everything to eat, well, it’s been harder than I ever thought it would be. Thankfully, I am passionate about doing this, so it’s not like a job at all. I honestly love it.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t realize you were in charge of the community Thanksgiving meal.” The truth was that I hadn’t heard much about the event this year. Lilly had taken up most of my spare time, and I only had eyes for her.

      “They couldn’t have picked anybody better for the job,” Lucy said with just a hint of sarcasm. Lucy didn’t care for Gloria ever since the two of them had a run-in years ago at the annual church bazaar. They both reached for the same antique spoon, and a brawl had nearly broken out.

      Gloria nodded. “Yes, that’s what I thought. Honestly, I don’t know why they didn’t call me earlier to do this. I hate to complain, but the last three or four years—well, the dinner has been less than stellar, shall we say?” She shook her head, making a face. “Honestly, whoever was putting those dinners together, and I won’t name names,” she said pointedly, “well, they simply didn’t have the passion that I do for this job.”

      “No, I’m sure they didn’t.” I wasn’t going to argue. I waited for her to get on with whatever it was she wanted to say, but I was pretty sure I knew what she was after.

      She took a deep breath. “Well, Allie, everyone knows your pies are the best in the world.”

      Here it comes.

      “Thank you, Gloria. That’s kind of you to say.”

      She nodded excitedly. “Yes, and it’s true. So, I wanted to know if you would be kind enough to bake the pies for the community dinner?”

      I did my best not to look surprised at her request. “What? All the pies?” I tried to come up with a number that would feed the community for the annual Thanksgiving dinner, and I thought it had to be upwards of thirty pies. Pie was an integral part of any holiday menu, and there would need to be a lot of them.

      She folded her hands in front of herself and nodded. “Yes. We’d love some pumpkin pies, mincemeat, apple, pecan, coconut cream, and well, any other flavors you think would be appropriate for a holiday dinner.”

      Lucy looked at me, her eyes wide. “That sounds like a lot of work.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry, Gloria, but I just can’t make that many pies.” Then I hesitated. “How many would you need?” It didn’t matter how many she needed; I didn’t have time for this. If she had really wanted me to make those pies, why didn’t she ask me two weeks ago?

      She thought about it for a moment. “Oh, I don’t know. Fifty? Sixty? Seventy? Everybody loves pie. And they especially love your pies. We wouldn’t want to go with too low of a number.”

      I suppressed the gasp that threatened to escape my lips. “No, I’m sorry, Gloria. I have family coming in for the holiday, and I’ll be doing a lot of baking for them. I couldn’t possibly make all the pies for the community Thanksgiving meal too.”

      She frowned. “Really? Because it’s for a good cause. Some people can’t afford to buy enough food for their own Thanksgiving meal. I thought you were more generous than that.”

      I’ll admit that her saying I wasn’t generous got my dander up, but I just couldn’t imagine making that many pies all at once and still having the time or the energy to make the Thanksgiving meal for my family. “I’m sorry, you know I love to give to a good cause, and this is certainly a good one, but I just can’t make that many pies on such short notice.”

      Her bottom lip stuck out petulantly. “Oh, Allie. I’m so disappointed.”

      Lucy sighed. “She’s got her own family to cook for, Gloria.”

      Gloria didn’t even acknowledge her with a glance. “Well, how would you feel about just baking the pumpkin pies? They’re the most important pies for the meal anyway. Everybody knows you’ve got to have the traditional pumpkin pie at Thanksgiving, and that wouldn’t be nearly as many pies as doing all of them. I’m sure I could find somebody else to fill in with the others.” Her tone suggested that it was going to be a bother to find somebody to fill in with the rest of the pies.

      I hesitated. “How many pumpkin pies would you need?”

      She grimaced. “How many? Twenty. At least twenty. Maybe twenty-five.”

      Lucy sighed again. “I thought you wanted an assortment of pies. Why do you need so many pumpkin pies?”

      “What do you say, Allie? Will you make the pumpkin pies?” she asked, still ignoring Lucy.

      I hesitated again. “How about I make twenty pumpkin pies? I think I can handle that on top of making our Thanksgiving Day meal.” My mother would be there to assist me. Although she wasn’t much of a baker, she could roast a turkey and make cornbread stuffing like nobody else, and I could handle the pies.

      Gloria squealed and clapped her hands. “Oh, I am so excited! Allie, you just made my day. No, you made my week. My entire month, and especially my Thanksgiving Day meal. I’ll call you in a few days, and we’ll firm things up. Sound good?”

      I nodded. “Sure, that sounds great.”

      “Well then, I’ll let you ladies continue your run. I’ve got so much to do today that I had better get moving. Honestly, I don’t know how I’m going to get everything done before the Thanksgiving meal, but I promise you I’ll find a way. I always do.”

      “Of course you do,” Lucy said sarcastically.

      Gloria gave her a pointed look and turned and headed back in the direction she had come from. Lucy and I started a slow jog in the direction we had been going, but having stood still for a while, our muscles had gotten cold, and I suddenly wasn’t in the mood to run anymore. I slowed to a walk.

      “Twenty pumpkin pies,” I muttered.

      “I don’t know how you’ll get it done on top of our Thanksgiving dinner.”

      I glanced at her. She and her husband Ed were spending the holiday with us. “With a lot of help from my best friend.”

      She chuckled. “Okay. Fine. Just let me know when you want me to come over and help.”

      I didn’t mind making the pies for the community dinner; in fact, I loved contributing to charitable functions, but I wanted to enjoy Lilly’s first Thanksgiving without feeling rushed. Twenty pies wouldn’t be too hard. I had baked more than that before, so I would figure out how to make this work.
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      “It’s almost Christmas,” I sang under my breath as I placed two cups of cocoa on a serving tray. Not that instant cocoa that comes in an envelope, although that was good in a pinch, but I had made it from scratch with milk, cocoa powder, a dash of vanilla, and a pinch of salt, adding just enough sugar to sweeten it. Next, I grabbed a handful of mini candy canes and laid them on the tray along with some mini marshmallows I had put into a small bowl, and then I hurried over to the refrigerator for the whipped cream. If you’re going to drink hot cocoa, you need whipped cream.

      There was nothing like hot cocoa in front of a roaring fireplace on a chilly fall evening. The weather had gotten colder, and I was going to spend as many nights in front of that fireplace this winter as I could. I grabbed two spoons and picked up the tray, carrying it into the living room.

      When my husband, Alec, saw me come through the doorway with the tray, his eyebrows shot up. “Well, what do we have here?”

      I smiled sweetly. “Hot cocoa. I’ve even got some candy canes to put in it if you want; peppermint hot cocoa.” I set the tray on the coffee table and sat down on the couch. He joined me and put his arms around me, looking into my eyes. “You’re the best wife I’ve ever had.”

      One of my eyebrows shot up. “Well, I sure hope so.” Alec had been married once before, but it only lasted five years. I fully expected our marriage to last until the end of time.

      He leaned in and kissed me. “Absolutely. Thank you for making the hot cocoa and thank you for dinner. It was delicious.”

      I nodded and kissed him back. “Thank you for doing all the dishes. I hate doing dishes.” I turned to the tray. “Candy cane?”

      He eyed the tray. “Yes. And marshmallows and whipped cream. I’m going for broke tonight. Where did you get those candy canes so early in the season?”

      I chuckled and shook my head at him as I unwrapped one of the candy canes and hooked it on the edge of his cup. “Don’t be silly. It’s November. All the stores have their Christmas things out this time of year. Don’t you ever get out?”

      He shrugged. “When it comes to shopping, I get out as little as possible. But I’m glad they had candy canes because I enjoy a good cup of peppermint cocoa.”

      I popped several mini marshmallows into his cup and followed up with a spritz of whipped cream. “There. How’s that?”

      He eyed the cup. “I could do with just a bit more whipped cream. You know how fast it melts.”

      I nodded and gave him another spritz, then unwrapped a candy cane for my cup. “I’m so glad it’s almost Christmas. You know how I love the holidays. Thanksgiving is my favorite cooking holiday, followed extremely closely by Christmas.” I hesitated. “Maybe Christmas is my favorite cooking holiday, followed closely by Thanksgiving. It’s hard to decide sometimes because I just love cooking.”

      He chuckled. “I do know it’s your favorite season. Whichever one it is.”

      “Did I tell you I ran into Gloria Dunning this morning?”

      He shook his head. “No, what did Gloria have to say?”

      I sighed and added marshmallows to my cocoa. “She wanted me to cook all the pies for the community Thanksgiving dinner. I told her there was no way I could manage that, but I offered to cook all the pumpkin pies.”

      He nodded and took a sip of his hot cocoa. “Good. I don’t want to miss out on pies for our dinner, as selfish as that sounds.”

      I shook my head. “No, it isn’t selfish. It’s hard to do all that cooking, even though I do enjoy it.” The truth was, I was still feeling a bit guilty about not making all the pies for the community dinner. There was no reason for me to feel that way, yet I did.

      “When does your mother arrive?”

      “Next week. I talked her into staying through New Year’s. There’s no reason for her to go home for a few weeks and then turn around and fly back. She might as well stay until after Christmas.”

      “Really?” he asked, taking a sip of his cocoa. “That’s great. It makes it easier for everyone. I won’t have to drive into Bangor to pick her up at the airport a second time.”

      I was happy Alec got along so well with my family. My mother was too far away to see as often as I wanted to. However, this year, I had been grateful for her visiting as often as she had. The baby would get to know her great-grandmother, and nothing made me happier.

      “What about your mother?” I asked. “When is she coming?” Alec’s mother lived here in Maine, but we still didn’t see her as often as I would have liked. We had only been married two and a half years and I felt like I didn’t know her as well as I should.

      He put his feet on the coffee table and settled down on the couch. “I think she’s planning on coming for the day on Thanksgiving, and then she’ll be here for Christmas.”

      I shook my head. “She needs to stay the night on Christmas Eve. We’ll have a lovely meal, and Thad and Sarah will be here with the baby. There’s no sense in her going home that evening, so I’ll fix up the guest bedroom for her. And don’t forget that Sarah’s parents will also be visiting.” We were going to have a full house this Christmas, and I could hardly wait.

      “I remember, and I’ll let my mother know that you want her to stay the night on Christmas Eve.”

      I turned to look at my black cat, Dixie, stretched out on his pillow in front of the fire. He looked warm and cozy, and I thought for a moment he would get up, but instead, he just switched positions, curled up, and went back to sleep. “Dixie, you’re the laziest animal I’ve ever seen.”

      “That’s true,” Alec agreed. “But he’s a good boy.”

      I chuckled and took another sip of my cocoa. “I’m glad you get along with him, because one of you would have had to sleep downstairs if you didn’t. And it probably wouldn’t have been him.”

      He snorted and took another sip of his cocoa. “I was afraid of that, so I decided I was going to get along with him no matter what.”

      “Smart man.” I got up, turned on some Christmas music, and then came back to sit next to him. “There. The mood is set. We’ve got to decorate for Christmas soon. I don’t want to leave everything to the last minute.” Since Alec and I had bought the house, I had bought a lot more Christmas decorations. How could I not? I didn’t want to have a drab house during the holidays, and I loved how the house sparkled at Christmas.

      He looked at me as he wrapped both his hands around his cup. “What do you mean decorate for Christmas? November has just started.”

      “It hasn’t just started, we’re more than a week in. I have a lot of decorations, you know that. We need to put up the lights on the outside of the house, and I’ve got three Christmas trees. Hopefully, Thad will come and give you a hand with the lights. All this takes time, and we’ve got to get started soon.” I had been thinking about decorating for Christmas for weeks now, and I wasn’t going to leave anything off my list. It had to be perfect.

      He sighed. “Oh yes. The Christmas lights. How could I have forgotten? There are about a million of them, aren’t there?”

      I chuckled. “Yes, that sounds about right. But I have all the faith in the world in you, and I know you’ll get them put up and looking lovely, just like you did last year. The baby will be so excited when she sees all the lights.” That was something I was looking forward to. She might have only been nine months old, but I knew she was going to be excited about the Christmas lights and everything that goes along with them.

      He chuckled and took a sip of his cocoa. Before he could say anything else, his phone rang. Frowning, he picked it up from the coffee table to see who it was. “It’s the chief.” He answered and said, “Hello?”

      He was silent for a few moments as I sipped on my cocoa, watching his reaction to whatever was being said. He nodded and frowned. After a few moments, he said, “All right, then. I’ll be right there.” He hung up the phone and turned to me. “I hate to interrupt this cozy evening you planned, but I’ve got to go.”

      “Oh,” I said, trying not to sound too disappointed. “What’s going on?” If the chief of police was calling him at this hour, it had to be something big.

      “There’s been a murder.” He took a big sip of his cocoa and set the cup on the coffee table. “Maybe we can try this again another evening.”

      “Who is it? Did he say? Does he know who the victim is? And what happened to them?”

      He got to his feet and stuck his phone into the front pocket of his jeans. “Kenneth Sinclair.”

      I gasped. “Really? Kenneth Sinclair?”

      He nodded. “His daughter called it in.” He leaned over and kissed me. “I’ll be home late. You know the drill.”

      I nodded and walked him to the door. He grabbed his coat and scarf from the foyer closet and put them on. “I know the drill, but I wish I didn’t.”

      He smiled as he wrapped his scarf around his neck. “Me too.” He leaned over and kissed me again, and then he was gone. I stood at the door shivering as I watched him get into his car and drive away. When you’re married to a police detective, you learn the drill very quickly. But I was curious about how Kenneth Sinclair had died and who had killed him.
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      Upon hearing that Kenneth Sinclair had been murdered, I was stunned. Kenneth was an octogenarian who had formerly been a prominent businessman in Sandy Harbor. In the 1970s, he opened a bank, and because of his generosity and business acumen, he ensured that many of the citizens of Sandy Harbor were able to both keep their homes and start businesses. He had a business knack like no other. He seemed to know who would be a good risk when loaning out money and who wouldn’t, and he had rarely been wrong. On top of that, he had always been involved in local events. But as I thought about what I knew about him, it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen him out and about for quite some time. Had it been the beginning of the year when I last saw him? Or had it been last year? He was one of those people you saw at the grocery store, the bank, or when you went to pay your water bill. It seemed like his life was woven into the very essence of the town. Or maybe it was the essence of the town that had been woven into his life.

      It was after midnight by the time Alec got home, and he told me Kenneth Sinclair was murdered in his study. There were no signs of forced entry, and the only clue he could find was a picture of Kenneth from last year’s community Thanksgiving dinner that had been torn in two and tossed onto his lifeless body.

      When I asked Alec how he had died, he hesitated and then said Kenneth was beaten to death with a fireplace poker. An image came to mind as he spoke, and I shuddered.

      I stepped into the Cup and Bean coffee shop and got in line. All the holiday flavors were written on an overhead chalkboard, and I looked them over. Lucy had an early morning dentist appointment, and we agreed to meet here. I glanced at my watch, wondering what time she would show. We agreed to skip running today, and that was fine. I had stayed up late, waiting for Alec to come home anyway, and I didn’t feel like running today.

      The line moved forward, and when I got to the counter, I smiled at the barista. “Good morning. I think I’d like a medium eggnog latte, please.”

      The young woman behind the counter nodded. “Coming right up.”

      I looked into the bakery case and spotted a gingerbread muffin with cream cheese filling in the center. “And how about one of those gingerbread muffins?”

      She nodded. “You bet.”

      The coffee shop door swung open, and I felt a cool breeze hit the back of my neck. I turned to look and saw Lucy hurrying over, her mouth stuffed with gauze. “Lucy, are you okay?” She looked like a deranged chipmunk with her cheeks puffed out.

      She nodded. “Order me a peppermint mocha, please.” She hurried to the restroom, and I turned back to the barista.

      “Please add a medium peppermint mocha to my order. Oh, and another one of those gingerbread muffins.”

      She nodded and got to work making the mocha. I paid for the coffee and muffins as Lucy emerged from the restroom. Her cheeks weren’t as swollen as they had been when she walked through the door. “Are you okay?” I asked again.

      She nodded. “Root canal. I hate them.”

      I shook my head. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I got you a gingerbread cream cheese muffin to go with your mocha. Maybe that will make you feel better.”

      “That sounds delicious. I just don’t know if I can chew it,” she said, as we headed over to the corner table where Mr. Winters sat with his newspaper spread out in front of him and a Styrofoam cup of black coffee on the table next to it.

      “Morning, Mr. Winters,” I said as we sat down. I glanced beneath the table, but his little gray poodle wasn’t there. I looked up at him. “Where’s Sadie?”

      He shook his head. “She said it was too cold to go out into the weather today, so she stayed home. Her loss. No puppaccino for her.”

      I loosened my scarf. “Poor thing. She’s missing out.”

      Mr. Winters looked at Lucy. “Say, Blondie, you don’t look so good.”

      She nodded. “I don’t feel so good. I hate going to the dentist.”

      He nodded. “Oh, that explains it. I don’t think anyone enjoys going to the dentist.” Mr. Winters was our good friend who occasionally had information for us when a murder occurred. Okay, maybe it was more than occasionally. He turned to me. “What’s going on, Red? I heard about Kenneth Sinclair. Sure is a shame.”

      I nodded and took a sip of my coffee. “Alec was called out last night. I don’t know much of anything other than a picture of him at last year’s Thanksgiving community dinner was there at the crime scene. It was torn in half.”

      “Oh,” Lucy said, drawing the word out. “That’s interesting.”

      Mr. Winters took a sip of his coffee and leaned forward. “Really. Was he killed right in his own home?”

      I nodded. “In his study. But there was no sign of a break-in.”

      Mr. Winters shook his head and took another sip of his coffee. “That’s a shame. A man should feel safe in his own home. It’s his castle, you know.”

      I took a sip of my eggnog latte and sighed. It was the perfect blend of spices and creamy sweetness. “Everybody should feel safe in their own home. What do you know about Kenneth Sinclair?” I looked at him knowingly. Mr. Winters was probably close to his age, and I thought he had to know something about his personal life.

      “I went to school with him. He was several years ahead of me, and we were on the high school baseball team together. He seemed like a good guy, but I never knew him that well. He did a lot for the community and I’m shocked that he was murdered.”

      I nodded, not pressing Mr. Winters any further. That was what everybody knew about him. He had been an enthusiastic part of our community.

      “Doreen Berger has been his housekeeper for years,” Lucy said, eyeing the gingerbread muffin in front of her. By the look on her face, I could tell she wasn’t quite sure if she could manage it with her newly drilled tooth.

      “That’s right,” I said. “How could I forget that? She worked for him for years. Maybe even decades.” Doreen was a woman in her 60s who was nice and liked to talk. I didn’t know much else about her personal life.

      Lucy nodded. “She has. She was working for him when his wife Ruby was still alive.”

      “We need to talk to her then,” I said, making a mental plan. Lucy and I had gotten into the habit of sleuthing on our own ever since I was accused of murder several years earlier. Sometimes you have to take matters into your own hands if you want to keep your freedom.

      She nodded. “Makes you wonder if she saw anything earlier in the day. If there was no sign of a break-in, it had to be somebody who knew him. Maybe somebody dropped by while she was there during the day.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I said. “I bet it had to be somebody he knew. We need to figure out who was close to him. I hadn’t seen him around town in quite some time, though. Have either of you seen him around?”

      Mr. Winters shook his head. “No, now that you mention it, I hadn’t seen him around either. Maybe he hadn’t been feeling well.”

      I turned to Lucy. “That’s something to ask Doreen about. She would know if he hadn’t been feeling well lately and if he had any visitors recently.”

      “I remember when Dennis Upton and his wife were going through a tough spot in their lives and couldn’t afford their mortgage payments. They got to a point where they thought they might as well just sign the house back over to the bank, but Kenneth insisted they hang onto it for a while longer. He was certain they would get through this rough spot and be able to make payments again. Dennis’s wife was about to have a baby, and he didn’t want to see the family lose their home. Banks don’t do business like that anymore.” Mr. Winters looked thoughtful as he spoke and was quiet when he finished.

      Lucy shook her head. “No, they sure don’t. It was a shame that Mr. Sinclair sold the bank to that corporation, but it’s understandable that he wanted to retire.”

      “We lost someone good for this community,” I said thoughtfully.

      “They don’t make them like Kenneth Sinclair anymore,” Mr. Winters said, folding his newspaper. “Now, if you ladies will excuse me, I’ve got to get going and check on Sadie. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open, and let you know if I find out anything.”

      I nodded. “We appreciate it, Mr. Winters.”

      When he left, I turned to Lucy. “It makes me angry that somebody killed Mr. Sinclair. We’ve got to find out who did it.”

      She nodded. “Me too. We’ll figure out who did it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Searching for clues to a murder wasn’t anything unusual for Lucy and me. With Alec being a police detective, I had learned things about crimes that I otherwise might not have known. Honestly, that’s what kept me interested in the subject. But Mr. Sinclair, an important citizen of Sandy Harbor, piqued my interest in this particular murder. Some might consider it nosy to ask around when a crime was committed, but I wasn’t concerned about anyone else’s opinion. I was concerned about the killer being caught and Mr. Sinclair receiving the justice he deserved.

      “I love this part of town,” Lucy said as we jogged down the street where Mr. Sinclair had lived.

      I nodded, exhaling white puffs of air. “I love these houses. I’ve always wanted to buy a house in this neighborhood, not that I’m unhappy with our home.” Mr. Sinclair lived in the wealthiest neighborhood of Sandy Harbor. The homes here were large, almost palatial, in contrast to most of the other homes in town, and they were old. Many of these houses were built before the city was incorporated. There was something about an old house that always made me stop and look. The history they contained always fascinated me, making me wonder about the people who had lived there years ago. Alec and I had bought a home once described as a mansion on the outskirts of town. It was big, old, and breathtakingly beautiful. However, I hesitate to describe it as a mansion. I mean, just because it has a ballroom, does that mean it’s a mansion? I smiled to myself. I suppose it probably did, but I came from humble beginnings, and humble I would stay. It was simply a house. My house.

      “I told Ed we need a bigger house. He said I was out of my mind. We don’t have any kids, so I can see his point, but it sure would be nice to live in one of these houses. They are simply gorgeous.”

      “Well, if you ever buy a house over here, I’ll help you move in.”

      She chuckled. “Fat chance that will ever happen, but if it does, I’ll hold you to it.”

      When we reached Mr. Sinclair’s house, we slowed to an amble as we walked past it. The house was breathtaking, and the front yard was neatly kept.

      The curtains in the front window moved, and I elbowed Lucy. “We’re being watched.”

      Her head whipped around to look at the house. “By whom?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know, but let’s go see.” I turned sharply to the left, and we walked up the walkway.

      “A house like this needs an iron gate,” Lucy said, her eyes on the house. “When you live in a neighborhood like this, you need to keep the riffraff out.”

      I nodded. “You’re right; it does, but I’m glad it doesn’t have one. Otherwise, we would have to figure out another way to get in. We aren’t the riffraff you’re talking about, are we?”

      She snickered.

      I knocked on the door, and after a few moments, it slowly opened. I smiled when I saw Doreen Berger, the housekeeper. “Good morning, Doreen. We were just out for a morning run when we thought we’d stop by to see how Mr. Sinclair’s family was doing. We were so upset when we found out he was murdered.”

      Doreen Berger, a short woman with curly gray hair and a matronly build, nodded. “You and me both. I still can’t get over the fact that Kenneth is gone.” Her bottom lip trembled for a moment before she took in a deep breath. “It’s just not right. I can’t imagine why anyone would do something like that to him. He was a good man and a good employer.”

      Lucy nodded. “It’s a terrible shame. Whoever did it had to be out of their mind.”

      Doreen sighed. “Exactly. Allie, I told your husband that I thought it had to be someone searching for money for a drug deal. That’s the only thing that makes sense. They broke in here looking for something to steal so they could sell it for money, and Kenneth must have interrupted them. The poor thing. He was eighty-seven years old you know, and it’s not like he could have fought someone off.”

      “He was that old?” I asked. “What a shame. No, you couldn’t expect him to fend off anybody, and there was no reason for them to kill him over a few dollars.” The thought made me sick.

      Doreen pulled her sweater tightly around herself. “That’s right. He would have given them the shirt off his back if they had just asked. All they needed to do was ask, but no, they decided they were going to take whatever they wanted, including his life.” Her eyes watered, and she gave a small hiccup as she tried to pull herself together.

      “I’m so sorry, Doreen,” I said, putting a hand on her arm. “You worked for him for a long time, didn’t you? This has to be so hard for you, as well as his family.”

      She got a faraway look in her eyes. “Thirty years. Thirty good years,” she said, shaking her head. “He took me out to dinner to celebrate my 30th anniversary and gave me a nice bonus not two weeks ago. I told him he didn’t need to do that. I loved working for him and his wife when she was alive. Honestly, good jobs are hard to come by, and I’m not just talking about pay, either. I’m talking about employers who treat their people right, and the Sinclairs always treated their people right.”

      “He seemed like the kind of person who would do that,” Lucy said. “Is Mr. Sinclair’s family home?”

      She shook her head. “No, I keep expecting his son or daughter to stop by, but I haven’t seen them since I heard the news. I suppose it must be a difficult thing, knowing their father was murdered here, and they probably don’t want to stop in. Can’t blame them for that.”

      I tried to see past her and into the house, but she had pulled the door close behind herself. “No, you can’t blame them for that. Doreen, I know this has been such a shock to you, to everyone really, but do you have any idea who might have killed him? When was the last time you saw him?”

      She sighed. “I left him at five o’clock with his dinner in the oven the night he died. Chicken pot pie, one of his favorites. It wasn’t going to be ready until 5:30, but I always leave at five o’clock. He was fit as a fiddle and happy as a flea on an old coon dog when I left him. That’s why it was so shocking when I heard the news. Your husband stopped by my house and told me about it, and I almost fainted. I guess his daughter, Elizabeth, had stopped by to visit him after I left.”

      “Oh, Doreen, I am so sorry. That must have been so difficult. Did Mr. Sinclair have any visitors during the day when you were there?” Doreen was being talkative, and I wanted to get as much information out of her as I could.

      She shook her head, leaning on the door frame. “Mr. Sinclair rarely had visitors. Oh, occasionally an old business associate or a distant relative would stop in and say hello, but not often. His kids dropped by now and then. He liked to attend events around town throughout the year, but he rarely had people stop by the house. It was his private domain, as he would say,” she chuckled. “He just liked his privacy.”

      “My husband Ed is the same way,” Lucy said, nodding. “He doesn’t mind going out and doing things occasionally, but he doesn’t care to have people stop in much.”

      She smiled faintly at this but said nothing else.

      “Had Mr. Sinclair been sick recently? I haven’t seen him around town lately, and I always enjoyed running into him, especially during events like the Christmas parade or the community Thanksgiving dinner.” I wished she had invited us in, so we could’ve gotten a look at the house. Not that I expected there to be much out of place, but I was curious.

      She hesitated before answering. “Yes, he loved attending things like that, especially the community Thanksgiving dinner.” She hesitated again. “I suppose your husband told you about the photograph that was torn in half and left on top of his body?”

      I nodded. “Yes, he told me about it. It was a curious thing, wasn’t it?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know why somebody would do something like that. He always contributed financially to that dinner, and he was proud that the community put it on for those who had no place else to go for Thanksgiving. It seemed like a slap in the face to me.”

      “What was the picture of?” Lucy asked.

      She shrugged. “Alec said it was just a picture of Mr. Sinclair. Sitting at a table enjoying his dinner.” She looked at me. “Did Alec tell you what he made of that picture?”

      It was my turn to hesitate. Alec had said it was a picture of Mr. Sinclair, just as Doreen had described it. Other people were sitting at nearby tables, but nobody was in focus, and he didn’t know why the picture had been torn in half and left at the crime scene. “He didn’t say whether he had any idea who the killer was or why they had done it.”

      She nodded. “As I suspected. Between the three of us, if I had to make a wild guess, and believe me, this is just a wild guess—I think it might have been his son who had something against him. Now, I’m not saying he actually committed the murder, but I wonder about him.”

      I shook my head, surprised at this information. “Jonathan? Why do you suspect he may have had something to do with it?”

      She looked off into the distance, past my shoulder for a moment, then her eyes met mine. “He was constantly badgering his father, asking him to go into business with him. Every time he dropped by, he brought it up, but Kenneth told him he was too tired and worn out to begin a new business at his age. If you ask me, and I know you didn’t, I think that Jonathan just wanted money from his father. It’s not like he wouldn’t have given it to him if he had just come right out and asked him for it, but for some reason, he kept needling him about going into business with him.”

      “What sort of business did he want him to go into?” I asked. Jonathan was a nice man, and I couldn’t see him murdering anyone.

      She shook her head. “It was a different one every time he asked. Sometimes he wanted to open a construction business, sometimes it was to build a shopping mall or a clothing store with upscale fashions. It changed all the time. When he told Kenneth about the upscale fashion idea, Kenneth laughed. He said, ‘This is Sandy Harbor, and people aren’t looking for high-end fashion here.’ It made Jonathan really angry.”

      “No one likes to be laughed at,” I pointed out.

      She nodded. “No, no one likes to be laughed at. Well, ladies, I hate to run off, but I’ve got some business I need to attend to, so I have to get going. I appreciate you stopping by, and it was nice to get to talk for a few minutes.” She stepped out, pulling the door closed behind her, and that’s when I realized she had her purse over her shoulder. She dug her car keys out of her sweater pocket. “I was just stopping by to make sure everything was in order now that your husband has released the house.”

      I took a step back. “Well, Doreen, if you ever need to talk to someone, we’ll be here for you.”

      “That’s sweet of you, Allie,” she said. “I might take you up on that offer.”

      “We could get some coffee together,” Lucy added. “Make it a nice ladies’ outing.”

      Doreen smiled. “Oh, that does sound like fun. I would like that. Well, ladies, I’ll be seeing you around.”

      We nodded and headed back down the sidewalk, away from Mr. Sinclair’s house.

      “Nobody likes to be laughed at,” Lucy whispered, turning to me when we were out of earshot.

      I shook my head. “No, they sure don’t.”
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      We cut our run short that morning, mostly because we were more interested in discussing the murder than freezing our toes off, running up and down hills. We had grabbed a coffee and sat and discussed what Doreen Berger had told us.

      When I got home, I took inventory of my pantry to see what I needed for Thanksgiving dinner and the pumpkin pies I intended to make for the community Thanksgiving meal. Thankfully, I had an ample supply of spices and seasonings, so I wouldn’t need any of those, but I would need a lot of pumpkin, so I added that to my list. As I worked on my menu and shopping list, I craved something with pumpkin. Grabbing the two cans of pumpkin I had in my pantry I made some pumpkin spice muffins. If I had had cream cheese, I would have added that to the center of them, but I was out. So, regular pumpkin muffins with a delicious streusel topping would do.

      The house filled with the aroma of pumpkin and spices as the muffins baked, and I continued working on my grocery list. My mother would arrive from Alabama in a few days, and I needed to ensure everything was in order. Dixie rubbed against my legs as I stood at the kitchen counter, and I absently reached down to pet him. “Who is a good boy?”

      He purred loudly, signaling that he knew the answer to that question.

      The phone rang, and I picked it up. “Hello?”

      “Allie, it’s Lucy,” she said, even though I had seen her name on the display.

      “Hi, Lucy. What’s going on?”

      “Allie, we should talk to Elizabeth Sinclair. She must have known something about what was going on in her father’s life before he died, right? Maybe he mentioned someone he was having problems with.”

      I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “I would think so.” There was a knock at the door. “Hold on, someone’s at my door.” I set the phone down and rushed to answer the door. To my surprise, Lucy was standing on my front step.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “What are you doing here?”

      She grinned. “I said I wanted to speak to Elizabeth. Let’s go.”

      “Then why call? You could have just said that when I opened the door.”

      She nodded. “It was an accident. When I grabbed my phone from the passenger seat, I accidentally dialed your number. I had unlocked my phone earlier to find Elizabeth’s address, and somehow your number ended up at the top of my phone display. Maybe it’s because I call you so much.”

      “I know where Elizabeth lives. Her apartment isn’t far from her father’s house. I just made some pumpkin spice muffins. Let’s take some to her.” I hadn’t planned on making the muffins for anyone in particular, but I was glad I had them as an icebreaker.

      She took a deep breath. “Why didn’t you lead with that? Let me in so I can try one out.”
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      Lucy was holding the box of muffins when I knocked on Elizabeth Sinclair’s door. I had known Elizabeth for a long time. She had once been married to a Tucker, but when the marriage ended in divorce, she changed her name back to Sinclair. If I had gotten a divorce, I would probably go back to my maiden name too.

      Elizabeth answered the door and looked surprised to see us. Her eyes were red, and her nose was swollen. “Oh, hello.”

      “Elizabeth,” I said, “we are so sorry about your father. We wanted to stop by and check on you to see if you needed anything.”

      “We are so sorry,” Lucy echoed.

      She sniffed and nodded, a tissue in one hand. “That’s so sweet of you ladies to think of me. I still can’t get over the fact that my father is gone.”

      “It’s a terrible shame,” I said. “Your father was one of the nicest men I’ve ever met.”

      She sniffed again. “Would you like to come in?”

      We nodded and followed her inside. “I was baking pumpkin streusel muffins today and brought you some,” I said.

      She turned back to me and smiled. “That’s so sweet of you, Allie. Thank you.”

      We sat down on the couch as she sat across from us on the loveseat. “My father loved pumpkin muffins.” Lucy handed her the box, and she held it without opening it. “He loved anything sweet though. I kept getting onto him about it because I told him his doctor wouldn’t like him eating so many sweets, but that never stopped him.” She smiled fondly.

      “Your dad was so nice. He was an important member of this community, and he did so much good for Sandy Harbor,” Lucy said.

      She nodded, looking down at the bakery box in her lap. Elizabeth Sinclair was tall and thin, probably close to six-feet tall. Her blond hair was cut in a bob just past her ears. She looked up at us. “I have no idea who would want to kill him. It makes no sense that anyone would want to harm a man as kind as my father. I think it had to be a break-in, and he surprised them. Nothing else makes sense.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what happened,” I said. Except that there was a photograph torn in two and lying on his chest. That wasn’t random. But I didn’t want to upset her, and I wanted to hear her thoughts on the murder.

      “There wasn’t anything that was bothering him? There wasn’t anyone he was concerned about?” Lucy asked.

      She shook her head. “He didn’t mention anything to me. I told your husband, Allie, that I don’t have any idea who would want to harm him. Honestly, this has been such a shock, and I still can’t get over it. I keep looking at my phone, expecting him to call me. He called me every morning to say good morning and to ask what I was going to do for the day. But that phone will never ring again, at least not with a call from him.” She sighed, a heavy sound coming from deep in her chest.

      My heart went out to her. I couldn’t imagine going through something like this. “That’s so sweet that he called you every morning.” I enjoyed hearing about close families, and it didn’t surprise me at all that Mr. Sinclair called his daughter every morning.

      She looked up at me and nodded. “My father hadn’t been well lately, and I think hearing about what I was going to do, even if it was as simple as going to the grocery store, made him happy. Sometimes, I would pick up little things for him and drop them by the house so he wouldn’t feel like a shut-in.”

      “Oh,” I said slowly, remembering that Doreen had said he had been well. “He was sick? I didn’t know that.”

      “Was it something serious?” Lucy asked.

      She shook her head. “I think it was just old age. He kept getting colds, or his arthritis was bothering him, or he was just tired a lot. I took him to the doctor several times, but they never found anything significant. He just wasn’t feeling like himself. He was eighty-seven-years old, and I think he was coming to the end of his life, as sad as that sounds. But he should have been allowed to live out every one of his last days.” Her lips pressed together, and she sniffed.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said.

      We stayed with Elizabeth for a while longer, talking to her and trying to comfort her as best we could. I wished she had had more information for us, but she seemed just as perplexed about her father’s murder as we were.

      When we finished there, we drove over to see Alec. I had packed up two dozen pumpkin muffins for the officers at the station, and I knew they would be glad to get them.

      When we got to the police station, we dropped the muffins off in the breakroom and headed to his office. I knocked on Alec’s door, and when he called for us to come in, I stepped inside with Lucy right behind me. His eyebrows shot up. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      I smiled and brought a small paper bag and set it on his desk. “Pumpkin streusel muffins. They turned out great.”

      He grinned, opened the bag, and then inhaled. “Wow, those smell good. I’m sure they’re fantastic.”

      “I think you’ll like them.” I leaned over and gave him a quick kiss and then sat down in the chair in front of his desk.

      Lucy took the chair next to mine. “They are the best pumpkin streusel muffins I’ve ever had. I’ve eaten three of them so far, and I intend to eat more if Allie doesn’t keep them away from me.”

      Alec grinned and fished a muffin out of the bag, nodding as he peeled back the cupcake liner. “I don’t doubt they are the best.”

      I leaned forward, placing my hands on the top of his desk. “We talked to Doreen Berger and to Elizabeth Sinclair today.”

      He looked at me and nodded. “And?”

      I filled him in on what we had learned from them. “And according to Doreen, Kenneth was feeling fit as a fiddle. But according to Elizabeth, he had been sort of sickly.”

      Alec leaned back in his chair. “Fit as a fiddle?”

      Lucy nodded. “Those were Doreen’s words.”

      “I don’t know if his health makes much of a difference since he was murdered,” he said carefully, “but it’s odd that they both have different stories about Kenneth Sinclair’s health in the days leading up to his death.”

      I nodded. “I just wanted to point that out so you can keep it in the back of your mind if it turns out to be important.” I didn’t know if it would lead anywhere, but I didn’t want to not bring it up. “Alec, who else is in that picture that was found torn in half at the murder scene?”

      He shrugged. “Like I said, there’s nobody else that you can see clearly. Just Kenneth Sinclair.”

      “You’re not going to show it to us?” I had wanted to see the picture since he had told me about it, and I was hoping he would do that now.

      He hesitated, then began tapping on his laptop keyboard, and turned it around so we could get a look at it.

      He was right. The picture was a close-up of Kenneth enjoying his Thanksgiving meal at one of the community Thanksgiving dinners. The turkey, cranberry sauce, and sweet potatoes could be seen on his dinner plate. Kenneth was smiling as if he were talking to somebody when the picture had been taken. There was a rip right down the center, but Alec had carefully pieced it back together before scanning it into his computer.

      “Did you find out anything else?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Not much. Only that there was a small jewelry box missing. His daughter discovered it after we had done our initial investigation.”

      “So, it was a robbery,” Lucy said thoughtfully. “The killer probably isn’t someone who knew him, but a stranger.”

      “Interesting,” I said. “Did Elizabeth say what kind of jewelry was in the box? Were the pieces expensive?”

      He nodded. “It belonged to his late wife, and there were several diamond pieces in it. Expensive diamond pieces.”

      “The killer apparently knew where to find the jewelry box, though. It was locked in a safe.” He looked at me with an eyebrow raised.

      “Did they take anything else from the safe besides the jewelry box?” Lucy asked.

      Alec shook his head. “Elizabeth said there didn’t appear to be anything else missing.”

      “Who knew the combination to the safe?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Only Kenneth and Elizabeth knew the combination of that safe.”

      “So, they forced him to open the safe?” The thought made me feel a little sick. How much time had the killer spent in that house before murdering him? I had hoped it had been quick.

      He nodded. “That’s what we think.” He reached into the bag and grabbed the second muffin. “I hope you have a bunch of these at home because when I get there tonight, I may eat half a dozen of them.”

      “Sorry, bub, those were the last ones.”

      He looked sad now. “Seriously?”

      I nodded. “But don’t worry, I’m going shopping in the next day or two, and I’ll buy some more pumpkin.”

      The fact that somebody had taken the time to force Kenneth to open the safe made me wonder. Did they feel safe enough that they could take their time and do that? Were they looking for something in particular?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dixie, you’ve had enough to eat this morning,” I reminded my feline friend. He wasn’t above feigning hunger if he thought he could convince me to give him something more.

      I was sitting at my dining room table, going over my pumpkin pie recipe. It had been in the family for generations and was the perfect blend of sweetness with just the right amount of spices. I thought that twenty pumpkin pies would be enough for the community meal, but I didn’t want to cut it short, so I decided on twenty-two pies since each batch made two pies. I also had to make four pies for our family's dinner.

      I love the holiday season from October through December, and it sometimes felt like I was spending the other nine months of the year just waiting to get to these three short months. Because once they arrived, they just flew by. I was already doing my Christmas shopping online, but Alec and I would hit the Black Friday sales as well. There’s something about getting out and shopping in person that I still loved, even though I didn’t love the crowds.

      I took a sip of my coffee and added cinnamon to my shopping list. Somehow, there wasn’t as much cinnamon in my pantry as I thought there was. I could buy pumpkin pie spice, but after trying several brands, I realized none of them were quite right. Adding the spices individually allowed me to make adjustments that I just couldn’t make with a pre-made spice mix.

      The doorbell rang, and I glanced at my phone. Lucy and I had finished our run early, and I had already had a shower. It was just after 10 a.m., and I wasn’t expecting anyone.

      I went to the front door and peered through the peephole. Gloria Dunning. What was she doing here?

      I opened the door and smiled. “Well, Gloria, good morning.”

      She smiled at me, her eyes taking in my casual T-shirt and leggings. “Good morning, Allie. I hope I’m not disturbing you, but I thought I should drop by so we could firm up the details for the pies you’re making for the community Thanksgiving dinner.”

      I groaned inwardly, but I pasted a smile on my face. Not that I disliked Gloria, it was just that I didn’t care much for her, if that made sense. She was the fancy woman who had a perfect life, and I always felt she was looking down on me because my life maybe wasn’t as perfect as she thought hers was. Call me paranoid. Maybe I was reading too much into the looks she gave me or the comments she occasionally made. Or maybe I was right.

      “Oh, you didn’t need to come over here for that. I’m working on my shopping list as we speak, and I’ll have things put together in no time.”

      She hesitated. “Oh, you are already making your shopping list? That’s fantastic. I’m glad to hear it. So many people who volunteer to help wait until the last minute. May I come in? We can go over it together.”

      I nodded, resisting the urge to slam the door in her face. My mother would be embarrassed if she knew I had done that, even if she wasn’t here to witness it.

      “Sure, come on in. Would you like some coffee?” I turned and led the way into the kitchen.

      “Coffee sounds divine,” Gloria said as her heels clicked across my marble floor. Marble wasn’t the most convenient flooring here in Maine in the winter—shoes were recommended, or you risked frostbite—but I didn't choose the marble. Alec and I had discussed changing it out for something else, but we hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

      “My goodness, I love your house. It’s so big and old. I don’t think I’ve ever been in your house before.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I led the way into the kitchen. Thankfully, I already had the coffee made so I grabbed a mug for her and filled it. “There’s cream and sugar on the table.” I handed the mug to her and led her to the dining room.

      “Oh, I love this dining room,” she said. “It’s so spacious. You could get a table three times the size of this one, and there would still be plenty of room in here.”

      I sat down at the table and nodded. “It almost feels too big. We have large family get-togethers during the holidays, but other than that, this room goes largely unused.” The dining table I had was my grandmother’s, and I wasn’t switching it out for a larger table for anyone.

      She nodded as she sat down and reached for the sugar bowl. “This is a lovely table. Now then, I thought that we will need at least thirty pies.”

      I looked up at her, my pen poised over the pad. I had been making my shopping list on it. “Thirty? Are you sure? I was thinking more like Twenty.”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t think Twenty will be enough. Everyone loves pumpkin pie, and at a Thanksgiving meal, you’ve got to have plenty of them. What would we do if there wasn’t enough to go around? It wouldn’t feel like Thanksgiving dinner at all.”

      She had a point. I loved pumpkin pie, and I couldn’t imagine not having it at my Thanksgiving dinner. “All right then, I’ll make thirty pumpkin pies.” I tried not to think about how much work that would be. I love to bake, but sometimes large orders were difficult.

      She brightened and nodded. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to know that you’re going to be baking pumpkin pies for the annual Thanksgiving meal. Everyone knows you’re the best baker in town, and I’ve already been telling people you were going to make the pumpkin pies, and people are just over the moon about it.”

      “Thank you, Gloria, it’s nice to hear that people appreciate my baking. It’s one of my favorite things in the entire world.” I took a sip of my coffee and increased the quantity of eggs, flour, and sugar I had already put on the list.

      She took another sip of her coffee, her eyes going to my shopping list. “Maybe you should put apples on that list.”

      I looked up at her, frowning. “Apples? Apples don’t belong in pumpkin pies.” I chuckled.

      She shook her head. “No, of course they don’t. But who doesn’t love a good apple pie? Maybe you could bake a handful of them and bring them along with the pumpkin pies?”

      I sighed and shook my head. “I’m sorry, Gloria. Like I said before, I’ve got a family meal to put on, and thirty pumpkin pies are already a lot of baking as it is.” I should have known that she was going to try to get me to bake some of the other pies they wanted for the dinner.

      She ran her tongue across her bottom lip and nodded. “You’re right, it is a lot of work. But don’t you think you could do a handful of them? Six? Seven? It’s for a good cause, and no one bakes apple pies like you do. I know because I’ve had a slice of your apple pie before.”

      The phony smile on my face made my mouth hurt, but I wasn’t going to be forced into anything I knew I didn’t have time for. “I’m sorry, I can’t. There are so many other excellent bakers in this town. I bet if you asked around, you’d find people who would love to contribute.”

      Her mouth tightened into a straight line, and she took another sip of her coffee. “Well, I guess if you can’t do it, then you can’t do it.”

      I refrained from sighing. This conversation was making me tired. “I bet you have a lot of people contributing to this dinner. I think it’s important for people to have the opportunity to donate or help out. Don’t you?”

      Her hands tightened around the coffee mug. “Oh, of course. People love to contribute, but sometimes they promise things that they don’t follow through on. You know how it is. People get big ideas and then can’t see them through.” She took a sip of her coffee, keeping her eyes on me. “I heard about Kenneth Sinclair’s murder. Is your husband working on the case?”

      I nodded as I wrote thirty pumpkin pies at the top of my shopping list. Not that I would forget how many I had to make, but this social call had been entirely unnecessary. Everything could have been done through a text. “Oh, yes, Alec is on the case. I felt terrible when I found out about Kenneth. He was such a wonderful man, and he contributed so much to this community.”

      She nodded. “Yes, he donated five thousand dollars to the Thanksgiving dinner. I can’t tell you how thrilled I was when he told me he was going to donate the money. Of course, all that money was spent quickly to buy ingredients, turkeys, and all the sides. We also had to purchase a few utensils, roasting pans, and crockpots to supplement the community center kitchen to accommodate as many people as I expect will show up. We had 10% more last year than the year before, and with things being as tough as they are this year, I expect even more will come.”

      “That was generous of Kenneth. He was always that way, wasn’t he? He consistently stepped up to donate and support any cause presented to him. We truly lost a great man.” It saddened me to think of him not being around to assist with future projects.

      She sighed. “It is a shame, isn’t it? Does Alec have any idea who killed him?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. Finding a killer takes time.” And if he had any idea who the killer might be, there was no way I was going to tell her. It would be spread all over town in a matter of minutes.

      She raised her cup to her lips, but before sipping, she said, “Really? He doesn’t even have an idea about who may have killed him?”

      I shrugged and picked up my cup. “You know how it is. There’s so much that goes into an investigation like that.”

      She sighed and set her cup down. “I suppose a lot does go into it. Well, I guess if you’re not going to make any more pies for me and are only able to deliver the thirty pumpkin pies, there’s not much left to discuss. I appreciate your help, but I wish you would do more.”

      My mouth almost dropped open. It wasn’t what she said so much as the tone in which it was delivered. She was clearly dissatisfied with my contribution, but I was going to stand firm. “Well, you’re welcome, Gloria. I do what I can.”

      She stood up. “Allie, it’s been nice visiting with you. I’ll see myself to the door.”

      I sat there in disbelief and watched her as she strode out of the dining room. A moment later, I heard the front door close. What on earth was her problem?
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      “Do you think we’ll find anything in here?” Lucy asked as we walked up to the front door of the county library.

      I nodded. “Yes. I feel lucky today. All the answers to Kenneth’s death lie just beyond those glass doors ahead.” While talking things over, Lucy and I decided we were going to head over to the county library to see if we could find more pictures from past community Thanksgiving dinners. The torn picture Alec had found on Kenneth’s chest meant something. I wasn’t sure exactly what, but we were about to find out. Thankfully, the county library kept old copies of the local newspaper, so there had to be pictures for us to look at.

      We stepped inside the library to a quiet hush as a handful of patrons searched through the stacks for books. When I was a girl, I had been a faithful patron of our local library in Goose Bay, Alabama, but since the advent of the internet, I had spent less time digging through physical stacks of books at the county library. I missed it. I missed the smell, talking to the librarians, and just being able to hold a physical book in my hands. Turning to look at Lucy, I realized she was looking back at me.

      “We need to come to the library more often,” she said.

      “You’ve read my mind.” We hurried up to the front desk as Hildebrand Grover looked up, silver spectacles perched on the end of her nose. I was pretty sure that Hildebrand had been the first librarian ever installed at this library, and I wondered if she would ever retire.

      She looked over the tops of her glasses at us. “Yes? Is there something I can help you with?”

      I smiled. “Good morning, Hildebrand. How have you been? It seems like forever since I’ve seen you.”

      She squinted. “Who are you? And why are you asking?”

      I grinned. “Oh, Hildebrand, I’m Allie Blanchard. Or you probably know me as Allie McSwain. It’s been forever since I’ve been here. Lucy and I were just saying we need to visit the library more often.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh. I didn’t even recognize you. You sure have aged.”

      My mouth dropped open.

      “That’s not very nice to say, Hildebrand,” Lucy said indignantly. “People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.”

      She turned to Lucy, looking her up and down. “Ayup. I suppose I could say the same thing about you. What do you two want?”

      I guess I’d forgotten that Hildebrand wasn’t the sweetest woman in the world. “Hildebrand, we’d like to look at some old newspapers. We want to look at past community Thanksgiving dinners.”

      She pursed her lips, placing both wrinkled hands on the desk. “Why would you want to do that?”

      I sighed. “Well, since the community Thanksgiving dinner is coming up in less than two weeks, we wanted to take a look at past events. You know, for nostalgia’s sake.”

      Hildebrand rolled her eyes and got to her feet. “I guess if you feel you need to.” She grabbed her cane and walked around the side of the desk. Hildebrand may have needed a cane, but she still wore stilettos.

      “Those are pretty shoes,” I said. They were black with velvet bows on the toes. Not exactly something I would have worn to work at a library, but to each their own.

      She nodded without looking at me and led the way to one of the back rooms. “This way.”

      I glanced at Lucy, and she shrugged. Hildebrand was one of a kind.

      Hildebrand stepped into the room, flipped the light switch on, and the fluorescent overhead light flickered to life. “We keep newspapers from the past year in here, and the rest go on microfiche. You do know how to work the microfiche machine don’t you?” She turned and looked at me.

      I nodded. “Yes, ma’am, we know how to work with microfiche.”

      “Say, isn’t the county ever going to come into the 21st century and scan everything onto a computer?” Lucy asked.

      Hildebrand squinted. “What for?”

      It was a good question. As small as this library was, I could see why they wouldn’t want to change the way they had been doing things for decades. Progress would probably never hit the Sandy Harbor County Library.

      Lucy shrugged. “I don’t know. Seems like it would be easier than using a microfiche machine.”

      “Well, if you don’t want to use it, you don’t have to. You’ve got thirty minutes.” Hildebrand spun on her heel with a gracefulness that made me wonder, given her age.

      I turned and looked at Lucy. “‘If you don’t want to use it, you don’t have to,’” I mimicked.

      Lucy chuckled. “Well, I guess we’ll use it then.”

      We sat at the desk with the two microfiche machines and got to work, searching newspapers and scanning for the dates.

      “Oh, I found one from two years ago,” Lucy said after a moment. “They took a lot of pictures for this one.”

      I got up and came around to her machine and looked over her shoulder. “Oh, there’s Kenneth.” I pointed at the picture. Kenneth was sitting with two men who I didn’t recognize. They each had a big plate of food in front of them and seemed to be enjoying their conversation. She scanned through the rest of the pictures for that year, but that was the only one with Kenneth in it. “And there’s Doreen.” Doreen was sitting at a nearby table. She had turned around and was looking at someone who was out of the camera’s range.

      “That’s it for that event,” she said, pulling the plastic card out and finding another to insert into the machine. I hurried back to my machine and found the newspaper from five years ago. I quickly scanned through the pictures and found three with Kenneth in them. One of them was when he was standing in line to get his food, another when he was talking to a blonde-haired woman, and another when he was standing at a podium making an announcement. “I wonder what he was making a speech about?” I said idly.

      “Oh, you know how it is,” she said. “They have to make a big to-do about everything, and they probably asked him to give some sort of speech about the community or something.”

      “That’s probably it,” I said as I removed that one and searched for another. “I suppose a lot of people come in and look for articles in the newspaper.” The microfiche cards from the newspaper were in a plastic box on the desk. It was probably the most popular periodical to search through.

      “Oh, look, this one is from three years ago, and they had quite the spread.”

      I got up again and went to look over her shoulder. She was right. It looked like they had five tables worth of food set out. “It’s a good thing. A lot of people pitch in for this meal. Otherwise, it would never get done. It’s a lot of expense and a lot of work.”

      She nodded. “It sure is. I’m glad we have it for those who have no place else to go.”

      It didn’t take us long to search for and find each of the community meals for the last ten years, and that was a good thing because Hildebrand was true to her word and showed up in the doorway precisely thirty minutes later.

      “I hope you two are finished in here. You can’t tie up the machines any longer.”

      I looked up from my machine. “Tie up the machines?”

      She nodded. “There’s a thirty-minute limit, like I said. People are coming in here all the time needing to use them, and we can’t let patrons tie them up for longer than that. Didn’t your mother teach you that you had to take turns?”

      Lucy nodded. “Sure, but I don’t see a line forming outside the door wanting to use the microfiche machines.”

      She made a clucking sound, shaking her head. “You never know when somebody else is going to walk through that door and ask to use these machines. Now, up with you both. Get out. I don’t have time to waste on this.”

      I glanced at Lucy, shaking my head. “It’s fine. We looked at the last ten years’ worth of pictures anyway and didn’t find what we were looking for.”

      Hildebrand snorted. “Well, that’s a shame. Nothing I can do about it, though. Get your things and get out.”

      I put the card I was looking at back into the box on the table and picked up my purse from beneath the desk. “Well, Hildebrand, as always, it’s been a pleasure. You have a nice day.”

      “I’ll certainly try,” she said, and she waited for us to exit the room before going back to her desk as if she thought we might change our minds and go back to looking at the microfiche machines.

      There was a tap-tap-tap of her cane on the floor as we headed to the front door. “See you later, Hildebrand!” Lucy called over her shoulder. She turned to me. “I swear that woman is obnoxious. I don’t know why anybody continues going to the library with her there.”

      I chuckled. “She is one of a kind, isn’t she? I wish we had found something more important in those pictures, though.” I had been certain we were going to find something today, but I was disappointed.

      “Me too. But just wait. We’ll come up with something.”

      I knew she was right. We would figure something out, and whoever had killed Kenneth Sinclair would be sorry.
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      “It smells good in here,” Alec said as he glided across the kitchen and took me in his arms.

      I held salad tongs in one hand and the homemade salad dressing I had just made in a bowl in the other. I held them up high so I wouldn’t get anything on his shirt. “Wow. Aren’t you the romantic tonight?”

      He leaned over and kissed me. “You bet I am. But it’s not just tonight; it’s every night.” He winked and released me and went to the refrigerator. “I am starving, and whatever you’re making smells fantastic.”

      “Shepherd’s pie, salad, and garlic bread. How does that sound?” I picked up the salad bowl and put it on the table. “Thad, Sarah, and the baby should be here any minute.”

      He turned to me, eyebrows raised. “Dinner sounds great, but I was hoping we would have a romantic evening for two. Not that I don’t want to see the kids.”

      I went to the oven to check on the shepherd’s pie. “I know, but everybody has been so busy, and I need to see that baby. Making dinner for everyone ensures I get to see her.” My daughter-in-law, Sarah, wouldn’t have minded if I had shown up unannounced and taken the baby for the day anytime I wanted, and I did that sometimes, but I still wanted everybody to get together as a family. And what better way to do that than over dinner?

      He pulled a pitcher of sweet tea from the refrigerator and set it on the counter. When a Northern man marries a Southern woman, the Northern man has to get used to sweet tea, and Alec had done a fair job of it. “That sounds great. I think Lilly almost said my name the other day.”

      I spun around. “No, she was saying Mimi. Believe me, it was Mimi.” No way was my first grandchild going to say anybody else’s name other than mine first.

      He turned and looked at me, eyebrows raised. “Really? Because Granddad and Mimi sound nothing alike.”

      I grinned and opened the oven door to see how dinner was progressing. The shepherd’s pie was browning nicely but needed a few more minutes. I closed the door and turned back to him. “All right, then. She was saying your name, Granddad.” I rolled my eyes. Alec was a bit old-fashioned and didn’t want any of the newer names for Grandpa like Papa, Poppi, or Pop Pop. That was fine. It was his decision as far as what he wanted the grandkids to call him.

      “Sweet tea?” he asked, holding up a glass.

      I nodded. “Do you even need to ask?” I heard the front door open and close, and then a moment later, my daughter, Jennifer, appeared in the kitchen doorway.

      “Oh my gosh, what is that wonderful smell?”

      “Shepherd’s pie. Are you staying for dinner?” I wasn’t sure about Jennifer these days. I had texted her earlier but never received a reply.

      Her eyes widened. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I miss your cooking. The stuff at the cafeteria at the college is okay, but it’s not your cooking.”

      I smiled. “Thad, Sarah, and the baby will be here any minute.” It surprised me they were cutting it so close, and I considered calling them to see if everything was okay but decided to give them a few more minutes.

      “Sweet tea?” Alec asked Jennifer.

      She nodded and took the glass from him. “Thanks, Alec. What’s going on in your world? Mom, do you need any help?”

      “If you could set the table, that would be fantastic,” I said as I slathered garlic butter onto a loaf of French bread.

      “Oh, you know, same old, same old,” Alec said, answering Jennifer’s question.

      I looked at her. “Alec is working on a murder case. Kenneth Sinclair.”

      Jennifer gasped. “Are you serious? Someone murdered Mr. Sinclair?”

      I nodded. “I still can’t get over it. Who on earth would do something like that?”

      Jennifer went to the silverware drawer and opened it. “What a shame. He was such a nice man.” She gathered up the utensils we would need along with napkins and took them to the table.

      I turned to Alec. “Do you have anything new on the case?”

      He leaned back against the counter, a glass of sweet tea in his hand. “Everybody I’ve talked to has always spoken highly of him. It doesn’t make sense that somebody would want to kill someone who was so giving to this community, but to answer your question, I don’t have anything new yet.”

      “Maybe it was a stranger,” Jennifer said. “How did he die?”

      “They hit him on the head with a fireplace poker,” Alec supplied. “But if it was a stranger, it seems like they would have robbed the place. There was no forced entry.”

      “Maybe they got scared off before they could steal anything,” Jennifer suggested as she laid out the silverware and the napkins on the table. “I would think he would have had a lot of valuable items in his house, but maybe the killer ran before they could take anything.”

      “It’s possible,” Alec said. From the way he said it, I knew he didn’t believe that was a possibility. No, whoever had done this had thought this through, and they had a definite reason for killing him.

      The front door opened and closed, and a few moments later, Thad and Sarah walked in with Thad carrying the baby.

      “Oh, there she is,” I said, hurrying over and taking her from him. Lilly grinned at me and laughed when I gave her kisses all over her face. “You are the sweetest baby in the entire world. My goodness, you’ve grown since I last saw you.”

      Thad shook his head. “You don’t greet us that way, and you just saw her last Tuesday. She couldn’t have grown since then.”

      I shook my head. “She’s grown. A grandmother knows these things about her grandchild.”

      Sarah chuckled. “I told Thad she’s had a growth spurt, but he doesn’t believe me.”

      “Men know nothing,” Alec said, grinning at Thad.

      Thad grinned. “That’s what I’ve been told. Over and over and over.” He kissed me on the cheek and took a glass of sweet tea from Alec. “What’s going on, Alec? I heard about Mr. Sinclair. It’s a shame.”

      Alec nodded. “It is. We’ll get some things sorted out and figure out who killed him.”

      I took the shepherd’s pie out of the oven and put the garlic bread in. We put the food and sweet tea on the table, and we sat down to dinner. I loved having my family over for a meal. There was something extra special about that. I bought Lilly a highchair, and I scooted it up next to my chair so I could help her when she needed it.

      “Look at her go to town on that shepherd’s pie,” Alec said. We had put a small serving of it on a plate for Lilly, and she was happily shoveling it into her mouth with her fingers. Her spoon was in her right hand, but she seemed to have forgotten about it.

      “Ally, if you don’t mind, I would like to make a banana caramel pie for Thanksgiving,” Sarah said. “I made one about ten years ago for my family, and ever since then we have had one for Thanksgiving dinner every year.”

      I smiled. “It sounds delicious. I would love for you to make that pie. I’m going to go shopping tomorrow morning for everything I need for our dinner and for the pumpkin pies that I’m making for the community Thanksgiving meal.”

      “I’ll make the green bean casserole,” Jennifer offered. “It’s my favorite.”

      I nodded. “We are going to have a delicious Thanksgiving dinner. Your grandmother will be here in a few days, and Lucy, Ed, and Grandma Estelle are coming for dinner. I can hardly wait.”

      I needed to add a few more things to my shopping list. The last thing I wanted to do was make more than one trip to the grocery store, because the closer we got to Thanksgiving, the crazier the stores were going to get. Besides, I hated to stop in the middle of my cooking to run to the grocery store.

      Jennifer suddenly looked at Alec. “Alec, if there was no break-in at Mr. Sinclair’s house, then whoever killed him had to have known him.”

      He nodded. “Yes, that, or whoever came to the door made him trust them enough to allow them inside.”

      “Oh, so you may be looking for a door-to-door salesman,” Sarah said as she speared a tomato with her fork. “I swear, some of them are so smooth. It’s hard to keep them from coming inside.”

      “Don’t you dare let anybody in the house,” Thad said. “You can’t trust them as far as you can throw them.”

      She shook her head. “Believe me, I’m never going to let anybody I don’t know into the house.”

      “It’s a shame that’s how the world is today. Back in Alabama when I was growing up, we had door-to-door salesmen selling things that you actually wanted, and it wasn’t uncommon for Mama or my grandmother to allow them inside. Avon, Fuller brush, Watkins; an assortment of salesmen.” The world had moved on since I was a kid, and I sometimes missed the one I had grown up in. I turned and looked at Lilly. But I didn’t miss it too much because Lilly hadn’t been a part of it then.

      “I don’t think it was a door-to-door salesman, but it may have been somebody who didn’t normally stop by his home that he allowed in. Someone he knew in the community, but maybe not someone too close to him,” Alec said as he put some of the shepherd’s pie onto his plate. The way he said it made me wonder if he had someone in mind, and he just wasn’t telling me who it was.
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      November weather can be frightfully cold and dreary in Maine, followed by days of bright sunshine. It’s hard to know what to expect sometimes, and even the weatherman gets confused. Today was one of those days where he had predicted pleasant temperatures in the mid-fifties and clear blue skies. However, he had gotten his prediction wrong, and we woke up to dark gray skies that threatened rain.

      Running in cold rain wasn’t one of my favorite things to do, so I texted Lucy and told her I wanted to skip running this morning. She suggested we head out to breakfast instead. It was the best idea I had heard since I woke up.

      I fed Dixie, grabbed a travel mug of coffee—a homemade eggnog latte, and got into the car just as it began to rain.

      By the time we arrived at Henry’s, formerly Henry’s Home Cooking Restaurant, it was sleeting.

      “Oh, Allie, I’m so glad we skipped running. Can you imagine if we had gotten stuck in this weather miles away from the car?” Lucy said.

      I nodded. “That would not have been pleasant.” We got out of the car and hurried across the parking lot, both of us trying to squeeze beneath my umbrella.

      Once we were under the overhang of the restaurant roof, I folded my umbrella and said, “Wow, it’s miserable out here. Maybe we should have stayed inside and sat in front of the fireplace instead. I have Pop-Tarts.”

      She gave me some serious side-eye at the mention of Pop-Tarts. “No thanks, I’d rather have real food. And when I get home, I’m going to sit bundled up in front of my fireplace.” We headed inside the restaurant to find that it was nearly empty.

      I glanced around. “I guess everybody stayed home this morning.”

      She nodded. “It’s not a bad idea, but since we’re here, let’s eat.”

      Veronica Grant showed us to a table and handed us menus, then hurried to get us some coffee.

      “Oh look, Allie, they have holiday-flavored pancakes.” Lucy ran a finger along the breakfast offerings.

      “The gingerbread pancakes sound delicious,” I said, looking over the menu. Henry’s had undergone a renovation, and the owner, Cynthia Hoffer, had done a great job keeping the menu selections fresh and up to date. I had once made the desserts for Henry’s, but after the menu refresh and building remodel, we had gone our separate ways.

      “Oh, I want the Santa pancakes,” Lucy said. “Aren’t they cute?” She showed me a picture from the menu. The pancakes were shaped like Santa Claus and outlined in whipped cream. Some kind of red syrup filled in his hat and outfit.

      I chuckled. “That’s adorable. As soon as Lilly is old enough to eat pancakes, she’s going to love that.”

      She looked at me, one eyebrow arched upward. “Are you saying these pancakes are just for kids?”

      I shrugged. “I’m sure plenty of adults order them. They might order them for their kids, but they still order them.”

      She laughed. “You’re right. They’re kind of childish, but I think I’m going to order them, anyway.”

      “You do that. I think it’s a great idea. And I think I’m going with the gingerbread pancakes. Once I get a copious amount of sugar in me, I’m going to go home and take a nap after sitting in front of the fireplace for a while. I always get sleepy on cold days like this when I sit in front of the fireplace.” That was one disadvantage of eating something as tasty as these pancakes were going to be and then sitting around in front of the fire. But an occasional nap was fun too.

      From where we sat, I could see the hallway that led to the kitchen, and as I looked up, I spotted Jonathan Sinclair carrying a tray. I nudged Lucy with the toe of my boot and then tilted my head in that direction. She turned to look and then looked back at me. “Well, I didn’t know Jonathan Sinclair worked here.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know that either. Why don’t we go back and say hello to Jonathan and see if we can have a word with him?” I folded my menu over and we got up and headed to the kitchen.

      “Hello, Charles,” I said, glancing around the kitchen. “Is Cynthia around?”

      Charles Allen was turning scrambled eggs over in a pan, and he looked at me, narrowing his eyes. Charles and I had a somewhat complicated past. He had accused me of murder once, and I paid him back by accusing him of the same.

      “She won’t be in until later. You can’t be back here in the kitchen.”

      I ignored him.

      “Hello, Jonathan,” I said as we stood in the kitchen doorway. “Jonathan, I was so sorry to hear about your father.” He was unloading dirty dishes from the tray and into the sink.

      He turned and looked at me, nodding. “Thank you, Allie. I appreciate that. I still can’t get over the fact that he’s gone.” He picked up a dirty whisk from the counter and put it in the sink.

      “I’m sorry, too,” Lucy said. “Your father was the nicest man.”

      He smiled sadly. “Wasn’t he, though? Yeah, I still can’t get over the fact that somebody killed him. He’s going to be missed by a lot of people in this town, but especially by me. He was the best father a kid could ever ask for.”

      “He seemed like he would be a really good dad,” I agreed. “Every time I ran into him around town, he always asked me about me and my family. We would chat for a few minutes, and I always left the conversation with a smile on my face. He had a way of making you feel important.” That was one thing I was going to miss about Kenneth Sinclair. You couldn’t have a down day around him.

      Jonathan grinned as he went to a bowl on the counter and picked up a measuring cup. “Yeah, that was my dad. He was important to a lot of people.”

      “I didn’t realize you worked here, Jonathan,” I said.

      He looked up at me and smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, I’ve been working here for a couple of months now. It’s a nice place to work. Cynthia is great to all the employees.” He set the measuring cup down as if he had forgotten why he picked it up.

      “I know she is,” I said. “Jonathan, if you don’t mind me asking, do you have any idea who might have killed your father?”

      He looked at me again. He held a carton of salt in one hand and a measuring spoon in the other. “It had to have been a break-in. I’m sure whoever killed him was looking for drug money, and they broke in. My dad must have interrupted them while they were looking for something valuable to steal. There’s no one else who would do something like that. Everyone loved him.”

      I hesitated. Alec was convinced there was no break-in because there was no evidence showing that there had been. There was the missing jewelry box, but he still didn’t think it was a random break-in. “You really think it was a break-in? Alec said there was no evidence of that.”

      He looked away and measured two teaspoons of salt into the mixing bowl. “Of course it was a break-in. Look at the house he lived in—the neighborhood it was in. Everyone knows that everyone there has money. There’s been a rash of break-ins around that area. I told my dad he needed to get cameras, and he said he would but of course, he never got around to it. He was that way, you know.” He looked up at me again. “He thought he was safe in his own home and that it was a waste of money to get cameras. Unfortunately, that wasn’t true, and cameras might have deterred whoever it was who killed him. He might still be alive if he had gotten the cameras.” He looked dejected now as he went back to measuring ingredients into the mixing bowl.

      I inhaled. What made him think there was a break-in? There were no signs of it, and there was the photograph torn in half lying on his chest. That alone signaled this wasn’t random. “Have you talked to Alec?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I’ve talked to Alec twice now. I know he says there’s no break-in, but I know it was a break-in. Some drugged up thug. Nobody else would kill my father. They were after his money, and that’s why he died.”

      I hesitated before saying anything else. “Did you see some evidence of a break-in when you were there?”

      He shook his head, slamming the carton of salt down on the counter. “What difference does it make if there’s evidence of a break-in? Somebody knew what they were doing, and that somebody broke in and killed my father. They were probably watching the house for days before they did it. I know what happened to my father. Just because somebody else has a different opinion doesn’t mean they’re right. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to finish making these biscuits.”

      Charles scowled but didn’t say anything.

      I glanced at Lucy. “Of course. We didn’t mean to interrupt you. I was just going to say hello to Cynthia while we were here. Again, Jonathan, I’m sorry about your dad.”

      He nodded without looking at me. “Thanks.”

      Lucy and I headed back to our table, and after we sat down, she leaned forward. “Well. Why is he so adamant that there was a break-in? And why did he get so upset about what you were saying?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. It’s weird.” There was something about the conversation we just had that made me wonder if Jonathan knew more about his father’s death than he was letting on.
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      The following morning, I got up early and grabbed my shopping list, along with my umbrella. The weatherman said we wouldn’t get any more rain today, but I wasn’t falling for that one again. When I stepped outside, I was pleasantly surprised that although there were a few gray clouds overhead, it didn’t look like it would rain. I shoved my umbrella into my car just in case.

      Most days I didn’t enjoy grocery shopping, but there was something magical about the days I went to do holiday food shopping. Call me crazy, but it was something I enjoyed. I headed straight to the baking aisle to pick up canned pumpkin, spices, flour, and sugar. This shopping trip was going to be crazy expensive, but it was my way of giving back to the community, so I wasn’t going to complain.

      I began quickly filling my cart with the ingredients I would need for the pumpkin pies and the pies for my family. Sarah would be making her banana caramel cream pie, and that would take care of one of the desserts. But as a Southern woman, I had to have a large variety of them on a holiday like Thanksgiving. There was no slacking off on a holiday like Thanksgiving.

      I glanced up as Brooks Bennington turned his shopping cart down the baking aisle. Straightening up, I pushed my shopping cart toward him even though I hadn’t finished picking up everything I needed yet. Brooks had been Kenneth Sinclair’s business partner when he opened the bank years ago. I smiled as I got closer to him. “Well, Brooks Bennington. Fancy meeting you here. How are you doing? I haven’t seen you in forever.” Brooks smiled, displaying a set of brilliant white teeth. He was at least twenty years younger than Kenneth had been, and even though he was getting older now, he still was rather handsome with his salt and pepper gray hair and a closely cropped beard to match.

      “Well, good morning, Allie. I am doing great. How have you been? How’s the family?”

      Brooks had handled the loan for my first husband and me when we bought our house. “Oh, they’re doing great. Jennifer is in college and hopefully will graduate this year or next, and Thad and his wife Sarah are teachers at the high school. They have a beautiful new baby girl who was born on Valentine’s Day.”

      His eyes lit up. “It sounds like you all have been very busy. I’m glad to hear things are going well.”

      I nodded. “I don’t know if you knew, but I got remarried a few years ago. Alec is the local detective at the police department.”

      He shook his head. “No, I didn’t know that. Well, congratulations. I’m glad to hear you got married. You look happy, so he must be a good man.” That was what I liked about Brooks. He was one of the most positive people I knew.

      I grinned. “Oh, Brooks, he’s the best. Honestly, I still can’t get over the fact that I have been married to two wonderful men in my lifetime. Many women never get even one.”

      He nodded seriously. “Isn’t that the truth? My daughter seems to have a little trouble in that department.” He chuckled good-naturedly. “But I know she’ll get it straightened out soon. She has to if she wants me to foot the bill for a future wedding.”

      I shook my head. “Oh goodness, I hate to hear that. It sounds like Stephanie has been struggling. But she’s still young, isn’t she? She’ll get it figured out.”

      He nodded. “She’s twenty-nine. I told her I expect to have grandchildren, so she had better get on with it and find herself a good man.” He chuckled again.

      “Brooks, did you hear about Kenneth?”

      He sobered. “Yes, I heard about him. I just can’t get over the fact that he’s dead. And he didn’t die of natural causes, as I’m sure you know, but someone had the nerve to murder him. I still can’t believe it. It doesn’t make any sense. You said your husband was a detective. Is he working on the case?”

      I nodded. “Yes, Alec is on the case, and I’m sure he'll figure out who the killer is soon. I was so shocked when I heard he was murdered. It’s so sad.”

      He was silent for a moment, his hands gripping the handle of the shopping cart. “When I first met Kenneth over thirty years ago, I really looked up to him. He had a knack for business, and while I thought it was crazy that he wanted me to help him open a bank, I also trusted that he knew what he was doing. And he did. He was one of the best things that ever happened to this town. He always gave people a fighting chance, even if their past wasn’t quite as clean as it could have been, if you know what I mean.”

      I nodded somberly. “Yes, I know. I’ve heard from a lot of people who he gave a second chance to.”

      He sighed, looking down the aisle. After a moment, he turned back to me. “Does your husband have any idea who may have killed him? Is there anybody he’s got his eye on?”

      I shook my head. “If he has his eye on anyone, he hasn’t mentioned it.”

      He pushed his cart forward to get closer to me. “Well, between the two of us, if I had to take a wild guess about who may have killed him, I would say it could have been his daughter. That’s probably shocking to you because the thought is rather shocking to me. I’m not saying I know for a fact that she did it, because I don’t, but she always gave him trouble. She was always up to no good, it seems. At least, that was my opinion of her.”

      “What do you mean?” I hadn’t heard this about Elizabeth, and it surprised me.

      He leaned forward. “Ever since she turned eighteen, she had been begging Kenneth for her so-called inheritance. Now, I don’t know personal details about what kind of inheritance he intended to leave to his children, but she would always phrase it like that. She wanted her inheritance, and she wanted it now. But Kenneth was no fool. He knew she was too immature to handle a large sum of money, and he refused to give it to her.”

      I leaned forward as a woman pushed a shopping cart, squeezing it past the two of us. When she had passed, I turned to him. “She was asking for her inheritance at eighteen? Didn’t she have college to go to? A job? Why did she think he was going to give it to her then?”

      “She dropped out of college after one semester.” He rolled his eyes. “All she wanted was money. She wanted to drive her fancy sports car, which she did, and run around with young men. Kenneth said he wasn’t going to give her that money; she needed to get serious about her life and get a job.”

      “Did she ever get a job?” I asked, trying to remember if I had seen or heard of her working at any place in town.

      “Oh, she got a job here and there, but they were always part-time and didn’t amount to anything. When she got tired of working somewhere, she quit. And then there was the failed marriage to Ronnie Tucker. That was a mess. From what I heard, she was always out running around partying without him, and he finally just couldn’t take it anymore and left. Kenneth was just beside himself. He knew if he gave her a lot of money, she would squander it on herself and maybe kill herself with drinking or drugs or whatever she could find to harm herself. It was a sad situation because Kenneth adored his children. So did his wife.”

      I was seeing a side of Elizabeth that I hadn’t realized existed. “That is a sad situation,” I agreed. “What about his son, Jonathan? Did he want his inheritance too?” The reaction we had gotten from him when we spoke to him at Henry’s made me suspicious of him.

      He hesitated. “Well, Jonathan at least tried. He went to college, and he graduated, but he’s never really had what you might call a career. The jobs he worked have always been low-level, low-paying jobs. There’s nothing wrong with that when you’re a kid and just getting your start in life, but it’s tough to make ends meet when you’re working a job that doesn’t pay much. I don’t quite know what the problem is there. With a college degree he should have been able to find a good job somewhere.”

      I nodded. That explained why he was working at Henry’s. “I heard he wanted Kenneth to start a business with him.”

      He sighed. “The last time I talked to Kenneth, he mentioned something about that, but he also said he was disappointed in Jonathan’s work history, and he didn’t feel he was ready to own his own business. Kenneth was too old to start a new business and work with him and show him how things should be done, so he knew everything would be on Jonathan’s shoulders, and he just did not believe he could handle it.”

      I thought this over for a moment. “It’s sad, isn’t it? When you work hard all your life and then your kids don’t put in the same effort that you do, it would be disappointing. I could see where he would be worried about them and what was going to become of them.”

      “That’s it exactly. Kenneth was deeply saddened by the way they lived their lives. He wanted so much more for them.”

      I gazed at him. “Do you really think Elizabeth could do it?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. But she has a temper, and I wonder if maybe she lost that temper one night and struck him with the fireplace poker. Maybe it’s something your husband can look into.”

      I nodded. “I’ll talk to him about it and see what he says.”

      It would make me sad to think that Kenneth’s daughter may have killed him. But if what Brooks was saying was true, and I believed it was, then she made a good suspect. And she had been the one to tell Alec about the missing jewelry box. A jewelry box that held expensive diamond jewelry.
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      When Alec had come home from work the previous evening, I filled him in on what Brooks had told me. It was surprising that Kenneth’s children had so much difficulty finding their place in the world. I would have thought that with the example Kenneth had set, it would have made things easier for them. But maybe Kenneth had spoiled them. Maybe they had gotten to a place where they expected him to hand them everything.

      The weather was blustery again this morning, so we skipped our run again. Coffee was in order on such a chilly morning, so we headed to the Cup and Bean coffee shop for a latte.

      “We might have to make use of a treadmill if this keeps up,” Lucy said as we stood in line to order our coffee.

      I nodded, absently gazing at the menu board. “I know what you mean. It’s so easy to let things get in the way of our morning run. There’s a part of me that really wants to stay in bed on wintry mornings and not get up and run. A big part of me.”

      She chuckled. “You and me both. But I enjoy running. I like that we get to spend time together, and I like the way I feel after a run. Not so much during the run, but afterward I do.”

      I nodded. “Me too.” We stepped up to the front counter. “I would like a large, toasted praline latte,” I said, “and a gingerbread scone.”

      The barista nodded and looked at Lucy. “And what would you like?”

      “I think I’ll take the same. It sounds yummy.”

      The woman behind the counter nodded and got to work on our drinks. I glanced over at the corner table and spotted Mr. Winters with his nose buried in his newspaper.

      We paid for our drinks and scones and headed over to say hello. “How are you doing, Mr. Winters?” I asked, sitting down across from him.

      He looked up at us. “Freezing. What are you two up to?”

      I shook my head as I reached beneath the table and scratched his little dog’s head. “Who’s a good girl?” The little poodle wagged her stumpy tail and licked my hand. “I knew it. You’re a good girl.” I looked up at Mr. Winters. “We’re sticking our noses into places they don’t belong. Have you learned anything new?”

      Before he could say anything, the front door opened with a rush of cold air, and I turned to look. It was Alec. He was bundled up in his wool coat with a scarf around his neck. He nodded at me and headed to the counter to place his order.

      “We’ve been shirking our duties,” Lucy said before Mr. Winters could answer my question.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She nodded at Alec. “We usually bring him coffee, and we haven’t done it in weeks.”

      She was right. Alec worked hard, and we usually picked something up for him from the coffee shop and dropped it by his office. “Oh, you’re right.”

      Alec paid for his coffee and headed over to us. “What are you three up to? Besides looking guilty.”

      Mr. Winters chuckled.

      “Guilty of what?” Lucy asked, trying to look innocent.

      He shook his head and took a sip of his coffee. “I don’t know, but I’m quite certain you’re guilty of something.”

      Mr. Winters chuckled again. “You might be right. Have a seat.”

      Alec pulled out the chair next to Mr. Winters and sat down. “What’s going on? What are you three having a meeting about?”

      “I just asked Mr. Winters if he had heard anything about the murder,” I admitted and took a sip of my coffee. The wonderful creamy sweetness was enough to make me sigh.

      Mr. Winters took a sip of his black coffee and set the cup down, folding his newspaper over. “Well, I was talking to Genevieve Ross yesterday, and she gave me a tidbit of information.” He paused, looking at each of us for emphasis. “Genevieve is Doreen Berger’s cousin, you know.”

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t know that. What did she say?” I suddenly had the feeling we were going to receive a piece of information that would be pivotal to the case.

      “Well,” he said dramatically, “Genevieve said that Doreen wanted to be more than just Kenneth Sinclair’s housekeeper.” One eyebrow shot up, and he gave each of us a meaningful look before taking another sip of his coffee. Mr. Winters knew how to draw out the anticipation.

      “What does that mean?” Alec asked, giving in to Mr. Winters’ ploy. “More than just a housekeeper?”

      “She has a thing for Mr. Sinclair. Or she had one. And she was frustrated that he did not return her affections.” His eyebrows shot up again, and he gave Alec a nod.

      This was new. “Okay, why would Doreen tell Genevieve this? If it got around, Kenneth could have fired her if he didn't want to reciprocate.”

      Mr. Winters shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you what her reasoning was for telling her cousin that. I suppose she confided in her and expected her to keep her secret. Doreen worked for the Sinclairs for decades, you know. When Kenneth’s wife died, she made herself available to Kenneth for anything and everything he might need.” Both eyebrows went up.

      “Wait a minute,” Alec said, setting his coffee down. “Are you trying to say that there was more of a relationship than just an employer and employee relationship?”

      Mr. Winters shook his head. “No. As far as Genevieve knows, things never got physical between the two of them. But Doreen doted on him and was there at his beck and call after his wife died. She made herself available beyond her regular eight-hour shift and wasn’t paid for those hours. I guess she thought that would endear her to him, and I’m sure it did on some level, but apparently, Kenneth had no interest in a romantic relationship with her or anyone else. His wife may have died years ago, but he was still grieving for her.”

      “Kenneth and his wife were very close,” Lucy said. “At least that’s the way I took it.”

      “They were very affectionate when I saw them together,” I agreed. “I always thought Kenneth was very devoted to his wife, and she to him. If poor Doreen thought he was going to get over his wife’s death quickly and that she could step into that role, I am afraid she was deluded.”

      I wondered if this was true. Outwardly, Doreen had never behaved as if she looked at Mr. Sinclair romantically. But if she didn’t, then that meant her cousin was lying, and why would she do that?

      Mr. Winters nodded. “Yes, I agree. But let’s say that Doreen pined for him all these years, and maybe she got tired of waiting. Maybe she tried to push herself on him, and he got tired of it. Anyone would, you know. Maybe he warned her she had better stop, or he would fire her.” He shrugged. “I’m not a mind reader. It’s not like I know that for sure. But it does make me wonder.”

      I turned to Alec. “What do you think?”

      He took another sip of his coffee before answering. “Doreen seemed very upset by his death, and I think it was genuine. But I’ll talk to her again and see if I can find out anything more from her.”

      This information was interesting, and I wondered if it would lead us to the killer. I hated to think that Doreen may have been responsible for Kenneth’s death, but if she was, then she needed to pay for her crime.

      Alec turned to me again. “What about the turkey trot this year? Are we going to run?”

      My eyes widened. “Oh, I almost forgot about that. It just completely slipped my mind. I’ll have to make some more pies.” I turned to Lucy. “What do you say, Lucy? Do you want to run the turkey trot this year?”

      Her eyes lit up. “That sounds like fun. I’ve never run the turkey trot before. I always just showed up for the pie, but I’m a runner now, and I want to run in it. I want to see it from the other side.”

      I nodded. “I’ll make enough pies for both of us, and we’ll get some exercise in before we eat our Thanksgiving dinner.” The annual turkey trot was a tradition for me even before I had met Alec. I baked a few pies, ran the 5K, and then we sat around and visited for a bit, eating pie, drinking coffee, and enjoying ourselves before we all headed home to make our Thanksgiving dinners. I made a mental note to check my supplies to see if I had enough to make a few more pies to take to the event.
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      I couldn't believe Doreen wanted to be more than Kenneth Sinclair’s housekeeper, and I wasn’t certain I believed it yet. But if it was true, maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised. She had worked for Kenneth and his wife for decades, and she was familiar with them. She probably knew more about him than most people did. I couldn’t recall if Doreen had ever been married, so if she hadn’t, maybe she had had a crush on Kenneth for years. And after his wife passed, maybe she thought she might as well give it a try. I liked Doreen. Maybe I didn’t know enough about her though, and while I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt, I needed to know for sure if she had killed Kenneth.

      “I wonder what’s going to happen to Kenneth’s house?” I asked Lucy as we drove.

      She shook her head. “Maybe one of his kids will move into it. Otherwise, when they put it on the market, it’s going to be an expensive house. It’s so big, with all those rooms, marble floors, and big picture windows. It’s the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen.”

      I took a sip of my coffee as I drove. “Yes, I’m sure it will sell for a pretty penny. It would probably be best for both of them to sell it, split the money, and buy their own houses. Otherwise, they’re going to have to move in together, and I wonder how well they get along.” I hadn’t heard anything about the siblings not getting along, but they were adults now with their own lives. And with Kenneth’s death, Elizabeth would finally get her inheritance.

      She chuckled. “I couldn’t imagine moving in with any of my siblings as an adult. We’re all too different, and the sparks would fly. Not to mention Ed would probably drive them crazy.”

      I laughed. “Could you imagine? Of course, Mr. Sinclair’s house is enormous, so maybe there would be enough room for you all to spread out. Or Ed could even have his own room, and that might be best for everyone.”

      Lucy laughed again. “That’s not a bad idea. I’ve tried to get him to move into the guest bedroom, but he just looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. I don’t mind the old goat, but he does snore.”

      “I don’t know how you get any rest with all that snoring.”

      We pulled up to Mr. Sinclair’s house and parked out front. Doreen’s old navy blue Chevy Suburban was parked in the driveway. I turned to Lucy. “I wonder why she’s still coming to the house?” We had driven by Doreen’s house first, and when we didn’t see her Suburban there, we drove by Kenneth’s house and sure enough, that’s where we found her.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. She worked there five days a week, so the house had to be clean all the time. Why is she here now?”

      We both turned toward the house as the front door opened. We glanced at one another, shrugged, and got out of the car. “Good morning, Doreen!” I called.

      She looked puzzled as we walked up the sidewalk. “Good morning, ladies. I wasn’t expecting you. What can I do for you?”

      I glanced at the box of muffins in Lucy’s hands. “Well, with Thanksgiving coming up, I’ve been baking up a storm, and I thought you would like some pumpkin streusel muffins. They are delicious, if I do say so myself. We stopped by your house to drop them off but saw you weren’t there, and we just guessed that you might be over here. And here you are.” I smiled brightly.

      She nodded, appearing uncertain about us being there. “That certainly is sweet of you. I hate for you to go to any trouble, though.”

      I shook my head and took the box of muffins from Lucy, holding them out to her. “Oh, it’s no trouble at all. I know you’ve been going through so much with having lost someone so dear to you. I’m sure Mr. Sinclair was more than an employer, probably a friend as well. And, like I said, I was doing an awful lot of baking, and making just a few extra muffins was no big deal.” I smiled as I handed the box to her.

      She took the box and stared at it. Then she looked up at me. “Goodness, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. They’ll go perfectly with my morning coffee.”

      I nodded. “I’ve eaten a lot of pumpkin muffins the past several days, but don’t tell anybody. It’s the only way I can be certain that the recipe is perfect.”

      “Oh, me too,” Lucy said. “But they are absolutely addicting. I don’t know what Allie does to make them so wonderful, but she needs to keep doing it,” she said conspiratorially to Doreen.

      Doreen smiled. “I know they’re delicious. Anything Allie makes is wonderful.”

      I glanced at the open front door. “Did you say you had coffee?”

      Doreen’s eyes widened slightly. “Oh, yes, I guess I do have coffee. Would you ladies like to come in?”

      I could tell she was reluctant to invite us in, but with the promise of pumpkin spice muffins, how could she refuse? I nodded. “We would love to come in and visit for a few minutes. We won’t keep you long.”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay then, come on in. We’ll have some coffee and a muffin.”

      We followed Doreen into the house and down the hallway to the kitchen. I took a deep breath when we walked inside. The kitchen was expansive, with white marble countertops and gleaming silver appliances. “Goodness, you could cook for an army in a kitchen this size.”

      Doreen chuckled and set the box of muffins on a small kitchen table that looked out of place in such a vast space. “Believe me, I have. When Mrs. Sinclair was alive, she liked to cook and entertain. Or rather, she liked for me to cook, and for her to entertain.” She laughed and went to the cupboard in the kitchen and got cups, setting them on the counter.

      “Let me help you with that,” Lucy said, hurrying to her side and picking up the cups. “We hate to put you to any trouble.”

      She shook her head, warming to the idea of having company. “It’s no trouble.” Within a minute, we were all sitting down at the table with a pot of coffee and a coffee cup in front of each of us. I opened the box of muffins, took one out, and passed them to Doreen. “I probably shouldn’t be eating one of these muffins since I brought them for you.”

      She shook her head. “Nonsense. There’s an entire dozen here, and I can’t eat them all by myself. It will be nice to get to visit for a few minutes.”

      We got settled with our coffee, and I turned to Doreen again. “So, how have you been, Doreen? How are you getting along without Mr. Sinclair?”

      She sighed sadly. “Not so well. I certainly miss him. But I’m trying to get the house cleaned up and ready in case his kids want to either move in or sell it. They haven’t told me exactly what they want to do yet. The cleaning keeps me busy and my mind off the murder.”

      I shook my head. “It’s such a sad situation for everyone.”

      Lucy took a sip of her coffee and set the cup down. “Doreen, are you going to the community Thanksgiving dinner? Do you have family here in town?”

      She looked up from her coffee and shook her head. “No, my family all live out of town. I don’t have any children, so I usually go to the community Thanksgiving dinner. It won’t be the same without Mr. Sinclair, of course. He always enjoyed it. There was something about having all those people around that made him happy.”

      I shook my head. “Nothing will be the same anymore without Mr. Sinclair around. So, you’ll be going to the dinner by yourself? I didn’t realize you didn’t have any family here in town.”

      She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it, and took another sip of her coffee, thinking about what she was going to say. “Actually, I have a new friend that I’m going to bring with me to the dinner. He’s new to town and doesn’t know anybody, so this will be a great time for him to meet people.”

      “Oh?” Lucy said, leaning in. “You have a new friend? Who is it? Do we know him?”

      She shook her head, looking away. “No, I don’t believe you know him. He recently moved into the apartment complex where I live, and he doesn’t know anyone in town.”

      “Well, you’ll have to introduce us to him. I love meeting new people. What did you say his name was?” Lucy asked.

      She smiled and took a bite of one of the pumpkin muffins. When she swallowed, she nodded. “Allie, this is the most delicious pumpkin muffin I have ever had in my life. I don’t know how you do it. I don’t suppose you would give me your recipe? I sure could use a good pumpkin streusel muffin recipe.”

      I glanced at Lucy. Doreen had done a wonderful job of avoiding the question. “Oh gosh, I could try to write it down, but I do a lot of adding this and adding that. You know how it is. When you’ve done a lot of baking, you tend to make things up as you go. I’ll try to come up with a recipe for you, but you’ll have to make your own adjustments.” The fact that she was avoiding telling us who her guest was, and his name hadn’t slipped past either of us. “So, how long has your new friend been in town?”

      She took another sip of her coffee and looked away again. “Oh, I think he’s been here almost a year now. If I remember right, he moved in around December.”

      “Oh, so he’s been in town for a bit,” Lucy said. “What did you say his name was?”

      She smiled, still not making eye contact. “George.” She took a big bite of her pumpkin muffin. For whatever reason, the subject of this George person was uncomfortable for her, and I wanted to know why.

      I sat back, studying Doreen. Was George a suitor? If so, then maybe Doreen's cousin wasn't telling the truth about her wanting to be more than just a housekeeper to Kenneth.
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      “Ed, move to the end of the pew,” Lucy said in annoyance. “I hate sitting in the middle of a row.”

      Ed dutifully scooted between the pews all the way to the end, and I chuckled as Alec and I brought up the rear. This morning was Kenneth Sinclair’s funeral, and we wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Not just because we wanted to see if the killer showed up or if someone dropped any hints about his death, but because we truly cared about Mr. Sinclair.

      Ed fiddled with the buttons on his suit coat, scowling as Lucy picked lint off his sleeve. The funeral was being held at the Baptist Church, and a large crowd milled about outside in front, waiting for the service to begin. The inside of the church was filled with people, and I didn’t think there were nearly enough seats for everyone who had shown up. The fire marshal probably wouldn’t appreciate it, but there were a lot of people who wanted to see Mr. Sinclair off.

      I sat next to Lucy as we looked around the room. “Wonder if the killer’s here?” I whispered.

      Alec put his hand on mine. “We’re just here for a funeral.”

      I glanced at him. “That’s not true. You were hoping to find the killer here today.”

      He looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “If the killer shows up, it would be nice if they would drop a hint or two, but I seriously doubt that’s going to happen. No one is going to admit to murdering him unless they have to.”

      “I bet they give themselves away,” Lucy hissed.

      I nodded. “I do too.”

      Ed leaned over. “You two are being too obvious. People are going to know you’re looking for the killer if you don’t pipe down.”

      Lucy nudged him with her shoulder. “Hush, Ed. We’re not being loud.”

      He looked over at our heads at Alec. “We can’t take them anywhere. They always act like this.”

      Alec chuckled silently and nodded. “I know, Ed. They’re always up to no good, but what are we going to do? They’re adorable.”

      Ed shook his head and sat back in his seat. “Adorable, indeed.”

      We watched as mourners filed into the church sanctuary, and I kept my eyes open, looking for anyone behaving suspiciously. But most people were standing around, visiting with one another, as if this were a social gathering and not a funeral. That’s what happens in a small town. Everyone knows everyone, and events like this are an excuse to catch up with one another.

      I nudged Lucy when Jonathan and Elizabeth Sinclair entered the sanctuary from a door near the platform. Elizabeth was dabbing at her eyes while her brother looked sullen. The pastor brought up the rear, and the two of them sat on the front row. I leaned over to Lucy. “Aren’t either of those two married? Do either of them have kids?”

      Lucy thought about it for a moment. “Well, we know Elizabeth was divorced years ago, but I don’t think she ever remarried. And Jonathan’s wife died several years ago. I don’t recall there being any kids, though.”

      I nodded. “That’s right, neither of them had any kids. I remember Kenneth mentioning that he didn’t have any grandkids a few years back.” It was odd that neither of them had remarried. They were both widowed and divorced when they were in their twenties, and I would have thought they would have found somebody else by now.

      Doreen sat on the edge of a pew four rows up. I nudged Lucy, and she nodded. “I knew she had to be here somewhere. Poor thing. Unless, of course, she’s the murderer. In which case, she’s not a poor thing, she’s an awful thing.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t imagine her doing it.” And then I caught sight of Gloria Dunning entering the sanctuary, and I nudged Lucy again.

      She nodded and leaned over. “She’s probably here to make sure they dressed Kenneth right.”

      I nodded in agreement.

      It was getting close to the time the funeral would begin, and more people were pouring in from the entrances. I was glad that we had gotten here early enough to get a seat.
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      We paid our respects to Mr. Sinclair and then worked our way out of the sanctuary of the Baptist Church to stand out front, keeping an eye on all the people. But everyone seemed to have gotten their visiting done before the funeral as they headed to the parking lot to leave instead of lingering. That left only a few stragglers behind, including us.

      “Well, I guess everyone had something else to do,” Ed said, watching as a traffic jam began at the entrance to the parking lot.

      I nodded. “Yeah, no one wants to hang around after a funeral. I heard there was going to be a meal at the Methodist Church.”

      Lucy’s brow furrowed. “The Methodist Church? How come they didn’t just have it here? It would have been easier for everyone.”

      Alec shrugged. “The Baptist Church was Mr. Sinclair’s church, and the Methodist Church was his wife’s. I don’t know how that worked out on Sunday mornings.” He chuckled.

      “Methodist Church services are an hour and a half earlier than the Baptist service,” I said. “I suppose if they were quick about it, they could make both.”

      “I don’t care what you think,” a shrill voice came from behind us. We turned to see who had spoken and saw Elizabeth and Jonathan Sinclair walking out of the sanctuary. Elizabeth’s face was red, and Jonathan’s hands were clenched into fists at his sides.

      “Don’t walk away from me, you shrew!” Jonathan said, raising his voice.

      “Don’t talk to me that way. You know Daddy wanted me to have that house. He said you were going to take care of yourself,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan shook his head. “He said nothing of the sort, and you know it. We’re inheriting everything equally, so get your eyes off that house. It belongs to both of us.”

      She sighed in exasperation and started to say something else but then noticed us and forced herself to smile. “Oh gosh, thank you all for coming to the funeral,” she said and hurried over to us. “I know Daddy would have been so happy that you all showed up to pay your respects.”

      I smiled at her. “Elizabeth, how are you doing? And Jonathan, how are you holding up? I know this has been so difficult for both of you.”

      Jonathan sauntered over, hands in his coat pockets. “Hi, everyone. As Elizabeth said, we sure appreciate you all showing up for our father’s funeral. It was really nice of you. There’s going to be a meal over at the Methodist Church, and you’re all welcome to come.”

      “That’s nice of you to invite us,” Lucy said. “How have you two been?”

      Elizabeth shook her head. “This has been so difficult, as you can imagine. We’re holding up the best we can. I just wish we had been more prepared for his passing.”

      “I don’t think anybody can be prepared for a loved one’s death,” I said. “It’s always a shock, even when you expect it.”

      She nodded and sighed again. “Yes, but it’s been such a mess.” She shot her brother a look and turned back to me. “He didn’t even have funeral arrangements made ahead of time. Can you believe that? At his age? I don’t get it. Most elderly people make their own arrangements, don’t they? He didn’t have anything set up, so we had to figure out what to do—what kind of casket, what kind of service, everything. It’s just been so frustrating trying to make all the decisions.” She glanced at her brother again. “Not that I had any help.”

      Jonathan rolled his eyes. “It’s just a funeral. Get a casket and some flowers, and you’re done. I don’t know what your problem is.”

      I was a little surprised at how they were speaking to one another. “I know it can be difficult,” I said, patting Elizabeth’s shoulder. “Planning a funeral is one of the worst things you’ll ever have to do. And since death happens so unexpectedly so many times, it’s good to have a plan in place. I guess Mr. Sinclair just didn’t think about it.”

      She shook her head. “No, Daddy hated to think about his own death, even though he knew he was going to join our mother in a much better place he still didn’t want to think about the preparations. He said he might feel suffocated in that box.” Now she was on the verge of tears, and my heart went out to her.

      “Oh, that’s so sad,” Lucy said.

      Elizabeth nodded. “I told him it was silly. He wasn’t going to be in his body at that point.” She sighed. “But at least we got it taken care of, and it’s over now.”

      We all turned and looked as we heard footsteps behind us. It was Doreen. Her eyes were red, and she was dabbing at them with a tissue.

      “Oh, hello, everyone,” she said when we turned around. “Wasn’t it a lovely service? Kenneth would have been so pleased with the turnout. He had so many friends.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Yes, he would have been thrilled with the turnout. Even I’m surprised at how many people showed up.”

      “Too bad all these people couldn’t take the time out of their busy schedules to visit him while he was still alive,” Jonathan said bitterly.

      Doreen blinked. “Yes, that would have made him so happy. But he understood people had jobs and families and businesses to attend to.”

      “Kenneth was a much-loved member of this community,” Lucy said. “No one wanted to miss his funeral.”

      Jonathan snorted. “I’ll see you all at the Methodist Church.” He strode off toward the parking lot.

      Elizabeth sighed dramatically. “Please excuse my brother. He’s a jerk.”

      We all stared at her, trying to come up with something to say to smooth things over between them.

      It was Doreen who spoke first. Looking uncomfortable, she said, “Well, I guess we should go on over to the Methodist Church for the meal. It was very nice of them to host it there at the church.”

      “Yes, let’s get going,” Elizabeth said and headed to the parking lot.

      We watched as they all left, and then I turned back to Alec. “Well, it makes you wonder about the conversations they’re having in private, doesn’t it?”

      Alec nodded. “It does. I guess I had better get going. I’ve got a lot of work at the office.” He kissed me and headed to his car.

      Lucy, Ed, and I headed to my car. Alec may have had to go back to work, but we were headed for the Methodist Church to see if there was anything else we could find out about Kenneth’s death.
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      “Oh, Allie,” Mama said, coming to the kitchen doorway. “I didn’t mean to sleep that long. Look at me. I came to help you out with the holidays and all I do is lie around and do nothing.”

      I chuckled, turning to my mother. Alec had picked her up at the airport early this morning, and she had been exhausted, so I recommended she take a nap. “Mama, you are my guest, and I want you to be comfortable. You didn’t sleep too long. If you get tired, lie down.” We had gone through this each time she had come for a visit, insisting she needed to be doing the cooking or cleaning. I wanted her to rest and relax. “You missed lunch. What can I make for you? I’ve got stuff to make sandwiches; there’s a pot of soup I made last night for dinner, or I can whip something else up for you.” I went to the refrigerator and opened the door, looking inside to see what I had in there.

      “Don’t you worry yourself,” she said, joining me at the refrigerator. “I just need a little snack to tide me over until supper. And maybe a cup of tea.”

      I turned to her. “But you missed lunch. You’re going to need more than a little snack.” I went to put the teapot on the stove. “I made some pumpkin streusel muffins if you’d like one of those, but I really think you should have a sandwich or something.”

      She shook her head and went to the cupboard and helped herself to a mug. “A pumpkin streusel muffin sounds delightful. That and a cup of tea will get me through until we’re ready to eat supper.”

      I got her a pumpkin streusel muffin and set it on a small plate, making a mental note to whip up another batch of muffins. They were coming in handy to help get people to tell me a little bit about what they knew was going on in Kenneth Sinclair’s life before he was murdered.

      “I think you’re going to enjoy this muffin.”

      “Well, Allie, that sure does look delicious. I know you get your baking ability from my mama, but I’m still amazed at just how wonderful a baker you are.”

      Chuckling, I kissed her on the cheek. “I love having you here, Mama. You’re good for my self-esteem.” I went to the cupboard where I kept the tea. “What kind of tea? I’ve got English breakfast, chamomile, pumpkin spice, and chai.”

      “Oh, why don’t you give me one of the pumpkin spice? I haven’t had that before.” I nodded and removed a tea bag from the box and handed it to her. Before I could say anything else, the doorbell rang. “I wonder who that could be?” I went to the door and answered it. Gloria Dunning stood on my doorstep.

      She smiled at me. “Good afternoon, Allie. I hope I’m not disturbing you, but I thought I’d stop by and check with you about the pies for the Thanksgiving dinner. Do you have a few minutes? May I come in?”

      I hesitated, then nodded and stepped aside. “Of course. Come on in, Gloria. I thought we had already tied up all the loose ends as far as the pies I was going to make.” I led her into the kitchen and introduced her to my mother.

      “Oh goodness, I sure hate to be getting in the way. I didn’t realize you had company,” she said, turning to me.

      I shook my head. “Oh no, it’s fine.”

      “I was just making myself a cup of tea,” Mama said. “Would you like a cup? Allie has made the most wonderful-looking pumpkin streusel muffins if you’d like one. I’m sure they taste just as wonderful as they look.”

      Gloria brightened. “I would love one of Allie’s pumpkin streusel muffins and a cup of tea. It looks like I stopped by the right house today, didn’t I? I’ve been out running errands, checking on everything to make sure we’ll be all set for the community Thanksgiving meal, and I am exhausted. A nice cup of tea and a muffin will be just what I need to get my energy back.”

      I smiled. “I’ve got English breakfast, pumpkin spice, and chai. Which would you like?”

      She sat down at the kitchen table and stowed her purse beneath it. “How about an English breakfast? I love a good cup of English breakfast tea. And some milk and sugar, if you don’t mind.”

      I nodded at Mama, and got her a cup, and she placed a tea bag in it while I got milk and sugar and put it on the table.

      “Gloria, I know this dinner has got to be so much work for you. Don’t you have somebody to help you out with all of it?” I asked.

      She sighed and shook her head, crossing her legs. Her bright red lipstick was smudged just a bit in the corner. I thought about saying something to her, but I let it be. “No. I’ve tried to get more volunteers, but I don’t know what it is about this town. This year it seems like nobody wants to volunteer. I could have really used an assistant, but oh well. What are you going to do? I’ve taken care of everything by myself.” She chuckled. “But I’m used to taking care of things myself, you know. I’ve always been a go-getter, and I don’t let anything stop me from my mission.”

      “That’s just the kind of person you have to be if you’re going to run something like an annual community Thanksgiving dinner,” Mama said, setting her cup of tea in front of her. She went back to the Tupperware container and took out a muffin for me and for Gloria, put them on plates, and brought them to the table. “Allie? Tea?”

      I nodded. There was no use in resisting. I had planned on visiting with my mother this afternoon, but there would be plenty of time to do that in the coming days. “Chai, please.”

      We got settled with our tea and muffins, and Gloria looked at me. “Allie, how are the pies coming?”

      I shook my head. “Gloria, I’m not going to make those pies until a day or two before the dinner. I can make them and freeze them, but I really don’t have room in the freezer, and they taste better if they’re made fresh.” She was starting to aggravate me just a bit. Didn’t she know how making pies was done?

      She nodded. “All right, then. We are all set on the pies. I’m so glad you have everything together as far as the pumpkin pies go. Because, believe me, nobody else is as on the ball as you are. I’m afraid we may not have quite enough money to purchase everything we need for the dinner.” She sighed sadly. “There, I said it out loud. I’ve hated to even think it, let alone admit it, but I feel like I can trust you, Allie.”

      I shook my head. “What do you mean you don’t have enough money? Aren’t people donating? Don’t people pay for everything themselves if they’re cooking for the dinner?” I wasn’t sure what would happen if there wasn’t enough food to go around.

      Her mouth made a straight line, and she shook her head. “Some people can only donate their cooking skills and not the food itself. That’s understandable, and I appreciate whatever help I can get. But this year we just don’t have the donors that we normally do. I looked at the books from the last several years of dinners, and it seems like people gave a lot more in prior years. But I get it. Things have been tough financially for an awful lot of people in this town. In fact, that’s why we do this dinner. But our biggest donor was Kenneth Sinclair. He promised me he was going to give me five thousand dollars, but he never followed through on his promise. Oh, I realize there’s nothing we can do about it now because he’s dead. But he promised me, and when I went to collect it, he said he wasn’t going to give it to me after all.” Her eyes widened as if she hadn’t meant to say the last part out loud.

      I shook my head slowly. “Wait. I thought he had already given the money to you? He didn’t give it to you? Did he give you a reason why he wasn’t going to give it to you?” I was confused now. I could have sworn that she said he had already given her the money.

      She hesitated, her mouth hanging open, and then she closed it and took a sip of her tea. “Well, I’m not exactly sure why he changed his mind. He seemed addled that day when I dropped by his house. Angry even. I asked him for the donation because I wanted to make sure I had the turkeys bought in advance, and he said he changed his mind, and he wasn’t going to give me that money. Well, as you can imagine, I was devastated. We were depending on that money—it takes a lot of money for a meal like this, and I’ve been scrambling ever since to make sure we’ve got enough food.”

      I sighed, feeling bad that I hadn’t agreed to bake all the pies like she had asked. I wanted the people of this community to have a sumptuous Thanksgiving dinner, and here I was being tightfisted and not offering to make all the pies. “I am so sorry. Kenneth was always so giving. Why would he change his mind about donating the money for the dinner?” And why had she led me to believe that she had already collected the money from him?

      “You poor thing,” Mama said and reached over and patted her hand. “This must be so stressful for you.”

      Gloria nodded and sniffed. “You have no idea. I’m so angry that Kenneth did this to me. He should have followed through and done what he said he was going to do. He gave me his word. But I suppose I shouldn’t say anything negative about him now that he has passed away. It’s not polite to speak ill of the dead.”

      “What reason did he give you for not giving you the money?”

      She shook her head and took another sip of her tea. “Allie, I wish I knew why he changed his mind. But when I got there, he was already stirred up about something, and he told me he wasn’t going to give me any money. He said he felt that the people of this town didn’t deserve it because they hadn’t treated him right over the years. Honestly, he didn’t seem like himself that evening, and I can’t even explain why.” She took a quick bite of the muffin and nodded. “Excellent. Excellent muffin, Allie. But I would expect nothing less from you. What is your secret?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have a secret.” This was all so strange. It didn’t sound like Kenneth at all.

      She chuckled. “Well, you’ve got to have a secret to making them so moist and tasty. I can taste all the spices in it, and they are divine.”

      “Allie has a real knack for baking,” Mama said. “She makes the best of everything.”

      I sat there, staring at Gloria. There was something wrong with what she had told me. Kenneth’s refusing to give that money, especially after he promised, just didn’t seem right. And I swore she said he had already given it to her. Gloria glanced at me and smiled, taking another sip of her tea. What was going on here?
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      The doorbell rang, and I hurried to answer it. I was delighted to find my daughter, Jennifer, and daughter-in-law Sarah, standing on the steps with Lilly in Sarah’s arms. “Oh, my goodness. You two are lifesavers.” I took the baby from Sarah and kissed her on each cheek and her forehead. “And you are the cutest little doll I have ever seen.”

      Lilly was wearing a pink and white knit cap with earflaps and a puffy pink coat over her footie pajamas.

      “I am ready to have some fun,” Sarah said, as they stepped inside the house and removed her coat. “I love to bake. Okay, maybe I don’t love to bake, but it’s fun to get to do it once in a while.”

      “I need coffee,” Jennifer mumbled, stumbling into the kitchen.

      “College kids,” I said, rolling my eyes and chuckling.

      Sarah laughed. “I remember those days. Getting up early on a Monday morning, or any morning, was the last thing I wanted to do.”

      I nodded, and we headed into the kitchen. I was feeling guilty about not agreeing to bake more of the pies for the community Thanksgiving dinner, so after Gloria left the previous day, I texted her and told her I would do my best to make a few more pies. She had been delighted, of course. But that meant a lot more work for me, and I had called in the troops. Lucy, Mama, Sarah, and Jennifer were my frontline troops today, and as soon as Lilly got old enough, she would become one of them too.

      “The cavalry has arrived,” I said, laughing when we entered the kitchen. I put Lilly in her highchair and took her hat and coat off. “And you, little lady, need to take notes because I am going to need your help as soon as you’re able to walk.”

      “Oh, there’s my baby,” Mama said as she hurried over to the highchair. She gave Lilly kisses all over her face, which delighted her, and she laughed and laughed.

      “What do you want us to start with?” Sarah asked, pouring herself a cup of coffee.

      “I think we should do this assembly line style,” Lucy said, placing both hands on the kitchen island countertop. “This is going to be fun. We’re going to make tons of pies and maybe sample a few.”

      I nodded. “We’ll make this as simple as possible.”

      I had about ten pounds of frozen blueberries we had picked earlier in the year, which I took out of the freezer to defrost, along with two jars of mincemeat. I hated to admit it, but I was going to use frozen pie crusts. Never in my life had I used them, but Alec had picked them up for me on his way home from work Friday night. If Gloria wanted pies, she was going to get them, and I would do my best to make them as tasty as I could, but I was going to have to compromise and use those frozen pie crusts. Most of the pie crusts would still be made by hand though, because this close to Thanksgiving meant there weren’t many frozen ones available. Alec had done his best, of course, but when an elderly woman confronts you as you’re picking up the last frozen pie crust, you have to give in and hand it over. And that’s what Alec had done.

      “What do you want us to do first?” Mama asked, tickling Lilly under her chin. “And does this little lady need something to eat?”

      “She already ate, but I brought some teething biscuits in the diaper bag if she gets fussy,” Sarah said, setting a sippy cup on the highchair tray. Lilly grabbed it and began drinking.

      “Would you look at that? My great-granddaughter is so talented. She’s already using a sippy cup,” Mama remarked.

      Sarah nodded. “I didn’t think she would take to it this soon, but she loves it. It’s nice because I don’t have to hold her bottle for her all the time.”

      “Let’s get pie plates lined with the frozen pie crust, and then we’ll figure out how many more pie crusts we need to make,” I said, tying an apron around myself. “I think I’ve got the ingredients for some brown sugar pies. Maybe I’ll make a handful of those too.”

      “Allie, where are you going to put these pies once they’re baked?” Lucy asked.

      “We can let them cool in the mud room. I cleared off the shelves out there, and they’ll stay cold and fresh until we take them to the Thanksgiving dinner. We also need to bake some pies for the turkey trot, and then some for us here at home.”

      “That’s a lot of pies,” Sarah remarked.

      I held up one finger. “Yes, and we are the best group of pie bakers around. You wait and see. We’re going to get this done so fast it’ll surprise all of us.” I didn’t feel nearly as confident as I sounded, but that didn’t matter. We were going to pull this thing together and make people happy with freshly baked pies.

      I gave instructions to each of them and then went to get the cans of pumpkin from the pantry. I had an old-fashioned stove that had enough room for a dozen pies to bake at once. That stove was a lifesaver because if we could only bake a few of them at a time, it would have taken forever.

      Jennifer set her cup of coffee down on the counter. “Okay, then. Let’s do this.”

      “That’s the spirit,” I said, patting her on the shoulder.

      “Ally, how is the investigation into Mr. Sinclair’s murder going?” Sarah asked as she unwrapped sticks of butter. I had set the butter out on the counter the night before, hoping they would be the right consistency to make a flaky pie crust this morning.

      I shook my head. “Alec has been spending a lot of time working on the investigation, and I’m sure he will find the killer soon. It’s terrible that we’re coming up on the holidays, and his poor family won’t have him there with them.”

      She turned to me. “You know, I work with Jane Ogle. Jane is related to Mr. Sinclair.”

      Lucy turned to her, a measuring cup in her hand. “Jane Ogle is still teaching high school? She’s so ancient. How is she still teaching?”

      Sarah chuckled. “I know, that’s what I told Thad, but she’s a very sweet woman, and the kids seem to love her. She keeps saying she’s going to retire at the end of the year, but some of the older teachers say that she says that every year. Dick Johansson swears she is going to work until the day she dies. He said the kids will come in for third period math, and she’ll be slumped over on her desk. Those poor kids are going to be traumatized.”

      I laughed. “Jane Ogle is a sweetheart. I didn’t realize she was related to Mr. Sinclair.”

      She nodded as she continued unwrapping sticks of butter. “She told me they were cousins, and she was heartbroken about his murder.”

      “I don’t remember seeing her at the funeral,” Lucy said as she stirred flour to loosen it up. “Allie, did you see her?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t remember seeing her, but there were an awful lot of people there. And she’s kind of short, so maybe she was behind somebody, and we never noticed her.”

      Sarah turned to me. “She told me something about Mr. Sinclair’s son.” She hesitated, then turned back to the mixing bowl and dropped a stick of butter into it.

      “What did she tell you?” I asked as I set large cans of pumpkin on the counter.

      “That Jonathan wasn’t very nice to his father. She said he pushed him around and tried to bully him, according to Jane. She said she just hated to see the way he treated Mr. Sinclair, and she once told him he needed to cut Jonathan off, but he wouldn’t hear of it.” She looked at me with one eyebrow raised.

      “Really?” I asked slowly. “So, Jonathan used to bully his father? She used the word ‘bully’?”

      She nodded. “I don’t think there was anything physical, but he wasn’t very nice to his father. He wanted money from him, and that was one thing that Mr. Sinclair resisted doing,” she said. “Mr. Sinclair wanted him to stand on his own two feet and make his way in the world, but unfortunately, Jonathan isn’t very good at doing that.”

      “I wondered about him, asking his father to start all those businesses that Doreen mentioned,” Lucy said. “Maybe he wasn’t just asking. Maybe he was trying to put pressure on Kenneth to give him the money to do those things.”

      I nodded, thinking about this. “Maybe. And maybe we should have another talk with Jonathan.”

      Mama made a clucking sound and shook her head as she measured flour into a bowl. “Goodness, I am glad that my family has always had respect for one another and has always been loving to each other. Not everybody is so lucky, you know.”

      “You can say that again,” I said.

      I felt sad for Mr. Sinclair. If what Jane said about his relationship with his son was true, maybe Jonathan asked his father for money once again, and when he refused to give it to him, he hit him over the head with the fireplace poker. That would certainly explain why there was no break-in at the house. And why Jonathan insisted that there was. Maybe he hoped it would send Alec on a wild goose chase.
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      “Do you think the grocery store is going to have any butter left?” Mama asked me as I pulled into the parking lot. As much as I had wanted to avoid another trip to the grocery store, I realized it couldn’t be helped.

      “I sure hope so. There’s no way I’m using margarine.” I shook my head. “It will be over my dead body.”

      We got out of the car and hurried across the wet parking lot. It had rained and sleeted all day, and that was another reason I didn’t want to run to the grocery store. I hated driving in this kind of weather, not to mention getting out in it. Mama held the hood of her jacket against her head. That was when I realized I had completely forgotten to bring an umbrella.

      “Oh, Mama, I’m so sorry. I should have grabbed an umbrella.”

      She shook her head as we hurried across the blacktop of the parking lot, and finally made it beneath the overhang of the grocery store roof. When she looked at me, her glasses were spotted with rain. “Don’t you worry about me. We’re going to get the ingredients for those pies, and we are going to get them baked.” She whipped her glasses off and found a dry corner of her sweatshirt to dry them with. “No way are we not going to get those pies made.”

      I grinned. “Mama, you are the best. I’m so glad you came for Thanksgiving.”

      “Honey, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” We headed into the store, and just as I expected, the place was packed with people. Shoppers pushed their buggies down every aisle and surrounded the produce department.

      “I just want to grab what we need and get out of here,” I said to Mama, grabbing the last buggy in the cart catcher. I pushed the shopping cart inside and glanced at the produce department. “I’d like to make some apple pies, but they are so much work.”

      “Well, I'm here. I can help you peel the apples if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      I nodded. “Maybe we’ll just make a few. We can keep one for our family dinner and send the rest to the community dinner.” I steered the buggy in between two shoppers, one was looking over the sweet potatoes, and the other was looking over the apples. But the shopper who was looking at the apples was blocking the Granny Smiths. I wasn’t making an apple pie without Granny Smith apples. Mama nodded at me, and we eased up closer to the woman and I reached around the front of her to grab the last five-pound bag of the green beauties.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” the woman said and took hold of the bag. “I am making an apple pie for my family.”

      “I am so sorry,” I said, and then realized it was Debbie Mettler. I didn’t care much for Debbie, but I needed those apples. “Oh, good morning, Debbie. How are you doing? The weather sure is crazy out there, isn’t it?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. She wasn’t going to fall for small talk about the weather when something as important as apples for apple pie was at stake. “Allie, those are my apples.”

      I wasn’t going to let them go just yet. “Oh, Debbie, this is the last bag of Granny Smith apples. Unless, of course, they’ve got more in the back.” I glanced at the swinging double doors that led to the back room.

      She shook her head, her light brown curls bobbing with the motion. “They don’t. I just talked to the produce man, and he said everything they’ve got is right out here, so I’m taking these apples. You let go of them.”

      Wrestling Debbie for a bag of Granny Smith apples wasn’t something I relished, but I would do it if I had to. “Now, Debbie, I’m sure you’ve heard that I am baking the pies for the community Thanksgiving dinner. I need these apples to make apple pies for that meal. You wouldn’t want to deprive underprivileged people of having apple pies on Thanksgiving, would you?” Guilt was my secret weapon, and I had no issues with using it now.

      She narrowed her eyes again. “You wouldn’t want to deprive my family of having an apple pie, would you?”

      She was going to play hardball. “Now, Debbie,” I said soothingly. “Sometimes we need to sacrifice for those who are less fortunate than us. I bet if you explained that to your family and told them why there's no apple pie for Thanksgiving, they would completely understand. And besides, you could check back again tomorrow to see if they got a shipment of more apples.”

      She shook her head firmly. “No. My family loves my apple pies, and they are getting an apple pie.”

      I tightened my grip on the plastic bag. “Debbie, I’m taking these apples for the community Thanksgiving dinner. I cannot imagine anyone wanting to deprive those people of apple pie. You wouldn’t want it to get around town that you did just that, would you?”

      She hesitated. If there was one thing I knew about Debbie, it was that she cared about her reputation in this town. I don’t know why she did, but she did. Debbie was a hairdresser at one of the most expensive salons around, and I suppose she thought it might hurt her business if people didn’t think favorably about her.

      She swallowed. “You would do that?”

      I shrugged. “I might.”

      She scowled. “Allie, you are one of the meanest women I know.” She let go of the bag, and I had to steady myself to keep from falling over. “Now Debbie, I am not a mean person. I just enjoy doing the right thing and giving these apples to me for apple pies for the community dinner is the right thing. I’ll make sure people know just how giving you are.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Allie, I’ve got to finish my shopping. You enjoy those apples, and if I hear that there were no apple pies at the community Thanksgiving dinner, I’m going to have a talk with you.” She glared at me.

      I smiled. “Have a happy Thanksgiving, Debbie.” I turned back to Mama who was grinning at me, and I set the bag of apples in the cart. “Sometimes you just have to know how to talk to people.”

      She chuckled and nodded. “You sure do.” She patted me on the arm and pushed the buggy forward. “I’m real proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Mama. I wish there were more apples, but we’ll do the best we can with these.”

      As we pushed the cart out of the produce department, we ran into Elizabeth Sinclair. I smiled at her. “Hello, Elizabeth, how are you doing today? The weather sure is awful out there today.”

      She smiled gripping the handles of her buggy. “I’m not doing so great. I can’t help but think about my father today. This time of year is going to be hard for the rest of my life now that he’s gone.”

      I nodded. “I’m so sorry. Celebrating a holiday without your loved one is hard.” I introduced her to my mother, and Mama told her how sorry she was for her loss.

      Elizabeth looked at the big bag of apples in my buggy. “Are you baking apple pies for Thanksgiving?”

      I nodded. “I’m making the pies for the Thanksgiving community meal. Or at least I’m baking an awful lot of them.”

      She made a face. “I know the Thanksgiving dinner is relied on by a lot of people in this community, and I am glad that we have it. But I’ll have you know that Gloria Dunning came by my house yesterday morning and asked me for five thousand dollars. Can you believe it?”

      I shook my head slowly. “No. Why would she do that?” I was pretty sure I already knew, but I was surprised Gloria had the nerve to do it.

      “She claims my father promised to give her five thousand dollars for the dinner, but then he changed his mind about it. Well, I know he did promise her the money because he told me about it. But he also told me he changed his mind because he felt like she didn’t appreciate what he was doing for her.”

      “What do you mean he felt like she didn’t appreciate him?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “You know how Gloria is. She’s pushy and obnoxious, and she insisted that he give her that money well before the dinner. He told her he would give it to her in a few weeks, but she got angry because she wanted it right then. She called and harassed him for that money over and over, and tried to make him feel guilty by saying he didn’t care about poor people. And then she had the gall to ask him for another five thousand on top of the original five thousand a week later. She was rude and demanding, and he got fed up with her and told her he wasn’t going to give her anything. He told me about what happened and said he felt disrespected and not appreciated one bit, and he just wasn’t going to do it.”

      “Really?” I said. That was why Gloria wouldn’t tell me why he had changed his mind. It was because of how she had behaved.

      She nodded. “Later, he felt bad about it. He said he probably would give her the money, but I told him not to. Let her go and find someone else who will give her that much money or donate enough food to go around. Maybe it’s petty, I don’t know, but she should have been nicer to my dad.”

      I nodded. “She should have been nice to him. He was always so good about helping people out. I can’t believe she would treat him that way.”

      She sighed. “It’s a shame when you don’t have enough sense to treat people right, especially when they’re doing you a favor. I suppose I’ll spend my Thanksgiving at the community Thanksgiving dinner in honor of my father, but that woman better not mess with me, or I’ll tell everyone the truth about how she behaved.”

      I glanced at my mother, who was making a face. She didn’t like to hear about rude people.

      I shook my head. “It’s a shame. Gloria acted that way. She just made everything harder on herself. I don’t feel sorry for her at all. She brought the trouble on herself, so she’ll have to deal with it.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “I’m glad you’re making the pies. You always make delicious pies.”

      “Thank you, Elizabeth. Well, I don’t mean to run off, but we’ve got to get a few more ingredients, and then we’ve got to get home if we’re going to have those pies made in time for the dinner.”

      She nodded. “I’ll talk to you later, Allie. Nice meeting you, Myrna.”

      We headed off to get more butter, flour, and sugar.

      “She seems like a nice lady,” Mama said. “It’s a shame that other lady didn’t treat her father the way she should have.”

      I nodded and leaned toward her. “And it makes me wonder if Gloria was angry enough about not getting the money to have killed him.”

      She nodded. “I think you might be right.”
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      The annual community Thanksgiving dinner was always held on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving Day. This gave people the opportunity to drop in and enjoy a meal, even if they were still going to have a meal with their families the following day. The community dinner was for more than just people who couldn’t afford their own Thanksgiving dinner. It was a chance for the community to come together and celebrate the holiday. I rarely ever stopped in to eat because I felt most of the people there really didn’t have much choice and didn’t have a family to go to the following day or couldn’t afford their own holiday meal. I wanted them to have plenty to eat and maybe even take a plate home with them, so I didn’t eat there. But I did sometimes stop by to see how things were going and help out where I could.

      “The place is starting to fill up,” Lucy said, as we carried pumpkin pies into the kitchen at the community center.

      I nodded. “It’s going to get busy here today.”

      “Where do we put these?” Alec asked as he came into the kitchen behind us. He, Thad, and Ed each carried pies. We had to bring four vehicles filled with pies for the dinner. The pies needed to sit in a single layer so none of them got smashed in the back seats and trunks of our cars. We had just barely managed to get them all here in one trip.

      I turned to see Gloria flitting about the kitchen, directing people who were cooking or bringing in a variety of dishes.

      “Gloria, where would you like the pies?” I asked above the din in the kitchen.

      She turned from the roasting pan she had just lifted the lid on. The scent of roasted turkey came to me and made me hungry. She smiled, “Oh, Allie, I’m so glad you made all the pies that you did. There’s a dessert table out front that you can set them on. It’s the one with the white tablecloth in the corner of the room.”

      I turned to the guys behind me. “Follow me.”

      We hurried through the kitchen as people darted here and there, working on preparing the food.

      “It smells so good in here,” Lucy said.

      “Maybe we should stay for dinner,” Ed said from behind us.

      Lucy shook her head. “No, we’re having Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow. You can have a can of soup for dinner tonight.”

      Ed groaned but didn’t say anything else. The community center was set up with long tables covered with Thanksgiving print tablecloths. People milled about, visiting and laughing with one another, and the sight made me smile. This was what holidays were all about.

      We made our way to the corner table with the white tablecloth and began setting the pies out on top of it.

      “Oh, my goodness, that all looks so good,” Brenda Stacy said as she came over to look at the pies. “Allie, did you make all these pies?”

      I nodded. “I sure did, with a lot of help from my friends and family.” I nodded to Lucy.

      “It was a lot of fun,” Lucy said.

      “We sure do appreciate all the hard work,” Brenda said. “And I’m glad you made the pies, because I know they’re going to be delicious.”

      I smiled. “I mostly made pumpkin pies, but there are a few pumpkin caramel layered pies, and some apple, blueberry, and brown sugar pies. The caramel pumpkin layered pie is a new recipe that I found, and I hope they turned out well.”

      “It sounds delicious, and I’m definitely going to have a piece of one of those. Well, I better get back to the kitchen and get to work. You know how Gloria is. If she finds out I’m loafing out here, she’ll have a fit,” Brenda laughed.

      I nodded. “Your secret is safe with us.”

      When we got the pies set out on the table, I turned to Alec, Ed, and Thad. “Can you guys bring the rest in? Lucy and I will handle putting these out on the table.”

      “We’re on it,” Alec said, and they headed back out to the cars.

      Lucy began scooting pies over to make as much room as we could for the rest of them, and for any other desserts that might be brought.

      “It looks like they’re going to have a good turnout today,” Lucy said as she placed two blueberry pies next to a pumpkin pie.

      I glanced around the room. The place was filling up fast. And then I spotted Doreen. I waved at her, and she waved back. In a few moments, she approached us with a gentleman following behind her.

      Doreen was fairly sparkling with joy. “Oh my gosh, those pies look delicious. You two work so hard on those, and I know everyone’s going to appreciate them.”

      “Thank you, Doreen,” I said, eyeing the gentleman behind her. “They were a lot of fun to make, but also a lot of work too. I enjoy hearing that people appreciate my baking and the baking of my family and friends.” I nodded at Lucy, and then the diamond necklace Doreen was wearing caught my eye. “You look lovely this evening, Doreen. That necklace is beautiful.”

      Her hand went to the silver necklace with three diamonds in the center. “Thank you. My mother left it to me, and I never get a chance to wear it, but tonight is special, so I put it on.” Doreen turned to the man standing slightly behind her. “This is my friend, George. George, this is Allie and Lucy.”

      I stuck my hand out and shook his. George looked to be at least fifteen years younger than Doreen. For a moment, I thought she was his date, but now I was having second thoughts. “How are you doing, George? Doreen said she had a friend who moved into the same apartment complex she lived in, and she was going to bring him to the dinner. It’s good to meet you.”

      He smiled. George was tall and thin, with dark circles beneath his eyes. “It’s good to be here. Doreen promised me there was going to be a magnificent Thanksgiving spread, and I couldn’t pass that up.”

      “We’re glad you came,” Lucy said, shaking his hand. “Have you lived in Sandy Harbor long?”

      He shook his head. “Not long. Almost a year. I sure do enjoy this town. Everybody is so friendly, and of course, there’s the beach and the woods on the other side of town. What’s not to love? Well, except for the cold during the winter.”

      I laughed. “Oh, yes, you’d better enjoy the cold if you’re going to live in Sandy Harbor. It’s a shame Mr. Sinclair, a gentleman who was a big contributor to the dinner, couldn’t be here tonight. I’m sure Doreen has filled you in since he was her employer, as well.”

      His eyes cut to Doreen, and then he nodded. “Yes, she did mention that he had been recently murdered. It sure is a shame. I can’t imagine who would do something like that to an elderly gentleman.”

      “Yes, it’s a shame, isn’t it?” Doreen said, looking at George. She took hold of his arm and nodded. “George, why don’t we go find a seat? We need to grab one before they’re all taken. It was good talking to you, ladies,” she said without looking at us as she steered George off to a table.

      Lucy and I watched them go. “I don’t know about you, but that’s not the man I would have imagined she would bring with her to this dinner. He’s so young.”

      I nodded. “Yes, he is. Not at all someone who I thought she would come with. But maybe we’re jumping the gun. She may not be thinking about him as a date but rather just doing a kindness for a man who has no place else to go on Thanksgiving.” I shook off the thought. I was being silly, wasn’t I? It’s not like she said she was dating him or anything.

      Alec, Ed, and Thad brought another armload of pies and set them on the table, and we got busy positioning them so they were easy to access.

      “There are just a few pies left in the cars,” Alec said. “We’ll be right back.”

      “We’ll be right here,” Lucy said.

      I glanced back in Doreen’s direction, and she was sitting next to George on the bench at one of the nearby tables. She was leaning against him, and if I wasn’t mistaken, I thought George looked just a little uncomfortable.
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      “Are you awake?” Alec asked as I sat on the edge of the bed.

      I nodded numbly, suddenly realizing just how exhausted I was. With all the pie baking, plus prepping food for our Thanksgiving dinner, and staying up late visiting with mama that I had done this past week, I was suddenly tired even though I had slept all night.

      “You had better get moving then. We’ve got to get down to the turkey trot. And we still have pies to load up.”

      I looked up at Alec. He was already dressed for the run. “I don’t know, Alec, I’m not feeling up to it today. Maybe I should sit this one out.”

      His brow furrowed. “You’re not coming down with something, are you?”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. I think I’m just tired. I’ll go with you to the turkey trot, but I think I’m just going to serve pie. Lucy will probably be disappointed that we’re not going to run together, but she’ll be fine.”

      He nodded and came over to place a hand on my forehead. “You don’t feel warm. Are you sure you’re not getting sick?”

      I smiled at him and shook my head. “I’m not getting sick.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll run with Lucy.”

      I got up to get dressed, feeling a little sad about not running with Lucy at the turkey trot, but my heart wasn’t in it this morning, and neither were my legs. Thanksgiving dinner still needed to be cooked today, and I didn’t want to use up what little energy I had on a run, no matter how short it was.

      I fed Dixie, and then we loaded the back of Alec's SUV with the eight pies I had made for the turkey trot. It was more than we needed since others would be bringing pies as well, but I would rather have too much pie than not enough. Lots of people came just to sit and visit with one another and eat pie, and I didn’t want to come up short.
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      The course for the turkey trot meandered through the woods for 3.2 miles, starting at the old rec center and ending where it started. I had run this course many times, and the only thing that made it difficult today was the cold. I bundled myself up, tightening my scarf when we got out of the car. Mama had decided to sleep in, which was probably best since she wasn’t used to the cold.

      Alec and I went to the back of the SUV, and I picked up two of the pies. Alec picked up two, and we headed inside as Lucy hurried over to me, but then realized I wasn’t dressed in running clothes, and stopped. “Allie, what’s going on? Why are you dressed like that?”

      I shook my head. “Lucy, I woke up this morning and was just exhausted. I know you wanted to run the turkey trot with me, but I just can’t do it today. I’m sorry.”

      She looked sad for a moment, but then she nodded. “It’s okay. I understand. You’ve been doing so much these past several days, and I don’t blame you for being too tired to run.”

      “I’ll run with you, Lucy,” Alec said as he set the pies down on a nearby table. I set my pies next to those he had set down.

      “That sounds great, Alec,” Lucy said. “It will be fun.”

      “I’m going to run outside and get the rest of the pies, Allie.” He looked past me to say it. “Ed, can you help me with the pies?”

      Ed nodded and shuffled outside with him.

      “Isn’t Ed excited to be here this morning?” I asked Lucy.

      She chuckled and shook her head. "No. He wanted to stay in bed, but I told him that I was a runner now, and it was his job to support me, so here he is."

      "Oh," I said, drawing the word out. "He's such a good husband."

      "He is, but don't let him hear you say that. It’ll go to his head."

      I chuckled as Alec and Ed came back inside with the pies and set them on the table. "This will be fun, Lucy," Alec promised.

      She nodded. "I know it will be. I might even beat you."

      I chuckled. "You never know."

      Alec shrugged. “I’ll keep my eye on you, so you don’t pass me.”

      She laughed. "I'm not going to get anywhere close to you unless you run slow on purpose.”

      The door to the rec center opened, and a gust of cold air blew in. Doreen walked in carrying a cream pie, and her new friend, George, followed behind her. George was dressed to run, but Doreen was dressed in heavy winter clothes. She smiled when she saw us and hurried over. "Hey, everyone. Look what I brought."

      I peered at the store-bought pie and nodded. "It looks tasty."

      She laughed. "Nowhere near as tasty as the ones you made, but I wanted to contribute."

      I turned to George. "Good morning, George. Are you running today?"

      He nodded, smiling. "I am. I thought it sounded like fun when Doreen told me about it."

      Doreen patted his arm. "George has run six marathons.” She sounded proud when she said it.

      "Oh, wow," I said, impressed. "You'll probably lead the pack today." I introduced him to Alec and Ed, and they all wandered off to get a cup of coffee.

      Doreen smiled. "George is so nice. He's helped me with so many things around my apartment. If I had to wait for maintenance to come around, it might be weeks, but he always steps in and helps out."

      "That's sweet of him," Lucy said, looking in his direction. "He sounds like a good friend."

      Doreen nodded, and the movement caused the dangling diamond earrings she was wearing to bounce, and light glinted off them for a second.

      "Doreen, those are the prettiest earrings," I said.

      She smiled and touched one with her finger. "Aren't they, though? I don't care for dangly earrings, but George bought them for me." She whispered the last part. "But don't say anything to him; he feels like he was being too forward. I told him we wouldn't tell anyone."

      I glanced back at George and then turned back to her. "We won't say a word. That was really nice of him to buy those for you."

      Lucy leaned forward to get a better look at the earrings. "My goodness, those are beautiful. He bought them for you ‘just because’, or was there a special occasion?"

      Doreen smiled again. "He said he was out shopping, and he spotted a great deal, so he bought them for me." She shrugged. "Who am I to turn down diamond earrings?"

      We all laughed. "I wouldn't turn them down," Lucy said.

      "Me either," I agreed.

      There was a thumping at the front of the room, and we all turned to see Hildebrand Grover pounding her cane on the wooden floor. “Alright, you all quiet down. We’re going to run this race, then we’re coming back in here to eat pie, and then you all are getting out of here. You hear me? No hanging around. Eat your pie and skedaddle.”

      Lucy and I looked at one another. “How did she get to be in charge of this?” I whispered.

      Lucy shook her head. “I have no idea. But we had better skedaddle afterward.”

      I chuckled.

      Somehow Hildebrand made it outside without falling from her high-heeled brown suede boots and got the runners lined up. Then Eric Jennings held a small toy gun above his head and fired it. The runners were off.

      Ed and I headed back inside, and I went to make another pot of coffee. “I hope Lucy has fun.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she will,” Ed said.

      I looked up as Elizabeth Sinclair walked into the room, carrying a single cream pie. She hurried over to me. “I can’t believe I’m late. I brought a banana cream pie. Where do I put it?”

      “Just put it on any table where you can find room. You weren’t running today, were you?” She wasn’t dressed as a runner, but she was concerned about being late, so I wondered.

      She shook her head as she scooted some pies over and made room for her pie. Then she turned back to me. “No, I’m not running. I really had no intention of coming down here, but I was feeling a little lonely today, so I decided I would bring a pie and share it with everyone.”

      I smiled as she blinked back tears. “That’s sweet of you. Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      She nodded, and I poured hot coffee from the second pot into a Styrofoam cup and handed it to her. “Thank you, Allie.”

      “You’re welcome.” I glanced up as I poured another cup of coffee for Ed and saw Doreen headed toward the door. “Doreen, would you like a cup of coffee? I’ve got a fresh pot brewing. It’ll only be a minute.”

      She glanced over her shoulder and shook her head. “No, I’m fine, thank you. I’m going to go outside to wait for the runners.”

      “Doreen,” Elizabeth called before she could get out the door. “How are you doing? I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

      Doreen stood facing the door, one hand on the doorknob. “Oh, I’m fine, Elizabeth. I know we need to get together and talk about things, but I’ve just been so busy. It’s good seeing you.” She turned the doorknob, but the knob stuck.

      Ed and I glanced at each other. Why was Doreen talking to the door?

      “Doreen,” Elizabeth said and crossed the floor to get to her. “I feel like you’ve been avoiding my phone calls.”

      Doreen shook her head without looking at her and jiggled the doorknob. “No, of course not. Why would I do that? I’ve just been busy, just like I said.”

      Doreen tried the door again just as Eric Jennings opened the door from his side, and when it opened it struck Doreen’s forehead. Doreen let out a cry of pain. “Oh, my gosh! I’m so sorry! Are you okay?” Eric asked.

      Doreen backpedaled several steps and put her hand to her forehead. “Oh, wow. You got me good. Wow.”

      “Doreen, are you okay?” Elizabeth asked, putting a hand on her shoulder to steady her.

      “I’m so sorry,” Eric repeated. “Are you all right? Can I help you with anything? Should we call an ambulance?”

      I hurried over to see if I could do anything. “Here, Doreen, have a seat,” I said, moving a folding chair behind her. “Are you okay? Should we call anyone?”

      Doreen sat down and shook her head, her hand still on her forehead. “No, I’m fine. Really, it’s silly. I should have been more careful.”

      “It wasn’t you. I should have been more careful,” Eric insisted.

      “Doreen, where did you get those earrings?” Elizabeth asked.

      I looked at Elizabeth, and she was staring at the earrings, looking as if she had seen a ghost. Ed came to stand beside me, and he caught my eye and gave me a questioning look. I shook my head and turned back to the two ladies.

      Doreen put her hand on one of the earrings. “Oh, these? I’ve had them for years. A former fiancé gave them to me.”

      Ed and I glanced at each other. Was she lying to cover for George? But why? What difference did it make if George bought her the earrings?

      Elizabeth shook her head. “That’s not true. Those are my mother's earrings.” Before anyone could say anything, she reached over and yanked the earring from Doreen’s ear. Doreen screamed and grabbed her ear. “What did you do that for? I would have given them to you.”

      Elizabeth's face turned red. “These are the earrings that were kept in my father's safe. How did you get them?”

      Doreen shook her head without making eye contact. “Your father gave them to me. It was a bonus for my thirty-year anniversary of working for him. I had always admired them when your mother wore them, so he gave them to me.”

      “You’re lying. My father would never give those to you. They were supposed to go to me,” Elizabeth said.

      I grabbed some napkins and handed them to Doreen as blood dripped from her earlobe. “Doreen, why do you have those earrings?”

      She began sobbing. “I told you. Kenneth gave them to me.”

      “That’s not what you said a few minutes ago,” Ed said.

      She sat there with the handful of napkins pressed to her ear, sobbing, shaking her head.
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      "Look at you, it's your first Thanksgiving," Mama said to Lilly and kissed her on the head. Lilly giggled and squirmed in her highchair seat, just eating up the attention.

      "That girl is just tearing through all of her firsts this year," I said, as I checked on the sweet potatoes. The house smelled amazing with all the holiday foods cooking.

      "I'm starving, Mom," Thad said, coming over and giving me a kiss on the cheek. "Do you think Alec will make it in time?"

      I glanced at the clock on the wall. We preferred to have Thanksgiving dinner early, but we were holding off in the hopes that Alec would get home soon. "I hope so. I would hate for him to miss it."

      "I'm starving, too," Jennifer said and grabbed a Triscuit cracker and dipped it in the ranch dip I had made earlier. There was a tray with cut vegetables, cheese, and crackers to go with the dip.

      I took another look at the turkey even though I knew it was done. "I know, let's just give him a few more minutes, and if he doesn't show up, we'll start eating."

      "Maybe you can text him," Ed said, grabbing three cherry tomatoes and popping them into his mouth.

      I shook my head. "No, I don't want to bother him when he's booking someone. He knows we’re having Thanksgiving dinner, and if he can make it, he will."

      I tickled Lilly under her chin and went to the stove to pour the gravy into the gravy boat. If Alec didn't get home soon, we were going to have to go ahead and eat without him.

      "Everything looks amazing, Allie," Alec's mother, Estelle said.

      I smiled. "Estelle, I'm so glad you could make it for Thanksgiving dinner."

      "I wouldn't miss it for the world," she said and came over to give Lilly a kiss. "This is the sweetest baby I have ever seen."

      "Thank you, Grandma," Sarah said. "People keep warning me about the terrible twos, so let's hope she stays sweet."

      Estelle laughed. "We can all hope, can't we?"

      Moments later, after we had gotten all the food on the table and sat down, the front door opened. I turned to look, and Alec walked through the dining room door, looking tired. He smiled and looked at the table. "Oh, just what I needed. Look at all that food. I'm starving."

      I hurried over to him and kissed him. "I’m so glad you’re home. Did you get anything to eat today?"

      "Nothing besides a stale candy bar from the vending machine at work. I'm ready to dig in."

      "And you're just in time," I said. We took our places at the table. "Alright, everyone. Why don't we go around the table and tell what we're thankful for? I'll go first. I am thankful for my family, and I'm thankful for the new addition to my family." I leaned over and kissed Lilly. "I had no idea how much I would love being a grandmother, and I'm thrilled that I get to experience it."

      Alec went next. "I think I'm going to repeat what Allie just said. I am thankful for all of you, and for this cute new addition to the family."

      I took Alec's hand and squeezed it as everyone around the table got a turn to say what they were thankful for. I could hardly wait until Lilly was old enough to tell us what she was thankful for. Right then, I would have guessed that she was thankful for freshly baked rolls because she was going to town on one. Her new teeth were getting a workout.

      Thad held a carving knife and got ready to carve the turkey, then turned to Alec and held it handle first out to him. “I think this is your job.”

      Alec hesitated. Before my first husband had died, it had been his job, but after he died, the job had fallen to Thad. I felt tears well up as Thad handed the job over to Alec. Alec nodded, took the knife from him, and started carving the turkey.

      “So, give us the details, Alec,” Lucy said, as he worked on the turkey.

      He smiled. “What Mr. Winters had said about hearing that Doreen wanted to be more than a housekeeper to Kenneth Sinclair was true. Apparently, she had been pressuring him to take more of an interest in her. But he had no interest in her or any other woman. He was still grieving his wife and wasn’t even thinking about getting married again.”

      I took a sip of water. “Then why did she kill him? Because he refused to date her?” That was taking fear of rejection a little too far.

      His eyes met mine, and he nodded. “Pretty much. She swears she never intended to kill him, but one night when she was pestering him about taking her to dinner, he got angry, and told her if she ever brought the subject up again, he would fire her. She lost her temper and said that he should be thankful to have a woman like her in his life. He laughed at that and said he was thankful she was his housekeeper, and that was all.”

      “Oh, low blow,” Thad said as he passed the mashed potatoes to Sarah.

      Alec chuckled. “Wasn’t it, though? Unfortunately, it made her angry enough to hit him over the head with the fireplace poker. She swears she meant to just lightly tap him with it, but unfortunately, it was much more than a tap.”

      “Oh, I don’t believe she meant to lightly tap him,” Lucy said. “When you raise a weapon above someone’s head, and then hit them in the head with it, you aren’t kidding.”

      “Yeah, you'd better not ever try that with me,” Ed said to her.

      She squeezed his arm. “I’m not going to spend the rest of my life in jail just so I can kill you. It’s not going to happen.”

      “Why did she wear those earrings to the turkey trot?” Jennifer asked. “It seems kind of dumb to wear them out in public like that. Didn’t she think someone might recognize them?”

      Alec nodded as he placed sliced turkey on the serving platter. “She thought she could get away with saying George had given her the earrings. Elizabeth never goes to events like the turkey trot, so she didn’t expect her to be there. When she showed up, Doreen thought she could hurry out of the room and remove the earrings before she saw them, but that didn’t happen.”

      “Doreen never goes to the turkey trot, either,” I pointed out. “Why did she suddenly decide to go this morning?”

      He smiled. “George. Doreen had set her eyes on George when Kenneth was dead and out of the picture. She was tired of being alone and wanted someone in her life, so she picked George because he didn’t have any other family here in town, and she thought he would be lonely and easier to draw in.”

      I shook my head. "Wow. Good thing for George that Elizabeth recognized those earrings."

      "Good thing for George that Eric hit Doreen in the head with that door," Ed said.

      Alec nodded. "Exactly."

      "What about the picture that was torn in half and lying on Kenneth's chest?" Jennifer asked him as she served herself some cranberry sauce.

      Alec passed the platter of turkey to me, and I helped myself to a slice before passing it on to Estelle. "She said she wanted Kenneth to take her to the community Thanksgiving dinner as their first date. She had taken that picture the year before, and it had sat on Kenneth's desk all year long. When he turned her down, she grabbed the picture, held it out to him, and said, 'Aren't you tired of being alone? Why don't you take me out? You don't have to be alone anymore.' That was when he said he would rather be alone than go out with her. She got angry, tore the picture in half, and threw it at him. After she killed him, she picked the picture up and dropped it on his chest as a goodbye."

      "She didn't have a bit of remorse, did she?" Mama asked.

      Alec shook his head. "Not one drop."

      It was a shame that Doreen couldn't take no for an answer. Killing Kenneth Sinclair ad been no accident and she would pay for her crime. And wearing those earrings had been an incredibly bad judgment call.

      I looked at Lilly as she reached for the candied sweet potatoes as they were passed in front of her. I had many things to be thankful for this year.

      

      
        
        The End
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